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Abstract 

Anti-oppressive frameworks are well established in both the United Kingdom and North American social work literature as one means of addressing social inequities. The literature in spirituality has grown substantially, establishing initial theoretical models and an empirical trail. The relationship of spirituality to critical social work models including anti-oppressive frameworks have yet to be fully examined. The purpose of this paper is to conceptually explore relationships between spirituality and anti-oppressive practice, specifically anti-oppressive organizational change, using as exemplar a small women-centered agency's four-year engagement in anti-oppressive organizational change. Using qualitative methodology, four in-depth interviews explored the experiences of agency staff and volunteer members during this agency's period of transition. Analysis of the interviews revealed the importance of critical consciousness in an examination of power, privilege and oppression, and the importance of empowerment approaches. Additionally, results describe the importance of spirituality in establishing purpose and connection, and in this study, in shaping interpersonal, intrapersonal processes and the quality of the experience of anti-oppressive organizational change. Future research addressing social inequities within an anti-oppressive framework should consider the potential role or influence of the spiritual dimension.
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Seeking the Spiritual in Anti-Oppressive Organizational Change 

Anti-oppressive frameworks are well established in both the United Kingdom and North American social work literature as one means of addressing social inequities. The literature in spirituality has grown substantially, establishing initial theoretical models and an empirical trail. The relationship of spirituality to critical social work models including anti-oppressive frameworks has yet to be fully examined. The purpose of this paper is to conceptually explore spirituality in anti-oppressive practice, specifically anti-oppressive organizational change, while investigating the presence of spirituality in a small women-centered agency's four-year engagement in anti-oppressive organizational change.
Literature Review


Anti-oppressive organizational change (AOC) is premised on an anti-oppression model (Campbell, 2001; Dalrymple & Burke, 1995; Dominelli, 2002; Garcia & Melendez, 1997; Razack, 1999; Wilson & Beresford, 2000) with roots in anti-racist, anti-discriminatory, multicultural, and ethnically sensitive organizational change (Devore & Schlesinger, 1996; Dominelli, 1997; Fong & Gibbs, 1995; Razack, 1999; Thompson, 1997). In community organizations, efforts to incorporate AOC were formed amongst growing tensions of exclusion, and the rationale that some marginalized groups were being excluded from anti-oppressive/anti-discriminatory practices when focusing exclusively on issues of race, culture, and ethnicity (Barnoff, 2001; Hyde, 1998; Thompson, 1997; Williams, 1999). The challenge in AOC is how to critically and simultaneously examine multiple axes of oppressions (Dalrymple & Burke, 1995; Dominelli, 2002; Williams, 1999). AOC is concerned with creating equitable structures, processes and outcomes and a way of structuring relationships between individuals that aims to empower workers and service users while reducing the effects of social oppression (Dominelli, 2002; Williams, 1999; Wilson & Beresford, 2002). Acknowledging intersecting diversities encompasses an acceptance of holism, negotiating across differences, and forming interconnecting relations and alliances amongst staff within a range of agency roles and social positioning (Dominelli, 1996, 2002).
AOC discourse integrates the earlier work of Friere's (1973) critical consciousness-raising (CCR) and the empowerment discourse.  Individual and group empowerment is achieved through conscientization and praxis, (i.e., reflection, action, and reflection), a process of group identification, an understanding of one's social status to the dominant ideology, and challenging the root causes of their oppression. For example, feminist pedagogy (inclusive of therapy, community groups)  suggests, according to Kimmel and Kazanis (1995), that an "examination of the spirituality of women's groups, particularly those with a feminist consciousness…can illuminate experiential practices that will repair the dis-eases that affect women, disconnection, hunger, abuse, neglect and violence" (p. 216).  Critical consciousness contributes to the empowerment of social groups when individuals and groups act on their abilities to effect change, including structural change (Dalrymple & Burke, 1995; Gutierrez, 1995; Lee, 2001; Pease, 2002; Rose, 2000) such as in AOC.  

Proponents of organizational change argue that change at the organizational level, including change of oppressive attitudes, behaviours, policies and procedures, must also include critical consciousness as a necessary means toward staff empowerment (Bartle et al., 2002; Fong & Gibbs, 1995; Gutierrrez, GlenMaye & DeLois, 1995).  Effective and empowering organizations have been earmarked by increased personal and political consciousness; value-driven vision; personal and collective efficacy; meaning and purpose in the work; increased interpersonal mutuality; greater equality in decision making; the use of intuition and inner wisdom; staff development of skills, risk-taking, increased collaboration; flexibility of structure; and a greater ability to cope with environmental impact  (Arches, 1997; Barker & Young, 1994; Bartle et al, 2002; Fong & Gibbs, 1995; Gutierrez et al., 1995; O’Connor & Netting, 1999; Ostrander, 1999; Shera & Page, 1995; Shera & Wells, 1999). However, as Baskin (2002), Wong (2004), and Mullaly (1997) have noted, in any progressive and inclusive analysis of identity and/or social justice, spirituality must be included. Missing from the AOC discourse, however, is the dimension of spirituality.

The Spiritual Environment and the Interpersonal


It is well established in the spirituality and social work literature that understanding the environment involves embracing an ecological holism, that is, an appreciation of the social and cosmic dimensions in everyday patterns and relations (Canda, 1988; Coates, 2003). Spiritual models emphasize a dialogical and open relationship between the individual and his/her environment where people are holistic, spiritual beings connected to a universal whole (Bullis, 1996; Canda & Furman, 1999; Crossman, 2003; Hodge, 2000; Schiele, 1994). Transpersonalists distinguish between the value and limitations of the ego-personality in shaping and motivating human behaviours (Cowley, 1993; Vaughan, 1991). Transpersonal models, the "fourth force" of psychology following and subsuming psychoanalysis, behaviourism and humanistic psychology (Cowley, 1993, 1996)  take an open approach to human potential as spiritual growth; transformation of consciousness takes into account the intrapsychic structures (inner forces) and the impact of the larger social structures (outer forces) with the goal of facilitating individual and social quest that gives life purpose, meaning and morality (Bullis, 1996; Canda & Furman, 1999; Carroll, 2001; Cowley, 1993, 1996; Leight, 2001; Smith, 1995). As such, organizations are constructs of processes, relationships, and meanings co-created and embedded in one's changing and unfolding spiritual environment. 
Spiritual relationships are defined as connections to the self, to others, to community, to a cosmic or divine connection, God, to life energy, or to nature (Anderson, 1999; Canda & Furman, 1999; Carroll, 1998; Derezotes, 2001). A spiritual relationship includes the search for meaning, purpose, self-awareness, healing and expansion of consciousness. Additionally, in understanding spirituality, the notion of healing and related concepts of hope, faith, forgiveness, for example, have been underutilized and under conceptualized in the primary social work discourse due to dichotomized mind-body worldviews that also disregarded spirit (Kissman & Maurer, 2002; Walsh, 1999). Within the spirituality literature, spiritual relationships are central in matters of communication, personal and interpersonal healing embodied in actions of forgiveness, belonging, deep caring and altruism, reflection, intention, heightened emotions and transcending moments (Aponte, 1998; Cornett, 1998; Cowley, 1996; Damianakis, 2001; Derezotes, 2001; Levin, 1998, Montgomery, 1991; Vaughan, 1991; Walsh, 1999; Watson, 1985). 

Spirituality, Critical Consciousness, and Empowerment 


Spiritual approaches have been criticized for their potential to be self-engaging, with individualistic underpinnings rather than collective motivations toward social responsibility and social justice (Henery, 2003; Moffatt & Irving, 2002; Perry & Rolland, 1999). The inclusion of spirituality has been linked to a state agenda for social control (Crossman, 2003).  There tends to be a limited understanding of ecological holism and the embodied experience of mind-body-spirit in much of the general social work literature; this literature is now being critiqued by postmodern and spiritual authors (Chambon, Irving & Epstein, 1999; Coates, 2003; Cornett, 1992; Gorman, 1993; Peile, 1998; Tangenberg & Kemp, 2002). For example, feminist spirituality epistemologically challenges this false separation of spirit to social justice: proponents do not agree that spirituality is to be disregarded as irrelevant to the consciousness-raising process or as "escapist" to the political process of social change (Luff, 1990). "Feminist spirituality asks that we take consciousness raising one step further to achieve an awareness of the inseparability of politics and spirituality" (Luff, 1990, p.92). Spiritually-based critical models (e.g., Liberation Theology, African, Feminist) affirm a relationship between individual spirituality, critical consciousness, group consciousness-raising, empowerment, and involvement in social change (Evans, 1992; Ortiz & Smith, 1999; Schiele, 1994; Shera & Wells, 1999). When an individual's sense of spirituality increases, so too does their connection to community, to moral/social responsibility and to a belief in their ability to affect their environment (self-efficacy) toward social change (Finley, 1991; Ortiz & Smith, 1999).  Similarly, being engaged in "social justice activism is an integral and essential expression of spirituality" with "spiritual benefit" (Perry & Rolland, 1999, p.273-274).  It is through dialogue, embedded in social relations, where human subjectivity and our understanding of who we are in the world is constituted. This understanding of human subjectivity, inclusively and holistically part of human consciousness can be ego-based, spiritual or both. Thus, considering the role of spirituality alongside critical consciousness processes seems a viable part of a social justice agenda in anti-oppressive organizational change; empirical work can aid this understanding.  
Purpose of the Study


The purpose of this study is to conceptually explore spirituality in relation to anti-oppressive organizational change (AOC), using as exemplar the experiences of staff and volunteers in a small women-centered agency.  Two stages were central: a) Interviews were conducted with a small number of participants, b) a search was made for key words, themes, and concepts based on characteristics proposed in the spirituality literature, to determine whether participants' narratives of AOC reflect a spiritual dimension, alongside critical consciousness and empowerment processes. AOC was of growing interest amongst women’s organizations and multicultural communities during the early to late 1990’s. However, issues affecting, for example, racialized and gendered communities are of continued interest in progressive services and how to integrate anti-oppressive principles into practice (Barnoff, 2001; Dominelli, 2002; Karabanow, 2004; Ostrander, 1999). This study is not an evaluation of this agency’s AOC process or its outcomes of organizational change. It is proposed that spirituality emerges along with critical consciousness-raising that contributes to the empowerment of staff and volunteer members who participate in anti-oppressive organizational change. This research addresses the spiritual dimension in anti-oppressive organizational work and as such the research question was: Is there a spiritual dimension for participants engaging in AOC?  

Methodology

Description of the Organization 



A women-centered, multidisciplinary, non-profit community-based agency serving the health needs of women in a large urban city in Canada that had been engaging in anti-oppressive organizational change for a period of four years was chosen for this study.
Initially, this agency sought to determine if its client population reflected the diversity of the community it served. The assessment was based on two primary assumptions: a) members of marginalized groups must be appropriately serviced and included in agency structures, services, and b) the agency should change, as necessary, to meet those identified needs. Key components in this agency's organizational change efforts included: 1) the development of culturally competent services, 2) inclusive and meaningful representation of marginalized social groups at staff, volunteer, and board levels, 3) the development and enforcement of anti-racist and anti-oppressive agency policies and procedures, and 4) staff training and education on anti-oppression issues. The agency consisted of 12 female staff members, a board of directors, and volunteers.  
Study Design


To investigate the topic of inquiry and the experiences of agency staff and volunteer members, a qualitative study (Creswell, 1998), using in-depth interviews (Goodman, 2001) and purposive sampling (Neuman, 1997) was used. In order to best include those elements or characteristics of interest to the study objectives (Neuman, 1997), I specifically interviewed individuals who participated in the agency's AOC during the four years, as opposed to new staff, who had different roles within the agency, and who were available. A person’s religious or spiritual beliefs did not constitute part of the inclusion/exclusion criteria. 
Participants 


Four participants self-selected and represented four different agency locations e.g., board/volunteer member, executive director, education department, and medical department. Service to the agency ranged from 5 years to 13 years. Two of the four women were white, Anglo-Saxon, and Protestant; the other two women were from ethno-racial communities. One woman self-defined as a visible minority, and the other as a Hispanic immigrant. The former self-identified as having no religious/spiritual orientation and the latter as Catholic. No gift or honorarium was provided for participation. 

Procedure


The Executive Director was contacted, the study explained, and agreement was reached for participation. Interested participants, from each of the departments were approached, the purpose of the study explained, and informed consent obtained prior to data collection.  All interviews, lasting between 1.5 to 2.0 hours were tape-recorded and subsequently transcribed. A semi-structured interview guide allowed for flexibility in response and probing questions. 
Three researcher's assumptions guided the interview process. First, given the general community discourse at that time on anti-racist, anti-oppressive change not spirituality, it was assumed the research context was an agency whose explicit focus involved making anti-oppressive changes and that spiritual change or spirituality was not, explicitly part of their agency discourse. Second, it is thus a valid empirical question, given that anti-oppressive change was occurring, as described in this paper, whether the participants experienced, according to descriptions from the literature, a spiritual dimension during this transition. Third, if the participants experienced a spiritual dimension, the occurrence is not to be marked by a participants' use of the word 'spiritual' but by indicators of processes argued in the spirituality literature to be intrinsically connected with the spiritual dimension (e.g., individual and collective purpose and meaning, transpersonal states, spiritual relationships/communication, and healing). Hence, the interviews were a reflective look back for participants on the process of anti-oppressive organizational change. 

Participants were informed of the purpose of the study i.e., to explore a possible spiritual dimension during their experiences of AOC, but that questions would be geared to general organizational change processes. One exception, reflected in the findings, was due to one participant’s own choice to use the term “spirituality”, presumably based on the stated purpose of the study. With this understanding, the following four key organizational areas were explored during the interviews, and subsequently analyzed for any possible spiritual dimensions: 1) What is the relationship between the environment and the organization during AOC? 2) What are the underlying motivations, rewards, and communication processes when engaging in anti-oppressive organizational change? 3) What critical consciousness (if any) is important in this process? What possible effect might it have with respect to interaction and communication with colleagues? Finally, 4) How did the structure, style of management impact staff/volunteers members during AOC?
Data Analysis

Analysis of the interview transcripts used an ongoing recursive coding process (Creswell, 1998) and revealed a cluster of categories, subcategories and themes that captured the experiences of participants. Participants provided clarification and elaboration on salient issues. Subsequent content analysis involved both a manifest and latent focus on the content of the data (Berg, 1995; Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). Transcripts were then compared to indicators of processes argued in the spirituality literature as part of the spiritual dimension, as previously noted, for example, individual and collective purpose and meaning, transpersonal states, spiritual relationships/communication, and healing.  Key words (e.g., "purpose", "belonging", and "human spirit") found in the transcripts and intrinsically connected to the spirituality literature (e.g., Canda & Furman, 1999; Carroll, 1998) were noted, and later extracted for quoting purposes. A latent analysis focused on the thematic analysis of the text where phrases, (e.g., "step outside of your ego", "you try to forgive yourself"), could correspond to key constructs in the spirituality literature (e.g., forgiveness and spirituality (Aponte, 1998)); transpersonal theory and transcending an exclusive identification with ego (Cowley, 1993)). The thick description (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), used here, allows for a comparison of the excerpts, with their possible meanings in relation to the theoretical constructs. Final categories/ subcategories and themes were then placed within the four key organizational areas explored in the interview and reported as results. 
Results


Analysis of the interviews revealed that a spiritual dimension was evident in AOC alongside critical consciousness and empowerment processes. In keeping with the main areas from the interview guide, the following four key organizational areas are discussed: a) the agency's relationship to its environment; b) its motivation, reward and communication systems; c) experiences of critical consciousness; and d) its structure and decision making processes. Within these primary areas are the emerging categories, subcategories, and themes related to a spiritual dimension.

The Agency's Relationship to Environment


Purpose and meaning.

In asking participants, What is the relationship between the social environment and the organization in AOC?- participants expressed the importance of a personal and collective purpose. One participant said: “individuals within the organization are not victims to their environmental conditions. While trends come and go, the organization does not have to follow them for trends' sake…but you have to be ready to provide need, to answer need."  Another participant understood her sense of purpose and meaning in the agency's work as rooted in a moral, social, and a "commitment" to the values of "inclusivity and diversity" and a "holistic approach" to life. Anti-oppressive organizational change reflected her personal values: “within me is this feeling, to help others, within the framework of anti-oppression, anti-racist, human rights, social justice; these things also guide my philosophy, they are my values.” Two other participants expressed a deep value of their agency’s work by referring to the uniqueness of their service: "there is such a need and no one else is there to do it."
Participants reframed the meaning of environmental impact. Three participants noted a perceived funding threat or experiencing "a kind of survival mode" created new possibilities for change and strategies. Under these conditions, the organization had to better define who they are, increase clarity of staff needs, and what their priorities are for anti-oppressive change. One participant said: "Yes, the environment impacts the organization constantly. There are outside forces which impact, but these aren't necessarily bad.  We can work with them and they can help the organization to shape and define itself." 

Individual Motivation, Agency Rewards and Communication 


Participants identified several rewards that served as a motivator for their work in general and in anti-oppression work specifically. One participant stated it in this way:  “in an agency that doesn’t pay very well you know people aren’t here for the money, so you try to create an atmosphere to encourage job satisfaction." Another participant identified a negative motivator as that of "power and control"; "having or gaining power at the expense of another’s power was not conducive to personal and collective purpose or organizational change processes." This same participant and two others reflected that motivation and rewards were attributed to both skills and personal growth needs. They gave examples as: a) the development of administrative and other new skills, b) a sense of belonging and acceptance within the agency and, c) a higher level of growth needs concerning self-awareness and critical consciousness. Information sharing constituted an important part of the agency's communication system and a necessary means toward an expansion of knowledge, skills, personal and social consciousness, and strategies for organizational change. 

The qualities of transpersonal communication.

  Participants viewed the quality of communication as a central feature to anti-oppressive organizational change, positively contributing to their self-esteem and freedom of expression, sense of purpose and belonging, and ability to take personal risks. For them, “risk taking” was a necessary means to AOC; and anti-oppressive organizational change needed two or three people who were "risk-takers", who had "political awareness" of the issues, an "ability to reflect on their role in the change" and who were  "willing", "committed", "prepared to begin the process of change", and to "build momentum toward agency-wide changes". Yet the nature of communication affected one participant's experience of herself on deeper issues of social and personal belonging, which then contributed to feeling less socially oppressed. For example, one participant, who self-identified as a member of a racial-ethnic group, experienced a strong sense of belonging within the agency, and this was an important motivator in her work:

…just a sense of belonging, a sense of being listened to allows me to keep up my self esteem because I know that in a way I am part of the group…being part of the conversation has made me realize that I have some other potential that I couldn't use in the past and I've been allowed to use them, to express myself and I didn't feel oppressed, I didn't feel like I had to be silenced….

Reflection, intention, honesty, kindness, and forgiveness
Participants spoke on the importance of reflection, intention, honesty, kindness and forgiveness in communicating with one another under often difficult and emotionally intense circumstances. For example, one participant linked particular communicative features as conducive to creating an organizational atmosphere that helps to deal with resistance to anti-oppressive organizational change, where a lack of these qualities reinforce resistance. In her view, these qualities included staff and volunteer efforts to communicate information amongst themselves with "honesty" and "sincerity" in order to facilitate understanding and change. In her words: "if the atmosphere isn't one of belonging and acceptance and honesty and sincerity…then it can lead to a negative organizational atmosphere, so when it comes to change, it affects it".

The value of expressed emotions
Participants not only saw the importance of cognitive processes, but they greatly valued the expression of various emotions. As one participant indicated, anger and strong emotions can sometimes hinder the process of anti-oppressive change. Equally, she felt that "conflict" and "anger around the injustice" was positive, where real human responses at the injustice could help facilitate systemic and personal change, by acting as a "spark or catalyst for change". Pain was viewed as something to be acknowledged and supported at both interpersonal and organizational levels: "the organization has to be supportive…knowing that this work is painful and hard and it's going to have an impact on the staff." Another participant defined "pain as having a universal quality". She also contextualized pain within a social and political analysis of social power and privilege. For example, the need for "marginalized groups" to express their oppression and for those in the "dominant group" to express their "helplessness, guilt, and responsibility for their contribution to social oppression". A broader social analysis of oppressor/oppressed groups was interspersed with an understanding of multiple and intersecting identities embedded in one's many social locations where "individuals held both oppressor and oppressed positions simultaneously", as well as "multiple social oppressions and locations." Participants also communicated empathy for the difficulty in arriving at this internal reflection, understanding, and open dialogue amongst themselves; hence, the need for acceptance of mistakes, including the use of inappropriate and imperfect language. For example, 
I don't really like the words you used or the language you used but I do appreciate the spirit you intended it in, and then the same thing back is that I'm going to say this to you and I'm not going to say it as plain as I could because I don't know how to do that yet but I do mean it in a good spirit…we need to get an agreement that people for awhile would be pretty awful at it, but let's forgive each other for it. 

Rather than mistakes, imperfection and vulnerability being points of contention or excuse, this was a point of interpersonal accountability, and risk taking at respectful and transformative communication.

Spirituality, Critical Consciousness and Interpersonal Impact


Human potential and limitations

 Spirituality, critical consciousness, human potential and its limitations all served as important aspects of the participants' experience of anti-oppressive change, though there was some variation in the labels participants used. Human potential and a strong awareness of the importance of the personal, professional, and political aspects of an individual’s identity in the workplace were re-occurring themes for the participants.  Hence, participants spoke of the value attached to being "conscious," "aware," "self-growth, " "taking responsibility for one's actions" and "looking deeper within oneself."  One participant stated that “doing this work helps people to develop that higher level of consciousness." Another participant made a connection between the stated purpose of this study and her AOC experience. She had clearly thought in those terms and directly related her understanding of spirituality to the AOC in which she had participated:
P: I can see it from different points of view. One is a religious point of view, the other is the part that is being a human being and how you connect with people.…But I was intimidated at first about the interview, but when I saw that you wanted to look at anti-oppression and spirituality it just relaxed me

I: why did you find it relaxing?

P: because, I don't have to be as technical, or too abstract, that word means being a human being

I: what did you feel?

P: my personal experience within the organization, so this is what I would talk about

I:  what are your feelings towards the organization, from a spiritual perspective, as you see it?

P: the feelings I have from the organization, the acceptance I have, and right now I am seeing that the term multicultural organizational change was intimidating because I saw it from the academic point of view and what you have to do and when, and very rational, and methodological, so I felt intimidated about it

I: are you saying it can be done another way?

P: yes, it means you have to look at your feelings, at your experiences, what works in what way, within you to, and externally…


In a subsequent question (i.e. what is your definition of spirituality?) aimed at eliciting this participant's meaning of her use of the term, 'spirituality', this participant continued to explain: 

P: being human, being with qualities, mistakes, humility, and then I felt threatened at times because of the interview and when you explained the purpose, to include spirituality, I could relax, because it's also about what I was and who I am now

I: so the feeling of who you were and who you are is important in this work? Is there a main part of who you were and who you are that's also part of spirituality?

P: yes, the feeling, the purpose part, having a meaning to be here…people think too much, I have to acknowledge my feelings, in order for me to understand any situations…this helps me to cope with situations better…I have to go back and reflect on it--what I'm feeling, what does this reflect, or show me about things.


Spirituality as heart consciousness
 Some participants spoke of both "critical" and "higher levels of consciousness" as important in their work. When asked to explain the meaning of "critical consciousness" in anti-oppressive work, another participant echoed a similar sentiment--making a distinction between a "head" process and a process of the "heart":  "I think of it more in terms of …not consciousness…happening between your ears, rather…what's happening between your breasts, like my heart."  When asked to elaborate on the meaning of "higher levels of consciousness" as important in this process and what that looks like in practice, another participant related the intrapersonal process of awareness and critical consciousness with interpersonal relating and communication: 

Well yes, because intentions matter, how you treat people matters.  There's another way.  There's a higher level of interacting that involves self-awareness, being conscious. Once you are personally aware of some stuff, you can't go back, it's no longer only about power and control…It means there's less fear. You don't use language to create fear, even anti-oppressive language.  People take responsibility for their actions.  If you have a conflict with someone, you work it through…you try to forgive yourself. You try to not bring in your own baggage, and people are also accountable and shouldn't get away with mistreating others.


Minimizing ego-involvement, honouring ambiguity, and healing.
All participants valued the importance of process, while working at outcomes, even while the process in reaching the outcomes was often unknown, ambiguous or constantly being created by the agency participants. The intrapersonal process related to the interpersonal process, but this relationship was further defined as one that minimized ego-involvement and one of possible healing through each other:

I think people can have a sense of belonging, self-esteem, but the process is really important.  People have to be committed to change.  When it comes to people conflict, you can learn too that sometimes we can see ourselves in others, and we can also heal through one another….But you also have to assess your old behaviours, whatever that means, to be honest. You also have to step outside of your ego and that you are not the centre of the universe, but things are better then status quo, if there's commitment to growth and higher levels of awareness and to responsibility and owning one's stuff.

Organizational Structure and Decision Making


Letting go of control; flexibility and inclusivity
 Organizational structure and decision making processes were altered in the agency's efforts to meet its anti-oppression goals. According to one participant, "the small agency size was helpful in the agency’s ability to react quickly to changing conditions". Letting go of personal control within existing structures was an important element to fostering an emotional tone of trusting relationships. This was identified by the Board member in her relationship to another agency member: “I may have some power by way of bureaucracy, but…it's important to let it go and rely on the [name] to meet the objectives…emotionally we have to trust [her] to do it well”.
 Participants noted that this organization was “hierarchical” in structure, but its "democratic management style" and the formation of "small working teams" created organizational conditions "where individuals held responsibility for decisions which then influenced the direction of anti-oppressive change". The use of small working teams was based on a rationale in favour of inclusivity, maximizing members' decision-making capacity, and flexibility for a variety of working styles. One participant remarked, “I think there’s a usefulness in the small teams and in organizational development because it gives the worker permission to not do things as per status quo.” For these participants, changes to the agency structure and the implementation of strategies believed to be in favour of AOC was valued over a compliance to existing structures and norms--those that knowingly served to reinforce a dominant agency ideology reflective of a social normative.
Discussion

Critical Consciousness and Empowerment in AOC


This study conceptually explored spirituality in relation to anti-oppressive organizational change (critical consciousness and empowerment), using as exemplar the experience of staff and volunteers in a small women-centered agency. Consistent with previous studies (Gutierrez, 1995; Lee, 2001; Rose, 2000; Shera & Wells, 1999), results showed the importance of critical consciousness in an examination of power imbalances related to privilege and oppression. Results are also consistent with previous studies on empowerment in organizational change that supports staff development, collaboration, and risk taking (Bartle et al., 2002; Gutierrez et al., 1995). Empowering relationships are said to be dialogical not authoritarian in nature (Leonard, 1997; Pease, 2002), even while roles and hierarchical structures may dictate otherwise. In this study, organizational empowerment strategies important for anti-oppressive change included staff development of skills, risk taking, flexibility of structure, defining meaning within environmental conditions, and inclusivity.  These results are consistent with a general application of key constructs in critical practice theory, for example, "shared decision-making and collective social action  [that] have tended to be most appropriate to small, non-bureaucratic practice sites where workers are relatively unconstrained by policy and organisational obligations" (Healy, 2001, p. 6; Pease, 2002).
 In this study, participants applied critical notions of social categories pertaining to multiple experiences of social oppression (e.g., racism and classism), power and privilege.  Multiple and intersecting identities added complexity by viewing each other as constituting, at times, both oppressor and oppressed positions simultaneously (Dominelli, 2002; Williams, 1999). An emphasis was also placed on the construction and use of language to affect individual subjectivities, interpersonal relations (Payne, Adams, & Dominelli, 2002), and organizational change processes. Participants combined understandings of social oppression, intersecting diversities, and interpersonal processes; they further noted issues of interpersonal accountability within an empathic stance of the difficulties of language, human pain, intense emotions, and personal limitations. 

Defining Spirituality in AOC
If the participants experienced what has been called a spiritual dimension, this was illuminated by indicators (words, concepts, themes) specified in the literature to be part of the spiritual dimension. When framed in spiritual terms, AOC occurred amongst agency staff in dialogue which minimized ego-involvement, supported forgiveness, and healing. An underlying belief in existing interconnections and in the embodied subjectivities of mind-body-spirit (Cornett, 1992; Peile, 1998; Wong, 2004) seemed to be relayed in the discourse. For example, participants' use of the terms, "higher level of consciousness" and "heart consciousness" integrated the cognitive with the 'more spirited notions' of consciousness in participants' experiences. In the literature, "a higher state of consciousness means an altered state of consciousness that has a divine or sacred consciousness…spirituality is divinely focused altered states of consciousness" (Bullis, 1996, p.3),  suggestive of the inseparability of spirituality to consciousness processes. 


Consistent with the spirituality literature is the participants’ emphasis on several interpersonal and intrapersonal factors that appeared to influence the quality of their experience of AOC. Interpersonal processes were those that facilitated relationship building, the capacity for communication by way of personal reflection, human kindness, forgiveness, emotions, honesty and healing—all of which are consistent constructs and terms in the spirituality literature (Aponte, 1998; Canda & Furman, 1999; Walsh, 1999).  Intrapersonal factors were those associated with experiences of meaning, purpose and belonging (Canda & Furman, 1999), deep awareness (Vaughan, 1991), minimizing ego involvement, power and control (Montgomery, 1991), and maximizing human potential (Cowley, 1996).  
Implications for Social Work 


Anti-oppressive and spirituality frameworks are established in the social work literature yet they have been consistently separated, with no exploration of the spiritual dimension in AOC. AOC is often riddled with conflict that impedes the process of organizational change. This study reports how spirituality, here defined, can co-exist alongside critical models, such as anti-oppressive organizational change. A reconceptualization of "spiritually-based anti-oppressive organizational change" would involve the inclusion of spirituality into existing anti-oppression frameworks. In particular, this reconceptualization would centre on building alliances and vision toward systemic changes within an explicitly stated spirituality discourse. However, anti-oppression theorists or practitioners may resist such inclusion; acceptance may depend on the nature and definition of spirituality and the explicit connections made between spirituality and critical models (e.g., Liberation Theology). Results from this study raise questions for further inquiry of the possible role of spirituality in AOC: Can spirituality serve as a facilitative and/or protective variable in furthering AOC goals and how? Does it help reduce resistance to change? Does spirituality help structure relationships amongst colleagues that aim to empower? Does spirituality mediate the effects of social oppression and power hierarchies in organizational culture and structures? Does spirituality strengthen the potential to work across differences, forming constructive alliances rooted in discursive social processes? Is spirituality integral to and inseparable from critical consciousness and empowerment-based processes in AOC? This study provides a provisional beginning to approaching these questions.
Limitations


Although findings from this exploratory study are not intended to represent the experiences of all organizations engaged in anti-oppressive organizational change, the findings provide an entry into the multiple descriptions given by these participants of their experience of AOC and are suggestive of the existence of spirituality alongside critical consciousness and empowerment strategies.  Terms such as "belonging", "meaning and purpose", "human potential" defined in this study as part of spirituality, coinciding with the use of those terms in the literature may have been so for many participants; but for others, in fact, they may have been considered outside the 'spiritual' domain and understood in straightforward humanistic or existential terms that do not allow for 'spiritual' extension.  There is ongoing consideration and conceptualization in social work as to what is inside and outside the domain of spirituality, and as it relates to social work practice. This study places itself into this discourse with its empirical findings and conceptual analysis. One may ask, Why label a normally considered 'humanistic' or 'existential' quality as 'spiritual'? This in turn brings up the question of what is at the core of that which one calls 'spiritual'. This study did not take of the question afresh, but defined 'spirituality,' as above, according to the literature upon which the study relied.  


Furthermore, purposive self-selection sampling precludes inference as to how others may have experienced this time of anti-oppressive change, and possibly, these participants were predisposed toward a particular experience. Nevertheless, the purposive sample included differences based on race, ethnicity, religion/spirituality, length of time with the organization, and position within the agency; hence provided maximal variation in this small sample. Future research addressing social inequities within an anti-oppression framework should consider the potential role or influence of the spiritual dimension, how spirituality can be incorporated into AOC, participants' views on spirituality including service users (Wilson & Beresford, 2002); and methodologically, expanding sample size, alongside observation, process and outcome measures (Dominelli, 1996). 
Conclusion

Issues of social exclusion and the desire for change in community agencies continue to affect agency personnel at emotional, psychological, political, and spiritual levels. Through anti-oppression frameworks, the value of diversity and equity continues to be addressed. Spirituality and anti-oppression models reinforce one another and reaffirm social work’s commitment to the values of human worth, self-determination as well as meaning, collectiveness and social justice. A reconceptualization of "spiritually-based anti-oppressive organizational change" would involve the inclusion of spirituality into existing anti-oppression frameworks.
References

Adams, R., Dominelli, L., & Payne, M. (Eds.). (2002). Critical practice in social work.


New York: Palgrave.

Anderson, H. (1999). Feet planted firmly in midair: A spirituality for family living. In F. Walsh (Ed.), Spiritual resources in family therapy (pp.157-176).  New York: Guilford Press.

Aponte, H. (1998). Love, the spiritual wellspring of forgiveness: An example of spirituality in therapy.  Journal of Family Therapy, 20(1), 37-58.

Arches, J.  1997). Connecting to communities: Transformational leadership from Africentric and feminist perspectives. Journal of Sociology and Social Welfare, 24(4), 113-125.

Barker, A. M., & Young, C. E.  (1994).  Transformational leadership: The feminist 

connection in postmodern organizations.  Holistic Nursing Practice, 9(1), 16-25. 

Barnoff, L.  (2001). Moving beyond words: Integrating anti-oppression practice into feminist social service organizations. Canadian Social Work Review, 18(1), 67-86.

Bartle, E. E., Couchonnal, G., Canda, E. R., & Staker, M. D. (2002). Empowerment as a dynamically developing concept for practice:  Lessons learned from organizational ethnography.  Social Work, 47(1), 32-43.

Baskin, C. (2002). Circles of resistance: Spirituality in social work practice, education and transformative change. Currents: New Scholarship in the Human Services, 1(1). Retrieved September 20, 2004, from http://fsw.ucalgary.ca/currents/cyndy_baskin/baskin.htm.
Berg, B. L. (1995). Qualitative research methods for the social sciences. Toronto, ON: Allyn & Bacon.

Bullis, R. (1996). Spirituality in social work practice.  Washington: Taylor & Francis.

Campbell, C. (2001). The search for congruency: Developing strategies for anti-oppressive social work pedagogy. Canadian Social Work Review, 19(1), 25-42.

Canda, E. (1988). Spirituality, religious diversity, and social work practice.  Social Casework, 69(4), 238-247.

Canda, E. R., & Furman, L. D. (1999). Spiritual diversity in social work practice.  New York: Free Press.

Carroll, M. M. (1998). Social work's conceptualization of spirituality.  Social Thought, 18(2), 1-13.
Carroll, M. M. (2001). Conceptual models of spirituality. Social Thought, 20(1/2), 5-21.

Chambon, A. S., Irving, A., & Epstein, L. (Eds.). (1999). Reading Foucault for social work. New York: Columbia University Press.

Coates, J. (2003). Ecology and social work: Toward a new paradigm. Halifax: Fernwood.

Cornett, C. (1992). Toward a more comprehensive personology: Integrating a spiritual perspective into social work. Social Work, 37(2), 101-102.

Cornett, C. (1998). The soul of psychotherapy: Recapturing the spiritual dimension the therapeutic encounter.  New York:  Free Press.

Cowley, A. S. (1993). Transpersonal social work: A theory for the 1990’s.  Social Work, 38(5), 527-534.

Cowley, A. S. (1996). Transpersonal social work.  In F. J. Turner (Ed.), Social work treatment: Interlocking theoretical approaches (pp. 663-698).  New York: Free Press.

Creswell, J. W. (1998). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among five traditions. Thousand Oaks: Sage.
Crossman, J. (2003). Secular spiritual development in education from international and global perspectives. Oxford Review of Education, 29(4), 503-520.

Dalrymple, J., & Burke, B. (1995). Anti-oppressive practice: Social care and the law. Buckingham: Open University Press.

Damianakis, T. (2001). Postmodernism, spirituality, and the creative writing process: Implications for social work.  Families in Society, 82(1), 23-34.

Derozotes, D. (2001). Transpersonal social work with couples: A compatibility-intimacy model. Social Thought, 20(1/2), 163-175.

Devore, W., & Schlesinger, E. G. (1996). Ethnic-sensitive social work practice (4th ed.).  Needham Heights, MA: Allyn & Bacon.

Dominelli, L. (1996). Deprofessionalizing social work: Anti-oppressive practice, competencies and postmodernism. British Journal of Social Work, 26, 153-175.

Dominelli, L. (1997). Anti-racist social work: A challenge for white professionals and educators.  London: Macmillan.

Dominelli, L. (2002). Anti-oppressive social work theory and practice.  Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan.

Evans, E. N. (1992). Liberation theology, empowerment theory and social work practice with the oppressed.  International Social Work, 35, 135-147.

Finley, N. J. (1991). Political activism and feminist spirituality.  Sociological Analysis, 52(4), 349-362.

Fong, L. G., & Gibbs, J. T. (1995). Facilitating services to multicultural communities in a dominant culture setting: An organizational perspective.  Administration in Social Work, 19(2), 1-24.

Freire, P. (1973). Education for critical consciousness.  New York: Seabury Press.

Goodman, H. (2001). In-depth interviews.  In B. Thyer (Ed.), The handbook of social work research methods (pp. 309-319).  London: Sage.

Gorman, J. (1993). Postmodernism and the conduct of inquiry in social work.  Affilia, 8(3), 247-263.

Graneheim, U. H., & Lundman, B. (2004). Qualitative content analysis in nursing research: Concepts, procedures and measures to achieve trustworthiness.  Nurse Education Today, 24, 105-112.

Gutierrez, L. M. (1995). Understanding the empowerment process: Does consciousness make a difference?  Social Work Research, 19 (4), 229-237.

Gutierrez, L. M., GlenMaye, L., & DeLois, K. (1995). The organizational context of empowerment practice: Implications for social work administration. Social Work, 40(2), 249-258.

Healy, K.  (2001). Reinventing critical social work: Challenges from practice, context and postmodernism. Critical Social Work, 2(1). Retrieved September 20, 2004, from http://www.criticalsocialwork.com/units/socialwork/critical.nsf
Henery, N. (2003). The reality of visions: Contemporary theories of spirituality in social work. British Journal of Social Work, 33, 1105-1113.

Hodge, D. (2000). Spirituality: Towards a theoretical framework. Social Thought, 19(4), 1-20.

Hyde, C. (1998). A model for diversity training in human services. Administration in Social Work, 22(4), 19-33.

Karabanow, J. (2004). Making organizations work: Exploring characteristics of anti-oppressive organizational structures in street youth shelters. Journal of Social Work, 4(1), 47-60.

Kimmel, E. B., & Kazanis, B. W. (1995). Explorations of the unrecognized spirituality of women's communion. Women and Therapy, 16 (2/3), 215-227.

Kissman, K., & Maurer, L. (2002). East meets West: Therapeutic aspects of spirituality in health, mental health and addiction recovery. International Social Work, 45(1), 35-43.

Lee, J. (2001). The empowerment approach to social work practice.  New York: Columbia University Press.

Leight, A. K. (2001). Transpersonalism and social work practice: Awakening to new dimensions for client self-determination, empowerment, and growth.  Social Thought, 20(1/2), 63-75

Leonard, P. (1997). Postmodern welfare: Reconstructing an emancipatory project.  London:  Sage.

Levin, J. (1998). From psychosomatic to theosomatic: The role of spirit in the next new paradigm.  Subtle Energies & Energy Medicine, 9(1), 1-25.

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Establishing trustworthiness. In Naturalistic inquiry. Beverly Hills: Sage.
Luff, T. L. (1990). Adding a spiritual dimension to feminism.  Berkeley Journal of Sociology, 35, 91-105.

Moffatt, K., & Irving, A. (2002). 'Living for the Brethren':  Idealism, social work's lost enlightenment strain. British Journal of Social Work, 32, 415-427.

Montgomery, C. L. (1991). The care-giving relationship: Paradoxical and transcendent aspects. The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, 23(2), 91-103.

Mullaly, R. (1997). Structural social work: Ideology, theory and practice.  Toronto, ON: McClelland & Stewart.

Neuman, L. (1997). Social research methods: Qualitative and quantitative approaches. Boston: Allyn & Bacon.

O’Connor, M. K., & Netting, F. E. (1999). Teaching students about collaborative approaches to organizational change. Affilia, 14(3), 315-328. 

Ortiz, L., & Smith, G. (1999). The role of spirituality in empowerment practice. In W. Shera and L. Wells (Eds.), Empowerment practice in social work: Developing richer conceptual foundations. Toronto, ON: Canadian Scholars' Press.

Ostrander, S. (1999). Gender and race in a pro-feminist, progressive, mixed-gender, mixed-race organization.  Gender and Society, 13(5), 628-642.

Payne, M., Adams, R., & Dominelli, L. (2002). On being critical in social work. In R. Adams, L. Dominelli, and M. Payne (Eds.), Critical practice in social work (pp.1-12).  New York: Palgrave.
Pease, B. (2002). Rethinking empowerment: A postmodern reappraisal for emancipatory practice. British Journal of Social Work, 32, 135-147.

Peile, C.  (1998). Emotional and embodied knowledge: Implications for clinical practice. Journal of Sociology and Social Welfare, 25(4), 39-59.

Perry, A., & Rolland J. S. (1999). Spirituality expressed in community action and social justice: A therapeutic means to liberation and hope.   In F. Walsh (Ed.), Spiritual Resources in Family Therapy (pp. 272-292).  New York: Guilford Press.

Razack, N. (1999). Anti-discriminatory practice: Pedagogical struggles and challenges.  British Journal of Social Work, 29, 231-250.

Rose, S. (2000). Reflections on empowerment-based practice. Social Work, 45(5), 403-412.

Schiele, J. H. (1994). Afrocentricity as an alternative world view for equality.  Journal of Progressive Human Services, 5(1), 5-25.

Shera, W., & Page, J. (1995). Creating more effective human service organizations through strategies of empowerment. Administration in Social Work, 19(1), 1-14.

Shera, W., & Wells, L. (Eds.).  (1999). Empowerment practice in social work: Developing richer conceptual foundations. Toronto, ON: Canadian Scholars' Press.

Smith, E. D. (1995). Addressing the psychospiritual distress of death as a reality: A transpersonal approach.  Social Work, 40(3), 402-412.

Tangenberg, K. M., & Kemp, S. (2002). Embodied practice: Claiming the body's experience, agency and knowledge for social work. Social Work, 47(1), 9-18.

Thompson, N. (1997). Anti-discriminatory practice (2nd ed.). Basingstorke:  MacMillian.

Vaughan, F. (1991). Spiritual issues in psychotherapy. The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, 23(2), 105-119.

Walsh, F. (Ed). (1999). Spiritual resources in family therapy.  New York: Guilford Press.

Watson, J. (1985). Nursing: Human science and human care.  Norwalk, CT: Appleton-Century-Crofts.

Williams, C. (1999). Connecting anti-racist and anti-oppressive theory and practice: Retrenchment or Reappraisal? British Journal of Social Work, 29, 211-230.

Wilson, A., & Beresford, P. (2000). 'Anti-oppressive practice': Emancipation or appropriation? British Journal of Social Work, 30, 553-573.

Wong, Y. L. R. (2004). Knowing through discomfort: A mindfulness-based critical social work pedagogy. Retrieved April 25, 2005 from http://www.criticalsocialwork.com 
