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Anti – Oppressive Practice
May 2026 - 14 MINS

Hello, my name is Andrew Reeves, and to introduce…

Hi, and I'm Myria Khan.

Myria and I are today going to be talking about anti-oppressive practice. The reason why we're talking about that; in the new Ethical Framework, the ethical principles have been changed quite considerably from the last Ethical Framework. For the first time, anti-oppressive practice is now an ethical principle in that framework, and that begs lots of questions for practitioners. In terms of what does that mean? How do we understand it? There's been lots of changes of understanding over the years, and, most importantly, how do I work in an ethical way, drawing on the principles of anti-oppressive practice? That's the question. I wanted to start with you, Myria. Can we start broadly in that term, which can mean all sorts of things to different people? I think people get very anxious and confused about it, even though they have a commitment to it. What does anti-oppressive practice mean?

In a nutshell, what it is inviting us to look at is the power dynamics that are happening consciously and unconsciously in those relationships. So whether that's in a therapeutic relationship, or supervision, or teaching relationship, if you're a trainee or a tutor. It's essentially recognising that in our relationship, in the space in between us, there are going to be certain power dynamics, because of the roles we hold as therapist, client, supervisor, supervisee, tutor, and student. So it's about us being far more conscious and intentional, to ensure, then, that the power dynamics between us are as equal and as equitable as possible.

Can I ask a really stupid question? Okay. So that makes lots of sense. Why does that need to be in an ethical framework at all? Isn't that just something that we do anyway?

It's a great question, actually, to ask. Not a stupid question at all. It's a really important question to ask, because it's about making it explicit. It's about making it intentional and conscious, because what we often find in - this is very general and anecdotal, through my clinical experience - is that we can fall into ways of being oppressive, unintentionally and unconsciously. I don't think anybody means to be oppressive towards clients, or supervisees, or students, but because we hold power in our roles, I think it's so important that we are so intentional to make sure that we're not falling into those gaps. Into those traps of using our power unethically.

That, again, makes lots of sense. I'm reminded of a question that somebody said to me the other day, when they were reading around the Ethical Framework. They said, 'This is something I'm really committed to.' The word intentional was the word that you used quite a lot. Is there a danger the more I try to be intentional about this, the more contrived it becomes, the more performed it becomes? Whereas, actually, what you're talking about is something that's relational. How do I be naturally relational in an anti-oppressive way intentionally?

Yes. Another great question, because I think what this does is it distinguishes between… Being intentional is the metaphor of always being on the starting line. I have the intention to be anti-oppressive. I have the intention to try and have this relationship to be as equitable as possible. We fall into the trap of being performative when we believe that being anti-oppressive is a competency thing. It's about doing. It's about, oh, well, I've been it once before. Like, let's say last session, I was being very anti-oppressive, so I'm somehow guaranteed that I'll continue to be. So the moment we pivot away from the idea that anti-oppression is something that I do, or that it's something that once I've done it once, I will be then competent in it forever. That's like the metaphor of being at a finish line. That's very much a tick-box exercise. That's the performative piece. If we believe it to be performative, it then absolutely will present itself as being patronising. I think it will also present itself as something that we then don't consciously think about every time. We become quite complacent about it. The moment we pivot into being on the starting line and being intentional, it is always then to recognise that every time we're on the starting line, we have to intentionally be it this time and in the moment, and to be it in the present. Even if I was anti-oppressive previously, even though I might have had a great session last time, where I felt there was a real, equitable relationship between us. If I remind myself that now, this new session that we're in, again, an intention to be anti-oppressive, I'm not just relying on what we experienced last time. What I'm being accountable for, for myself, is am I doing it right now? There's an absolute difference between being present and intentional, rather than been there, done it, so I'm automatically going to be it in the future.

So just help me understand then a little bit more. What's the difference, as you understand it, in terms of being anti-oppressive, in terms of what I do in practice, and who I am as a practitioner? Are they the same thing, or are they different?

They are two complementary parts. So I always talk about, we're human beings, not human doings. So to be anti-oppressive is how we are showing up relationally. It's how we are being in those core conditions. It's how we're being relational. It's about how I'm showing up to be in a relationship with you, and then also what I do in the room. It's not an either-or. It's a being and doing piece.

Thinking about the Ethical Framework, then, can you shed some light on, or help us understand why a very explicit principle, ethical principle, around anti-oppressive practice is rooted in the ethical principles, rather than the ethics in relationships or the core responsibilities? It sounds, in some ways, that a commitment to anti-oppressive practice is a core responsibility, but actually, the way you're talking, it's also about being in a relationship. Is there a reason why it sits in the principles as explicitly as it does, as opposed to not just something that runs through the whole document?

I think it's really important that it sits within the ethical principles, because going back to that piece of being anti-oppressive, it sits complementary, and it's aligned with the other principles. When I think about being anti-oppressive, I think about the concept of being culturally attuned or cultural attunement. When we think about cultural attunement, this is absolutely about being relational, being attuned to my client, or supervisee, or student. When we're practising and being culturally attuned, then we're showing up with all of those other complementary principles. Being culturally attuned is to be culturally empathic, to be culturally curious, to be, and demonstrate cultural curiosity and cultural humility. It's a combination of those three together. For me, being anti-oppressive is embodying, almost like supersizing, and embodying all those other principles collectively in this concept of cultural attunement.

That idea of cultural attunement, then, is quite different from, I think, a fairly common misunderstanding around anti-oppressive practice, which I think has been around for many years. Which is, if I'm working with somebody who is positioned differently from me, perhaps because of their culture, or because of faith, or because of gender, or wherever that difference might be, my task is to go and read up and learn everything I can about that faith position, or the gender experience. Actually, you're saying something different to that.

Yes. So, again, a real key pivot between perhaps traditional culture, culturally within the field, how maybe anti-oppressive has been positioned, or equally, how diversity has been positioned. Diversity is often thought about only when difference is present. How I position it is within this model, and this approach of working within diversity. When we think about working within diversity, diversity and difference are not the same thing. When we talk about working within diversity, we recognise that what is present is both identity similarities and identity closeness, as well as identity distance. We have to consider both, and we're not just thinking about anti-oppressive when there is a difference between us. We have to absolutely think about being anti-oppressive when there's a cultural closeness or similarity, because there are just as many traps and pitfalls, when we work with somebody whose identity close to us as there is when there's identity distance. We're, again, moving away from this idea that we only consider anti-oppressive, or diversity when difference is present. What we're talking about here is when all identities, when we're working with any identity. So therefore, when we work with all identities, we must consider how we are both showing up relationally to create that equity between us.

It's really helpful, the distinction you make. Final question, which I think is a really important question for our members, for ourselves, as practitioners, and as members. So, because this sits now within the Ethical Framework, and sometimes things go wrong in practice, despite our best intentions, and we need to be able to demonstrate our commitment to ethical practice. As a practitioner, I feel very attuned to what you're saying. It makes a lot of sense to me. How would I demonstrate that if in supervision, or to my client, or if I needed to give an articulation of, how have I demonstrated a commitment to anti-oppressive practice? How do I do that? It feels something very embedded, but actually, the Ethical Framework might also require us, at times, to make it much more explicit. Can you give us any hints and tips about how do we show our commitment? 

Yes. One immediate thing would be when we work with clients, and when, after sessions, we are thinking about what's happened between us, relationally. For me, it's about holding a larger space for thinking about identity, thinking about who am I in the room, what's my identity, and what's my clients? In my work, I've created this tool called the identity wheel, and it is, essentially, a tool which helps us to identify all the different identity characteristics that we are holding, both visibly, physically, in our bodies, and then internally, hidden identities. I'm thinking far more here as a supervisor, actually. I'm thinking about how, in supervision, are we holding space for what is the identity of the counsellor, what is the identity of the client, and how might any of those identity characteristics be impacting on the relationship? I use that tool. It's such a great tool to make this more explicit and conscious. It's inviting us to think about all the parts of us in our identity that are in the room, but maybe because they've not been named, maybe because I've not self-disclosed that I'm thinking that I might be falling for the myth that, oh, it's not important, or it's not having an impact. What this identity wheel does, it helps bring far more into consciousness, actually, which parts of my identity being activated right now? Is what the client's presenting pulling on a piece of, or part of my identity or lived experience that's now influencing, and vice versa? As the therapist going into supervision, if I'm presenting a client, am I only thinking about the client in a fairly 2D way if I'm only thinking about their visible identity? Actually, this identity wheel helps me and therapists, as well as the supervisor, to identify other parts of their identity that, equally, is sitting with the client, and maybe be influencing how they're showing up in the room. For me, it's this much larger piece about identity that we must consider. That's one very easy, quick way that we could be working with this far more explicitly.

Yes, that's really useful, Myria. As we bring this to a close, I'm reflecting that, and in doing that, we do that through our own self-reflection, which is part of the Ethical Framework. We do that with the client, and collaboration sits as part of the Ethical Framework. We do that in our supervisory discussions, which is part of the Ethical Framework, and, I guess, our commitment to continuing professional development. So actually, it looks like it sits in isolation as an ethical principle, but actually, it speaks to all parts of the framework. That's been really helpful, Myria. Thank you so much for what you've said, really clarifying lots of important concepts.

Thank you.
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