
“There Are Many Social Evils...and Only We Can Cure It”: A Thematic 
Content Analysis of Privileged Indian Youth’s Perspective on     

Social Issues
Sriya Bhattacharyya

Boston College

Jasleen Kaur
Boston College

Gabriel Corpus
Palo Alto University

M. Brinton Lykes
Boston College

Martin Heesacker
University of Florida

 Abstract
This study aimed to investigate how socioeconomically privileged students at a private school in India 
understood social issues in their communities, and it explored whether their understanding of and discourse 
about working against social and economic oppression changed after they took a field trip to a nearby 
under-resourced village. The sample included 75 youth from high-income backgrounds in Bhubaneswar, 
India, most of whom reported never having spent time in a poverty-stricken village. Students responded in 
writing to reflection prompts before and after the field trip. Participants’ responses were thematically coded 
to capture their perspectives of social injustice and ideas of change. A codebook of participants’ reflections 
was then developed, consisting of thirty-five themes and seven overarching domains: (1) positionality; 
(2) discrimination; (3) structural issues; (4) village-level issues; (5) strategies for problem solving; (6) 
experiences of helping; and (7) reasons for or barriers to problem solving. Descriptive frequencies revealed 
the prevalence of themes before and after the field trip. Implications and limitations of the study and 
directions for future research on enhancing awareness of privilege and social oppression are discussed.  
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Introduction
International development initiatives in India often focus on providing resources to the marginalized, 

with little analysis of systems and structures that maintain marginalization (International Development Research 
Centre, 2007).  Liberation psychology calls psychologists to critically examine and intervene at the structural 
levels of oppression (Moane, 2003). In India, interventions aimed at reducing injustice rarely include those who 
hold or soon will hold material power, in this case, privileged Indian youth. In this paper, privileged youth are 
those who benefit from systemic, unearned advantage through economic class, social class (McIntosh, 1988), 
and specifically in the Indian context, caste (Bhattacharyya, Woods, & Lykes, 2017). This study focused on 
intervening with socially and economically privileged Indian youth, the very people most likely to grow up 
to control critical resources, systems, and structures in India. It also explores novel strategies being utilized 
to promote social justice advocacy in some privileged schools and describes an immersion intervention, in 
this case, a field trip to an under-resourced village, designed to foster social justice engagement in privileged 
students. Further, we describe efforts to understand how these students conceptualized issues related to social 
and economic privilege and marginalization, and whether student understanding differed after their poverty 
exposure experience and after reflecting on that experience. Implications for practice and future research in 
India are discussed.

Liberation Psychology Framework
A psychology of liberation develops critically and historically contextualized psychological theories 

and practices from the perspective of “the people,” wherein marginalized voices contribute to developing a 
community’s vision (Moane, 2003). In India, development initiatives are often guided by outsider perspectives 
on social issues and solutions. Instead, by accompanying the poor and oppressed, a psychology of liberation 
calls psychologists to “create relationships among groups of people and transform society by making people 
aware of dehumanizing social inequities, and accompanying them in processes through which they analyze the 
causes of their marginalization” (Lykes & Sibley, 2014, p. 211). The current research aims to better understand 
privileged Indian youth’s understanding of social issues by seeing how their perspectives qualitatively shift 
after an immersion field trip to an under-resourced village in their community. One assumption we want to 
explore is whether persons that experience power or oppression can change based upon context. In this study, 
Indian youth are seen to have had little voice or representation in psychological literature. However, within their 
communities, the youth in this study are, for the most part, privileged. Facilitating awareness of social issues 
and critical consciousness development is important to do with these youth so they can be a part of a liberatory 
societal transformation. Liberation psychology calls psychologists to critically examine the political, economic, 
and cultural forces that cause oppression. This study takes one step in attending to the factors that contribute to 
oppression by engaging privileged youth in an immersion project in a small community in rural India.

Immersion Strategies for Promoting Social Justice Awareness Among Students
In the educational setting, international educational institutions have implemented immersion programs 

with the intent of increasing socio-political involvement and social justice awareness amongst their students 
(Bowman, Brandenberger, Mick, & Smedley, 2010; Choi, VanVoorhis, & Ellenwood, 2015; Cordero & Rodriguez, 
2009; Panwar et al., 2014). While immersion programs can vary based on duration, program structure, field of 
study etc., the significant factors of immersion programs discussed provide students the opportunity to learn 
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about how others live, the social issues that impact them through involvement in the field, and the space to 
reflect upon their experiences of immersion individually and in groups (Choi et al., 2015; Cordero & Rodriguez, 
2009). In the current study, immersion is defined through this lens.

 Published studies focused on U.S. university and graduate education-level students engaging in an 
immersion program overseas (e.g., South Africa, Puerto Rico) demonstrate that immersion experiences foster 
cross-cultural learning for students when given the opportunity to engage in self-reflection through cross-
cultural interactions and journaling (Choi et al., 2015; Cordero & Rodriguez, 2009).  Choi et al. (2015) focused 
on U.S. students participating in a 14-day immersion program in South Africa and found that through this 
process students demonstrated an increased awareness around social justice issues such as “...poverty, lack 
of educational resources, weak social infrastructure, employment inequality, and racial segregation” (p. 253). 
Furthermore, an increase in students’ awareness around social issues and their own role in relation to these 
issues appeared to effect change in their behaviors (Choi et al., 2015; Cordero & Rodriguez, 2009), including the 
development of advocacy behaviors such as lobbying for change (Cordero & Rodriguez, 2009) and helping the 
homeless or donating to charities on a local level (Choi et al., 2015).

While immersion programs are practiced at the university level due to their ability to instill social 
awareness and social advocacy (Bowman et al., 2010; Choi et al., 2015; Cordero & Rodriguez, 2009), there are 
limited studies focused on school-age students participating in immersion studies. There are, however, school-
based social justice initiatives practiced at the grade school and high school levels in India (Ashley, 2006; Jessop, 
2001), illustrating the school’s role in addressing social injustices within its community. In many instances, a 
school’s engagement in any social justice oriented work in its community marks the school as an agent of change 
in its community. This was found to be especially true for affluent Indian schools that implemented social 
justice programs (Ashley, 2006; Jessop, 2001). Furthermore, findings from multi-country studies, including 
India, suggested that both mandatory and optional social justice initiatives in high school and at a university led 
to higher participation in general volunteering (Brudney et al., 2010), demonstrating the long-term effects of 
these initiatives on a social level. 

Immersion Intervention via School Field Trip
While international research has demonstrated immersion initiatives in educational settings to be useful 

in social justice awareness development among students, much of the literature explores immersion experiences 
that are long-term, over the span of a school semester or longer (Choi et al., 2015; Cordero & Rodriguez, 2009; 
Panwar, et al., 2014). The literature is limited to assessing the effects of brief immersion interventions on social 
justice awareness, specifically using field trips to sites such as under-resourced villages in rural areas. This is 
especially relevant in India, the country with the largest population of people experiencing extreme poverty in 
the world (302 million) with 73.2% (221 million) of its poor living in rural areas (Mehta, Shepherd, Bhide, Shah, 
& Kumar, 2011). While exposure to poverty occurs on a day-to-day basis in India, as these statistics indicated, 
exposure is not synonymous with immersion. Although many Indian residents see poverty and other social 
injustices daily, they are not required to give attention to these issues as they would in an immersion experience, 
which includes engagement with those impacted by social injustice and critical thinking or reflection upon 
the experience. Heybach (2015) addressed the desensitization and “anesthetization” to visual imagery of social 
injustices among her students, in a U.S. undergraduate college setting, as responses to the constant flooding 
with images of mass violence, war, tragedy, etc. In this way, residents in India cannot be expected to critically 
think about social injustices in their communities and country as passersby, as daily images of social injustices 
may trigger feelings of desensitization (Heybach, 2015). Sites of economic injustice, such as under-resourced 
communities in rural India can provide urban youth ways to engage in these social injustices directly with the 
aim of building awareness of the struggles of marginalized people. 
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Privileged Indian Youth as Agents of Change 
Social justice research in India has focused primarily on social engagement (Ashley, 2006; Jessop, 2001) 

with insufficient research exploring Indian youth’s beliefs surrounding issues impacting their communities. 
Youth’s attitudes and social beliefs preclude how they may engage in social and political change (Perrin, 
Bhattacharyya, Snipes, Hubbard, Heesacker, Calton, Perez, & Lee-Barber, 2013), and therefore may provide 
insight into social justice engagement for this population.

Current research indicates that Indian youth are disillusioned by the political system, which may facilitate 
their involvement in social change. As such, they tend to engage in public advocacy through employment 
with NGOs and involvement in community outreach (Ilavarasan, 2013). This may be the result of the Indian 
political system’s well-known reputation for corruption (Pring, 2017). Furthermore, a recent study conducted 
by Acharya et al. (2010) utilized a representative sample of Indian youth and reported 80% of young men and 
75% of young women in the sample did not believe the political process would make positive change in their 
communities, regardless of which political party was elected into office. Despite these profoundly negative views 
of the political system, over 80% of this sample reported viewing the political process in India as fair, with no 
fear or pressure when voting in elections (Acharya et al., 2010). Recent Indian elections have shown increased 
voter turnout. Election data indicated a 66.4% youth voter turnout in the 2014 Indian elections, the highest in 
any Indian election to date (Sharma, 2014). This recent surge in political engagement may reflect Indian youth’s 
desire for political change.

Privileged youth, identified in this paper as those holding economic and social class advantages, have a 
unique role in combating oppression as upcoming leaders and professionals in their communities (Thomson-
Miller & Feagin, 2007). These youth have access to material and social resources that will keep them in high 
social ranking as they enter adulthood, which means they will likely hold positions of power in their later years. 
As allies to the oppressed, privileged youth can invest their privilege for social good (Perrin et al., 2013), which 
potentially can have a large impact on dismantling oppression in the future. Therefore, consciousness-raising 
among the privileged is critical for a liberatory social transformation (Case, 2013). 

Unfortunately, little literature has examined the ways in which Indian youth experience and understand 
social issues. To help address this absence in our knowledge base, the current study was designed to examine 
whether engaging privileged Indian youth in their greater communities may coincide with their increased 
interest in and more thoughtful analysis of social justice issues. Specifically, this study aimed to answer the 
following questions:

1. How do privileged Indian students understand social issues in their communities?
2. Will Indian students’ understanding of and discourse about working against social and economic 

oppression change after they take a field trip to a nearby under-resourced village?
Though India does not systematically implement national immersion educational schemes, by assessing 

the link between individual school programs and youth’s social justice awareness development the results may 
help to guide researchers and educators in choosing interventions to engage privileged students in political and 
social justice issues. As such, this study examined the link between a one-time field trip to an under-resourced 
village and changes in participants’ awareness about injustice and their propensity to engage in social change.

Methods

Participants
The sample consisted of students in social studies classes at a private English-medium high school in 

Bhubaneswar, India, where the first author was a research fellow. The project included 75 economically privileged 
Indian youth whom each participated in a field trip to an under-resourced rural village as a part of his or her 
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social studies class. Participants included 53 males (70.7%) and 22 females (29.3%) who were 12-16 years of age 
(M = 14.49, SD = 8.44). Participants identified as Hindu (97.3%), Muslim (1.3%), or not believing in a specific 
religion (1.3%).  All participants were from a ‘General’ (upper-caste) background. They received credit for their 
social studies class and a certificate of participation for engaging in the study. The University of Florida IRB 
approved this study as research of archival data from students’ schoolwork.
Field Trip Experience

During the field trip, participants were immersed in a nearby rural village community for approximately 
five hours. The village was significantly less resourced than the boarding school the participants lived in. For 
example, there was irregular electricity, no running water, limited healthcare services, and the village children 
had no school supplies. Houses in the village were made of mud and straw, juxtaposed to the air-conditioned, 
brand new building where the participants attended school down the road. Despite being in the same geographic 
locality, the circumstances in the village were drastically different from participants’ daily surroundings. The 
field trip was organized by the high school social studies teacher who had a personal connection to the village 
and the first author. Social science teachers, whom all had at least bachelor’s level degrees in humanities, were 
selected as chaperones. The chaperones met with the social studies teacher and the first author to understand 
the purpose of the field trip and obtain instructions for the students. Participants were broken into 4 groups 
when visiting the village and were chaperoned by their teachers. As the focus of the field trip was to learn about 
inequality and what role people with privilege have in resolving it, each participant was given these instructions 
verbally and in writing: “We will be going to visit a village. Observe the village activities carefully. Be sure to 
notice social problems faced by the villagers. In your notebook, take notes on the problems you see. Think of 
ways you, personally, could help them, and take notes in your notebook about what specific actions you could 
take to help them. Please be as personal and specific as possible. These notes will be important to you later.”

At the village, all of the groups had an opportunity to visit the village panchayat (government), hospital 
and local doctor, school classrooms and students, and village merchants. The participants were able to ask 
questions and dialogue with villagers, and kept notebooks of their observations. Upon return, depending on 
their teacher, some participants reflected on their experience by completing a writing assignment for their 
social studies class that asked them to reflect on their experience and what they learned in the village. Other 
participants were asked by their teachers to create and put on a theatrical play for the school to convince peers 
about their role and the importance of helping others. Due to the extensive amount of data collected during 
this project, data obtained from participants’ written and theatrical reflections will be shared in a future paper.
Data Collection and Instrumentation

Participants responded in writing to three open-ended prompts about social issues, ideas about and 
perceived responsibilities towards social injustice, and past experiences with helping others both a week prior 
to and one day after the field trip. All prompts and responses were written in English. To prevent inadvertent 
inclusion of preconceived categories, the researchers used open-ended prompts:

1. What do you think is unfair about society? Do you see any problems that could be changed?
2. Do you think you have a role in helping society? If so, what is your role?
3. Have you done anything in your past to help others who are less fortunate? (If so, explain. If not, why 

not?)
Responses to the three questions were transcribed from hand-written responses to typed digital files by 

research assistants in the U.S. Participants did not have an opportunity to re-check their response transcriptions. 
Transcriptions were then inductively coded to create a codebook.
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Analysis

The Development of the Codebook 
A conventional content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) utilizing inductive thematic coding (Charmaz, 

2014) was used to analyze the data from the above prompts. A codebook was developed from the qualitative 
analysis to obtain the presence of codes across the data before and after the field trip intervention.

In content analysis, the participants’ narratives are condensed into content-related categories, and when 
the participants’ words are classified into similar categories, they reflect shared meanings (Elo & Kyngas, 2007). 
Qualitative content analysis focuses on the interpretation of text data through the identification of themes 
or patterns that emerge directly from the narratives of the participants, and a systematic process of coding 
(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). As such, this approach allows for the researchers to gain in-depth understandings of 
participants’ experiences, and the meanings and context that are accompanying these experiences, without the 
imposition of pre-existing categories (Downe-Wamboldt, 1992; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).

Pre-intervention and post-intervention data were analyzed using Charmaz’s (2014) in vivo coding 
strategy. The interview transcripts were coded by each member of the data analysis team (e.g., the first, second, 
and third authors). The team consisted of one doctoral and two master’s level counseling psychology students at 
Boston College with experience and coursework in graduate level qualitative research. Two senior doctoral-level 
faculty members, one in community psychology and the other in counseling psychology, rigorously reviewed 
the coding and consulted extensively on the study design and analyses.  The researchers immersed themselves 
independently in reading the transcriptions several times, carefully attending to the participants’ responses 
word for word. The first and second authors carried out first, second, and third-level coding (described below). 
They identified phrases, words, or sentences in the transcripts, preserving the participants’ original words. These 
first-level codes were selected because of their significance vis-à-vis the overarching research question regarding 
youths’ awareness of injustice and propensity to engage in social change.

The second-level codes emerged through an inductive process of collapsing codes into categorical themes. 
These themes continued to be named using participants’ original words. Finally, the third-level codes were 
derived through analysis of the relationships between the second-level codes, and are the domains presented 
in the final codebook and analysis (Charmaz, 2014). Discussion and deliberation occurred between the first, 
second, and third authors to reach consensus as they developed the third-level domains, and subsequently, as 
they defined the themes in the codebook.

Two additional coders, the third author and a research assistant, subsequently coded the data using this 
codebook. The third author coded the full data set using the codebook developed by the first and second author, 
and added additional codes, which emerged through conversations and eventual consensus with the first author. 
The research assistant blind coded the dataset with the fully completed codebook. To ensure accurate use of the 
codebook, the research assistant only rated 10 transcripts at a time and asked the first author for clarification 
if necessary. This led to the achievement of at least 70% agreement between the research assistant and the first 
author across all 35 codes for both pre- and post-intervention transcripts. This process assured accuracy and 
consensus of themes and domains in the data.

With respect to self-reflexivity, as indicated in recent guidelines for qualitative studies (Morrow, 2005; Yeh 
& Inman, 2007), the researchers engaged in regular discussions concerning biases and assumptions throughout 
the study that may have influenced the process of data interpretation and codebook development. Of the 
authors involved in the coding process, two identify as South Asian Americans, and one identifies as Filipino 
American. The two supervising authors identify as White American. They discussed the potential influence of 
their cultural backgrounds on the research process and the participants’ responses to the interviews. Specifically, 
the two authors discussed their own backgrounds as privileged South Asians who live in the United States and 
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have visited India regularly for work or to see family. The non-South Asian authors engaged in open discussions 
of their understanding of Indian culture and leaned on the two South Asian American authors for insight into 
cultural issues. The authors aimed to center participants’ narratives in data analysis and interpretation (Strauss 
& Corbin, 1998). The participants’ words are reflected in the reporting of the findings as we provide quotes from 
the transcripts.

Results
The data analysis revealed that participants explored seven general domains that will be detailed in the 

following sections. These domains include: positionality, discrimination, structural issues, village level issues, 
strategies for problem solving, experiences of helping, and reasons for problem solving. Within each domain, 
various themes developed as they represented a common thread that participants reported. We will present 
quotes that illustrate the themes as well as provide frequencies of the themes seen in participants’ responses. 
These frequencies are represented as both pre (t1) and post (t2) intervention.
Positionality

The first domain reflects how participants positioned themselves in relation to those they identify 
as affected by social issues and problems. Many participants approached discussing social issues by aligning 
themselves with a perspective of either the collective, the other, or the inquisitive outsider. Through this 
perspective, the participants delved into their understanding of societal issues.

Collective (t1 = 36, t2 = 28). The participants aligned themselves as a part of the greater society in which 
problems exist.

“Yes, I do have a role in helping the society as a good citizen I could help my society to be the best 
because I love my society and the people of the society those who help each other.” (Female, Age 15, t1)

“There are many social evils in the society like gender discrimination, untouchability, caste systems, etc. 
These all are created by us and we can only cure it.”  (Male, Age 13, t2)

Otherness (t1 = 41, t2 = 46). The participants separated themselves from those impacted by the problems 
in society. Some participants took the role of expert on the experiences of others.

“We can change many problems like by making understand the people about the problem.” (Female, Age 
16, t1)

“Yes I have donated a few of my things to the poorer society and participated in activities to help the 
poor through my school. I have been motivating others to help the unprivileged society I have not gotten 
many opportunities to help them but whenever I see a needy I always help them by some means.” (Male, 
Age 16, t2)

Inquisitive outsider (t1 = 0, t2 = 4). While this theme did not have a great presence in the data, few 
participants differentiated themselves from those affected by societal problems and also sought some expertise 
on the topic from those impacted first hand.

“We should go for research work and learn about the people so that we actually understand what is 
important to the people.”(Female, Age 15, t2)
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Understanding problems (t1 = 5, t2 = 9). Some participants discussed how they understand, know, and 
ask about the problems others face.

“Why this thing happen in Society? In constitution there is a word ‘Equality,’ but nobody follows it. As 
in French revolution, the only 3rd estate has to pay the taxes which are not rich. I feel this all things are 
unfair.” (Female, Age 15, t1)

“If we don’t do it, we should at least try to solve the problem, or we should take advice from any experts 
or from our elders and then try to solve the problems.”  (Male, Age 13, t2)

Discrimination
The second domain explores the various forms of discrimination identified by participants. These forms 

of discrimination are depicted as issues within the society that pose a hardship for individuals.
Caste discrimination (t1 = 27, t2 = 18). Participants identified problems related to the caste system 

present in India. Some specific castes mentioned by participants include SC, ST, OBC, Dalit, and untouchable. 
Some participants also framed solutions as targeting untouchability or the caste system.

 “It is inequality among the lower caste and upper caste and poverty is the big problem.” (Female, Age 
15, t1)

“(1) People of lower castes are not given equal chances. (2) People of lower castes are discriminated. (3)
People of lower castes are not [given] equal rights.” (Male, Age 13, t2)

Gender discrimination (t1 = 22, t2 = 20). Participants referred to problems related to gender inequality 
or framed solutions in targeting gender injustices. Gender inequality was addressed as the differential treatment 
of men and women or girls and boys, especially in the way of boys or men receiving greater privileges than girls 
or women.

“Males are given more privileges but females are not” (Female, Age 14, t1)  

“I can raise awareness among the people regarding different issues like gender discrimination, etc.” 
(Male, Age 13, t2)

Religious discrimination (t1 = 5, t2 = 5). Some participants identified religious discrimination as an 
issue in society and explored solutions to religious-based injustice. Specifically, the idea of individuals from 
different religions being unable to marry was identified as an injustice.

“It is inequality among Hindu and Muslim ... it’s the big problem.” (Male, Age 15, t1)

“Religious discrimination example two people from different religions cannot marry each other.” 
(Female, Age 15, t2)

Economic discrimination (t1 = 35, t2 = 27). Many participants discussed economic discrimination in 
society as a great injustice. Specifically, they referred to problems related to economic differences (class, rich, 
poor, monetary resources) or framed solutions as targeting class injustices. Within this theme, caste was as 
brought up due to the parallels of caste and economic status in Indian society.

“Their attitudes, behaviour towards each other or the attitudes, the behaviour of rich for the poor people. 
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Yes, I think that there should be a balance between rich and poor people. For this the poor people should 
be educated.” (Female, Age 15, t1)

“Most of the poor people are not allowed to go to the temples where the rich people go.” (Female, Age 
15, t2)

Age discrimination (t1 = 5, t2 = 3). Participants referred to discrimination based on age (e.g., between 
seniors & juniors/ragging, parents/elderly & children, etc.).

“I think in which society I live people are not given a chance to participate only the seniors are likely to 
participate. They are discouraged by the seniors.” (Male, Age 15, t1)

“There is no respect for the elders. All people should be treated equally.” (Female, Age 14, t2)

Sexual orientation discrimination (t1 = 0, t2 = 2). Few participants identified discrimination endured 
by individuals who identify as gay or homosexual. These participants referred to the illegality of homosexuality 
in the Indian justice system.

“Homosexuality is noted as a crime.” (Female, Age 15, t2) 

“Becoming gay is illegal.” (Female, Age 15, t2)

Unspecified discrimination (t1 = 24, t2 = 28). There were participants who generally referred to 
discrimination or inequality in India but did not specify types of discrimination. Some of these participants 
approached general discrimination as a barrier to societal progression through the lens of problem-solving.

“There are too many problems in the world, and the basic thing is we can’t change the world or our 
society.” (Female, Age 15, t1)

“Yes, I see many problems that are to be changed/like there should be any discrimination injustice in the 
society.” (Male, Age 13, t2)

Structural Issues
The third domain addresses issues within the society that are based on structure and organization, 

affecting the quality of life of individuals. These structural issues range from individuals having access to 
clean water and sanitation to access to education. Also, explored within this domain are structural issues that 
participants felt the government was responsible for or has a hand in improving such as corruption within the 
government, increasing systemic resources like employment opportunities, and addressing human rights issues.

Basic needs (t1 = 13, t2 = 23). The first theme refers to individuals lacking the basic amenities needed 
for survival (water, food, shelter, clothes, & employment). Participants addressed the issue of basic needs as an 
identified problem in society and formed solutions in how to increase access to basic needs. Some participants 
used specific examples from their field trip in identifying the lack of basic needs they witnessed first-hand in 
the village.

“India, the land of the common man, has the major problem of poverty. People are poor; they don’t 
always get their necessities.” (Male, Age 13, t1)

“Helping the people to get food. Helping the people to get proper employment. Helping the people to get 
a proper living place.” (Male, Age 14, t2)
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Sanitation (t1 = 10, t2 = 13). Some participants identified a lack of cleanliness, sanitation, or hygiene 
as a pressing issue in society. The issue of sanitation may address water sanitation, access to toilets, liter in the 
streets, or many other concerns present within Indian society.

“Keeping my society clean, not waste water... Like if nobody will throw paper, plastic bags, etc. on roads 
at Mumbai than [then], there would not be a flood there.” (Male, Age 15, t1)

“Yes, we must see that there is proper sanitation in our society and it is kept clean.” (Male, Age 15, t2)

Illiteracy/lack of education (t1 = 19, t2 = 25). Participants identified illiteracy and lack of education 
as an issue. There was an increase in participant identification of illiteracy/lack of education post-field-trip 
intervention. Some participants referred to their exposure to illiteracy in the village, and some participants 
found illiteracy to be social injustice.

“Girls face many problems. They don’t get an education, and some are not even literate. Many are 
homeless and as they are illiterate no occupation.” (Female, Age 15, t1)

“The main problem that could be changed is illiteracy.” (Female, Age 14, t2)

Crimes (t1 = 10, t2 = 1). There were some participants who found people involved in crimes (e.g., 
stealing, murder, and kidnapping) as a problem in society. This theme was much less represented post field trip 
exposure.

“There are many unfair activities going on in our society like stealing, murdering, kidnapping, etc.” 
(Male, Age 14, t1)  

“There is no unity amongst the people. People are killing each other.” (Female, Age 14, t2)

Lack of systemic resources (t1 = 16, t2 = 37). Participants identified systemic issues like employment 
and health services as prevalent in society. Some participants also discussed long-term strategies of helping or 
improving this lack of resources. The presence of this theme increased following village field trip.

“The unfair thing is that the stronger always get to enjoy more opportunities but the needy people are left 
behind. The government should introduce new policies for the poor.” (Male, Age 15, t1)

“Giving job opportunities to poor.” (Female, Age 14, t2)

Corruption/not working government (t1 = 16, t2 = 18). Participants referred to corruption within 
systems or a lack of action from the government as the source of societal problems or a barrier to overcoming 
these problems (e.g., need for new policies from the government).

“The Indian government does not do anything to help at all.” (Male, 14, t1)

“From my view, many people are corrupt in this society; the government is also corrupt and it could only 
be solved by the government.” (Male, Age 14, t2)
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Human rights (t1 = 6, t2 = 18). Participants referred to groups of people not having access to rights such 
as issues of child labor or child marriages, and others offered solutions as to obtaining rights for others. This was 
a theme that increased in presence post field trip intervention.

“In India, the children who are less fortunate are sent as bonded labour to other parts of India to work 
in very harsh conditions. The industries that they are sold to don’t give them a proper place to stay, eat 
or anything.” (Male, Age 14, t1)

“I think there are many unfair things about society like, discrimination, child rights and the rights for 
the poor people …inequality and the rights which the poor/and old people are not getting, etc.” (Female, 
Age 14, t2) 

Village Level Issues
The fourth domain is comprised of participant-identified problems encountered while visiting the village 

“Madhuban.” Participants referred to a variety of problems such as unemployment, medical-related issues, lack 
of infrastructure in the village, and access to food and water.

Employment (t1 = 0, t2 = 3). Some participants described problems relating to jobs, vocation, and/or 
unemployment.

“When we went to the village Madhuban we find lack of employment there.” (Male, Age 14, t2)

Education (t1 = 0, t2 = 21). Many participants discussed the problems they saw in the village school. 
Specifically, they referred to problems related to lack of schools, and insufficient educational facilities and 
resources available to the children.

“There were many problems of the village which could only be solved by the government. In 4 villages 
there was only 1 hospital and 3 small schools which was not sufficient for the children over there.” (Male, 
Age 16, t2)

Medical (t1 = 0, t2 = 10). Some participants referred to the problems in the village related to medical 
facilities and corresponding resources. In most cases, participants described the spaces used for attending to 
patients and the lack of trained professionals.

“The hospital of the village was very small. The hospital which was there that was only for minor injuries. 
There were no well-trained doctors. The medical shop was 1.5 km away from the hospital. There should 
be more well-trained doctors, and the hospital should have modern facilities.” (Male, Age 16, t2)

Infrastructure (t1 = 0, t2 = 24). Many participants referred to problems related to the electrical, drainage 
facilities, and amenities in the village. Participants referenced the ways in which infrastructure made life difficult 
for the people they saw living in the village.

“The life was too hard for them and no electricity, no proper drainage system and many more small 
factors which the people were having.” (Male, Age 16, t2)

Food (t1 = 0, t2 = 2). While not many, some participants talked about the lack of food in India and its 
poor quality.

“The children who are riding [writing] in that school they are not getting good education, they are not 
getting proper food to eat, they are not getting good dress to wear.” (Male, Age 15, t2)
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Water (t1 = 0, t2 = 7). Some participants referred to water issues in Madhuban village, specifically the 
quality of water that they saw.

“The water was so poor over there and was not fit to drink.” (Male, Age 16, t2)

Strategies for Problem Solving
The fifth domain explores various approaches participants suggested to resolve the issues described in 

the other domains. Participants reported a wide variety of strategies to solving problems ranging from donating 
resources to the less fortunate to spreading awareness about social issues and needs.

Giving/donating (t1 = 45, t2 = 43). Many participants described temporary strategies for helping related 
to giving, donating clothes, food, shelter, money or their time.

“Yes, I have helped the less fortunate that I have given money to poor to buy the crackers in Diwali and 
helped old people by doing their work which they cannot do.” (Male, Age 14, t1)

“I can help the society by donating money to the poor ones. I can also provide shelter to them... I can 
also provide food to the poor ones.”  (Male, Age 14, t2)

Access to structural opportunities (t1 = 8, t2 = 27). Participants also discussed ways of helping that 
involved long-term strategies targeting ingrained systemic or structural barriers that lead to differential access 
to resources. Specifically, participants would recommend improvements that would help employment, health 
services, and general rights.

“Once there was a water shortage in the society’s tube well. I saw the problem two days before, but no 
one complained about it. So I told my parents to complain about it to the water stations, and they gave a 
nice scolding to them & the next day water was there.” (Male, 15, t1)

“I would like to make an orphanage for the orphan people and a hospital in my village for the people of 
my village and also a school for them. I will make a company in which I will keep some of the people to 
work there. I will also provide some food in the small village near my village, and I will make a better 
road, and I will try my best to help the people of my village and other how much I can.” (Male, Age 14, t2)

Access to literacy and educational opportunities (t1 = 15, t2 = 22). Other long-term strategies that 
participants suggested specifically targeted increasing literacy and access to education. Participants discussed 
how this could be done through teaching or encouraging more people to go to school.

“Yes, I think I have a role in helping society by making the children literate. As they can move forward 
in their life by being literate.” (Female, Age 15, t1)

“We will help them by giving them education as well as proper studies.”  (Female, Age 14, t2)

Conservation/environment (t1 = 2, t2 = 4). While not prevalent in the entire sample, some participants 
discussed the importance of conserving resources or taking care of the environment as ways to solve problems 
in India.

“Yes, I have done things to help my society that is keeping my society clean, not waste water.” (Male, Age 
14, t1)

“By planting trees and making aware of planting, which can make my society green…” (Male, Age 14, t2)
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Awareness/motivation/advising (not specified/everyone) (t1 = 18, t2 = 20). Participants further 
explained how to solve problems in India through advising others (either unspecified or everyone) to care about 
injustices and think of solutions. In the following instances, participants did not make it clear whom they were 
targeting specifically in these problem-solving strategies.

“Yes, of course, I have a role in helping society. I have gone for many campaigning to make aware people 
about many diseases, history and caste system, discrimination.” (Female, Age 13, t1)

“I can raise awareness among the people regarding different issues like gender discrimination etc.” (Male, 
Age 13, t2)

Awareness/motivation advising (among privileged) (t1 = 14, t2 = 12). Similar to the previous theme, 
participants also explained how advising other privileged individuals about injustices and similar solutions 
would solve problems in India. In these instances, participants targeted those who were a part of the same social 
group or held the same level of privilege as they do.

“I helped my friends  I told them to adjust in all the situation because we are living in a society where 
many people live.” (Male, Age 13, t1)

“I should create awareness among others peoples also to help them. I should have requested the 
government to provide better means of education to the children. I would have organized programs to 
make my school aware of it. I would have helped them in any manner I can.” (Male, Age 14, t2)

Awareness motivation/advising (among those facing problems) (t1 = 12, t2 = 24). In this theme, 
participants described how they would advise and/or bring awareness to those currently facing identified 
problems (underprivileged) in India.

“I had done something in my past to help others like help the poor, like talking with them and tell them 
to send their children to school.” (Male, Age 13, t1)

“Spreading awareness about the new programmes that have been implemented to help the underprivileged 
groups, starting a fundraising society that should be situated in their own locality to help them in their 
time of crisis, convincing more people to modernize themselves.” (Male, Age 15, t2)

Overcoming discrimination through unity (t1 = 11, t2 = 9).  Finally, the last theme that emerged in 
the Strategies for Problem Solving domain explores participants’ plans to overcome discrimination (one social 
injustice in India) through unity and interaction with one another. While this theme decreased in frequency 
post-field-trip intervention, participants consistently talked about coming together with both privileged and 
underprivileged groups to solve issues.

“I can also break the discrimination by playing games with them.” (Male, Age 14, t1)

“We should discuss the problems by sitting together.” (Female, Age 13, t2) 

Experiences of Helping
The sixth domain reflects participant experiences of helping others. It covers how participants have 

used their own privilege to help people within various sections of their ecological system. It also encompasses 
participants’ feelings about helping.
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Friends (t1 = 14, t2 = 4). In this theme, participants discussed their experiences in helping their friends, 
underclassmen, or carrying out household duties in the home. Specifically, they described instances in which 
they were able to solve problems on their own.

“Yes, I have helped others but very little of them. I helped my friend when he is in need.” (Female, Age 
15, t1)

“Yes, I do have a role in helping society by helping mom by buying vegetables and helping her by cooking 
some food helping dad in the money matter I also use to help my small brothers and sisters in studies.” 
(Male, Age 14, t2)

Family (t1 = 10, t2 = 11). Similar to the previous theme, participants discussed their experiences in 
helping their families or instances in which they were not able to help their family. This theme appears in similar 
frequency pre- and post- field-trip intervention.

“I am the eldest son, so I have to help my parents in many ways and of course my brother for his studies.” 
(Female, Age 15, t1)

“My parents have a great role, but I don’t have any role because I am not capable of helping them as I am 
not earning money.” (Male, Age 15, t2)

School (t1 = 0, t2 = 3).  In this theme, participants articulated how they would help others specifically 
in school. There was a small increase in participant identification of school-based helping post- field-trip 
intervention.

“Yes, I have donated a few of my things to the poorer society and participated in the activities to help the 
poor through my school.” (Male, Age 16, t2)

Evaluative feelings and reflections  (t1 = 15, t2 = 11).  Some participants shared their personal feelings 
and reflections when discussing their experiences with and reactions towards social injustice. There was a 
decrease between pre- and post- field-trip intervention within this particular theme.

“We have also arranged so many festivals to feed the poor people. It makes me feel good, and it satisfies 
me.” (Male, Age 13, t1)

“The most unfair thing in our society is gender discrimination. For me, it’s hard to tolerate if I see.” 
(Female, Age 14, t2)

Reasons for or Barriers to Problem Solving
The seventh and final domain explored reasons it is crucial to solve social injustices while labeling the 

barriers to most solutions. Participants described themes that related to both internal and external motivators 
to problem-solving, such as the duty to their nation, a responsibility they hold, and for simple external needs.

Reasons for solving problems - duty/responsibility/should (t1 = 19, t2 = 22).  This theme explored 
participants’ expressed interest in solving problems because it was their duty or responsibility as a member of 
society. This theme increased post-field trip intervention as participants described their duty as a new generation 
that shares the world with less privileged individuals.

“Every individual has a role to play in society without which any society could go off balance. Every role 
is in one way or the other interrelated.”  (Male, Age 16, t1)
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“I have a major role in helping my society because it today’s modern world the young, energetic children 
are responsible for the upcoming generations.” (Male, Age 15, t2)

Reasons for solving problems - progress of nation (t1 = 10, t2 = 12). Similar to the previous theme, the 
participants described how they must solve problems because it would help improve India. Some participants 
described the needs of the country and how their own identity also indicated their need to help the nation 
improve.

“Yes, I do have a role in helping the society as a good citizen I could help my society to be the best 
because I love my society and the people of the society those who help each other.” (Female, Age 15, t1)

“As I am an Indian, I will try to progress India.” (Female, Age 14, t2)

Reasons for solving problems - self (t1 = 4, t2 = 3). Participants described the reasons they want to 
solve problems as a way to receive personal benefits in the future. The presence of this theme slightly decreased 
between pre and post-field trip intervention.

“If we help them little but also they will be very happy and pray for us.” (Male, Age 13, t1)

“If we help them those are being ragged by seniors they would also help us in our needy time” (Male, 
Age 15, t2)

Barrier - not able to help (t1 = 11, t2 = 15). Lastly, this theme articulated the reasons participants do 
not engage in helping others or feel that the responsibility lies with someone else. This theme increased from 
pre- to post-field trip intervention.

“I haven’t helped. Actually, I never realized that there are people who really suffer from so many things.” 
(Female, Age 15, t1)

“I do have many roles in helping society, but sometimes it’s either not the right place or not the right 
time.” (Female, Age 15, t2)

Discussion
This study aimed to investigate how socioeconomically privileged students at a private high school 

in India understood social issues in their communities. Specifically, it explored whether their qualitative 
understanding of and discourse about working against social and economic oppression changed after they took 
a field trip to a nearby under-resourced village.

In India, privilege is not only based upon economic wealth and social class, but also on one’s caste, 
a hereditary social organization of occupation and status (Bhattacharyya, Woods, & Lykes, 2017; Thorat & 
Neuman, 2012). As privilege is embedded within the social stratification of India, privileged Indian youth have a 
unique role in their communities as future leaders and can be the change agents in combating systemic injustices. 
While social injustices like mass poverty (Mehta et al., 2011) and corruption (Pring, 2017) are embedded in 
everyday aspects of Indian society, desensitization is a barrier to building insight into social injustices (Heybach, 
2015). Indian youth are surrounded by these injustices but are not required to examine them in their daily lives. 
The field trip intervention in this study was a method to break through patterns of desensitization to increase 
social justice awareness. The qualitative findings based on the participants’ perspectives following the field trip 
intervention are discussed below.
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Seven domains from participants’ written reflection prompts pre and post field trip intervention revealed 
youth’s attitudes towards and perspectives of social justice issues in India. Positionality codes about how youth 
aligned themselves in relation to those they identified as affected by social issues stayed relatively constant 
before and after the field trip, suggesting that positionality may be more innate and harder to shift through a 
one-time intervention. The Discrimination domain included seven forms of discrimination participants viewed 
in society on the basis of caste, gender, religion, economics, age, sexual orientation, and general unspecified 
discrimination. Caste, gender, age, and economic discrimination slightly decreased post field trip, perhaps 
because they were not overtly present during the field trip. Otherwise, forms of discrimination discussed stayed 
relatively stable pre and post field trip. Discussion of Structural Issues increased after the field trip, with the 
exception of crimes. Participants described systemic access to basic needs such as clean water or education and 
structures responsible for these issues -- such as the government and the law. A fourth domain, Village Level 
Issues, were mostly present post field trip, as it reflected topics participants discussed specific to the village 
they visited. The final three domains were about how participants understood how to help and solve the very 
problems in society they discussed. Strategies for Problem Solving reveals diverse ways youth consider to address 
social issues. They include giving and donating, creating access to structural opportunities, access to literacy and 
educational opportunities, increasing conservation and environmentalism, overcoming discrimination through 
unity, and raising awareness of issues among the privileged and those facing injustice. Participants’ discussion of 
access to structural opportunities and access to education as solutions increased after the field trip, reflecting an 
increased awareness of the structural level of injustice. Raising awareness among those who face problems also 
increased after the field trip, potentially indicating a perceived responsibility, lack of knowledge, and attribution 
of the agency of those who face injustice after meeting with these very people. Giving/donating, increasing 
awareness among the privileged and overcoming discrimination through unity decreased slightly post-field trip. 
Experiences of Helping reflected participants’ descriptions of helping their friends, family, and people in school, 
including emotions participants described experiencing while helping. Themes in this domain stayed relatively 
constant pre and post field trip, with a decrease, however, in participants discussing experiences of helping 
friends and their emotions associated with helping after the field trip. The final domain, Reasons for or Barriers 
to Problem Solving, described participants’ reasoning for solving social issues which ranged from benefits to the 
self, the progress of the nation, a sense of duty toward society, and barriers to helping such as not having the 
time or needing to do their schoolwork. The progress of the nation and duty toward society as reasons to help 
increased post-field trip as did identification of barriers to problem-solving.

In further organizing the themes that emerged from this study, the social-ecological framework can be 
used for more in-depth  insight into Indian youth’s perspectives on social issues. In this framework, social justice 
endeavors can be characterized as occurring at three distinct levels: (a) work addressing the needs of individuals 
and families operating at the micro level; (b) work with communities and organizations operating at the meso 
level; and (c) work to influence existing social structures, ideologies and policies operating at the macro level 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Goodman et al., 2004). Consistent with previous studies which explored social justice 
awareness through school-based initiatives (Ashley, 2006; Choi et al., 2015; Cordero & Rodriguez, 2009), this 
study’s results indicated an increased understanding of social justice issues and solutions across micro, meso, 
and macro levels, prominently the latter two.

For example, increases in the codes such as Lack of Systemic Resources and Access to Structural 
Opportunities post-intervention reflect sample-level changes in the number of participants who displayed an 
awareness of meso- and macro-systemic levels of oppression and awareness of how systems need to change to 
remove structural barriers for the marginalized.  More specifically, participants’ direct experiences of people 
who lacked access to jobs, medical care, water, and electricity appeared to contribute to students’ awareness of 
meso- and macro-level systemic challenges facing Indians living in rural and impoverished areas. Relatedly, after 
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the field trip, participants cited meso- and macro-level strategies of helping, including improving access to such 
structural resources as employment, health services, and legal rights. While some students did describe micro-
level issues (e.g., interpersonal caste discrimination or gender discrimination), participant responses following 
the field trip reflected a more nuanced understanding of meso- and macro-level social injustices and avenues 
to address them than earlier responses had. For example, a higher frequency of participants post-intervention 
referred to groups of people not having access to Human Rights, a macro-level issue.

Multiple codes decreased pre- to post-intervention, most prominently Crimes, where participants 
described stealing, murdering, and kidnapping as a problem in society; Experiences of Helping, where 
participants described their own experiences of personally helping others; and Helping Friends and Family, where 
participants discussed helping their friends and family as a solution to social injustice. These decreases reflect 
that youth’s preconceived notions and understanding of issues changed after the field trip and that with deeper 
insight following a direct experience with impoverished people, these micro-level issues and strategies seemed 
less relevant or practical. A higher frequency of participants post-intervention described a solution to social 
injustice as raising Awareness and Motivation Among those Facing Problems. After meeting people who lived 
in poverty, participants may have seen greater value in working to increase awareness of social injustice among 
those who experience it, though, this may reflect their understanding that the marginalized were responsible 
for their living conditions and place in society. Consistent with the previous literature on immersion outcomes 
(Choi et al., 2015; Cordero & Rodriguez, 2009), participants in the current study examined their own role in 
relation to the social justice issues they witnessed and strategies to solve these issues. However, the frequency 
changes reported in this study are solely changes in qualitative data counts so they must not be over-interpreted.

 The field trip intervention’s impact on changes in the frequencies of the obtained codes can be useful 
when observing the effect of educational interventions on privileged youth’s consciousness building. Educational 
interventions are a useful approach in increasing the likelihood that privileged groups will engage in advocacy 
and activism with and for the oppressed (Bhattacharyya, Woods, & Lykes, 2017; Perrin et al., 2013). In 
addition to greater social benefits, engagement in social-justice interventions benefit young people in personal 
development, increased career opportunities, confidence, prosocial behavior (Brudney & Schmahl, 2010), self-
esteem, and social responsibility (Wade, 2011). While the benefits of immersion trips are evident, there are 
limited immersion options for youth in India (e.g., high school students), possibly due to safety concerns of 
long-term immersion trips for this population. A field trip intervention may facilitate the early stages of ally 
development, such as how privileged youth think about poverty and privilege.

Overall, the current findings suggest that the Indian youth in the study thought thematically differently 
after paying attention to conditions in an under-resourced village in their community. A fundamental tenet in 
liberation psychology, conscientization (Martín-Baró, 1996), calls psychologists to help society learn how to 
“perceive social, political, and economic contradictions and to take action against the oppressive elements of 
reality” (Freire, 1970, p. 35). More specifically, liberation psychology focuses its efforts on raising the consciousness 
of the oppressed to analyze the situations contributing to their marginalization (Lykes & Sibley, 2014). Based on 
the findings from this study, a field trip may be one practical step in transforming the consciousness of youth in 
India who may experience oppression in the wider global community but hold relative privilege in their Indian 
context.

Limitations and Future Research
Participants in this study reported that they had never gone on a field trip of this nature before nor had 

they ever participated in a psychological study, so generalizing these findings must be done with appropriate 
caution. In the Indian school context, students are rarely asked their opinions on their relationship with their 
broader community and the social issues that surround them. Expressing their opinions and writing down 
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their self-reflections were new practices for these participants. This novelty may have influenced the depth and 
elaboration of their reflection. Handwritten data also can be limiting in assessing areas of perceptual change, 
which interviews may have been better able to capture. Additionally, the balance of gender and religion in the 
sample was skewed due to the high enrollment of males and hindus in the school. Futures studies should be 
conducted with more female and religiously diverse participants, participants for whom such practices are not 
novel, or should be conducted over an extended period of time so as to familiarize participants with the process 
of research and expressing opinions.

Without the collaboration with village leadership in the design of the immersion intervention and proper 
follow-up with schools, this study could be read as promoting “poverty tourism.” Immersion interventions need 
to be thoughtful, sustainable and mutually beneficial, deliberate in promoting collaborations with local village 
leaders and should take the needs and comfort of the villagers into consideration first and foremost. Witnessing 
injustice coupled with critical self-reflection can inspire those with the privilege to be concerned about 
oppressive conditions, however, witnessing injustice alone can lead to poor villages such as the one involved 
in the current study being exploited in new ways. Educating the privileged is not the burden of those who are 
most adversely impacted by unjust systems, especially when that education can deplete local resources further, 
or lead to a sense of shame among those facing poverty. Resourced schools can listen to the needs and desires of 
villages with whom they collaborate and can respond to their requests for resources or advocacy. Furthermore, 
the perspectives of the youth living in the village targeted in the current project could be explored in future 
studies, including the perceptions of marginalized, “lower-caste,” or Dalit youth about social oppression and 
social change.

Regarding researcher-participant dynamics, the first-author and field researcher has a South Asian, 
Bengali-U.S. background and interacted with the participants extensively, which may have inadvertently created 
a demand characteristic and influenced how the student participants responded to the questions they were 
asked. Participants may have wittingly or unwittingly provided answers that they thought were desired by the 
researcher or perhaps they did the opposite, providing answers that challenged their perceptions of the first 
author’s desired answers. Future studies aiming to minimize this should vary the data collectors, minimize 
researcher-participant interactions, or integrate the researcher as a participant-observer.

Building on this research could contribute necessary scholarship to the field of counseling and psychology. 
This study took a step in developing and refining categories of privileged Indian youth’s reflections both before 
and after exposure to an under-resourced village. Future research can build on these results by developing a 
scale to assess young Indians attitudes and beliefs regarding social and economic injustice in India. This scale 
would facilitate future research, inform future interventions, and assess the effectiveness of interventions with 
a contextually relevant tool. Future studies also could target a more in-depth examination of the constructs 
reflected in the current participants’ responses, such as caste discrimination, reasons for wanting to solve 
problems, and which factors contribute to or affect their beliefs. Further, long-term effects of immersion trips 
on Indian students’ attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors (including changes in their career trajectories) could be 
assessed to inform school-based interventions.

Implications and Conclusions
This study can have implications for developing interventions with economically privileged Indian 

students that could facilitate their awareness of social injustice and, perhaps, their greater intentionality to 
address it when they see it. On an individual level, reflecting on experiences with impoverished people and on 
the importance of helping others can facilitate privileged Indian youth’s development of a deeper understanding 
of social oppression. At the local school level, educators can take Indian students on field trips to spend extended 
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time in conversation with under-resourced communities, to develop their awareness of social issues and to 
inspire students to use their privilege to serve as advocates for the marginalized. On a national level in India, 
socio-economically privileged schools can be encouraged to incorporate field trips into their curriculum to 
provide students exposure to social issues impacting people in their country. Research on Indian youth’s social 
justice engagement may be able to inform interventions that leverage privilege to reduce oppression beyond 
India, as well. At a global level, investing in future local stakeholders of power (e.g., youth in developing nations) 
may produce local avenues for social change and may reduce dependence on international aid in overcoming 
global social issues. 
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