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Abstract

Social work education in Western China carries the dual mission of serving people’s livelihoods
while confronting the challenges of professional development and talent cultivation. Taking the De-
partment of Social Work at University G—a provincial capital university in Western China—as its
field site, this study employs longitudinal tracking and cross-sectional qualitative comparison to
analyze the learning experiences and professional identity trajectories of four cohorts of social
work undergraduates (2019~2022). The findings reveal that family experience, practice-oriented
teaching, and peer support constitute the core of students’ internal self-perception, while job den-
sity, salary levels, policy rhythms, and social prestige profoundly shape their external environmen-
tal perception. The interaction between these two dimensions constructs the pathways through
which professional identity is formed. Based on this, the study identifies four major ideal types of
professional identity: the ideal-progress type, meaning-lost type, support-deficient type, and iso-
lated-confused type, and further uncovers their dynamic evolution through key event triggers, sit-
uational interactions, and narrative reconstruction. The study argues that in the Western Chinese
context, limited institutional support and insufficient cultural recognition not only heighten the risk
of talent loss but also highlight the urgency of educational interventions and policy backing. It pro-
poses building a multi-level collaborative support system to strengthen students’ internal motiva-
tion for identity formation and optimize external environmental feedback, thereby offering practi-
cal insights for the development of social work talent in Western China.
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Figure 1. Analytical framework for the ideal types and formation process of professional identity among social work under-
graduates
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