
Anti Oppressive Practice - A guide with tips and ideas

Definition

Anti-Oppressive Practice (AOP) is a critical and transformative approach in social work that 
seeks to recognize, challenge, and change the systemic inequalities and power imbalances that 
perpetuate oppression and marginalization. It emphasizes the importance of understanding the 
complex interplay of personal, cultural, and structural factors that contribute to social injustice. 

Formally, the definition of anti-oppressive practice has been articulated by Lena Dominelli: 

“Anti-oppressive practice embodies a person-centered philosophy; an egalitarian value system 
concerned with reducing the deleterious effects of structural inequalities upon people’s lives; a 
methodology focusing on both process and outcome; and a way of structuring relationships 
between individuals that aims to empower users by reducing the negative effects of hierarchy on 
their interaction and the work they do together”

Simply put, Anti-oppressive practice requires social workers to engage in processes that 
challenge the status quo and promote social justice by empowering clients and enabling them to 
take greater control over their lives. 

Practical Steps for embedding Anti Oppressive Practice in your day to day 
practice.

Below are a few tips and ideas on how you can approach embedding anti oppressive practice in 
your day to day practice:

Critical Self Reflection

Critical self-reflection in social work is the process of examining one’s own beliefs, values, and 
experiences to understand how they influence professional practice. It involves questioning 
personal assumptions and considering how one’s social positioning affects interactions with 
service users. This reflective process is essential for recognizing and addressing power 
imbalances and systemic inequalities in social work practice.

Critical Self-Reflection in Practice



Focus Area Reflective Questions Practical Tools/
Strategies

Personal Identity and 
Bias

- What aspects of my 
identity (e.g., race, 
gender, class) 
influence my 
worldview?- How 
might my personal 
experiences shape my 
interactions with 
service users?

- Maintain a reflective 
journal to explore 
personal biases.- 
Engage in peer 
discussions to gain 
diverse perspectives.

Power Dynamics - In what ways do I 
hold power in my 
professional 
relationships?- How 
do I ensure that I am 
not perpetuating 
power imbalances?

- Use supervision 
sessions to discuss 
power dynamics.- 
Implement feedback 
mechanisms for 
service users to voice 
concerns.

Cultural Competence - How do I approach 
cultural differences in 
my practice?- Am I 
actively seeking to 
understand the 
cultural backgrounds 
of my service users?

- Participate in cultural 
competence training.- 
Utilize tools like to 
assess cultural 
factors.

Emotional Awareness - How do my emotions 
impact my decision-
making?- Am I aware 
of emotional triggers 
that may affect my 
practice?

- Practice mindfulness 
techniques to 
enhance emotional 
regulation.- Reflect on 
emotional responses 



practice?

- Practice mindfulness 
techniques to 
enhance emotional 
regulation.- Reflect on 
emotional responses 
in supervision.

Ethical Decision-
Making

- Are my decisions 
aligned with social 
work ethical 
standards?- How do I 
handle ethical 
dilemmas in practice?

- Review case studies 
to explore ethical 
scenarios.- Consult 
ethical guidelines 
regularly to inform 
practice.

Power Analysis

In social work, power analysis refers to the systematic examination of power dynamics within 
relationships, organizations, and societal structures to understand how power is distributed and 
exercised. This process involves identifying sources of power, understanding how power 
operates, and recognizing the impact of power imbalances on individuals and communities. 

Power Analysis in Practice

Area of Focus Reflective Questions Practical Tools and 
Actions

Personal Power and 
Privilege

- What aspects of my 
identity (e.g., race, 
gender, class) afford 
me power in my 
professional role?   - 
How might my 
personal biases 
influence my practice?

- Conduct a personal 
power audit to assess 
areas of privilege and 
marginalization.   - 
Engage in ongoing 
cultural competence 
training.   - Utilize 
reflective journaling to 
explore personal 
biases and their 
impact on practice.

Client-Practitioner 
Dynamics

- How do power 
imbalances manifest 
in my interactions with 
clients?   - In what 
ways do I facilitate or 
hinder client 
empowerment?

- Implement 
participatory 



Dynamics
- How do power 
imbalances manifest 
in my interactions with 
clients?   - In what 
ways do I facilitate or 
hinder client 
empowerment?

- Implement 
participatory 
approaches that 
involve clients in 
decision-making 
processes.   - Use 
practical tools to 
assess and enhance 
client participation.   - 
Regularly seek client 
feedback to inform 
and adjust practice.

Organizational 
Structures

- How do institutional 
policies and practices 
reinforce power 
hierarchies?   - What 
opportunities exist to 
advocate for systemic 
change within my 
organization?

- Conduct 
organizational 
assessments to 
identify policies that 
may perpetuate 
oppression.   - Engage 
in policy advocacy to 
promote equitable 
practices.   - 
Collaborate with 
colleagues to form 
committees focused 
on diversity, equity, 
and inclusion 
initiatives.

Community and 
Societal Context

- What are the 
broader social and 
political factors 
influencing the 
communities I serve?   
- How can I leverage 
community strengths 
to address systemic 
issues?

- Utilize community 
mapping to identify 
power structures and 
resources.   - Partner 
with community 
organizations to co-
develop interventions.   



community strengths 
to address systemic 
issues?

- Utilize community 
mapping to identify 
power structures and 
resources.   - Partner 
with community 
organizations to co-
develop interventions.   
- Engage in public 
education campaigns 
to raise awareness 
about systemic 
inequalities.

Policy and Legislation - How do existing laws 
and policies impact 
the communities I 
work with?   - What 
role can I play in 
influencing policy 
change?

- Stay informed about 
relevant legislation 
and policy 
developments.   - 
Participate in policy 
advocacy efforts 
through professional 
associations.   - 
Provide written 
comments on 
proposed legislation 
consultations 
affecting marginalized 
communities.

Inclusive Practice

Inclusive practice in social work refers to the deliberate and continuous efforts to ensure that all 
individuals, regardless of their backgrounds, identities, or circumstances, are respected, valued, 
and provided with equitable opportunities and support. It involves recognizing and addressing 
systemic barriers, promoting diversity, and fostering environments where everyone can 
participate fully and authentically.

Practice

Area of Focus Reflective Questions Practical Tools and 
Actions

Cultural Awareness - How do I 
acknowledge and 
respect the diverse 
cultural backgrounds 
of my clients?   - In 
what ways do I 
integrate cultural 
understanding into my 
practice?

- Engage in ongoing 



Cultural Awareness - How do I 
acknowledge and 
respect the diverse 
cultural backgrounds 
of my clients?   - In 
what ways do I 
integrate cultural 
understanding into my 
practice?

- Engage in ongoing 
cultural competence 
training.   - Utilize 
cultural assessment 
tools to understand 
clients’ cultural 
contexts.   - 
Incorporate clients’ 
cultural preferences 
into service planning.

Communication 
Practices

- Do I use language 
that is inclusive and 
free from bias?   - 
How do I ensure that 
my communication 
methods are 
accessible to all 
clients?

- Employ plain 
language and avoid 
jargon.   - Provide 
interpretation services 
when necessary.   - 
Use various 
communication 
methods (e.g., visual 
aids, assistive 
technology) to 
accommodate 
different needs.

Service Accessibility - Are my services 
physically and 
psychologically 
accessible to all 
clients?   - What 
barriers might prevent 
clients from accessing 
services?

- Conduct 
accessibility audits of 
service environments.   
- Implement flexible 
service delivery 
options (e.g., virtual 
consultations, home 
visits).   - Collaborate 
with community 



organizations to reach 
marginalized 
communities.

Client Participation - How do I involve 
clients in decision-
making processes?   - 
Do I create spaces 
where clients feel 
empowered to share 
their perspectives and 
preferences?

- Adopt person-
centered planning 
approaches.   - 
Facilitate regular 
feedback sessions 
with clients.   - 
Encourage the 
formation of client 
advisory boards to 
inform service 
development.

Organizational 
Policies

- Do organizational 
policies support 
inclusivity and equity?   
- How can I advocate 
for policy changes 
that promote inclusive 
practices?

- Review and revise 
policies to eliminate 
discriminatory 
practices.   - Provide 
diversity and inclusion 
training for staff.   - 
Establish 
accountability 
measures to monitor 
inclusivity efforts.

Continuous Learning - How do I stay 
informed about best 
practices in inclusive 
social work?   - What 
steps do I take to 
reflect on and improve 
my inclusive 
practices?

- Participate in 
professional 
development 
opportunities focused 
on diversity and 
inclusion.   - Engage in 



my inclusive 
practices?

- Participate in 
professional 
development 
opportunities focused 
on diversity and 
inclusion.   - Engage in 
peer supervision and 
reflective practice 
groups.   - Stay 
updated with current 
research and literature 
on inclusive practices 
in social work.

Advocacy and Activism in Social Work

Advocacy refers to actions taken to promote, defend, or support the rights and interests of 
individuals, groups, or communities, often aiming to influence policies and practices that affect 
them. 

Activism involves more proactive and sometimes confrontational efforts to bring about social or 
political change, addressing systemic issues and injustices. Both are integral to anti-oppressive 
practice, enabling social workers to challenge inequalities and empower marginalized 
populations.

Advocacy and Activism in Practice

Level of Practice Reflective Questions Practical Tools and 
Actions

Individual Practice - How do I recognize 
and address the 
immediate needs and 
rights of my clients?   
- In what ways do I 
empower clients to 
advocate for 
themselves?

- Utilize person-
centered approaches 
to involve clients in 
decision-making.   - 
Provide resources and 
education to enhance 
clients’ self-advocacy 
skills.   - Document 
and challenge 
instances of 



discrimination or 
injustice encountered 
by clients.

Team Dynamics - How do I contribute 
to a team culture that 
supports advocacy 
and activism?   - Do I 
encourage open 
discussions about 
systemic issues 
affecting our practice?

- Facilitate regular 
team meetings to 
discuss social justice 
issues and collective 
responses.   - Develop 
shared advocacy 
goals and action plans 
within the team.   - 
Support colleagues in 
addressing ethical 
dilemmas and 
advocating for clients’ 
rights.

Organizational Level - Does my 
organization have 
policies that promote 
equity and inclusion?   
- How can I influence 
organizational 
practices to be more 
socially just?

- Participate in policy 
review committees to 
assess and revise 
organizational 
policies.   - Lead or 
join diversity and 
inclusion initiatives 
within the 
organization.   - 
Advocate for equitable 
resource allocation 
and service provision.

Professional Forums - Am I engaged with 
professional bodies 
that influence social 
work practice?   - How 
do I contribute to the 
broader discourse on 
social justice in social 
work?

- Join professional 
associations and 



that influence social 
work practice?   - How 
do I contribute to the 
broader discourse on 
social justice in social 
work?

- Join professional 
associations and 
contribute to policy 
statements or position 
papers.   - Attend and 
present at 
conferences focused 
on social justice and 
advocacy.   - 
Collaborate with peers 
to develop best 
practice guidelines 
that address systemic 
inequalities.

Community 
Engagement

- How do I collaborate 
with community 
members to identify 
and address systemic 
issues?   - In what 
ways do I support 
community-led 
initiatives for social 
change?

- Partner with 
community 
organizations to co-
create programs that 
address local needs.   
- Facilitate community 
forums to discuss and 
strategize around 
social issues.   - 
Support grassroots 
movements through 
resource sharing and 
capacity building.

Policy and Legislation - Am I informed about 
policies and laws that 
impact my clients and 
practice?   - How can I 
influence policy 
development to 
promote social 
justice?

- Engage in policy 
analysis and provide 
feedback during 
public consultations.   
- Collaborate with 
advocacy groups to 



promote social 
justice?

- Engage in policy 
analysis and provide 
feedback during 
public consultations.   
- Collaborate with 
advocacy groups to 
campaign for 
legislative changes.   - 
Educate policymakers 
about the implications 
of existing or 
proposed laws on 
marginalized 
populations.

Educational Settings - How do I integrate 
advocacy and 
activism into social 
work education and 
training?   - In what 
ways do I prepare 
students to engage in 
anti-oppressive 
practice?

- Incorporate social 
justice topics into 
curricula and training 
programs.   - 
Encourage critical 
thinking and reflexivity 
among students 
regarding systemic 
issues.   - Provide 
opportunities for 
students to participate 
in advocacy projects 
and community 
engagement 
activities.

Continuous Learning

Continuous learning refers to the ongoing process of acquiring new knowledge, skills, and 
insights to enhance professional competence and effectiveness. It involves self-directed 
learning, reflection on practice, and engagement with emerging research and best practices. 
Continuous learning is essential for adapting to the evolving needs of clients and communities, 
and for maintaining ethical and effective practice.



Continuous Learning in Practice

Area of Focus Reflective Questions Practical Tools and 
Actions

Self-Assessment and 
Goal Setting

- What are my current 
strengths and areas 
for development?   - 
What learning goals 
do I need to set to 
enhance my practice?

- Utilize self-
assessment tools to 
identify learning 
needs.   - Set SMART 
(Specific, Measurable, 
Achievable, Relevant, 
Time-bound) learning 
objectives.   - Develop 
a personal learning 
plan outlining goals 
and strategies.

Engagement with 
Formal Learning

- What formal learning 
opportunities are 
available to me?   - 
How can I integrate 
new knowledge into 
my practice?

- Enroll in workshops, 
seminars, or courses 
relevant to your 
practice area.   - 
Attend conferences to 
stay updated on 
emerging trends and 
research.   - Apply 
new knowledge 
through case studies 
or pilot projects.

Reflective Practice - How do I reflect on 
my experiences to 
inform my learning?   - 
What insights have I 
gained from recent 
challenges or 
successes?

- Maintain a reflective 
journal to document 
experiences and 
learning.   - Engage in 
regular supervision 



challenges or 
successes?

- Maintain a reflective 
journal to document 
experiences and 
learning.   - Engage in 
regular supervision 
sessions to discuss 
reflections and 
receive feedback.   - 
Participate in peer 
discussion groups to 
share insights and 
perspectives.

Staying Informed on 
Research and Policy

- How do I keep 
abreast of current 
research and policy 
developments?   - 
How do these 
developments impact 
my practice?

- Subscribe to 
professional journals 
and newsletters.   - 
Join professional 
associations to access 
resources and 
updates.   - Allocate 
time for regular review 
of relevant literature 
and policy 
documents.

Application of 
Learning to Practice

- How do I apply new 
knowledge and skills 
in my daily work?   - 
What impact has my 
learning had on client 
outcomes?

- Implement 
evidence-based 
interventions and 
evaluate their 
effectiveness.   - 
Share learning with 
colleagues through 
presentations or 
informal discussions.   
- Seek feedback from 
clients and peers to 
assess the impact of 
applied learning.



Contribution to the 
Learning of Others

- How do I support the 
learning and 
development of 
colleagues?   - In what 
ways do I share 
knowledge and 
resources within my 
team or organization?

- Mentor or coach less 
experienced 
colleagues.   - 
Facilitate training 
sessions or 
workshops.   - 
Develop and share 
resource materials or 
toolkits.

Evaluation and 
Feedback

- How do I evaluate 
the effectiveness of 
my learning activities?   
- What feedback 
mechanisms are in 
place to inform my 
ongoing 
development?

- Conduct self-
evaluations to assess 
progress toward 
learning goals.   - 
Solicit feedback from 
supervisors, peers, 
and clients.   - Adjust 
learning plans based 
on evaluation 
outcomes and 
feedback received.

Theoretical Frameworks Supporting Anti-Oppressive Practice

Anti-Oppressive Practice in social work is underpinned by various theoretical frameworks that 
provide critical lenses to understand and challenge systemic inequalities. 

Theory Core Principles Contribution to Anti 
Oppressive Practice

Intersectionality Coined by Kimberlé 
Crenshaw, this theory 
examines how 
overlapping social 
identities (e.g., race, 
gender, class) 
contribute to unique 
experiences of 
oppression and 
privilege.

Encourages social 
workers to consider 
the multifaceted 
nature of clients’ 



identities (e.g., race, 
gender, class) 
contribute to unique 
experiences of 
oppression and 
privilege.

Encourages social 
workers to consider 
the multifaceted 
nature of clients’ 
identities, leading to 
more nuanced 
assessments and 
interventions that 
acknowledge the 
complexity of 
oppression.

Critical Race Theory 
(CRT)

Focuses on the 
systemic nature of 
racism embedded in 
legal systems and 
policies, emphasizing 
the importance of 
storytelling and 
counter-narratives.

Provides tools to 
identify and challenge 
institutional racism, 
enabling practitioners 
to advocate for policy 
reforms and amplify 
marginalized voices 
within social work 
practice.

Feminist Theory Analyzes power 
structures related to 
gender, advocating for 
equality and the 
dismantling of 
patriarchal systems.

Highlights gender-
based oppression, 
informing practices 
that promote gender 
equity and empower 
women and gender-
diverse individuals.

Queer Theory Challenges normative 
constructs of sexuality 
and gender, 
promoting the 
understanding of 
diverse identities 
beyond binary 
frameworks.

Supports inclusive 
practices that respect 
and affirm LGBTQ+ 
identities, addressing 
heteronormativity and 
cisnormativity in 
social work settings.



frameworks.

Supports inclusive 
practices that respect 
and affirm LGBTQ+ 
identities, addressing 
heteronormativity and 
cisnormativity in 
social work settings.

Postcolonial Theory Examines the lasting 
impacts of colonialism 
on societies and 
individuals, focusing 
on cultural identity 
and power dynamics.

Encourages 
decolonizing practices 
in social work, 
promoting cultural 
sensitivity and 
challenging Western-
centric approaches to 
service delivery.

Critical Disability 
Theory

Views disability 
through a social 
model, emphasizing 
societal barriers over 
individual 
impairments.

Advocates for 
accessibility and 
inclusion, guiding 
social workers to 
address systemic 
obstacles faced by 
individuals with 
disabilities.

Empowerment 
Theory

Centers on enhancing 
individuals’ capacities 
to make choices and 
transform those 
choices into desired 
actions and 
outcomes.

Promotes client 
autonomy and self-
determination, 
aligning with AOP’s 
goal of reducing 
power imbalances 
between practitioners 
and clients.

Ecological Systems 
Theory

Developed by Urie 
Bronfenbrenner, this 
theory considers 
individuals within the 
context of their 
multiple 
environmental 
systems.

Encourages holistic 
assessments that 
account for the 
interplay between 
individuals and their 
broader social 



environmental 
systems.

Encourages holistic 
assessments that 
account for the 
interplay between 
individuals and their 
broader social 
environments, aiding 
in identifying systemic 
factors contributing to 
oppression.

Conflict Theory Originating from Karl 
Marx, it posits that 
societal structures are 
inherently unequal, 
leading to conflicts 
between dominant 
and subordinate 
groups.

Provides a lens to 
understand and 
address structural 
inequalities, guiding 
social workers to 
challenge and change 
oppressive systems.

Structural Social 
Work

Focuses on the 
interplay between 
individual experiences 
and broader social 
structures, 
emphasizing the need 
for systemic change.

Aligns with AOP by 
advocating for policy 
reforms and structural 
interventions to 
address root causes 
of social issues.

Trauma-Informed 
Practice

Recognizes the 
widespread impact of 
trauma and integrates 
this understanding 
into policies, 
procedures, and 
practices. Emphasizes 
safety, 
trustworthiness, 
choice, collaboration, 
and empowerment.

Ensures that services 
are delivered in a 
manner that 
acknowledges past 
trauma, thereby 
avoiding re-
traumatization and 
promoting healing. 
Aligns with AOP by 
emphasizing empathy, 
empowerment, and 



collaboration.

Restorative Practice Focuses on repairing 
harm and restoring 
relationships through 
inclusive processes 
that engage all 
stakeholders. 
Emphasizes 
accountability, 
healing, and the 
rebuilding of trust.

Facilitates healing by 
promoting 
accountability, 
reconciliation, and the 
rebuilding of 
relationships. Aligns 
with AOP by centering 
the voices of those 
affected and 
addressing systemic 
issues contributing to 
harm.

Strengths-Based 
Approach

Centers on 
individuals’ strengths 
and resources rather 
than deficits. 
Encourages 
empowerment and 
resilience by focusing 
on capabilities and 
potential.

Promotes client 
autonomy and self-
determination, 
aligning with AOP’s 
goal of reducing 
power imbalances 
between practitioners 
and clients.

Cultural Humility Involves a lifelong 
commitment to self-
evaluation and self-
critique, recognizing 
and challenging power 
imbalances, and 
developing mutually 
beneficial 
partnerships with 
communities.

Encourages 
practitioners to 
approach clients with 
openness and 
respect, 
acknowledging the 
limitations of one’s 
own cultural 



partnerships with 
communities.

Encourages 
practitioners to 
approach clients with 
openness and 
respect, 
acknowledging the 
limitations of one’s 
own cultural 
perspective and the 
value of others’.

Liberation 
Psychology

Focuses on 
understanding and 
addressing the social 
and political roots of 
psychological 
distress, particularly 
among marginalized 
populations.

Encourages social 
workers to consider 
the broader socio-
political context of 
clients’ experiences, 
promoting social 
justice and systemic 
change.

Critical Pedagogy Developed by Paulo 
Freire, emphasizes 
education as a tool for 
critical consciousness 
and social 
transformation. 
Encourages learners 
to question and 
challenge domination, 
and the beliefs and 
practices that 
dominate.

Empowers clients and 
communities to 
become active 
participants in their 
own liberation, 
aligning with AOP’s 
emphasis on 
empowerment and 
systemic change.

Finally - the quote below by Desmond Tutu will help you reflect on the power imbalance when 
you are on the receiving end of an injustice

f you are neutral in situations of injustice, you have chosen the side of the oppressor. If an 
elephant has its foot on the tail of a mouse, and you say that you are neutral, the mouse will not 
appreciate your neutrality.


