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５． The ABC Model of Buddhist Social Work 

 
Several years ago, a group of monks, university professors, and NGO leaders began the 
journey of Buddhist Social Work. 
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A Vietnamese scholar said:  

“In our country, social work could not function effectively without considering 
Buddhism.  Elements of Buddhism have infused into every corner of the lives of people, 
not only Buddhists but also non-Buddhists, Christians and atheists—values, the sense 
of beauty, the way of feeling and thinking, moral, behavior, and customs. Buddhism 
came 2000 years ago and has always been with us.”  

Some Sri Lankan people had an idea: “Let’s make contemporary social work available to 
Buddhist monks so that they could serve people in communities better and more effectively.” 
As soon as they started their discussion, the monks said, “We have been doing the same or 
similar work for 2500 years,” while WPSW has only done so for 150~200 years, “although we 
haven’t used the term ‘social work.’” 
The journey was, and still is, a serious effort. They have been conducting joint research, and 
they have been holding various conferences, workshops, and meetings. A network named 
Asian Buddhist Social Work Research Network has been formed and all Buddhist majority 
countries in Asia have some members*1. 
The Asian Research Institute for International Social Work (ARIISW) in the early days of the 
journey determined three different Buddhist Social Works, or the meaning and usage of the 

  

 
※1 Akimoto, T. “Not patchwork but fundamental rethink: Three questions and a proposal.” In Matsuo, K. 
and Akimoto, T. (Eds). (2020). What the IASSW Expects from Japanese Members and What Japanese 
Members Expect from IASSW. (Round-table Discussion on the Future of the IASSW). Asian Research 
Institute for International Social Work (ARIISW), Shukutoku University. p.29. 
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term of “Buddhist social work,” to formulate them as the ABC Model. 
Model A Buddhist Social Work is WPSW performed by Buddhists. Only the player (actor) is 
different. The social work of Buddhist Social Work is the same as WPSW. 
Model B Buddhist Social Work is a modification or an indigenization model. Buddhist 
elements (values, knowledges and skills) are incorporated into WPSW. The indigenized social 
work is still Western-rooted professional social work. 
Model C Buddhist Social Work is the “intrinsic” or “indigenous” Buddhist Social Work, not 
the WPSW indigenized with Buddhist elements. A Bhutanese professor nicknamed it as an 
‘organic model’. This Buddhist Social Work does not begin with WPSW but with Buddhism. 
It is part of the total of Buddhist service/work. 
Model A was the understanding until some years ago, and Model B is the popular 
understanding today. As long as we remain at the levels of Model A and B, we are accepted 
and even welcomed by the mainstream WPSW, but once we begin talking about Model C, we 
are rejected by them with the harsh words, “it is not social work,” and are prohibited from 
using the name of social work. 
  
７． An Exploration of Model C 

We must explore and establish Model C for four reasons. Otherwise, firstly, it is not 
interesting intellectually. University professors, or university-men and -women are to pursue 
something new, something different. Many of people, if not all, talk today about 
“Indigenization”, that is, Model B, as they previously talked about Model A, describing, for 
example, Buddhist monks as “Free social workers.” Secondly, if not done, we won’t have our 
own social work based on our own culture, tradition, life and society forever. Each society 
should have had “social work” within it. Without it, the society could not have sustained itself. 
Thirdly, unless we construct Buddhist social work at the same status as WPSW, not under 
WPSW, we cannot demote the current social work, WPSW, to a relative position from its sole 
absolute monarchial position. WPSW and Buddhist social work stand at parity. 
Lastly, even when we discuss on Model B, we do not know what we should throw into Model 
B as Buddhist elements (values, knowledges and skills) without having the Model C Buddhist 
social work, at least conceptually. Words, terms and concepts which are used today as being 
Buddhist features or of different culture, have tended to be daily life commonsense patchwork 
pieces or impulses, and not to have been examined rigorously2. For example, are “cause and 

 
2 Most of what they mention as the feature or uniqueness of their culture or e.g. “Buddhism 
social work” are common with other cultures, or e.g. “Islamic social work,” “Christian social 
work,” or even “Western-rooted professional social work.” 



effect”, respect of elders, compassion, help others without expecting returns, and coexistence, 
genuinely Buddhist features of our society? We have to know holistically what Buddhist social 
work is.  
We are interested in the understanding of Buddhist social work and its present and future 
development, but not in the indigenization of nor how to indigenize Western-rooted 
professional social work. 
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Working Definition of Buddhist Social Work 
 

Buddhist Social Work is human activities1 to help2 other people3 solve or alleviate4 life 

difficulties and problems5 based on the Buddha-nature6. Buddhist Social Work always 
finds causes to work on in both the material, or social arena, and the human, or inner 
arena, working on both arenas in tandem7. Its fundamental principles include 
compassion, loving kindness8 and mutual help, and interdependency and self-reliance8. 
The central value is the Five Precepts10. The ultimate goal is to achieve the wellbeing11 
of all sentient beings12 and peace13. 

 
 

The Working Framework of Buddhist Social Work 

 

① Ultimate goal：Achievement of the wellbeing of all sentient beings and peace and happiness 

② Immediate goal： Alleviation and solution of sufferings of human beings 

③ Its operationalization： Sufferings → Difficulties and problems in life 

④ Their concrete expression or the scope of service/help： Poverty, orphanage, disabilities, old 

age, diseases, HIV/AIDS, disasters, etc.; conflicts, civil wars and wars 

⑤ Understanding of their causes：(a) Problems on the society side and (b) problems on the human 

side, e.g. greed and selfishness. [The cause of many social problems is capitalism and the 

human problems behind these.]  

⑥ Approach：To work for alleviating and solving the individual’s life problems and social 

problems.  To take actions both at the individual level and the society level. 

[Community/Social development is included. 

⑦ Fundamental Principles ： Care and compassion, loving kindness, and mutual help, and 

interdependency and self-reliance, building and bonding of human relations, etc. 

⑧ Central values： Five precepts 

⑨ Subjects of practice (Actors)： Buddhist temples, monks/nuns, lay Buddhists, and the general 

people  [Buddha nature resides in all people.] 

⑩ Objects which the subjects work upon:  Human beings in the broad political, economic, social 

and cultural context, all sentient beings, and gods; human relations; institutions, organizations, 

and systems. 

⑪ Viewpoints lying at the foundation:  The Buddhist views, philosophies, and teachings 
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The Contribution to Social Work 
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6. From a Buddhist Social Work Model to an Indigenous Social Work Model 

Now, let us replace Buddhist Social Work with Indigenous Social Work to construct a     
generic model. Indigenous social work here means the social work rooted in the culture, 
tradition, life and society of indigenous people.  
 

The indigenous people here are slightly different from those in the definition of the United 
Nations and mainstream Western Social Work—“native people,” who “live within 
geographically distinct ancestral territories (IFSW; Commentary note of IASSW/IFSW Global 
Definition),” such as Maori, Inuit, and Ainu (in the case of Japan). We dealt with Buddhist 
people in Asia as indigenous people above and applied our concept of Buddhist Social Work’s 
ABC Model for indigenous social work in general. In our usage, indigenous people in this 
paper are not necessarily associated with Western colonization and hegemony and not 
necessarily confined as a minority in their current countries (the “Commentary note” above), 
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but must have their origins in the community, society, area, region or nation in olden days3 
although “how far” they must go back in history has not been rigidly defined. Included in 
indigenous social work are Buddhist social work, Islamic social work, Hindu social work, some 
non-religious social works, Bhutanese social work, Vietnamese social work, Thai social work, 
etc. as well as social work by indigenous people in the sense of UN and IFSW’s definition 
above.  
The above ABC Model of indigenous social work can be deciphered in parallel with that of 
Buddhist Social work above (Reference 2 above). Model A is WPSW performed by indigenous 
people. Model B is WPSW indigenized with indigenous elements thrown in4. And Model C is 
the “intrinsic” indigenous social work, which begins with the life, culture and tradition of 
indigenous people, not with WPSW. It is not an indigenized or modified WPSW5. Both the 
highly lauded acceptance and the harsh rejection by the mainstream WPSW are also the same 
as for Buddhist social work in the section 5 above. (Reference 2 above) 
 
8. Not to the Third Stage of WPSW but the First Stage for the Social Work of the 

World? A Letter to WPSW—Conclusion 

Our original interest was to make social work something truly of the world (cf. the first 

 
3 Distinguished from “contextualization”, which lacks the time factor.  
4 The discussion on “authentication” is not referred in this paper. 
5 In order to understand properly the relation and position of Buddhist or Indigenous social work 
and WPSW, insert Model B-C, which is an adapted or Westernized Buddhist or Indigenous social 
work, between Model B and Model C in the above two figures in the body (Reference 2 and 4), 
and you can more fairly and clearly understand the relation and position of WPSW and Indigenous 
social work, which stand at parity. Previous figures were skewed towards WPSW. 
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paragraph in Opening Session Reference 1), the common asset of the whole world.  
When we set off for the journey Buddhist social work, we were thinking of leading social work 
to “the third stage” of its development. Social work was born in Europe (Stage I) and matured 
in North America (Stage II), and now expands itself to non-Western parts to cover the whole 
world. We had unconsciously started with WPSW or the equation of social work= WPSW. 
The realization of ABC Model led us to the new viewpoint of starting with our own culture, 
tradition, life and society. The meaning of the third stage changed from the dissemination of 
WPSW, that is, the globalization of social work itself, to the repositioning of WPSW to a 
relative one equivalent to other social works from the sole absolute one. From the non-WPSW 
side, it is not “the third stage”, but the first step of another social work, e.g. Buddhist or 
Indigenous social work—to explore, in order to make social work something truly of the world. 
[Go to the letter in Opening Session Reference 1.] 
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Social Work to All 
Tatsuru Akimoto 

 
Don't lock up social work in a small cage. Liberate it. Release it from the cage. Our interest, 
or the interest of social work, is to work to alleviate and eradicate difficulties and problems in 
the lives of people on this earth. From the 200 countries and regions globally, there are only 
about a dozen countries that have enough Western-rooted professional social workers. Even 
an Australian social work leader told us on a very official occasion that the number of social 
workers were not enough at all even in Australia. Then which countries have enough social 
workers? Could you mention some names of countries which are able to serve the most part 
of their population who have some difficulties and problems in their lives? Certainly, 
Western-rooted professional social work is welcomed, and is necessary, but it could never 
serve all 7.5 billion people in this world. We cannot wait 100 or 200 years. On one hand, now 
we have the people who have social work needs here, and on the other hand there are other 
people who are interested in serving them in the field “social work.” As social workers, we 
cannot close our eyes. We have to accept and/or even devise various approaches to and 
models of social work, which could serve the broader constituency, not just Western-rooted 
professional social work.   
 
But the WPSW people would say, “yours is not social work.” Even still, it is interesting work. 
Not in a country but in some countries—Vietnam, Sri Lanka, and Thailand—when we 
interviewed high-ranking monks, they said that they could never accept Western-rooted 
professional social work. For example, in Thailand, there are two Buddhist Universities. A 
Buddhist university started a social work curriculum within their official program. The head 
of the program is a monk, and almost all of courses are of typical Western-rooted professional 
social work. But they said that they could not become professional social workers even though 
they learn very similar things and they take and pass the license exam. If monks want to 
become professional social workers, they have to disrobe as monks cannot work for money 
and cannot work as a job. “Social work is a profession,” says Western-rooted professional 
social work. It is a category of occupations. The first Major Group of occupations is 
“Professional, technical and related workers,” according to the International Standard 



Classification of Occupations (ISCO).   
  

We are university men and women. We are interested in social work and we would like to 
deliver social work to 7.5 billion people. We are now in the reality which I described above. 
So, what should we do? Shall we simply continue promoting Western-rooted professional 
social work as we have done till today, or shall we turn our attention to working for “social 
work”? It is an intentional challenge, and a lot of you may feel uncomfortable. But this is our 
contribution to the future of social work based on our past research and experience. We are 
not talking only about Buddhist social work. We have also started researching Islamic social 
work. Our interest is in not only religious social work, but also NGO social work, or other 
possible kinds of social work beyond Western-rooted professional work. 


