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Challenges in Professional Relationship between 
Male Social Workers Trainees and MSMs

Abstract

Social Work trainees often have to interact with MSMs. Maintaining pro-
fessional relationship with MSMs by male social work trainees often becomes 
a matter needs great care. The article titled “Challenges in Professional Rela-
tionship between Male Social Workers Trainees and MSMs” attempted to ex-
plore the nature of relationship between MSMs and Male Social Workers, and 
the challenges in maintaining it within the professional boundaries defined by 
the profession or social work. The study takes shape from review of literature 
which pointed out the insufficient studies on hurdles while interacting with 
the kothi community among the MSMs in Malapuram District. This empiri-
cal study commence among a group of 20 social work trainees studying in two 
colleges of social work in Malappuram District, who engaged with the Surak-
sha Project, under the auspices of KSACS. In-depth interview was used as the 
method of data collection, with a self-constructed interview guide as the tool 
for the study. The trainees in general, experienced ‘gender-bias’ in the context 
of communication with the MSMs specifically kothi community, rendering 
them ‘very uncomfortable’. Although it took a longer time for rapport-build-
ing and to gain the trust of the MSM clients, it was noticed that the kothi com-
munity was very comfortable working with women social work trainees, with 
whom they shared without any inhibition. The study points out how crucial 
belief-bonding was in preventing proliferation of HIV/AIDS among MSMs.
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Challenges in professional relationship between male social workers trainees and MSMs.

Men having sex with men (MSM) is the term used for men who have sex 
with other men, regardless of their sexual identity or sexual orientation. This 
is because a man may have sex with other men, but may still consider him-
self to be a heterosexual, or even for that matter, may not have any particu-
lar sexual identity at all. In general, the term MSM refers to both MSM with 
self-identities such as guy, bisexual,kothis, etc. On the other hand, MSM may 
not ‘self-identify; themselves with any of these terms. kothisis a term use to 
refer to MSMs generally present with feminine gender expression and are pri-
marily receptive partners in anal sex with panthis. panthi is usually a label giv-
en by kothis to their masculine partner and usually is not an identity. Kothis 
label those MSM who engage in both insertive and receptive sex as “double 
deckers”

The present study focus on particular kothi community, under MSMs. 
They term themselves HRGs (High Risk Group), since they are having higher 
chance of contracting HIV/AIDS. As per NACO annual report 2013-2013, 
adult HIV prevalence at national level was 0.27% in 2011. In comparison, HIV 
prevalence amongst MSM population in India was projected at 4.43% (Min-
istry of Health and Family Welfare, Department of AIDS Control, Nation-
al Aids Control Organization, Annual Report: 2012-2013). Under the above 
mentioned circumstances, social work intervention is highly relevant among 
the MSM-kothi community. Given the peculiarities of the kothi community, 
the present study attempts to examine the challenges faced by the male social 
worker trainees and suggest means of maintaining effective relationship. 

                                                  Review of Literature

The National Association of Social Workers (1999) identifies sexual orien-
tation as “not merely a personal characteristic that can be defined in isolation. 
Rather, one’s sexual orientation defines the universe of persons with whom 
one is likely to find the satisfying and fulfilling relationships.” Sexual orien-
tation refers to an enduring pattern of emotional, romantic, and/or sexual 
attractions to men, women, or both sexes. According to Kinsey et al. (1948, 
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1953) 37% of adult men and 13% of adult women had at least one sexual 
experience resulting in orgasm with a person of the same sex and that 4% of 
adult men and 2% of adult women are exclusively homosexual in their be-
haviour and fantasies. The study of Seidman et al. (1994) found that various 
US studies also estimated that 2% of men are exclusively homosexual and 3% 
are bisexual. Data from the third wave of the National Longitudinal Survey of 
Adolescent Health (Add Health) collected in 2001–2002, similarly found that 
3.2% of young adults aged 18–26 described themselves as mostly or exclusive-
ly homosexual or bisexual, with more females (3.6%) than males (2.6%) using 
these labeling (Silenzio, 2007). Thus, the studies showed that large numbers of 
adolescents indeed entertain,sexual feelings, attraction, and sexual relation-
ship with people of the same sex.

The research works of Asthana&Oostvogels (2001), Boyce (2006, 2007), 
Chakrapani (2002, 2007, 2008), Khan (2001, 2004, 2005), Khanna, (2007),PU-
CL-K (2003), Row Kavi (2007) and others have mentioned about the con-
structed phenomena of sexual identity and its nature of fluidity, multiplici-
ty and ambiguity. Sexual identity usually refers to how individuals think of 
themselves through their sexual performance. But, the particular categories 
people use, the way they characterize people within those categories come 
from their society. For example, prior to the mid-to-late nineteenth century, 
there was not simply anything what we call ‘sexual identity’. Sometime around 
the latter part of the nineteenth century, more prominently in the early twen-
tieth century the terms homosexual and heterosexual entered into common 
parlance in Europe and the United States. By the end of the twentieth century 
sexual identity became the prime way to organize sexual desire.

A representative study from Bangladesh by Hossain (2005, 2009) showed 
that traditionally there have been two culturally visible and publicly institu-
tionalized communities, who are not according to most recognized gendered 
norms or sexual subculture in Bangladesh. One of these groups is known as 
the hijra. hijra community comprised of ‘males’ mostly from lower classes, 
who generally desire, to have partners who are ‘macho’ (masculine) males and 
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in turn often identify themselves as ‘female’ (or ‘non-man’). hijrais a ritually 
bound community with strong devotion to both Hindu and Muslim-identi-
fied practices. Studies have showed that many hijrasin Bangladesh, undergo 
emasculation or castration (Khan et al., 2009). Alongside the hijracommunity, 
there is also a subculture of ‘effeminate’ males, who identify themselves as 
kothis. They also desire ‘masculine’ males and often identify themselves as ‘fe-
males’ or ‘non-man’. While those who join the hijra community generally live 
as hijras throughout their lives.Kothis subvert masculine gender in marked 
social spaces such as parks and gardens and later vanish into the mainstream 
society as ‘normal’ males.hijras in Bangladesh experience distancing from the 
society. There is evidence for violence - physical, verbal, and sexual. Extreme 
social exclusions have caused low self-esteem and low sense of social respon-
sibility. The researchers felt that hijras, as the citizens of Bangladesh and also 
as part of society’s diversity, have gender, sexual and citizenship rights, that 
need to be protected (Khan Et.al., 2009).

National Center for Transgender Equality and the National Gay and Les-
bian Task Force, United States of America (2009) launched asix-month long 
study. For the study 6,450 transgender people were interviewed via an ex-
tensive questionnaire that consisted critical matters such as health care, em-
ployment, education, family life, housing, public accommodation, criminal 
justice, and access to government documents. For this study participants 
included residents of all 50 States, Guam, Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin 
Islands. Data gathered from respondents were compared to US Census Bu-
reau and Department of Labour data. Some of the major findings are that 
the transgendered individuals were discriminated and this marginalization 
had an impact on their social living. Investigators further report that the im-
pact studied was limited to anecdotal records, which would not represent the 
depth of the problem. So a large scale study would be useful to understand the 
social and economic insecurities faced by these individuals. 

Some of the double standards (partial and different treatment) experienced 
by these individuals were compared to general population. Unemployment 
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experienced inn among the transgenderswas double the rate experienced by 
the population as a whole. They reported of ‘harassment’ on the job, this was 
seen almost all (97%) of those surveyed; besides they also reported ‘mistreat-
ment on the job’. Significant losses (among forty-seven percent transgender) 
of jobs and careers were attributed to adverse job conditions, or experiencing 
adverse job outcomes, such as ‘being fired’, ‘not hired’ or ‘denied a promotion’. 
They were living in poverty. Fifteen percent (15%) of transgender people in 
the sample lived on $10,000 per year or less. This rate of poverty is reportedly 
double the rate of poverty found in general population. 

In another study on transgenders titled “Hijras – The Transsexuals: A Psy-
chosocial Perspective”, 70 individuals had significant housing instability char-
acterized by ‘homelessness’ (19%),experienced ‘eviction’ (11%) and 26% were 
forced to ‘seek temporary space’. 

Gaps in Review

After a review of literature, it was noted that such studies around the topic 
professional relationship between MSM and Male Social Workers, have not 
happened in the present society.

 General Objective:

The main objective of the study is toexplore the professional relationship 
between the MSM and male social work trainees (students).

Specific objectives:

1. To study the nature of relationship between male social work trainees 
(students) and MSM community

2. To study the challenges faced by the male social work trainees (stu-
dents), while working with the MSM community

Methodology

The universe of the study consists ofmale social work trainees (students), 
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who have worked under the targeted intervention programme (Suraksha Proj-
ect) in Kerala (India), more specifically in the PerinthalmannaTaluk of Malap-
puram District. From among a group of 20 students studying in two colleges 
of Malappuram district, and had worked with theSurakshaProgramme, 10 
students were selected as sample.Both male and female social work students 
were considered as respondents. In-depth interview was used as the method 
of data collection, and the interview guide as the tool for the study.A pretest 
was undertaken to assess the validity of the tool.

Findings 

In the study to analyze the quality of their professional relationships and 
the challenges faced by the male social workers / students while working with 
MSMs, the following were the findings.The respondents being social work 
trainees (students) who had worked under the Targeted Intervention (Surak-
sha) Programmein Malappuram district of Kerala; all of them experienced 
certain challenges while doing internship in the project.

All the respondents share that they have faced ‘gender-bias’ in the context 
of communication in with the MSMs specifically kothi community. One re-
spondent shared that he had an encounter with a kothi, who approached him 
in a manner that was ‘very uncomfortable’ for him. At that point in time, he 
had to discontinue the assigned work. As a social work trainee, he now claims 
to have understood the kind of relationship between the client and the worker, 
and was willing to take it in professional manner.

It takes rather a long time for rapport-building and to gain the trust of the 
client. For those who were doing internship for limited time period, it affects 
their learning as well as subsequently the quality of the social work interven-
tion. It is that the professional nature of the relationship between the MSMs 
and the project manager and supervisor of an agency, was found to be much 
more effective than that of a budding social worker. It was also noticed that 
the kothi community is very comfortable while working with women social 
work trainees, with whom they could share without any inhibition. However, 
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this is not the case with male social work trainees.While sharing personal de-
tails, they won’t respond well or sometimes behave in a harsh manner. 

In most cases, the male social work trainee could not approach the MSM 
directly; they had to fall bacl on the network of MSMs or women social work 
trainees who had to act as a bridge for the transaction of information. It is 
reported that the gender factor has an impact on effective professional rela-
tionship with MSMs. 

Even though legal system is mandates treating‘transgenders’ as the ‘third 
gender’ in India, the perspective of society in many quarters remain un-
changed and biased which results in conflicts in the society as well as family. 
They were generally hostile in the manner of passing negative remarks on the 
trainees.Given the fact that the social worker has to transact and travel around 
with clients, and the response they are receiving from the society is not posi-
tive at all, as the word “MSM”itselfis a taboo.The geographical area as well as 
the society or community’s behaviour affects the attitude of MSM too.

The social worker has to maintain confidentiality especially when dealing 
with cases of HIV/AIDS among clients since the MSMs fall under the category 
of High Risk Groups (HRGs), and they are having high chances of becoming 
HIV positive. In addition to that, the social worker trainee has to encourage 
the MSMs to undertake regular medical check-ups. But nature of work and 
the mentality of MSMs act as hindrance while working them in that matter.

There is a gap in literature on the psycho-biological behaviour of the MSM, 
especially kothis. The researcher recommends propertraining for the male so-
cial worker trainees prior to working with the MSM community. Besides,it is 
essential to provide awareness to the MSM community about the social work 
as a profession.Generally, the respondents reacted well and shared that while 
working with the kothis, female social workers are mostly preferable and it is 
effective for the professionalism. 
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Conclusion

This study is trying to provide the challenges faced by male social work 
students who were working in the field of MSMs specifically Kothi communi-
ty. Insufficient studies on this issue creates hurdles while interacting with this 
community. Such studies are needed for the empowerment of the Kothi com-
munity. A thorough understanding on the mentality and attitude of MSMs 
are needed for effective communication. A suggestion is that women social 
workers are more apted than men social workers while working for them. 
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