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Summary 

This paper discusses the nature, context and evolution of social work in the Cyprus context. It 

addresses the definition of indigenization in social work and deals with the opportunities of 

developing a localised social work model that will respond to the issue of transferring patterns 

of social work from one national culture to another. By describing the historical background of 

social welfare it attempts to point to the certain factors that have affected the formation of 

social work and shaped its character. 

The above referrals and critical analysis reveal that a new type of professional social worker is 

needed, equipped with abilities to plan, direct, and manage social change on both the micro- 

and the macro-level of the social system. 
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Introduction  

Cyprus is the third largest island in the Mediterranean. It has been inhabited since 10,000 BC 

and conquered numerous times throughout its history by several major powers, including 

Hittites, Assyrians, Egyptians, Persians, Venetians, and Ottomans) (Solsten, 1991). Following 

the Ottomans’ control, it was placed under the British administration in 1878 until 1960, 

period that it became an independent state. That period the population included Greek 

Cypriots, Turkish Cypriots, Armenians, Maronites and other foreigners (Solsten, 1991). That 

shifting historical background helps describe that Cypriot people have been influenced by 

different civilisations, which have determined their daily practice and behaviour. At this point 

is critical to note that a military invasion in 1974 divided the island into two parts and 

subsequently pronounced differences between the population in the Government controlled 

area and the Turkish Cypriot community in the Turkish occupied area. That fact has also 

affected the availability of resources and the character of this article. There are periods which 

there will be an illustration of the whole island, however following the invasion any referral is 
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focused on the part that is formally recognised as Republic of Cyprus. Subsequently, social 

work and welfare system is inextricably linked to the country’s socio-political situation, during 

the last 100 years. 

Evidence of social welfare provision is noticed since the last decades of 19th century, where the 

main characteristic was the concern and sympathy for each other (Triseliotis, 1977). A rather 

systematic effort is observed from the 1920s and afterwards, where political conditions and 

processes of social development and change shaped the character of social work towards 

professionalisation. There was actually an attempt to develop a welfare model for those who 

were more vulnerable such as women and children, disabled and poor. As the society and the 

island were under developed, emphasis was given to the social development and social 

cohesion of the local population; this mainly refers to the period of 1946-1973 and includes 

the whole population of the inland. However, those steps of development were interrupted by 

a coup and an invasion in 1974, which shifted fundamentally the goals of social work. The 

division of the country into two parts has created extensive numbers of dispossessed people 

who are both Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots. The main aim of social welfare and 

respectively of social work practice was to support the forced internal refugees to fulfil their 

basic needs along with community planning to restructure the economy and people’s life. In 

the modern time a significant point was the establishment of relevant legislation for 

professional social workers in 2000 (173(I)/2000), following by a code of ethics which 

determines the daily practice.  It was also the period, in which tertiary Social Work education 

began to be offered by local institutions. 

A common characteristic of the above mentioned chronological periods was the influence of 

the colonial experience and the Western theories of modernization and economic growth. 

Focusing on the social work practice, it is argued that no meaningful attempts have been made 

to ensure that the profession fits into the social, economic and practical environment in which 

it operates. Those elements have led to an inadequate performance between traditional social 

norms and Western processes of social welfare, resulting in changes without taking under 

consideration the cultural differentiations and social norms. For example, the practice is 

connected mainly to the provision of Public Social Welfare Services, whose organisational 

structure and principles based on the British institutional social protection system.  
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Following the tradition of questioning the process and trying to refocus social work in Cyprus, 

this article explores some of the basic but fundamental issues which the social work profession 

have to resolve in order to be responsive and more relevant to the needs of Cypriot 

population. It begins with a definition of indigenization term, in order to form the frames of 

social work practice. A detailed examination of Cyprus social welfare policy background follows 

as it is considered as the fundamental step to shift the thinking from the generic theories of 

social work provision to the construction of an indigent model. It promotes the development 

of a model that will take under consideration the historical, cultural, political and social 

characteristics of local society for the development of more effective and efficient welfare 

services. A discussion pointing to the current challenges under a perspective to highlight the 

need for change follows. Certain areas that will most probably affect the future aspect of social 

work in Cyprus are portrayed such as the characteristics, skills and qualifications of 

professionals. In this respect it ends with some general suggestions for a type of indigenous 

model that needs to enhance the quality of services provision. 

 

Defining indigenization for Social Work 

Social work resulted from the breakdown of traditional systems that support and provide 

cohesion into the society (Shardlow, 2002); systems that may include family, neighbourhood 

and local community. Though social work began from western countries, the industrialisation 

and urbanisation led other countries as well to import the specific types of model of social 

work (generally referred as Western model) in order to solve their emerging social problems. 

The maturity of educational system in those countries (in particular in USA and UK) played an 

additional role, as many scholars studied there and being influenced by it. Transforming those 

influences to processes, they were adopted as a mean of coping with the social consequences 

of accelerating economic change (Walton and Abo El Nasr, 1988). However, the practice 

revealed different results from those expected. The service users did not respond effectively 

when the practitioners attempted to align social work adopted models to local needs, due to 

the differences in culture, history and economic development. Owusu-Bempah (2003) refers to 

fundamental differences among the societies, as the main factor of this situation. He argues 

that in Euro-American societies, the individual as unit per se embraces self-knowledge to 

understand one’s place and position in the world. That worldview perception also guides the 
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individual’s aspirations and shapes the kind of communication with others. However, in 

collective or communal societies, emphasis is given to the interdependence, to the obligations 

towards the community and their role in it, compared to the constituent elements (Owusu-

Bempah, 2003).  

A suggested solution to cope effectively with concurrent situations, maintaining the scientific 

character of the profession is to adopt and utilise in practice the characteristics of 

indigenization in social work. Indigenization attempts to respond to the issue of transferring 

patterns of social work from one national culture to another (Walton and Abo El Nasr, 1988). 

The roots of this model is found in Latin America, resulting to the difficulty professional social 

workers experienced, when they attempted to utilise universal models of theory and practice 

into the region (Ferguson, 2005). It is argued that as long as societies define differently the 

terms of social problems, religious and social attitudes, there is a need for radical 

modifications to the ideas, values and methods to response adequately to their needs and 

daily difficulties (Resnick, 1995; Walton and Abo El Nasr, 1988; Midgley, 1981). 

Indigenization characterises a process through which dissatisfaction is expressed with the 

imported models of social work within the frameworks of political, economic, social and 

cultural structures region (Ferguson, 2005; Walton and Abo El Nasr, 1988).  These feelings are 

some point transformed into actions towards adaptation, adjustment or modification of the 

incongruous components of the western mode, to fit to the country’s socio-cultural 

environment and civilisation’s principles. Through language, local knowledge and belief 

systems, the models are changed to reach an adaptive balance which fits to the local context 

(Walton and Abo El Nasr, 1988). It is also perceived, from a practice perspective, as a process 

of importation of western, model of social work into developing modifications to enable the 

model to be applied in a different cultural context (Yunong and Xiong, 2008). In addition, it 

includes adaptation to the political and socio-economic conditions and cultural patterns in the 

receiving country. Though, it is not supported that new and genuine models need to be 

enacted by excluding any previous use of theory or experience from other countries. It is 

actually adopted the perception that internal (in the receiving country) discussions and 

reflections need to be employed to develop a blend system and theory able to pro-act and 

react to the required social work contemporary interventions. 
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Indigenization does not come in contradiction with social work’s effort of internationalization 

(Gray and Coates, 2010). The latter is understood as the attempt to multiply the sense that 

social work as profession is useful in solving personal and communal difficulties wherever it is 

applied. The difference for indigenization is pointed to the fact that local customs have to be 

incorporated with the universal values. However critical reflection in this customization needs 

to be highlighted. Ethnocentric approaches are coming to the surface, even conservation of 

local customs (Gray and Coates, 2010; Trygged, 2010). A proper balance between commitment 

to a culture and openness to incorporating theory and practice from outward is the solution 

according to Gray and Coates (2010). 

Those theoretical frameworks underpin the situation of Cypriot social work. Besides the 

political, economic and social conditions that have affected its characteristics, the absence of 

tertiary education till the last decade had also a major impact. To begin the discussion, the 

historical background of social welfare along with a description of the profession’s 

characteristics, will be outlined. 

 

 
Evolution of welfare state and social work practice in Cyprus 

Early signs of welfare policies’ provision are identified during the last decade of 19th century. 

At the end of the century, the Infant’s Estate Law (1894) was introduced (Triseliotis, 1977). It 

appointed guardians to adolescences following a court decision. That person was also 

responsible to secure the prosperity of child. During the same period, an additional law 

(Criminal Law) articulated the necessity to strength the family solidarity, by setting as offence 

the failure of protecting aged parents.  

The first signs of systematic social welfare are noticed at the beginning of 20th century. The 

administration of Governor Storrs (1926-1932) introduced several legislations to regulate the 

employment of young persons and children (1928 and 1932), to protect female domestic 

servants (1929) and to provide rehabilitation services to people who suffered from mental 

disorders (Mental Patients’ Law 1931).  In particular for the female servants’ case, the law 

attempted to stop the high rate of females’ exploitation, by enforcing an obligatory 

registration of both females and their employers. The latter were also obliged to announce any 

termination of employment contract to the nearest police station (in the most of the cases, 

those women could not return back to their villages and they were ended up to practice 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 7 of 22 

prostitution to cover their basic needs). Police could undertake their protection, in case they 

did not have anywhere else to go (Cyprus Annual Report of the Government Analyst, 1933). 

Juvenile courts were also established the same period, on an effort to regulate the supervision 

of juvenile offenders, the after care of reform school boys, and the protection of the deprived 

children (Juvenile Offenders Law, 1935). Similarly, that period there was a primary 

development of ‘Health and Welfare Services’, copying the British Social Hygiene Council 

directives. Although the general social conditions were improved, radical changes were not 

observed, due to insufficient inspection on behalf of the State. Furthermore those social 

developments were severe influenced by the world financial crisis of 30s. Whilst the Cypriot 

economy was primarily based on agriculture, a rise of unemployment was observed along with 

the lack of credibility of farmers to repay their loans. The financial conditions were improved in 

the years 1934-39, due to the increase of agriculture, to the establishment of new small 

factories and to the expansion of the mining industry (Stampolis, 1963). In addition to that, the 

preparation and building of military works for the Second World War, increased the total 

demand for labour. 

Though Cyprus, to a large extent, did not feel the full repercussions of World War II, the 

consequences in the economy were more than apparent. There was a rise to the 

unemployment when the inland’s external trade and the mines (which employed around 

10.000 workers in 1938) came to a decline (Stampolis, 1963). People and regions were 

suffering and even they were starving. It was the time which the cooperative movement in 

rural areas arose. It was considered as an alternative strategy to cope with money-lenders 

excesses (Persianis, 1996; Triseliotis, 1977). Triseliotis (1977) marked the rapid growth of 

cooperative movement. By 1946 almost the 80% of farmers were members of such 

cooperative schemes. It can be argued that rural welfare was considerable developed because 

of coops, as cheap credits could be arranged (Persianis, 1996). 

A second phase of social welfare policy development is noticed in the late 1940s, where major 

developmental plans were promoted. It was the first time, in which a Ten Years Development 

Plan was publically introduced, aiming to improve the social conditions and cohesion of 

residents (Hunt, 1990). Systematic efforts were adopted to improve the post-war conditions; 

to fight poverty, to promote the human rights, to endorse social justice and to support 

community development). Moreover, they have to be viewed as a reaction to the social and 

political pressure for independence and reunification with Greece. It was a period in which 
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trade Unions setup clinics to provide free health and welfare services for its members. They 

also established an insurance scheme for its members providing sickness and other social 

benefits. Urban planning and developmental projects were also designed and implemented 

(i.e. Ten Year Development Programme for Cyprus for the period 1946-1956). In the sector of 

social services, funds for improving housing, health services and juvenile delinquency were 

allocated. However, the majority of those laws were copied from the UK, without giving any 

importance to the local conditions and character of the island. Triseliotis (1977) argued that 

the British failed to export their technological advantages and know-how to Cyprus, as they did 

not follow a conclusive policy and ignored the local characteristics as well as the poor social 

conditions existed. He adopted a view that the political pressure for union with Greece, led the 

British administration to prepare the initiation of limited welfare programmes and progressive 

social legislations (Triseliotis, 1977).  

A rather more systematic effort for improvement is observed during 50s with the 

establishment of Public Assistance scheme (1953) (Stampolis, 1963). That scheme was referred 

to a strategy to fight the worst forms for poverty (Social Welfare Services, 2003). As part of this 

wider strategy, the Public Welfare Department (1952), was also setup that period. The core 

aims were to provide personal social services to families and children, the elderly, offenders, 

and generally to the vulnerable groups of the population who were in desperate need for care 

(Stampolis, 1963; Social Welfare Services, 2003).  It was an all purpose department responsible 

for a range of services provided to individuals, families, groups and communities. It was 

actually a copy of the British system, in which all services were offered by one single 

organisation. Social workers were considered as generic practitioners, able to deliver a range 

of services for a wide range of individuals and groups, from childhood till elderly. The initial 

recruitment to the service was teachers followed by policemen and administrative officers 

(Triseliotis, 1977). Regardless to their academic degrees, specialisation and any other 

qualifications, priority was given to their personal communication and ability skills. However, 

as by the years more responsibilities were taken over, it was acknowledged the need to 

employ qualified staff and/or to provide proper training to the rest of them. In particular, 

during the first years, a number of them they would be sent to Britain for one and/or two 

years course in social sciences and/or social administration. In other words, social welfare and 

social work were transferred and implemented almost without any indigenization to the 

country’s needs, in the light of the belief that social work is an international or universal 
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profession. At a later stage, workers were trained abroad, in particular, in particular, in Greece, 

UK and/or USA. Moreover selected training schemes to overseas were seconded (Triseliotis, 

1977). Triseliotis (1977) again writes that by 1974 one third of the social workers were 

educated.  

The daily practice of social work was influenced by the psychodynamics theories. Emphasis 

was given to the individual, adopting the western practices and personality assessments 

(Triseliotis, 1977). However, as the Cypriot social and cultural environment was ignored, the 

results were rather ineffective and negative. Triseliotis (1977) questioned the effectiveness of 

training professionals abroad as well as the mechanisms of transferring the acquiring 

knowledge into the local context. Group and community work was limited as well as the 

ignorance of the family and collective (cooperative) strong bonds. In the western philosophy, 

an emphasis was on expressing their feelings as well as to look at the past to interpret the 

current conditions. In contrast, in Cyprus the need for social planning and advocacy to 

undertake social responsibilities was underestimated. In addition, the culture of 

Mediterranean people and in particular that of Cypriots, who tend to focus on the future 

rather than in the past, was not primarily indicated. It was followed the dominant model of 

social work development based on universal values which tends to exclude variations of 

common formats (Jönsson, 2010). This argument reveals the need for indigenization (although 

that time there was not such theoretical approach). Adopting approaches that are focused on 

different societies, instead of local settings, may result to the failure of assessing and 

interpreting the local factors that characterise and shape a society. It could also prohibit the 

construction of indigenous and heterogeneous models of social development.  

A change in professional culture was observed in mid 50s, when social workers obliged to visit 

rural areas and villages to provide comprehensive work to those who were in need. It may be 

argued, that a physical event was the beginning of that change. Following an earthquake at 

Paphos area (1953), social workers were actively participating in reorganising the life, 

distributing supplies and investigating the urgent needs of families. On an attempt to 

emphasise the shift to the community planning, the Public Welfare Development was renamed 

to “the Department for Social Development” in 1956 (Stampolis, 1963). 

At the same time and in accordance to the work carried out by the public sector, a number of 

voluntary “Philanthropic” Organisations were developed to provide care and assistance to 

those in need (Stampolis, 1963). Stampolis (1963) noted that, quite often, they were piloted 
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new programmes and services before the government would adopt them. However, the 

limited financial resources did not allow them to expand their provision of services.  

That social development was interrupted by the independence of Cyprus.  During the early 

stages the Cypriot government lacked any significant commitment to social welfare. Not only 

policies and plans about the social services were absent but considerable scepticism also 

surrounded ideas of welfare (Planning Bureau, 1962). The new government, without any 

previous experience, illustrated a lack of concentration towards social welfare programmes. 

The only exceptions were in the area of education and social insurance (Triseliotis, 1977). New 

community programmes are introduced on the period of 1966-1971. On the one hand, there 

was an effort to provide better opportunities to those living in rural areas. On the other hand, 

it was a period in which a number of conventions were signed with European and International 

Organisations such as WHO, UNICEF, UNESCO and Council of Europe etc. That resulted to the 

setup and/or the update of social policies. Cypriot social workers focused on intervene in 

individuals’ lives to help solve social problems based either on individualist theories or on 

engage themselves to long term changes through institutional and structural changes 

(Triseliotis, 1977).   

At this point, it is critical to notice that until 1963, both Greek-Cypriots and Turkish-Cypriot 

social workers were under the same roof. Though on other areas different bodies were 

created, the Council of Ministers recommended that the provided services had to run on an 

inter-communal basis. However, with the inter-communal troubles of 1963 the Turkish social 

workers withdrew and focused on certain areas and maintained a separate welfare service. 

The Turkish invasion in 1974 caused considerably changes to the structure of the social welfare 

system and policy targets. The social work practice was influenced from the political instability 

and human tragedy. The priority was shifted from social development to the social restructure. 

Primary aims became the development of an organised system of welfare benefits for the 

displaced as well as on the reconstruction of the social life in the island. The radical socio-

economic circumstances influenced the evolution of the profession. The uprooting of a third of 

the population created many social problems and increased dependence of vulnerable groups 

on the State (Centre for Administrative Innovation in the Euro-Mediterranean Region, 2004). 

Thousands of people located to new areas demanding urgent services for basic needs. The 

multi-dimensional and long-term needs of the refugees led to the development of community 

development schemes and programmes that could accommodate two groups in need, children 
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and elderly.  By developing programmes to accommodate their needs, their carers could enter 

into the labour market to rebuild the economy. Accordingly the daily practice was transformed 

to meet those needs. For example, the social workers dealt with the increased demand for 

adoption of children. Moreover, they focused on organising supporting services in the camps 

with the collaboration of other governmental sections (Ministry of Labour and Social 

Insurance, 1975). 

It was a period which the State undertook the solely responsibility to provide welfare services. 

An over-centralised system was developed and even in cases in which voluntary organisations 

would setup similar or parallel services, the State exercised close monitor by financially 

supporting them with an annual public assistance (Social Welfare Services, 2003). 

Although someone may interpret that crisis as a unique opportunity that promoted and sign 

pointed the development of social work, the social work vacancies were filled again with 

personnel who did not have proper professional qualifications. They were employed people 

with studies in accounting, literature, education, biology etc. Again, in-training services were 

utilised to gain the basic knowledge of providing services to people in need, while at a later 

stage, intensive cycles of training courses were developed.  

Five years later the economy had built rebuilt and people started to deal with daily issues. 

Though, several social problems were still apparent.  The Social Welfare Department was 

primarily dealt with the safeguard the wellbeing of internally displaced refugees. A complex 

regime of social benefits and services had already been setup to support those migrants who 

could not enter to the labour market as well as they were facing a range of psycho-emotional 

difficulties (Ministry of Labour and Social Insurance, 1980). The general social welfare policy 

included a general minimum income scheme, as well as a number of sub-schemes that support 

specific vulnerable target groups, such as the disabled, older people, women and children. The 

social work practice was still focused on the community restructure by settling the forced 

migrants into new local communities. Apart from housing, emotional and difficulties 

associating with social inclusion were also reported (Ministry of Labour and Social Insurance, 

1980). 

Ten years later (decade of 1990s) a new era for social welfare policy arose. For example, there 

was an amendment of the Public Assistance and Services Law (August 1991), which secured a 

minimum standard of living for all persons residing legally in Cyprus. It was provided in the 
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form of money and/or services to persons whose resources do not meet their basic and special 

needs as determined by relevant legislation (Christofides, 2007). Accordingly, categorical sub-

programmes for specific vulnerable groups, like the disabled, the elderly, the youth, lone-

parents etc. were developed. Funds were allocated to NGOs to organise innovative 

programmes for that period, such the development of community youth centres. Social 

Welfare Services restructured to adapt to new realities and decentralisation was promoted as 

part of this change. Collaboration with other countries in order to establish training and/or 

accepting trainees’ social workers for fieldwork placement was another characteristic (Social 

Welfare Services, 1998).   

The decade of 2000 finds social work practice under pressure. Although, social policy agenda 

has been modified to improve access and choice of social welfare services, modernise 

professional roles, and review the skill mix to support role developments that benefit service 

users, the debates about the best way of dealing with them are still continuing (Social Welfare 

Services, 2003;2004;2007;2008). These concerns have emanated from a variety of 

stakeholders and perspectives. Some have sought ways to reduce fragmentation and service 

gaps in social organisations’ systems to improve access and continuity of care. Others have 

been intent on reducing duplication and redundancy in order to diminish costs, utilise scarce 

resources more effectively, and achieve greater accountability. These developments played a 

significant role in placing social care practice under questioning: managing constraints; time 

constraints; dealing with conflict demands, setting priorities, stress and frustration. On the 

other hand, people in need expect to be provided with a comprehensive level of care, and 

become annoyed when they hear that the service they are looking for is the responsibility of 

another agency. To those difficulties, should be added the growing, negative image of services 

portrayed in the media, and among the general public following the publication of a number of 

cases in which the system did not provide adequate provision of care (Cyprus News Agency, 

2011; Sigma Tv, 2010; Cyprus Commissioner of Administration,2007; Georgiou et al., 2006). 

The author argues that the State still controls the majority of the programmes provided based 

on the British administration system of 1970s where all services are provided from the same 

roof. This structure was adopted as a means of coping with the social consequences of 

accelerating economic change. It might be said that though it was effective in the past, 

currently there is a general dissatisfaction for the quality of services provision and their 
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limitation to handle effectively cases that may vary from common norms. The generalist social 

work practice model (Johnson, 1998) is coming under questioning. 

The next section attempts to discuss in depth the influences, practices and methods of social 

work. It raises questions about the need for crucial transformation into a system that 

acknowledges the local social reality.  

 

 

Questioning Cypriot social work: Myths and Realities 

Reviewing the social welfare and social work development in Cyprus, it was revealed that the 

political and social conditions affected the formation of social work and shaped its character. 

Quite often, the definition of social problems dictates how the profession will respond and 

how education will prepare professionals to both pro-act and re-act to those difficulties 

(Ferguson, 2005). In general terms, Cypriot social policies are based on selective ideologies, 

and social workers, particularly those working in governmental agencies, have become 

investigators or gatekeepers of welfare eligibility. 

A primary effort to respond to an underlying discrepancy in the transfer of appropriate social 

work ideas and to modernise the social welfare system was observed in the decade of 90s. A 

shift from reliance to external theoretical models to respond to the country’s needs seemed to 

mark that period. New methods and efforts to be adapted to the local realities were 

highlighted. For example, in 1994 the model of organisation hierarchical structure and 

administration’s methods were evaluated for their efficiency. Suggestions to operational levels 

were adopting, e.g an additional layer of administration was added, emphasis was given to the 

employees’ specialisation, supervision introduced as personal development method, while 

more decentralisation to the decision making was adopted (Social Welfare Services, 2002). 

However, again it was apparent the influence of the dominant model of western style 

development. The welfare service was an amalgam of British and American styles of 

administration. Emphasis was given to selected social excluded groups, by exploring 

individualist needs, instead of looking at the environmental factors and the local ecosystems’ 

influence. Though the good intentions, it appeared a gap on the theoretical knowledge based 

on the local socio-economical framework. All the administrative and practice methods were 

borrowed again from a context different from that of Cyprus. The senior managers of Social 
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Welfare Services had been educated abroad, in addition to the fact that there were not any 

local think-tank institutions to support and/or critically analyse that re-organisation. Similar 

conditions were existed for the rest of professional social workers. Those educational systems 

and models of practice facilitated their professional culture. It could be argued that, till today 

the huge majority of Cypriot social workers are trained in a different environment where 

academic stimulus and programmes used in social work area had most of the times no 

reference to the local context. For example the Greek Programmes follow the North American 

standards of the Schools of Social Work. Cypriot students did not have the chance to learn and 

explore their indigent context apart from those who would decide to do their final practice 

fieldwork placement in Cyprus. A need to setup a local based theoretical school/institution of 

thinking was apparent.  

A progression was noticed with the establishment of the fist law about the consolidation of the 

profession (The Registration Law for Social Workers, 2000- 173(I)/2000) in 2000. It was the first 

time for the Republic of Cyprus, in which the social work profession was described and 

academic qualifications were set. No one could pursue a related job, without holding a degree 

Social Work from a recognised tertiary education institute. Moreover, the Law introduced the 

Cyprus Registration Council for professional Social Workers. It is the legislative body that 

provides the professional licence to practice social work and assess the quality of it. It can be 

argued that the law identified and provided assurance, so practitioners have to be equipped 

with the requisite knowledge and expertise to undertake decisions, particularly in situations 

involving risk. 

Similarly, the first social work programme in the tertiary education was introduced in 2001. 

Due to the absence of academically qualified social workers from the local market, help and 

support was searched for from Greece. A private institution setup a 4-year Bachelor of Arts 

degree in Social Work. The curriculum was heavily influenced by the Greek educational system, 

not only because of their designers but also from several accreditation committees, which 

consisted of Greek academics. A lack of fostering to the local culture’s principles and practical 

paradigms was identified as major weakness in correspondence to the heavily teaching, at 

least for the first years, from visiting faculty members. Of course, those limitations do not to 

undermine the new era for social work profession.  

Since that time, as areas of further development such as input in social work research, 

professional and student development indigenous social work were acknowledged, two more 
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programmes were established. The second was established in 2005, and the third one in 2008.  

Those programmes followed a rather different pathway, most probably influenced by the local 

needs, other educational systems and the fact that were designed from academics, who were 

living in the island. However, as all of them are coming from private institutions and are 

subject of continuous evaluation and accreditation from committees that have different 

traditions, priorities and expectations, no one actually managed to avoid replications in the 

curriculum or to develop a different character from the Western theoretical models. 

Nevertheless, it has to be recognised that they attempted to challenge the adequacy of 

traditional policies, to promote social policy and social protection and to bring cultural 

sensitivity and diversity into their curriculums. They brought changes to the reflection thinking, 

they challenged practices and they embraced social work research. 

Another area of discussion is the level of collaboration between Social Work Programmes and 

the Government Social Welfare Services. The collaboration is problematic and inadequate. It 

seems that the State does not trust yet the local schools to jointly design social research, to 

shape the characteristics of new generation of professional social workers. Even for internal 

training, quite often, they invite people from abroad, in particular from Greece, academics 

who used to be their lecturers.  

Bibliography related to the Cypriot context and social work is also limited. The visiting faculty 

members did not invest time in exploring and identifying areas of interest to publicise and 

inform both the current professionals and students for contemporary issues. However, at this 

point it needs to be stated that the younger in age academics have commenced a systematic 

effort to develop educational materials which focus on local social conditions and critically 

discuss and illustrate methods of interventions. It is believed that in the forthcoming years a 

wide range of books and articles will be available to demonstrate the main characteristics of 

Cypriot social work. 

Other critical issues for Cypriot social work have not been included in the discussed agenda. 

Currently, in the political agenda, a primary issue of discussion is the reunification of the island. 

There are two communities living one next to the other, barely communicating (formal 

communication starting a few years ago, when the borders were opened again) and using 

civilisation and religion as borders that divides them rather than unities them.  What will 

happen, if tomorrow a political decision will be agreed, and has a consequence the two 

communities to live together? At the present stage, in which several technical committees 
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have been developed to negotiate and find common accepted solutions on a number of 

political, legislative and financial issues, there is no any committee for social policy and 

welfare. Moreover, in the curriculum of social work programmes there is not any module 

dedicated to the reunification. Currently in one of them, in which the author is employed, 

there is an effort to include into critical discussions with students such aspects. In particular, 

students are challenged to simulate conditions in which they have to accommodate the needs 

of people from the other community. This difficulty is extended into the professional practice 

as there is not such preparation for training to become cultural competent practitioners. In a 

similar vein, the rapid growth in numbers and the increasing visibility of diverse ethnic and 

racial groups who live in Cyprus under different status (i.e. working visas, long permanent, 

asylum seekers, subsidiary protection, etc.) are challenging the traditional social work 

profession.  

This is an area that can challenge indigent social work practice. By arguing about the need of 

localised social work theory and practice, there is a potential risk to be shifted to monolith 

approaches. Tensions can be emerged on models that are exclusive and singularly dedicated to 

a particular culture. Such focus based on the belief that only insiders understand indigenous 

experience, may lead to approaches which set limitations to a wider understanding of 

knowledge utilisation and transferability (Gray and Coates, 2010).  However, such theories do 

not anticipate the principles of indigenization. Gray and Coates (2010), cite that usually the 

voices for indigenization are coming from professionals who wish to bring change and promote 

a fruitful understanding of social reality. A challenge always exists for social work professionals 

to find the right balance among the cultural sensitivity and to the incorporating knowledge. 

Such interpretations direct to a shift from viewing the professional only in micro systems to 

the wider macro and structural systems. It  is believed that Cypriot social work has to 

rediscover “social work practice”, by giving first of all new meaning to terms such “locality”, 

“inhabitants” and “social cohesion”, which will include all groups regardless their social status  

and/or country of origin.  

Policies of welfare privatization and decentralization, which partially reflect the concept of 

welfare pluralism, are still in primary steps and focused on the care of specific social groups. 

There are private elderly houses and day care services for children to supervise and to educate 

them while their parents are away. The rest of the services are still provided by the State, or by 

NGOs, which are primarily funded from public funds. An additional source of income the last 
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few years is coming from European projects, which allow social welfare agencies to introduce 

new innovative services, however for a limited time period. One may disagree with the idea of 

social care privatization. However, as long as systematic and comprehensive monitoring 

processes are established, it could become a respectful alternative strategy for the provision of 

unique, specialized and even low cost services. 

The public, though it recognises the social work profession, it raises concerns about 

fragmentation and service gaps in social organisations’ systems to improve access and 

continuity of care. People in need expect to be provided with a comprehensive level of care, 

and become annoyed when they hear that the service they are looking is not provided and/or 

they have to complete a number of administrative forms or the specific provision of care is the 

responsibility of another agency. A lack of collaboration among agencies and professionals is 

also pointed as additional weakness to the welfare system, in particular in complex cases, in 

which robust interventions are required in accordance with effective coordination of their 

resources and expertise. 

In light of the above analysis, considerable efforts in developing conceptual frameworks and 

structures for developing social work principles and practices that acknowledge the local 

practice need to be invested. Systematic planning and implementation to strength Cypriot 

social work theory and practice is vital, in order to secure the existence of profession in the 

years to come. 

 

Looking at the future: challenges and obstacles 

Social work profession has a presence in the island over almost 60 years. Its contribution to the 

growth of welfare state and especially to the community development of rural areas is 

undisputable. Unfortunately the lack of Social Work education till the end of the 20th century 

and the lack of increase numbers of social workers in times of crisis led to the overpopulation 

of social services with professionals who had neither the proper training nor the tacit 

experience and related skills to work with a range of problems. Social workers still fight to 

strengthen their position in the welfare arena and to prove their differentiation from other 

disciplines. Though professionals’ registration can be viewed as a source of strength, as it is 

represents a formal recognition by the state (McDonanld et al., 2003), the formal title of 

‘welfare services officers’ for professional social workers who are employed by the State Social 
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Welfare Services, asserts to unclear duties compared to the rest of the employees. Such 

perception has a direct and indirect influence in the voluntary sector as well, as a number of 

social sciences professionals are employed with the title of ‘social advisor’, in order to 

overcome any Law’s restriction. The above referrals and critical analysis reveal that a new type 

of professional social worker is needed, equipped with abilities to plan, direct, and manage 

social change on both the micro- and the macro-level of the social system. The challenges for 

the Cypriot social work profession are to pursue a changing focus while performing its assigned 

social roles. They have also to ensure that the well-being of individuals is perceived as a 

community asset. In addition, they need to reposition themselves and to prove their real value 

within the frameworks of problems that Cypriot society faces in recent years. Furthermore, 

they have to elevate the status of the profession to the wider society as currently priority 

seems to be given to economic issues rather than to the exploration of social factors, although 

the relations are interdependent. 

Another important issue, which comes into relation to the indigenization, is the life-long 

training and professional development. The role of training is considered as critical in 

developing such conditions that allow and promote shared responsibility and a common 

approach in the delivery of services However, there is not an established culture to promote 

professional development through life-long training. There is not such design and planning to 

continuously improve professional standards as well as to enhance appreciation for the 

processes of intervention, roles of other agencies and confidence in the work done. In practice, 

it is more often for practitioners who are employed in the public sector to attend to seminars 

and trainings, compared to those who work for voluntary organisations.  

The socio-political and economical circumstances in Cyprus differ from those of other 

countries. This creates an additional difficulty to imitate the pattern of another society. The 

imitation of any system would ignore the nature of the local society and the different 

environmental factors that affect it. It is important to search for a social work model in the 

light of those circumstances prevailing in the country, and then critically reflect on towards 

effectiveness of the society needs. In essence, it is expected from all the involved parties 

(professionals and agencies in this case) to collaborate as co-participants in circulating 

successful adaptations of existing theories and methods and disseminate the constructed 

explicit and tacit knowledge to others. Indigenization needs to be seen as a movement to 

ensure that social work practice appreciates the different thinking, incorporates theoretical 
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knowledge into local settings and triggers a productive reflection and critical understanding on 

how to respond effectively and efficiently to new social situations. 

 

 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 20 of 22 

References  

A Ten Year Programme of Development for Cyprus (1946), Nicosia: Govt. Printing Office 

Centre for Administrative Innovation in the Euro-Mediterranean Region, (2004). Successes and 
future prospects for the Cyprus health policy, Report, pp.15, 
http://www.innovations.harvard.edu/showdoc.html?id=9007 [accessed on 25/02/2011] 

Christofides, L., N. (2007). Unemployment Insurance and Social Welfare in Cyprus: Statements 
and Comments, report for Mutual Learning Programme, European Communities, 1995-2009, 
http://www.mutual-learning-
employment.net/uploads/ModuleXtender/PeerReviews/27/Cyprus_DE_07.pdf 

Cyprus Annual Report of the Government Analyst, (1933). Annual report of the government 
analyst for the year 1933, Nicosia. 

Cyprus Commissioner of Administration (Ombudsman), (2007). Annual report 2007. Nicosia: 
Antiracism and Discrimination Authority. 

Cyprus News Agency, (2011). Social worker was beaten by a service user, 27 May, 
http://www.sigmalive.com/news/local/386921 [accessed on 15/07/2011] 

Ferguson, K.M., (2005) Beyond indigenization and reconceptualization: Towards a global, 
multidirectional model of technology transfer, International Social Work, 48(5), pp. 519–535. 

Georgiou, D., Papadopoulou, A. and Polykarpou, D., (2006). ENAR Shadow Report: Racism in 

Cyprus, European Network Against Racism, http://cms.horus.be/files/ 

99935/MediaArchive/pdf/Cyprus_2006.pdf, [accessed on 23/06/2011] 

Gray M. and Coates, J. (2010). 'Indigenization' and knowledge development: Extending the 
debate, International Social Work, 53(5), pp. 613-627 

Government of Cyprus, (1952). Review of the Ten-Year development programme for Cyprus, 
printed by the Government Printer, Cyprus,  
http://www.kypriana.eu/82/1/DEVELOPPROGR1946.pdf [accessed on 23/02/2011] 

Jönsson H. J (2010). Beyond empowerment: Changing local communities, International Social 
Work, 53(3), pp. 393–406. 

McDonald, C., Harris, J. and Winterstein, R. (2003). Contingent on Context? Social Work and 
the State in Australia, Britain and the USA, British Journal of Social Work, 33(2), pp.191–208. 

Ministry of Labour and Social Insurance (1975). National Report for the year 1975, Nicosia: 
Ministry of Labour and Social Insurance. 

Ministry of Labour and Social Insurance (1966). Second Five Year Plan (1967-1971), Nicosia: 
Ministry of Labour and Social Insurance. 

Persianis, P., (1996). The British Colonial Education 'Lending' Policy in Cyprus (1878-1960): An 
Intriguing Example of an Elusive 'Adapted Education' Policy, Comparative Education, 32(1), 
pp. 45-68. 

Midgley, J. (1981) Professional Imperialism: Social Work in the Third World. London: 
Heinemann Educational Books. 

Owusu-Bempah, K. (2003). Cultural Values and Community Support Systems: Libertaranism 
Versus Communitarianism, Journal of Social Work Theory and Practice, 8, 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es
http://www.innovations.harvard.edu/showdoc.html?id=9007
http://www.mutual-learning-employment.net/uploads/ModuleXtender/PeerReviews/27/Cyprus_DE_07.pdf
http://www.mutual-learning-employment.net/uploads/ModuleXtender/PeerReviews/27/Cyprus_DE_07.pdf
http://www.sigmalive.com/news/local/386921
http://cms.horus.be/files/%2099935/MediaArchive/pdf/Cyprus_2006.pdf
http://cms.horus.be/files/%2099935/MediaArchive/pdf/Cyprus_2006.pdf
http://www.kypriana.eu/82/1/DEVELOPPROGR1946.pdf


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 21 of 22 

http://www.bemidjistate.edu/academics/publications/social_work_journal/issue08/articles/
1_Cultural_Values.htm [accessed on 4/07/2011] 

Planning Bureau (1962). Five-Year Development Plan 1962-1966, Nicosia, Cyprus 

Resnick, R. (1995) ‘South America’, in T. Watts, D. Elliott and N. Mayadas (eds) International 
Handbook on Social Work Education, pp. 65–85. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press. 

Sigma Tv (2010). Sixty minutes: the sinner Social Welfare Services, tv documentary, 

http://www.sigma.com.cy/60-lepta/playlist?vidid=659e06e450f8f9f8241dc2c9fe75fece_1 

[accessed on 15/07/2011] 

Shardlow, S.M. , (2002). Values, Ethics and Social Work, in Adams, R., Dominelli, L. and Payne, 

M., (eds.) (1998 & 2002) Social Work: Themes, Issues and Critical Debates, London: Palgrave 

in association with the Open University  

Social Welfare Services, (2008). Annual report for 2008, Nicosia: Ministry of Labour and Social 
Insurance.     

Social Welfare Services, (2007). Annual report for 2007, Nicosia: Ministry of Labour and Social 
Insurance.     

Social Welfare Services, (2004). Annual report for 2004, Nicosia: Ministry of Labour and Social 
Insurance.     

Social Welfare Services, (2003). Annual report for 2003, Nicosia: Ministry of Labour and Social 
Insurance.     

Social Welfare Services (2003). Historical background, 
http://www.mlsi.gov.cy/mlsi/sws/sws.nsf/dmlhistory_en/dmlhistory_en?OpenDocument 
[accessed on 24/06/2011]. 

Social Welfare Services, (2002). Annual report for 2002, Nicosia: Ministry of Labour and Social 
Insurance.     

Social Welfare Services, (1998). Annual report for 1998, Nicosia: Ministry of Labour and Social 
Insurance.    

Solsten, E. (ed.) (1991). Cyprus: A Country Study. Washington: GPO for the Library of Congress. 
http://countrystudies.us/cyprus/, [accessed on 15/07/2011] 

Stampolis, A., (1963). An analysis of the industrial relations system, the social legislation and 
welfare services of the island, Nicosia: U.S. Educational Foundation in Cyprus and Ministry of 
Labour and Social Insurance 

Statistical Service, (2009). Demographic Report, 2009, Nicosia: Printing Office of the Republic 
of Cyprus. 

The Registration Law for Social Workers (2000), 173(I)/2000, Nicosia: Republic of Cyprus, 29th 
December. 

Triseliotis, J. (1977).Social Welfare in Cyprus, London: ZENO, Booksellers and Publishers. 

Trygged, S. (2010). Balancing the global and the local: Some normative reflections on 
international social work, International Social Work, 53(5), pp.644–655. 

Yunong, H. and Z. Xiong (2008). A Reflection on the Indigenization Discourse in Social Work, 
International Social Work, 51(5), pp. 611–22. 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es
http://www.bemidjistate.edu/academics/publications/social_work_journal/issue08/articles/1_Cultural_Values.htm
http://www.bemidjistate.edu/academics/publications/social_work_journal/issue08/articles/1_Cultural_Values.htm
http://www.sigma.com.cy/60-lepta/playlist?vidid=659e06e450f8f9f8241dc2c9fe75fece_1
http://www.mlsi.gov.cy/mlsi/sws/sws.nsf/dmlhistory_en/dmlhistory_en?OpenDocument
http://countrystudies.us/cyprus/


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 22 of 22 

Walton, R. and M. Abo El Nasr (1988). Indigenization and Authentization in Terms of Social 
Work in Egypt, International Social Work 31 (2), pp. 135–44.  

 

 

 

 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es

