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SOCH – TISS WORKSHOP REPORT 
 

Lund, September 24 – 28, 2018 
 

 
During the final week of September, 2018, the School of Social Work, Lund University, 
hosted a group of researchers from the School of Social Work at Tata Institute of Social 
Sciences (TISS) in Mumbai, India. Already established as partners in teaching and education 
the schools want to move ahead and collaborate in research as well. The purpose of the 
Indian visit was to get to know researchers in Lund and find out more about their research 
activities. We also wanted to engage and involve Lund researchers that might not have a 
specific interest in India as the schools actually share many of its research agendas and 
questions. 
 
The School of Social Work at TISS is organized in a number of different centres that offers an 
M.A. in social work with specific thematic thrusts as well as a M.Phil and a PhD program. The 
members of the visiting group were Manish K Jha from the Centre Centre for Community 
Organisation and Development Practice, Bipin Jojo from the Centre for Social Justice and 
Governance and Swati Banerjee from the Centre for Livelihoods and Social Innovation.  
 
Over the course of five days the group had a series of informal meetings with researchers at 
the School of Social Work in Lund, starting with a group of PhD students. Comparing PhD 
projects in Lund and at Mumbai we could see that many of the TISS-projects were focused 
on ethnographic field action research on marginalized groups and communities in India 
while the Lund projects were closer to government oriented social work and critically 
explore the organization of social work, the social work profession and the interaction 
between the social worker and the service user. The changing nature of welfare services and 
new developments around social protection were important insights from the presentation 
and discussion. 
 
Next, the group met with Max Koch to talk about sustainable development, de-growth, and 
migration especially in connection with climate change. These issues are relevant fields of 
research for both of the schools. In terms of research collaboration there is a mutual interest 
in mapping and understanding patterns of (internal) migration such as, for instance, health 
and education migration and how they are linked to climate change. There is also a mutual 
ambition to conceptualize and theorize critical perspectives on growth-based development, 
sustainability and social change. 
 
On the next day, the TISS-group met Kerstin Svensson to talk about the organization of social 
work and about the social work profession. We discussed the changing partnership between 
the state and civil society in Sweden and in India which seems to follow a common trajectory 
influenced by the new public management movement in public administration. What is 
interesting with the Indian development is that the neo-liberal politics of the present Indian 
government and its distrust of civil society organizations has opened up for private, 
corporate funding of social projects instead. As for the social work profession we could see 
that the concept of the “discretion” of social workers has a different meaning in the two 
countries. In the Swedish context discretion is a space that the social worker creates for 
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herself in relationship to policies and legislation. In India, where social work is mainly carried 
out in an NGO-context, discretion is a freedom from governance in the form of top-down 
policies and legislation. These differences are a possible starting point for collaborative 
studies of the negotiations and contestations for social work practitioners and educators in 
Sweden and India today. 
 
Although we met the researchers Malin Arvidson, Anna Meeuwisse and Håkan Johansson at 
different meetings, all three of them are involved in the same collaborative, large scale, 
global research project about civil society elites. The idea of civil society elites was 
something that resonated well within the Indian group. As social work in India is mostly 
NGO-based the concept of an elite, and sometimes even dynasties, is a conspicuous feature 
of Indian civil society. In the context of India whereby several social activists acquire 
celebrity status and represent specific areas of work, they in due course establish dense 
social networks and alliances. On the one hand it ensures support from each other, on the 
other it becomes a hallowed group of known, established reputed individuals which might 
not be easily accessible to external members. In our talks, the award of prices to leading 
actors in civil society and its connection to (global) civil society celebrities emerged as an 
interesting topic for research collaboration, as did the mapping of elite networks and the 
development of relevant theoretical frameworks. It seems like the topic of civil society elites 
works across the board in terms of methodological approaches all the way from the analysis 
of large, quantitative data sets to ethnographic studies. 
 
During one of the days the group met with Cecilia Heule and Arne Kristiansen to talk about 
social innovation, especially the development of “Mend the Gap” and the long-running so-
called “Mobilization Course” where social work students study together with service users at 
university level. Although social innovation is at the core of the School of Social Work at TISS 
this showcase course concept has not yet been tried there. However, the Centre for 
Livelihoods and Social Innovation engages in inclusive and people centered design social 
innovation that works with local resources and “human nodes” within the community to 
understand and design services and products that are relevant to and based on the local 
social context. This area is perhaps more about education than research (or a mix between 
the two) but nevertheless interesting for future collaboration. 
 
Within the framework of social innovation, the group from TISS also met with Joakim Grina 
at SOPACT. SOPACT is a start-up accelerator for social entrepreneurs that recently partnered 
with the School for Social Work at its campus in Helsingborg, north of Lund. From the 
discussion it was clear that SOPACT could learn from TISS’ long experience from working 
with social entrepreneurship and dealing with the cultural clashes between social science, 
the university, private enterprise and management that often seem to be the case in this 
context. However, the start-up accelerator model has not been tested at TISS and it would 
be interesting to run an Indian social entrepreneur through the process. 
 
Finally, we had a discussion with the Director of Studies for the PhD-program in Lund, Håkan 
Jönson. Comparing the organization and processes of PhD-programs we found that there 
were both similarities and differences. A large part of the discussion concerned the student’s 
choice between a monography and a compilation thesis. The latter has not yet been 
introduced as an alternative at TISS while the trend in Lund seems to favor the compilation 
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thesis. Rather than writing a monography, the student submits articles to journals, add an 
introductory chapter and submit it as a dissertation. Although there are some obvious 
problems with this concept, the model provides a clear work structure for the student and 
can be instrumental in socializing her in the research community. The TISS-group found the 
compilation alternative very interesting and wants to introduce it at home drawing on 
Lund’s experience. 
 
Summarizing the TISS-visit it is my impression that it served its purpose well. The visiting 
group got a good overview of the current research at the School of Social Work and the 
research at TISS caught the interest of the Lund researchers. During the meetings we had 
productive discussions about common research interests and experiences and were able to 
target some tentative projects of collaboration. At this point the most obvious areas of 
collaboration are perhaps: 
 

• Sustainable development/development alternatives and social change: critical 
perspectives 

• Climate change and migration 
• Civil society elites 
• Civil society: perspectives, transitions and challenges 
• Social work, social innovation and development alternatives  

 
It can involve collaboration within already existing projects, application for new funding as 
well as publication projects such as edited volumes and co-written articles. 
 
Apart from this, we can see a constructive collaboration in terms of sharing the experiences 
of the Mobilization Course and the compilation thesis format on the Lund side, and the 
sharing the experiences of working with social innovation and entrepreneurship on the TISS-
side. Besides this, partnering in small and big research and teaching initiatives with other 
Nordic/European partners might also be possible. 
 
 
Jan Magnusson 
 


