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ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION: Spiritual coping strategies have been increasingly recognised for supporting
emotional wellbeing among families of migrants experiencing prolonged separation. This
study investigates the role of spiritual coping mechanisms implemented by professional social
workers to help families of international migrants in Kerala, focusing on their effectiveness and

associated challenges.

METHODS: The study involved two groups of participants: 12 social workers with at least 2
years of experience supporting families of international migrants and 10 individual members

of families of international migrants who had received social work interventions incorporating
spiritual coping strategies over a minimum period of 6 months. Data were collected through
in-depth interviews with social workers and families, focusing on their lived experiences and the
integration of spiritual coping practices. Thematic analysis was used to identify core themes and

insights.

FINDINGS: Three key themes emerged: (1) spiritual coping and resilience, where spiritual
practices regulate emotions and provide reassurance; (2) challenges in integrating spirituality,
involving ethical dilemmas and balancing professional boundaries; and (3) outcomes of spiritual
coping, where shared faith strengthened bonds and offered long-term stress relief.

CONCLUSIONS: Spirituality is a practical support tool for such families. However, overreliance
and ethical concerns highlight the need for a balanced integration into social work practice.

Keywords: Spiritual coping, social work interventions, emotional wellbeing, cultural continuity

The global migration crisis presents immense
challenges for both migrants and the
professionals who support them (Asadzadeh
et al., 2022). As families endure prolonged
separation, psychological strain becomes
significant (Liddell et al., 2022). Families

of international migrants face distress,
including anxiety, depression, and isolation,
which affects their wellbeing (Ermansons

et al., 2023; Hasan et al., 2021). Social

workers play a crucial role in addressing
these challenges, yet their strategies remain
underexplored (Taha et al., 2024).

This study examines the intersection of
spiritual coping and social work in Kerala.
Families often use prayer and meditation to
manage distress, yet their integration into
social work is insufficiently studied (Banerjee
et al., 2021). Social workers recognise
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spirituality as vital in fostering resilience,
using it as a tool to support migrant
families (Ciaramella et al., 2021; Olcese et
al., 2023). However, tensions arise between
spiritual strategies and conventional secular
approaches in social work (Aggarwal et

al., 2023). To address this gap, this study
advocates including spiritual coping

as a legitimate social work component,
challenging the stigma around alternative
mental health approaches (Ahad et al., 2023;
World Health Organization [WHO], 2023).

The role of spirituality in Kerala parallels
Maori cultural practices in Aotearoa New
Zealand, where both emphasise holistic
wellbeing. Kerala’s spiritual institutions
and Maori communal spaces offer spiritual
and social support, fostering belonging
(Williams et al., 2018; Wilson et al., 2021).
Rituals like Kerala’s prayer sessions and
Maori karakia reinforce cultural identity and
provide emotional stability (Greaves et al.,
2023; Taute et al., 2023). Both frameworks
empower individuals by drawing strength
from traditions, highlighting spirituality’s
relevance in global social work (Drisko &
Grady, 2019; Lockhart et al., 2019).

Spirituality, power dynamics, and
ethical considerations in social
work

Spirituality in Kerala plays a vital role

in the emotional wellbeing of migrant
families, offering coping mechanisms
during separation. While religion provides
communal support, spirituality extends
beyond religious boundaries, serving as a
personal resource for meaning, purpose, and
resilience (Andrade et al., 2023; Coope et al.,
2020). Meditation, prayer, and mindfulness
help regulate stress and anxiety (Kienzler et
al., 2024; Sari et al., 2021). Although personal,
and not always tied to spiritual institutions,
these practices enable families to navigate
emotional struggles (Alkholy et al., 2022).
However, integrating spirituality into social
work requires careful navigation of power
dynamics to prevent the imposition of belief

systems on vulnerable individuals. Social
workers must remain sensitive to diverse
spiritual beliefs, ensuring that spirituality
is a tool for resilience, not indoctrination
(Francoeur et al., 2016).

In Kerala’s multicultural setting,
collaboration with spiritual institutions
must balance cultural sensitivity with ethical
practice. While offering emotional and social
support, these institutions can create power
imbalances if not approached carefully
(Andersen et al., 2021; Jones, 1986). This

risk is particularly significant in rural areas,
where families may have limited resources
to question spiritual guidance (Bjerlykhaug
et al., 2021). Social workers must ensure

that spiritual support remains voluntary,
respecting family beliefs while maintaining
professional boundaries (Tavares et al., 2022;
Willemse et al., 2020). Collaboration with
spiritual leaders should prioritise family
autonomy, offering support without coercion
and ensuring that spirituality remains a
beneficial and ethical resource in social
work (Appiah et al., 2024; Tabor et al., 2019;
Willemse et al., 2020).

Integrating spiritual coping in social
work: a holistic approach

In Kerala’s rural villages, challenges

such as limited mental health resources

and prolonged separation-related stress

are common. Families rely on spiritual
traditions for comfort, managing stressors
like economic instability and emotional
isolation (Firdaus, 2017; Omelchenko et al.,
2018). Social workers recognise that effective
intervention requires more than secular
support—it must incorporate community
spiritual values. By integrating spiritual
coping, social workers create a holistic
support system aligned with cultural norms
while addressing mental health needs
(Kumar & Pramod, 2016; Rajan, 2023).

This approach involves assessing families’
emotional, psychological, and spiritual
needs and recognising their multifaceted
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experiences. Social workers design
interventions to meet each family’s religious
and spiritual background, ensuring that
coping mechanisms resonate with cultural
values. Collaboration with religious leaders
helps integrate rituals such as prayer,
meditation, and spiritual counselling
alongside traditional therapeutic techniques
(Mandelkow et al., 2021; Yantzi et al., 2023).
This culturally sensitive model enhances
intervention effectiveness by strengthening
families’ spiritual foundations (De Haene &
Rousseau, 2020; Matlin et al., 2018).

A key feature of this approach is
empowerment—social workers encourage
families to draw strength from spirituality
rather than imposing a singular practice.
This strategy fosters resilience, reinforcing
cultural identity and agency. Community
engagement plays a crucial role, with
spiritual institutions facilitating emotional
support through communal activities that
reduce isolation. Social workers promote
emotional relief and social cohesion by
providing access to these resources. This
holistic model strengthens cultural and
spiritual identities, contributing to more
resilient communities (UNESCO, 2021;
Gumiisay et al., 2019).

Through strategic integration, spiritual
coping mechanisms offer an effective
solution to the emotional challenges faced
by migrant families, promoting a culturally
responsive social work practice (Iyer et al.,
2023; Matlin et al., 2018).

Methods

Terminologies used for participants

In this study, the phrase “international
migrants from Kerala” refers to individuals
who have migrated from Kerala to other
countries, mainly for blue-collar jobs in
sectors such as construction, hospitality,
and domestic work, particularly in Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) countries
(Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi

Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates).
“Families of international migrants in
Kerala” refers to the left-behind family
members—spouses, children, parents, and
kin—residing in Kerala while their relatives
work abroad. Notably, this term does not
refer to migrants living in Kerala.

Participants

Participants were recruited through personal
networks and professional social work
forums, including a migrant worker support
group with over 15,000 members. Purposive
sampling was used to select professional
social workers in Kerala who worked

with families of international migrants
experiencing prolonged separation and who
integrated spiritual coping mechanisms

into their interventions. This included

social workers and families, allowing for

a comprehensive understanding of the
intervention’s effectiveness.

Spiritual coping includes spiritual practices
such as prayer, scripture study, and non-
religious (but spiritually significant) activities
like community support, meditation, and
connection to nature. Participants self-
reported these mechanisms, reflecting
diverse personal and cultural interpretations
of spirituality.

The study involved two groups:

1. Social workers with at least 2 years of
experience working with migrant families
facing emotional distress.

2. Families of international migrants who
had received social work support for at
least 6 months and engaged in spiritual
coping strategies.

The families represented diverse
demographic backgrounds, including rural
Kerala, and varied in education, economic
status, and migration history. Participants
included parents, spouses, siblings, and
extended family members in joint family
systems. Children were excluded.
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Twelve social workers (ages 30-55, M = 42) with
2-25 years of experience participated. The 10
families (35 individuals) came from rural areas,
with migration-induced separation lasting

from months to years. Economic and social
factors influenced their experiences. Families
practised various spiritual coping strategies,
including daily prayer, yoga, meditation, and
community rituals. Some followed specific
religious traditions (Hinduism, Christianity,
Islam), while others engaged in secular spiritual
coping. This sample aligns with qualitative
research standards, providing a diverse dataset
for an in-depth analysis of spiritual coping in
social work.

Procedures

Following ethical standards, participants
were fully informed about the study, their
rights, and voluntary participation. Ethical
approval was obtained from the university
as part of the PhD process, and informed
consent was secured before data collection.

Data collection

Semi-structured, confidential, one-on-one
interviews were conducted, allowing open
discussions. The interview guide, reviewed

by a mental health social worker, focused on
spiritual coping mechanisms. Open-ended
questions avoided pre-set themes, encouraging
participants to share freely. Interviews were
audio-recorded, transcribed, anonymised, and
analysed using thematic analysis.

Reflexivity

The researcher’s social work background
informed the study while maintaining
neutrality. Personal spiritual practices were
not disclosed to minimise bias. Reflexivity was
ensured throughout, with attention to explicit
and implicit biases to maintain objectivity.

Analysis approach

The thematic analysis provided a systematic
yet flexible framework for identifying key

themes. This inductive, data-driven approach
ensured findings reflected participants’
lived experiences within Kerala's socio-
cultural context. The study explored how
spiritual coping shaped emotional resilience
among families of international migrants.

A literature review identified a research
gap: While spirituality is acknowledged

as a coping tool, its systematic application
in social work interventions for migrant
families remains underexplored.

Limitations

This study has several limitations. Self-
reported data may be influenced by social
desirability bias. Findings are specific

to Kerala and may not be generalised to
other contexts. Children’s perspectives
were excluded, focusing solely on adult
family members and social workers.

While consistent with qualitative research
standards, the sample size may not capture
the full diversity of experiences.

Despite these limitations, the study provides
valuable insights into the role of spiritual
coping in supporting the emotional
wellbeing of families of international
migrants in Kerala.

Results

The role of spiritual coping mechanisms

in supporting the emotional wellbeing of
families of international migrants in Kerala
emerges as a profound and multi-faceted
theme. Spirituality, in various forms, has
been reported as a critical resource that
helps families navigate the psychological
challenges associated with prolonged
separation.

Key themes and insights
Theme 1: The role of spiritual coping
in emotional stability

Spiritual practices, including prayer,
meditation, and mindfulness, are crucial for
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helping families of international migrants
manage the emotional stress caused by
separation. These practices offer both
immediate relief and long-term emotional
stability.

Subtheme 1.1: Spiritual practices for
emotional regulation and clarity in
social work.

Spiritual practices such as meditation
and reflection help families regain
emotional balance. Social worker

4 noted, “Families engage in quiet
meditation to calm down and regain
focus.” Similarly, Family 3 (Parent)
shared, “Reflecting on my emotions
daily helped me understand myself
better.” These practices assist families
in processing emotions and maintaining
resilience in stressful situations. Family
5 (Parent) added, “Meditation was my
way of connecting with a deeper sense of
peace.”

Subtheme 1.2: Spirituality as a coping
mechanism for anxiety and depression.
Spiritual practices provide relief from
anxiety and depression. Family 6
(Parent) said, “Deep breathing helped
me let go of worry and find clarity.”
Family 7 (Parent) emphasised reflecting
on purpose: “It made me feel more
grounded and less fearful.” These
practices help families navigate stress
and maintain hope despite challenges.
Family 3 (Parent) added, “Focusing on
the good things I still had helped me

reset my mind.”

Inferences and analysis of theme 1.
Spiritual coping through practices
like prayer and meditation plays a
significant role in managing emotional
stress, reducing anxiety, and offering
hope. Social workers recognise the
value of these practices in fostering
emotional resilience, helping families
process grief, and maintaining
emotional wellbeing during difficult
times.

Theme 2: The cultural and religious
underpinnings of spiritual coping

The cultural and religious contexts in which
families of international migrants live

shape their spiritual coping mechanisms.
Family rituals, prayers, and the guidance of
religious leaders play key roles in navigating
emotional and social challenges related to
migration. These spiritual practices offer
emotional stability and foster a sense of
connection despite physical separation.

Subtheme 2.1: Cultural significance of
spirituality in family life. Spirituality

is deeply embedded in family life, with
practices like collective prayers and
rituals promoting emotional cohesion.
Social worker 5 observed, “The whole
family participates in spiritual practices,
helping them stay connected emotionally
despite being apart.” Family 9 shared,
“My mother taught me how to pray, and I
continue that tradition with my children.”
These practices, passed down through
generations, provide emotional stability,
especially during tough times. Family 4
(Parent) emphasised, “We include my
husband in our prayers even though he’s
far away, bringing us peace.” Rituals like
lighting a lamp before important events
offer a sense of purpose and continuity.
Social workers recognise these practices
as vital in maintaining familial bonds and
emotional resilience.

Subtheme 2.2: Role of spiritual leaders
in facilitating coping. Spiritual leaders
provide essential emotional support to
families of international migrants. Social
worker 7 noted, “Families often visit

the temple for blessings and prayers,
which give them peace and reassurance.”
Family 1 (Parent) shared, “The local
temple offers a support group for families
of the blue-collar international migrant,
where we feel connected.” Spiritual
leaders provide comfort through prayer
and personal counsel, helping families
manage anxieties. Family 3 (Parent)
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emphasised, “The priest prays for us and
checks in on our well-being, which is very
comforting.” Social workers encourage
families to engage with spiritual leaders
to strengthen their emotional support
systems.

Inferences and analysis of theme 2.
Cultural and spiritual practices deeply
influence spiritual coping, which helps
families stay emotionally connected
despite separation. Shared rituals (such
as family prayers), provide comfort

and unity, while spiritual leaders offer
reassurance and support. These practices
give families a sense of stability and
continuity, fostering emotional resilience.
Social workers recognise the importance
of these practices and incorporate them
into their support strategies.

Theme 3: The integration of spiritual
practices into social work

This theme examines how spiritual practices
are integrated into social work, enhancing
the emotional wellbeing of families of
international migrants. Spiritual coping is

a complementary tool, offering emotional
stability and resilience. However, challenges
arise in balancing spiritual practices with
social work’s professional boundaries and
secular nature.

Subtheme 3.1: Social workers’ views
on spiritual coping as a complementary
tool. Social workers recognise the value
of integrating spiritual practices with
traditional evidence-based methods to
enhance emotional support for families
of blue-collar international migrants.
Spirituality is seen as a tool that provides
comfort, peace, and stability during
difficult times. Social worker 2 stated,
“Integrating spiritual practices enhances
emotional wellbeing.” Social worker

3 added, “Spirituality complements
evidence-based methods by offering
peace and grounding.” Spirituality

also helps families reconnect with

their cultural roots, providing hope

and resilience. Social worker 5 noted,
“Spiritual coping fills in the gaps

when traditional methods fall short,”
underscoring the role of spirituality

in addressing emotional needs that
conventional approaches may not meet.

Subtheme 3.2: Challenges in integrating
spiritual practices. Integrating
spirituality into social work presents
challenges, particularly in maintaining
professional boundaries and navigating
the secular nature of the profession. Social
workers must avoid imposing beliefs
while offering spiritual support. Social
worker 4 emphasised, “We encourage
families to connect with their faith, but
we don’t impose it.” However, as Social
worker 9 noted, “It’s a fine line between
offering spiritual support and crossing
into personal space.” Maintaining this
balance is essential to avoid overstepping
boundaries, as highlighted by Social
worker 6: “Spiritual practices are
personal, and we must not become
over-involved.” Social workers view
themselves as facilitators, guiding clients
without taking on the role of spiritual
leaders.

Inferences and analysis of theme 3.
Spiritual coping is a valuable complement
to traditional social work methods,
offering emotional support for families
of blue-collar international migrants.
However, social workers face challenges
in maintaining professional boundaries
while integrating spiritual practices.
Spiritual support should be provided,
and clients” autonomy and beliefs

should be respected. Despite these
challenges, social workers acknowledge
the importance of spirituality in fostering
resilience and maintaining hope during
difficult times.

Theme 4: Resilience through spiritual
coping

This theme examines how spiritual coping
mechanisms contribute to the emotional
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resilience of families of blue-collar
international migrants. Spiritual practices
provide stability, fostering strength and
hope in the face of migration-related stress.
Faith and shared rituals become essential for
emotional grounding during separation and
uncertainty.

Subtheme 4.1: Strengthening emotional
resilience in families. Spiritual
beliefs serve as long-term sources of

emotional resilience of blue-collar
international migrant families. Families
find the strength to cope with their

loved ones’ migration challenges

through shared faith and individual
beliefs. Spirituality provides emotional
grounding and strengthens family bonds,
creating a sense of unity and continuity in
difficult times.

resilience, enabling families to endure
the ongoing stress of migration. The
Family 4 Respondent shared, “My faith
has been my anchor. Even though my
husband is far away, we will overcome
these challenges together.” Spiritual
coping also acts as a protective barrier
against prolonged stress. Social worker
9 explained, “Spiritual coping provides

Theme 5: Spiritual coping and
psychological well-being

This theme explores the role of spiritual
coping in maintaining psychological
wellbeing, especially in the context of loss
and uncertainty. Spiritual practices help
families of international migrants heal

emotionally, providing comfort and stability

during times of grief and stress.

a sense of continuity and protection,
especially when families are separated for
long periods.” Family 2 (Parent) added,
“My faith keeps me strong. It helps me
overcome the tough days when I miss

my family.” Spirituality offers families
stability in uncertain times, reinforcing
their resilience and sense of hope.

Subtheme 4.2: Family bonding

through shared faith. Shared spiritual
practices are key in strengthening

family connections, even across physical
distances. Family 5 (Parent) noted, “We
pray together every evening. This practice
has made us feel united despite the
physical separation.” This ritual provides
a sense of emotional closeness. Family

3 (Parent) shared, “Even though we're
apart, praying together brings us closer.”
For some families, spirituality fosters a
sense of belonging and helps them stay
connected to their cultural roots. “When
we pray together, it reminds us of our
family member who lives abroad and
keeps our family united,” explained
Family 1 (Parent).

Inferences and analysis of theme 4.
Spiritual coping is integral to the

Subtheme 5.1: Coping with loss and
separation. Spirituality plays a crucial
role in helping families deal with the
emotional impact of losing loved ones due
to migration. Social worker 3 explained,
“For many, the absence of a family
member was seen as a loss. Spiritual
practices like rituals and prayers provided
comfort and healing.” Rituals offer a
space for mourning, and prayers help
families process grief. Family 6 (Parent)
shared, “Whenever I felt uncertain about
my husband’s safety, I prayed for his
wellbeing. It gave me peace of mind.”
Spirituality also helps families navigate the
emotional strain of prolonged separation.
“I find solace in my faith,” said Family

2 (Parent). “When I feel lonely, praying
gives me a sense of connection with my
loved ones, even if they're far away.”

Spiritual practices ease the pain of loss
and offer protection during uncertain
times. Family 3 (Parent) noted, “When I
worry about my child’s safety, I pray. It's
like a shield that calms my fears.” This
highlights how spirituality helps mitigate
anxiety and brings emotional stability
during moments of vulnerability.
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Inferences and analysis of theme 5.
Spiritual coping serves as a powerful tool
for emotional healing and psychological
wellbeing, especially for families of
international migrants facing loss and
uncertainty. Spiritual practices offer
comfort, providing a sense of connection,
healing, and emotional stability during
challenging times of separation and grief.

Theme 6: The limitations and
drawbacks of spiritual coping

This theme examines the potential
limitations and disadvantages of spiritual
coping, focusing on the risks of over-
reliance on spirituality and the need for a
balanced approach that includes practical
solutions. While spirituality provides
valuable emotional support, its overuse can
sometimes hinder practical problem-solving
and lead to emotional exhaustion.

Subtheme 6.1: Over-reliance on spiritual
practices. Some social workers raised
concerns about families depending too
heavily on spiritual practices while
neglecting practical solutions. Social
worker 10 remarked, “While spirituality
is helpful, it cannot replace practical
steps like legal support, education, or
healthcare. Families must also address
these practical aspects.” This highlights
the importance of balancing spiritual
practices with actionable, real-world
solutions to address migration-related
challenges.

In certain instances, families became
emotionally exhausted from relying
solely on faith to resolve their difficulties.
Family 2 (Parent) shared, “I always
prayed, but sometimes I felt like it wasn’t
enough. I realised I needed to take more
action, not just pray.” This reflects the
potential for frustration and burnout
when spirituality is seen as the sole
solution to complex issues. Similarly,
Family 4 (Parent) expressed, “There were
moments when I felt like I was losing

hope as if prayer alone wasn't helping. I
had to focus on finding practical ways to
move forward.”

Social workers also noted the risk of
families avoiding necessary action

in favour of spiritual reliance. Social
worker 8 reported, “Sometimes,

families get caught up hoping for divine
intervention instead of actively seeking
help. It's important to remind them that
spirituality should complement practical
efforts, not replace them.” This underlines
the importance of integrating spiritual
and practical coping mechanisms to
address the full scope of challenges faced
by families of international migrants.

Inferences and analysis of theme 6. While
spiritual coping can offer vital emotional
support, an overreliance on it may hinder
families from seeking practical solutions
and lead to emotional exhaustion.

Social workers emphasise the need for

a balanced approach, where spirituality
complements, rather than replaces,
practical actions to address migration-
related challenges.

Theme 7: Social workers’ perceptions
of spiritual coping

This theme explores how social workers
perceive the role of spiritual coping in
supporting the families of international
migrants, recognising its value while
maintaining a professional approach. Social
workers acknowledge the positive impact

of spiritual practices and highlight their
ethical responsibility to ensure neutrality and
respect for clients’ beliefs.

Subtheme 7.1: Acknowledging the value
of spiritual practices. Social workers
widely acknowledge the positive role

of spiritual coping in enhancing the
emotional wellbeing of families of
international migrants. Social worker 12
stated, “I’ve seen families thrive with the
help of their faith. It provides them with
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a framework for coping with challenges
that we, as social workers, can’t always
address.” Spiritual practices are seen

as an essential resource for families
facing the emotional toll of migration,
helping them build resilience in difficult
circumstances.

However, social workers also emphasised
the importance of maintaining a
professional stance while acknowledging
the value of spirituality. Social worker

11 remarked, “It’s essential to encourage
spirituality but also to remain neutral and
professional in our approach to ensure
families don't feel pressured.” This
reflects the need for a delicate balance
between offering spiritual support

and respecting the client’s autonomy,
ensuring that spirituality is introduced as
an option, not an imposition.

Social worker 14 explained, “Spiritual
coping is a powerful tool, but we must
ensure we don’t cross professional
boundaries. It's about supporting families
in ways that respect their personal
beliefs.” This reinforces the idea that
social workers should facilitate spiritual
coping while maintaining professional
ethics, ensuring that spiritual practices
do not overshadow the primary goals of
social work.

Social worker 9 added, “When we respect
their spiritual beliefs, it creates a sense of
trust and emotional security. But we must
always be mindful of not overstepping,

as our role is to support, not to guide
their spiritual journey.” This highlights
the importance of fostering trust and
emotional safety while upholding
professional integrity in spiritual coping.

Inferences and analysis of theme 7.
Social workers recognise the significant
role of spiritual coping in supporting
the families of international migrants
but are equally aware of the need to
balance this with professional ethics.
They emphasise the importance of

offering spiritual practices as an optional
resource, ensuring that their support does

not infringe on the personal beliefs or
autonomy of the families they assist.

Discussion

The study examines how spiritual coping
helps families of international migrants
manage emotional challenges, particularly

stress, anxiety, and grief. Prayer, meditation,

and mindfulness provide immediate relief
and long-term emotional stability (Shen,
2023). These practices help individuals

regulate emotions, gain clarity, and maintain

resilience (Sterle et al., 2018). Families
describe spirituality as a source of strength
and comfort, particularly during times

of uncertainty. Social workers recognise
the value of these coping mechanisms in

supporting emotional wellbeing (Ellis et al.,

2022).

Cultural and religious influences shape
how families use spiritual coping. Family

rituals, prayers, and guidance from spiritual

leaders strengthen emotional bonds and
provide stability. Many families continue
long-standing traditions of worship and
religious practices, which help them feel

connected despite physical separation. Social

workers encourage families to engage with
faith-based support systems to enhance
emotional wellbeing. Spiritual leaders play
an important role by offering reassurance,
guidance, and a sense of belonging
(Duplantier & Williamson, 2023).

Integrating spirituality into social work has
benefits but also challenges. Social workers
see spiritual practices complementing
evidence-based approaches, providing
families with peace and continuity (Celano

et al.,, 2021). However, they must also respect

professional boundaries and the secular
nature of their work. While encouraging
families to draw on their faith, they
remain mindful of not imposing beliefs
and finding the right balance between

supporting spiritual coping and maintaining

professional neutrality.
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Spiritual coping contributes to resilience,
helping families cope with the difficulties

of migration. Faith and shared practices
provide emotional stability and hope,
allowing families to endure long periods

of separation. Many describe their faith

as an anchor, strengthening them during
difficult times. Rituals and prayers reinforce
emotional endurance and foster a sense of
unity, even when family members are apart.
Social workers observe that spirituality gives
families a sense of purpose and emotional
grounding, helping them manage migration-
related stress (Lusk et al., 2019).

The findings align with psychological theories
of coping and resilience. Mindfulness-based
acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT)
highlights self-awareness and acceptance as
key to managing stress (Hayes, 2004; McLean
& Follette, 2016). Lazarus and Folkman’s
(1984) transactional model of stress and
coping explained how individuals assess
stress and choose responses, with spirituality
as a resource for reframing difficulties.
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems
theory illustrates how family, social workers,
and religious communities influence coping
strategies. Frankl’s (1946) logotherapy
emphasises finding meaning in suffering,
which many migrant families do through
their faith. Resilience theory further supports
that spiritual coping strengthens emotional
endurance during hardship.

Despite its benefits, spiritual coping has
limitations. Some social workers express
concern that families may rely too heavily on
faith, neglecting practical solutions. While
spirituality offers comfort, it cannot replace
essential resources such as healthcare, legal
support, and education. Over-reliance

on prayer or meditation without taking
action can lead to frustration and emotional
exhaustion. A balanced approach, combining
spiritual coping with practical problem-
solving, is necessary for long-term wellbeing.

Social workers acknowledge the positive
impact of spiritual coping but remain aware

of their ethical responsibility to maintain
professional boundaries. Many believe
spiritual practices are key in supporting
families but stress the importance of
respecting individual beliefs. They aim to
foster trust and emotional security while
ensuring spirituality is introduced as an
option rather than an obligation. Social
workers can provide meaningful support by
maintaining neutrality and professionalism
without overstepping ethical guidelines.

Overall, spiritual coping is an essential
source of emotional support for families of
international migrants. It provides stability,
comfort, and resilience, helping families
manage separation challenges. However,
it should complement, rather than replace,
practical efforts to address migration-
related difficulties. Social workers play a
vital role in assisting families to find this
balance, ensuring that spirituality remains
a supportive resource rather than a sole
solution.

Professional social work practice,
role of social workers, and
contribution to social work practice
and intervention

The context: social work in migrant
support

The context of this study lies in the
challenges faced by families of blue-collar
international migrants in Kerala, where
social workers play a pivotal role in
facilitating support mechanisms that address
the emotional, social, and psychological
needs of families affected by prolonged
separation. In this study, the social workers
were tasked with integrating spiritual coping
strategies into their interventions to support
families experiencing the stress of migration.
Multifaceted stressors, including economic
instability, family separation, and cultural
adaptation, mark the migrant context.

Social workers in this context serve as key
facilitators of resilience, utilising spiritual
coping mechanisms to provide emotional
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and psychological support to families
navigating these challenges.

Social work practice in such settings is
deeply influenced by the complexity of
migration dynamics, which often involve
trauma, dislocation, and the need for
ongoing emotional and psychological care.
It is widely acknowledged that supporting
migrant populations involves addressing
their material needs and psychological

and emotional well-being. This study
builds on that foundation by exploring
how social workers in Kerala use spiritual
coping to mediate these challenges. The
role of spirituality, particularly as it pertains
to migrant support, reflects a growing
recognition in social work that spiritual
practices are not only integral to personal
wellbeing but also play a significant role in
professional practice, especially in contexts
where clients experience considerable stress
and trauma.

The primary outcome: spiritual coping
as a mechanism of resilience

One of the central findings of this study

is the positive role that spiritual coping
mechanisms play in fostering resilience
among both social workers and families of
blue-collar international migrants. Social
workers reported that spiritual practices
such as prayer, meditation, and mindfulness
provided a grounding force that allowed
them to remain calm and focused amidst the
chaos and trauma that often characterise the
lives of families of blue-collar international
migrants. This aligns with the broader

body of research that supports the idea that
spirituality can act as a protective factor
against stress and burnout, enhancing
resilience in high-pressure environments.

In social work, resilience is often seen as a
critical factor in successful interventions,
especially when dealing with vulnerable
populations like migrants. Social workers
who integrate spiritual coping into their
practice report an increased ability to

manage their emotional responses, leading to
more effective client interactions. This study
supports the argument that spiritual coping
is not just a personal tool for social workers
but a professional one, contributing to the
broader goals of social work interventions
by enhancing emotional stability and

the capacity to respond to client needs
compassionately and effectively.

The secondary outcome: challenges
and limitations of spiritual coping

While the benefits of spiritual coping

were evident, the study also revealed the
limitations and challenges associated with its
integration into professional practice. Some
social workers reported feelings of ostracism
or discomfort when discussing their spiritual
practices with colleagues, suggesting that
there remains a stigma around spirituality
within the social work profession. This

is consistent with findings from other
research that suggest spiritual practices can
sometimes be seen as incompatible with the
secular nature of social work. The tension
between personal beliefs and professional
boundaries is a challenge that many social
workers face, mainly when working in
multicultural and diverse settings where
spiritual practices may differ significantly
from those of their colleagues or clients.

Despite these challenges, the study indicates
that when spiritual coping mechanisms are
respected and integrated thoughtfully, they
can enhance the overall effectiveness of social
work interventions. This highlights the need
for professional development and training

in integrating spiritual coping into social
work practice and creating a more inclusive
environment of diverse spiritual beliefs.
Social work practice should not shy away
from addressing the spiritual dimensions of
client care, as spirituality is often a significant
aspect of individuals’ coping mechanisms
and resilience. As such, social workers must
be equipped with the tools to navigate these
complexities while focusing on client-centred
care.
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The role of social workers: facilitators
of spiritual coping

Social workers in this study functioned as
service providers and facilitators of spiritual
coping strategies for families of blue-
collar international migrants. They helped
clients draw on their spiritual resources,
guiding them to engage with their faith

in ways that would help them cope with
the stressors of migration. This reflects a
growing recognition of social workers’ role
in promoting clients’ holistic wellbeing,
incorporating psychological and social
interventions and spiritual support.

In practice, social workers must adopt

a flexible, client-centred approach that
recognises the importance of spiritual

beliefs in the lives of families of blue-collar
international migrants. This is particularly
important in Kerala, where a significant
portion of the population adheres to spiritual
practices that may offer comfort and strength
during times of adversity. Social workers can
enhance their practice by learning to assess
and integrate spiritual coping mechanisms
into their interventions, thus providing more
comprehensive support to families of blue-
collar international migrants.

Furthermore, the study suggests that social
workers can play a critical role in facilitating
community support networks, both within
migrant communities and across broader
societal contexts. Helping clients build
connections with others who share similar
spiritual beliefs or practices enables social
workers to create a sense of belonging and
support, both essential for resilience. This
community support can buffer migration
stress’s adverse effects, offering emotional
and practical resources to help clients
navigate their challenges.

Contribution to social work practice
and intervention

Integrating spiritual coping into social work
practice has significant implications for

the field, particularly in contexts involving
families of blue-collar international
migrants and other vulnerable populations.
First, it highlights the importance of
adopting a holistic approach to social

work that recognises the interconnection
between wellbeing’s psychological,

social, and spiritual dimensions. By
incorporating spiritual coping mechanisms
into interventions, social workers can
enhance their ability to support clients
comprehensively, addressing their immediate
material needs and emotional and spiritual
wellbeing.

Second, this study contributes to the ongoing
conversation about the role of spirituality

in social work, challenging the traditional
secular approach that has often excluded
spiritual practices from professional
interventions. The findings suggest that
spirituality is not only a personal resource
but also a professional one, enhancing the
capacity of social workers to manage stress
and remain effective in their practice. As
such, there is a growing need for social
work education and training programmes to
incorporate spiritual competence, enabling
practitioners to support better clients who
rely on spiritual coping mechanisms.

Lastly, the study calls for a broader
recognition of the importance of spiritual
coping in social work interventions,
particularly in multicultural and diverse
settings. Social workers must be prepared
to engage with clients’ spiritual beliefs

in a respectful and supportive manner,
integrating these beliefs into their practice
to promote holistic healing and wellbeing.
By doing so, social workers can ensure that
their interventions are effective, culturally
sensitive, and responsive to their clients’
needs.

Conclusion

This study contributes to understanding
how social workers can integrate spiritual
coping strategies into their practice to
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enhance the wellbeing of families of Author contributions
international migrants in Kerala. The
findings suggest that spiritual coping
mechanisms foster resilience, manage
stress, and facilitate community support.
While there are challenges in integrating
spirituality into professional practice, the
potential benefits for social workers and
clients are significant. Embracing a holistic
approach that incorporates spiritual
dimensions allows social workers to offer
more effective and culturally sensitive
interventions, strengthening their support
for families of international migrants as
they face migration-related challenges.
Social work practice must evolve to
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