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Building from the ashes: towards a three-dimensional approach 

for social work intervention facing social conflicts 

in vulnerable neighbourhoods 

 

Abstract 

 

About 56% of the world’s population lives in urban environments. In more economically 

developed countries, this percentage is considerably higher. Increasingly, cities’ more 

vulnerable and culturally diverse neighbourhoods are the context of violent conflicts linked to 

interconnected socioeconomic (inequality), ethnocultural (discrimination) and public-

institutional (delegitimation) causal factors. Social outbursts such as London (2011) or Husby´s 

(Stockholm, 2013) riots are among the most notorious recent examples of these. Both the 

frequency and intensity of these conflicts are only expected to worsen as COVID-19 economic 

impact takes hold. This article introduces the Theory of Rupture Frames (TRF), which offers a 

new three-dimensional explanatory model of violent conflicts in vulnerable neighbourhoods 

with high sociocultural diversity. The TRF, it is argued, offers a novel and suitable framework 

for founding and guiding social work´s preventative and healing-oriented interventions facing 

these. This is in relation to the TRF´s dual potential for a) contributing to the theoretical 

understanding in the social work profession of this type of conflict, and for b) offering a tool for 

guiding the assessment of needs and strategic planning of social work- led actions in the context 

of the neighbourhoods affected by the conflicts or at risk of their outburst.  
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Teaser text 

 

Increasingly, cities’ more vulnerable and culturally diverse neighbourhoods are the context of 

violent conflicts linked to inequality, discrimination and a public-institutional lack of 

recognition of ethnic minorities’ equal rights. Social outbursts such as London (2011) or 

Husby´s (Stockholm, 2013) riots are among the best-known recent examples. The frequency 

and intensity of these conflicts are only expected to worsen as COVID-19 economic impact 

takes hold. This article introduces a new theory, the Theory of Rupture Frames (TRF), which 

explains violent conflicts in vulnerable neighbourhoods with high sociocultural diversity. The 

TRF, the authors argue, can guide social work´s preventative and healing-oriented interventions 

facing the conflicts. This is in relation to the TRF´s potential for a) contributing to the 

theoretical understanding of this type of conflict, and for b) offering a tool for guiding the 

assessment of needs and strategic planning of social work- led actions in the context of the 

affected neighbourhoods.  

  

1. Introduction 

 

According to World Bank (2021) data, about 56% of the world’s population lives in urban 

environments. In more economically developed countries, this percentage is considerably 

increased (Belgium 98%, Argentina 92%, Australia 86%, US 82%, United Kingdom 84%, 

Korea 81% ...). Cities have thus become central places of the economic, social, cultural and 

political scene of our time.  

Cities’ more vulnerable neighbourhoods, and particularly those with high sociocultural 

diversity, have become the context of numerous violent conflicts. Vulnerable neighbourhoods 

can be defined as physical and relationship spaces with their own identity where discomfort 

arises as a result of multiple dimensions of structural disadvantage. These are neighbourhoods 
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where hope is often lost, as social mobility and overcoming social exclusion are perceived as 

extremely difficult to achieve. 

Some recent examples of conflicts in highly diverse vulnerable neighbourhoods include riots in 

2013 in Husby, Stockholm (Sweden) and  Western Biryulyovo, Moscow (Russia), as well as 

incidents following the death cases of black people at the hands of public or private security 

forces in the United States (US):  Trayvon Martin, July 2013; Renisha McBride, November 

2013; Eric Garner, July 2014; Michael Brown, August 2014; Laquean McDonald , October 

2014; Akai Gurley, February 2015; Walter Scott, April 2015; Philando Castile and Alton 

Sterling, July 2016; or George Floyd, May 2020. 

Conflicts such as these not only occur regularly, but these can be considered inherent to life in 

society. Their positive or negative outcomes, however, will depend on how these are managed, 

and, ultimately, on the results for the parties involved. In this regard, social work can help 

improve and play key roles in the resolution and management of conflicts as an empowering 

profession and as a facilitator of the development of resources and capabilities of individuals, 

groups and communities affected or involved.  

In this article, we will introduce a three-dimensional explanatory model of violent conflicts in 

vulnerable neighbourhoods with high sociocultural diversity: a socioeconomic, ethnocultural 

and public-institutional model. The focus on these three areas will then allow us to propose a 

series of lines for social work intervention, not only regarding the reconstruction and repair of 

the damage caused, but also from a preventive perspective. 

Our work is based on an area of study driven by urban sociology, sociology of conflict and 

conflictology. These disciplines have sought to research the causes of violent events which have 

taken place in poor neighbourhoods characterised by high sociocultural diversity. However, our 

proposal introduces a new study framework - the Theory of Rupture Frames (TRF) - which, we 

argue, renews these perspectives and previous tools of analysis, allowing for the achievement of 

a better understanding of these events. 
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2. Background of contemporary urban social conflicts 

 

Since the 1980s and up until the present time, vulnerable neighbourhoods of the main European 

cities of France, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Sweden, Belgium and Italy, among 

others, are the scene of collective conflicts largely led by children and grandchildren of 

immigrant population (Cachón, 2011). On the other hand, major US cities have seen a 

resurgence of urban violence in response to cases of excessive use of force by the police against 

the African American community. 

 

It is expected that violent conflicts linked to immigration and ethnic minorities, especially those 

established in the poorest neighbourhoods of big cities, will continue to gain notoriety. Different 

academic currents point out that these neighbourhoods will become immersed in one or several 

of the three crises that Cachón (2011) refers to as ‘cultural crisis’, ‘economic crisis’ and 

‘political crisis’. 

 

There is ample academic agreement on the increased ‘complexity of the conflicts faced by 

democratic societies, together with a parallel increase in the pace of social transformations’ 

(Morán, 2008, p. 46). Neighbourhoods are the territory where conflicts of multiple and varied 

origins (cultural, economic or political) take shape, and where social transformations resulting 

from these become visible. Therefore, approaching the topic of violent conflicts in vulnerable 

neighbourhoods with high sociocultural diversity involves locating ourselves in a complex 

ethnocultural, socioeconomic and public-institutional context. 

 

2.1. Ethnocultural context  
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Whereas the ethnocultural context is a contested concept, focusing on its identity aspects, this 

can be defined as constituted by a set of values, symbols, beliefs and customs that form a culture 

of its own. Contemporary Western societies are claimed to be undergoing a cultural crisis. In the 

US, a deep and ongoing crisis broke out following the 2001 9/11 al-Qaeda terrorist attacks 

causing, among many other visible effects, widespread xenophobic attitudes, especially towards 

Muslims (Grupo Picnic, 2005). But an equally concerning advance of xenophobia and racism 

has also taken place at a European level.  

 

The European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI), and former Human Rights 

commissioners of the European Commission and the United Nations have been warning of an 

increase in hate speech (ECRI, 2013) and xenophobia in the region (Commissioner for Human 

Rights, 2012; Deutsche Welle, 2014). More recently, the ECRI (2020, p.7) has highlighted a 

concerning growing trend of ‘xenophobic populism’ in Europe (among other forms of racism 

and discrimination).  

 

This coincides at a global level with the call for the need ‘to combat the glorification of Nazism, 

neo-Nazism and related intolerance’ made by the UN Special Rapporteur on contemporary 

racism, Ms. E. Tendayi Achiume (OHCHR, 2020). The battle against racism and xenophobia in 

countries with a longer migratory tradition, such as the US, has not ended either. In the US, 

despite the renewed political landscape after the results of the 2020 presidential election, the 

sparks of conflict fanned by outgoing president Donald Trump´s racist speech and the 

legislative measures adopted by his Executive since 2017 will prove challenging to undo. This 

situation is replicated across Europe (and other countries worldwide), where Trump´s 

counterpart right-wing nationalist politicians are gaining influence and, increasingly, reaching 

power (BBC, 2019).  

 

2.2. Socioeconomic context  
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On the other hand, the socioeconomic context, understood as the set of social and economic 

aspects under which people develop their life and project their relationships, is not satisfactory, 

either, for the population of cities’ vulnerable neighbourhoods, and this is not expected to 

improve in the short term. Economic constraints directly condition social circumstances and 

lead towards characteristic lifestyles given the relationship between economic circumstances 

and access to goods, interaction with the environment, and personal relations (BASW and 

CWIP, 2019).  

 

The International Monetary Fund (2020) announced that the COVID-19 health crisis has 

triggered a global economic crisis, which most serious impacts on people are expected to last. 

The body warns of an especially adverse expected impact on low-income households, which 

will jeopardise the global progress in reducing extreme poverty since the 1990s. In relation to 

this, the Global Peace Index has pointed out that there was a sustained increase in civil unrest 

during last decade that will expectedly worsen as COVID-19 economic impact takes hold (IEP, 

2020). These situations will lead to a global increase in unemployment, lower wages, lower 

income and consumption levels, as well as to a chronification of inequalities, which will result 

in increased social problems (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010) and will maintain social instability. 

 

 

2.3. Public-institutional context 

 

The public-institutional context in current, globalised, democratic societies does not allow for 

an optimistic vision of the future either. The set of public bodies and entities that develop, apply 

and control political life faces multiple and varied challenges, including economic and 

ideological constraints to expenditure and access to rights imposed by pervading neoliberal 

globalisation, austerity politics and the growth of far-right political parties. Under such 

pressures, legal frameworks and legislative developments that support social relations and the 

exchange of goods and services are increasingly restricting the rights of migrants. 
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De Lucas (2012) points out that a society of contempt is being gradually constituted, implying 

the establishment of an excluding democracy - a system that relegates poor minorities from the 

wellbeing enjoyed by the majority. Such situation pushes minority groups towards a dead end, 

which only possible ways of escape are social protest and rebellion. 

 

In sum, these three contexts speak of people and groups that are deprived of due cultural 

recognition, are excluded from the redistribution of wealth and access to rights, and lack 

representation in countries’ public-institutional life. Consequently, as De Lucas (2012) predicts, 

social responses will expectedly tend to reverse the situation of domination -rather than 

exclusion- suffered by groups living in the poorest urban neighborhoods; domination will thus 

inevitably lead to conflicts. 

 

3. Conflict: inherent to life in society 

 

In the field of international relations, it has been necessary to complement studies of peace 

(Irenelogy) and war (Polemology) with each other, for an adequate understanding of 

international conflictual situations. As main contemporary peace and violence theorist Johan 

Galtung (1969a) argues, an adequate holistic understanding of social events needs to connect 

theories of peace and conflict. Galtung moreover conceives conflict as an essential element for 

life in society, as ‘an element as necessary to social life as air to human life’ (Galtung, 1978, p. 

490), although this can also be life-destroying (Galtung, 1996). Conflict´s destructive potential 

is materialised in the different faces of violence (direct, structural and cultural), which can be 

understood as signals of deeper underlying conflicts; ‘if violence is the smoke, then conflict it is 

the fire’ (Galtung and Webel, 2007, p.18). 

 

Being conflict a historical constant in any of its facets (confrontation, struggle, dispute, etc.), a 

conflict study pioneer cannot be singled out. However, it can be asserted that main contributions 
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to this field come from lines of study linked to the theory of social conflict, developed, mainly, 

by philosophers and sociologists (Rahim, 1992). In the following table (1) we offer a synthesis 

of key authors’ contributions to the understanding of conflicts in the contemporary period until 

present time: 
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Table 1: Overview of contemporary-present time contributions to conflict concept study 

Dates Author Ideas-emphasis: conflict and life in society 

1910-2019 Burton Conflict results from the non-satifaction of basic needs  

1913-2003 Coser Conflict allows the advancement of societies, social development  

1920-2017 Deutsch Conflict disturbs the established social order and breaches social norms  

1923-2007 Entelman Conflict is a cyclical phenomenon of life in society  

1926-present Kriesberg 

Conflict occurs when there are objective and manifest elements of 

confrontation  

1929-2009 Dahrendorf Conflict is an engine for social change  

1930-present Galtung 

Conflict involves an incompatibility between goals or values of members 

of a social system; it is necessary to social life  

1940-present Van de Vliert Conflict exists when one of the parties feels bothered by the other  

1946-present Vinyamata 

Conflict as a struggle, disagreement, apparent incompatibility, 

confrontation of interests, or hostile perceptions or attitudes between two 

or more parties  

1950-present Avruch 

Conflict is due to an incompatibility of interests and a competition for 

resources between opposing parties  

Source: Authors' own creation 

 

From this overview of contemporary authors’ wide-ranging views, it can be concluded that the 

concept of ‘conflict’ is complex and contested and can have positive and negative connotations. 

Hence the importance to narrow down our field of study and establish our definition of conflict.   

 

Our field of study encompasses any type of conflictual situation (attitude or behaviour) in an 

urban space characterised by marked material disadvantage and deteriorated relationships and 

involving social groups that differ from each other in terms of culture. 

For our definition of conflict, we draw on Vinyamata´s proposal (2001) considering this the 

most appropriate as to breadth and clarity. We additionally incorporate four new aspects to it: 



10 
 

• An understanding of conflict as a process, which allows to study its causal sequence and 

helps explain its genesis. 

• The consideration that conflict may originate from a difference in values: highlighting 

values as a source of conflict allows to give due relevance to ethnocultural aspects 

(Horowitz, 1985; Huntington, 2002). 

•  An emphasis on grievance: one of the parties feels aggrieved compared to the other. The 

offence may relate to ethnocultural, socioeconomic or public-institutional aspects. 

• Likewise, Vinyamata (2001) notes two necessary conditions for conflicts to emerge: 1) 

experiences of physical or psychological pain and 2) a causal projection with respect to the 

other party. We add a lack of acceptance of the situation -a manifest disagreement with the 

parties’ relationship- by those affected as a trigger for the conflict. Social outbreaks, we 

argue, have a history of latent conflicts in the form of unattended political demands. 

 

The above understanding of conflict is underpinned by the idea that conflicts are not necessarily 

events of a negative nature, but their positive or negative consequences will depend on how 

these are resolved. In relation to this, we highlight social work’s potential to contribute to 

positive conflict resolution, particularly through the resilience building and social change 

orientations of the profession. 

 

4. A new proposal for conflict analysis: a three-dimensional approach 

 

4.1. The Theory of Rupture frames (TRF) 

 

Main contemporary lines of research on conflict, we argue, fail to understand or provide a 

comprehensive response to the multi-causal reality of conflicts that occur in vulnerable 

neighborhoods with high sociocultural diversity. To fill this gap, we believe that it is necessary 

to adopt an updated theoretical framework situated in a three-dimensional perspective: 
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socioeconomic, ethnocultural and public-institutional. As Table 2 and Figure 1 show below, our 

proposal, the Theory of Rupture Frames, is located at the crossroads of the three theoretical 

fields that study conflict, diversity and vulnerable neighborhoods. 

 

Table 2: TRF´s location within contemporary lines of research 

Theories Contemporary line of research Theoretical proposal 

Theories of conflict New theories of social movements 

Theory of Rupture Frames 

(TRF) 

Theories of vulnerable 

neigbourhoods 

Theories of vulnerability and social 

exclusion 

Theories of diversity Contact hypothesis 

Source: Authors' own creation 

 

Figure 1: TRF: Theoretical delimitation of the field of study 

 

Source: Authors' own creation 

 

Among the theories that address conflict, our proposal lies close to a conflict theory approach. 

That is, we understand conflict as a failure of coexistence mechanisms and therefore something 

to avoid, but we also see it as an opportunity to enhance life in society. Modern theories of this 
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approach include new theories of social movements, which uphold that a focus on the 

distribution of power and hegemony is key to understanding conflicts in our societies.  From 

this perspective, every social movement is a rational action based on strategic approaches that 

need to be interpreted in a political key. 

 

On the other hand, among the theoretical proposals on vulnerable neighborhoods, our Theory of 

Rupture Frames sits in the mixed line between vulnerability (lack of protection) and social 

exclusion (lack of adaptation). We support the idea that structural and personal causal factors 

coexist in situations of social exclusion in disadvantaged neighborhoods. In other words, urban 

vulnerability results from a lack of appropriate action of public administrations to stop the 

degradation of these areas; from this approach, the state has a key role in granting all citizens 

equal access to housing, health, education and employment. However, a will on the part of 

individuals will also be necessary to overcome situations of vulnerability or social exclusion. 

 

Regarding sociocultural diversity, our theory draws on the hypothesis of contact. According to 

this, negative perceptions of diversity can be reversed through contact between majority and 

minority groups if these share social conditions and pursue common objectives. Therefore, 

contact between people of diverse socio-cultural origins can reduce stereotypes and prejudice 

and can favour coexistence. However, to achieve these effects, contact must not be superficial, 

and it needs to meet some essential conditions, as proposed by Allport (1954): 1) institutional 

and social support for integration; 2) high relationship potential; 3) equal status of participants; 

4) intergroup cooperation. Subsequent studies have added other optimal conditions, such as 5) 

pleasant communication and 6) the opportunity to establish long-term relationships (Amir, 

1994) or 7) a willingness to start lasting friendships (Pettigrew, 1998). In the absence of several 

of these conditions, superficial relationships among diverse groups would produce more damage 

than benefit.  
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4.2. Three-dimensional novelty of the TRF´s approach 

 

Conflicts linked to high sociocultural diversity have varied causes and have been conceptualised 

in different ways. Thus, Giddens (2005), Law (2009) or Cachón (2011) establish different 

causal areas which lead to intercultural conflicts, focusing, respectively, on socioeconomic, 

cultural and multiple factors.  

 

Our approach is based on the work of Nancy Fraser (notably Fraser 1995, 2008). Following her, 

we assume violent conflicts in contemporary democracies have as their starting point a situation 

of injustice in three areas: socioeconomic, ethnocultural and public-institutional. 

 

As societies have become more complex, situations of injustice have spread to new spheres: 

from inequality linked to the traditional conflicts of industrial societies (socio-economic sphere) 

(Wilson, 1996), to more recent conflicts related to discriminatory causes and a lack of 

recognition of identity (ethnocultural sphere) (Fraser and Honneth, 2006; Bergmann and 

Crutchield, 2009). In addition, new public-institutional causes arise as groups of people are not 

taken into account and are subjected to delegitimation as they are deprived of validity as citizens 

and are excluded from enjoying equal rights in society (Wacquant, 2007).  

 

Conflict, we finally need to point out, is not static, but it is a phenomenon in continuous 

movement and evolution which involves in varying degrees a political component materialised 

in political demands (X) and a violence (implicit or explicit) component (Y). The strength of the 

political component will depend on the political response to claims for redistribution, 

recognition, or representation of those involved. Thus, the political component is very high 

when conflicts arise, but the inattention of political demand leads to a decrease in this political 

component and an increase in the violent one (materialised in a wide-ranging repertoire of 
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explicit violent actions), until a point is reached where conflicts turn into episodes of 

widespread uncontrolled violence. 

Figure 2 below maps the outcomes of the evolving relationship between these two variables.  It 

needs to be noted however that conflicts may progress throughout the different levels in less 

linear ways, depending on aspects such as the specific political responses, time lapses, specific 

violent events, involvement of different stakeholders, etc, although uncontrolled conflicts are 

always preceded by unattended political demands according to the TRF. 

 

Figure 2: Conflict scale 

 

Source: Authors' own creation 
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4.3 Application of the TRF to the study of conflicts 

 

The Theory of Rupture Frames was applied by one author of this article to a case study of four 

social outbursts: Los Angeles, 1992; Paris, 2005; El Ejido (Spain), 2000; and London, 2011 

(Barciela, 2017). This piece of work required a disaggregation into variables and components of 

the three areas of conflict (socioeconomic, ethnocultural and public-institutional) and the 

elaboration of a measurement proposal. The model built contained the 11 variables and 27 

components shown in Table 3 below.  

 

The application of the TRF verified the hypothesis that none of the frames or areas of conflict 

alone can explain the conflicts, but each of these has a relative causal influence through 

different variables and components. Moreover, four main causal variables regarding the 

conflicts of study were identified: Socioeconomic area: 1) Inadequate housing and 2) situation 

of poverty or social exclusion; Ethnocultural area: 3) perception of competition in access to 

social rights and resources; Public-institutional area: 4) discriminatory action by national, 

regional or local governments.  
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Table 3: TRF measurement model: variables and causal components 

Source: Authors' own creation  
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V1) Poor and partial access to 

health services 

C1) Situations of administrative irregularity.  

C2) Inadequate/insufficient professional knowledge and 

skills in relation to the population´s sociocultural 

reality. 

C3) Inadequate technical and material resources for the 

sociocultural reality in health centers and hospitals. 

V2) Education unsuitable for the 

social reality (diverse and 

vulnerable) 

C4) Inadequate/insufficient professional knowledge and 

skills in relation to the sociocultural reality of pupils. 

C5) Inadequate technical and material resources for the 

sociocultural reality of classrooms. 

V3) Inadequate housing C6) Residential discrimination based on ethnic origin. 

V4) Situations of poverty, 

vulnerability or social exclusion 

C7) Family breakdown 

C8) Reduced social capital  

C9) High levels of unemployment 

C10) High concentration of underground economy 
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V5) Fear and social insecurity 

facing difference  

C12) Insufficient presence of public security forces. 

C13) Insufficient human and financial resources for the 

promotion of coexistence/integration. 

C14) Different forms of relationship (traditions and 

customs) in public and private spaces. 

C15) Lack of spaces for interaction.          

C16) Lack of knowledge of different cultures. 

V6) Inadequate treatment of 

cultural diversity in the media 

C17) Inadequate training of communication 

professionals.  

C18) Media speech focused on fear or criminalization. 

V7) Perception of competition in 

access to social rights and 

resources  

C19) Collective discourse of fear and immigration as a 

problem.  

C20) Neighbourhoods’ previous situation of 

vulnerability and social instability. 

C21) Generational mismatch between immigrants 

(new/old rivalry) and the native population. 
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V8) Degradation of public space C22) Differential public investment depending on the 

type of neighborhood and its inhabitants. 

C23) Lack of an educational culture of respect for 

public goods.  

V9) Violent/discriminatory 

action by public security forces. 

C24) Excessive zeal for security and control policies. 

C25) Intercultural training deficit in public security 

forces.  

V10) Discriminatory action by 

national, regional or local 

governments 

C26) Punitive and/or discriminatory legislation.       

V11) Deficient ethnic minority 

representativeness in public 

institutions 

C27) Obstacles to administrative procedures. 
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5. Social work´s role and the TRF´s approach.  

 

Despite the currency of the topic of urban conflicts in neighborhoods with high sociocultural 

diversity and the increasing need for attention to this globally, our search for literature in 

English and Spanish on social work facing this type of conflict yielded no direct results. This 

indicated a clear knowledge gap in relation to the topic. 

This knowledge gap does not imply however that social work lacks a track record of theory and 

intervention relevant to this field. As we discuss next, social work professionals have carried out 

functions and developed and applied intervention techniques for the prevention and  

management of conflict situations that arise in the various areas of daily life such as family 

relationships, participation in the community or conflicts in the workplace (Munuera, 2013). 

And there is a growing body of literature on social work practice in contexts marked by state 

violence/oppression, or by sociopolitical, interracial or intercultural conflicts (e.g. Howard, 

2017; Campbell, Ioakimidis and Maglajlic, 2019). In addition, several multi-layered models for 

social work analysis and intervention aiming to redress social injustice and oppression at the 

different levels of society have been developed. Among the most influential of these models are 

Dominelli´s work on anti-oppressive social work theory and practice (2002) and social work 

under globalization (2010) and Thompson´s (2012) PCS (Personal, Cultural, Structural) model 

for anti-oppressive social work practice. More recent work by authors such as Cocker and 

Hafford-Lechfield (2014), offers renewed insights into the multiplicity and intersectionality of 

social work service users’ experiences of oppression and highlight the importance of self-

awareness and the use of self in anti-oppressive practice. 

Hence, we acknowledge, the TRF´s holistic and tri-dimensional understanding of social 

problems is not wholly new in social work, with some aspects of anti-oppressive social work 

practice models (notably Thompson´s PCS) resonating closely with this.  
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However, no focused and holistic attention has been paid to the profession´s role in developing 

preventative, crisis management or healing-oriented interventions facing violent conflicts in 

neighborhoods with high sociocultural diversity. Social work´s involvement in the prevention 

and management of social conflicts in these context, we argue, will lead to much more positive 

effects than coercive or repressive approaches which, with all certainty, will promote a more 

negative, intense and violent evolution of the conflicts. We believe that the TRF model offers a 

novel, suitable framework for founding and guiding social work intervention facing these. 

 

In the next sub-sections, we will discuss social work´s roles and potential contributions to 

conflict resolution in these neighbourhoods, in relation to the three conflict areas established by 

the TRF. Considering the variables and components the TRF´s measurement model associates 

with each area will allow us to make some (necessarily non-exhaustive) links with existing 

social work knowledge and practice experience, and to identify areas for social work focus to 

enhance the profession´s contribution to these conflicts’ resolution. We thus use this set of 

variables and components as a map of problems to address, holistically, for an effective 

intervention at neighborhood level facing this type of urban conflict.  

 

As noted in section 4, it is a tenet of the TRF that the political facet of these conflicts features 

strongly when conflicts are arising but then tends to disappear as uncontrolled violence becomes 

prevailing. Therefore, transformative social work interventions in this context should seek to 

contribute to relocating the conflict in the terrain of political demands, in relation to the 3 areas 

of conflict identified by the theory. 
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5.1 Social work and Inequality. 

 

As Table 3 showed, when accumulated situations of injustice take place in the socioeconomic 

sphere, then inequality linked to a breach in welfare social pacts comes to light as a cause of 

violent conflict in the neighbourhoods. 

Foremost, social work´s contribution to addressing socioeconomic inequality has been 

traditionally linked to an individual resilience-building orientation. From this perspective, the 

link between resilience and social work is established in relation to the profession’s potential for 

enhancing the possibilities of individuals (or groups and communities) to overcome difficulties 

and succeed, despite being exposed to high-risk situations (Fraser, Galinsky and Richard, 1999; 

Green and Conrad, 2002). 

Social workers, both as enablers of access to resources and through accompaniment, can indeed 

play a qualified role to promote the recovery/healing of personal resources that have been 

eroded or have not been developed in an optimal way, as a result of maintained poverty and 

social exclusion. Accompaniment (Gómez, 2016; Wilkinson and D’Angelo, 2019) is a widely 

used tool in social work for personal motivation and for change; an active presence that helps to 

become aware of reality, which encourages defining achievable objectives, making specific 

commitments and seeking the appropriate support to achieve equal opportunities of access and 

participation.  

Thus, the relevance and potential usefulness of social work intervention strategies promoting 

resilience becomes apparent, especially insofar as these are built on the strengths and capacities 

for recovery and transformation of the people affected by conflicts (Saleebey, 1996). Moreover, 

despite the widespread individual approach to resilience building facing socioeconomic 

injustice, references can also be found to social workers’ role in group and community level 

resilience building. This perspective is widely developed in the Latin American tradition of 
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social work and it incorporates a focus on the institutional and social dimensions of a 

community, as resilience ‘is related to the transformation of adversity into personal, relational 

and collective growth by strengthening social commitment and the development of new 

relationships’ (Menanteux, 2015, p. 23).  

However, the TRF model helps enlighten the causal relationships between socioeconomic 

injustice and collective conflict in these neighborhoods, and how this (socioeconomic injustice) 

involves a breach of welfare social pacts. Both these aspects of the theory, we argue, interpellate 

the profession to extend the focus of social work assessment and intervention in these 

neighborhoods to the much less explored rights-based approaches to social work´s commitment 

to addressing socioeconomic injustice when working in these neighborhoods with individuals, 

groups and communities (see, for example Ife, 2008; Harms-Smith et al., 2019), and to integrate 

a political lens in their practice. Radical, critical and structural perspectives on social work 

practice can help incorporate political awareness to resilience building oriented social work. 

These include contributions from the Anglo-Saxon social work academia (e.g. Lundy, 2011; 

Lavalette, 2011) and Latin American social work approaches linked to Paulo Freire´s (1970) 

critical pedagogy and the social work reconceptualization movement (Saracostti et al., 2012). A 

focus on politics in social work in the context of these neighborhoods should not be considered 

a mere enhancement of practice, but as a key aspect to address the conflicts from the TRF.  

 

5.2 Social work and Discrimination.  

 

As Thompson (1992, p.35) explains, the cultural level of discrimination relates to dominant 

cultures’ ‘shared values, pattens of thought and behaviour, and involves an assumed consensus 

about what is right and what is normal’.  Dominant cultural values and behaviours influence 

individuals´ views and actions -including social workers’ - and these are at the same time 

shaped by the interests of societies´ most powerful social structures, political and economic 
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actors and institutions. Both traditional media and social media have a key role in reinforcing 

discourses based on fear and focused on conformity to dominant social norms, but these can 

also play a fundamental part in challenging discriminatory views and promoting diversity. 

Becoming aware of the powerful influence that discriminatory cultural beliefs can have on 

social workers´ perceptions and interactions with service users of diverse cultural backgrounds 

is a key step for them to be able to overcome prejudice and work in non-discriminatory and anti-

oppressive ways, according to social work´s values and codes of ethics. For reference, see 

Cocker and Hafford-Lechfield (2014) or Pease (2006). 

Moreover, social workers´ can devise interventions aimed at reducing fear and hostility among 

the different cultural groups of the neighbourhoods and facilitating the type of enriching and 

non- superficial intergroup contact capable of reducing stereotypes and promoting peaceful 

coexistence (Allport, 1954). And, in partnership with neighbourhood ethnic minority 

communities, they can also seek to promote cultural awareness (through cultural events or using 

traditional and social media) and engage with collective action to challenge inadequate 

treatment of cultural diversity in the media. Social workers working from a TRF perspective 

would also need to consider ways of helping to channel political demands to address feelings of 

insecurity in the neighbourhood and for increased resources for the promotion of positive 

coexistence.  

Especially at the most heated and violent points of the conflicts, however, social work 

intervention may need to focus firstly and draw on mediation techniques in order to deal with 

conflicts arising as a result of ethnocultural discrimination.  

Folberg and Taylor (1984, p. 7) define mediation as a ‘process by which the participants, 

together with the assistance of a neutral person or persons, . . . isolate disputed issues in order to 

develop options, consider alternatives, and reach a consensual settlement that will accommodate 

their needs’.  
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A review of the relationship between social work and mediation points to a long shared 

professional history (Rondón, 2013), although this connection was clearly made explicit by the 

IFSW’s (1996) Human Rights Policy and subsequent documents. This policy acknowledged 

that social workers ‘are committed to the pursuit of non-violence’ and ‘their experience in 

conflict resolution teaches that mediation and arbitration are effective instruments to overcome 

seemingly irreconcilable differences’ (IFSW, 1996, online). Non-violence, the IFSW´s policy 

highlights, ‘does not mean passivity in the face of injustice …’ (ibid).  

 

5.3 Social work and Delegitimation.  

 

In the case of the public-institutional area of conflict, the centrality of social work´s political 

awareness and political voice continues to be apparent. In the last decades, and particularly 

following the 2008 global economic crisis, many social workers and social work organisations 

across the world have become involved in anti-austerity social movements, networks and 

alliances which have brought to the fore the negative effects on the most vulnerable groups of 

people of neoliberal globalisation and governments and public institutions’ embrace of 

neoliberal ideology. Denouncing and opposing discriminatory political discourses, legislation 

and social policies, including those of xenophobic or racist nature, and promoting the diverse 

voices of marginalised groups and their inclusive participation and representation in society´s 

public institutions and debates (starting from the local level) would be, from these perspectives, 

paramount. These movements’ influence has paved the way for a more politically aware 

contemporary social work (Ioakimidis, Cruz and Martínez, 2014). 

Despite their global scope, these social movements have helped raise awareness among 

increasing sectors of society that it is at the local, community or neighbourhood level that is 

possible to gain some control over the marketised, exclusionary and competition-driven 

dynamics of neoliberal globalisation and the ideological value base underpinning this. And 
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these have highlighted the potential for local level social mobilisation to develop alternative, 

more cooperative and human focused models of employment, associationism, political 

participation, and social interaction where young people suffering the consequences of cultural 

exclusion and lack of opportunities can find a place to enhance and achieve their aspirations.  

These social movements’ perspectives can act as sources of knowledge and inspiration for TRF 

based social work interventions in these neighbourhoods, while frontline practice experiences in 

these neighbourhoods can also potentially inform and contribute to the social movements from 

the neighbourhoods’ grassroots.  

More recently, social justice protest movements across the world, notably Black Lives Matter, 

have sparked global collective action against security forces’ discrimination and brutality. The 

avoidable deaths of black people like George Floyd at the hands of the police are examples of 

the most extreme but widespread consequences of these. Within the related debates there have 

been calls to “reimagine policing” and for a much greater investment in social services vs 

increased funding of security forces (The Guardian, 2020). Social workers, alongside ethnic 

minority community members, can play key roles in promoting intercultural awareness among 

security forces staff, including by contributing to their training/ education. Some pioneer 

proposals and successful pilot programmes (most of these from the US) which have explored 

possibilities such as social workers being employed as social worker police officers or aimed at 

improving interprofessional collaborations between social services and the police (NASW, 

2019) are gaining renewed attention globally. And these offer opportunities to be replicated in 

the context of these neighbourhoods, in order to contribute to conflict resolution by helping 

reduce social frustration.  
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6. Conclusions: The TRF as a flexible tool for social work analysis and intervention 

facing conflicts in vulnerable neighbourhoods with high sociocultural diversity. 

 

Given all the above, it is clear that social work has a significant part to play in the prevention 

and resolution of violent conflicts in vulnerable neighbourhoods with high sociocultural 

diversity. Using the Theory of Rupture Frames as a framework, we have sought to provide in 

this article some non-exhaustive clues on how social work knowledge and intervention skills 

can be drawn upon and be used towards this aim. 

 

The social work roles discussed and any other relevant ones, will be enhanced and carried out 

more effectively by incorporating the three-dimensional approach proposed by the TRF and 

therefore paying a differentiated but comprehensive attention to the three areas of the conflicts 

identified: socio-economic, ethnocultural and public-institutional.  

As we have argued, beyond putting forward a new theoretical proposal for the understanding of 

social conflicts in these neighbourhoods, the TRF model can be used as a tool for analysis and 

intervention applicable to real neighbourhoods’ contexts. This should not be considered a fixed 

tool, but one which application needs to be adapted to each neighbourhood´s reality (incl 

population characteristics, availability of resources, etc.) and differential needs for support or 

intervention facing conflict management and prevention.  

The TRF can be used at the different levels of social work analysis and intervention- from the 

individual to more collective (e.g. social activism) and strategic levels (e.g. community work or 

social policy development.). And it can be drawn upon by social work practitioners and 

researchers working in a wide range of organisations, including local public social services 

centres and voluntary sector organisations, with a stake in contributing to a transformative 

(peace and social justice oriented)  resolution of the conflicts in these neighbourhoods.  
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We would like to conclude this paper by making a reference to Galtung’s (1969b, p. 16) 

statement in his classical article “Conflict as a Way of Life”, that ‘conflict can be basically seen 

as one of the major motivating forces in our existence’, which applies to the level of society and 

the strives for social change. Facing social conflicts in these neighbourhoods, it becomes 

fundamental that public and professional responses to these are founded in an in-depth holistic 

understanding of the conflicts and promote early and appropriate interventions to prevent their 

destructive potential, taking in turn advantage of conflicts’ potential to guide needed 

redistributions of power and an improvement of life in society, towards greater social justice. 

Social work, we believe and have argued, has an important part to play in this and the TRF 

offers a measured, inclusive avenue from which to engage with conflict, its causes and being 

part of the solution. 
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8. Figure legend 

• Table 1: Overview of contemporary-present time contributions to conflict concept study 

• Table 2: TRF´s location within contemporary lines of research 

• Table 3: TRF measurement model: variables and causal components 

• Figure 1: TRF: Theoretical delimitation of the field of study 

• Figure 2: Conflict scale 
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