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Anti Oppressive
Practice In Social

Work

Understandin
g Anti
Oppressive
Practice in
Social Work: A
Path Toward
Justice and
Empowerment

Social work has always
been a profession rooted in
compassion, advocacy, and
the pursuit of social justice.
Yet for decades, traditional
models of practice have

sometimes reinforced the
very inequalities they
sought to address. Enter
anti oppressive practice in
social work — a dynamic,
reflective, and
transformative approach
that challenges power
imbalances and prioritizes
the lived experiences of
marginalized individuals
and communities. This
framework is not merely a
theoretical add-on; it is a
fundamental shift in how
social workers engage with
service users, institutions,
and the broader societal
structures that perpetuate



disadvantage. In this article,
w e  e x p l o r e  t h e  c o r e
principles, historical roots,
practical applications, and
ongoing relevance of anti
oppressive practice in
social work, offering a clear
roadmap for practitioners
committed to meaningful
change.

What Is Anti
Oppressive
Practice in
Social Work?

Anti oppressive practice in
social work is a critical
framework that seeks to
understand and dismantle
the systemic barriers,
power dynamics ,  and
discriminatory structures
that affect service users.
Ra ther  than  v iewing
individuals in isolation, this
approach recognizes that
personal struggles are

deep ly  connec ted  to
broader social, economic,
and political forces. At its
heart,  anti oppressive
practice is about shifting
from a deficit-based model
— which often blames
indiv idua ls  for  the i r
circumstances — to a
s t r e n g t h s - b a s e d ,
empowerment-oriented
approach that validates
people's experiences and
works alongside them to
challenge oppression.

This framework draws on
mul t ip le  theore t ica l
traditions, including critical
social theory, feminism,
anti-racism, disability
justice, and postcolonial
thought. It encourages
social workers to examine
their own positions of
power  and pr iv i lege ,
question taken-for-granted
assumptions, and actively
res i s t  p rac t i ces  tha t
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mainta in  inequal i ty .
Ultimately, anti oppressive
practice in social work
a i m s  t o  c r e a t e  m o r e
equitable relationships
between practitioners and
service users, while also
advocating for systemic
change at organizational
and policy levels.

Core Principles of
Anti Oppressive
Practice

Several key principles
underpin anti oppressive
practice in social work.
These include:

Recognition of
Power Imbalances:
Social workers must
acknowledge that
their professional
status, institutional
authority, and social
positioning can
create unequal
relationships. Anti

oppressive practice
seeks to minimize
these imbalances
through
transparency,
collaboration, and
shared decision-
making.
Critical Self-
Reflection:
Practitioners are
called to continually
examine their own
biases, assumptions,
and privileges. This
involves
understanding how
factors such as race,
class, gender,
sexuality, ability,
and age shape both
their worldview and
their practice.
Centering Lived
Experience: The
knowledge and
expertise of service
users are valued as
essential to



understanding
problems and
crafting solutions.
Anti oppressive
practice prioritizes
the voices of those
who are most
affected by
oppression.
Structural
Analysis: Problems
are not seen as
purely individual
failings but as
outcomes of
systemic injustice.
This principle
challenges social
workers to look
beyond personal
coping strategies and
address root causes
such as poverty,
racism, sexism, and
ableism.
Empowerment and
Advocacy: The goal
is not to "fix" people
but to support them

in reclaiming agency
and challenging the
conditions that limit
their well-being.
This often involves
advocacy alongside
service users, as well
as facilitating access
to resources and
opportunities.

Historical
Context: Why
Anti
Oppressive
Practice
Emerged

To fully appreciate anti
oppressive practice in
social work, it is helpful to
understand the historical
trajectory that led to its
development. Social work
emerged in the late 19th
and early 20th centuries,
often rooted in charitable
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and moralistic models that
distinguished between
" d e s e r v i n g "  a n d
"undeserving" poor. Early
social workers frequently
operated from a position of
authority, making decisions
about people's lives without
meaningful input from
those they served. While
many practitioners were
genuinely motivated by
compassion, the profession
was not immune to the
racial, class, and gender
biases of its time.

By the mid-20th century,
critical voices began to
c h a l l e n g e  t h e s e
paternalistic approaches.
The civil rights movement,
feminist  movements ,
disability activism, and
anti-colonial struggles all
influenced social work
theory  and  prac t ice .
Scholars and practitioners
started to question how

s o c i a l  w o r k  c o u l d
inadvertent ly uphold
oppressive systems — for
instance, by pathologizing
p o v e r t y ,  e n f o r c i n g
dominant cultural norms, or
collaborating with state
i n s t i t u t i o n s  t h a t
marginal ized certain
groups. This critique gave
birth to radical social work,
structural social work, and
eventually, anti oppressive
practice in social work as a
cohesive framework.

Key figures such as Paulo
Freire, with his concept of
critical consciousness, and
Lena Dominelli, who wrote
e x t e n s i v e l y  o n  a n t i
oppressive social work,
helped articulate a vision of
practice that was explicitly
p o l i t i c a l  a n d
transformative. Today, anti
oppressive practice is
taught in many social work
programs around the world



a n d  i s  e m b e d d e d  i n
professional codes of
e t h i c s ,  t h o u g h  i t s
implementation remains
uneven.

Key Concepts:
Power,
Privilege, and
Oppression

U n d e r s t a n d i n g  a n t i
oppressive practice in
soc ia l  work  requi res
grappl ing  wi th  three
interconnected concepts:
power,  privi lege,  and
oppression. These are not
abstract ideas but lived
realities that shape every
interaction between social
workers and service users.

Power in Social Work
Relationships

Power operates on multiple
levels in social work. There

is the formal power granted
by institutions — the ability
to make assessments,
allocate resources, or make
recommendations that
affect people's lives. There
is also informal power,
such as the authority that
comes from professional
knowledge or social status.
Anti oppressive practice in
soc ia l  work  does  no t
pretend that power can be
eliminated, but it seeks to
make power dynamics
visible and to share power
wherever possible. This
might involve explaining
the limits of confidentiality,
co-creating case plans, or
supporting service users to
advocate for themselves.

Privilege and
Positionality

Every  soc ia l  worker
occupies a unique position
shaped by their social



Anti Oppressive Practice In Social Work

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Aiyana & Leila •
Read more, learn more. • Page 7

identities — race, gender,
class, sexuality, ability, and
more. These identities
confer certain privileges
that may be invisible to the
person holding them. For
example, a white social
w o r k e r  m a y  n o t
consciously experience
racism, but that does not
mean racism is absent from
the i r  p r ac t i c e .  An t i
oppre s s i ve  p rac t i ce
requires ongoing reflection
on how one's positionality
influences perceptions,
interactions, and outcomes.
This is not about guilt but
about responsibility —
using one's privilege to
challenge oppression rather
than reinforce it.

Oppression as a
Systemic Reality

Oppression is not simply a
collection of individual acts
o f  p r e j u d i c e .  I t  i s  a

s y s t e m i c  p a t t e r n  o f
inequality embedded in
laws, policies, institutions,
a n d  c u l t u r a l  n o r m s .
Racism, sexism, classism,
homophobia, transphobia,
ableism, and ageism are all
forms of oppression that
intersect and compound
o n e  a n o t h e r .  A n t i
oppressive practice in
social work recognizes that
service users often face
multiple, overlapping forms
of disadvantage. A single
mother living in poverty,
for instance, may contend
w i t h  s e x i s m  i n  t h e
workplace, classism in her
interactions with social
services, and racism if she
i s  a  woman  of  co lo r .
Effective practice must
address these intersecting
oppressions rather than
treating them in isolation.



Applying Anti
Oppressive
Practice in
Social Work:
Practical

Strategies

Translating the principles
of anti oppressive practice
into everyday social work
requires deliberate effort
and  a  w i l l i ngne s s  t o
challenge institutional
norms. Below are some
practical strategies for
embedding this approach
in to  d i rec t  prac t ice ,
organizational culture, and
policy advocacy.

Building
Collaborative
Relationships

A t  t h e  h e a r t  o f  a n t i
oppressive practice in

s o c i a l  w o r k  i s  a
commitment to partnership.
This means moving away
from expert-driven models
where the practitioner
holds al l  the answers.
Instead, social workers can:

Use open-ended
questions and active
listening to
understand service
users' perspectives.
Share relevant
information about
rights, options, and
processes in
accessible language.
Involve service users
in decision-making
about their own care
and about service
development.
Seek feedback
regularly and adapt
practice based on
what is shared.
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Conducting Critical
Assessments

Traditional assessments
often focus narrowly on
individual deficits or risks.
A n  a n t i  o p p r e s s i v e
approach broadens the lens.
W h e n  c o n d u c t i n g
assessments, social workers
can:

Explore the social1.
and structural
factors contributing
to a person's
situation, such as
housing
affordability,
discrimination, or
lack of accessible
services.
Avoid labeling or2.
pathologizing
behaviors that may
be adaptive
responses to
oppression.
Recognize and build3.

on the strengths,
resilience, and
knowledge that
service users bring.
Consider how the4.
assessment process
itself may feel
intrusive or
disempowering, and
work to minimize
harm.

Advocating for
Systemic Change

Anti oppressive practice in
social work does not stop at
the individual level. Social
w o r k e r s  h a v e  a
responsibility to challenge
policies and practices that
perpetuate inequality. This
can involve:

Documenting
patterns of
discrimination or
systemic barriers
and raising them
with supervisors or



policymakers.
Supporting
community-led
initiatives and
movements for
social justice.
Participating in
professional
organizations that
advocate for
equitable policies.
Speaking out against
cuts to social
programs or punitive
welfare reforms that
harm marginalized
groups.

Engaging in
Continuous
Reflection and
Learning

No social worker becomes
fully "anti oppressive" — it
is an ongoing process of
learning and unlearning.
Practitioners committed to
this framework can:

Participate in regular
supervision that
includes space for
critical reflection on
power and privilege.
Engage in training
on topics such as
cultural humility,
trauma-informed
care, and
intersectionality.
Read widely from
scholars and activists
who are directly
affected by the
issues they work on.
Be open to feedback
and willing to
apologize and repair
harm when mistakes
are made.

Challenges
and Critiques
of Anti
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Oppressive
Practice

While anti oppressive
practice in social work
offers a powerful vision, it
is not without challenges.
Critics and practitioners
alike have raised important
concerns that warrant
honest discussion.

Institutional
Constraints

Many socia l  workers
o p e r a t e  w i t h i n
organizations that prioritize
efficiency, risk
m a n a g e m e n t ,  a n d
bureaucratic compliance
over relationship-building
a n d  s o c i a l  j u s t i c e .
Caseloads are often high,
resources are scarce, and
policies may direct ly
contradict anti oppressive
principles. In such contexts,

practitioners may feel torn
between their values and
the  demands  of  the i r
employer. Navigating these
tensions requires creativity,
p e e r  s u p p o r t ,  a n d
sometimes difficult
decisions about where to
focus one's energy.

The Risk of
Tokenism

Anti oppressive language
can sometimes be co-opted
by institutions without
substantive change. A
agency might advertise its
commitment to diversity
while maintaining practices
tha t  exc lude  or  harm
marginalized groups. True
anti oppressive practice in
social work requires more
than training sessions or
mission statements — it
d e m a n d s  a  g e n u i n e
redistribution of power and
resources.



Emotional and
Psychological
Demands

Engaging critically with
o p p r e s s i o n  —  b o t h
systemic and internalized
— can be emotionally
taxing. Social workers may
exper ience  burnout ,
compassion fatigue, or
feelings of hopelessness
when faced with the scale
of  i n ju s t i ce .  Th i s  i s
e s p e c i a l l y  t r u e  f o r
p r a c t i t i o n e r s  w h o
themselves  belong to
marginalized groups and
are navigating oppression
in their own lives while
s u p p o r t i n g  o t h e r s .
Sustainable anti oppressive
practice must include
attention to self-care,
co l l ec t i ve  ca re ,  and
organizational support.

Complexity and
Ambiguity

There is no single recipe
for anti oppressive practice.
What works in one context
may not work in another,
and wel l - intent ioned
actions can sometimes
cause unintended harm.
This ambiguity can be
unsettling, especially for
new practitioners who are
seeking clear guidelines.
Yet this very complexity is
also a strength — it calls
for humility, creativity, and
a willingness to learn from
mistakes.

Anti
Oppressive
Practice
Across
Diverse
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Settings

Anti oppressive practice in
social work is not a one-
size-fits-all approach. Its
a p p l i c a t i o n  v a r i e s
depending on the setting,
the population served, and
the broader context. Below
are a few examples of how
this framework can be
adapted.

Child Welfare

In child protection, anti
oppressive practice means
recognizing how poverty,
r ac i sm,  and  hous ing
ins tab i l i ty  a re  of ten
misidentified as parental
neglect. It involves working
col labora t ive ly  wi th
families, avoiding punitive
m e a s u r e s  w h e n e v e r
possible, and advocating
for community-based
suppor t s  ra ther  than
removal. It also means

b e i n g  a w a r e  o f  t h e
d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e
surveillance of families of
color and taking steps to
address this inequity.

Mental Health

In mental health settings,
anti oppressive practice
challenges the medical
m o d e l  t h a t  o f t e n
pathologizes distress rooted
in trauma, discrimination,
or social  isolat ion.  I t
involves offering choice in
treatment,  respecting
d i v e r s e  c u l t u r a l
understandings of mental
health, and advocating for
accessible, non-coercive
services. Peer support and
user-led initiatives are
v a l u e d  a s  e s s e n t i a l
components of care.

Health Care Social
Work

In hospitals and clinics, anti



oppressive practice means addressing barriers


