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Preface to the fifth edition

In the Preface to the fourth edition of this book, I wrote: ‘When a
book reaches its fourth edition, it is a sure sign that it has achieved
a significant measure of success’. The fact that this is now the fifth
edition clearly reinforces that message. This is partly, no doubt, due
to the importance of social justice and a commitment to tackling
discrimination and oppression as basic social work values and
partly — if the feedback I have received is to be believed — because
the book presents a clear and helpful picture of the complexities of
developing anti-discriminatory practice and provides a foundation
of understanding that casts important light on how we can rise to
the challenges involved.

It is now almost twenty years since I started writing the first
edition of this book. Times have changed a great deal during that
period and we have made some significant advances in tackling
discrimination and oppression. However, the challenges we face
remain enormous and represent a long-term project. At the time of
writing the first edition I was a team manager in a social services
department and in daily contact with many of the issues covered in
this book. For the past fourteen years my role as a trainer and
consultant has brought me into almost daily contact with practi-
tioners, managers, students and educators who are wrestling with
the challenges of ensuring that social work interventions are posi-
tive and empowering, rather than disempowering and demeaning.
I am therefore very aware that there is a need for this book and that
it has an important part to play.

Despite the fact that some writers have misrepresented my work
(see Chapter 9), such distortions have not prevented this text in its
various incarnations from helping generation after generation of
social workers to appreciate the importance of tackling discrimina-
tion and oppression and providing a foundation of basic under-
standing on which to build over time. This new edition has been
developed to build on that success by incorporating the latest key
developments in the field. In this way it can help the next genera-
tion of practitioners to be reflective and empowering in their
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approach to their work. It differs from previous editions in the
following ways:

1. It has a new opening chapter which focuses on equality,
diversity and social justice. The aim is to locate anti-
discriminatory practice in the context of these three important
concepts and values. A key point I want to get across is that,
while ‘anti-discriminatory practice’ is a long-established term
in the social work vocabulary (some might even see it as old-
fashioned now), the ideas on which it is based are as relevant
and pressing now as they were decades ago. The introduction
of new terminology and new ideas should be seen as part of
the development of anti-discriminatory practice as a vibrant
field and not as a replacement for it.

2. There are two additional chapters, one on sexuality and
heterosexism and the other on faith and religious
discrimination. This change reflects the growing interest in
these two areas of discrimination and helps to reaffirm the
important message that we need to think broadly when it
comes to forms of discrimination and not make the (once very
common) mistake of focusing mainly if not exclusively on race
and gender as a focus of discriminatory behaviour,
assumptions and language.

3. The book as a whole has been updated to reflect new ideas
and developments (and to show continuities over time) and, in
so doing to engage substantively with wider developments and
new directions in intellectual and professional debate (for
example, the valuing diversity and cultural competence
approaches). However, it remains the case, of course, that a
short introductory book like this cannot realistically
incorporate our knowledge base in anything approaching a
comprehensive or exhaustive way.

4. Each chapter now begins with a short overview to ease
readers gently into the discussions that follow. This additional
feature, combined with the practice focus illustrations within
the chapters and the ‘Points for reflection’ section at the end
of each chapter, helps to make this a user-friendly text for
students and beginning professionals.

This book was written specifically with a social work reader-
ship in mind. However, I have become aware that it is also widely
used by others within the human services or helping professions
(for example, nurses, advice workers, and youth and community
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workers). It is to be hoped that readers in this latter category will
not find the constant references to social work too discouraging for
them. Tutors and others involved in supporting learning may find
it helpful to encourage readers, whenever they encounter the term
‘social work’ to stop and think about how the point being made
applies to their own professional discipline. In many cases it may
be very similar, but this will not always be the case. Making these
comparisons between social work and their own discipline can be
an important part of learning.

Whether the book is used in its originally intended field of social
work or in what has become its wider constituency of the people
professions more broadly defined, it remains an introductory text.
In the Preface to the third edition of this book, I made the follow-
ing comment:

Throughout the process of writing this book there has been no
doubt in my mind that its role is as an introductory text, a gate-
way to the broader and more advanced literature. It is certainly
not intended as an ‘all you need to know on the subject’ type of
book. I have therefore found it quite sad, especially as an exter-
nal examiner at various universities, to note so many students
using the book as if it were the only one available on the subject!
I am, of course, pleased that the book has become established as
a key text, but this does not alter the fact that it is a key intro-
ductory text and should therefore not be used as a substitute for
reading more widely or for engaging with the more advanced
texts available. ... If you find this book helpful, then that’s great,
but please use any benefits you have gained from it as a launch
pad for further learning, and not as a source of complacency
that stands in the way of further development.

I still wish to reinforce that message as I continue to see the
potential problem of the book’s strengths becoming a weakness by
discouraging further reading and learning. I hope that tutors, train-
ers and practice educators will play their part by emphasizing this
point.

Wanting to emphasize the introductory nature of this text leads
me to point out that, in between the publication of the first and
second editions of this book, I was approached by a number of
people who urged me to write a follow-up text, a more advanced
book which examined in more depth and detail some of the key
issues outlined here. This led to the publication in 1998 of
Promoting Equality. A second edition was published by Palgrave
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Macmillan in 2003 and a third edition in 2011. References at vari-
ous points in this book to Promoting Equality relate to that book.
It is perhaps helpful to see Anti-Discriminatory Practice as a first-
level, introductory text, while Promoting Equality is a follow-on
text, for readers looking to explore more deeply and widely.

To prevent any unnecessary confusion, I feel it is important to
clarify two issues relating to the use of terminology. First, at one
time it became the practice of some people to distinguish between
anti-discriminatory and anti-oppressive practice. For such
commentators, the former was reserved for a narrow, legalistic
perspective that did not take on board wider sociopolitical
concerns. It is therefore important to clarify, right from the start,
that this is not a distinction I shall be drawing here. As the argu-
ments presented in this book should make very clear, I adopt a
holistic perspective on anti-discriminatory practice — that is, I see it
as a broad undertaking that needs to incorporate sociological,
political and economic concerns above and beyond narrow legal
requirements. In my view, discrimination is the process (or set of
processes) that leads to oppression. To challenge oppression, it is
therefore necessary to challenge discrimination. Anti-discrimina-
tory and anti-oppressive practice are therefore presented here as
more or less synonymous terms, on the grounds that a legalistic
perspective is too narrow to challenge discrimination and the ensu-
ing oppression, and does not therefore merit the title of ‘anti-
discriminatory’. I shall revisit this point in Chapter 1.

Second, the term ‘client’ is one that I use throughout this book
and indeed in many of my writings. It is important to recognize
that this is a contested term. Many people have abandoned it in
favour of ‘service user’. However, many people object to this latter
term, especially when it is shortened to ‘user’. In my view, client is
a term of respect and is consistent with the notion of professional-
ism (see Thompson, 2009a, for a fuller discussion of this).

Finally, I am hopeful that readers will find this revised and
updated edition both interesting and useful and that it will serve as
an important foundation for developing their knowledge and
understanding further.

Neil Thompson
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Introduction

During the late 1980s social work education became increasingly
aware of the impact of oppression and discrimination on clients
and communities. There was a growing awareness and recognition
of the relative neglect of such issues in traditional approaches to
social work. This emphasis on combating discrimination is part of
the process of establishing an awareness of discrimination and a
commitment to challenging it as fundamental building blocks of
qualifying training and subsequent practice. They were therefore
seen as an essential part of the curriculum and the evaluation
process and continue to be regarded as such, as is shown by their
inclusion in the curriculum for the current qualifying programmes
in social work.

This major development in education and training has also been
reflected more broadly, to a certain extent at least, in social work
policy, theory and practice (although it would be naive not to
acknowledge that much progress remains to be made in these
respects). Anti-discriminatory practice has therefore been featuring
as a regular and high priority item on the social work agenda for
some time now, although there sadly continues to be a great deal of
misunderstanding and oversimplification of the issues.

But it is not only students as new entrants to the profession who
need a grounding in the theory and practice of anti-discriminatory
social work. There remain very many practitioners, managers and
trainers who can benefit from developing a fuller understanding of
the complexities involved and begin to appreciate that we need to
wrestle constantly with these issues, rather than find some sort of
easy answer or ultimate resolution.

The primary aim of this book is to provide just such a ground-
ing — for qualified staff, for those seeking qualification, for practice
teachers, trainers and managers and for others with a general inter-
est in contemporary social work, equality and diversity or related
issues. The text seeks to clarify and to answer, in part at least, a
number of important questions:



2 Anti-discriminatory practice

e What are the factors underlying discrimination and oppression,
especially as they relate to social work theory and practice?

e What are the common concepts and issues across the various
forms of discrimination — sexism, racism, ageism and so on?
What are the key differences?

e Why is the development of anti-discriminatory practice so
important?

e What are the necessary steps towards constructing a social
work practice based on principles of anti-discrimination and
the promotion of equality?

Structure and outline

In the first chapter, I discuss the key underlying concepts of equal-
ity, diversity and social justice. I show that these are not only
concepts, in an intellectual sense, but also values in a practice sense
— that is, principles that can and should guide our actions. I argue
that we cannot really understand discrimination and oppression
without first having a good understanding of these three key issues.

Another major feature of this chapter is the emphasis I place on
the argument that unfair discrimination is something that needs to
be tackled in all its forms and not only the more well-established
ones or more fully documented ones. Anti-discriminatory practice
is a matter of a principled commitment to equality, diversity and
social justice, rather than simply following political, intellectual or
other fashions.

Chapter 2 examines a range of other theoretical concepts which
can be seen to underpin anti-discriminatory practice. The major
themes are explained and links with social work practice are drawn
in order to begin to build a bridge between theory and practice.
Indeed, the need for a clear practice focus, illuminated by theory,
will be a primary concern throughout the book (Thompson, 2000a;
2010). This chapter will also tackle the thorny issue of language.
The topic will be approached from two angles: first, to understand
the role played by language in constructing and reinforcing
discrimination; and, second, to clarify the terminology used in this
text — that is, to define the key terms and concepts.

This chapter sets the scene for the following analysis of the vari-
ous forms of oppression and processes of discrimination. This is
achieved by explaining the common theory base which acts as a
framework for understanding the complex issues discussed in



