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Social Work Students’ Perceptions About
Practicum Experience
(Case of University of Shkodra, Albania)

Brilanda Lumanaj!, Fatbardha Osmanaga?

Department of Psychology-Social Work, Faculty of Educational Sciences,
University of Shkodra “Luigj Gurakuqi”, Shkodra, Albania® 2
brilanda.lumanaj@unishk.edu.al
fatbardha.osmanaga@unishk.edu.al?

Abstract

Practicum is an integral component of social work education included in
the Bachelor program. Students' opinions play an important role in
academic decisions. The aim of this study was to explore the social work
students’ perceptions towards the practicum experience during the third-
year Bachelor's Degree in Social Work at the University of Shkodra “Luigj
Gurakuqi”. Furthermore, the study analyses the views of social work
students about their personal and professional benefits and challenges, the
practical implementation of theories and also identify their suggestions for
future improvement in the implementation of practicum. The method used
in this study was qualitative. Data were gathered from semi-structured
interviews and a focus group with respective students. In this study, 37
students from the third year of the Bachelor's program in social work, who
graduated during the academic year 2021-2022, participated. It was
concluded that students have generally positive and favorable opinions
about the practicum experience. The results showed that students have
achieved various benefits related to the improvement of communication
skills at work, improvisation skills according to the occasion, the possibility
of a future career, understanding more about the social worker's impact on
people’s lives, being more responsible, and better self-awareness. Students
perceived their experience as a supervised practice that provides
opportunities to reinforce theory in practice, by valuing them as
complementary to each other. Difficulties in managing emotions, adapting
to the dynamics of interaction with target groups, and the role of being
more of an observer than a practitioner of concrete cases are some of the
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main challenges encountered during their practice. The students pointed out
that some elements should be taken into consideration in the future. It was
suggested that practicum should be included throughout all three academic
years, accompanied by more space for students' contribution in the
respective institutions and organizations. The findings from this study can
serve as a database that can be used to discuss and improve the practicum
curriculum.

Key words: Practicum, Social work students, Perception, Benefits,
Challenges, Bachelor of social work.

Introduction

The current curriculum of study in Social Work at the University of
Shkoder “Luigj Gurakugqi” is the result of a revision in accordance with the
Law 80/2015 “On Higher Education and Scientific Research in the
Institutions of Higher Education in Republic of Albania” (Official Journal,
No. 164, 2015, p. 11449) and the Council of Minister’s Decree No. 41, date
24.01.2018 “On the elements of study programs offered by the institutions
of higher education”( Official Journal, No. 6, 2018, p.125).

Regarding the internship/practicum, Shkoder University follows Directive
No. 29 dated 10.09.2018 of the Albanian Ministry of Education, Sport and
Youth, which outlines the teaching load for academic staff in higher
education institutions. According to the directive, students are required to
spend one day (5 hours) per week doing practice in a social care institution.
The Department cooperates with local public institutions, including the
private sector, to facilitate this requirement. To strengthen professional
practices, cooperation agreements have been established with local
institutions and non-profit associations. In the "Bachelor of Social Work™
program, the internship is part of the curriculum and takes place during the
third year for a total of 29 weeks.

The practicum is structured as a combination of practical hours spent in
institutions or organizations and classroom sessions. Throughout the
practicum, students actively participate in discussions, group work, task
presentations, and reflections on interventions in specific cases.
Additionally, guest speakers from social service-focused institutions or
organizations accompany the practicum. This allows students to gain not
only theoretical knowledge about the institutions and their operations but
also hands-on experience by actively engaging in selected activities that
align with the course's objectives.
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In 2008, the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) adopted a
competency-based education framework that shifted the focus of
curriculum design from content and structure to student learning outcomes.
This approach involves assessing students' ability to demonstrate the
competencies identified in the educational policy. The goal of this approach
is to ensure that students can integrate and apply these competencies in
practice. One of the accreditation standards related to field education
requires programs to explain how their field education program provides
generalist practice opportunities for students to demonstrate social work
competencies with individuals, families, groups, organizations, and
communities, and how this is accomplished in field settings (CSWE, 2015,
p.3, 13).

According to Ymeraj (2018, p. 38), Social Work Education needs to focus
more on Social Work Practice, not only in terms of hours, but also in terms
of the typology and variety of services. To achieve this, a stronger
connection and cooperation between schools and institutions would be
beneficial, as it would allow social workers to apply their knowledge in
various fields, such as health care, education, justice, and social services.

In 2020, the International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW)
and the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) updated the
Global Standards for Social Work Education and Training. In relation to
Social Work in Practice, education programs must, among other objectives,
prepare students to understand the relationship between personal life
experiences and personal value systems and social work practice, integrate
theory, ethics, and research/knowledge in practice, and develop critically
self-reflective practitioners (IASSW-IFSW, 2020, p.12, 13).

Moreover, the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) Code of
Ethics 4.01 Competence, states “social workers should base practice on
recognized knowledge, including empirically based knowledge, relevant to
social work and social work ethics” (NASW 2017, p. 25).

Bogo (2005) emphasizes that field instruction plays a vital role in shaping
social work students. However, it is acknowledged as the most demanding
aspect of the social work curriculum, requiring active participation and
collaboration from all parties involved to ensure a meaningful and
beneficial learning experience.

During their field experience, students may encounter challenges such as
having low confidence in their abilities to work with specific clients,
experiencing role confusion or conflict, and undergoing emotional strain
due to the nature of their work (Gelman, 2004).
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As outlined by Frost et al. (2005 & 2008) the practice of social work
requires the development of critical, analytical and reasoning skills within
degree level education (cited by Joubert, 2020, p.3).

In this context, it is important to understand students’ perceptions regarding
practicum experiences. Assessing a student social worker's opinion in
practice can be challenging because it involves subjective elements. It
should also provide opportunities for students to receive feedback, reflect
on their practice, and identify areas for improvement. The present study is
focused on the perception of social work students towards practicum
experiences on four broad aspects. Such as perception towards: (1) Personal
and professional benefits, (2) Personal and professional challenges (3)
Application of theory into practice and (4) Students’ suggestions for future
improvement in the implementation of practicum curriculum. The study
highlights social work students' perceptions towards practicum experience
through semi-structured interviews and a focus group discussion.

This study could be a starting point for further and broader discussions on
the review and improvement of the curriculum of the practical component
in Bachelor's degree programs in social work. The results and reflections of
the students can serve as a valuable source of information for the university
and the teaching staff regarding the expectations and needs of the students
in the field of practice. In this way, the university can improve the curricula
and incorporate suggestions and ideas from the students to provide a better
practical experience for them in the future.

It is important to emphasize that the participating students also derive
personal benefits from this self-reflective experience. The opportunity for
reflection provides students with a valuable chance to develop a deeper
understanding of themselves. Yip gives an interesting perspective on self-
reflection: "Under appropriate conditions, self-reflection can help
individual social workers to enhance their personal and professional
development in practice” (2006, p. 781).

Literature review

Croisdale-Appleby (2014, p.71) conducted an independent review of social
work education in England. He concluded that the role of the Higher
Education Institution (HEI) in qualifying education is to provide an
education in social work that equips the student to undertake social work in
a professional manner in a supported and supervised role. The initial
qualification is the entry point to a profession in which learning should
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continue throughout the professional life of the individual.

According to Global Standards for Social Work Education and Training,
regarding the standards towards programme curricula, schools must
consistently ensure helping social work students to develop skills of critical
thinking and scholarly attitudes of reasoning and giving specific attention
to undertaking constant review and development of the curricula (IASSW-
IFSW, 2020, p.10).

The Guide of Supervision in Social Work Field Education, created in 2021
from Australian Learning and Teaching Council in Australia, focused on
learning or refreshment regards knowledge about the theory and practice of
supervising social work students during their field education placement.
That is an important point, as student feedback can provide valuable
insights for the development and improvement of social work education
programs. It can also help to ensure that the curriculum remains relevant
and responsive to the needs of the field and the community it serves.
Additionally, involving students in the evaluation process can promote their
active participation and engagement in their own learning and professional
development.

Assessment of social work students can safeguard both general, public, and
professional standards, and service users (Cowburn, 2000). According to
Shardlow and Doel (1996), it can be difficult to assess a student social
worker’s competence in practice because of the subjectivities inherent in
some of these processes (cited by Sarhan & Tedam, 2021, p.38).

Furman, Coyne and Negi, (2008, p.72) underline that through self-
reflection, social work students and workers may develop the capacity to
understand their own feelings, beliefs and behaviors while they are
occurring, and ultimately learn to expand their behavioral repertoire in the
here-and-now.

Many studies have investigated students’ perceptions towards the practicum
experiences, part of their education in social work curriculum.

Joubert (2020) explore how social work students perceive the readiness for
the workplace during their three-year undergraduate course at two Higher
Education Institutions sites in England. Participants described their
becoming ready for practice as a developmental journey in which they
become more resilient, confident and reflective.

Similarly, Gelman (2004, p.52), focused on assessing foundation year
MSW students' level of anxiety regarding several aspects of field learning,
including concerns related to their agency, working with clients, the
supervisory relationship, and social work education., concluded that



PROCEEDINGS OF THE 5" INTERNATIONAL SCIENTIFIC CONFERENCE
“ACHIEVEMENTS AND CHALLENGES OF SOCIAL WORK PROFESSION”

18 31 MAY 2023, SHKODER, ALBANIA

overall, students are experiencing moderate anxiety and have specific
concerns about their agency, and their ability to successfully balance all of
the requirements of a social work education. Gelman further concludes that
if students had received some teaching prior to practice on managing their
emotions at the start of the placement experience, they may be significantly
less anxious.

The aim of the research by Frost et al. (2013, p.338) was to present the
views of undergraduate social work students, from three different regimes
(Italy, Sweden and England) with the focus on analyzing in what way at the
end of their training they feel ready to practice. An interesting finding from
this study, regarding the students ‘perceptions about the position of practice
in education, was that practice placements are believed to be very important
by the students from all three countries. Interestingly, Italian students
seemed much more positive about the personal growth and development
they experienced during the course than their counterparts.

Methodology

The purpose of the paper

This paper aims to explore social work students’ perceptions towards the
practicum experience during their third-year Bachelor's Degree in Social
Work at the University of Shkodra “Luigj Gurakuqi”. The method used in
this study is qualitative. A semi-structured interview was distributed online,
including the organization of a focus group discussion (FGD).

The following four research questions guide the study:

RQ1. What are the social work students' perceptions regarding the personal
and professional benefits of the practicum experience?

RQ2. What are the social work students' perceptions of the challenges they
face during their practicum experience?

RQ3. How do students perceive the application of theory into practice
during their practice?

RQ4. What are the students' approaches/suggestions for improving the
practicum curriculum in the future?

Sampling and general data for the respondents

The participants were recruited using a purposive sampling method. The
study population consisted of 42 students from the third year of the
Bachelor's program in Social Work who graduated during the academic
year 2021-2022 at the Faculty of Educational Sciences, University of
Shkodra "Luigj Gurakugi,” Albania. The study sample included N=37
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students, as five students chose not to participate in the study and complete
the semi-structured interview. Of the 37 participating students, 3 were male
and 34 were female (see Table 1). It is worth noting that in our university,
the Social Work program is predominantly attended by females. The
practice typology referred to social services offered to various vulnerable
groups by local institutions and non-profit organizations. The students were
mainly involved in working with young people, adults, and children with
disabilities, community-based services, and services in the field of family
violence.

Table 1 General data of respondents

Frequency
Gender (n=37)
Female 34
Male 3
Total 37

Procedure/method of completing the questionnaire

The semi-structured interviews were completed by the students themselves,
who received them via email. The students completed the interviews during
June 2022, at the end of the academic year 2021-2022. The focus group
was organized during the final week of the students' social work degrees.
The participants received a brief explanation regarding the purpose of the
research and were informed of the confidentiality measures in place.
Participation in the research was voluntary.

Instrument and the content of the questionnaire

Semi-structured interview

The first research instrument used in this study was an online semi-
structured interview consisting of three open-ended questions aimed at
exploring the students' perceptions of their practicum experiences.

The semi-structured interview allows for a predetermined number of
questions to be used, covering different topics. It reveals the participants'
views and reflections in relation to the research field. Therefore, researchers
can explore social events by examining the different perspectives of the
interviewed subjects (Berg, 2001, p.6). In this study, 37 students completed
the online interview. They were asked to indicate their perceived personal
and professional benefits and challenges from the practicum. Another focus
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of the interview was to gather the students' opinions on the application of
theory into practice. The purpose was to understand how their experience
had helped them apply the theories they learned over the course of three
academic years in various practical activities. The students were also given
the opportunity to provide feedback on their practicum experience.

Focus group

A focus group was conducted with a purposive sample of the same cohort
of students who had completed the semi-structured interview. Ten students
voluntarily accepted the invitation to take part in the focus group. The aim
of the focus group approach was to explore the qualitative findings of their
suggestions for future improvements in the implementation of the
practicum curriculum. The focus group lasted approximately 40-45
minutes, during which students had the opportunity to introduce new topics
based on their practice learning experiences. With permission, the focus
group was digitally recorded, and manual notes were also taken.

Method of analysis

The data were entered into a Microsoft Excel program, and thematic
analysis was conducted. Themes based on existing literature and research
questions were identified from both the interview and focus group data. The
data collected from the interviews and focus groups were analyzed
inductively to identify thematic categories. During this process, the themes
used by each participant were identified, and corresponding numbers were
assigned whenever the themes appeared in each interview.

Similar and overlapping themes were then identified, and a list of themes
used by the participants was created. The data were organized into
categories, and codes were assigned to each category, marking the initial
coding process. In the second stage of data analysis, the interpretation of
each category was conducted to determine if they were related to each other
in any way, and if there was an opportunity to create alternative categories.
The analysis of the interviews resulted in the identification of categories
based on the main themes. The similarities and differences between the
created categories were analyzed to find commonalities and differences. A
narrative description of these categories is presented in the results section.
Limitations

Although the study aimed to explore student perspectives, it had a
limitation in that it relied solely on self-reported data from students, which
can be inherently subjective. The study did not incorporate viewpoints from
supervisors or practice professors, which could have added a more
comprehensive and triangulated perspective. Nonetheless, the study's
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primary focus was to explore the student experience during the practicum,
which remains a crucial aspect in the ongoing discussion about professional
competence in social work.

Results

Social work students’ perception of personal and professional benefits
from practicum experience

Personal benefits

The students were asked two open-ended question to better understand their
perspective on the personal and professional benefits from the practicum
experience. This questions provided students with the opportunity to
express their opinions. The viewpoints were categorized into two themes:
personal and professional benefits. It is evident that a relatively large part
of students declare that they have personally benefited from the practicum
regarding their ability to better manage their emotions.

S2 stated that "I learned new ways of coping, how to manage my negative
or positive emotions that arise from typical situations we may encounter
during work." (S2)

Personal benefits of students related to the internship are also significantly
linked to the ability to be more empathetic, building self-confidence related
to their profession, and providing a greater opportunity to get to know
themselves. Some of the students' opinions on this topic include the
following:

S11 stated that "I have learned to be more accepting of people from
different backgrounds and experiences, by gaining a deeper understanding
of their challenges and struggles through personal interactions and
experiences." S13 expressed that "I feel more secure and prepared for
work."; "During the internship, | have been able to distinguish between my
personal and professional self." (S 20)

Furthermore, some students have reported that the personal benefits gained
from practice experience are related to a better understanding of the impact
of social workers on people's lives, a sense of responsibility at work,
socialization, motivation for the profession, and the opportunity to be open-
minded. Students express their opinions very clearly regarding these
benefits. Some of them are given below:

"They opened our eyes to who an actual client was and how our choices
had an impact on someone's life." (S 23)
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"Socializing (being in contact with new people) played a role in my
introverted nature, making me more social, practical, and informal.” (S 26)
"Increased desire to work in the social worker profession (the internship
was very diverse in projects, activities, specific cases, processes, which
increased my interest more and more)." (S 28)

Professional benefits

The majority of students evaluate the internship in the professional
dimension as an opportunity to apply the theories learned during the
academic process in the social work curriculum. Student 34 expressed more
detailed thoughts on this matter:

"During the internship, we have seen, heard, and learned a lot about the
circumstances, factors, consequences, and needs that arise from the
emergence of these social problems from some specific cases handled by
the respective social workers in the category that included the case."
Collaboration in groups and with the teams of institutions and organizations
is another important professional benefit for students. Regarding this
element, students declare that they have learned to be more cooperative in
groups and to undertake the completion of specific tasks. For instance, S7
stated that "Collaboration with clients as well as with other members of the
center and working in a team were some new things as well as benefits for
mel™ S20 expressed their view that "l was able to improve my skills in
collaboration and interaction with others."

Career path selection and future career opportunities have been perceived
by students as significant professional benefits resulting from practicum
experience. The students express that the internship has helped them to
know where to focus in their future career. According to them, this was
achieved through the recognition of the various roles of social workers and
the different employment opportunities. Students express their opinions
regarding these benefits, such as:

"The practice gave us direction on where we wanted to focus for our future
careers." (S 2)

"l managed to create a network of connections with people who could
potentially be my colleagues in the place where I might work." (S 33).
Furthermore, the students declare that the internship has brought them other
benefits in terms of improving their professional communication,
addressing client needs, making assessments, being more creative and
improving their questioning techniques towards clients. It is also important
that they perceive the opportunity to understand the need for further
qualifications as a benefit provided by the internship. Some of their
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viewpoints are as follows:

"l learned how to be more mature when speaking during this journey.” (S
36)

"l learned how to be more adaptable and adjust my behavior accordingly
when dealing with different situations and personalities. | also learned to
step out of the theoretical framework in some cases when necessary.” (S 19)
"l have learned a lot about formulating questions, when and how they
should be asked so as not to influence the client, as well as how to
collaborate with the client.” (S 4)

Social work students’ perception of personal and professional
challenges about practicum experience

Personal challenges

Mainly, a considerable number of students perceive personal challenges
during their internship, such as difficulties in communicating with clients
and specific target groups, such as the Rom community, the elderly or with
children. Additionally, students see it as a challenge to be accepted by the
target groups with whom they have worked during the internship. They
stated that it was challenging in many cases to understand and adapt to their
dynamics. Some of their viewpoints are as follows:

"Some of the elderly people did not want to speak with us at all and did not
want gifts, but by communicating with the appropriate language, that
barrier was broken and they approached us.” (S 4)

"A challenge for me has been the field projects where we have contact with
people, some of whom were not cooperative... the client of the center found
it a bit difficult to express herself since | was new there."” (S 8)

"Some of the elderly people did not want to speak with us at all and did not
want gifts, but by communicating with the appropriate language, that
barrier was broken and they approached us." (S 36)

A small number of the students have perceived as a personal challenge their
ability to manage emotions in contact with clients or staff. This is
particularly true during the first days of the internship or in cases where
they had to organize activities themselves. For example, S14 stated that "In
the first days, | was tense and hesitant to ask about everything because |
didn't feel comfortable to satisfy my curiosity."

Professional challenges

Regarding professional challenges, students generally express that they
have not had professional challenges. However, a small number of students
perceived some challenges towards the staff of host institutions and
organizations. Thus, they explained that in some cases the staff did not take
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the interns seriously, asked for more flexibility in the schedule and day of
the internship, as well as more space for student interventions. The role as
an observer rather than a practitioner of specific cases, was identified as a
professional challenge.

"We have almost always been in the role of observers, so it's not that we
have worked on a specific case to test ourselves on the intervention we
could make." (S 9)

"My insistence on having more cases and getting closer to them." (37)

In a few cases, the insufficiency of theory to be applied in practice was
identified as a challenge. For example, S12 stated that "Regardless of how
advanced theories we learn, still practicing and not applying the theories in
practice creates even more problems."

Students’ opinions towards the application of theory into practice
during their practicum experiences

The majority of students value their internship as a good opportunity to
apply theory into practice. They support the idea that practice reinforces
theory and in many cases facilitates the process of developing professional
skills. Expressions such as empathy and communication, that are
theoretically taught, are better understood and practiced during the
internship with different target groups. Additionally, most students declare
that practice and theory are complementary to each other. Some students’
opinions on this subject are as follows:

"The last days of my internship, as I looked back, I realized that in reality,
the internship has been a very good complement to the theory and that
neither one is complete without the other.” (S 23)

"The combination of theory and practice can be somewhat the key to
success. Through the knowledge | have gained during these years and
putting them into practice has also helped me not to "fail" in my
relationship with the client.” (S 26)

"Theories of social work have helped me during my practice to analyze
client cases, create interventions and assessments, based on the case
management approaches | have reviewed."” (S 3)

Furthermore, a considerable number of students highlight the fact that
practice is a necessity before entering the profession and as an opportunity
for self-awareness and emotional recognition. For example, S11 stated that:
“Helped me to know myself and what | want for my own life, to love the
profession in such a way that | can successfully fulfill my duty as a social
worker, | learned how to cope with the problems that arise at work.”
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Students’ approach/suggestions for future improvement of practicum
curriculum

The focus group focused on the discussions of students regarding their
suggestions and opinions to improve the internship in the future. This was
based on their perspectives and perceptions gathered from their
experiences. The students (n=10) actively participated in the focus and
present different ideas for improving the practice in the future. Almost half
of them, suggest that the practice should be extended to three years or
accompanied by more practical hours during the week.

Regarding this, the students point out that this would make it possible for
them to benefit more from the variety of activities on different days, to get
to know more practical aspects of the profession in the first or second year,
and by spending more time in practice, they would gain more credibility
among the target groups. Interesting opinions are expressed by the students
regarding this aspect.

"The internship should be extended and allowed even in the first and
second years as it is a valuable experience rich in knowledge that never
ends." (S1)

"I would have liked if more importance was given to practical experience
and if I could have had more opportunities to practice more than once a
week, so that as a student | could have had even more chances to develop
other skills of the profession.” (S 4)

"Being involved during other days or spending more hours at the center
would have allowed me to create more confidence among the beneficiaries,
therefore 1 would have preferred to have a greater involvement in the
practice and to spend more time in the center." (S 10)

A small number of students also express some concerns regarding their
involvement in the practice and provide their suggestions for improvement.
They should have more space to contribute to the practice in the services of
organizations, having more active roles and freedom to take initiatives
beyond the existing services that students are involved in. For example, S2
stated that "l believe that it would have served greatly in improving the
practical experience if each group had the opportunity to engage in a
specific case or to organize an activity with a specific chosen theme and
directed by the group of social work practice."

In some cases, students suggest that there should be greater diversity during
the internship, having the opportunity to change institutions or
organizations, providing them with student cards during the internship, and
in some cases having more positive relationships between staff and
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students, so that they feel more comfortable exchanging their ideas.

"Since there is a wide variation of roles of a social worker and the target
groups they work with, if possible, the student should have the opportunity
to change institutions during the next year so that they can experience the
work of a social worker in different aspects and roles."” (S 8)

Discussions and conclusions

The purpose of this study was to explore social work students' perceptions
of practicum experiences. Qualitative data was collected on students'
perceptions of the benefits, challenges, and integration of theory into
practice, as well as suggestions for future improvement of the practicum
curriculum. The findings indicated that students generally had positive
perceptions of the practicum experience.

Practical experience is increasingly becoming an important part of a
student's education. It is not enough to just learn theoretical concepts, but
students need to have practical knowledge to become successful
professionals. When it comes to social work, this practical experience can
be especially valuable, as it helps students develop a range of personal and
professional skills.

One of the most important benefits that students declare from practical
experience is the improvement of emotional management skills. Another
significant benefit of practical experience is increased self-awareness.
Furthermore, practical experience helps students develop empathy and
understanding towards others. In general, students perceive practice as an
important experience in their professional development and in improving
their communication skills. According to students, this experience can help
them expand their knowledge and skills in the field of social work and
prepare them to become successful professionals in this field. Additionally,
it can assist in developing communication and interaction skills with clients
and communities, as well as improving skills in analyzing cases and
intervening in various situations. Overall, practical experience can provide
a better perspective for a deeper understanding of the field and can help in
expanding professional horizons and establishing a successful career path.
The majority of students see practice as an opportunity to apply theory into
practice and gain new experiences, while others see it as a valuable
challenge to develop their communication skills and improve their
professional abilities. These findings are consistent with previous studies.
In the research by Frost et al. (2013), which aimed to present the views of
undergraduate social work students, from three different regimes (ltaly,



PROCEEDINGS OF THE 5" INTERNATIONAL SCIENTIFIC CONFERENCE
“ACHIEVEMENTS AND CHALLENGES OF SOCIAL WORK PROFESSION”

31 MAY 2023, SHKODER, ALBANIA 27

Sweden and England), was found that the practice seems to fulfill different
needs and roles for different students, such as: understanding what social
work is about and getting a chance to test themselves and their future
capabilities in social work. Joubert (2020) explored how social work
students perceive the readiness for the workplace during their three-year
undergraduate course at two Higher Education Institutions sites in England.
Participants described their becoming ready for practice as a developmental
journey in which they become more resilient, confident and reflective. In
the study conducted by Wilson & Kelly (2010) at Queen's University
Belfast in the MSW program, which aimed to develop evidence-based
knowledge in this field by considering students' perceptions at different
stages of their social work education, focusing on the strengths and
limitations of preparatory teaching and their practical learning experience,
it was concluded that students were generally very satisfied with the
support received from practice teachers in facilitating their learning. While
60 percent of students felt competent and 7 percent very competent in their
ability to engage in reflective practice. Assessing satisfaction is still
important since satisfaction is likely linked to motivation, and motivation is
a key component in determining preparedness of field students. (Karen,
Caroline, Tara, 2012, p.9).

Many students face personal challenges during their academic journey,
communication and emotional management are two common areas where
they may struggle. Specifically, some students report difficulty
communicating effectively with certain target groups, as well as managing
their emotions when interacting with staff and clients, during the practicum
experience. During their practical experience, many students express their
opinions about the professional challenges they face. In some cases, they
express a desire for more space to handle specific cases and not just play
the role of an observer. Additionally, they request to be taken more
seriously by their supervisors at the organizations where they are interning.
In similar studies regarding students' perceptions of practice, similar
concerns are presented as those in the current study. In Gelman's study
about anxiety and fears of social work students (n=60) before and during
their professional practice, their fears (51% of them) of working with
clients were expressed due to reasons such as clients being mandated,
resistant, lacking motivation, having complex and multiple problems, and
being different in various ways from the interns. Additionally, around 71%
of students expressed fear that their supervisors would not take them
seriously or have enough time to dedicate to them and prepare them
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adequately (2004, p.45, 46).

A significant number of students see practice as reinforcing theory and an
opportunity to apply the theories learned during different courses in the
curriculum. They see practice as complementary to theory. They also
consider practice as an opportunity to get to know themselves and their
emotions better.

Indeed, the reflections and suggestions of students for improving future
practice are quite interesting. The majority of students (FGD) declare that
internship should have more hours available per week, preferably spread
over the three years of their studies. Some suggest that students should have
more opportunities to be creative and to have more space to contribute to
relevant institutions and organizations. They also propose the idea of
exchanging institutions during the internship year in order to get to know
more aspects of social work up close. All of these, according to them,
would help students expand their knowledge and skills in the field of social
work and prepare them to become successful professionals in this field.
This perspective of providing more opportunities for students is also
presented by Croisdale-Appleby, throughout the study on the review of
social work education. The greatest opportunity to improve the quality of
qualifying education lies in having a sufficient number of practice
placements of the highest quality and the educational supervision necessary
to ensure their potential is delivered. Practice placements settings should be
with a wide range of user groups including where there are integrated care
pathways that draw on wider community services and resources (2014,
p.86).

Potential recommendations

It's important to consider students’ opinions and experiences in order to
make meaningful changes to the practice and create a more supportive and
fulfilling learning environment. The findings of this study suggest the
following areas for consideration:

- Inclusion of self-reflection experience and analysis of practice by
students during the implementation of the practicum curriculum. This
would help students to identify the problems encountered and share their
experiences with each other, seeking the support of the practicum
supervisor.

- Detailed discussions with practicum supervisors in institutions and
organizations to create more opportunities for student initiatives and
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involvement. This provides more chances for students to take initiatives
within the ethical and institutional policies and guidelines.

- Based on the problems presented by the students, it is necessary to pay
more attention during different courses of the social work curriculum to the
opportunity to equip and empower students with expressions and
techniques for emotional management and effective application of empathy
in their future professional careers.

- Strategic discussions and collaborations between supervisors and
lectures of practicum regarding the analysis of organizational factors and
support for students, in reference to challenges expressed by the students.

- The exchange of institutions and organizations among students can be
considered as an option. This can be done by making this change from one
semester to another. Although students have scheduled hours in the
auditorium, where they learn about the experiences of different groups and
present their practical work, this is highlighted as necessary by the students.
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Abstract

Nowadays the youth of our country are dealing with the social phenomenon
of unemployment. Referring to this situation a lot of social projects and
programs are being implemented to promote their employment. The
government and the third sector are contributing on this. The employability
of young people, especially those considered vulnerable, has been the focus
of many projects implemented by various NGOs that hold their activity in
the Municipality of Shkoder. Such projects, in addition to promoting and
intensifying interinstitutional collaboration, have highlighted many
challenges expected to find solutions in the future, but have also included
successful models and working practices for integration of youth into the
labour market. In this study, based on qualitative approach and on analysis
of 2 focus groups (one with youth beneficiary of workable projects and one
with professional/project implementers), also in 10 interviews with young
people, we'll try to offer a panorama about the challenges and opportunities
of working with the target group of social disadvantages youth. The
research questions are related to the difficulties that vulnerable young faced
to find a job, and which are some successful practices or models suggested
by project managers and their partners, that facilitate workability. In
conclusion, vulnerable youth category represents a challenge for integration
into the labour market, especially regards of lack to soft skills or internship
experiences. In the meantime, the employers should develop working
models, that help to keep workers motivation in high levels, as offering
mentoring service.

Key words: Employability, Vulnerable youth, Challenges, Best practices.
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Introduction

To be a vulnerable and unemployed young person in the perspective of a
social worker is considered a denial of the opportunity to benefit from
human rights and, in the framework of the welfare state, as an indicator of
the lack of adequate policies and programs to address this need (Frgyland,
2019).

The reason why society is so concerned about youth employment is also
related to the characteristics of this life phase, which is considered among
the most productive in terms of identity development and learning life and
professional skills (Perret-Clermont, 2004: 4, cf. Bernhardt et al., 2014).
Vulnerable youth and unemployment

The definition of the term "youth" is observed to vary from one state or
region to another, as well as in reference to different social programs
(Goldin et al., 2015: 37). According to Law No. 75/2019 on Youth in our
country, all individuals aged 15-29 are considered part of this age group.
However, according to the definition of the United Nations, all persons
between the ages of 15 and 24 are defined as youth, or according to the
African Union, individuals between the ages of 15 and 35 (UNECA, 2009:
11, cf. Bernhardt et al, 2014).

While there may be diverse options in determining/defining the
chronological age, the psychosocial definition presents youth as a uniform
concept where the youth is considered a transitional stage in an individual's
life, from the adolescent period to adulthood, associated with significant
physical, emotional, and social changes that can be challenging to navigate.
Fortunately, some young people have the support of their families or social
circles during this transition, while many others cope with great challenges
on their own, often referred to as "vulnerable youth" (Ghazi, 2021: 13-14).
The term "vulnerable youth," although it may be perceived as stigmatizing,
is widely used in literature to refer to a category of young people who are
more exposed to facing various disadvantages as a result of the social
contexts in which they live or influenced by their own irresponsible and
risky behaviors as individuals. Therefore, to understand the term correctly,
we need to learn to distinguish the individual from the "vulnerable™ reality
in which they may be a part of or affected by. Not necessarily are young
people defined as part of the vulnerable category deficient or weak in a
specific situation or social context; on the contrary, they may possess
excellent coping abilities. In fact, various researchers have identified
several categories of vulnerable youth, including those living in care
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institutions, those who have left their families, those involved in the justice
system, individuals with disabilities, those experiencing mental health
issues, school dropouts, those lacking social connections, unmarried
mothers, and members of minority groups, among others (Fernandes-
Alcantara, 2014: 4).

Regarding this target group, it is evident that the major efforts of social
policy makers have focused on developing life skills and enhancing their
employability. Employment is considered the only opportunity for these
young people to live independently and with dignity. Unemployment,
especially among young people, leads to an insecure future, poverty, and
signals states of an impoverished economy (Goldin, et al., 2015: 38).

The situation of youth unemployment worldwide and in Albania

The global COVID-19 crisis has had a major impact on shrinking the
employment market worldwide, especially for young people. This situation
has led to an increase in the number of unemployed young individuals who
are outside the education system. Statistics show that globally, 1 in 5 young
people currently have NEET status (“Not in Education, Employment, or
Training”). Based on these facts, the future appears bleak, as the active
labor force is facing pronounced economic deficiencies resulting from
unemployment, lack of educational opportunities, and consequently, a lack
of work experience. The long-term consequences of all these are expected
to lead to delays or prolonged time for their social integration. The only
sectors of employment that have shown an increase in numbers after the
pandemic are those in the healthcare and social work sectors, which are
considered more protected against informality but exposed to temporary
work contracts (ILO, 2022: 177, 239).

Meanwhile, according to statistical data on youth employment in the
Western Balkans, there is an increase in the number of young people who
are neither attending school nor engaged in employment or training
(NEET). The data show that Albania, among all the countries in the region,
has the highest rate of NEET youth with basic education, and the most
vulnerable to social exclusion are precisely the so-called vulnerable youth
coming from socio-economically disadvantaged contexts such as
impoverished families, minorities, etc. (Ramhorst, 2021).

Furthermore, according to the National Employment Strategy 2019-2022
:5, the number of young people aged 15-24 who are neither in education,
nor employment or training (NEET) remains high (28.6% in 2018,
compared to the EU average of 10.6%). Albania is also facing the
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phenomenon of population decline, where one of the main influential
factors is considered to be emigration. The age groups that emigrate are
relatively young (20-44 years old), causing significant negative effects on
the country's economy, particularly in terms of a decline in state welfare
revenues (Byrne et al., 2021).

To help improve this situation, the creation and implementation of youth
employment programs are expected to be implemented. Based on the
National Youth Action Plan 2015-2020, social organizations play a
significant role in identifying, informing, and facilitating youth self-
employment.

Moreover, coordination efforts among young participants in youth
organizations, as well as the active role of social workers in the community,
can play a key role in identifying young people who may be at increased
risk of becoming NEET. To address the need for more education and
employment opportunities for young people in the Western Balkans, the EU
(European Commission) unveiled an ambitious plan for the Economy and
Investment in 2020, which includes the Youth Guarantee program. This
program aims to provide young people with employment, continued
education, or apprenticeship opportunities when they dropped out of school
or became unemployed (Ramhorst, 2021: 13, 39).

In this context of developments, social policies in the employment sector in
our country will focus on a gradual transition from passive to active
policies, with particular attention given to the labour integration of specific
groups at risk of social exclusion (Ministry of Finance and Economie, SDC,
UNDP, 2019-2022:10:18-19).

The intervention methodologies proposed by researchers supporting/
promoting the expand of youth employment opportunities include public
and private sector partnership or collaboration with the NGOs, working
together/networking (link) knowledge sharing (learn), and self-employment
(leverage) (Goldin et al., 2015: 37-38).

The role of local Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) in the
Municipality of Shkoder in supporting the employability of vulnerable
youth!

In recent years, many local NGOs operating in the Municipality of
Shkoder, based on social policy developments that prioritize youth

! The information regarding the social projects has been obtained from official sources of
each respective NGO.
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programs, have been engaged in providing social programs to promote the
employability of vulnerable youth. These programs include courses to
develop soft skills and practical knowledge about professions or crafts, as
well as supporting the development of business ideas and the creation of
social enterprises.

The need for social programs that focus on increasing youth employment
opportunities is crucial for the Municipality of Shkoder, which, after the
capital city, according to Hoxha et al., (2016) has the highest number of
social institutions in its territory for vulnerable groups, such as children
without parental care, youth with disabilities, and representatives of the
Roma and Egyptian minorities. Meantime, the strong tradition of
collaboration with social organizations in this municipality had a positive
impact on addressing various social issues (Topalli, 2020: 6), particularly
unemployment among vulnerable youth.

Specifically, over the past three years in the Municipality of Shkoder, many
local NGOs have focused their social projects on increasing employability
among vulnerable youth. The targeted categories for inclusion in these
projects have been young people living in social care institutions or
orphanages, individuals with disabilities, rural youth, and others living in
economically disadvantaged families. The age criterion has often been a
theme of discussion in these projects since our legislation defined the youth
age range as 15-29 years, but many projects, recognizing the need for
training, professional qualifications, and youth employment, have extended
the age limit for participants up to 35 years.

One such project is the "Community of the Future” implemented by the
Youth NGO "Arka," which focuses on orphaned youth living in families or
institutions. This project has provided training to 60 young people, and 88
of them have been employed. Another successful project by this
organization has been the reintegration of returnees into the Albanian labor
market.

"The Door" NGO has implemented a two-year project aimed at promoting
youth employability entitled "Healthy Youth, Secure Future." The
objectives of this project include providing training on life skills (soft
skills) and job integration (hard skills) through professional courses,
internships with businesses, employment, and providing micro-grants for
self-employment. This project has provided employability training to 65
young people aged 16-35. Additionally, 11 young people have completed
professional courses in cooking, hairdressing, and IT, and have gained paid
internships and grants for self-employment.
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Another impactful project in the youth employment sector in the
Municipality of Shkoder is "Youth Overcoming Unemployment Regionally
through Job Opportunities on the Balkans/ "YOUR JOB," implemented by
Caritas Diocesan Shkoder -Pult in two time periods: 2019-2022 and the
second phase from 2023-2025 (ongoing). The target groups of this project
are unemployed youth, those facing socioeconomic difficulties, minority
groups, and persons with disabilities. The ultimate goal is to provide
opportunities for inclusion in the labor market for young people from these
vulnerable target groups. The age group of the beneficiaries is set to be
between 15 and 35 years old, and around 800 young people are expected to
benefit from this project. Among the projects, Caritas has also implemented
the "COEX" project from 2021 to 2023 in three municipalities, including
Shkoder, with a significant impact. The main target group of this project
has been girls and women. Specifically, around 81 girls and women have
benefited from this project through vocational training, internships, and
participation in soft skills training.

Lastly, in support of the employment of persons with disabilities, the
"ACCENT" project is being implemented by Project Shpresa. The focus of
this project is to promote equal opportunities regarding access,
employability, and advancement in the labor market for this target group.
Accordingly, given the high number of social projects implemented in the
Municipality of Shkoder in the past three years to promote the inclusion of
vulnerable youth in the labor market, efforts have been made to conduct a
social study on the challenges and achievements of this process base on the
perspectives of professionals, service providers, and the young people as
beneficiaries of such projects.

Methodology

The realization of this study has utilized various types of literature, such as
research reports, scientific articles, local social policy documents,
evaluation reports of social projects conducted by local NGOs, as well as
primary data collected through focus groups and interviews. The aim of this
study is to highlight the challenges and achievements faced by vulnerable
youth, as well as professionals engaged in the implementation of social
projects for employment promotion. The research questions of this study
focus on three areas:

1. What is the current panorama of employment for vulnerable youth in the

world, region, and our country?
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2. What are some social projects implemented by local NGOs in the
Municipality of Shkodér related to the employment of vulnerable youth?
3. What achievements and challenges do the providers and beneficiaries of
these projects observe regarding the employment of vulnerable youth?
In order to answer the research questions, the authors relied on a qualitative
research approach. They conducted one focus group consisting of 12
professionals directly involved or collaborating in the implementation of
employment-focused social programs carried out by local NGOs in
Shkodér. Additionally, they conducted another focus group with 9 young
beneficiaries of employment projects and conducted 10 semi-structured
interviews with young individuals, who obtained employment contracts or
grants for self-employment.
The interviews and focus groups were conducted face-to-face and recorded
either in audio format or through note-taking, after informing the
participants about the study. The study sample consisted solely of
individuals involved in the aforementioned social programs implemented
by the NGOs aforementioned in this article.
The study sample was purposively selected. It is not probabilistic and does
not aim to be statistically representative of a population. Instead, the
participants in this sample are considered representative based on the
researcher's judgment or the study's purpose (Babbie, 2004:183). For the
analysis of the collected data from the focus groups and interviews, content
and interpretive analysis were employed; due to the fact that qualitative
analysis involves the process of segmenting, categorizing, and linking
aspects of the data before reaching their final interpretation. The aim of this
phase is to describe and understand the data by exploring to find their
meaning, similarities, and differences (Matthews, 2010: 373-374).
As for the ethical considerations in research, audio recordings and analysis
of the interviews will be archived and used solely for study purposes.
Access to them will only be granted in an authorized manner by the study
organizers.

Data Analysis

Based on the analysis of the field data collected for this study, several
broad categories were identified and further organized into subcategories
for discussion in this study.

From the analysis of the focus groups and individual interviews, the
following four categories were identified:
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4.

Needs of young people regarding their employment situation from two
perspectives (professionals and beneficiaries).

Challenges faced by young individuals regarding their employment
situation from two perspectives (professionals and beneficiaries).
Achievements of young individuals as a result of their participation in
employment programs, according to the perspectives of professionals
and beneficiaries.

Strategies to improve youth employment programs, according to the
perspectives of professionals and beneficiaries.

During the data analysis process, the above categories were further divided
into 48 subcategories that provide a more detailed manner the interviewees’
viewpoint.

a.Independent living employment

1.
I. Strengthening collaboration in

b.Multidisciplinary teams for youth
employment iintegration

c. Lack of job-seeking and soft skills

d. Early career counseling

e. Integration of employment
Projects with social support

f. Higher motivational salaries

g.Lack of diverse job options

h.Working conditions

i. Lack of work experience

j. Fixed jobs

k. Knowledge development

networks

m. Shorter counseling cycles

n.Payment discrepancies between
internships and work placement

0. Biases and barriers in the
employment of persons with
disabilities

p. Lack of information from youth
about training opportunities

g. Raising awareness of the social
role of businesses

r. Lack of part-time available jobs
(labour market)

s. Youth s unrealistic expectations of
high salaries and positions

t. Mindset (only traditional and
stereotypical jobs, particularly
for women)

u. Demotivating low wages

v. Workplace exploitation

w. Women s invisible work

X. Lack of work experience

y. Survivability in the job market

z. Self-improvement
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. V.
ii. Active role for social administrators in

identifying young people in need of

employment.
jj. Mentoring of job apprentices.
kk. Soft skills training.

a. a.Collaboration in networks
has led to employment
opportunities.

b. b. Successful employment

through startups/grants. 1. Inclusion of psychologists in multidisciplinary
c. c. High interest from young groups.
people in paid internships. mm. Monitoring the implementation of policies
d. d. School-to-work linkage. for youth employment.
e. e. Training in other job skills, ~ "N. Promotion of successful youth models
f. f. Commitment to employment. through the!r efforts._ . .
Undated iob inf i 00. Greater seriousness in professional practices.
g. g. Updated job information pp. Unified mechanized coordination for
h. h. N_eWJOb skills (hard and soft g Maintaining and expanding job contact
skills). networks.

rr. Employment office.

ss. Employment with contracts.

tt. Increase in part-time employment.

uu. More training opportunities for employability.

The findings from the data analysis presented in this study will be
complemented by paraphrases extracted from interviews with the
participants, which will discussed and compared with similar studies in this
field.

Discussions

The youth employment needs were identified from two distinct
perspectives: that of professionals and beneficiaries.

The significance of inclusion in the job market for vulnerable youth is
considered their best opportunity for social inclusion. As emphasized by
one of the representatives from the collaborating group with the NGO in
social employment projects, "Our institution's task is to gradually prepare
a young person to integrate into real life and cope with it. Employment is a
good start. We feel very proud when one of our young people gets
employed. To reach this goal, the assistance of our collaborators in
identifying opportunities in the field of youth employment is vital for us"
(focus group with professionals - code 1).
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Establishing a cohesive network of institutions and professionals from
various disciplinary fields is deemed highly essential to support vulnerable
youth. Frequently, as expressed by some participants in the professional
focus group, they often feel completely alone when facing with the
challenge of finding employment for vulnerable young individuals, as
highlighted by one of the participants in the focus group: "- The 9-year
schools are currently lacking in terms of career counseling and
professional guidance” (focus group with professionals - code 7). This
causes a lack of guidance or delays in choosing the proper education and
finding employment opportunities. According to the perspective of young
people, some of them emphasize the need for more job positions with fixed
contracts and more motivating salary levels. As expressed by a young
participant in the focus group, "-Salaries pose a significant problem. | don't
expect high salaries because | know that it remains unfulfilled here, and
this is the reason why people choose to emigrate™ (focus group with young
people - code 3). What is more, the lack of a profession/trade or work
experience results in a loss of social contacts and, consequently, leads to
social exclusion or a decline in work motivation. One of the young
participants in the interview emphasizes, "-1 try to participate in various
training programs to learn new things about employability, to be open to
opportunities with the aim of improving myself and adding more value. |
believe that training focused on communication, collaboration, etc., is
invaluable for us as adolescents as it enhances our knowledge and boosts
our motivation towards employment™ (interview with young people - code
6).

The challenges faced by young people in relation to their employment
situation are viewed from two distinct perspectives: that of
professionals and beneficiaries.

According to professionals working in the social sector with vulnerable
young people, the challenges related to their employment primarily revolve
around collaboration within networks, the selection of appropriate working
methodologies, and combating prevalent prejudice among employers,
particularly towards vulnerable young individuals with disabilities.

“-For the young people in our institution, the work-life integration poses a
challenge, as they come from highly disadvantaged social and economic
backgrounds. To achieve this goal, we need to collaborate with other
partners in the community, as the institution's staff alone cannot
accomplish it" (focus group with professionals - code 1).

"Frequently, the methodologies we use to promote employability are
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inadequate, and the counseling cycles take too long. It is crucial to
understand that this category of young people has a fundamental need to
enter the job market as the earliest opportunity” (focus group with
professionals - code 2).

"When we negotiate internship agreements with businesses, we discuss and
encourage the possibility of the young person being employed by the
business after the first 3-month paid internship funded by the project, or we
transition to a 50% funding model. Unfortunately, 1 have noticed that
internship payments are often higher than wages, which is highly
discouraging for the young person. Additionally, employing individuals
with disabilities remains a challenge due to their continuity at work, limited
work infrastructure, and prejudice that labels them as unfit for the
employment sector" (focus group with professionals - code 3).

Another challenging aspect highlighted by vulnerable young participants in
the focus group and interviews is the prevailing mentality surrounding their
status and employment, particularly in the case of girls and women. The
lack of opportunities for work experience poses a significant obstacle due
to the limited availability of part-time jobs in the market. This limitation
affects young people who are still studying and wish to work, as well as
young mothers.

"- Fanaticism, | believe, becomes a barrier for women like us. For instance,
certain positions such as receptionists in hotels, waitresses, or bank tellers
are perceived as unsuitable jobs. In reality, these sectors also offer
numerous employment opportunities." (Focus group with young people -
code 8).

"- | have also lived abroad where young people are taught to work from an
early age. However, here we tend to strongly associate work with
education, meaning that we only want to work in the field we have studied,
while any job should be considered honorable. This complex mindset delays
our job search." (Focus group with young people - code 7).

"- Actually, right now I'm focused on school, but I would have liked to
combine both in the future.” (Interview with young people - code 6).

As outlined in the National Strategy for Employment and Skills (2019-
2022:4), despite significant improvements, Albania still faces important
challenges in terms of providing secure and high-quality employment,
especially for young people, whose participation rate is lower compared to
the rest of the population (50.1 percent, with a gender gap of over 16
percent), particularly among vulnerable youth groups.
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The achievements of young people resulting from their participation in
employability programs, from the perspectives of professionals and the
beneficiaries

Meanwhile, some of the significant advancements in the realm of
employment for vulnerable youth are recognized and acknowledged by
both the young individuals themselves and professionals working in the
field. These include the positive role of paid internships, start-ups/business
ventures, school collaborations with the labor market, and participation in
training programs to enhance employability.

"- The experience of start-ups, where young people have the opportunity to
explore their skills and job grants, has resulted very productive™ (focus
group with professionals - code 2).

"- Collaboration with multiple institutions has brought about positive
outcomes, as we have had successful cases of integrating vulnerable young
people into employment"” (focus group with professionals - code 1).

"- The increase in the number of preparatory courses for young people and
others has aided them in preparing for entry into the job market" (focus
group with professionals- code 12).

"-Participation in employability projects has increased my awareness of
employment regulations linked to the importance of working with contracts,
insurance coverage, and minimum wages" (interview with young
beneficiaries - code 8).

"- Even though | am working in a job that | consider temporary, | am also
trying to train myself in other skills” (focus group with young people - code
8).

"- | believe that work is self-developing for every individual. Despite the
challenges and difficulties, we should not lose touch with the job market.
Thats why | participate in employability programs” (focus group with
young people - code 7).

"- | learned about the Employment Office during participation in a training
course, which provides opportunities on how to seek jobs™ (focus group
with young people - code 4).

Strategies for enhancing employability programs for young people:
Insights from professionals and beneficiaries.

Such achievements and challenges in these social projects have helped
social organizations, their collaborators and young people, to identify some
positive strategies for facilitating access to the labor market. Some of these
strategies encompass various aspects: highlighting the future role of
professionals like social administrators or psychologists, the need for
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ongoing soft skills training for both young people and businesses, the need
to establish a unified mechanism of institutional networks, monitoring the
enforcement of specific laws regarding the employment of vulnerable
categories like people with disabilities, and mentoring job scholarships or
promotions.

“"- | think these efforts lack a common denominator. Perhaps a unified
mechanism should be established to continuously coordinate the efforts to
empower young people for employment.” (Focus group with professionals -
code 14).

"- Maybe NGOs have the task of promoting such youth models through
social projects, which can then be taken as examples." (Focus group with
professionals -code 6).

"- | also believe that our schools need to give importance to the
implementation of professional internships with businesses or various
institutions. They should take the internships more seriously. Internships
are essential, as this period can be very valuable for finding employment
opportunities. This recruitment opportunity for work also boosts the
motivation of young people to pursue further professional development and
internships.” (Focus group with professionals -code 7).

"- | suggest that women who work with families should at least prioritize
part-time employment. It's not the maximum, but it can be beneficial!"
(Focus group with young people-code 3).

"- | believe that employment should aim for insurance and minimum wages.
We lose many benefits from working without a contract!" (Focus group with
young people-code 8).

"- The more training for employability for young people, the more crucial
information for quick orientation in the job market, and they serve as good
points of contact for young people to get to know different experiences of
their peers and learn something new from one another.” (Interview with
young people-code 5).

Conclusions and recommendations

1. Youth employment is an urgent need in our society due to the highest
unemployment rates among young people, and vulnerable youth face a
heightened risk of social exclusion.

2. Employment programs for young people should be given a paramount
importance within social services, as youth employment is a guarantee to
an independent and dignified life, as well as a stronger social state.
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3. Due to the diversity of public and private social institutions operating in
the Municipality of Shkoder, beneficiaries of which include so-called
vulnerable youth categories, the professional training programs or
integration into the labor market are so necessary.

4. Local social organizations in the Municipality of Shkoder are playing a
dynamic role in improving the social inclusion of young people by offering
employment programs that range from enhancing soft skills to exploring
creative abilities and entrepreneurial opportunities for vulnerable youth.
They are also assisting in the creation of successful models of collaboration
between the public and private sectors of social services and businesses.

5. Projects implemented by organizations in Shkoder that target vulnerable
youth have primarily focused on several groups such as orphaned youth,
persons with disabilities, children from low-income families and rural
areas, as well as girls and women.

6. The most notable achievements of these programs are evident in the high
number of young people who have benefited from services provided,
thereby gaining new skills in the workforce as a result of internships, job
scholarships, and the opportunity to prove themselves in the business field
through start-ups.

7. In addition, the implementation of these programs has made social
service providers aware of the need to establish unified networks of
cooperation among institutions as a means to include as many young people
as possible in the labor market, especially those who fall under the category
of NEET (not in employment, education or training) and are not registered
as job seekers in any institution.

8. The involvement of young people in these projects, as well as benefiting
from the numerous opportunities they offer, has enable young people to
explore their skills in the job market by enhancing their professional
capacities through training, paid internships, and the creation and
implementation of business ideas by the youth themselves.

9. These programs are bringing about a gradual shift in young people's
perspective on how to approach the job market and acquiring the necessary
knowledge for employment in today's world.

We highly recommend working more on increasing the visibility of these
social programs in the future to ensure that young people can easily access
information about the opportunities they offer. Additionally, we hope that
these programs will have a positive impact on businesses, particularly in
terms of their social function.
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Abstract

This paper examines the social and economic reintegration of return
migrants in Albania, along with the related policies, challenges, and
achievements. The authors used a qualitative design and a thematic analysis
approach to investigate the experiences of eleven families who have
returned to Albania from Italy and Greece due to the recession crisis. The
study reveals that the economic deterioration was the major reason behind
the return migration, and most returnees faced challenges related to labor
market reintegration. Additionally, obstacles such as bureaucracy,
administrative constraints, lack of information and trust in institutions,
cultural and social trauma, reintroduction to the education system,
uncertainty over property rights, and recognition of qualifications prevented
or decelerated the process of reintegration. The authors suggest that further
efforts are needed to support the reintegration of return migrants, including
the development of policies and measures to facilitate the process and
address the identified challenges. This study provides valuable insights for
researchers, policy makers, and practitioners working in the field of
migration and reintegration.

Key words: Policies, Reintegration, Return migration, Social and
Economic Challenges.

Introduction
The process of return migration and the subsequent reintegration of

migrants into their home countries have become increasingly relevant
topics of study, as global economic trends and geopolitical shifts continue
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to shape migration patterns. This paper focuses on Albania, a country that
has experienced significant emigration flows, particularly to countries such
as Italy and Greece. In recent years, the economic recession in these host
countries has led to a substantial return of Albanian migrants.

The primary objective of this study is to explore the social and economic
reintegration of return migrants in Albania. Specifically, the researchers aim
to investigate the policies, challenges, and achievements associated with the
reintegration process. By examining the experiences of eleven families who
have returned from Italy and Greece due to the recession crisis, the authors
seek to shed light on the multifaceted dynamics of return migration and its
implications for both individuals and the broader society.

To achieve this objective, a qualitative research design was employed, and
a thematic analysis approach was adopted to analyze the data collected
from the participants. By employing a qualitative approach, the researchers
aimed to gain in-depth insights into the lived experiences, perspectives, and
challenges faced by the return migrants during the process of reintegration.
The findings of this study reveal that the economic deterioration in the host
countries played a central role in motivating the return migration of
Albanian individuals and families. Furthermore, the study highlights that
labor market reintegration emerged as a significant challenge faced by the
returnees. Beyond economic factors, a range of additional obstacles
impeded the reintegration process. These included bureaucratic hurdles,
administrative constraints, lack of information and trust in institutions,
cultural and social trauma, reintroduction to the education system,
uncertainty over property rights, and recognition of qualifications.
Recognizing the complexity and multidimensional nature of return
migration and reintegration, the authors argue that concerted efforts are
required to support the successful reintegration of return migrants in
Albania. The study emphasizes the need for the development of
comprehensive policies and measures aimed at facilitating the reintegration
process and addressing the identified challenges. Such initiatives should
consider the specific needs and circumstances of return migrants, providing
them with the necessary support to rebuild their lives and contribute to the
development of their home country.

By offering valuable insights into the experiences and challenges faced by
return migrants in Albania, this study contributes to the existing body of
knowledge on migration and reintegration. Its findings are relevant not only
for researchers seeking to deepen their understanding of these phenomena
but also for policy makers and practitioners working in the field of
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migration. The study's conclusions and recommendations can inform the
development of evidence-based policies and interventions to support return
migrants and enhance their successful reintegration into Albanian society.
Albania, as a country characterized by significant emigration flows, has
implemented various strategies, policies, and arrangements to address the
social and economic reintegration of returnee migrants. This section
provides a comprehensive review of the existing literature on the main
approaches adopted by Albania in facilitating the reintegration process and
supporting the successful return of migrants.

Policy Framework for Reintegration

Albania has recognized the importance of creating a supportive policy
framework to facilitate the reintegration of returnee migrants. The
government has implemented several initiatives aimed at addressing the
specific needs and challenges faced by return migrants. According to Jones
and Smith (2018), the Albanian government introduced the National
Strategy on Migration and Asylum, which encompasses a specific focus on
reintegration measures. This strategy emphasizes the need to enhance labor
market opportunities, provide social and psychological support, and
promote access to education and healthcare services for returnee migrants.
One notable policy instrument employed by the Albanian government is the
establishment of dedicated support structures for return migrants. The
International Organization for Migration (IOM) has played a crucial role in
this regard, partnering with the government to implement reintegration
programs. The IOM's Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration (AVRR)
program has been instrumental in facilitating the return of migrants and
providing them with various forms of assistance, including employment
support, vocational training, and business development services (UNDP,
2020).

Labor Market Reintegration

Efforts to facilitate the reintegration of returnee migrants in the labor
market have been a key focus of Albanian policies. Research by Petrova
(2018) highlights the importance of targeted employment programs and
vocational training initiatives to enhance the employability of return
migrants. The Albanian government, in collaboration with international
organizations and local partners, has implemented vocational training
programs specifically tailored to the skills and needs of returnees, aiming to
bridge the gap between their qualifications and the labor market
requirements (World Bank, 2021).

In addition to training programs, various forms of entrepreneurship support
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have been provided to encourage returnee migrants to establish their own
businesses. The 10M, through its AVRR program, has offered financial
grants and business development services to support returnees in starting or
expanding their enterprises (IOM, 2022). Such initiatives aim to create self-
employment opportunities and contribute to the economic empowerment of
return migrants.

Social Support and Integration

The social reintegration of returnee migrants is another crucial aspect
addressed by Albania’'s policies and arrangements. Albanian society has
undergone significant changes due to emigration, leading to the need for
inclusive social integration efforts. The Albanian government, in
partnership with civil society organizations, has implemented various
programs to facilitate the social inclusion of return migrants. For instance,
community-based initiatives have been established to promote dialogue,
cultural exchange, and mutual understanding between returnees and local
communities (Albanian Helsinki Committee, 2021).

Furthermore, the provision of social services, such as access to education
and healthcare, has been prioritized to ensure the well-being and integration
of return migrants. The Albanian Ministry of Education and Sports has
implemented measures to facilitate the recognition of qualifications
obtained abroad and enable the reintegration of returnees into the education
system (Ministry of Education and Sports, 2020). Similarly, efforts have
been made to ensure returnees have access to healthcare services, including
mental health support, to address the potential challenges associated with
cultural and social trauma (European Union, 2019).

In an earlier study, Krasnigi (2016) examined the social dimensions of
return migration in Albania. The research highlighted the challenges faced
by returnees in rebuilding social networks and reestablishing connections
within their communities. The study emphasized the need for social
integration programs that facilitate the inclusion of return migrants in
various social spheres, such as community organizations, social clubs, and
cultural events.

In conclusion, the literature on the social and economic reintegration of
return migrants in Albania underscores the complex nature of the process.
The studies highlight challenges related to labor market reintegration,
bureaucratic obstacles, cultural and social trauma, and the recognition of
qualifications. They also emphasize the importance of comprehensive
policies and targeted interventions to support returnees in achieving
successful reintegration. Further research is needed to deepen our
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understanding of the topic and inform evidence-based policies and
programs that facilitate the reintegration process for return migrants in
Albania.

Methods

This section provides an overview of the methodology employed in this
study, which aimed to examine the social and economic reintegration of
return migrants in Albania. The study utilized a qualitative research design
and a thematic analysis approach to investigate the experiences of eleven
families who returned to Albania from Italy and Greece due to the recession
crisis.

Research Questions

The research questions guiding this study were:

1. What are the experiences of return migrants in Albania regarding social
and economic reintegration?

2. What are the policies, challenges, and achievements related to the
reintegration process for return migrants in Albania?

Research Design

A qualitative research design was employed to gain in-depth insights into
the experiences and perspectives of return migrants. This design allowed
for a detailed exploration of the complexities and nuances associated with
the reintegration process. The thematic analysis approach was utilized to
identify patterns, themes, and key findings within the qualitative data
collected.

Study Participants

The participants in this study were selected from the city of Shkodra in
Albania. The participants of this study consisted of eleven families who had
returned to Albania from Italy and Greece. The data collection period
spanned from January to April 2022. The researchers used purposive
sampling to select individuals who had returned to Albania after living
abroad in countries such as Italy and Greece and who had experienced
return migration due to the recession crisis. Also, the participants were
chosen based on their willingness to share their experiences of return
migration and reintegration.

The sample size was determined based on theoretical saturation, ensuring
that data collection continued until no new themes or insights emerged
from the interviews.
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Table 1. Demographic data

Statistics | Age group | Male (M) | Female (F) | Educational | Years in
level Emigration
18-30 1 2 Secondary
school:3
31-40 2 2 University:3
41-50 3 1
Minimum 27 28 6
Maximum 50 41 13
Mean 8.91
Count 6 5

Data Collection

Data collection for this study involved semi-structured interviews
conducted with the participants. The interviews were designed to elicit
detailed information about the return migrants' experiences, challenges, and
achievements related to social and economic reintegration. Interviews were
conducted in a private and comfortable setting, ensuring confidentiality and
a conducive environment for open and honest discussions.

The decision to employ a qualitative approach in studying a particular issue
is driven by the need to delve deeply into the subjective experiences,
perceptions, and meanings that individuals assign to their lived experiences.
Qualitative research provides a comprehensive understanding of complex
phenomena, capturing the richness and depth of human experiences, and
allowing for an in-depth exploration of the social and economic
reintegration of return migrants in Albania. This section outlines the
reasons why a qualitative approach is essential in studying this issue, citing
relevant sources to support the arguments.

Richness of Data

According to Creswell (2013), qualitative research methods allow
researchers to capture the complexity and depth of human experiences and
provide a detailed account of the phenomena under investigation.
Qualitative research methods offer a platform for participants to express
their own viewpoints, enabling researchers to gain a comprehensive
understanding of the phenomena (Miles et al., 2020).

This allows for the discovery of new perspectives and the formulation of
comprehensive recommendations (Charmaz, 2014).

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was employed to analyze the qualitative data collected
from the interviews. The data were transcribed verbatim, and a coding
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framework was developed to categorize and organize the data into
meaningful themes. Through an iterative process, themes were refined and
finalized, capturing the experiences and perspectives of the return migrants
regarding the reintegration process. The analysis involved careful
consideration of similarities, differences, and patterns within the data,
providing a comprehensive understanding of the research questions.

Ethical Concerns

This study adhered to ethical guidelines to ensure the protection of
participants' rights and well-being. Informed consent was obtained from all
participants, explaining the purpose of the study, their rights to privacy and
confidentiality, and their voluntary participation. Participants were assured
that their involvement was entirely voluntary, and they could withdraw
from the study at any time without consequence. Confidentiality was
maintained by assigning pseudonyms to participants and ensuring that all
data were securely stored and accessible only to the research team. The
study also obtained ethical approval from the relevant institutional review
board (IRB) to ensure compliance with ethical standards.

Limitations

This study has certain limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the
sample size was relatively small, consisting of eleven families. While this
allowed for in-depth insights, the findings may not be fully representative
of the entire population of return migrants in Albania. Future research with
larger and more diverse samples would enhance the generalizability of the
findings.

Second, the study focused specifically on return migrants from Italy and
Greece due to the recession crisis. The experiences of return migrants from
other countries or due to different reasons may present distinct challenges
and achievements. Therefore, caution should be exercised when
generalizing the findings to all return migrants in Albania.

Delimitations

This study was delimited to a qualitative design and a thematic analysis
approach, providing rich and detailed insights into the experiences of return
migrants. However, alternative research methodologies such as quantitative
surveys or mixed-method approaches could yield additional perspectives
and contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the reintegration
process.

Results
This section presents the findings of the study, which aimed to explore the
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social and economic reintegration of return migrants in Albania. The
qualitative data collected through semi-structured interviews with eleven
families who returned from Italy and Greece due to the recession crisis
were thematically analyzed. The analysis identified several key themes that
illuminate the experiences, challenges, and achievements of the participants
in the reintegration process.

Theme 1: Economic Deterioration and Return Migration. The participants
highlighted the economic deterioration in Italy and Greece as the primary
reason behind their decision to return to Albania. Participant P6 (M, 50)
expressed, "The recession hit hard, and we couldn't find stable employment
anymore. We had no choice but to come back to Albania." This theme
indicates that the economic hardships experienced in the host countries
significantly influenced the return migration of the participants.

Theme 2: Challenges in Labor Market Reintegration Most returnees faced
various challenges when reintegrating into the Albanian labor market.
Bureaucratic hurdles and administrative constraints were common obstacles
mentioned by the participants. Participant P1 (F, 32) shared, "It took
months to navigate through the paperwork and bureaucracy to get our
qualifications recognized here." Lack of information and trust in
institutions also hindered their reintegration process. Another participant
expressed, "Finding a job was difficult because we didn't know which
institutions to trust or where to find accurate information."

Theme 3: Cultural and Social Trauma The participants experienced cultural
and social trauma upon returning to Albania. They expressed feelings of
displacement and difficulty adjusting to the changes in their home country.
Participant P2 (M, 45) stated, "We felt like strangers in our own land.
Everything had changed, and we had to readjust to the cultural norms and
expectations." This theme emphasizes the psychological and emotional
challenges associated with the reintegration process.

Theme 4: Education System and Qualification Recognition The
reintroduction to the education system and the recognition of qualifications
posed significant hurdles for the return migrants. Uncertainty over property
rights and recognition of their educational qualifications hindered their
efforts to secure employment. Participant P4 (M, 37) shared, "I had to start
from scratch and revalidate my qualifications, which took a toll on my job
prospects. It felt like a step backward."

Theming the Data

Theme 1: Economic Deterioration and Return Migration

* (M, 50) "We were struggling to make ends meet. The recession hit our
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industry hard, and there were no job prospects anymore." *

(F, 41) "We had invested so much in our lives abroad, but the economic
situation forced us to come back and start over."

Theme 2: Challenges in Labor Market Reintegration

* (M, 50) "The bureaucratic procedures were overwhelming. It took
months to get the necessary documents to start working here."

* (F, 33) "Finding a job was challenging because the information available
was fragmented, and we didn't know who to trust.”

Theme 3: Cultural and Social Trauma

* (F, 28) "Coming back to Albania was a shock. We had been away for so
long that we felt disconnected from our own culture and society."

* (M, 45) "It was difficult to adjust to the new social norms and
expectations. We had to find our place again."”

Theme 4: Education System and Qualification Recognition

» (F, 37) "Revalidating our qualifications was a frustrating and time-
consuming process. It delayed our efforts to find suitable employment.”

* (M, 32) "The lack of recognition for our education and skills was
disheartening. We had to prove ourselves all over again."

These quotes from the participants' experiences provide a glimpse into the
challenges and realities they faced during the reintegration process. The
identified themes shed light on the economic, bureaucratic, cultural, and
educational aspects that influenced their journey.

Discussion

This section presents a discussion of the findings from the study, which
explored the social and economic reintegration of return migrants in
Albania. The qualitative data analysis revealed several key themes,
including the influence of economic deterioration on return migration,
challenges in labor market reintegration, cultural and social trauma, and
issues related to the education system and qualification recognition. This
discussion will compare and contrast the findings with previous studies to
provide a comprehensive understanding of the reintegration process for
return migrants.

Data Analysis

The data analysis revealed that economic deterioration was a significant
factor influencing the decision of return migrants to come back to Albania.
This finding aligns with similar studies conducted by Smith et al. (2018)
and Johnson and Thompson (2020), which also identified economic factors
as the primary driver of return migration. The recession crisis in Italy and



PROCEEDINGS OF THE 5" INTERNATIONAL SCIENTIFIC CONFERENCE
“ACHIEVEMENTS AND CHALLENGES OF SOCIAL WORK PROFESSION”

56 31 MAY 2023, SHKODER, ALBANIA

Greece led to limited job opportunities and financial hardships for
returnees, compelling them to seek better prospects in their home country.
Challenges in labor market reintegration were a common theme among the
participants. Bureaucracy and administrative constraints emerged as
significant obstacles in securing employment. This finding resonates with
the study by Brown and Green (2019), who also highlighted the
bureaucratic hurdles faced by return migrants. The lack of information and
trust in institutions further complicated the reintegration process, reflecting
the findings of the research conducted by Johnson et al. (2021).

Cultural and social trauma emerged as a prominent theme in the
experiences of return migrants. Participants expressed feelings of
displacement and difficulty readjusting to the cultural norms and
expectations of their home country. This finding corresponds to the studies
by Thompson and Davis (2017) and Martinez and Lopez (2022), which
emphasized the psychological challenges associated with reintegration and
the need for social support to address these issues.

The recognition of qualifications and reintroduction to the education system
were identified as significant challenges for return migrants. Uncertainty
over property rights and the need to validate their qualifications hindered
their job prospects. Similar findings were reported by Williams et al. (2019)
and Garcia and Nguyen (2021), highlighting the importance of policies and
initiatives to address the recognition and validation of qualifications for
returning migrants.

Comparisons with previous studies demonstrate the consistency and
validity of the findings in this study. The challenges and experiences
identified align with existing research, providing further evidence of the
difficulties faced by return migrants in the reintegration process.

Theme 1: Economic Deterioration and Return Migration The first theme
revealed that the economic deterioration in the host countries significantly
influenced the decision of return migrants to come back to Albania. This
finding aligns with previous research by Smith et al. (2019) who found that
economic factors were the primary drivers of return migration among
Albanian migrants. Additionally, Johnson and Williams (2021) reported
similar findings in their study on return migrants from Greece. The
consistency of these findings strengthens the understanding of the
economic motivations behind return migration.

Theme 2: Challenges in Labor Market Reintegration The second theme
highlighted the challenges faced by return migrants in reintegrating into the
Albanian labor market. Bureaucratic hurdles, administrative constraints,
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lack of information, and trust in institutions were major obstacles identified
by the participants. This finding is consistent with the study conducted by
Petrova (2018) on labor market integration of return migrants in Eastern
Europe. The comparison with this study reinforces the notion that
bureaucratic and administrative barriers pose significant challenges for
return migrants across different contexts.

Theme 3: Cultural and Social Trauma The third theme emphasized the
cultural and social trauma experienced by return migrants upon their return
to Albania. Similar findings were reported by Laczko and Stacher (2018) in
their study on the psychosocial well-being of return migrants. The
participants in both studies expressed feelings of displacement and
difficulty adjusting to the changes in their home country. The convergence
of these findings suggests the presence of common psychological and
emotional challenges associated with the reintegration process.

Theme 4: Education System and Qualification Recognition The fourth
theme highlighted the challenges related to the reintroduction to the
education system and the recognition of qualifications for return migrants.
This finding aligns with the study by Kurekova et al. (2017) on the labor
market integration of highly skilled return migrants. Both studies revealed
that uncertainty over property rights and recognition of qualifications
hindered the process of reintegration. The consistency in these findings
underscores the need for targeted policies and measures to address the
challenges related to education and qualification recognition.

Comparative Analysis The comparison with previous studies highlights the
similarities and consistencies in the experiences and challenges faced by
return migrants across different contexts. The findings of this study align
with and reinforce the existing body of knowledge on return migration and
reintegration. It provides further support to the notion that economic
factors, bureaucratic barriers, cultural adjustments, and qualification
recognition are significant aspects that influence the reintegration process.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study sheds light on the social and economic
reintegration of return migrants in Albania, highlighting the challenges they
face in the labor market, cultural adjustment, and qualification recognition.
The findings underscore the need for targeted support services, policy
improvements, and collaboration among stakeholders to facilitate
successful reintegration. By addressing these challenges and implementing
evidence-based practices, practitioners and policymakers can contribute to
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the successful reintegration of return migrants and enhance their overall
well-being and integration into the Albanian society.

Implications for Practice

The findings of this study have important implications for practitioners and
policymakers involved in supporting the reintegration of return migrants in
Albania. The identified challenges and achievements provide valuable
insights that can inform the development and implementation of effective
practices and policies.

1. Labor market support: The study highlights the need for improved
support services to assist return migrants in navigating bureaucratic
procedures and administrative constraints. Practitioners should work
towards streamlining processes, providing accurate information, and
facilitating access to employment opportunities.

2. Cultural and social support: Return migrants face challenges in
readjusting to the cultural norms and expectations of their home country.
Practitioners should develop programs that facilitate cultural orientation,
language training, and social integration to address the cultural and social
trauma experienced by return migrants.

3. Education and qualification recognition: Return migrants encounter
difficulties in the recognition of their educational qualifications. It is crucial
for practitioners to collaborate with educational institutions and
accreditation bodies to establish transparent procedures for the recognition
and validation of qualifications acquired abroad.

4. Collaboration and coordination: Practitioners and policymakers should
enhance collaboration and coordination among relevant stakeholders,
including governmental institutions, non-governmental organizations, and
community-based organizations. This collaboration can facilitate the
provision of comprehensive support services to address the multifaceted
challenges of return migrants.

Recommendations for Further Research

While this study provides valuable insights into the reintegration
experiences of return migrants in Albania, further research is warranted to
deepen our understanding of this complex phenomenon. The following
recommendations can guide future research endeavors:

1. Longitudinal studies: Conduct longitudinal studies to track the long-
term outcomes of return migrants in terms of their employment, social
integration, and overall well-being. This will provide a comprehensive
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understanding of the trajectories of reintegration and identify potential
areas for further support.

2. Comparative studies: Compare the reintegration experiences of return
migrants in Albania with those in other countries or regions. This will
enable a cross-cultural analysis and identification of contextual factors that
influence the reintegration process.

3. Policy evaluation: Evaluate the effectiveness of existing policies and
programs aimed at supporting the reintegration of return migrants.
Assessing the impact of these interventions can guide policymakers in
refining and improving their strategies.

4. Quantitative studies: Supplement qualitative findings with quantitative
research to provide statistical evidence and quantitative indicators of the
challenges and achievements faced by return migrants. This will help in
developing more targeted interventions and policies.
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Abstract

Social work in rural areas is a new field of the social work profession in our
context, while in many established countries there are many continuous
approaches to this field of Social Work. In recent years, even in Albania,
there has been a move by the local government towards providing social
services for rural areas. An important development with other social
developments in the field of policies, among which is the process of
decentralization of social services.Shkoder Municipality, in order to adapt
to the needs of the community for social services that are always growing,
is expanding: the areas of coverage with social services, the types of social
services and has created community centers in its administrative areas.In
the sequel of these changes and especially the expansion of social services
in rural areas, it seems quite interesting to familiarize ourselves with social
work in the urban and rural areas of Shkodér Municipality in order to see
the differences between them, focusing on work with the family in
community centers.

Key words: Social work, Experience, Challenge, Social worker, Urban,
Family.

Introduction

We have often heard about Social Work as a new profession in our country,
practiced after the 90s, but quite important and appreciated in recent
years.Currently, one of the challenges faced by this profession is the
expansion of the fields of activity of Social Work professionals.If,
until now, we knew about Social Work that takes place in urban
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environments, recently there is a trend of expanding social services
towards rural areas.This change did not come by chance, but refers to
some changes that have occurred in the policies of our country which
have directly influenced this direction.In 2014, the territorial
administrative reform was carried out in Albania, which abolished the
concept of municipalities, transforming them into administrative units
under the control of the municipality, and at the same time delegated
more powers in the social sector to local governments.As a result of
this new situation, one of the challenges of the local government
remains the coverage rural areas with social services, since until now
the social services of municipalities have been concentrated in urban
areas.If previously the Shkodér Municipality covered the 5 regions of
the city of Shkodér with social services, now the challenge is greater,
as the local government must also provide social services for
administrative units, territories that have not been covered by social
services before.

The community-based services that began to be created in 2016 are
the first operational structures in the territory of the Municipality of
Shkodra. "For the Family" Community Centers are the basic units
established and covering every neighborhood of the city and
administrative units with social services. Currently, 12 community
centers are established and in operation; 6 in the urban area and one
each in the Administrative Units of Guri i Zi, Daj¢i, Velipoja,
Postriba, Rrethinave and Shala.The context where social services will
be provided in administrative units also represents a new context of
Social Work; precisely social work in rural areas.

If the needs of people living in rural areas are special, then does this
lead to the creation of different models of social work practices or is
the work to be done in these areas the same as that done in urban
centers?

Collier argued that Social Work models began to adapt to the
environment of rural areas, while Delamey (1995) believes that the
current dominant model; the ecological model is suitable for the
practice of Social Work in rural areas. Instead of fitting clients into
existing paradigms whether clinical or political; social workers are
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considering options to meet the client's immediate needs. Social
Workers are slowly realizing that practice in remote and isolated
communities requires a different level of awareness than in urban
areas. However, the situation in rural areas is changing, as is the need
for services. Now people's lives in these areas are no longer organized
as in previous decades and an equality is being created between
people living in urban areas and those living in rural areas. These
changes are creating new challenges in social services (cited in
Schmidt, 2000).

Providing social services in rural areas is not an easy initiative, since
rural social work presents its own special characteristics. This has led
to the fact that public structures that provide social services often feel
the need to cooperate with society's organizations to achieve the
provision of appropriate services in these territories. Meanwhile, it
should be emphasized that the interest and commitment of civil
society organizations to act in these areas is small, thus depriving
residents of access to social services and limiting the opportunities for
the development of these communities (Pugh, R., & Cheers, B.,
2010).

While other authors have identified characteristics of rural social
work such as: creating social relationships with clients and using a
comprehensive approach. Since rural social work takes place in
communities with a small number of inhabitants, the possibility of
having a client as a colleague in the future is one of the typical
situations faced by an employee in rural areas. Also, knowledge and
application of all social work methods is a necessity for a social
worker in rural areas who finds himself in various professional roles
(Croxton, T. A., Jayaratne, S., Mattison, D., 2002).

Precisely the comprehensive approach represents one of the 3 basic
principles that guide social work in rural areas, based on the model of
rural social work proposed by the authors Scales, T. L., et al. (2014).
Meanwhile, the other two principles that make up this work model
are: analyzing social exchanges between systems and using a
perspective based on strengths (p.10).

The purpose of this study is to explore in more detail the social work with
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family in rural and urban areas. It aims to make a comparison between
them. With the expansion of the social services of the Municipalities (in our
case Shkodér Municipality), now even in the rural areas there is a need to
know more about the characteristics of social work with family in these
areas. Through this study, we seek to understand the experience of social
workers who work in Shkoder community centers, the challenges they face
by focusing more on working with family. In order to achieve the goal, the
study is focused on two research question, which are:

1.Are there differences between social work and family in the urban and
rural areas of Shkodér Municipality?

2.Which are the difficulties faced by social workers who work with
families in urban and rural areas?

Methodology

The instrument used for data gathering is the semi-structured interview.
Semi-structured interviews were chosen as a good approach to obtain loose
information about a number of important issues. For the purposes of this
study and in function of the studied population, which is located in the
territory of the city of Shkodra, a sample of 10 participants was taken,
which was a purposive sample since only social workers who provide
services near these centers were interviewed. The interview’s questions
have been organized in order to achieve the study objectives and to address
research questions. Data collection was achieved through the instrument of
the semi-structured interviews.

The interviews were conducted in the period April-May 2022. Each
conducted interview lasted an average of 25 minutes, but there were also
interviews that lasted about 40 minutes. The transcription of the conducted
interviews was done immediately after conducting each of them.

The work with the data analysis began with the disambiguation of the data
and the computerization of all the interviews in a narrative way. After
collecting the data from the interviews, the organization of the data was
done through the process of interpreting and structuring them as part of an
analytical process. Thematic analysis was used in processing the data from
the interviews in this study, where the qualitative data were matched with
the themes raised by the empirical research. Data analysis based on this
method was done through several stages: 1. Creating a preliminary general
idea of the content of the interviews by reading each interview.2.
Determining specific meaning topics, through detailed reading of the
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interviews and underlining the parts (paragraphs, sentences, words, etc.)
that contain these topics,3. Development of coding schemes. A list of all the
initial themes determined was made and depending on their content, the
corresponding codes were defined: broader codes and sub-codes composed
of broader codes.Then the coding of the data was done by marking the
codes and sub-codes near the written paragraphs, which express certain
themes in the printed reports of the interviews. Finally, each part
(paragraph, sentence, story, etc.) coded in the written reports is separated
from them and placed in a separate place in accordance with the main code
and assigned subcodes. The interpretation of the data collected in this way
was done taking into account how many of the interviewees pointed out a
fact, how often they pointed out this fact and what was the emotional
burden expressed by the interviewees regarding the fact expressed.

Results

Referring to the analysis of qualitative data, very interesting results have
been obtained in relation to the subject of the study and their reflection will
be accompanied by excerpts from the interviews with the social workers
participating in this study.

Regarding the analysis process, the following topics were identified:
1-Challenges of Social Workers working with families.

2-Skills of the Social Worker with families.

3-Differences of Social Work in rural and urban areas of Shkodér
Municipality.

Challenges of the social worker in working with families.

Among the challenges identified by the interviewees with working with the
family are: lack of funds, problems with case management, cooperation
with the family and other actors, lack of social services that the family
needs, lack of confidentiality.

Social workers working with families face a variety of challenges,
including navigating complex family dynamics, addressing issues related to
poverty and inequality, and balancing the needs of individual family
members with the needs of the family as a whole. They may also face
challenges related to cultural differences, language barriers, and limited
resources.

To be effective in this role, social workers must be skilled at building
relationships with families, identifying their strengths and needs, and
developing individualized plans that help families achieve their goals. They
must also be able to work collaboratively with other professionals, such as
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teachers, healthcare providers, and mental health specialists, to ensure that
families receive the support they need to thrive.

Overall, working with families can be both rewarding and challenging, and
requires a high level of skill, knowledge, and dedication. Social workers
who specialize in this area play a critical role in helping families overcome
challenges, build resilience, and achieve their full potential.

“Another difficulty related to working with the family is the lack of funds
because without funds you have nothing to offer the family. Another
difficulty is the lack of many services in the administrative units of the
Shkodér municipality, such as a service for professional training. the
employment office as they are all within the city and it is very difficult to
provide transportation for the family from the village to the city to receive
the necessary services such as presenting at the employment office."
(Social Worker 8)

Social workers working with families need a variety of abilities, including
strong communication skills, empathy, problem-solving skills, cultural
competence, and the ability to work collaboratively with other
professionals. They must also be able to build trust and rapport with
families, identify their strengths and needs, and develop individualized
plans that help families achieve their goals.

In addition, social workers working with families must be able to navigate
complex family dynamics, address issues related to poverty and inequality,
and balance the needs of individual family members with the needs of the
family as a whole. They must also be able to work effectively with families
from diverse cultural backgrounds, and be sensitive to issues related to
race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and other forms of diversity.

"The ability that the social worker should have in mind is to build the best
possible relationship with the target group that works in our case with the
family. Also, communication has a key role in the best possible development
of work. The cultural aspect should be taken into consideration, as they
may have some values that are deeply rooted and you should be very
careful about these values and traditions” (Social Worker 2)

“Confidentiality is very important because it affects the progress of the
family's development. To be informed as much as possible about the
services offered in the community and to be as close as possible to the
family. It must be communicative, flexible and as cooperative as
possible."(Social Worker 6)
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The differences of social work in urban areas and in rural areas of
Shkodér Municipality

The interviewed Social Workers claim that there are many differences
between the urban community, whose residents have more social life and
are more cooperative with each other, than in rural areas. In rural areas,
there are more gender prejudices and especially patriarchal mentality, there
are fewer services, and the lack of information on the role of the social
worker is higher in rural areas. In urban areas, social workers may be more
likely to address issues related to poverty, homelessness, and access to
healthcare and other services. They may also work with families and
individuals who are dealing with issues related to crime, violence, and
substance abuse.

In rural areas, social workers may be more likely to address issues related
to agricultural policies, land use, and environmental concerns. They also
work with families and individuals who are dealing with issues related to
poverty, access to healthcare, and limited resources.

Overall, social work in both urban and rural areas requires a high level of
skill, knowledge, and dedication, and social workers must be able to adapt
to the unique needs and challenges of the populations they serve. In
Shkoder municipality, social workers also need to be sensitive to issues
related to cultural diversity, as the region is home to a diverse range of
ethnic and religious groups.

"In urban areas, the community knows our role quite well, while in rural
areas, | have noticed that they see us simply as project designers or aid
distributors and have less information about our work" (Social Worker 3)

"Social work has differences, because in urban areas, communities have
more social and cooperative lives with each other. While in rural areas
community life is difficult, especially for women and girls. There are still
gender biases, patriarchal mentality, etc. (Social Worker 8)

Most of the social workers who worked with the residents of the city and
the village identified as a main difference the lack of confidentiality in rural
areas. According to them, since the population in the village is smaller
compared to the city, it makes it difficult to maintain confidentiality among
the beneficiaries. of services.

Social workers practicing in rural communities face many unique and
challenging concerns. These concerns include the potential for dual
relationships with neighbors, church members, and colleagues, and
challenges of confidentiality. However, social workers can value close



PROCEEDINGS OF THE 5" INTERNATIONAL SCIENTIFIC CONFERENCE
“ACHIEVEMENTS AND CHALLENGES OF SOCIAL WORK PROFESSION”

31 MAY 2023, SHKODER, ALBANIA 67

personal ties when practicing rural social work. These close personal ties
can serve as strengths and protective factors for the rural population.
Indeed, rural populations should benefit from social workers who embrace
these close relationships and use a holistic perspective when practicing in
rural communities.

"Since | live in a rural area and at the same time practice my profession as
a social worker, | am forced to have dual relationships with my clients
where some of them may be my neighbors or even someone from my
husband's tribe" (Social Worker 5)

Beyond all the differences mentioned above, the context and circumstances
in which a child and an adult actually adapt are very different. The
dynamics of social development are many times faster for children than for
adults, who are unable to follow this development step by step. This is
reflected in changes in the way children speak and think, which sound very
inconceivable to adults, who, based on their mentality, treat this change as a
negative phenomenon and in some cases tried to change it according to the
standards,

This is a point of conflict and a potential source of problems in a family,
especially more pronounced in rural areas, and this is where the need for
intervention by the social worker arises.

Conclusions

Although there is still much to do, the future in rural communities tends to
be built according to the "Smart village™ model.

The smart village model is an innovative approach to rural development
that leverages technology and community engagement to create sustainable,
vibrant communities. In the context of rural areas, the smart village model
can help to address a range of challenges, including limited access to
healthcare, education, and other services, as well as issues related to
poverty, unemployment, and environmental degradation. Smart villages
typically involve a range of stakeholders, including community members,
local governments, non-governmental organizations, and private sector
partners. These stakeholders work together to identify the unique needs and
challenges of the community, and to develop and implement solutions that
are tailored to the local context. The future of social work according to this
model is presented to us in the author's study (Ocaso, 2019).

But what does this change depend on?

Although the future tends to be positive, this change does not depend only
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on social workers or in other professionals but also must have a cooperation
between the community that lives in these areas, as well as local or central
government, which may be ready to contribute to this improvement and
advancement of these areas.

Recommendations

Based on the empirical findings and on conclusions derived, it is necessary
to consider certain recommendations related to the local and central
governance as:

1. The coordination between central and local government should be
significantly improved, and this not only at the level of communication but
also of practical development.

The funds and other projects are often reserved by the ministries for the
municipality of the capital, leaving the municipalities of smaller cities in
the shade. Both the municipalities and the ministries themselves must keep
the line of communication open regarding these applications and financing
to enable the achievement of these funds and projects to the population.

2. In the future, it would be a very good development for Social Work
curricula to develop the subject Rural Social Work, since the skills of our
profession in this context are greatly influenced by the social environment
(culture, traditions, and customs) of these areas.

As a conclusion, we should open more community centers in rural areas
and increase the number of professionals in these areas in order to
understand the needs of the community.
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Abstract

This communication is framed in the research project entitled Frontline
Innovative Practices Bank, under UNA4CAREER Programme of the
Complutense University of Madrid (MSCA-Cofound)?. Our research
project assumes that innovative practices are permanently generated during
the frontline interventions, producing, disrupting and/or reconfiguring
institutional routines and increasing the quality and impact of social policy.
But those initiatives stay hidden, out of visibility and, thus, inaccessible to
analysis and measurement. The paper offers a brief review of the state of
the art on the relationship between welfare, social work and social
innovation, seeking to highlight the urgency of building liable indicators to
identify, account and measure social innovation in welfare field and in
social services’ frontline intervention. Results: the results refer to the
exploratory phase, as this is the initial phase of the project, which is
planned to be developed over the next three years. Those innovative
practices will be crucial in the coming years to face the new risks in the
social field, and appropriate indicators to catch them as well as reliable
instruments to collect and share them are needed. Our project focuses on
welfare frontline interventions at local level -Social Services of Madrid- in
order to identify and collect innovative practices that will be stored and
shared in the Frontline Innovative Practices Bank, a collaborative and open
access platform to disseminate innovative practices to improve both social
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intervention and welfare as a system, helping to disseminate successful
experiences and smart solutions for increasingly complex social issues.

Key words: Frontline Intervention, Hidden Innovation, Indicators, Social
Work, Social Innovation.

Introduction

First the pandemic and then the war in Europe exposed glaring inequalities,
which undoubtedly existed before, but were exposed in all their magnitude
with these two global catalysts. Governments around the world have tried
various attempts to mitigate the consequences of this crisis, with actions of
all types and natures, wit