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ABSTRACT
The Rohingya refugee crisis remains one of Bangladesh’s prolonged and complex humanitarian emergen-

cies. Following the forced displacement of over 750,000 Rohingya from Myanmar in August 2017, refugee
camps in Cox’s Bazar have experienced pressure on communities and humanitarian services. This study
examines the role of social workers in responding to the crisis across the Kutupalong-Balukhali, Hakim-
para, and Jamtoli refugee camps. A qualitative-dominant design was adopted, drawing on 26 in-depth,
semi-structured interviews and three focus group discussions, each involving six participants, supported
by an open-ended questionnaire administered to participants and secondary documentary sources for
triangulation. Qualitative data were analyzed using thematic and content analysis. The findings indicate
that social workers play a vital role in linking refugees with services through child protection, gender-based
violence prevention, community engagement, mobile outreach, and inter-agency collaboration. The
study emphasizes the need for recognition of social work as a humanitarian profession to strengthen

humanitarian responses and service delivery.

1. INTRODUCTION prolonged displacement has created complex

. S . humanitarian needs that extend beyond food,
The Rohingya are an ethnic minority originating

shelter, and healthcare to include psychosocial
from the Indian subcontinent who have faced psy

. . . well-being, protection, education, and access to
decades of persecution, violence, military crack-

e social and community support.
downs, and discrimination in Myanmar. Conse-

quently, more than 750,000 Rohingya fled Myan-
mar following the large-scale military operations
in 2017 and sought safety primarily in neighbor-
ing Bangladesh. The vast majority now reside
in refugee camps in Cox’s Bazar. As of July 2025,
approximately 1.15 million Rohingya refugees
live in Bangladesh, with the majority located in
camps in Cox’s Bazar near the Myanmar border
(World Health Organization [WHO], 2025). Their

Social work with Rohingya refugees is becom-
ing an increasingly important area of practice
in Bangladesh. Refugees face a range of psy-
chosocial, economic, and human rights chal-
lenges in the camps (United Nations Popula-
tion Fund, 2024). Social workers can address-
ing these challenges by providing consistent and
equitable services, including psychosocial sup-
port, counseling, educational assistance, refer-
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rals, community-based support, and protection
services (Khan, 2018; Majumdar, 2023). For
example, Women Friendly Spaces (WFS) have
provided psychosocial sessions that can help
Rohingya women and girls develop confidence
and establish supportive relationships within
the refugee community (United Nations Pop-
ulation Fund [UNFPA], 2025). Such interven-
tions demonstrate the importance of trust, cul-
turally sensitive practices, and community en-
gagement in refugee settings. At the same time,
Rohingya refugees continue to face poor access
to healthcare, food and shelter insecurity, state-
lessness, limited educational opportunities, vio-
lence, psychological trauma, shrinking human-
itarian assistance, and uncertainty regarding
their future repatriation (United Nations Chil-
dren’s Fund [UNICEF], 2025; United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees, 2025). These
interconnected challenges require coordinated
responses in which social workers can help con-
nect refugees with appropriate humanitarian
and social services.

Existing literature on the Rohingya crisis has
addressed a wide range of issues, including its
historical and political dimensions (Islam, 2020),
inadequate water, sanitation, and waste disposal
facilities in overcrowded camps (Amin, 2018;
Khan, 2017), refugee coping strategies and liv-
ing conditions (Sultana et al., 2023), limited ac-
cess to education, inadequate food supplies,
and restrictions on movement (Knight, 2013),
and the social effects of refugee presence on
host communities and inter-communal relations
(Myat, 2018). More recent research has also high-
lighted critical mental health concerns among
Rohingya refugees, including anxiety and depres-
sion, while identifying limited staffing and cultur-
ally appropriate services as barriers to effective
care (Green et al., 2025). Although this body of
literature has substantially contribute to under-
standing the humanitarian and social conditions
of Rohingya refugees, comparatively limited at-
tention has been given to social workers’ profes-
sional roles, the challenges they encounter, and

the practices that may strengthen their effective-
ness within refugee camps.

Therefore, this study argues that social work-
ers are not merely service providers but essen-
tial humanitarian actors whose effectiveness
depends on community-based practice, inter-
agency collaboration, and culturally responsive
interventions despite significant institutional
and resource constraints. More specifically, the
study argues that humanitarian assistance can
become more effective when social workers are
supported to combine professional knowledge
with local participation, coordinated service de-
livery, and rights-based practice. To examine this
argument, this study focuses on the experiences
of social workers and humanitarian personnel
involved in refugee response in the Kutupalong-
Balukhali, Hakimpara, and Jamtoli camps in
Cox’s Bazar.

This study adopts a qualitative-dominant ap-
proach to examine the roles, challenges, and
practices of social workers in the Rohingya
refugee response. Primary qualitative data were
collected through 26 in-depth interviews, three
focus group discussions, and an open-ended
semi-structured questionnaire involving partic-
ipants with relevant experience in refugee ser-
vices. Secondary and documentary sources, in-
cluding government publications, research pa-
pers, annual reports, policy documents, books,
grey literature, and relevant media reports, were
used to contextualize and triangulate the pri-
mary findings. By bringing these sources to-
gether, this study examines the roles performed
by social workers, the institutional and practical
challenges that limit their effectiveness, and the
approaches that can strengthen humanitarian
social work practice.

This study contributes to the growing liter-
ature on humanitarian social work by provid-
ing empirical evidence of social workers’ experi-
ences in one of the world’s largest refugee set-
tings. It also offers practical implications for
strengthening social work through institutional
recognition, specialized training, improved co-
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ordination, adequate resources, and greater in-
vestment in psychosocial and community-based
interventions. Overall, this study highlights the
importance of recognizing and supporting social
workers as professional actors in more effective
and sustainable humanitarian responses to the
Rohingya refugee crisis.

2. BACKGROUND

The Rohingya are an ethnic minority and a state-
less Indo-Aryan people of Myanmar(Al Jazeera,
2018). They have been described as one of the
world’s most persecuted minorities in the twenty-
first century (Atlas of Humanity, n.d.). The Ro-
hingya have experienced decades of persecution,
violence, military crackdowns, and discrimina-
tion in Myanmar. Evidence has documented
sexual violence, torture, and ethnic cleansing
against Rohingya communities in Rakhine State,
also known as Arakan. They were denied citi-
zenship and subjected to repeated campaigns
of violence and forced displacement. The 1982
Citizenship Law restricted citizenship to 135 rec-
ognized national races, while the Rohingya were
excluded from this recognition and consequently
denied legal citizenship (Mohsin, 2019).

Bangladesh has received Rohingya refugees
through several major influxes, including those
in 1978, 1990, and 2016. Subsequently, a large
number crossed the international border into
Bangladesh to seek safety. The 2017 influx
was particularly significant, with more than
750,000 Rohingya fleeing to Bangladesh follow-
ing widespread military conflict. Bangladesh
subsequently became host to one of the world’s
largest refugee populations, with the majority re-
siding in the camps of Cox’s Bazar. Bangladesh
also received approximately 150,000 additional
Rohingya refugees over the 18 months preced-
ing 2025(UNICEF, 2025). By July 2025, approx-
imately 1.15 million Rohingya refugees lived in
Bangladesh, with the majority concentrated in
Cox’s Bazar(United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees, 2025). Although the Rohingya pop-

ulation is predominantly Muslim, Hindu Ro-
hingyas have sought refuge in Bangladesh.

The question of Rohingya identity has also
been closely connected with their exclusion from
citizenship and political recognition in Myanmar.
Although the Myanmar government does not rec-
ognize the Rohingya among the 135 officially rec-
ognized ethnic groups, many Rohingya strongly
identify themselves as ethnic and indigenous
communities (Parnini, 2013; Siddiquee, 2012).
Historical accounts indicate that Rohingya com-
munities have long understood themselves as
belonging to Myanmar and have maintained dis-
tinctive cultural and religious traditions (Ayako,
2014). The term “Rohingya” is commonly asso-
ciated with “Rohang,” an earlier name for the
Rakhine or Arakan region of Myanmar (Kipgen,
2013). However, the Myanmar government has
discouraged the use of the term and has re-
stricted its official recognition, while Rohingya
communities and humanitarian organizations
continue to use the term in relation to the com-
munity’s right to self-identification (Chambers,
2015).

The systematic marginalization of the Ro-
hingya intensified during the periods of politi-
cal and military upheaval in Myanmar. The mili-
tary government increased persecution against
Rohingya communities between 1962 and 1988,
contributing to repeated displacement and inse-
curity (Akhter & Kusakabe, 2014). Rohingya civil-
ians experienced arrest, torture, sexual violence,
and killings, forcing many to flee to Bangladesh
(Constantine, 2012; Human Rights Watch, 2013).
In 1988, the State Law and Order Restoration
Council (SLORC) further intensified their insecu-
rity, including through the seizure of land from
Rohingya communities for military purposes. Vi-
olence and communal tensions subsequently
contributed to further displacement, while anti-
Muslim activism and Buddhist nationalism also
affected the security and social positions of Ro-
hingya communities (International Crisis Group,
2013; Walton & Hayward, 2014).
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The Rohingya hoped that political changes
following the relatively free legislative elections
of 2015 would improve their rights and security.
However, these expectations were not realized.
Instead, the military operations of 2017 resulted
in the displacement of more than 750,000 Ro-
hingya to Bangladesh. The conflict has been
shaped by interconnected religious, ethnic, his-
torical, geopolitical, and economic factors. The
denial of citizenship and associated restrictions
on land, property, and legal protection have sig-
nificantly contributed to the vulnerability of the
Rohingya population. This historical pattern
of persecution, statelessness, and repeated dis-
placement provides the broader context for un-
derstanding the complex social, psychological,
and humanitarian needs that social workers and
other humanitarian actors currently address in
the refugee camps of Bangladesh.

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study is guided by Ecological Systems The-
ory, developed by Bronfenbrenner (1979). The
theory explains that people’s lives are influenced
by different social environments, including their
family, community, institutions, and the wider
social and policy context. Rather than focus-
ing only on individuals, the theory emphasizes
how different levels of the social environment in-
teract and shape people’s experiences and well-
being. This perspective is particularly relevant
to social work because social problems are of-
ten influenced by interconnected individual, so-
cial, institutional, and broader environmental
factors. The Rohingya refugee crisis is a com-
plex humanitarian situation that affects refugees
at multiple levels. In addition to displacement
and trauma, refugees face difficulties related to
family life, community support, access to essen-
tial services, and institutional policies. In this
context, social workers operate across these dif-
ferent levels. At the individual level, they pro-
vide psychosocial support, counseling, case man-
agement, and referrals. At the community level,
they encourage participation, build trust, and

support community-based interventions. At the
organizational and institutional levels, they co-
ordinate with humanitarian organizations and
government agencies and help connect refugees
with available services. Therefore, their work ex-
tends beyond direct service delivery and involves
building links between refugees and the wider
humanitarian system. This theoretical perspec-
tive provides an appropriate framework for the
present study because it helps explain how social
workers respond to refugee needs within an in-
terconnected humanitarian environment. It also
provides a lens for understanding how commu-
nity participation, inter-agency collaboration, or-
ganizational support, resource constraints, and
broader institutional conditions influence so-
cial work practice. Accordingly, the study uses
Ecological Systems Theory to interpret the roles,
challenges, and intervention strategies of so-
cial workers in the Rohingya refugee camps in
Bangladesh.

4. LITERATURE REVIEW

The Rohingya refugee crisis has a long history,
butit has received sustained global attention par-
ticularly since 2017 across fields such as migra-
tion studies, human rights, humanitarian stud-
ies, and social work. Existing research has pri-
marily focused on security concerns, childhood
education, living conditions, identity and state-
lessness, and the psychosocial challenges expe-
rienced by Rohingya refugees. These areas are
important for understanding the crisis; however,
comparatively less attention has been given to
humanitarian responses from a social work per-
spective, particularly to the professional roles,
challenges, and practices of social workers work-
ing within refugee camps.

A substantial body of literature examines the
conditions experienced by Rohingya refugees,
including migration challenges, identity denial,
humanitarian needs, mass detention and oppres-
sion, survival strategies, statelessness, and camp
management. Studies have also examined hu-
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manitarian operations and crisis management,
including the relationship between humanitar-
ian action and the wider development context
(Hanatani et al., 2018; Labib et al., 2022). Habib
(2021) discussed crisis management and policy
responses, including the provision of life-saving
assistance and collaboration with NGOs and the
United Nations. Similarly, Lewis (2019) exam-
ined the responses of government and humani-
tarian actors during the initial stages of the crisis.
Taken together, these studies demonstrate the
importance of institutional and organizational
responses, but they provide comparatively lim-
ited insight into the contribution of social work-
ers as professional practitioners within these sys-
tems.

The broader literature on social work in
Bangladesh also helps explain the professional
context in which humanitarian social work op-
erates. Social work education and field practice
have faced challenges related to a shortage of
professional agencies and qualified field supervi-
sors, limited state recognition, and prevailing so-
cietal perceptions (Hossain, 2020). Research has
further identified problems in field practicum
and professionalization, including the gap be-
tween theoretical knowledge and practical appli-
cation and the absence of formal professional
recognition. Samad (2014) similarly noted that
formal social work practice remains limited be-
cause of inadequate state recognition, although
social work-related activities can be found within
government and non-government organizations.
Other studies have identified challenges in medi-
cal social work and broader professional practice,
including limited institutional support, insuffi-
cient indigenous literature, an inactive profes-
sional association, and restricted access to qual-
ity education and training (Azam & Mazid, 2022;
Hossain, 2005). Hossain et al. (2014) further
emphasized the importance of equipping social
workers with appropriate practice tools and tech-
niques while maintaining sensitivity to local cul-
tural contexts. These studies suggest that social
work in Bangladesh operates within a wider con-

text of professional and institutional constraints,
which is also relevant to understanding social
work practice in humanitarian settings.

Humanitarian management literature pro-
vides a further perspective by emphasizing co-
ordination, institutional responsibility, and the
role of different actors in responding to crises. Re-
search on the Rohingya crisis has documented
human rights violations, humanitarian struggles,
and the responses of governments, international
organizations, and NGOs (Faye, 2021; Khaled,
2021). These studies stress the importance of
responsible humanitarian action and the need
for organizations to consider the consequences
of their interventions, including through the ap-
plication of the Do No Harm principle (Khaled,
2021). However, while such literature highlights
the importance of humanitarian organizations, it
does not sufficiently distinguish the specific pro-
fessional contribution of social workers within
broader humanitarian systems.

The importance of collaboration has also
been discussed in relation to refugee education,
childcare, and humanitarian coordination. Lax-
ton et al. (2020) examined collaboration among
MESH Guides, VSO, and the Rohingya refugee
community to improve childcare and education
practices, demonstrating the value of participa-
tory approaches. At the broader humanitarian
level, the United Nations established the clus-
ter approach to strengthen coordination among
humanitarian actors (United Nations Office for
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, 2006).
The approach organizes related organizations
into clusters led by designated agencies to fa-
cilitate information sharing and coordination
(Eikenberry et al., 2007). This literature high-
lights the importance of collaborative and co-
ordinated responses, but it leaves a gap regard-
ing how social workers themselves participate in
and contribute to these processes in Rohingya
refugee camps.

Overall, the existing literature provides sub-
stantial knowledge about the humanitarian
conditions of Rohingya refugees, institutional
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responses, social work professionalization in
Bangladesh, and the importance of coordina-
tion and collaboration. However, a specific em-
pirical gap remains concerning the professional
roles of social workers in the Rohingya refugee
response, the challenges they encounter in prac-
tice, and the approaches they use to improve
service delivery. Existing research has largely
emphasized NGOs, humanitarian institutions,
policy responses, and refugee conditions rather
than the experiences and professional contri-
butions of social workers. This study addresses
this gap by examining how social workers con-
tribute to psychosocial support, protection, com-
munity mobilization, education, coordination,
and advocacy, while also exploring the institu-
tional, resource, cultural, and organizational bar-
riers that influence their effectiveness. It there-
fore argues that social workers are not merely
service providers but important humanitarian
actors whose effectiveness depends on profes-
sional capacity, community participation, coor-
dinated service delivery, and adequate institu-
tional support.

5. METHODOLOGY

This study employed a qualitative-dominant re-
search design to examine the roles, challenges,
and practices of social workers responding to
the Rohingya refugee crisis in Bangladesh. A
qualitative approach was considered appropri-
ate because the study sought to explore the ex-
periences, responsibilities, challenges, and per-
spectives of practitioners involved in refugee
response. To strengthen the interpretation of
the primary findings, the study also drew on
secondary and documentary sources, including
academic publications, government and non-
governmental organization reports, policy doc-
uments, grey literature, and relevant print and
electronic media. These sources were used to
contextualize and triangulate the empirical find-
ings rather than being treated as a separate quan-
titative component.

5.1 Study Design and Sampling

The study used purposive sampling to identify
participants with direct involvement in provid-
ing services to Rohingya refugees in Cox’s Bazar.
The purpose of purposive sampling was to obtain
information-rich perspectives from individuals
with relevant professional experience of refugee-
related social and humanitarian services rather
than to achieve statistical representativeness. A
total of 44 participants, including both male and
female participants, were involved in the study.
Of these, 26 participated in the in-depth inter-
views, while 18 participated in the three focus
group discussions (FGDs), with six participants
in each FGD. Participants were selected based
on their relevant professional experience and in-
volvement in providing social work, psychoso-
cial, protection, educational, or other related hu-
manitarian services to Rohingya refugees. Pri-
mary qualitative data were collected through
26 in-depth, semi-structured interviews, three
focus group discussions (FGDs), each involv-
ing six participants, and an open-ended semi-
structured questionnaire administered to the in-
terview participants. The interview and question-
naire questions focused on participants’ roles,
responsibilities, workload, organizational sup-
port, training, cultural and language barriers, co-
ordination, challenges, effective practices, and
recommendations for improving social work ser-
vices. Participants were recruited based on the
established selection criteria and their relevant
involvement in the Rohingya refugee response in
the three selected refugee camps. The aim was
to collect meaningful and relevant information
rather than gather alarge number of participants.
Data collection continued until recurring pat-
terns were observed across the qualitative data.

5.2 Data Collection

Primary data were collected through 26 in-depth,
semi-structured interviews, three focus group
discussions, and an open-ended semi-structured
questionnaire. The semi-structured format al-
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lowed the researcher to use common guiding
questions while providing participants with suf-
ficient opportunity to describe their experiences
and perspectives in their own terms. The inter-
view questions were developed by the researcher
based on the objectives of the study and rele-
vant literature on social work practice, refugee
response, and humanitarian intervention. Be-
fore the primary data collection, the interview
questions were pilot-tested at the researcher’s
university over a period of approximately two
days, involving more than six hours of testing
with friends and junior students, to assess the
clarity, relevance, and understandability of the
questions. The questions were also reviewed
through expert consultation with a senior stu-
dent/researcher at the University of Rajshahi
who had already published two research papers,
and the feedback was considered in refining the
questions. Participants were recruited through
purposive sampling based on their direct involve-
ment in the Rohingya refugee response and their
relevant professional experience as social work-
ers. Theresearcher identified and approached so-
cial workers working in the three selected refugee
camps who met the study criteria, and those who
agreed to participate were included in the inter-
views and focus group discussions. The ques-
tions were prepared in Bangla because the par-
ticipants communicated in Bangla rather than
English. The questionnaire consisted of open-
ended questions addressing participants’ cur-
rent roles in the Rohingya response, length of
experience, social work responsibilities, major
challenges, refugee needs, cultural and language
barriers, workload and work-related stress, or-
ganizational support, training, inter-agency co-
ordination, factors contributing to effective in-
terventions, barriers to service delivery, and rec-
ommendations for improving refugee response
and social work practice. The questionnaire was
administered to the same participants who took
partin the 26 interviews and was therefore not
treated as a separate quantitative survey. Pri-
mary data collection was completed over three
days across the three selected refugee camps:

Kutupalong-Balukhali, Hakimpara, and Jamtoli.
The researcher personally conducted the inter-
views and moderated the focus group discus-
sions in all three camps. Each focus group dis-
cussion lasted more than 40 minutes and was
audio-recorded with the participants’ consent, as
multiple participants contributed responses dur-
ing the discussions. The individual interviews
were not audio-recorded; instead, the researcher
carefully took notes of participants’ responses
during the data-collection process. As the par-
ticipants were social workers with relevant pro-
fessional experience, they were cooperative and
provided detailed responses to the questions.
The participants’ responses were collected in
Bangla and subsequently translated into English
by the researcher for analysis and presentation in
the manuscript, with attention to preserving the
meaning and substance of their responses. The
qualitative primary data were complemented
by secondary and documentary sources. These
included official government publications, aca-
demic research papers, annual reports, policy
documents, books, case-related materials, grey
literature, and relevant print and electronic me-
dia. Secondary sources were reviewed to provide
contextual information and to compare and tri-
angulate the perspectives emerging from the pri-
mary data.

5.3 Data Analysis

The primary qualitative data were analyzed
through thematic and content analysis. The-
matic analysis was used to identify recurring
patterns and develop broader themes from par-
ticipants’ accounts, while content analysis sup-
ported the systematic organization and catego-
rization of the qualitative material. Following
data collection, the audio-recorded focus group
discussions (FGDs) were transcribed, while the
notes from the 26 in-depth interviews and re-
sponses from the open-ended semi-structured
questionnaire were compiled and organized.
The qualitative data were translated into English
where necessary while maintaining the substan-
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tive meaning of participants’ responses. To be-
come familiar with the content, the researcher
read the responses multiple times after transla-
tion. Initial codes were then developed from re-
curring ideas and meaningful statements. Re-
lated codes were subsequently grouped into
broader categories, from which sub-themes and
themes were developed through an iterative pro-
cess of reviewing and comparing the coded data.
The analysis focused particularly on participants’
accounts of social workers’ roles and responsi-
bilities, psychosocial support, protection and
gender-based violence, child protection, com-
munity mobilization, education support, coor-
dination and advocacy, support for vulnerable
groups, workload and burnout, resource con-
straints, training needs, cultural and language
barriers, and coordination challenges. The find-
ings from the interviews, FGDs, and open-ended
questionnaire were compared across sources to
identify recurring patterns, similarities, and dif-
ferences. Secondary sources were then used
to contextualize and triangulate these themes.
Rather than treating documentary sources as
quantitative data, published statistics and other
numerical information from secondary sources
were used only where relevant to establish the
broader humanitarian context and support in-
terpretation of the primary findings. The final
themes were interpreted through Ecological Sys-
tems Theory to examine how individual, interper-
sonal, organizational, community, and broader
environmental factors shaped social workers’
roles, challenges, and interventions in the Ro-
hingya refugee response. This distinction was
made to ensure that the methodological descrip-
tion accurately reflects the nature of the data col-
lected and analyzed in the study.

5.4 Trustworthiness and Ethical Consid-
erations

Several strategies were used to enhance the trust-
worthiness of the findings. Participants were
selected purposively based on their relevant in-
volvement in refugee-related services, and com-

mon guiding questions were used across the
semi-structured interviews. Information from
the interviews, FGDs, open-ended questionnaire,
and secondary sources was compared to iden-
tify recurring patterns and strengthen interpre-
tation through triangulation. The researcher
also repeatedly reviewed the qualitative mate-
rials and developed themes from recurring ideas
in the data. As an independent researcher, the
researcher remained aware of the possibility that
personal assumptions could influence interpre-
tation and therefore based the analysis on recur-
ring patterns in the collected data. The study
did not receive formal institutional ethical ap-
proval because it was conducted independently.
However, participants were informed about the
purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of
their participation, and their right to withdraw,
which was respected throughout the study. Con-
sent was obtained from participants for audio
recording the FGDs. Their identities and organi-
zational affiliations were kept confidential, and
no personally identifying information concern-
ing refugees was collected.

6. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This study highlights the key contributions of so-
cial workers in the Rohingya refugee camps in
Bangladesh. The findings demonstrate that so-
cial workers perform a range of responsibilities,
while also facing significant challenges in pro-
viding services to displaced populations. Their
work extends beyond direct service provision and
involves psychosocial support, protection, com-
munity engagement, education, coordination,
and advocacy. The findings also show that the
effectiveness of these roles is influenced by com-
munity relationships, organizational coordina-
tion, and the wider humanitarian environment.

6.1 Roles and Responsibilities

In practice, social workers are responsible not
only for protecting vulnerable individuals but
also for assisting them in addressing their diverse
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needs. Social work in the refugee camps there-
fore goes beyond formal job descriptions and
reflects the complex realities of displacement.
The interview findings indicate that participants
were involved in case management, psychosocial
support, referrals, community-based assistance,
identification of individual and household-level
needs, and connecting beneficiaries with rele-
vant humanitarian services. One participant
described this role as involving “case man-
agement, psychosocial support, referrals, and
community-based assistance to vulnerable Ro-
hingya refugees.” Participants also emphasized
needs assessment, identification of protection
concerns, communication with communities,
and coordination with other service providers
as important aspects of their work. From an eco-
logical perspective, these responsibilities show
that social workers operate at several intercon-
nected levels rather than focusing only on indi-
vidual refugees. Their direct work with individu-
als and families is connected to community rela-
tionships, service providers, humanitarian orga-
nizations, and wider institutional systems. Thus,
their role involves linking refugees with the re-
sources and services available within the broader
humanitarian environment.

6.2 Psychosocial Support

Social workers play an important role in pro-
viding psychosocial support (PSS) to refugees
who have experienced violence, displacement,
loss, and prolonged uncertainty. PSS sessions
can provide opportunities for refugees to express
their feelings, develop coping skills, and inter-
act with others. Supportive counseling is also
important in humanitarian settings because it
allows individuals to discuss their experiences
and receive assistance in coping with difficult cir-
cumstances. Some refugees may develop nega-
tive coping mechanisms while struggling to meet
basic needs such as food, shelter, and clothing.
Social workers can therefore help mitigate im-
mediate and longer-term risks by identifying
psychosocial needs and connecting individuals

and families with appropriate services. The pri-
mary data support these observations. Partici-
pants identified psychosocial support, counsel-
ing, case management, and referrals as impor-
tant aspects of their responsibilities. They also
reported psychosocial concerns among refugees,
including difficulty sleeping, feeling unwell, fre-
quently thinking about the future, and feeling
sad and tense. These findings suggest that psy-
chosocial support extends beyond counseling
alone and includes identifying needs, providing
appropriate assistance, and facilitating access to
specialized services. From an ecological perspec-
tive, psychosocial well-being is influenced not
only by individual experiences of trauma but also
by family relationships, community support, and
access to institutional services. Social workers
therefore contribute by connecting individual
needs with wider sources of support.

6.3 Trauma, Protection, and Gender-
Based Violence

Social workers are responsibility for responding
to the complex needs of refugees while consider-
ing family relationships and wider social institu-
tions. They help refugees navigate available wel-
fare and humanitarian systems and access appro-
priate services. The interview findings similarly
indicated that the participants were involved in
assessing individual and household needs, iden-
tifying protection and psychosocial concerns,
and connecting vulnerable refugees with rele-
vant services. Recreational programs and safe
spaces can contribute to the recovery process,
while early interventions may provide opportu-
nities to address trauma and psychosocial diffi-
culties. According to the Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services Administration, many
Rohingya refugees disclosed traumatic experi-
ences, including sexual violence and the killing
of family members. Research also found a high
prevalence of severe post-traumatic stress symp-
toms among Rohingya refugees who had experi-
enced physical or sexual abuse before displace-
ment, with 46.6% reporting severe PTSSs during


https://mjournals.org/journal/social-solutions

10

Abdur Rakib

2019-2020(Hossain et al., 2021). Trauma can also
affect family relationships and access to protec-
tion services. Refugee families may have lim-
ited understanding of Bangladeshi parenting ex-
pectations and child protection systems, while
service providers may have limited experience
working with refugee families. Traumatized par-
ents may also experience difficulties in provid-
ing emotional support to their children. For this
reason, social workers need to help refugees un-
derstand available services, respond sensitively
to cultural differences, and develop appropriate
coping strategies. These responsibilities reflect
the interconnected nature of refugee well-being,
where individual experiences are closely related
to family, community, and institutional environ-
ments. Gender-based violence (GBV) is another
important area of social work intervention in
the camps. Social workers can provide support
through counseling, legal assistance, commu-
nity outreach, referrals, and awareness activities.
They can also raise awareness of GBV through
seminars, workshops, and community-based ac-
tivities and provide therapeutic support to sur-
vivors to help them cope with trauma and rebuild
self-esteem. The interview findings further in-
dicates that participants considered protection
concerns, community outreach, referrals, and
awareness activities important areas of interven-
tion. The majority of reported GBV cases are sex-
ual, with women and girls disproportionately af-
fected (Nordby, 2018). Estimates suggest that
sexual violence accounted for 2.6% of violence-
related deaths among Rohingya during the initial
period of the crisis (Médecins Sans Frontiéres,
2017). Legal protection teams have worked to
raise awareness and provide response mecha-
nisms across multiple camps, while BRAC has
provided free legal assistance and awareness-
raising sessions to Rohingya refugees. However,
effective protection also requires support from
government bodies, non-governmental organi-
zations, and other relevant actors (Bochenkova
et al.,, 2023; Leugger, 2005).

6.4 Child Protection and Education Sup-
port

Child protection is another important area of
social work practice. Social workers contribute
to the well-being of refugee children through
child-protection awareness sessions, commu-
nity engagement, structured and unstructured
psychosocial support, and educational and recre-
ational activities. They also monitor children’s
well-being to help prevent abuse and exploita-
tion. Participants’ responses similarly high-
lighted the importance of identifying vulnerable
children, recognizing protection concerns, main-
taining communication with families and com-
munities, and facilitating appropriate referrals.
More than 30% of children suffer from chronic
malnutrition, while more than 11% suffer from
acute malnutrition in the camps (Jha, 2020). Ro-
hingya children in refugee camps also face lim-
ited opportunities to experience a safe and enjoy-
able childhood. Their fears and frustration are re-
flected in a poem by a 16-year-old named Omar,
titled Fleeing the Homeland (Lateef, 2020). In
this context, social workers can engage children
in constructive educational and recreational ac-
tivities to help them cope with traumatic experi-
ences, loss, and the difficulties of life in refugee
camps. They can also advocate for greater atten-
tion and resources for refugee children, including
access to educational materials and other essen-
tial resources. Social workers may further help
refugees access education, vocational training,
and skills-development opportunities. Such op-
portunities can contribute to refugees’ sense of
control and future prospects. Participants identi-
fied education, skills development, and access to
appropriate services as important areas of sup-
port. Their responses also suggested that social
workers can contribute by connecting refugees
with relevant services and advocating for neces-
sary resources. A previous study indicates that
approximately 230,000 Rohingya refugee chil-
dren are under threat due to the funding crisis,
highlighting the importance of sustained sup-
port for refugee education (UNICEF, 2025).
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6.5 Community Mobilization

Social workers encourage refugees to partici-
pate in community programmes, including pro-
gramme design, implementation, evaluation,
and coordination. The interview findings indi-
cate that participants viewed community par-
ticipation, communication, needs assessment,
trust-building, and community-based assistance
as important factors in effective social work in-
tervention. One participant emphasized that ef-
fective interventions depend on “accurate needs
assessment, community participation, trust-
building, culturally sensitive practice, adequate
resources, timely referrals, and effective coordi-
nation among service providers.” Community
participation can improve refugees’ confidence,
sense of control, connection to social networks,
and awareness of their rights. Social workers
can contribute to protection efforts by work-
ing with communities to identify vulnerabilities
and strengthen resilience. They can also sup-
port counseling and relaxation activities through
trained community volunteers. Creating refugee-
led support groups could further strengthen par-
ticipation by allowing refugees to identify prob-
lems and communicate their concerns. A more
sustainable community-led system is therefore
important within the refugee camps (Shohel et
al., 2023). This finding also supports the eco-
logical perspective of the study. Refugees’ well-
being is influenced not only by individual-level
services but also by relationships within families
and communities. By involving refugees in iden-
tifying needs and developing responses, social
workers can strengthen the connection between
individuals, communities, and humanitarian ser-
vices.

6.6 Coordination, Advocacy, and Support
for Vulnerable Groups

Social workers may also act as intermediaries
between refugees, government bodies, and non-
governmental institutions. The interview find-
ings indicate that participants considered coor-

dination with other service providers, referral
mechanisms, communication with communi-
ties, and connecting beneficiaries with relevant
humanitarian services important parts of their
work. One participant emphasized that coordi-
nation with other service providers is essential to
ensure that vulnerable individuals receive appro-
priate assistance. Through this coordinatingrole,
social workers can also advocate for the rights
and needs of refugees. They can help individ-
uals, families, and communities express their
needs and aspirations and connect them with
appropriate services. Such advocacy becomes
particularly important when working with vul-
nerable groups, including elderly refugees, who
may face additional barriers to accessing services.
Elderly Rohingya refugees face compounded vul-
nerabilities due to overcrowded camp conditions,
trauma, and limited access to healthcare services
(Anwar et al., 2025). These challenges arise from
age-related health needs as well as unsafe infras-
tructure, insecure livelihoods, and poor sanita-
tion. Although the interviews did not focus exclu-
sively on elderly refugees, participants empha-
sized the broader responsibility of identifying
particularly vulnerable groups and connecting
them with appropriate humanitarian and pro-
tection services. Social workers can provide psy-
chosocial support and facilitate access to pro-
tection services, particularly for older people ex-
periencing mobility restrictions and other barri-
ers to service use. Humanitarian organizations
such as HelpAge International and Resource In-
ternational Centre (RIC) have established age-
friendly spaces in Cox’s Bazar to address the spe-
cific needs of elderly refugees (HelpAge Interna-
tional, 2025). These organizations provide ser-
vices such as home-based care, medicine deliv-
ery, outreach visits for homebound older people,
age-appropriate sanitation facilities, and psycho-
logical support. These organizational interven-
tions illustrate the wider humanitarian contextin
which social workers operate. However, the pro-
fessional role of social workers lies particularly in
identifying needs, facilitating referrals, providing
psychosocial support, coordinating services, and
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advocating for access to appropriate assistance.
In this sense, social workers function as a link
between refugees and the wider network of hu-
manitarian and institutional support, consistent
with the ecological systems perspective adopted
in this study.

6.7 Challenges Faced

Social workers often face significant challenges
as they work under immense pressure in the
Rohingya refugee camps, which can affect the
quality and continuity of their services. Semi-
structured interviews and secondary data re-
vealed several difficulties that shaped their expe-
riences. The interview findings indicate that high
caseloads, limited resources, complex and multi-
dimensional needs, language and cultural barri-
ers, and difficulties in accessing specialized ser-
vices were among the major challenges reported
by participants. One participant described the
situation by noting that “the major challenges in-
clude high caseloads, limited resources, complex
and multidimensional needs among refugees,
language and cultural barriers, and difficulties in
ensuring timely access to specialized services.”
These challenges are interconnected and can
limit social workers’ ability to provide timely and
comprehensive support to refugees.

6.7.1 Limited Training

Social workers reported that they had not re-
ceived adequate training in trauma-informed
counseling. Many indicated that addressing the
psychological needs of refugees can be difficult
without specialized skills. Participants noted that
although existing training provides a useful foun-
dation, additional capacity-building is needed,
particularly in trauma-informed practice, psy-
chosocial support, crisis intervention, cultural
sensitivity, protection, and humanitarian case
management. One participant explained that
“the existing training provides a useful foun-
dation, but additional capacity-building would

be beneficial.” This finding suggests that pro-
fessional preparation for humanitarian social
work needs to extend beyond basic training and
include specialized skills relevant to displace-
ment, trauma, protection, and crisis interven-
tion. Greater investment in professional training
could therefore strengthen social workers’ capac-
ity to respond effectively to the complex needs
of refugees.

6.7.2 HighWorkload and Professional Stress

Social workers described how long working
hours and heavy caseloads can make it difficult
to perform their roles effectively. They often work
in stressful and challenging environments. Par-
ticipants described the workload as considerable
because of the high number of beneficiaries and
the complexity of cases. They also indicated that
managing multiple cases simultaneously can re-
duce the amount of time available for individual
clients and contribute to professional stress. As
one participant explained, “the workload is gen-
erally considerable because of the high number
of beneficiaries and the complexity of cases.” An-
other participant stated, “If you want to help ev-
eryone, there is not enough time in a day to help
everyone.” These accounts indicate that work-
load is not simply a matter of the number of cases
but is also related to the complexity of refugees’
needs and the time required for individual sup-
port. Increasing the number of trained social
workers could therefore help reduce caseload
pressure and allow more adequate attention to
individual clients.

6.7.3 Resource Constraints

Social workers are also hampered by a lack of ad-
equate funding and facilities. This is not only a
challenge for social workers but also affects the
services available to Rohingya refugees. The in-
terview findings indicate that participants con-
sidered limited resources to be a major barrier
to providing timely and comprehensive services.
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They reported that resource limitations can af-
fect the continuity and quality of interventions.
One participant noted that “limited resources”
can make it difficult to respond adequately to the
diverse and complex needs of refugees. The Joint
Response Plan aims to support the Bangladesh
government’s response to Rohingya refugees;
however, it was only 37% funded for 2025, leaving
a funding shortage of $592.6 million (Capati &
Cooper, 2025). The combination of limited orga-
nizational resources and high levels of need can
place additional pressure on frontline workers
and restrict the range and continuity of services
available to refugees. Therefore, increased and
sustained funding is necessary to enable social
workers and humanitarian organizations to pro-
vide appropriate services.

6.7.4 Cultural and Language Barriers

Differences in language can hinder effective com-
munication with refugees. The Rohingya lan-
guage is similar to the Chittagonian dialect of
Bengali spoken in the surrounding Cox’s Bazar
area, but the two are not identical (Translators
without Borders, 2018). Moreover, differences in
customs and cultural understanding can further
complicate communication and trust-building.
Participants similarly reported that language and
cultural differences can affect how beneficia-
ries understand or respond to social and psy-
chosocial interventions. One participant stated
that “language and cultural differences can cre-
ate communication barriers and may influence
how beneficiaries understand or respond to so-
cial and psychosocial interventions.” This find-
ing highlights that effective social work prac-
tice requires more than simply communicating
information; it also requires sensitivity to how
refugees understand services and express their
needs. Culturally sensitive practice, therefore,
becomes important for building trust and ensur-
ing meaningful engagement. Mutual exchange
and understanding of cultural practices can fur-
ther strengthen communication between social
workers and refugees.

6.7.5 Coordination Issues

In Cox’s Bazar, numerous organizations work
across different sectors, which can make unified
coordination and information sharing difficult
and may affect the quality of service delivery (Els-
hazly et al., 2019). Coordination can also be dif-
ficult because agencies may operate with differ-
ent priorities and without shared outcome mea-
sures, potentially creating gaps and inefficient
use of limited resources (Post et al., 2019). The
interview findings similarly identified coordina-
tion as an important challenge. Participants ac-
knowledged that although coordination mecha-
nisms exist, communication gaps, overlapping
responsibilities, and resource constraints can
sometimes affect the efficiency of service deliv-
ery. One participant explained that “although
coordination mechanisms are established, com-
munication gaps, overlapping responsibilities,
and resource constraints can sometimes affect
the efficiency of service delivery.” This suggests
that the existence of formal coordination mech-
anisms does not always guarantee effective col-
laboration in practice. Strengthening commu-
nication, referral mechanisms, and information
sharing among service providers could therefore
improve the continuity and effectiveness of so-
cial work interventions.

Although social workers face these chal-
lenges, the findings also indicate that they con-
tinue to adapt their practices and seek practi-
cal ways to respond to the complex and chang-
ing needs of Rohingya refugees. This capacity
to adapt provides an important link to the next
section, which examines the effectiveness of so-
cial work interventions and the best practices
identified in the study.

6.8 Effectiveness and Best Practices

Despite facing several challenges in refugee
camps, social workers have applied creative ap-
proaches and practices to respond to the needs
of displaced populations. The interview findings
indicate that effective social work interventions
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depend on accurate needs assessment, commu-
nity participation, trust-building, culturally sen-
sitive practice, adequate resources, timely re-
ferrals, and effective coordination among ser-
vice providers. Participants particularly empha-
sized the importance of a community-centred
approach to ensure that interventions respond
to the actual needs of refugees. These findings
suggest that the effectiveness of social work in
the camps depends not only on the availability
of services but also on how well those services
are connected to community needs and existing
humanitarian systems.

6.9 Community-Based Approach

Humanitarian workers highlighted the effective-
ness of involving refugees themselves as volun-
teers. Participants similarly emphasized the im-
portance of involving refugees and communities
in identifying needs and responding to shared
concerns. One participant explained that “a
community-centred approach is particularly im-
portant for ensuring that interventions respond
to actual needs.” Social workers support the early
identification of distress and strengthen com-
munity resilience through trained refugee volun-
teers and community facilitators (Biswas, 2024).
It is also noted that engaging religious leaders
and community groups can improve communi-
cation, trust, and service uptake (Halder et al.,
2023). The interview findings therefore suggest
that community participation can strengthen
communication and trust between social work-
ers and refugees while helping ensure that ser-
vices reflect community needs. In this context, in-
volving refugees in identifying concerns and sup-
porting community-based activities can make
interventions more responsive and encourage
greater participation in available services.

6.10 Mobile Outreach Teams

Social workers rely on mobile outreach teams
to reach remote areas and provide vulnerable

populations with services such as GBV sup-
port, counseling, and protection monitoring.
According to the United Nations High Com-
missioner for Refugees, Community Outreach
Members (COMs) identify and assist vulnera-
ble people and make referrals for further as-
sistance (United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees [UNHCR], 2022). They also en-
gage communities in responding to shared con-
cerns through community-led projects, includ-
ing adult literacy, skills-building, and support for
marginalized groups. The primary data similarly
indicate that timely referrals and community-
based assistance are important components of
effective intervention. Participants reported that
social workers need to identify vulnerable in-
dividuals and connect them with relevant hu-
manitarian services. One participant noted that
“timely referrals” are important for ensuring ef-
fective intervention. These findings indicate that
outreach is important not only for extending
services to people in less accessible areas but
also for identifying individuals who may other-
wise remain disconnected from specialized assis-
tance. Therefore, mobile outreach mechanisms
can complement social workers’ efforts by help-
ing identify vulnerable people, providing initial
support, and connecting them with appropriate
services.

6.11 Inter-Agency Collaboration

Inter-agency collaboration is essential in assist-
ing Rohingya refugees because different organi-
zations provide complementary services. NGOs,
including IDC, BRAC, Save the Children, and
Plan International, provide a range of human-
itarian services. The interview findings support
the importance of coordination among service
providers. Participants described inter-agency
coordination as essential because different orga-
nizations provide complementary services and
referrals. At the same time, they identified com-
munication gaps, overlapping responsibilities,
and resource constraints as challenges to effec-
tive coordination. Effective coordination and re-
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ferral mechanisms can therefore improve service
delivery by allowing social workers and human-
itarian organizations to share information, co-
ordinate referrals, and reduce unnecessary du-
plication. This is particularly important because
refugees often have multiple and interconnected
needs that require support from different service
providers. Thus, the findings suggest that inter-
agency collaboration is not simply an organiza-
tional requirement; it is an important condition
for ensuring that social workers can connect vul-
nerable refugees with appropriate and timely ser-
vices.

7. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SOCIAL
WORK PRACTICE

The following recommendations aim to enhance
the effectiveness and sustainability of humani-
tarian intervention in the Rohingya refugee cri-
sis. Many organizations are involved in sup-
porting Rohingya refugees, but the operational
context is rapidly changing in Bangladesh. The
Bangladeshi government and relevant interna-
tional frameworks should formally recognize
social work as a vital humanitarian profession.
Participants emphasized the need for further
professional training, particularly in trauma-
informed practice, psychosocial support, crisis
intervention, and humanitarian case manage-
ment. Social workers should also have more
meaningful engagement with international bod-
ies to ensure adequate funding and resources
to meet refugees’ needs. Additional social work-
ers should be recruited to reduce high caseloads
and strengthen psychosocial and mental health
services. Moreover, greater attention should be
given to community participation, timely refer-
rals, and coordination among humanitarian or-
ganizations to ensure that services respond ef-
fectively to refugees’ needs.

8. IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK

The findings of this study have significant impli-
cations for social work practice in humanitarian

settings. The experiences of participants indi-
cate that social workers contribute to psychoso-
cial support, case management, referrals, child
protection, gender-based violence response, ed-
ucation and vocational support, community mo-
bilization, and coordination with humanitar-
ian actors. These roles demonstrate that so-
cial workers are not merely service providers
but essential humanitarian professionals who
connect refugees with services while address-
ing protection, psychosocial, and community-
level needs. However, challenges related to
limited resources, training, coordination, and
professional recognition indicate the need for
stronger institutional support. Social work or-
ganizations and humanitarian agencies should
therefore ensure regular training, professional
supervision, adequate resources, and clearer
roles for social workers within humanitarian re-
sponse systems. Social work education should
also strengthen preparation in trauma-informed
practice, refugee protection, crisis intervention,
cultural responsiveness, and inter-agency coordi-
nation. At the policy level, greater recognition of
social work within humanitarian frameworks is
needed to strengthen professional participation
in planning and decision-making. Social workers
should further engage in advocacy to promote
the rights, dignity, participation, and well-being
of Rohingya refugees. Future research should ex-
amine how social work can be more effectively
integrated into long-term refugee response and
humanitarian policy in Bangladesh.

9. CONCLUSION

The Rohingya refugee crisis remains one of the
most complex humanitarian challenges facing
Bangladesh. Since the large-scale influx in 2017,
more than 750,000 Rohingya have sought refuge
in Bangladesh, with the majority living in the
camps of Cox’s Bazar. Their prolonged displace-
ment has created complex social, psychological,
and humanitarian needs that require sustained
and coordinated support. Within this context,
this study demonstrates that social workers have
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an important professional role in responding to
refugees’ needs through psychosocial support,
case management, protection, gender-based vi-
olence prevention, child protection, community
mobilization, education support, referrals, coor-
dination, and advocacy.

The findings also show, however, that the con-
tribution of social workers is constrained by lim-
ited training, high workloads, resource shortages,
cultural and language barriers, and coordination
difficulties. These challenges indicate that the
effectiveness of social work in humanitarian set-
tings depends not only on individual commit-
ment but also on adequate institutional support,
professional capacity, and resources. At the same
time, community-based approaches, mobile out-
reach, timely referrals, and inter-agency collabo-
ration demonstrate that social workers can con-
tribute effectively when interventions are respon-
sive to refugees’ actual needs and connected to
wider humanitarian services.

Therefore, strengthening social work in the
Rohingya response requires more than increas-
ing the number of services. It requires greater
recognition of social work as a professional com-
ponent of humanitarian response, alongside in-
vestment in specialized training, supervision,
psychosocial support, adequate staffing, and sus-
tainable resources. Stronger collaboration be-
tween social workers, humanitarian organiza-
tions, government agencies, and international
actors is also necessary to improve the continu-
ity and effectiveness of services. Future research
should further examine social workers’ experi-
ences across different humanitarian settings and
identify sustainable practices for addressing the
professional and institutional barriers they face.
Overall, the study suggests that adequately sup-
ported and professionally equipped social work-
ers can make a meaningful contribution to pro-
tecting the well-being and dignity of Rohingya
refugees in Bangladesh.
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