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Abstract 

This study sought to contribute to the scholarship on Whiteness and social work. It engaged 

with White social workers who work with people of refugee background to learn how it is 

that Whiteness is experienced, manifested and operationalised in social work practice. The 

research methodology was informed by relationality, a dialogical framework, critical 

reflection and decolonisation. Over a period of seven months, eight Tasmanian social workers 

who identified as White and had experienced working with people of refugee background 

participated in two semi-structured interviews, a focus group, engaged with resources relating 

to Whiteness and provided evaluation data about their involvement in the study. The data 

were then analysed using narrative analysis.  

The findings demonstrate that the operationalisation of Whiteness within Australia was 

visible to participants in this study. Furthermore, participants interpreted Whiteness as 

manifesting and operating within the organisations working with people of refugee 

background. Whilst the majority of participants reported feeling discomfort about these 

interpretations, many had chosen not to speak up or challenge these manifestations of 

Whiteness within organisations, thus affirming and perpetuating Whiteness in practice. The 

findings also demonstrate how participants interpreted Whiteness as manifesting and 

operating through the social work professions’ collusion with oppressive government 

interventions and also through social work’s prioritisation of professionalism. In response to 

these interpretations, many participants still felt hopeful they could make change to disrupt 

Whiteness and also saw learning about Whiteness as an important tool for social workers 

invested in change. The findings also demonstrated how Whiteness was enacted by 

participants in their own personal practices. This included in their discussions about 

Whiteness, through desires to be ‘safe’ in their discussions about Whiteness, and in their 

relationships with both clients of refugee background and bicultural workers. However, there 

were also examples reported by participants that explored how they had attempted to disrupt 

Whiteness within their personal practices by challenging and changing organisational 

practices. 

This study confirms that Australia social work is a White profession. This exploration of the 

dominant White social work ways of doing, being and knowing highlights the urgent need for 

social workers to be actively working to resist complicity and collusion with Whiteness and 

to be working to unsettle and disrupt Whiteness if we are truly invested in change. 
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Chapter 1  

The Background and Context of the Study 

Introduction 

This thesis critically analyses how Whiteness is manifested and operationalised in White 

social workers’ practice and how White social workers interpret Whiteness in the context of 

their practice, focusing specifically on practice with people of refugee background. 

Throughout this thesis, I will use capital letters when using words such as Whiteness, White 

and Colonisation and this is to problematise or emphasise those terms, and to keep that focus 

on them every time they are used. A more detailed justification of why I believe this strategy 

to be important is provided later in this chapter.  

In this introductory chapter I locate the research and myself within the research context, 

which includes an exploration of my racial autobiography. I also discuss the power of 

language; exploring the implications of how groups are constructed and how this has 

informed both my use of language and the terminology used in this thesis. I then present the 

research aims and questions. Then, I discuss and define the key concepts and present 

arguments about their use throughout the thesis. The structure of the thesis is briefly outlined 

to conclude the chapter.  

Situating the research 

I begin this thesis by positioning myself. I believe this is important because it locates me in 

relation to the research and it explains my context. I am a 30-year-old able-bodied, 

heterosexual female. I also identify as a White Euro-Australian. I grew up on the North-West 

coast of Tasmania in Australia, and spent my childhood swimming next to Preminghana, 

which in 1999 became an Indigenous Protected Area (IPA) (Department of the Prime 

Minister and Cabinet, 2018). Whilst I am now middle-class because of the opportunities 

offered to me through tertiary education, I grew up in a working-class family. My mother, 

father and brother lived in a small rural town and I attended a primary school that had 50 

children enrolled at the time. I currently live a very stereotypical middle-class lifestyle; 

evident in the circles that I socialise in, the house and suburb I live in, the food I eat, the 

events I attend, and the networks I have access to and support. Throughout my life I have, by 

choice, travelled through Europe, New Zealand, Indonesia and Southeast Asia. I understand 

that the majority of my social statuses; Euro-Australian, native English speaker, heterosexual, 
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able-bodied, middle-class and an adult are those valued and privileged in Western society 

(Pease, 2010, p. 13). It is often those in privileged groups who do not have to locate 

ourselves, whilst those in marginalised groups are always expected to name up their 

positionality. Given the focus of this research is Whiteness, by locating myself as a White 

person first up, I am aiming to disrupt the processes which reinforce the position of White 

people as the invisible norm. It is also a political act of overtly saying that research is never 

neutral, non-raced or noncontextually positioned. 

It was through my relationship with my primary supervisor Dr Ann Joselynn (Jos) Baltra-

Ulloa that I embarked on my journey of interrogating Whiteness. Before this point I had 

learnt about Whiteness at university but had not yet made a meaningful commitment to 

turning the lens in on myself as a White person or critically examining social work as a White 

profession. After completing my Honours research in 2011, I worked with young people 

labelled ‘at risk’ and felt proud to be a social worker. I went into social work thinking of 

myself as one of the ‘good guys’, and I feel like this is how social workers are predominantly 

taught to see ourselves. After leaving this role and moving into a research administration role, 

I came back to my Honours research in 2015 hoping to craft the thesis into a journal article. 

This project explored media representations of people seeking asylum, focusing on 

presentations within Tasmanian’s largest circulating newspaper The Mercury in the four 

months following the Government’s announcement to open the Pontville Immigration 

Detention Centre in Southern Tasmania (Vincent, 2011). It was alongside this process that 

Jos shared with me a PhD research project she had envisioned as being required in social 

work on a topic which had largely been neglected: How does Whiteness operate within the 

social work profession in relation to social work practice with people of refugee background? 

One of the most popular definitions of Whiteness within the Australian context is that of 

Moreton-Robinson, who defined Whiteness as “the invisible norm against which other races 

are judged in the construction of identity, representation, subjectivity, nationalism and the 

law” (2004, p. viii). As I commenced the project and dug deeper into Australian social work’s 

origins and history, I found that there are many examples throughout history where social 

workers were complicit with oppressive government interventions and research, where White 

Western definitions and values were imposed upon Australia’s First Peoples and where one-

way relationships were commonplace. For example, and as explained by B. Bennett (2019, p. 

23), “social workers have played a major role in the welfare policies and practices aimed at 

Aboriginal peoples… Social workers continue to hold central roles in areas such as child 
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protection and physical and mental health where past incompetence and injustices have 

occurred”. Social workers were also involved in the removal of Aboriginal children now 

known as the Stolen Generation, as well as the Northern Territory Intervention (Young & 

Zubrzycki, 2011, p. 160; Zufferey, 2012, p. 663; B. Bennett, 2013, p. 2). In relation to people 

seeking asylum, Briskman & Doe (2016), explain that social workers also work within 

immigration detention centres, where they are expected to comply with oppressive policies 

that raise human rights concerns and that conflict with social work values. The more I learnt 

about Whiteness and engaged critically with the literature, it made sense to me and provided 

a lens for understanding the world. Whilst this process did at times cause me discomfort, it 

also provided me with a critical view of the world. Whilst this realisation changed my view 

of Australian social work and our collective identity as benevolent change agents, it affirmed 

my commitment to social work’s social justice agenda (Australian Association of Social 

Workers [AASW], 2010).  

There is a consensus of opinion amongst critical Whiteness and critical race scholars that the 

social work profession is built upon Western knowledge and traditions; that for the most part 

this has gone unacknowledged or unquestioned; and that social workers must turn the lens in 

upon ourselves and interrogate our own privilege moving forward (for example, see Young, 

2004; Young & Zubrzycki, 2011; Walter, Taylor & Habibis, 2011, 2013; Zufferey, 2013). As 

explained by Walter and Baltra-Ulloa (2019, pp. 77-78), unveiling Whiteness and 

Colonisation as an ongoing process is part of a larger project attempting to Decolonise social 

work. Whilst this will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4, Decolonisation, or adopting a 

Decolonising lens has influenced the methodology of this project. Consistent with the central 

tenets of an attempt to Decolonise social work, this project focused on the need to disrupt 

Whiteness and for White people to give up power and privilege. Furthermore, it focused on 

the need to challenge the privileging of Western ways of being, knowing and doing. This 

process is also what Walter and Baltra-Ulloa (2019, p. 79) define as a “stirring up” of social 

work as it is currently understood in the West, to make the raced nature of social work more 

visible (Walter & Baltra-Ulloa, 2019, p. 76), and to acknowledge the professions complicity 

with oppressive structures (Gray, Coates & Yellow Bird, 2013, pp. xxi-xxii).  

Locating the researcher within the research 

At this point, I believe that it is important to provide the reader with insight into my racial 

autobiography. I do this to locate myself racially within the research and to provide further 
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details about my context, whilst also providing a level of transparency to the reader about my 

attempts to increase my racial consciousness through self-exploration of my racialised self. 

Exploring my racial autobiography is an ongoing process I have undertaken throughout my 

candidature. This was prompted by the work of Glenn Singleton (2015), who explained that: 

to develop a fuller understanding of race, we must first look deeply and 

introspectively at our own racial existence as a doorway to understanding the 

complexities of race… Racial autobiographies are a tool for developing and 

deepening personal understanding of and insights about race. They not only 

provide a process for racial discovery but also serve as illustrations of what it 

means to establish a racial context that is personal, local, and immediate (pp. 

88-89).    

I grew up around predominantly Euro-Australians and travel was mainly within Tasmania. 

When I was about eight years old, I recall going to the local Chinese restaurant for dinner and 

asking to get a picture with waitresses. This is my first recollection of exposure to someone 

who I considered different from me racially. At high school I recall a friend of mine, who had 

been adopted as a child from India being referred to by other students as ‘Boong’, a highly 

offensive racial slur. He worked in the local supermarket and at one stage he served me and 

my mother. Afterward I recall her telling me that she wished she had been able to touch his 

hand when he returned her change so she could have sensed what his skin felt like. I 

remember thinking to myself “wouldn’t it just feel like skin?”. Whilst these were examples of 

noticing racial difference, I had not problematised these instances at the time or connected 

them to wider racial structures. Furthermore, I had not identified myself racially within these 

interactions. It was not until college when I lived with a friend whose mother’s side of the 

family were from the Philippines that I had heard her and her family’s experiences of racism 

within Australia. It was at this stage that I began to understand the implications of racial 

inequality and racism and also began to understand myself as a White Euro-Australian.   

Growing up we had a family friend who identified as a Tasmanian Aboriginal person. I do 

not recall many discussions with her about her Aboriginality until later in life. When I was 

finishing high school, my father found out that his side of the family had Aboriginal heritage. 

This was not something that we were aware of before that point and I recall the topic was not 

discussed in a lot of detail with me by my parents at that time. In the years leading up to this 

my mother had actively protested against the land on which she had grown up gaining IPA 
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status, thus restricting her access as a non-Indigenous person. My mother also involved me in 

her protesting when I was a child, which included a protest walk to the top of Preminghana 

after it was given IPA status. I vividly recall being removed from the land by two police 

officers. I do not recall interactions with our family friend about this or of hearing about their 

perspective in relation to my mother’s involvement in protests at the time. When my father 

told me that our family had Aboriginal heritage, whilst I was not really sure what it meant to 

identify as a Tasmanian Aboriginal person, I started ticking the box on relevant forms to state 

that I was an Aboriginal person. However, it is my understanding that my immediate family 

did not attempt to connect to our history or build connections within the Circular Head 

Aboriginal community.  

After college I applied and was accepted to study a Bachelor of Arts at the University of 

Tasmania (UTAS). In the government scholarship application seminar at my college it was 

emphasised that it was essential to tick as many boxes at the start of the application as you 

could, as this would help you to get one of the many scholarships being offered. If I 

remember it correctly, you filled in one application form and they decided which scholarships 

you were eligible for and you were then considered for them. When filling in the application 

form there was a box to tick if you were an Aboriginal person. I ticked it and provided a letter 

from the local Aboriginal Corporation who recognised our family as part of the Aboriginal 

community in that area. Consequently, I was offered an Indigenous Access Scholarship, 

which I accepted. I felt conflicted about accepting the scholarship because within myself I did 

not feel like I should have ticked the box and to have identified as an Aboriginal person.  

Whilst undertaking my undergraduate degree I engaged with the Aboriginal community 

throughout the University, attending events and spending time with students, staff and 

community members within The Riawunna Centre. However, I never really felt that I had an 

Aboriginal identity.  

Since returning to university to undertake my postgraduate research, I have undertaken much 

reflection about accepting that scholarship. I believe that it is an example of me cashing in on 

my White privilege to choose to identify as Aboriginal if it enabled me access to certain 

things. I have had many conversations about my family’s Aboriginal heritage over the last 

few years and listened to different debates and perspectives relating to identity. Whilst I 

understand identity to be complex and nuanced, I have become clear that within myself I do 

not identify as an Aboriginal person, rather I identify as being a White Euro-Australian only. 
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Whilst I have been passionate about supporting the plight of people of refugee background 

since I first came to learn about the implications of international conflict, it was not until I 

commenced my candidature that I had the opportunity to develop meaningful relationships 

with people from the refugee arrived communities in Tasmania. This opportunity was 

presented to me when I was invited to be part of a project called YoungMILE; a leadership 

development, training and mentorship program that included nine aspiring leaders from 

within the refugee arrived communities of Hobart, Tasmania aged between 25 and 35. Before 

this time, I had little exposure to people of migrant and refugee background, with the 

exception of a couple of friends. Whilst I had a very close relationship with one of these 

friends, we had never discussed race, or his experiences of racism and living in Australia as a 

proud Nepali man. It was not until I commenced this project that I began dialogue with him, 

explicitly discussing race and his experiences of racism, and that I became conscious of 

imposing Western ways of doing things onto him. Many of the mentee leaders from the 

YoungMILE program have stayed good friends of mine. As our relationships develop, we 

continue to discuss culture and race and our different experiences living in Australia as raced 

beings.  

I believe the discussions with my friends of migrant and refugee background that have 

occurred alongside me undertaking this research have helped me stay true to my desire to 

adopt a Decolonising lens in my approach to the project. These include discussions about 

their experiences of racism, examples of where White people, including myself, have been 

afforded privileges based on our race and discussions about the many differences in our ways 

of doing, knowing and being. These conversations have kept race at the fore for me, they 

have helped me to increase my racial consciousness and represented a challenge to what I 

know and do; making visible what it is argued can be invisible to White people (Zubrzycki & 

Crawford, 2013, p. 192). Most importantly, they have helped me understand the value of 

shutting up and listening and helped to extend my understanding of what occurs when we 

engage in meaningful two-way relationships that involve vulnerability and creating new 

shared understandings (Baltra-Ulloa, Vincent & Holla, 2019). Throughout my candidature, I 

have also kept a reflective journal to interrogate my own Whiteness on a regular basis. The 

aim of this journaling has been to become more aware of the privileges accrued by living in a 

society where my way of life is most valued and to try and make visible my values, cultural 

norms and traditions that are seen as normal and natural. This reflecting continued as the 
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project continued and became data that weaves through the thesis as I engaged with the 

research aims, questions and participants’ responses.  

Aims and Research Questions 

The assumptions that underpin this research are that Australian social work is White (Walter 

et al., 2013; Walter & Baltra-Ulloa, 2019) and that whilst this has predominately been 

unacknowledged by the profession, an unveiling and disrupting of how Whiteness operates 

within Australian social work is needed. There are four explicit aims of the current research:  

• To explore how White social workers see and experience the manifestation and 

operationalisation of Whiteness in social work practice with people of refugee 

background; 

• To explore how White social workers interpret Whiteness; 

• To facilitate a project where White social workers develop an increased racial 

consciousness; and 

• To contribute to what is known about Whiteness within social work practice with 

people of refugee background.  

The questions that this research aims to answer are: 

1. How do White social workers who work with people of refugee background interpret 

Whiteness? 

2. How do White social workers experience the manifestations and operationalisation of 

Whiteness in social work practice with people of refugee background?  

In this study, operationalisation means enactment of Whiteness or deployment of Whiteness, 

in action. So far, this chapter has explored the research context and outlined the research aims 

and questions. In the next section, I engage in a critical discussion about the power of 

language and explain how this impacts the language used in this thesis. 

The power of language 

The conceptual and theoretical framework informing this research, including critical social 

work and critical Whiteness theory, draw attention to how power operates through language 

(Levine-Rasky, 2002; Baltra-Ulloa, 2013; Nipperess & Clark, 2016). Levine-Rasky argued 
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that Whiteness is constructed relationally through Whites differentiating ourselves from 

“non-Whiteness” (2002, pp. 325-326). Through the ongoing construction of White people as 

superior to non-White people, Whites have been constructed as the invisible norm and as a 

result, we have constructed non-White groups as ‘Other’. As explained by Baltra-Ulloa 

(2018, pp. 238-239), it is those who are in privileged groups who have the power to define 

what and who is Othered. According to Pease (2010) “othering is a method of portraying 

difference as if it were in some way alien to that which is normal” (p. 13). Pon (2009, pp. 60-

61) explained that this can occur in several ways, and whilst it can be done by focusing on 

racial differences, Othering also occurs through the dominant White group focusing on 

cultural differences.  

In this thesis I will avoid using labels such as ‘refugee’ or ‘asylum seeker’, because they can 

work to further the Othering of these groups and work to construct ‘us’ and ‘them’ binaries 

between White Euro-Australians and those resettling or hoping to resettle in Australia 

(Pickering, 2001; Vincent, 2011). I will instead use language such as ‘people of refugee 

background’, or ‘people seeking asylum’. This type of language emphasises that groups have 

been refugees but that this aspect of their identity does not need to define them (Nipperess & 

Clark, 2016, p. 197) and emphasises a shared humanity. It also acknowledges past 

experiences, that people come to Australia with a history of strength and resilience and a 

connection to other places, people, land and ancestors (Baltra-Ulloa, 2013, pp. 87-88). This 

naming may also be important to the person as a political naming of their experience.  

As highlighted in the introduction of this chapter, throughout this document, I will use capital 

letters when using words such as Whiteness and White. I do this to problematise or 

emphasise those terms, and to keep the focus on them every time they are used. The aim is 

that by focusing on them and naming them up, the invisible nature of Whiteness and the 

construction of White people as the invisible norm, is challenged and unsettled. This is 

particularly important because scholars argue that the role that White people play in 

reproducing White domination, is often invisible to White people (Young, 2004, p. 105; 

Pease, 2010, pp. 112–113; Baltra-Ulloa, 2013, p. 89; Walter et al., 2013, p. 230). From a 

critical standpoint then, it is essential to unveil Whiteness and make it visible to White people 

(Pease, 2010, p. 113). I will also use capital letters for words such as Colonisation, 

Decolonisation, Other and Western. By doing this, the aim is that they stand out for the 

reader as entities. When I capitalise these words, I am being political; it is a way to try and 

use my power and privilege to unsettle Whiteness; drawing attention to terms that can 
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sometimes get overused or discussed without being problematised or used without the 

inclusion of critical analysis (Tuck & Yang, 2012, pp. 1-2).  

Next, I will extend my discussion about language use to explain key terms; how they will be 

discussed and how they have been defined throughout this thesis.  

Terminology 

As discussed above, in this thesis, when referring to my research findings, I will use the 

wording people of refugee background to refer to people who are resetting in Australia 

through the humanitarian program, and also people seeking asylum. I do this for three 

reasons. Firstly, because people who are seeking asylum are predominantly people who are 

waiting to have their refugee status approved, secondly, because they are often discussed 

interchangeably by participants of this research project and thirdly, I do this to assist with the 

readability of the thesis. According to the United Nations High Commission for Refugees 

(UNHCR), a refugee is defined as “someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their 

country of origin owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 

religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion” (2010, p. 

3). When participants are specifically discussing people seeking asylum, for example as it 

applies to applying for visas that are only relevant to people who are in the process of having 

their refugee status assessed or reassessed, I will specify that I am referring to people seeking 

asylum.  

There are many terms used to identify Australia’s First Peoples. My preferred terminology is 

Australia’s First Peoples or Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. I have chosen to 

use the terminology Australia’s First Peoples because I believe that it draws direct attention 

to the fact that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are the First Peoples of Australia, 

and thus the traditional owners of this country. I also use the terminology Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples because whilst potentially too general, acknowledges that there 

are multiple nation groups across Australia. These groups have varying traditions and law 

definitions, Dreaming, languages spoken, views, wants and needs (B. Bennett, 2019, p. 5). 

However, after listening to a variety of people talk about their preferences and hearing the 

vast reasoning for different preferences, I understand that there are differing preferences and I 

would like to acknowledge these and be guided by them in my ongoing relationships, 

research and scholarship and social work practice.  
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Key concepts 

Race 

Race as a concept has been summarised aptly by Thompson and Tyagi (1996, p. ix, emphasis 

in original); “race is about everything – historical, political, personal – and race is about 

nothing – a construct, an invention that has changed dramatically over time and historical 

circumstance”. Historically, anthropologists and biologists used science and observation of 

non-White groups to construct human differences to conclude a superiority of Whites and the 

inferiority of all others (Markus, 2001, pp. 4-7; B. Bennett, 2013, p. 4; O’Brien, 2015, pp. 88-

89). For example, non-White groups were constructed by Whites as having low intelligence, 

as primitive and they were also positioned at the bottom of the racial hierarchy through the 

measuring of skulls (B. Bennett, 2013, p. 4; Kendall, 2013, pp. 42-44). Whilst it is now well 

established that race is a social construct, and these differences have been disproven, they 

continue to impact how different groups of people are constructed and treated (Markus, 2001, 

pp. 6-7). Race is not static, its meaning has changed from place to place and at different times 

throughout history and it is thus still a relevant and required concept (Pease, 2010, p. 108). 

Race is defined in this study as a social construction “attached to a variety of physical 

attributes, including but not limited to skin and eye color, hair texture, and bone structures” 

(Singleton, 2015, p. 50).  

Whiteness  

The interrelated concepts Whiteness, White supremacy and White privilege are used 

frequently throughout this thesis and are thus defined in this introductory chapter. They will 

now be discussed in turn. Frankenberg (1993, p. 3) argued that there are three linked 

dimensions of Whiteness. Firstly, “Whiteness is a location of structural advantage, of race 

privilege”; secondly, Whiteness is a standpoint from where White people view the world, 

ourselves and others; and thirdly, Whiteness is a set of unmarked and unnamed cultural 

practices. She also argued that Whiteness is both discursive and material and is “a set of 

locations that are historically, socially, politically, and culturally produced and moreover, are 

intrinsically linked to unfolding relations of dominance” (1993, p. 6). In her later work in the 

2000s, Frankenberg (2001, 2004) continued to expand and transform her definition of 

Whiteness, also critiquing and complicating her previous argument around Whiteness being 

invisible to White people. In addition to expanding the definitions of the three linked 
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dimensions, she also transformed her definition more broadly into what she presented as an 

eight-point definition of Whiteness. This definition is presented below:  

• “Whiteness is a location of structural advantage in societies structured in racial 

dominance. 

• Whiteness is a ‘standpoint’, a location from which to see selves, others, and national 

and global orders. 

• Whiteness is a site of elaboration of a range of cultural practices and identities, often 

unmarked and unnamed, or named as national or ‘normative’, rather than specifiably 

racial. 

• Whiteness is often renamed or displaced within ethnic or class namings. 

• Inclusion within the category ‘white’ is often a matter of contestation, and in different 

times and places some kinds of whiteness are boundary markers of the category itself 

• Whiteness as a site of privilege is not absolute but rather cross-cut by a range of other 

axes of relative advantage or subordination; these do not erase or render irrelevant 

race privilege, but rather inflect or modify it. 

• Whiteness is a product of history, and is a relational category. Like other racial 

locations, it has no inherent but only socially constructed meanings. As such, 

whiteness’s meanings are complexly layered and variable locally and translocally; 

also, whiteness’s meanings may appear simultaneously malleable and interactable. 

• The relationality and socially constructed character of whiteness does not, it must be 

emphasized, mean that this or other racial locations are unreal in their material and 

discursive effects” (Frankenberg, 2001, p. 76). 

As explained by Frankenberg, White people are often unmarked and unnamed within 

Western societies (Frankenberg, 2004, p. 113). However, she emphasised her wording 

“often” because non-White people and some White people do mark and name or rename 

Whiteness (pp. 116-117). Frankenberg (1993, p. 15) also used the term race cognisance to 

define the process of White people coming to understand ourselves as raced and the role that 

social structures play in perpetuating racial inequality. Having a White cognisant identity 

involves an awareness of having a White racial identity and an increased awareness of the 

operationalisation of Whiteness. It also involves problematising that identity and working on 

becoming more conscious of it in daily life. It is this later expanded definition by 

Frankenberg that informs how Whiteness is defined in this thesis.  
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Ahmed (2007, p. 156), discussing Whiteness in relation to Bourdieu’s work, provided an 

explanation of how Whiteness is embodied, and “holds” through habits. She explained: 

We can link habits to what is unconscious, and routine, or what becomes 

‘second nature’. To describe whiteness as a habit, as second nature, is to 

suggest that whiteness is what bodies do, where the body takes the shape of 

the action. Habits are not ‘exterior’ to bodies, as things that can be ‘put on’ or 

‘taken off’ (p. 156).  

Whiteness then, is something that is done, not something related to simply status or position; 

Whiteness is enacted. According to Pease (2010, p. 120), “Whiteness is a process. It is one of 

the ways in which we ‘do’ social dominance”.  

The understandings and definitions that have been discussed in this section have informed the 

research project in a variety of ways. For example, Frankenberg’s definitions of Whiteness 

(1993; 2001) as multidimensional informed the construction of interview questions to ensure 

that a nuanced understanding of Whiteness informed discussions with participants. 

Furthermore, the definition of Whiteness provided in this section informed the way I 

conducted myself in the research relationships. The multiple dimensions of Whiteness also 

had implications for the questions that were asked of the data during analysis. In relation to 

the writing of the thesis, my choice to include my racial autobiography was to name and mark 

myself as White racially and to describe the impact this has had on me as the researcher. My 

use of wording such as ‘us’ and ‘ourselves’ when discussing White people also locates and 

implicates me within discussions about White people. The work of Ahmed (2007) and Pease 

(2010) which relates to Whiteness as embodied and enacted also informed the presentation of 

the findings chapters. Whiteness is explored as it relates to the White social workers’ 

positionality in Chapter 5, and then the focus shifts in Chapter 6, 7 and 8 to focus on the 

doing of Whiteness.  

White Supremacy 

Pewewardy and Almeida (2014, p. 232) define White supremacy as the ideology that 

promotes White people as superior to non-White people. As explained by Kendall (2013, p. 

22), people often associate White supremacy with extreme acts against and hatred of non-

White people; for example, the actions of groups such as the Ku Klux Klan. Whilst such 

groups would be considered White supremacists, Kendall explains that White supremacy can 
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also be understood more broadly, as the supremacy of the White race. Pewewardy and 

Almeida (2014, pp. 232–233) argue that an understanding of the latter definition is crucial for 

change to occur and it is this understanding of White supremacy that informs this study. 

Understanding White supremacy and the role that White dominance plays in this way is 

important because it prevents White people from being excused for taking a stance of 

innocence. It also prevents White people from downplaying the active role that we continue 

to play in the current system of oppression of those who are not White (Leonardo, 2004, p. 

138). I have used the wording White supremacy explicitly throughout the thesis to name up 

how it connects to the data where appropriate. This has also allowed me to keep an emphasis 

on the structural formations that create and maintain racial hierarchies and aims to minimise 

the risks of over-emphasising cultural and individual dimensions of Whiteness. 

White Privilege 

Leonardo (2004) differentiates White supremacy or White domination and White privilege. 

He argued that whilst the processes are connected, White privilege is only possible because 

of “the conditions of white supremacy” (p. 137). That is, “in order for white racial hegemony 

to saturate everyday life, it has to be secured by a process of domination or those acts, 

decisions, and policies that white subjects perpetrate on people of color” (p. 137). Therefore, 

White privilege can be understood as the privileges that White people “can count on cashing 

in each day” (McIntosh, 2016, p. 74), due to living in a White supremacist society. Speaking 

more broadly about privilege, Pease (2010) has discussed privilege as the benefits people 

receive by being part of a dominant group, with privilege deriving from “the continued 

subordination of others” (p. 11). It is important to note that whilst a person might not identify 

as being racist and might be committed to making Whiteness visible, White people will 

continue to benefit from the current systems that privileges us. 

Levine-Rasky (2002, p. 327), discussing the work of Wellman (1993) in relation to White 

privilege, explained how Whites not only benefit from being the dominant group within 

society, we also directly benefit from the discrimination experienced by non-Whites. Levine-

Rasky (2002) gives the example of how when Black communities are targeted by police, 

White people benefit by being under-policed and are less likely to be caught violating laws. It 

is the above understandings of White privilege as directly connected to White supremacy, 

that inform this study. Throughout this thesis, I frequently bring these connections to the fore 
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for the reader by explicitly linking the individual aspects of White privilege to broader 

structural formations. 

White Person 

Now that the concepts Whiteness, White supremacy and White Privilege have been defined, 

it is important to explore the question “who is a White person?”. As described above, racial 

meanings have changed between places and eras and thus there is no clear and universal 

definition of what makes somebody a White person. Whilst exploring this complexity, White 

and Jewish American academic Brodkin (1998, p. 3) makes an important distinction between 

what she defined as “ethnoracial assignment” and “ethnoracial identity”. She explained that: 

Assignment is about popularly held classifications and their deployment by 

those with national power to make them matter economically, politically, and 

socially to the individuals classified. We construct ethnoracial identities 

ourselves, but we do it within the context of ethnoracial assignment (p. 3).  

She discussed how Jewish people living in America came to be White people over time as a 

result of factors such as, but not limited to generational changes, cultural changes within 

Jewish communities, and changes relating to the class status of many Jewish people. Kendall 

(2013, p. 105) similarly explained how who gets to be defined as White is dynamic and never 

static. For example, she explained that prior to 9/11, Middle-Eastern people living in America 

were usually considered White. This then changed the construction of Middle-Eastern people, 

in particular men, who were constructed as a dangerous and threatening Other.  

As explained by Kendall (2013, p. 42), often White people do not want to see ourselves as a 

White person, rather seeing our identity as just an individual or a human being. It is often 

hard for White people to see ourselves as raced because to us, our lives are seen as natural, 

and as discussed above, White people are often unmarked and unnamed within Western 

societies (Frankenberg, 2004, p. 113). In Western counties such as Australia, race is most 

often something that White people only attribute to those who are not White (Pease, 2010, pp. 

112–114). However, it is argued that whilst the physical attributes and the ways of knowing, 

being and doing of White people often go unnamed and unmarked, White people are raced.  

McKenzie (2014) in her work exploring this topic specifically, provides an excellent 

definition of a White person. She explains that: 
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When I talk about ‘white people’ I am talking about people who exist in 

bodies that give them access to white privilege. Some people exist in these 

bodies and get these privileges but don’t ID as white. The thing about 

whiteness, though, is that you don’t have to claim it to have it. You may not 

want to be white, for whatever reasons, but you don’t choose Whiteness. 

Whiteness chooses you. And when it does, it gives you– whether you want or 

acknowledge them or not– a whole slew of privileges that non-white folks 

don’t get (p. 70). 

This definition is consistent with Kendall’s (2013) own identification as a White person: “I 

was part of a group who, while very different from one another, shared a skin color, a history, 

and a set of everyday experiences that people with other skin colors didn’t have” (p. 42). 

These discussions illustrate that being White is about more than just self-identification.  

Whilst this section raises more questions than answers about what defines a White person, 

what it highlights is the nuances of identity and of how Whiteness operates. However, given 

that this study explored Whiteness with White people, a definition of what it means to be a 

White person was required in order to recruit participants. More detail about sampling is 

provided in Chapter 4, however, it was determined that if a person themselves identifies as 

White, then they are defined as a White person for the purposes of this study. How I 

approached this during recruitment of participants is also discussed in more detail in Chapter 

4 of this thesis. 

Culture 

Culture is a complex and difficult concept to define. The definition of culture that has 

informed this study comes from the work of Singleton (2015, pp. 177-181), who uses the 

word culture interchangeably with ethnicity and defined it as connected to nationality, 

citizenship, skin colour and physical attributes, which he argued collectively construct 

identity. Singleton defined culture as “how we live on a daily basis in terms of language, 

ancestry, religion, food, dress, musical tastes, traditions, values, political and social 

affiliations, recreation and so on” (p. 178). I believe it is worth acknowledging here the 

warnings of Baltra-Ulloa (2013, p. 92) that relate to how social work within Australia has 

defined culture. In the AASW “Code of Ethics” (AASW, 2010), culture is defined as “the 

distinctive ways of life and shared values, beliefs and meanings common to groups of 

people” (Quinn 2009, as cited in AASW, 2010, p. 43). According to Baltra-Ulloa, this 
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definition speaks of culture as “static, ahistorical and decontextual” (p. 92). In response to 

these warnings, this study is informed by an understanding of culture as dynamic and always 

changing, located historically and as contextual. For example, the interview schedules, my 

follow up questions within interviews, and the questions that informed data analysis explored 

Australian history, and the racial histories of participants, the participants’ changing 

understandings of self, and the contexts within which examples they shared were located. I 

also acknowledge that a person can have more than one culture (Singleton, 2015, p. 178). 

In this study there is a focus on exploring and defining a White culture because it relates to 

how Whiteness is done and is embodied. By developing a working definition of a White 

culture, the aim is to prevent a detouring away from turning the lens on Whiteness and the 

White self as having a culture. This is because for White people we often find it hard to see 

ourselves as having a culture because White culture is often not given an ethnic marker in the 

same way that for example, ‘Asian’ food, or ‘South American’ traditional clothing are 

marked ethnically and become racialised (Singleton, 2015, p. 179). Singleton (2015, p. 179) 

uses the example of Australia to argue that when White Euro-Australians do acknowledge 

having a culture, we describe it as the “Aussie” culture which predominantly excludes 

everyone who do not identify as Euro-Australian. Kendall (2013, pp. 139-140) argued that 

one of the ways that White people use our White privilege is by interacting culturally in ways 

that make ourselves feel comfortable, without checking that this is ok with those we are 

communicating with. She uses the example of shaking hands and making direct eye contact 

as being acts taken for granted or considered universal to all people when in fact they are 

distinct to White culture.  

Racism 

The definition of what constitutes racism has changed over time and place (Markus, 2001, p. 

9; Trepagnier, 2006, p. 1; Singleton, 2015, pp. 50-51). According to Pease, 2010 (p. 110), 

whilst people often understand racism to mean only individual acts of overt prejudice based 

on race, from a critical perspective racism is more than this; it involves “prejudice plus 

power” (Rothenberg, 2000, as cited in Pease, 2010, p. 110). Whilst many well-meaning 

White people see ourselves as ‘not racist’, perhaps even advocating as an ‘anti-racist’ for 

oppressed groups, that does not mean that our actions are not unintentionally guided by 

prejudice, stereotyping, or a sense of superiority (Trepagnier, 2006, pp. 2-6). Further, even 

well-meaning White anti-racists benefit from the systems that lead to the oppression of others 
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(Trepagnier, 2006, pp. 2-6). Pine and Hilliard (1990, as cited in Singleton, 2015, p. 51, 

emphasis in original) provide a broad definition of racism: 

Racism describes the combination of individual prejudice and individual 

discrimination, on the one hand, and institutional policies and practices, on the 

other, that result in the unjustified negative treatment and subordination of 

members of a racial and ethnic group. By convention, the term racism has 

been reserved to describe the mistreatment of members of racial and ethnic 

groups that have experienced a history of discrimination. Prejudice, 

discrimination, and racism do not require intention.  

There are multiple forms of racism discussed within the critical Whiteness literature and thus 

within this thesis, including overt racism, systemic or institutional racism, new racism, 

colour-blind racism and covert racism. The following terms are also used in this study and 

have been defined as follows. 

Overt Racism 

Overt racism, in this thesis is defined as overt acts of prejudice based on race. Markus (2001, 

pp. 9-10) explained that this type of racism, characterised by acts of violence based on hatred, 

continues to be the most popular understanding of what constitutes racism within the 

Australian context, which is a manifestation of how race has been constructed historically 

around the world.  

Systemic or Institutional Racism 

In this thesis, systemic racism or institutional racism is defined as “any institutional policy, 

practice, and structure in governments, businesses, unions, schools, places of worship, courts, 

and law enforcement agencies that unfairly subordinate persons of color while allowing 

Whites to profit from such actions” (Sue, 2006, p. 24). Blagg, Morgan, Cunneen and Ferrante 

(2005, p. 165) explain that whilst a law, policy or practice may not have racist intentions, by 

not taking into account cultural factors, they may not meet the needs of those who are not part 

of the majority White Euro-Australian population and thus have racist outcomes.  

New Racism 

Similar to systemic or institutional racism is new racism, defined as the covert and nuanced 

ways that people are discriminated against, where the focus is placed on culture, rather than 
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race (Pon, 2009, p. 60). As argued by Pon (2009), “new racism is difficult to recognise as 

racism because racist discourses are interwoven with discourses about social cohesion, 

cultural preservation, and nationalism, which discriminate without actually using the word 

race” (p. 61). In this thesis, new racism focuses on how this type of everyday racism occurs 

within the practice of individuals, rather than at the institutional or systemic level. According 

to Pon (2009, pp. 60-61), new racism takes the focus away from Whiteness by focusing on 

the differences of the Other, who has been constructed as being different from the 

mainstream by the mainstream. An example of this within Australia can be seen in the way 

that Muslims are portrayed as different from the dominant group, feared as a threat to the 

Australian way and national security.   

Colour-blind Racism 

Many writers, including Bonilla-Silva (2010), Pease (2010, pp. 110–111), Baltra-Ulloa, 

(2013, pp. 96–97) and Ferber (2017, pp. 246-250) have discussed colour-blindness. Colour-

blindness is where skin colour is not acknowledged and thus people believe they are not 

being racist, that is, “ignoring ‘race’ by seeing only people with infinite individual potential 

despite their differences” (Baltra-Ulloa, 2013, p. 96, emphasis in original). As Ferber (2017) 

explained, colour-blind racism assumes that racial inequalities are no longer present and that 

everyone should be treated the same. Ferber explains that a colour-blind approach sees 

differences between groups as “inherent differences in the groups themselves” (p. 248). 

Colour-blindness is problematic because it ignores that colour does matter. That is, those who 

are White gain advantages based on being White, and those who are not are disadvantaged 

and discriminated against (Pease, 2010, p. 110). 

Covert Racism 

In this thesis covert racism is defined as subtle, indirect discrimination that “operates beneath 

the surface” (Okitikpi & Aymer, 2010, p. 14). Covert racism can be expressed through a lack 

of acknowledgement of skills and achievement and can become “embedded within 

organisations and institutional structures, systems and processes” (Okitikpi & Aymer, 2010, 

p. 14). According to Sue, Capodilupo, Nadal and Torino (2008, p. 278), one of the tenets of 

covert racism is that it is hard to prove as racism, as perpetrators may be unaware of the 

motivations of their actions; thus, alternative explanations for racial microaggressions are 

frequently produced. According to El-Bialy and Mulay (2018, p. 3), micro-aggressions are 
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“characterized by subtle, covert acts that might appear harmless, but that accumulate to have 

a negative impact on the target’s mental wellbeing”.  

The concepts discussed in this section include race, Whiteness, White supremacy and White 

privilege, White person, culture and the diverse forms of racism. These concepts have played 

a significant role in shaping how the research project was constructed, the lens through which 

the literature was reviewed, how the data were analysed and how the thesis is presented. 

Structure of the thesis 

This thesis has nine chapters. After the introductory chapter I move to Chapter 2, to discuss 

the conceptual and theoretical framework that informs this project, including critical social 

work, critical studies of Whiteness and intersectionality. In the second half of chapter 2, I also 

explore the critical Whiteness studies research which helps to locate the current project 

internationally. In Chapter 3, the focus shifts to explore the Australian refugee resettlement 

context and locates the social work response to people seeking asylum and refugee 

resettlement within the wider Australian socio-political-historical context. In Chapter 4, the 

epistemology, methodology and method are discussed and justified.  

Chapter 5 begins the reporting of findings of the research by exploring participants’ social 

and cultural perspectives on Whiteness. Chapter 6 then explores participants’ interpretations 

of how Whiteness operates within organisational contexts and practices as they relate to 

practice with people of refugee background. This chapter also examines participants’ reported 

discomfort about these contexts and practices. In Chapter 7, social work professional 

practices are explored in relation to how participants related these to complicity and collusion 

with Whiteness. This chapter also include discussions about how participants experience 

social work’s focus on professionalism within Australia and participants’ hopeful narratives 

relating to making changes to disrupt Whiteness. To conclude the findings chapters, Chapter 

8 explores the personal practices of White social workers. This includes participants retelling 

of how Whiteness is manifested and operationalised through their own practices as well as 

how I analysed Whiteness as operating within participants practices. This chapter also 

provides examples of how participants were attempting to unsettle Whiteness through their 

personal practices as they relate to practice with people of refugee background. 
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Conclusion 

I began this chapter by locating the research and myself within it as the researcher before 

presenting the research aims and questions. The use of language in this thesis and the 

terminology that will be used was also discussed through an engagement with the literature 

that relates to the power of language. The chapter also explored the definition of key terms 

and how these were treated in the study, before briefly outlining the structure of the thesis.  

The aim of this chapter was to lay the foundations of the research and this thesis and provide 

the backdrop necessary to contextualise what is explored next in the discussions about the 

conceptual and theoretical framework that informs the research.   
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Chapter 2  

 The Conceptual and Theoretical Landscape 

Introduction 

This chapter begins by establishing the conceptual and theoretical framework for the current 

study, which includes critical social work, critical studies of Whiteness and intersectionality. 

The second half of this chapter then explores the critical Whiteness studies research which 

helps to identify how this study is located and responds and adds to what is known about 

Whiteness internationally. To deliver on the aim this chapter then examines early studies into 

Whiteness, studies into White identity development and subjectivity and also engages with 

literature that discusses detouring and distancing; strategies that are enacted in efforts to 

maintain Whiteness. The literature discussed in this chapter derives from a variety of 

disciplines. The social work specific literature that is reviewed in this chapter focuses on 

Whiteness in the context of social work education. Following this, an exploration of 

Whiteness within the context of refugee resettlement is included for a closer understanding of 

the context within which participants of this study function. The chapter concludes by 

explaining what this project offers the social work profession and the critical studies of 

Whiteness literature.  

Establishing the conceptual and theoretical framework 

Critical social work  

Social work within Australia as a profession has a relevantly recent history and is believed to 

have originated in Western Australia in the 1920s. The first three women known to undertake 

education to become social workers were Norma Parker, Connie Moffatt and Elaine 

Davidson who did so in the US “under the patronage of the Catholic Church” (Crawford & 

Leitmann, 2001, pp. 44-45). According to Mendes (2009, pp. 17-19), in the early days of 

social work in the US, there was a divide between those social workers who blamed 

individuals for the problems they were experiencing and those who believed that deficits 

were the result of structural inequities. It is argued that the latter, which lead to a radical 

social work movement during the 1930s in the US, had no influence on the young social 

work profession in Australia at the time. Rather, Australian social work was “directed by the 

psychoanalytic traditions emanating from Britain and the United States” (Mendes, 2009, p. 

19). Referred to as conventional social work, this approach focuses on individual pathology 

rather than structures and “individual and group oppression”, it prioritises professionalism, 
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which promotes the worker being in control and it does not adequately acknowledge the 

power imbalance between worker and client (Healy 2000, as cited in Mendes, 2009, p. 27).  

Although there have always been social workers engaging in critical social work,  

it was not until the 1970s that a radical approach emerged in Australia that had a significant 

impact on practice (Mendes, 2009, p. 19). Around this time, critical social workers from 

around the world were also offering extensions and diversifications of previous radical 

theories which were critiqued as being focused on class-based oppression without adequate 

acknowledgement of race, gender and sexuality-based forms of oppression (Healy 2014, pp. 

201-202). This critique included the argument that such forms of oppression were not 

products of class-based oppression and were also as important as class-based oppression. 

Critical social workers such as Moreau (1979) were also problematising our status and role 

within the helping relationship. For example, Moreau argued that: 

Aspects of social work professionalism are evaluated as potentially unhelpful, 

or even destructive, in terms of the emotional, physical and social distancing 

that professionalism upholds and sanctions between workers and clients. A 

particular concern is the way professionalism is used to increase the worker's 

power over the client. To reduce this inequality, the structural social worker 

demystifies helping skills and encourages clients to share and transmit helping 

skills among them (pp. 79-80).  

This troubling of professionalism and our professional identity has continued amongst 

modern critical social workers, for example scholars such as Margolin (1997), 

Rossiter (2001) and Mandell (2007).  

Critical social work has its foundations in critical theory. Whilst there is no unified 

understanding or definition of critical theory, Briskman, Pease and Allan (2009, p. 5), explain 

that critical theory “places a significant emphasis on reflecting upon how dominant ideologies 

or ways of thinking, as well as societal institutions, impact on people’s lives. Critical theory 

also questions the place of existing institutions, such as the family, educational 

establishments and governance, with a view of constructing a more just society”. Whilst 

critical social work embodies a range of theories and writings, it is at its broadest sense 

“concerned with the analysis and transformation of power relations at every level of social 

work practice” (Healy, 2014, p. 183). Forms of critical social work include anti-oppressive, 

anti-racist, feminist, structural and contemporary radical social work (Ferguson, 2008; 
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Mendes, 2009; Howe, 2009; Healy, 2014). As explained by Payne (2014, p. 332) “the 

resurgence of critical social work in the 1990s reflects… both the climate in the political-

social-ideological arena of discourse about social work… and the recasting of radical ideas 

within social work, influenced by feminism, by concern about racism and wider oppressions, 

and finally by critical theory”. Healy explains that modern critical social work focuses on 

power differences within society and the impact this has on the distribution of resources 

(2014, p. 184).  

The commonalities between the theories that influence critical social work have been 

discussed by several authors. For example, Payne (2014, pp. 327-328; 346-347) explains that 

critical theorists focus on making social change, question and resist neoliberal ideals which 

are in conflict with a critical perspective, avoid blaming the individual by recognising and 

challenging oppressive structures, and focus on promoting social justice within all levels of 

society. Similarly, Healy (2014, p. 185) argued that all modern critical social work theories; 

share “a commitment to solidarity with oppressed and excluded individuals and 

communities”; acknowledge and try and minimise power imbalances within social workers’ 

relationships, recognise the role social, economic and political systems play in influencing 

experience and relationship dynamics, and are committed to making broader structural 

change. Critical social work informs the current project by offering a lens for reviewing 

literature, to ensure a critical review of the socio-political-historical contexts in which 

scholarship and scholars are located. It also offers a framework for decision making in 

relation to the epistemology, methodology, method and analysis that have been developed in 

this research. Next, critical studies of Whiteness are discussed as an overarching conceptual 

framework, including a brief analysis of social work’s engagement with Whiteness.  

Critical studies of Whiteness 

Given that the primary focus of this project was to critically examine Whiteness, critical 

studies of Whiteness form an overarching conceptual framework for all aspects of this 

research. Whilst White writers began writing about Whiteness in the late 1980s and early 

1990s (for example, Roediger, 1991; McIntosh, 1992; Frankenberg, 1993), White supremacy 

was named much earlier than this by African American and post-Colonial critics, for 

example, W.E.B Du Bois in the early 1900s (for example, 1903; 1920). Black female 

scholars in the US also named Whiteness during the 1970s and 1980s, when it was argued 

that “white feminists omitted the racial dimensions of the inequalities experienced by women 
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by putting forward a feminism that in theory did not consider race” (Churchill, Baltra-Ulloa, 

& Moore, 2015, p. 21), for example bell hooks’ book Ain’t I a woman: Black women and 

feminism (hooks, 1982). African American scholars who were also writing about Whiteness 

in and around this era include James Baldwin (1964; 1965), Derrick Bell (1988), Janet Helms 

(1985), Toni Morrison (1992) and Cheryl Harris (1993) to name a few. Since then, many 

scholars have aimed to make visible and problematise the privileging of White knowledge, 

values and norms, White supremacy and the associated privileges, the interrelated nature of 

Whiteness and the ongoing oppression experienced by non-White people and communities.  

Whiteness has also been critically discussed by many Aboriginal and First Nations scholars 

within Australia. For example, Aileen Moreton-Robinson has been an influential voice in 

defining Whiteness and the impact Whiteness has on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people, also addressing and making explicit issues of intersectionality (for example see 

Moreton-Robinson, 2000; 2004). Maggie Walter is another leading Whiteness scholar whose 

national and international research focus (for example see Walter, 2005; Walter, Martin & 

Bodkin-Andrews, 2017), and exploration of how Whiteness operates within the social work 

profession (for example see Walter et al., 2011, 2013; Walter & Baltra-Ulloa, 2019) 

continues to push forward conversations about race throughout Australia and beyond. 

Australian scholars Sue Green and Bindi Bennett, who recently published a second edition of 

the influential social work text Our voices: Aboriginal social work (2019) are also well 

known for their contributions to Whiteness and Decolonisation (for example see S. Green & 

Baldry, 2008; B. Bennett, 2015; S. Green & Bennett, 2018). Whilst I have read widely and 

critically throughout my candidature about Whiteness, authors and writings that have been 

particularly influential in developing my understanding of Whiteness and thus their 

scholarship has informed this research considerably included Du Bois (1994) Frankenberg 

(1993), Moreton-Robinson (2000), Young (2004), Singleton (2015) Ahmed (2007), 

Pewewardy (2007), Briskman (2008), Pease (2010), Walter et al. (2011, 2013) Young and 

Zubrzycki (2011) Kendall (2013) Baltra-Ulloa (2013, 2018) Bergman (2014) and Bergman 

and Fahlgren (2013), Zufferey (2013), and Walter and Baltra-Ulloa (2016, 2019).  

Roediger (2002, p. 57) explained that those who have been leaders in writing and speaking 

about race and Whiteness critically have not identified this scholarship under the “fanciful 

and narrow” field known as Whiteness studies. In fact, he warned that there needs to be a 

distinction made between critical studies of Whiteness and Whiteness studies. According to 

Roediger, “it is necessary to specify that the battle cry of whiteness studies has been 
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forwarded not by those who are advancing the investigation of whiteness as a historical, 

moral, political, and social problem, but by opponents who deride such investigation and 

want to shut it down” (pp. 57-58). Expanding on this, he argued that Whiteness studies has 

been described as a superficial fad and seen to include only recent scholarship by 

predominantly White writers.  

So, what constitutes a critical study of Whiteness? Levine-Rasky (2002) defined a critical 

examination of Whiteness as a: 

Systemic interrogation of such things as its social and historical dimensions; 

the denial and legitimation of white hegemony; the texts in which whiteness is 

read; how whiteness is constructed and practiced; how it structures social 

relations; how it produces power and is produced by power; the problem and 

contradictions of white pluralism; how it converges with other social 

categories that modify and fortify white privilege; and the diffuse tensions 

attending the question of how to prompt whites to challenge the social order 

from which they benefit (p. 2). 

 To locate this discussion within the social work context, Baltra-Ulloa (2013) argued that a 

critical lens is needed to examine the profession’s history to help social workers “understand 

their effect on the contexts in which they operate” (p. 95). She argued that in work with First 

Peoples and people of refugee background, the privileging of Whiteness dictates what is 

expected of the cultural Other, without recognising the historical context. It is argued that 

Whiteness “functions freely by stripping people of context, history and agency” (p. 95). 

The privileges accruing from being White, and the role that White people play in reproducing 

White domination, is often invisible to White people (Young, 2004, p. 105; Pease, 2010, pp. 

112–113; Baltra-Ulloa, 2013, p. 89; Walter et al., 2013, p. 230). From a critical standpoint, 

the essential task is to unveil Whiteness and make it visible to White people (Pease, 2010, p. 

113). This section will now provide a brief critique of the social work profession’s 

engagement with Whiteness in relation to both practice and education. 

In relation to social work practice and education in Canada, Razack and Jeffery (2002) 

explain that when race and racism are mentioned within social work, it is common for other 

forms of oppression to also be referenced. The authors acknowledge “the interlocking nature 

of social relations of domination”; however, they argue that such a focus can represent a 
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reluctance to keep the focus on race, and dilute the importance of racism, power and privilege 

within social work pedagogy and practice (pp. 260-261). They argue that there is a need for 

social work curriculum development that is critical of the Western epistemologies that 

continue to dominate social work (pp. 268-269). The authors further explain that the 

Canadian social work profession has not yet adequately turned the lens in on itself, nor have 

they “analysed and integrated the significance of racialized understandings of benevolence or 

the place of race in our understanding of our professional identity or mission” (p. 266). I 

argue, based on a review of the literature, that this also speaks true of the profession in the 

Australian context.  

Since World War II, there has been a shift in policy within Australia from a focus on 

assimilation to a focus on multiculturalism and self-determination (Baltra-Ulloa, 2013, pp. 

90-91). As a result, the social work profession has shifted its focus to cross-cultural practice, 

culturally sensitive practice and culturally competent and safe practice when working with 

people of non-Western backgrounds. Baltra-Ulloa (2013, pp. 90-95) discussed the limitations 

of current mainstream social work education in Australia, where students are taught about 

practicing cross-culturally, explaining that: 

Cross-cultural social work via culturally safe, sensitive and competent practice 

does not deal with racism or expose ‘white privilege’ and, therefore, continues 

to advantage one way of being, one way of thinking and one way of doing 

above all others, thereby maintaining the status quo and the privilege and 

power embedded in the dominant group (p. 95). 

She further explained that there is an assumption in many current social work documents and 

texts relating to intercultural social work that a social work intervention involves a White 

social worker and a non-White client, with no real training provided that looks at 

relationships that do not fit within this binary of roles. Baltra-Ulloa (2013) claimed that a re-

envisioned social work, where a Decolonising lens is utilised and power and privilege are 

examined, can offer us as a profession more a culturally-appropriate way of moving forward. 

That is: 

If ‘Whiteness’ were to be made visible and social workers were to accept that 

cross-culturalism was not decolonized social work, they would need to make 

context visible, not just the context of ‘other’ but their own context as well. A 

contextualized social work encounter would then involve reciprocal learning 
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facilitated by deep listening – of ‘self’ and ‘other’, a space where people 

seeking help would define the help they wanted rather than a space where the 

helper determined what was needed, how the need would be met and when. 

So, in the case of ‘people of refugee background’ and Aboriginal Australians, 

they would tell social workers what they wanted from them and whether they 

wanted them involved at all in the helping and, if so, what the nature of the 

‘helping’ they required might be. There would be a special kind of discourse 

around these interactions where the common practice would be that there were 

no recipes or rigid formulae – only ongoing learning from one another through 

meaningful relationships. ‘Clients’ and social workers would work in 

partnership to design, develop and test what might work for them, in their 

context, in their particular situation rather than expert workers busily 

designing and implementing what they considered to be the help the ‘client’ 

was seeking (p. 97). 

 

Similarly, Nylund (2006, pp. 28-29) problematised models of ‘multicultural education’ and 

‘cultural competency’, explaining that they focus on social workers learning about different 

racial and cultural groups, so that they can be more “sensitive and empathic to the needs of 

ethnic minority clients” (p. 28) . He argued that within these conservative models of teaching, 

the dominant White culture remains invisible, with culture ascribed only to those not in the 

dominant group, who are judged against this invisible norm.  

Gatwiri (2018), an educator within the Australian social work context, argued that 

Decolonised teaching requires transformative teaching that is focused on love. She defined 

this kind of love as one “that is revolutionary, inspiring, critical, radical, transformative, and 

one that is convinced of its duty to fight for what is right and just” (p. 183). She discussed the 

importance of promoting a social work education about Whiteness where students are 

supported to “lean into the discomfort” of this learning, or unlearning (p. 185). She further 

explained that social work education needs to “move away from a personalised, 

consumerised mode of teaching to one that transcends the personal and informs a collective 

responsibility to humanity” (p. 183). This type of teaching, she argued, must also name 

Whiteness, how social workers have been implicated in Colonial practice, “disrupt the 

normalcy of Whiteness” (p. 186), examine “our ideological beliefs, biases and prejudices”, 
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our own conformity to the status quo (p. 184) and promote the development of a critical 

consciousness.  

In summary, Whiteness is concept that whilst gaining increasing attention over the last 40-50 

years, is one that many non-White scholars have been writing about for much longer. A 

critical study of Whiteness is also a fundamental aspect of a socially just social work 

profession. In the next section, intersectionality is discussed as an aspect of the conceptual 

and theoretical framework.  

Intersectionality 

As discussed above, intersectionality emerged out of the feminist movement in the US when 

Black feminists challenged White feminists for excluding their voices and experiences from 

feminist scholarship, thus speaking from a White perspective when speaking for all women 

(for example hooks, 1982; Crenshaw, 1989; Hill Collins, 1990). Intersectionality refers to the 

intersections of privilege and oppression (Pease, 2010, p. 19). That is, most people experience 

both oppression and privilege and thus not everyone within a privileged group experiences 

privilege the same way. Levine-Rasky (2002, pp. 333–334), explained that White people are 

positioned within gender, class, sexuality, religion, and race; Whiteness is therefore not static. 

Within Western society, the social statuses that are most valued include, White, English 

speaker, male, educated, able-bodied, heterosexual and Christian (Pease, 2010, p. 13). People 

who fit within these groups are those who are constructed as normal and natural, and those 

who do not fit are constructed by dominant groups as “inferior, weak, or subordinate in 

relation to the norm, which is presented as superior, strong and dominant” (p. 13). As a result, 

hierarchies occur even within privileged groups. For example, a White female’s and a White 

male’s experiences of privilege, and their experiences within society will be different as they 

embody Whiteness differently. Similarly, a White male who is considered upper-class and a 

White male who is considered of working-class will also have differing experiences of 

Whiteness. This premise of intersectionality is further explained by Ahmed (2007, p. 159): 

Given that relationships of power ‘intersect’, how we inhabit a given category 

depends on how we inhabit others… There are ‘points’ in such intersections, 

as the ‘points’ where lines meet. A body is such a meeting point. To follow 

one line (say Whiteness) will not necessarily get you too many points, if you 

do not or cannot follow others. How you can move along institutional lines is 

affected by other lines that you follow. 
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Therefore, much like scholars such as Connell (2005) and Messerschmidt (2014) have 

discussed masculinities in the plural, this research aims to explore Whitenesses in the plural.  

Intersectionality is discussed widely within the Whiteness literature and it as agreed that the 

intersections of privilege and oppression within a person’s life are important, as they help to 

further explain a person’s identity (Frankenberg, 1993; Curry-Stevens, 2007; Ahmed, 2007; 

Pease, 2010). Therefore, adopting an intersectional perspective will provide a more 

comprehensive understanding of how Whiteness operates within the practices of, and is 

interpreted by White social workers. Further, Curry-Stevens (2007) explained that people 

often discount their experiences of privilege by focusing on their experiences of oppression, 

which makes intersectionality important to consider when analysing data where the focus is 

on the privileged White position. In the following section, the Australian and international 

research that has focused on Whiteness will be explored. This review helps to illustrate the 

importance of turning the lens in to interrogate White power and privilege within the social 

work profession and beyond. 

Critical studies into Whiteness: The research 

There is currently a large research literature that explores the operationalisation of Whiteness. 

Whilst this literature does not always fit neatly into one discipline or topic area, these 

literatures are mainly international and have a focus outside of the field of social work. For 

example, education has a plethora of research exploring Whiteness. This includes research 

focusing on students (Hytten & Warren, 2003; Cabrera, 2014; Hatchell, 2004; Dass-

Brailsford, 2007; Grossman & Charmaraman, 2009; Leibowitz, Bozalek, Rohleder, 

Carolissen & Swartz, 2010; Freie, 2014; Bablak, Raby & Pomerantz, 2016; Tørslev, 

Nørredam & Vitus, 2016; Whitt, 2016; Jayakumar & Adamian, 2017; Kogan & Galarza, 

2017; Lensmire, 2017a; Miller, 2017; Shapses Wertheim, 2017; Behm Cross, Tosmur-

Bayazit, & Dunn, 2019), preservice teachers (Sleeter, 2001; Case & Hemmings, 2005; 

Solomona, Portelli, Daniel & Campbell, 2005, Toyosaki, Pensoneau-Conway, Wendt & 

Leathers, 2009; Pezzetti, 2017; Kenyon, 2018;), teachers/teaching (McIntyre, 1997; Warren, 

2001; Haviland, 2008; Sue, Torino, Capodilupo, Rivera and Lin 2009, McDonough, 2009; 

Puchner & Roseboro, 2011; Smith & Lander, 2012; Segall & Garrett, 2013; Behm Cross, 

2017; Lander & Santoro, 2017; J. S. Bennett, 2018; Pechenkina & Liu, 2018; Townsend-

Cross, 2018; Swanson & Welton, 2019), the family unit (Bartoli et al.,  2016; Goossens, 

Muls, Stevens & Gorp, 2018) and school curriculum (Moore, 2016). In psychology, there is 
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also a body of research literature that explores Whiteness dating back to the 1980s (Helms, 

1985, 1990; Helms & Carter, 1991; Kellington, 2002; Riggs & Augoustinos, 2008; 

Middleton, Ergüner-Tekinalp, Williams, Stadler & Dow, 2011; Carter, Helms & Juby, 2004; 

M. J. Green & Sonn, 2005; Brown & Ostrove, 2013; Perry, Murphy & Dovidio, 2015; 

Spanierman, Poteat, Whittaker, Schlosser, & Arévalo Avalos, 2017). Other disciplines or 

topic areas where Whiteness has been explored include health (Warner & Brown, 2011), 

feminism (Frankenberg, 1993; Magnet, 2006; Case, 2012), management (Grimes, 2002), 

media studies (Hoenig, 2009, El-Bialy & Mulay, 2018), law (Visano, 2002) and sociology 

(Sacks & Lindholm, 2002; Wadham, 2002; Bonilla-Silva, Goar & Embrick, 2006; 

Trepagnier, 2006; Hartmann, Gerteis & Croll, 2009; Doering, 2016; Brown, 2017). There is 

also a small body of literature that explores how Whiteness operates within the wider social 

context (Reich, 2002; Koerner, 2010; Kowal, 2015; Lensmire, 2017b). In the field of social 

work, most of the research literature that explores Whiteness relates to social work education 

and social work practice with First Peoples (B. Bennett & Zubrzycki, 2003; Zufferey, 2013; 

Spears, 2003, 2004; Curry-Stevens, 2007; Pewewardy, 2007; Gatwiri, 2018). In the 

remainder of this section, I focus on the critical studies into Whiteness that have most 

relevance to the current research topic and that help to locate the project within the broader 

international context. 

Early studies into Whiteness 

During the 1980s, White woman and feminist Ruth Frankenberg undertook research into 

Whiteness through exploring the life histories of 30 White women in US. The findings of this 

research were presented in the frequently cited book White women, race matters: The social 

construction of Whiteness (1993). Frankenberg concluded that whilst White women did not 

always understand themselves to be raced or how they were implicated by racism, race does 

shape White womens’ lives. She argued that there are three linked dimensions of Whiteness. 

As discussed in more detail in Chapter 1, Frankenberg continued to work on her definition 

and understanding of Whiteness into the 2000s. However, Frankenberg’s earlier work has 

remained a foundational text that provides insight into Whiteness as multi-dimensional and 

contextual.  

During the late 1980s and 1990s, several other American scholars were also turning the lens 

in on White people, attempting to make sense of Whiteness through the creation of White 

identity development and consciousness models. Of most popularity has been the work of 
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Janet Helms (1985, 1990), a Black-American psychologist who proposed that there are 6 

stages of White racial identity development. These stages were a. Contact (obliviousness to 

having a racial identity and the implications of racism), b. Disintegration (awareness of racial 

identity and racism, associated with feelings of discomfort and disorientation), c. 

Reintegration (“belief in the innate superiority of White people and oneself as a member of 

the White group” (Carter, Helms and Juby, 2004, p. 3)), d. Pseudo-Independence (intellectual 

understanding of oneself as privileged and the responsibilities of Whites to address issues of 

racism), e. Immersion/Emersion (active exploration of Whiteness) and f. Autonomy 

(nonracist White identity) (Helms, 1990, pp. 55- 66; 1993, pp. 241-242; Carter, Helms & 

Juby, 2004, p. 3; Ponterotto, Utsey & Pedersen, 2006, p. 95). The Immersion/Emersion stage 

was added to the model in 1990. According to Helms (1993, p. 241) “whether a stage matures 

within the individual is determined by a combination of the individuals unique cognitive 

processes (personal identity) as well as the quality of the (racial) environments in which he or 

she interacts”. Furthermore, “racial identity schemas evolve out of each other and, 

consequently, may appear in different combinations if assessed at the individual level”. 

(Helms 1999, as cited in Carter, Helms and Juby 2004, p. 5). Helms and Carter also 

developed the White Racial Identity Attitude Scale (WRIAS) to “assess attitudes related to 

the original five stages of White racial identity development” (Helms and Carter, 1990, p. 67-

68). Other teams such as Rowe, Bennett and Atkinson (1994), Sabnani, Ponterotto and 

Borodovsky (1991) and Sue et al. (1998) each created their own models of White racial 

identity and consciousness guided by earlier models, in particular the work of Helms. Helms 

updated the WRIAS in 1995 in relation to scoring (for example, see Helms, 1996). Many 

other psychology and education scholars have utilised Helms’ model or the WRIAS scale, for 

example Dass-Brailsford (2007) and Middleton et al. (2011). Spears (2004) also used the 

model within the social work context. Next, more recent research within the field of 

psychology is discussed. 

Psychology and Whiteness: Identity development 

Continuing the focus on psychology’s engagement with Whiteness in more recent times, 

Miller (2017, p. 2) has argued that “it is unlikely that White racial identities can be measured 

through White racial attitudes and awareness alone”, suggesting that measuring behaviour 

“may be a more accurate indicator of identity than respondent’s own attitudes or self-

identification, which is likely to be inaccurate or idealised” (p. 4). Miller argued that in 

addition to also measuring behaviour, exploring cultural practices and preferences is essential 
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to understanding the complexities of White identities given “the discourse of racial 

normativity… invisibility… and unawareness” (p. 5). To account for what she argued was 

missing from previous models, Miller created the White Racial Identity Scale (WRIS), aimed 

at measuring attitudes, behaviours and cultural preferences; building on previous measures 

used with non-White samples. Miller’s (2017, p. 13) findings suggest “that there are 

important behaviour and cultural components of White racial identity that go beyond White 

racial awareness” and that White people are guided by patterned interactions. Miller (2017) 

concluded that: 

White racial identity cannot be solely equated with Whites’ explicit awareness 

of their own Whiteness. In this research, respondents exhibited affiliation with 

components of White racial identity whether or not they acknowledged that 

they were aware of their White racial identity, or that it was a significant 

predictor of their broader sense of self. This suggests that Whites participate in 

cultural practices associated with White racial identity whether or not they 

think their racial and ethnic identities are a guiding factor in their lives. It is 

likely that Whites’ awareness of themselves as White has no predictive value 

largely due to ideologies that socialise Whites to believe that Whiteness is 

invisible and normative (p. 14). 

Whilst a focus on racial identity has been popular within the field of psychology, there have 

also been critiques of this focus as limited. For example, Kellington (2002) argued that 

focusing on White subjectivities provides a more in-depth understanding of Whiteness. As 

explained by Kellington (2002, pp. 156-157): 

Since humans become social primarily through the use and appropriation of 

language, subjectivities are unbounded and dispersed through language within 

the social realm…. Furthermore, because subjectivities encompass the realm 

of the social they are historically, culturally, and contextually dependent and 

inextricably linked to relations of power and control. An exploration of white 

subjectivities allows for the examination of whiteness as a set of evolving, 

multiply layered and potentially contradictory discourses rather than as a set of 

attitudes towards a unified, stable “thing” called Whiteness.  

Kellington used a Q-methodology (participants were presented with a set of statements and 

asked to rank them along a continuum of personal meaning), and 50 White Canadian women 
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participated in the research. Kellington concluded that there were three discourses of 

Whiteness identified; individualism, anti-racist racial consciousness and defensive Whiteness. 

Individualism was characteristic of women who were “strongly individualistic in their 

thinking and believed that personality variables are more meaningful than factors such as 

race, class, religion, and sexual orientation in shaping both their own lives and those of 

people in Canada generally” (p. 160). Anti-racist racial consciousness related to 

understandings of being raced and privileged and the need to work towards unsettling 

Whiteness. The defensive Whiteness discourse was characterised by nationalist sentiments 

and beliefs of reverse racism (p. 161). It was concluded by Kellington (2002, pp. 169-170) 

that the findings “attest to the existence of multiple frames of reference for understanding and 

constructing Whiteness among White women” and that subjectivity is constructed in and 

through discourse. 

Racial identity scales and measurement devices have also been critiqued more broadly. For 

example, Cokley (2007) analysed several ethnic and racial identity scales, reporting on the 

variation of results collected from studies using the same scale. He argued that scales were 

often misused from their original intention. Cokley cautioned that “there is no perfect 

measurement of any construct”, concluding that “although measurement error is always 

present in all research, one would be remiss to turn a blind eye to the accumulation of 

research over time on any instrument that suggests serious problems exist in its 

operationalization of a construct” (p. 231). This conclusion is supported by race scholars such 

as Singleton (2015, p. 208), who argued that whilst identity models can put language to 

common racial experiences, “no theoretical framework can precisely define the many 

complex and unique aspects of individual identity”. In the following section, the research that 

has been undertaken within the field of education is discussed which relates to White people 

using detouring and distancing strategies to avoid turning the lens in on ourselves.  

Education and Whiteness: Detouring and distancing 

Whiteness is a concept that has been researched significantly in the field of Education. The 

research most relevant to the current project relates to the strategies that people use to detour 

away from a focus on Whiteness, as well as strategies to distance ourselves from Whiteness. 

Detours have been defined by Olsson as “attitudes and behaviours that detour us from our 

anti-racist journey of re-education” (2011, p. 2), indicating a “wrong turn into White guilt, 

denial or defensiveness” (p. 3). Overlapping with detouring, several scholars have discussed 
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strategies that White people use to distance ourselves from Whiteness and racism, 

appropriately named ‘distancing strategies’ (Case & Hemmings, 2005; Whitt, 2016). 

McIntyre (1997, p. 45) refers to this as “White talk”. Much like detouring, White talk is “talk 

that services to insulate White people from examining their / our individual and collective 

role(s) in the perpetuation of racism” (p. 45).  

McIntyre (1997) conducted research with White women teachers to explore Whiteness. In her 

research, participants distanced themselves by using “speech-tactics” such as “derailing the 

conversation, evading questions, dismissing counter arguments… and colluding with each 

other in creating a ‘culture of niceness’” (p. 46). She argued that White talk prevents White 

people from decentring Whiteness and having critical conversations (p. 47). Case and 

Hemmings (2005, p. 610) explored White women preservice teachers’ talk within an anti-

racist teacher education course. They also found that preservice teachers used distancing 

strategies in classroom discussions about race to avoid focusing on Whiteness. These 

strategies included using silence, separation from responsibility and social dissociation. 

Picower (2009) also examined Whiteness within a teaching setting in the US. Participants in 

this study regularly denied the role that race plays in oppression, using their own membership 

in minority groups (such as religious and White immigrant groups) as examples of how 

anyone can do anything if they try hard enough (pp. 200-201). Participants also spoke of 

positive relationships with people considered non-White who had worked in their homes, 

describing their own families as “open-minded” but neglecting to discuss the hierarchical 

aspect of the relationships and of the historical context of African American slavery in the US 

(pp. 201-202). Participants also had hegemonic understandings of non-Whites, for example 

discussing stereotypes such as Black men as criminals. As a result, many tended to only 

interact with other White people. Those stereotypes were also used to justify not wanting to 

work in schools in Black communities. The student teachers also portrayed themselves as 

victims through the dominant narrative of reverse racism (pp. 202-204). 

When challenged on the above hegemonic understandings, it is argued that participants in 

Picower’s research “called upon a variety of ‘tools of Whiteness’ in an effort to maintain 

their prior hegemonic understandings…Tools of Whiteness facilitate in the job of 

maintaining and supporting hegemonic stories and dominancy ideologies of race, which in 

turn, uphold structures of White supremacy” (2009, pp. 204-205). Tools were not used 

passively or as simple emotional responses, but rather for active protection of White 
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supremacy. According to Picower (2009, pp. 205-210) tools included emotional tools such as 

“I never owned a slave” (which represented participant anger and defensiveness) and “stop 

trying to make me feel guilty”, ideological tools such as “now that things are equal”, “it’s 

personal not political” (where racism was understood as overt and as personal ignorance), 

“out of my control” , “just be nice” (which represented individual responses to societal 

issues) and “I can’t relate” (which represented responses where it was claimed non-White 

students were hard to relate to), and finally performative tools, such as remaining silent about 

race, portraying themselves as intrinsically good for their work with people considered non-

White, and “I would kiss a minority”, which “was used to sexualize people of color and also 

prove that they were not racist” (p. 210).   

Whilst offering a critical discussion rather than research findings, Whitt (2016, p. 428) argued 

that distancing strategies relate to more than just denying complicity, they also prevent people 

from being open to reflecting on what shapes their social position, ways of knowing, and 

relationships. He argued, by employing Medina’s (2013) work on ‘active ignorance’ that: 

Distancing is a way individuals consciously or unconsciously resist 

considering the impact of injustice on their societies, interpersonal relations, 

ways of knowing, and senses of self. This is a form of culpable ignorance. 

When students employ distancing strategies, they fail to examine important 

conditions of their own lives, and they perpetuate certain areas of active 

ignorance, even if they produce knowledge in other areas. What is at stake in 

distancing, then, is not simply a denial of complicity but a more thorough 

misunderstanding of the world and self (Whitt 2016, p. 434).  

The major research projects within the social work profession that have focused on 

Whiteness will now be critically examined. 

Social work and Whiteness 

As highlighted above, there are only a small number of studies globally within the field of 

social work that explicitly focus in Whiteness (B. Bennett & Zubrzycki, 2003; Tascón, 2006; 

Tascón, 2008; Tascón & Ife, 2008; Zufferey, 2013; Spears, 2003, 2004; Curry-Stevens, 2007; 

Pewewardy, 2007; Gatwiri, 2018). Of most significance to the current project is the work of 

Curry-Stevens (2007) and Pewewardy (2007). Pewewardy interviewed social workers who 

educate about Whiteness and White privilege within the US. The aim of this research was to 
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examine the educators’ experiences and understandings of Whiteness, whilst also providing 

an awareness of the operation of Whiteness, power and privilege in social work education. 

Consistent with other critical Whiteness scholars, Pewewardy (2007, pp. 73-74) argued that 

there is a need within social work to focus on the privileging of Whiteness rather than just on 

the disadvantage of non-White people.  

Through an analysis of the similarities or consistencies between participants’ conscientisation 

process, Pewewardy (2007) coined the term “transformational critical consciousness”, 

defined as “a personal paradigm shift that begins when a person detects incongruence 

between his or her sense of justice and the norms and values that pervade social 

arrangements” (p. 30). She argued that a transformational critical consciousness has five 

connected elements, including “development, application, regeneration, conscientization and 

academic synergy” (p. 29). According to Pewewardy, development of transformational 

critical consciousness results from catalysts that illuminate discrepancies between a person’s 

expectations and his or her experiences” (p. 30). The application element of the model relates 

to consistencies between a person’s beliefs, or evolving consciousness and their behaviour. 

The regeneration element of the model refers to “the activities, beliefs, and sources of support 

that sustain prolonged engagement in counterhegemonic social work education and practice” 

(p. 42). The fourth element, conscientisation, results from ongoing interactions among the 

first three elements. According to Pewewardy, “conscientization denotes understanding how 

privilege and oppression correspond and challenging both” (p. 49) and involves resisting 

structural inequalities. The final element, academic synergy, results from engaged pedagogy 

(p. 53). Pewewardy also found that a shared commonality amongst participants was 

reflexivity, characterised by deliberately analysing experiences with the aim of increasing 

consciousness and transparency when discussing Whiteness (p. 59). It was concluded that the 

model can be used as a conceptual framework for engaging White people in discussions 

about Whiteness (pp. 68-69). 

Similar to Pewewardy, Curry-Stevens (2007) undertook research that explored how to assist 

the transformation of “privileged learners” within the Canadian context. Through analysing 

interviews with educators, she also theorised a model, which she named “pedagogy for the 

privileged”. This model included the confidence-shaking process, characterised by six steps 

“required for learners to become aware of their privilege” (p. 45), followed by a four-step 

confidence-building process which involved “building agency to undertake action” (p. 50). 

Curry-Stevens also argued that the nature of transformation encompassed spiritual, 
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psychological, emotional, ideological, behavioural and cognitive changes. The steps of 

Curry-Steven’s (2007, p. 51) model is presented below: 

1. Awareness of oppression; 

2. Oppression as structural; 

3. Locating oneself as oppressed; 

4. Locating oneself as privileged; 

5. Understanding the benefits that flow from privilege; 

6. Understanding oneself as implicated in the oppression of others and understanding 

oneself as an oppressor; 

7. Building confidence to take action; 

8. Planning actions for departure; 

9. Findings supportive connections to sustain commitments; and 

10. Declaring intentions for future action 

Curry-Stevens (2007) argued that in relation to being an ally, “the overall goal is to build a 

commitment to engage in practices that promote social justice” which requires more than just 

awareness; it requires behavioural change (p. 44).  

Whilst not focused on the social work context, this section of the chapter concludes by briefly 

exploring research that has been undertaken within the refugee resettlement context focusing 

on Whiteness and privilege. 

Refugee resettlement and Whiteness 

There is only one research project internationally that has examined the relationship between 

workers and people seeking asylum through the lenses of Whiteness, power and privilege, 

discussed over two working papers (Bergman & Fahlgren, 2013; Bergman, 2014). This 

research focused on the relationship between people seeking asylum and immigration 

workers in Sweden. The findings of the research indicate that when workers were challenged 

or faced with anger or resistance from people seeking asylum, they appeared to have an 

emotional investment in maintaining their privileged positions. Bergman and Fahlgren (2013) 

concluded that there is a need to further analyse the role of emotions when it comes to 

privilege in relation to worker relationships with people seeking asylum to understand the 

role they play in different situations and contexts (pp. 63-64). To conclude this chapter, the 
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significance of this research project will be discussed in the context of the literature that has 

been explored thus far in the thesis.   

Significance of the research 

This research makes a contribution to social work as the first research project to explore 

social work with people of refugee background through the lens of Whiteness. The findings 

of this research project will therefore provide unique insight into how Whiteness operates 

through the exploration of concrete examples, offering significant contributions to the social 

work profession about how Whiteness operates, as well as to the critical Whiteness studies 

literature more broadly. Given the aim of the research to increase the racial consciousness of 

the White social workers who took part in this project, the findings also offer a contribution 

to the literature in relation to the methodology and method utilised. 

In accordance with the “Code of Ethics” (AASW, 2010), a general ethical responsibility of 

social workers is to demonstrate “respect for human dignity and worth” (p. 17). This involves 

developing “culturally sensitive practice by acknowledging the significance of culture in their 

practice, recognising the impact their own ethnic and cultural identities, views and biases can 

have on their practice and on culturally different clients and colleagues” (p. 17). Therefore, I 

argue that this research can benefit social work by offering an exploration of what is possible 

when we engage in a process of turning the lens in on ourselves and engage in critical 

reflection that leads to the development of more culturally appropriate practice. Furthermore, 

by social workers becoming more conscious of the operationalisation of Whiteness and 

ourselves as White, there is potential for us to engage in Decolonising approaches to practice. 

As a result, the voices of people of refugee background will not only be heard but also 

legitimised, resulting in relationships between workers and clients that are focused on 

learning from one another (Baltra-Ulloa, 2013, pp. 97-98). If participants engage with the 

process of critical reflection on their privilege and develop a White cognisant identity, people 

seeking asylum will hopefully receive more appropriate services.  

Conclusion  

This chapter discussed the conceptual and theoretical framework that informs the current 

project. This includes critical social work, critical studies of Whiteness and intersectionality. 

The critical Whiteness studies research was then reviewed, which included early studies into 

Whiteness, studies into identity development and subjectivity, a critique of identity scales, 
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detouring and distancing strategies related to Whiteness, social work studies relating to 

Whiteness and finally an exploration of Whiteness within the context of refugee resettlement. 

The chapter concluded by discussing the significance of this research. It was concluded that 

given the uniqueness of this project as it is located within the literature, this project will make 

a significant contribution to both social work and critical Whiteness studies literatures.  

The following chapter locates the social work response to people seeking asylum and refugee 

resettlement within the wider Australian socio-political-historical context.   
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Chapter 3  

Refugee Resettlement in Australia  

and Australian Social Work Responses 

Introduction 

The first half of this chapter explores how Australia’s Government has portrayed and 

responded to people seeking asylum and people of refugee background as they resettle over 

time and the paralleling wider socio-cultural contexts. Understanding the historical and 

contemporary treatment and negative rhetoric provides the context for understanding how the 

social work profession has responded to the needs of people seeking asylum and people 

resettling in Australia. There are four distinct periods that are discussed; pre-1996, 1996 - 

2007, 2007 - 2013, and 2013 - current. These periods relate to shifts in political leadership 

and / or significant events within Australia’s history which have influenced refugee 

resettlement and asylum policy. A chronological approach is taken because it provides the 

context for understanding the decision making of subsequent leaders as well as public 

discourse.  

The second half of this chapter critically examines the social work profession’s response to 

refugee resettlement and the treatment of people seeking asylum within the Australian 

context. This includes an exploration of the profession’s engagement in advocacy and social 

action, as well as practices that cause harm to people of refugee background and people 

seeking asylum. This section also critically examines the AASW’s professional documents in 

relation to engaging with people of refugee background and people seeking asylum and 

acknowledgement of the profession as White. This is followed by an exploration of the 

scholarship focused on practice with people of refugee background and social workers’ 

perceptions of people seeking asylum. The chapter concludes with a discussion that brings 

the two sections together and situates the current research project within it. 

The socio-political-historical context relating to seeking asylum and refugee 

resettlement 

This section details Australia’s socio-political response to people seeking asylum and refugee 

resettlement throughout history. An understanding of this history is important because as 

discussed previously, social work is a raced profession and a product of Australian culture. 

As such, the profession not only responds to this socio-political context when engaging with 
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people seeking asylum and people of refugee background, it is part of it. As members of the 

Australian public, individual social workers and students are also living their day-to-day lives 

within a country where the arrival of people of refugee background has been questioned as an 

attack on the ‘Australian way’ and as a safety risk. This context is also one where people 

seeking asylum have been strategically excluded and dehumanised by governments and 

mainstream media and within public discourse (Pickering, 2001; Klocker & Dunn, 2003; 

Hoenig, 2009; Masocha & Simpson, 2011).    

World War II - 1996  

World War II led to mass movement by people who had been displaced across Europe. As a 

response, in 1951 the United Nations General Assembly adopted a convention relating to the 

Status of Refugees. As a signatory to the convention, at this time Australia increased their 

refugee intake (Dandy & Pe-Pua, 2015, p. 399). Migrant hostels were developed, where new 

arrivals were expected to stay for a minimum of three months, and migrants were provided 

with intensive English language supports and information about Australia to help them 

assimilate (Price, 1981, p. 104). The public response to people of refugee background and 

Australia’s obligations after World War II had been relatively positive (McMaster, 2001, p. 

44), with the focus of resettlement primarily based on providing accommodation and English 

language supports (Spinks, 2009). Alongside this, in 1958 the Migration Act 1958 was 

introduced in Australia under Prime Minister Robert Menzies, which stated that people 

seeking asylum arriving in Australia without a valid visa were to be subject to immigration 

detention “on a discretionary basis” until they were either granted a visa or deported (The 

Asylum & Refugee Law Project, 2013). Australia had resettled 260,000 refugees into the 

Australian community by the time the White Australia Policy was abolished in 1972 by 

Prime Minister Gough Whitlam (Jupp, 2007), which comprised several historical policies and 

included the legal restriction of immigration from countries outside of the UK (Zufferey, 

2013, p. 663). 

Gough Whitlam, who was Prime Minister of Australia between 1972 and 1975 had a 

significant impact on multiculturalism within Australia. For example, as well as abolishing 

the White Australia policy, his government also passed the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 

(Kalantzis & Cope, 2015, p. 248). Whilst a supporter of racial equality and increasing 

diversity within Australia, Whitlam was also well known for his lack of support for 

Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam War, impacting refugee policy at that time. Australia 



42 
 

involvement in the Vietnam War commenced with the first troops arriving in Vietnam during 

1962 (Amphlett, 2015, p. 264) and was also debated heavily within the social sphere. At the 

time, Whitlam apparently stated that Australia was “not having hundreds of fucking 

Vietnamese Balts coming into this country with their religious and political hatred against us” 

(Kalantzis & Cope, 2015, pp. 247-248). During the Whitlam era, immigration numbers were 

decreased and “only the minimum” number of Vietnamese refugees were resettled in 

Australia. To provide further context to the wider socio-cultural environment influencing 

immigration policy, it should be noted that during the early 1970s Australia was also dealing 

with increased unemployment issues and as a result, less importance was given to 

immigration (p. 247). Kalantzis and Cope argue that Whitlam’s focus and priority was to 

prove a “fairer society for the people who had elected him” (2015, p. 248).  

During the 1960s and 1970s there was a shift in policies from those focusing on assimilation 

to integration, where the cultural identities of new arrivals were recognised as important and 

something that should be respected (Spinks, 2009). According to Nipperess and Williams 

(2019, p. 18), this brought an era with a focus on multicultural policy. The authors explain 

that: 

From the 1970s, multiculturalist policy sought to embrace and accept the 

diversity of lifestyles asserted by the early migrants from Europe, but within 

the context of an undefined Aussie culture. The predominant policy strategy 

that emerged built firmly on the notion of cultural pluralism - the idea that 

different groups would retain and maintain their cultural identities and values 

within the context of a broader culture (pp. 18-19, emphasis in original). 

It is argued, however, that there remained a focus on the differences of those resettling, which 

was seen as impacting upon the ability of new arrivals to integrate into the dominant culture. 

As a result, policy focused on “smoothing the transition” and specific resettlement services 

were set up parallel to mainstream services. What this created was a “culture as deficit 

model” of engagement with people of refugee and migrant background and produced us and 

them binaries between Euro-Australians and those resettling (Nipperess & Williams, 2019, p. 

19).  

In relation to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, B. Bennett (2013, p. 9) explained 

the focus on assimilation between 1937 and the 1960s - 1970s was to have Australia’s First 

Peoples behave as Euro-Australians. She argued that this was in the hopes of eliminating 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture, values, beliefs and traditions. This focus on 

assimilation was also characterised by an attempt to ‘breed out’ Aboriginal characteristics 

and skin colour and thus Australia’s First Peoples entirely. The policy shifts away from 

assimilation had a significant impact on the treatment and portrayal of Australia’s First 

Peoples. For example, whilst Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples were first counted 

as Australia’s citizens in 1948, it was not until 1962 that they were given the right to vote. 

Further, in 1967 a Referendum was held which meant Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples were counted in the census for the first time (Markus, 2001, pp. 19-21). In 1972 self-

determination also became the official approach the government. B. Bennett highlights (2019, 

pp. 15-16) that during this time, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples were very 

active in advocating for their rights as Australia’s First Peoples. This included grass roots 

activism, strikes and protests, including the 1965 Freedom Ride and the development of the 

tent embassy in 1972. Whilst public opinion about this advocacy and activism was divided, it 

increased public awareness about the racism and discrimination experienced by First Nations 

people, increasing the pressure on politicians to act. 

In 1976, the first boat carrying people seeking asylum from Asia brought the beginning of a 

shift in asylum seeker trends and attitudes in Australia (Betts, 2001, p. 34). This occurred 

under the Fraser Coalition Government, where refugee resettlement was given increasing 

priority. For example, immigration numbers increased and with the release of The Galbally 

Report in 1981, Australia saw a growth in resettlement support services (Nipperess & 

Williams, 2019, p. 19). There was a focus on accepting and supporting the integration of 

people resettling in Australia through our Humanitarian program. By the late 1990s, 

government and community organisations had begun partnering up to provide support to 

humanitarian entrants (Young et al. 2003). The aim of the support was “to affirm the capacity 

and dignity of entrants and provide them with skills and tools to reach self-sufficiency and 

make their own way along the settlement path as soon as possible”, and thus to not encourage  

dependency (p. 5).  

Alongside this focus on supporting humanitarian entrants, in 1991 under Prime Minister Bob 

Hawk, the man responsible for coining the term “queue jumper”, the first formal Immigration 

Detention Centre was built to detain people arriving in Australia without a valid visa 

(McMaster, 2001, p. 80). The following year under the Keating Government, mandatory 

detention for all people seeking asylum was introduced under the Migration Amendment Act 

1992 (Refugee Council of Australia, 2014a). Given that Australia already had a history of 
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migrant hostels and the discretionary detention of people arriving in Australia, the 

introduction of mandatory detention was not a huge leap for the Australian Government and 

went relatively unopposed within an Australia where negative sentiments about ‘unauthorised 

arrivals’ was increasing (Jupp, 2007, pp. 183-184).  

1996 - 2007  

Whilst multiculturalism had gained much public support during the 1970s and 1980s, there 

were those who opposed it. Those concerned with a multicultural Australia were 

predominantly worried about the impact of immigration from Asia (Soutphommasane, 2012, 

p. 22). Soutphommasane argued that one of the most significant attacks on multiculturalism 

came from then opposition leader John Howard in 1988 (Soutphommasane, 2012, p. 25). 

Howard publicly questioned the impact multiculturalism was having on social cohesion, 

Australia’s British values and heritage, as well as Australia’s ability to “absorb” Asian 

migrants. His arguments were positioned as realistic concerns about the assault on Australian 

culture (Soutphommasane, 2012, pp. 25-26). Whilst Howard’s ‘One Australia’ approach was 

not supported by all at that time, it gained increasing popularity over the upcoming years and 

sparked ongoing questions about immigration and multiculturalism. In 1996 the Howard 

Liberal Government was elected, as well as Pauline Hanson into the Queensland Senate, and 

it is argued by Nipperess (2013) that their “political rhetoric signalled a significant change in 

the way refugees and asylum seekers were to be treated” (p. 83). Alongside Howard, Hanson 

was also well known for being anti-multiculturalism (Fenna, 2004, pp. 434–345). Hanson 

made claims about the country being ‘flooded’ or ‘swamped’ by Asians, arguing that both 

Asian migrants and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples were receiving special 

treatment above other Australians (Soutphommasane, 2012, pp. 32-33). The support that 

Hanson received highlighted the number of people who shared these views within Australia, 

and this led to the success of Hanson’s own party the One Nation Party, which emerged soon 

after. 

As Prime Minister, John Howard implemented some of the most stringent policies relating to 

those seeking asylum. For example, his government introduced Temporary Protection Visas 

(TPV) where those defined as unauthorised arrivals would not be granted permanent 

protection but rather a new three-year visa, which needed to be reapplied for at its expiry 

(Cemlyn & Briskman, 2003, p. 166). It is argued that the introduction of TPV was a 

deterrence method by the government to stop people attempting to travel to Australia to seek 
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asylum (Cemlyn & Briskman, 2003, p. 166). Throughout 2000 and 2001, detainees in 

detention centres such as Curtin, Woomera and Port Hedland protested over conditions 

within centres as well as the prolonged processing times (Refugee Council of Australia, 

2014a).  

The rise of neoliberalism was also playing a major role in the delivery of services to people 

settling in Australia in the 1990s. As explained by Fawcett, Goodwin, Meagher and Phillips 

(2010, pp. 68-72), neoliberalism led to a shift in service provision by community 

organisations through competitive process rather than by the Government. The focus of 

neoliberalism on individuals being responsible for their own wellbeing resulted in a reduction 

in funding allocated to the human services sector more generally. In 2000 the Howard 

Government introduced the Integrated Humanitarian Settlement Strategy (IHSS), where a 

suite of services where provided to humanitarian entrants. The IHSS aimed to provide 

support when people first arrive and included services such as trauma and torture counselling, 

practical supports around accommodation and support gaining access to government and 

community services (Refugee Council of Australia, 2014a). The aim of the support was “to 

affirm the capacity and dignity of entrants and provide them with skills and tools to reach 

self-sufficiency and make their own way along the settlement path as soon as possible” 

(Young et al., 2003, p. 5). Young et al. in their evaluation of the IHHS, reported that the 

competitive tendering model of service delivery was leading to both gaps in services and the 

duplication of services, as well as a lack of coordination of services, resulting in silos and 

issues with referral processes (2003, pp. i-ii). Jewson, Lamaro, Crisp, Hanna and Taket 

(2015, p. 235), whose research explored the experiences of resettlement service providers, 

also provide insight into the reality of government tendering processes. For example, their 

research suggests that the competitive tendering process results in a lack of collaboration 

amongst services.  

In 2003, the government report called “Report of the review of settlement services for 

migrants and humanitarian entrants” lead to an increased focus on the resettlement of people 

of refugee in rural and regional areas in Australia (McDonald-Wilmsen, Gifford, Webster, 

Wiseman & Casey, 2009, p. 99). As explained by McDonald-Wilmsen et al. (2009, p. 97), 

whilst people had been predominantly settled in cities since the 1950’s, the 2004 - 2005 

budget allocated $12.4 million to the sector with the aim of doubling the number of people of 

refugee background resettling in regional areas.  
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In relation to the wider socio-political contexts during this time, several events that occurred 

in 2001 had and continue to have major implications on the way that people seeking asylum 

and people of refugee background are treated and viewed in Australia. For example, in 

August the MV Tampa, a Norwegian freighter, rescued 433 Afghanis in the Indian ocean and 

whilst attempting to take the people to Christmas Island, was intercepted by an army ship at 

the order of the Australian Government and prevented from docking. In September 2001, a 

Federal Court ruled in favour of allowing the people seeking asylum to dock in Australia and 

have their claims assessed (Nipperess, 2013, pp. 84–85). However, on this same day, terrorist 

attacks on the World Trade Centre and Pentagon occurred in the US and terrorist group al-

Qaeda took ownership of the attack. Prime Minister John Howard happened to be in the USA  

at the time, and was witness first hand to the attacks (Fenna, 2004, pp. 435–436). A week 

later, the people from the MV Tampa were taken to Nauru (Nipperess, 2013). This was part of 

the Government’s implementation of The Pacific Solution, where people seeking asylum 

were deported to and detained in Pacific nations to wait for their visa applications to be 

processed (Jamrozik, 2009, p. 90).  

As those rescued aboard the MV Tampa were predominantly Afghani, in his 2001 electoral 

campaign John Howard successfully linked people seeking asylum by boat to terrorism. The 

campaign took a strong stance against boat arrivals, creating an environment of distrust and 

fear of those seeking asylum and people of Muslim faith. As explained by Aslan (2009, p. 

79), the Howard Government “claimed that tolerance of diversity and cultural differences 

might provide fertile soil for unwelcome and unacceptable moral and political ideas and 

movements such as political Islam”. Across the country, multiculturalism and allowing 

people of refugee and migrant background to resettle in Australia was seen as a threat, 

leading to ongoing concerns about the safety of Australians and the unknown risk of people 

from the Middle East. This was further fuelled by people like Senator Hanson, as well as the 

mainstream media. For example, as Aslan (2009) explained, some Sydney talkback radio 

stations even falsely claimed that the 9/11 attacks where being celebrated in the streets of 

Sydney by Muslims. During this time Muslim Australians were assaulted and abused, 

threatened with assault, targeted by police and had their property damaged and Mosques 

targeted (pp. 69-74). The Howard Government was re-elected in November 2001 and 

ironically, Australia also reaffirmed its commitment to the 1951 Refugee Convention that 

same year (UNHCR, 2010, p. 4). 
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2007 - 2013 

In 2008, newly appointed Labor Prime Minister Kevin Rudd issued a national apology to the 

Stolen Generations within Australia; something that those before him had been reluctant to 

do. For example, Howard had believed that current Euro-Australians should not have to take 

responsibility for the mistakes made by previous generations (Hastie & Augoustinos, 2012, p. 

118). Rudd also abolished The Pacific Solution as well as TPVs. However, the Rudd Labor 

Government remained committed to the mandatory detention of people seeking asylum by 

boat. Hogan and Haltinner (2015, p. 525) argue that this commitment related to increasing 

xenophobia within Australia; the result of the backlash against multiculturalism led by 

Howard and Hanson over the previous two decades. The authors argue that it was at this 

point that the “left-leaning” Labor party’s policies around seeking asylum and immigration 

took a “rightward shift”, with an aim of showing a firm stance to voters around “boat people” 

and people smuggling (Soutphommasane, 2012, p. 173). Analysis of the political climate by 

Miragliotta (2013, p. 715) of this period in politics indicates that the Australian Greens party 

rose in popularity, identified “as demonstrating a clear left disposition” in relation to left-right 

political positioning. The Greens had a clear social justice and human rights approach to 

refugee resettlement and the treatment of people seeking asylum. During this period, public 

opinion on issues of seeking asylum varied and there was a clear divide surrounding 

Australia’s treatment of people seeking asylum. For example, there were many community 

members and groups working to support people seeking asylum and condemning how they 

were being treated by the Australian Government. These include the pro-refugee network 

Rural Australians for Refugees.    

In 2011, offshore processing was reintroduced under the Labor Gillard Government after 

many failed attempts to do so. As explained by Briskman and Doe (2016, p. 74), offshore 

processing in countries such as Papua New Guinea (PNG) and Nauru is fraught with ethical 

issues. For example, PNG, a country suffering poverty, has gained economically from 

opening the Manus Island detention centre. In late 2012, Amnesty International released 

findings into offshore processing on Nauru, as did UNHCR in early 2013. Both concluded 

that the human rights of detainees were being breached (Refugee Council of Australia, 

2014a). In relation to employment within offshore detention, Briskman and Doe (2016, p. 74) 

summarise that: 
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An array of health and welfare professionals have been employed in offshore 

sites, with sub-contracted providers including the non-government 

organisations of the Salvation Army and Save the Children. Alongside the 

private security companies tasked with securing ‘good order’ of the sites, 

professionals have been employed to provide a range of health, welfare and 

educational services to detained men, women and children.  

The authors explain that social workers are one of many of the professions who were, 

and continue to be employed to work within offshore immigration detention, enticed 

by good wages and ideas that they are ‘doing good’.  

2013 - Current 

In September 2013 the Liberal Party succeeded the Labor Government. The Abbott (Liberal) 

Government was well known in its electoral campaign for its emphasis on protecting 

Australia’s boarders and pledged to “stop the boats” (Abbott, 2013); tapping into a sense of 

patriotism and Australian national identity that had been born and nourished since 9/11 and 

the Howard and Hanson era. Once elected, the Abbott Government immediately commenced 

“Operation Sovereign Boarders”, defined as a “military-led border security operation 

designed to prevent boats carrying asylum seekers from arriving in Australia” (Refugee 

Council of Australia, 2014a), and reintroduced TPVs (McAdam, 2013, pp. 440-41). In 

November the UNHRC again released a report that highlighted concerns about the health and 

wellbeing of people seeking asylum in detention (Refugee Council of Australia, 2014b). In 

December, the Senate blocked the TPVs and in response the next week, the Government put 

a freeze on any permanent protection visas being granted. The Government spent a year 

trying to impose stringent, restrictive and exclusionary policies in relation to people seeking 

asylum that arrived by boat. During this time, the Department of Immigration and Citizenship 

and the Australian Customs and Border Protection Service amalgamated to become one 

portfolio, renamed the Department of Immigration and Border Protection. The shift in focus 

was on protecting Australia’s borders, with multicultural and resettlement affairs being 

transferred to the Department of Social Services (Department of Immigration and Boarder 

Protection, 2017, p. 84). In 2017 the Department of Immigration and Border Protection was 

subsumed into the current Department of Home Affairs. Whilst the functions of the 

Department of Home Affairs include multicultural affairs, the Humanitarian Settlement 

Program (HSP), which replaced the IHSS, is the responsibility of the Department of Social 
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Services. The HSP is similar to the IHHS in that they outsource the provision of support 

services to community organisation through a competitive tendering process. 

Shortly after announcing that they would be creating a new temporary protection visa type for 

onshore arrivals by boat, known as a Safe Haven Enterprise Visa (SHEV) in September 2014, 

the Australian Government passed the “Migration and Maritime Powers Legislation 

Amendment (Resolving the Asylum Legacy Caseload) Bill 2014” (Asylum Seeker Resource 

Centre, n.d.). The amendments included the introduction of a ‘fast tracking’ visa application 

process for people who arrive by boat. Processing staff were given more stringent removal 

powers to process people seeking asylum at sea, allowing for a person to be removed without 

an adequate assessment of the risk of refoulement if returned. Organisations and people such 

as the UNHCR (2014), the UN Special Rapporteur on Torture (Méndez, 2015), the Refugee 

Council of Australia (2014b), the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre (n.d.) and Uniting Justice 

Australia (2015) all condemned this treatment of people seeking asylum. It was argued that 

the amendments contradicted Australia’s international commitments to the United Nations 

Refugee Convention and Protocol, as well as the “Universal Declaration of Human Rights”; 

the “Convention on the Rights of the Child”; and the “International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights” (Uniting Justice Australia, 2015). Malcom Turnbull became the leader of the 

Liberal party in 2015, and his government remained committed to the policies imposed by 

Tony Abbott that determine the treatment of people seeking asylum.  

The current Liberal Government, under Prime Minister Scott Morrison, continues their 

commitment not to allow people seeking asylum by boat to be permanently resettled in 

Australia. Not only does indefinite offshore detention continue to raise international concern 

as violating Australia’s human rights commitments, the treatment of people living in the 

community on TPVs and SHEVs causes instability and uncertainty. People who apply or 

reapply for TPVs and SHEVs who have unsuccessful applications are also required to 

undertake a complicated appeals process (Refugee Advice & Casework Service, 2016).  

Currently, people applying for refugee status who have arrived in Australia with a visa, are 

given the status of non-illegal maritime arrivals (Non-IMA) by the Government. In the 2017 - 

2018 period, 27,931 Non-IMAs applied for Protection Visas (PVs), with only 1,425 

applications granted (Department of Home Affairs, 2018, p. 1). This method of arrival is 

promoted by the Government as legal, with PV’s offering permanent protection in Australia 

and many of the services that are offered to humanitarian entrants (Department of Home 



50 
 

Affairs, 2019). Under the 2017-18 offshore Humanitarian Program, 14,825 visas were 

granted, making Australia’s permanent refugee intake for 2017 - 2018 a total of 16,250 

people (Department of Home Affairs, Public Information and Reporting Section, 2018, p. 

14). Australia’s current offshore resettlement programme is similar to the aims of the late 

1990s – early 2000s. That is, the current settlement services website claims that “the 

Australian Government provides a range of settlement services aimed at assisting 

humanitarian entrants and eligible migrants within their initial period of settlement. These 

services assist clients to become self-reliant and participate equally in Australian society and 

minimise longer-term reliance on support services” (Department of Social Services, 2018). 

That is, to have new arrivals integrate quickly for the purposes of social cohesion, and to 

ensure that they contribute to Australian society and the economy - and this vision is 

supported by the HSP.  

This section has provided a critical analysis of the Australian Governments’ historical and 

contemporary responses to, and treatment of people of refugee background and people 

seeking asylum, as well as the socio-cultural context of this response. It is within this context 

that the social work profession has responded to the needs of people seeking asylum and 

people resettling in Australia. Next, I critically examine this engagement in relation to 

advocacy and social action, our professional documents and the social work literature. 

Australian social work and refugee resettlement  

Advocacy and social action 

In recent years, key social work bodies, both nationally and internationally, have advocated 

for the fair treatment of people seeking asylum, lodging submissions, reports and raising 

concerns through inquiries into how they are treated. For example, the AASW has released 

the “Asylum and Refugees Position Statement” (AASW, 2012a), the “AASW Statement on 

Asylum Seekers to Incoming Government” (AASW, 2013a), lodged a submission to the 

“National Inquiry into Children in Immigration Detention” (AASW, 2014a), lodged a 

submission to the Senate Select Committee about the conditions of offshore detention 

facilities on Nauru (AASW, 2015a) and a written letter to Prime Minister Malcom Turnbull 

about the prolonged detention of people seeking asylum in offshore detention (AASW, 

2015b). In 2006, the Australian Council of Heads of Schools of Social Work (ACHSSW), 

was involved in coordinating the “People’s Inquiry into Detention”, aimed at influencing 

policy (Briskman, 2009, p. 58). The report recommended the removal of racism, restoration 
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of human rights, and the reinstatement of accountability (Briskman, Zion & Loff, 2012, p. 

53). More recent advocacy and submissions by the AASW in relation to the rights of people 

seeking asylum and people of refugee background include the following submissions to; 

“Legal and Constitutional Affairs Legislation Committee Re: Migration Legislation 

Amendment (Regional Processing Cohort) Bill” (submitted 2016); “Senate Standing 

Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs Re: Migration Amendment (Prohibiting Items 

in Immigration Detention Centres) Bill 2017”; “Joint Standing Committee on the NDIS 

[National Disability Insurance Scheme] Re: Market Readiness” (submitted 2018); and the 

“Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee Re: Inquiry into the Aged Care Quality 

and Safety Commission Bill 2018”. The details of these submissions are available on the 

AASW website (2019).  

Whilst the above advocacy efforts highlight social work’s stance on the treatment of people 

seeking asylum and people of refugee background more broadly, the profession has remained 

silent in regard to Islamophobia and the treatment of Muslims in Australia (Yassine & 

Briskman, 2019, p. 56). Furthermore, the social work profession’s recent involvement in 

Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) programs highlights how the profession “is at risk of 

aligning itself with injustice, inequality and racism” in relation to Muslim communities (p. 

56). CVE programs are provided through tenders and contracts and as a result, industries such 

as social work are benefiting “economically, socially, politically and academically” (p. 63). 

As Yassine and Briskman (2019) explain, in 2017 the AASW invited expressions of interest 

for social workers to provide a CVE training package. CVE policies in Australia are focused 

on prevention and intervention targeting Muslim people, in particular young Muslims. Social 

workers involvement at the time was to deliver the “Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) 

building resilience and preventing radicalisation awareness raising training workshop”. 

Whilst Yassine and Briskman (2019, 60-65) acknowledge that Australia’s approach to CVE 

policy has been less oppressive than other countries, these policies still make an industry out 

of preventing terrorism and radicalisation, an industry that targets and discriminates against 

young Muslims. By delivering CVE training, social workers are profiting from this, whilst 

also contributing to the problem.   

Authors such as Briskman and Doe (2016) warn social workers of the potential for collusion 

with dominant practices of inhumane treatment of people in detention in taking up 

employment within offshore detention centres, albeit with good intentions. Social workers, 

whether they work within detention centres, for other Government or Government-funded 
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services, are all restricted by current Government policy. As explained by Nipperess and 

Clark (2016, pp. 256–257), given the potential that programs can lose their funding and those 

working for the Government lose their jobs, it can be hard for social workers to advocate for 

the rights of people seeking asylum at a cultural and systematic level. However, Briskman 

and Cemlyn (2005, pp. 719-720), Briskman et al. (2012, pp. 50-51) and Briskman and 

Latham (2017) urge social workers to advocate for the rights of people seeking asylum and to 

speak back to the dominant discourses that justify harmful policies and practices. This also 

includes the need to speak up about the current AASW collusion with the Australian 

Government. 

In the next section of this chapter, the focus shifts to analysing the professional documents 

that inform social work practice and education in Australia. 

Australian social work’s professional documents  

At a national level, the AASW have several documents that have been created to guide the 

practice of social workers, social work education and national curriculum. Each of these 

documents will now be interrogated with a critical lens in relation to how they guide 

education and practice with people seeking asylum and people of refugee background. The 

first of these documents is the “Code of Ethics” (AASW, 2010), where the only reference to 

working with people of refugee background is in the Appendix, where the Protocol Relating 

to the Status of Refugees (1973) and the Final Act and Convention Relating to the Status of 

Refugees (1954) are referenced (pp. 49-50). In the “Practice Standards” (AASW, 2013b), the 

“Supervision Standards” (AASW, 2014b), and the “Practice Standards for Mental Health 

Social Workers” (AASW, 2014c), no mention is made of practice with people of refugee 

background. Whilst the “Practice Standards for School Social Workers” (AASW, 2008) has 

within its aims to provide “a guide to school social work practice…” and “an understanding 

of methods of intervention in school settings” (p. 5), only one reference is made to students of 

refugee background. An acknowledgement is made that a common issue for school-based 

social workers is the “personal, social and emotional development” (p. 11) of refugee 

students, but there are no guidelines or methods of intervention mentioned in this document 

to help social workers who work with children of refugee background. 

The final document, the “Australian Social Work Education and Accreditation Standards” 

(ASWEAS) (AASW, 2012b) has 6 corresponding ASWEAS guideline documents. Only one 

of the documents, “Guideline 1.1: Guidance on essential core curriculum content” (AASW, 
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2012b) makes mention to refugee resettlement. For example, within the “Mental Health 

Curriculum Content” (p. 6) section, there are areas of knowledge that are deemed “essential” 

and those deemed “desirable”. A desirable area of knowledge is an understanding of the 

“mental health problems associated with… the experiences of being a refugee”. In the section 

“Child Wellbeing and Protection Curriculum Content” (p. 13), beginning knowledge of the 

services relevant to children and their families, including children of refugee background is 

recommended. In the “Cross-Cultural Curriculum Content” section, it is outlined that social 

workers are expected to have beginning knowledge of “international protection regimes for 

refugees and asylum seekers” and “recognition of international politics and current affairs 

and their impact on migration and refugee policies and trends” (p. 18). This section also 

highlights the importance of knowing about “Australia’s history of cultural diversity and 

racism” as well as our migration history. The section points out the importance “of 

recognising the differential power positions of various cultural groups in society and a 

preparedness to challenge racism and oppression” (p. 18) and the “the importance of dialogue 

in building cultural understanding” (p. 17). Finally, this section highlights the importance of 

engaging in cross-cultural practice with flexibility and curiosity, engaging in critical 

reflection relating to personal and professional cultural identities, as well as organisational 

contexts (p. 18). 

The documents discussed in this section, in particular the “Code of Ethics” (AASW, 2010), 

the “Guideline 1.1: Guidance on essential core curriculum content” (AASW, 2012b) and the 

“Practice Standards for Mental Health Social Workers” (AASW, 2014c), have a focus on 

cross-cultural practice, cultural competence and culturally sensitive, culturally responsive and 

culturally safe practices when working with people of non-Western backgrounds. This focus 

has been critiqued by Baltra-Ulloa (2013, pp. 92-93), as making assumptions that a social 

worker can ‘cross cultures’. Baltra-Ulloa explains that this crossing aims to bring “‘them’ 

back to the dominant ‘us’”, assumes universal definitions of what it means to be, for example 

culturally competent, and assumes a set of competencies for crossing cultures that will allow 

social workers to overcome cultural differences.  

Whilst the AASW’s professional documents largely neglect guidance around social work 

practice with people of refugee background and people seeking asylum, they also fail to turn 

the lens in on the profession as White. As discussed in more detail in Chapter 1, social work 

is moulded from US and British knowledge and understandings, which continue to dominate 
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contemporary Western social work education and practice (Walter et al. 2013., p. 241). 

According to Young (2004, p. 105): 

It is widely recognised that social work’s genesis can be found in the same 

conditions which led to the colonisation of Australia, the development of 

capitalism, the Industrial Revolution, and the White desire of Europe to shape 

the globe in its own image.  

White privilege is built into the profession’s knowledge, models of practice and values 

(Young & Zubrzycki, 2011, p. 161). As a result, social workers continue to be informed by 

White Western ways of being, doing and knowing that have led to oppressive social work 

interventions. 

Walter and Baltra-Ulloa (2016, pp. 30-31) argue that while the call for change exists, there 

remains a reluctance in social work to actually turn the lens in on itself and name White 

dominance within the profession. That is, whilst ideas of inclusion and being culturally 

competent and sensitive have become popular within the profession for acknowledging 

diversity and addressing oppression, the acknowledgment of White people as raced is 

missing. Thus, the dominance we exert for being closer to the unquestionable norm – the 

White world – remains hidden. This is further evidenced in the lack of discussion of 

Whiteness or White privilege in the key AASW documents that have been discussed 

throughout this section. Only one document, “Guideline 1.1: Guidance on essential core 

curriculum content” (AASW, 2012b) mentions Whiteness, stating that “cross-cultural 

practice involves the development of beginning knowledge and capacity for critical appraisal 

of… knowledge of theories of ethnicity, race and whiteness, diversity, racism and power” (p. 

17).  

This section has provided a critique of Australian social work’s key documents in relation to 

work with people seeking asylum and people of refugee background as well as how 

Whiteness continues to operate within the profession. It is concluded that Australian social 

work’s key documents provide little guidance to social workers, both in relation to education 

and practice that focuses on refugee resettlement and supporting people seeking asylum. 

They also fail to acknowledge White privilege or the social work profession as White. The 

next section explores the social work literature, both national and international that focuses 

on social work practice, education and research in relation to refugee resettlement and 

seeking asylum. 
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Social work literature: Refugee resettlement and seeking asylum 

McMahon (2002) conducted a review of the literature within Australian Social Work, the 

journal of the AASW, between 1947 - 1997 focusing on social work with people of refugee 

background, migrant background, and people seeking asylum. Nipperess (2013, p. 95) in 

summarising the research conducted by McMahon (2002) and adding to it, included the 

analysis of data from the years 1998 to 2012. She concluded that there were only sixteen 

articles published between 1947 and September 2012 within this national journal relating to 

people seeking asylum and people of refugee background. As part of my literature review, I 

have added to this search to include a review of Australian Social Work for the period of 

2013 to 2018. Table 3.1 details the articles that were presented by Nipperess in her review 

and includes my additions to her original table, which are marked with an asterisk (*) (see 

Nipperess, 2013, p. 95).  

Table 3.1: Articles published in the journal Australian Social Work focusing on people 

seeking asylum and people of refugee background 

Practice Research Policy Theory and 

Practice 

Book Review 

Lewis 1979  Kidson 1993 Swensen 1995 * Nelson, Price 

& Zubrzycki 

2014 

* Ghafournia 

2018 

Lim 1979 Barnes 1998 * Bogen & 

Marlowe 2017 

  

Lewis 1981 Abdelkerim & 

Grace 2012 

   

Nguyen 1990 * Söderqvist 

2014 

   

Nguyen 1993 * Ochala & 

Mungai 2016 

   

Nguyen-

Carrington 

1992 

* Abdulahad, 

Brownlee, 

Graham & 

Montelpare 

2018 
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Martin 1998 * Kandasamy & 

Soldatic 2018 

   

Nguyen & 

Bowles 1998 

* Khawaja & 

Hebbani 2018 

   

Cariceo 1998     

Whelan, 

Swallow, 

Peschar & 

Dunne 2002 

    

Rees 2004     

Clark 2006     

* Kuar & Atkin 

2018 

    

 

Of the research articles outlined in Table 3.1, only two articles turn the lens on the social 

work profession. Firstly, Kandasamy and Soldatic (2018, pp. 114-117) interviewed 

Australian front line resettlement workers and managers about their experiences of working 

within Refugee Settlement Services (RSS) provided as part of Australia’s Settlement 

Services. They found that more flexibility, autonomy and better resourcing was required to 

provide appropriate services to clients. Front line workers and managers were often expected 

to do a lot with very little funding, and Government contracts restricted the type of services 

they could provide, often failing “to recognise the complex needs of refugees…” (p. 115). 

They concluded that a more collaborative approach between the Government and services, as 

well as a collaborative approach with the non-refugee welfare sector was required to provide 

the best support to people of refugee background. Secondly, Kidson (1993, p. 39) explored 

the needs of people of refugee background resettling in Australia, arguing that traditional 

casework is characterised by an ethic of individualism which can be an inappropriate way of 

working with people of refugee background. The focus of this exploratory research did 

however remain on the clients rather than the workers or the profession more broadly. Ochala 

and Mungai (2016), who explored the challenges experienced by single female parents of 

African background in Australia, did briefly mention the challenges experienced when 

accessing services, however the focus was not on social work services, rather wider 

community services. 
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Outside of the journal Australian Social Work, the number of articles that focus on social 

work with people seeking asylum and / or people of refugee background have increased in 

recent years both nationally and internationally. Articles written over the last 20 years in 

Australia include Westoby and Ingamells (2010), Briskman and Doe (2016), Briskman and 

Latham (2017), Nelson, Price and Zubrzycki (2017), Maylea and Hirsch (2018) and Curry, 

Smedley and Lenette (2018). In the UK papers include Okitikipi and Aymer (2003), 

Humphries (2004), Kohli (2006), Masocha and Simpson (2011), Cemlyn and Nye (2012), 

Chantler (2012), Masocha and Simpson (2012), Masocha (2014a, 2014b), Robinson and 

Masocha (2016). Writing from New Zealand includes Nash (2002), Nash, Wong and Trlin 

(2006), and within Canada Russell and White (2001), and Lacroix (2006). Writing within 

Europe includes Valtonen (2001) and Christie (2002, 2003), and within the US, Park (2008). 

Cemlyn and Briskman (2003) and Robinson (2013, 2014) combine both the UK and 

Australian contexts.  

Whilst a number of books have been published that focus specifically on social work and 

people seeking asylum and / or people of refugee background, none of these texts focus 

specifically on Australian social work (i.e.: Ryan, 1993; Balgopal, 2000; Torode, Walsh & 

Woods, 2001; Potocky-Tripodi, 2002; Fong, 2004; Nash & Trlin, 2004; Hayes & Humphries, 

2004; Kohli, 2003, 2007; Kohli & Mitchell, 2007; Briskman, Latham & Goddard, 2008; 

Chang-Muy & Congress, 2008, 2016; Valtonen, 2008; Vickers, 2012; Masocha, 2015). 

Chapters in social work texts that focus on social work with people seeking asylum and / or 

people of refugee background within the Australian context include Briskman (2012, 2013), 

Baltra-Ulloa (2013), Kenny and Fiske (2014), Nipperess and Clark (2016), Masocha and 

Robinson (2017), Nipperess (2018) and several chapters, in Nipperess and Williams (2019) 

including David, Maylea, Nipperess and Hirsch (2019), Robinson (2019), Marlowe (2019), 

Watson and Nipperess (2019) and finally a chapter I co-authored (Baltra-Ulloa, Vincent & 

Holla, 2019). Another chapter that focuses on both the UK and Australian context is that of 

Masocha (2017).  

The majority of social work literature nationally and internationally that relates to people of 

refugee background and / or people seeking asylum is focused on practice in the area of 

torture and trauma, ethical dilemmas relating to the political context and the associated 

practice implications for social work, or the direct needs of people as they resettle within the 

Australian community. The literature that sits outside of this, which critically analyses the 

current position of the social work profession and our position in relationships with people of 
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refugee background is of significance to this project because it helps provide a base for 

turning the lens in on social work; on the ‘us’ rather than the ‘them’. A review of the broader 

social work literature indicates that there is a small literature of published research which 

explores social work practice and the perspectives of social workers in relation to refugee 

resettlement and the plight of people seeking asylum. In addition to this, there is also a small 

literature analysing the experiences of people working with those seeking asylum and / or 

people of refugee background that is not specifically related to social work. A collection of 

these studies will now be discussed briefly to provide a review of the literature that explores 

the broader experiences of those working with people seeking asylum and or people of 

refugee background. The research relating directly to social workers will then be discussed to 

conclude this section of the thesis.  

Research conducted by Jewson et al. (2015, p. 235) reported on the experiences of healthcare 

workers who provide services to refugee arrived communities in the Australian context. The 

authors found that perceived barriers to resettlement support included community level 

barriers such as acceptance of the refugee resettlement, structural barriers such as 

bureaucratic process within organisations and a lack of flexibility, and cultural barriers such 

as a lack of willingness to use interpreters or knowledge about how to use interpreting 

services. Client barriers were those where one way of doing things was privileged, for 

example Western understandings of appointments and services being provided predominantly 

in English. Jewson et al. conclude that to provide appropriate services to clients of refugee 

backgrounds, workers need flexibility within organisations, capacity to dialogue with clients, 

to be able to consult with refugee communities, appropriate training and appropriately funded 

and resourced workplaces. Also exploring the Australian healthcare context, Farley, Askew 

and Kay (2014) interviewed health care providers about their experiences of providing 

services to people of refugee background. They concluded that working flexibly was required 

to provide responsive and innovative health care. Furthermore, “providers described the 

broader Australian health care system as providing limited support and flexibility in terms of 

caring for this population, not allowing for the time and complexity involved” (pp. 87-88).  

Waxman (1998), interviewed key service providers in Australia supporting newly arrived 

people of refugee background from varied backgrounds, to understand their client’s 

experiences of accessing services when resettling. Whilst speaking from their own 

perspective as workers, they identified that clients often had various issues accessing 

services. These included issues relating to the use of interpreters but also barriers to accessing 
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culturally appropriate services. For example, the “monolingual-ism of service sector… 

inappropriate health assessment due to marginalization of cross-cultural understanding, 

unavailability of written information in primary language, shortages of interpreters and 

bilingual speakers… appropriateness of services, office hours… and the rigidity of 

administration in applying regulations (more prominent in some government departments 

than others)” (p. 767). Participants in this study also reported a lack of English on the part of 

the client as a reason for why some services go underutilised. The authors explain that this 

may be due to a lack of awareness on either the clients or the service providers’ part around 

the availability of the Telephone Interpreter Service (TIS). A lack of service usage was also 

reported by Waxman (1998, p. 768) as being connected to services being “culturally 

unfamiliar to the clients”, client experiences of interpreters being insensitive and a lack of 

guidance around how systems operate. Finally, the authors also reported that in relation to 

service provision, a “lack of sensitivity by policymakers” and service providers to the needs 

of people of refugee background was common (p. 769). 

In another Australian research project, Codrington, Iqbal and Segal (2011) explored the 

challenges of providing mainstream family therapy services to people of refugee background 

as well as the failure of services to provide best practice to clients. They found that 

exploratory type questions were confusing for many families who were attending therapy for 

advice and direction, which is how some had previously sought support for the challenges 

they experienced (pp. 134-135). Workers also discussed how a shift in seeing themselves as 

competent rather than ‘expert’ helped them to retain a sense of hopefulness in their ability to 

support people of refugee background (p. 136). Furthermore, they found that workers 

identified that their service was a “‘White’ service”, and that relationship building, and 

genuineness was fundamental to the therapeutic process (p. 136). The authors concluded that 

a flexible approach and being willing to adapt rather than applying a one-size-fits all 

approach was required to ensure services were accessible for people and families from 

refugee arrived communities (p. 140).  

Also conducting research within the resettlement sector, Century, Leavey and Payne (2007) 

analysed the experiences of counsellors, mainly psychologists, who work with people of 

refugee background in the UK. They found that most participants felt they needed to change 

their usual strategies when working with people of refugee background and most spoke of 

language barriers related to issues with using interpreters. The authors also found that whilst 

many counsellors felt that understanding about the client’s background and culture was 
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important, counsellors from “ethnic minority backgrounds” were more likely “to 

acknowledge the importance of cultural differences and acknowledge the need for an 

additional level of thought and understanding” (p. 32). Some participants expressed feeling 

like clients came to therapy with “‘attitudes’ (a sense of entitlement to welfare)” (p. 33, 

emphasis in original), some were sceptical of the legitimacy of the claims of refugees and 

their motives for accessing services, and some felt their clients were exploiting systems in the 

UK. A theme highlighted within the research was the emotional impact that this line of work 

had on participants. Common words used by participants to explain their experiences as 

workers included “‘overwhelmed’, ‘anguish’, ‘tortured’, ‘journey, ‘struggle’, ‘isolated’, 

‘frustrated’, ‘exhausted’, ‘powerless’, ‘helpless’” (p. 35, emphasis in original). Participants 

reported finding it hard to control their own emotions at times within counselling sessions. 

Most also found it difficult to maintain “client-counsellor boundaries” (p. 36). One 

participant “felt strongly that clients needed to ‘learn about boundaries’ in order to feel safe 

and contained” (p. 36), whereas others felt that negotiating and accepting cultural influences 

and being flexible was required. Some discussed blurring boundaries in their relationships 

with clients to compensate for the failings or inadequacies of how clients were treated in the 

UK (p. 37).  

Guhan and Liebling-Kalifani (2011) explored the experiences of staff working with people 

seeking asylum and people of refugee background in the UK. Workers felt that developing 

relationships and rapport with clients was an important aspect of their work; however, 

similarly to Century et al. (2007), some described “difficulties in maintaining a professional 

relationship with them” (p. 214). When discussing work-life balance this conflict was also 

experienced by participants, where staff were put in “an awkward position, which potentially 

compromised their professional relationship” (p. 219), for instance when clients asked them 

questions or for help outside of work. However, some participants also mentioned friendships 

they had developed with ex-clients as a positive result of their work and an important part of 

their social life (p. 219). Whilst many reported being provided with training, they felt that 

more training and development would be helpful (p. 222). Several of the participants 

commented that they valued hearing about the experiences of clients, whereas others found it 

overwhelming (p. 214), also reporting this work evoked a vast range of emotions, both 

positive and negative (pp. 216-17). Staff found working within a wider political system as 

well as dealing with the other agencies related to clients was difficult (p. 215). Receiving 

gratitude from clients was reported as resulting in “reward and feelings of satisfaction” (p. 
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217). Some participants did also report a lack of gratitude by some clients and that this led to 

feelings of negativity. Being from the same culture or religion as clients was reported by 

some participants as being beneficial to their work (p. 221).  

The research projects that relate to social work practice from the perspective of the worker, 

and client perspectives of accessing services from people seeking asylum and people of 

refugee background will now be discussed. Russell and White (2001), explored the 

perspectives of social workers and clients of refugee and immigrant backgrounds around the 

elements of “productive practice” (p. 73). In this study, the utilisation of multidimensional 

understandings of culture, the acknowledgement of similarities and differences and workers 

providing practical support and advocacy for clients were valued worker practices. Some 

clients interviewed in this study also reported wanting social workers to help them integrate 

into mainstream society whilst holding on to important aspects of their own cultures. Social 

workers who participated in this study discussed focusing on mutual relationships with 

clients, listening to clients’ wants and needs and being cognisant of their own values and 

beliefs to navigate work with people of refugee and immigrant background.  

There are also two PhD theses and a recent journal article focusing on the Australian context 

that relate to social work and people seeking asylum and people of refugee background. 

Firstly, Nipperess (2013) explored how social workers who work with people of refugee 

background and also how social work educators position human rights in practice and 

education. She found that whilst the “research demonstrated that for the social workers who 

participated in this research, human rights occupied a key position in both practice and 

education… the findings also demonstrated clearly that there is a long way to go before 

human rights is embedded in social work practice and education” (p. 243). Nipperess 

concluded that a critical human rights perspective, which focuses on working alongside 

oppressed groups, interrogating taken for granted assumptions and beliefs, analysing power 

and working towards “personal and emancipatory personal and social change”, offers social 

work a way forward in relation to social work education as well as practice with people of 

refugee background. Secondly, Baltra-Ulloa (2014) explored the experiences of Australian 

social workers working with people of refugee background who were both of refugee 

background and non-refugee background, as well as clients of social work services who were 

from the refugee arrived communities. Baltra-Ulloa (2014) found that across the different 

cohorts interviewed in her study, there was a consistent emphasis on the importance of being 

in relationships, mutual learning, dialogue, and reciprocity. She concluded that: 
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The relational standpoint to social work practice with people of refugee 

background calls for encounters that are cyclically formed and re-formed by 

dialogically-oriented relationships between the client, the worker and their 

contexts. The nature of these relationships, as the participants of this study 

described, reflect the worker and client being on an equal footing: both 

invested in friendships and partnerships with one another; both active agents 

in knowledge production, doing together and learning from one another; and, 

both bringing a racial and cultural self to the encounter (pp. 225-226).  

Also exploring social work practice, Robinson (2014) interviewed 30 “front line workers” 

including 19 social workers, in Australia and the UK working with people of refugee 

background in non-government organisations (NGOs), to identify the challenges they faced 

in their work. Half of the research participants were also of refugee background. The study 

found that workers felt that they had not received sufficient training to prepare them for 

“human rights work”, including working with people who had experienced trauma and 

torture (p. 1610). The study also found that workers experienced “racist taunts and attacks” 

towards both themselves and those accessing services (p. 1611). The participants described 

the work as emotionally demanding, with Robinson (2014) summarising a common conflict 

for workers of having to “maintain professional boundaries with service users who were so 

vulnerable and outside of systems of support” (p. 1611). In the UK, there was a noted lack of 

supervision provided to workers (p. 1612). In addition, “legislative immigration and refugee 

frameworks conflicted with human rights and social welfare models” (p. 1614). In resistance 

to the pressures placed on workers due to policy restraints, many engaged in campaigns to 

raise awareness of the experiences of people of refugee background and campaigns to address 

racism (pp.1613-1614).  

Masocha (2014b) analysed the social work discourse of people seeking asylum in the UK 

using discursive psychology. The findings suggest that while social workers expressed 

support for the plight of those seeking asylum, many still constructed people seeking asylum 

as “other” (2014b, p. 574). This occurred through narratives where people seeking asylum 

were identified as a cultural Other, with differences in culture understood by a minority of 

social workers as “an impediment to social integration” (p. 575) and narratives suggesting 

that people seeking asylum were not genuine refugees, rather economic migrants (pp. 575-

577). One social worker also spoke of people seeking asylum in a way that suggested that 

they come to Britain over other countries because of Britain’s generosity and that they were a 
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burden to systems such as the health care system. Another spoke of feeling like people 

seeking asylum receive better treatment than many British citizens, or even at the expense of 

British citizens (p. 579). Masocha (2015) expands on the discussion in a later published text, 

arguing that in recent years there has been a move away from overt racism which is blatant 

discrimination based on race, to that of new racism, which is subtle but continues to 

discriminate against the cultural Other based on being different than those from the dominant 

culture. Masocha (2015) claims that there is a need for research into how social workers 

construct asylum seekers as different to gain a critical understanding of this issue, to enhance 

practice and to “address the concerns about social work’s complicity in the marginalisation of 

asylum seeking service user groups” (p. 105). Similarly, I argue that it is essential to gain a 

critical understanding of how the social work profession constructs people seeking asylum 

and that there is a need to address the complicity of social workers in the marginalisation of 

people seeking asylum. However, in agreement with Baltra-Ulloa (2013, pp. 93-94), I believe 

that it is essential for social workers to analyse our own privilege and power if we are to truly 

gain a critical understanding of how we as a profession construct Others and to address 

complicity within the profession. That is, it is not truly possible to gain a critical 

understanding of such issues until we shift the focus of the work with the Other from how 

they are constructed to how we are constructed which in turn unveils how we construct them 

as ‘clients’ of social work.  

Each country has its own socio-political-historical context relating to people seeking asylum 

and people of refugee background. Therefore, it is important not to generalise the findings 

presented above. However, a common theme running across the research into work with 

people of refugee background and / or people seeking asylum was that there is a need for 

flexibility in this field of practice. Further, services are often underfunded and under 

resourced to provide this flexibility, which can result in a one-size fits all approach to 

services that privilege White Western ways of knowing, being and doing and that can be 

culturally inappropriate for work with these clients. This theme ran across both the national 

and international literature, with the international literature having been predominately 

focused on the UK context.  

As explained by Robinson (2014), whilst there are also differences, Australia and the UK 

have certain similarities in how people seeking asylum are treated by governments, claiming 

that both have a focus on deterrence (p. 1604). Regarding the resettlement of people seeking 

asylum, the UK context is also not dissimilar to the Australian context discussed earlier in 
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this chapter. For example, previously state-provided services have been reduced or out-

sourced, non-government services are required to compete for reduced amounts of funding, 

and workloads have increased (Robinson, 2014, pp. 1605-1606). These similarities make the 

findings of the UK studies discussed above relevant to the Australian context and thus the 

current study. Whilst the majority of literature above have not named up the operationalised 

of Whiteness explicitly, they do discuss experiences that relate to Whiteness operating with 

the services and broader community. As a result, they highlight the need to further explore 

how Whiteness operates within social work in the West in relation to practice with people of 

refugee background. In the current study, the focus will be on the Australian context. 

Conclusion 

The first half of this chapter explored how Australia’s government have portrayed and 

responded to people seeking asylum and refuge as they resettle over time, as well as the 

socio-cultural contexts paralleling it. This section provided context for understanding how the 

social work profession has responded to the needs of people seeking asylum and people 

resettling in Australia. It was concluded that throughout this history a succession of 

governments have demonised people seeking asylum and anticipated their assimilation or 

integration into Australian society. This expectation that a settlement does not disrupt or 

devalue the ‘Australian way’, often has support from the Euro-Australian public. 

Furthermore, the government have created a resettlement sector that is focused on helping 

people of refugee background become self-reliant and economically productive. The second 

half of this chapter critically examined the social work profession’s response to refugee 

resettlement within the wider socio-political context in Australia. This included an 

exploration of the professions’ engagement in advocacy and social action, as well as a lack of 

advocacy and social action, and a critical exploration of social work practices that have 

caused harm to people of refugee background and people seeking asylum, in particular young 

Muslims. This section also explored how people of refugee background are discussed in 

professional documents, as well as the professions’ overall lack of engagement with 

Whiteness and White privilege. This section concluded with a critical analysis of the 

scholarship exploring practice with people of refugee background and social workers’ 

perceptions of people seeking asylum. This section demonstrates the lack of research that 

names up Whiteness, including how Whiteness operates within the resettlement sector. 
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When considering the two sections collectively, it is concluded that throughout history, the 

social work profession has operated within a context where people of refugee background 

and people seeking asylum have been treated as a threat to both the Australia way and 

national security. The response to this has been to either exclude, or to expect integration that 

does not disrupt the status-quo. In response to this context, the profession has at times 

colluded with the Australian Government and been complicit in oppressive regimes. It is 

further concluded that the current refugee resettlement context limits the level of flexibility 

and autonomy that workers have in engaging with people of refugee background and people 

seeking asylum, resulting in a one-size fits all approach to services that privilege White 

Western ways of knowing, being and doing. Alongside this, the profession has also refused to 

turn the lens in on itself to explore Whiteness and its White privilege and the impact that this 

has on people seeking asylum and people of refugee background. The current research project 

aims to respond to the gaps that have been identified within this chapter. That is, to turn the 

lens in on the profession to explore the power of Whiteness and our lack of understanding of 

the impact this has on practice with people of refugee background.  

In the next chapter, the epistemology, methodology and methods that were chosen in the 

current research are discussed.  
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Chapter 4  

Epistemology, Methodology and Methods 

Introduction 

This chapter details the epistemology, methodology and methods that were chosen in the 

current research project. The chapter begins by discussing social constructionism as 

informing the epistemological position of this project. Following this, I explain the rationale 

for choosing the research methodology, informed by Decolonisation, relationality, a 

dialogical framework and critical reflection. The chapter then provides the details of and 

justification for the method that was chosen in the project. This includes having critical 

friends involved in the project, my process of reflective writing and of keeping analytical 

memos, sampling and recruitment decisions and the method of data collection. Following 

this, I detail the stages of data analysis that were undertaken, informed by an approach to 

narrative analysis adapted from the work of Fraser (2004). Participant characteristics, and the 

details of how the data will be presented are then discussed. The chapter concludes by 

exploring the ethical dilemmas and considerations of using critical reflection as a method, the 

challenges presented by being a White Euro-Australian undertaking research into Whiteness, 

my responsibilities as a White researcher and the limitations of the research.    

Epistemology  

As explained by Crotty (1998), epistemology is the “the theory of knowledge embedded in 

the theoretical perspective and thereby in the methodology” (p. 8). Social constructionism 

informs the epistemological position of this project. Social constructionism asserts that 

knowledge is constructed by social actors rather than existing independently of them as 

objective truths, which is the position of objectivism (Bryman, 2016, pp. 29-30). Crotty 

(1998, pp. 8-9), whilst not disputing that a physical world exists, explained that from a social 

constructionist epistemological standpoint: 

There is no objective truth waiting for us to discover it. Truth, or meaning, 

comes from existence in and out of our engagement with the realities of our 

world. There is no meaning without mind. Meaning is not discovered but 

constructed.  

Therefore, there are multiple ways of interpreting the world and thus multiple knowledges, 

and different people will make different meaning of phenomena at different times. Whilst 
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meanings are shaped or influenced by social contexts, they are also influencing and shaping 

the meaning of social contexts (Crotty, 1998, pp. 52-53). Sarantakos (2013, p. 39) explained 

that “the assignment of meanings is assisted by cultural mechanisms such as socialization 

where people learn to recognize meanings in subjects. Here the construction of meanings is 

based on culturally defined and historically situated interpretations and personal 

experiences”.  

This research is underpinned by social constructionism because throughout Western accepted 

history, different groups have had different levels of power, influencing “how we know what 

we know” (emphasis in original, Crotty, 1998, p. 8). As Moreton-Robinson (2004, pp. 75-76) 

explained, “whiteness is constitutive of the epistemology of the West” in that not only did 

White Western groups produce knowledge about the people and world they were colonising, 

this knowledge was not considered as racialised; rather normalised and taken for granted 

knowledge. These knowledges and voices have been privileged and their versions of history 

have been dominant; for example, James Cook’s claim that Australia Aboriginal peoples 

were uncivilised and that the land was terra nullius; belonging to no-one. This was not an 

objective truth that Cook discovered, rather a constructed meaning from his Coloniser 

standpoint. This construction by Cook justified the dispossession of Aboriginal lands and 

influenced the dominant discourse of Australia being ‘discovered’ and ‘built’ by British 

‘settlers’.  

Several authors have discussed the notion of the centre and the periphery to help explain how 

some knowledges and voices are privileged and some are given ‘alternative’ status in relation 

to knowledge production. These include Baltra-Ulloa (2018) in social work and Collyer 

(2014) in sociology. According to Baltra-Ulloa (2018, p. 130), Western knowledge sits at the 

centre, privileging Western ways of doing, being and knowing. It is argued that voices from 

the global South, are thus pushed to the periphery because they offer ways of doing, being 

and thinking that differ from the dominant Western paradigm. These sources of knowledge 

are then treated as alternative sources, offering alternative knowledge that then occupies a 

less prevalent role in what is considered to inform knowledge production. Given this research 

is underpinned by social constructionism, I argue that when ‘history’ is discussed, the version 

of history being discussed is predominantly that which has been constructed from the 

perspective of the Colonisers and / or voices from the centre.  
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Social constructionism is an epistemological approach appropriate for research that focuses 

on race because race itself is a social construct. That is, Colonisers created the “folk” idea of 

race, where biology was used to explain the inferiority of non-White races (Smedley & 

Smedley, 2005, pp. 19-20). However, as explained by Smedley and Smedley (2005, p. 16), 

“the consensus among most scholars in fields such as evolutionary biology, anthropology, 

and other disciplines is that racial distinctions fail on all three counts- that is, they are not 

genetically discrete, are not reliably measured, and are not scientifically meaningful”. 

However, race remains real in that there continues to be meanings attributed to non-White 

people, while White people remain the invisible norm that all others are judged and defined 

by (Walter et al., 2013, p. 232). Furthermore, as Walter et al. (2013, p. 232) explain, 

Whiteness is “a multi-layered social construct, being more than identity and more than skin 

colour. As an embodied social construction, whiteness, like gender, forms the invisible 

‘absolute vertical’ by which all else is defined and judged”. Nicolacopoulos and 

Vassilacopoulos (2004, pp. 32-34), explain that the continued dispossession of Aboriginal 

peoples has made possible a positioning by White Australia of ourselves as owners of the 

land, enabling the construction of Aboriginal peoples as “non-Australian”. Furthermore, in 

relation to “foreigner” communities, which in the context of this research project I relate to 

people of refugee background, White Australia has also constructed these groups as “non-

White” or “not-White-enough”, which again preserves the construction of the White 

Australian subjectivity as the “Australian” subjectivity. 

Consistent with the critical Whiteness literature, I argue that social work within Australia has 

been constructed from British and Northern American knowledges of social work. That is, 

Western White epistemologies continue to dominate how social workers perceive 

relationships and what we bring to them, the value that is placed on professionalism and how 

we approach interactions with those whose cultures differ from our own (Briskman, 2008, pp. 

87-88; Baltra-Ulloa, 2013, pp. 99-100). Within the international context, Pease (2017, p. 218) 

citing Haug (2015) also argued that “there are numerous examples of epistemological and 

cultural imperialism embedded in the documents promoting international social work, 

including the use of Western knowledge in the social work international Code of Ethics”. 

Whilst there are recent examples of social work with Australia’s First Peoples guided by local 

knowledges; (for example, see B. Bennett, Zubrzycki &Bacon, 2011: B. Bennett, Green, 

Gilbert & Bessarab, 2013; Tedmanson, 2015; B. Bennett & Green, 2019), White privilege is 
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undoubtably built into the social work profession’s knowledge, models of practice and values 

in Australia (Young & Zubrzycki, 2011, p. 161). 

By adopting a social constructionism perspective, the research questions can be answered 

through an exploration of how White social workers make meaning of Whiteness and how 

White social workers shape the social work profession and are shaped by the social work 

profession. Furthermore, this perspective enables an exploration of how people of refugee 

background and people seeking asylum, as well as the White social workers themselves are 

constructed within the narratives of White social workers. The following section describes 

the methodology that informs this research.  

Methodology 

Adopting a Decolonising lens 

As discussed in the previous section of this chapter, the Colonisers and other White people 

over time have had the power to construct a Western accepted history from our perspective. 

The social construction of race has also led to the privileging of Whites and the oppression of 

non-Whites; resulting in racial inequality. Moreover, given that the social work profession 

within Australia has been constructed from British and North American knowledges, White 

Western ways of being, knowing and doing have also been privileged within social work at 

the expense of all others. I argue that it is therefore paramount to adopt a Decolonising lens 

when conducting research exploring Whiteness within the social work profession. 

To adopt a Decolonising lens requires an acknowledgement and understanding that every 

human being is Colonised and that Colonisation is not something that occurred in the past, it 

is ongoing (Briskman, 2008, p. 84). Whilst historically Colonisation involved the 

dispossession of lands and attempted genocide, S. Green and Bennett (2018, p. 262) explain 

that Colonisation is a “condition that permeates every part of Australian society”. Adopting a 

Decolonising lens then, requires a critical unlearning of what we have been told about 

Australia’s history as a Colonial-settler nation, and how Australia’s First Peoples, European 

invaders and people of refugee and migrant backgrounds have been constructed in those 

stories. Adopting a Decolonising lens also involves making the invisible norms that have 

become dominant within the West including Australia explicit, and problematising the 

privileging of one way of knowing, being and doing over others (Zubrzycki & Crawford, 

2013, p. 192).  



70 
 

Throughout the PhD journey I saw Decolonisation as informing the conceptual and 

theoretical framework of the project. However, as I finalised the thesis, I identified that I had 

not adopted a Decolonising lens in relation to the research questions. Rather, it was during 

the data collection and analysis stage that I adopted this lens. As explained by Tuck and Yang 

(2012, pp. 1-2), Decolonisation is not a metaphor, and has been corrupted in recent years, 

used a buzz word, casually and out of context. They offer a reminder that at the heart of any 

attempts of Decolonisation must be “the repatriation of Indigenous land and life” (p. 1). It is 

essential at this point to explain that whilst Decolonisation, and the goal of social change for 

Indigenous communities, including their goal of land repatriation is something that I support 

wholeheartedly, this research is focused on White social workers in their practice with people 

of refugee background. Therefore, the primary aim of the research itself has not been focused 

on the sovereignty of Australia’s First Peoples. I would like to acknowledge that my use of 

the word Decolonisation is used without trying to make claims that this research will directly 

benefit Australia’s First Peoples. I also acknowledge the words of S. Green and Bennett 

(2018, p. 263) that once people of refugee background settle in Australia, whilst an oppressed 

group within Australia, they are resettling on Aboriginal peoples’ lands. That is, they “have 

still made advances at the expense of Aboriginal people… Any individual or group who lives 

in Australia is living here on the land that was stolen from Aboriginal people, thus what they 

have is at the expense of Aboriginal people” (S. Green & Bennett, 2018, p. 263).  

Acknowledging this reminder by Tuck and Yang (2012, pp. 1-2), in this project adopting a 

Decolonising lens related to how I have approached the construction of this project and my 

role within it. Briskman (2008, p. 84) defined an attempt to Decolonise social work as 

involving an attempt to let go of power and control, which requires us to challenge the 

importance that has been placed on professionalism and the idea that we hold within us as 

workers expert knowledge. In response to this understanding of Decolonisation, when 

constructing the project, I prioritised a relational approach in my relationships with both 

participants and my non-White critical friends (discussed in more detail below). This was my 

attempt to challenge the idea that I have an expert status, that I should be guided by 

professionalism and was also an attempt to de-centre and challenge Western White 

knowledge. A Decolonising lens was also adopted when constructing the method, which was 

designed to not only make Whiteness visible but also to disrupt Whiteness and the dominant 

ways of thinking, being and doing. Finally, a Decolonising lens informed how the data were 

analysed. For example, it led to me analysing not only participants’ interpretations of 
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Whiteness and their understandings of how Whiteness operates and manifests, but also how 

Whiteness was enacted within interviews and focus groups and participants’ accounts of their 

practice. 

Relationality and a dialogical framework  

The aim of this research was to not only to explore Whiteness within the social work 

profession, but to also create positive change within social work organisations and White 

social workers’ relationships with people of refugee background. That is, the aim was not 

about simply extracting information from participants but to also offer them an opportunity to 

meet with me, a White social worker to open themselves up to discussing their racial 

consciousness. The method aimed to create space where conversations that are usually 

avoided, conversations about race, could be had, and where the beginning of the unveiling of 

Whiteness could take place. Therefore, this qualitative study was informed by relationality 

and a dialogue framework. Dialogue is defined by Westoby and Dowling (2013, p. 5) “as a 

deep, challenging, responsive, enriching, disruptive encounter and conversation-in-context; 

and also a mutual and critical process of building shared understanding, meaning and creative 

action”. Dialogue is about learning from each other, and is “a way of building a 

developmental process between individuals, while recognising contextual factors such as 

motivation and levels of power…” (Owen & Westoby, 2012, p. 307). From a dialogical 

framework, we must first build good relationships with the people with whom we work, 

focusing on mutual learning and listening, collective interaction and trying to find common 

ground (Baltra-Ulloa, 2018, pp. 135-137).  

Hollinsworth (2016, p. 426) in his article exploring the resistance of White people coming to 

understand their privilege, discussed the importance of dialogue. It is argued that because this 

interrogation of power and privilege can cause discomfort, dialogue is important in 

supporting people, to show a genuine concern for the feelings people are experiencing and to 

encourage us to continue a commitment to what McIntyre (1997, p. 41) describes in the 

context of race as “making whiteness public”. Therefore, relationality was central to 

informing this research and the method of meeting with each participant on multiple 

occasions. As a White social worker also learning about Whiteness, interrogating Whiteness 

within my own life and practice and working with people from the refugee arrived 

communities, it was appropriate that the approach to the research was one of co-learning and 

mutuality, described by Curry-Stevens as a “shared inquiry” (2007, p. 34). An approach that 
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honours dialogue and relationality was compatible not only with how I hoped to engage with 

participants but also to the approach that it was hoped participants would take into their own 

practice with their clients. The relational and dialogical stance that was taken with 

participants was also directly connected to my attempt to Decolonise the research project. 

That is, to resist the predominant Western research methods which often fail to value the 

importance of reciprocal two-way relationships. 

Critical reflection 

Critical reflection also informs the research methodology, which as Pease (2006) describes 

has been promoted as the process of reflecting upon your complicity “in dominant power 

relations” (p. 15). According to Morley (2008), it is “self-reflection on how internalised 

dialogue has been constructed, and can, therefore, be deconstructed, changed and 

reconstructed” (p. 266). There are many criticisms by critical social workers as to the 

effectiveness of critical reflection; for example, that it does not adequately address power and 

that it focuses on critically reflecting on others (Pease, 2006, pp. 15-17). However, many 

have also promoted the use of reflection as a tool that can be used to make people more aware 

of their privileged positions, (for example Lee & Greene, 2004; Boyd, 2008; Picower, 2009; 

Zufferey, 2013; Hollinsworth, 2013; Kendall, 2013).  

To address the above-mentioned criticisms, the approach to critical reflection that informed 

this study moves away from more traditional ways of thinking about critical reflection. More 

traditional models involve a process of an individual critically reflecting on an individual 

practice narrative (for example, Fook & Gardner, 2007). In the current project, the critically 

reflective questions that guided both of the semi-structured interviews shifted away from 

focusing predominantly on individual acts of reflection, towards what is described by Taylor 

(2013) as “a more politically nuanced treatment of social work as collective practice, which 

examines the everyday routines of practice” (p. 86). The critically reflective questions which 

were influenced heavily by this understanding, as well as critically reflective questioning 

posed by Taylor (2013, pp. 88-95), also focused on social workers interrogating their own 

Whiteness. This focus also addresses the criticisms that critical reflection tends to focus on 

oppression without analysing how “privilege is constructed and maintained” (Pease, 2006, p. 

17). Methods used within the current research is the focus of the following section.  
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Method 

Critical friends 

In June 2016, I presented at a UTAS Postgrad Seminar Series. A friend of mine of refugee 

background who had attended to hear my presentation approached me afterwards. He 

explained to me the importance of talking about the project with the people that this research 

aims to serve to ensure that it is what they want. This friend helped me understand that what 

had been neglected as I designed the project was to ensure that the research was wanted by 

people of refugee background. Importantly, it also highlighted the importance for me to be 

accountable to them in my decision making and how I conducted the research, dilemmas that 

had already been identified within supervision discussions. Whilst initial conversations with 

friends of refugee background about my research topic had been positive, there was a need 

for continued dialogue and for me as researcher to remain accountable to people of refugee 

background in an ethical and more ‘formalised’ way. On the same day as my friend gave me 

the above feedback, I was also warned by a non-White colleague to not leave it to my friends 

of refugee background to have to teach me about Whiteness. This put the idea of a reference 

group in tension for me, as I believe that White people are the ones who need to tackle the 

problem of Whiteness, not turn to people who are constructed by the dominant White group 

as cultural Others when work needs to be done. Keeping my colleague’s warnings in mind, at 

this stage, I approached three of my friends of refugee background who I had previously had 

discussions about Whiteness and my project with and asked them if they would like to part of 

a reference group. Group members were compensated $20 per hour for offering their time to 

be a part of the group: the same rate as research participants. 

As explained by Wadsworth (2011), a critical reference group is in simple terms “who-it’s-

all-for” (p. 20). This is the group to which you should refer “to identify accurately what the 

group’s needs are, and what are the best responses, solutions or generative developments”, 

and also “this is the group whose members finally discern or determine… whether the service 

or actions ‘got it right’” (p. 20). Consistently with the language used by Tripp (1993), 

McIntyre (1997) and Assoulin (2016), I refer to this group as “critical friends”. My switch 

from discussing the group as a reference group to critical friends is summarised by Assoulin 

when discussing her arts-based research project with Aboriginal community members. She 

explained that “such language was helpful in lifting the need to fulfil set expectations 

associated with terms such as reference group or steering committee, which also often reflect 
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a ‘Western’ way of knowing…” (p. 2). Guided by her critical friends and through dialogue, 

Assoulin allowed flexibility throughout the research process for critical friends to decide the 

level of involvement that they wanted to have and acknowledged that members have 

competing priorities and busy schedules. She allowed them to define their role and 

engagement and to take an informal approach.  

I met with my critical friends four times during the project. In our first formal meeting, I met 

with two out of three because of availability. This meeting occurred prior to the 

commencement of the piloting of the research and data collection but after the method had 

been approved by the UTAS Social Sciences Human Research Ethics Committee. Whilst the 

method had already been determined without their input or any consultation, I did not want to 

begin data collection before I had spoken to my critical friends and felt that they were happy 

with the method and for the research to continue. I was committed to making changes to this 

project design at this stage to ensure that the voices of the group were represented and heard. 

In the first meeting we shared a pizza and then had a broader discussion about the project, 

what’s in it for me, and what’s in it for them. Whilst I had entered the meeting with a 

practical focus, the meeting ended up being predominantly a broader discussion about race 

and Whiteness. My friends shared their experiences of not being White in Australia and their 

interpretations of how Whiteness manifests itself within Australian society. This discussion 

was a dialogue, led by them and the natural shifts that occurred between topics. I tried not to 

dictate too much the structure of the meeting, listening and learning from what they were 

telling me, having some difficult conversations and at times feeling discomfort: but always 

having my ears and heart open. This became the format for future meetings. After the first 

interview and focus groups, we met again over lunch. We discussed initial findings, the 

structure of the second round of interviews and again discussed Whiteness and race more 

broadly. The third meeting occurred after data collection and included a discussion about the 

themes emerging from the analysis thus far and I explained my proposed method of analysis. 

This meeting involved only two of my critical friends as I lost contact with one. After I had 

drafted the findings chapters, I met with one of my critical friends to discuss the findings. The 

other expressed an interest in having a summary sent to them via email instead of meeting, so 

I respected this and followed their wishes of just being kept informed.  

I liken the experience outlined above to that of McIntyre (1997), who discussed how her and 

her critical friends’ “willingness to engage in candid discourse and speak with one another 

about what many whites think is ‘the unspeakable’ represents an important framework for 
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how white people can better understand whiteness and racism” (p. 43). I believe that my 

critical friends offered more than a reference group. I believe that what they offered was an 

opportunity for me to hear and learn from them about how Whiteness operates, which 

consciously and unconsciously informed my understanding and thinking about Whiteness and 

my role as researcher; thus, having an influence on the entire project and thesis. My 

relationship with my critical friends related to my attempt to adopt a Decolonising lens. That 

is, to shut my mouth and open my ears, to engage in deep listening and dialogue to create 

new shared meanings, to resist the urge to lead and to focus on process rather than 

relationship. For me, adopting a Decolonising lens required me to see Decolonisation as a 

verb; something that is done in relationships and through an unlearning that occurs in how we 

be social workers.  

Reflective writing and analytical memos  

Throughout my candidature, I kept a reflective journal to interrogate my own Whiteness on a 

regular basis. The aim of this journaling was to become more aware of the privileges accrued 

by living in a society where my way of life is most valued and to try and make visible my 

values, cultural norms, laws and traditions that are seen as normal and natural. Entries varied; 

in some, I reflected on Whiteness operating within my own life both in the present and the 

past, my interactions with other White people as my racial consciousness increased and also 

my interactions with non-White friends. I also worked through lessons learnt to make sense 

of them and made sense of scholarship about Whiteness. As I began data collection and 

analysis, journal entries predominantly became analytic memos. Memos are defined by 

Clarke (2005, as cited in Saldaña, 2016, p. 44) as follows: “memos are sites of conversation 

with ourselves about our data”. Saldaña (2016) explained the importance of analytic memos 

and the role they play as something that occurs alongside analysis. He explained that “the 

objective is researcher reflectivity on the data corpus” (p. 44) and supports the idea of 

including analytic memos into the final written report. Further, Krefting (1991, pp. 217-218) 

argues that such reflexivity which assesses the influence, background, perceptions, interests, 

and personal history of the researcher is a strategy for establishing trustworthiness. 

Throughout this thesis, reflections and analytic memos have been included to provide context 

and insight into how I engaged with the participants and how the data were interpreted. The 

inclusions of journal entries and analytic memos compliments the narrative approach to 

analysis adopted in this project. 
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Sampling 

The sample included eight White social workers working within Tasmania, Australia at the 

time of participation. White social workers were chosen to participate in this project because 

privileged groups are not frequently researched. More specifically, the lens is rarely turned in 

to explore the privilege of White workers or the social work profession through the lens of 

race. White social workers were also chosen because an aim of this project was to facilitate a 

project where White social workers develop an increased racial consciousness. The literature 

suggests that due to the invisibility of Whiteness to White people, our lives can be interpreted 

as being ‘just the way things are’, or natural and normal. Whilst non-White people are usually 

much more aware of how Whiteness operates, White people are the ones that experience race 

privilege. Therefore, interviewing the White social workers was considered most appropriate 

to answer the research questions. In addition, there is common agreement by scholars that it 

is the White people who need to do the work of addressing how Whiteness is manifested and 

operationalised (for example, DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; Land, 2015).  

Much consideration was given to defining what constituted a White social worker. This is 

because, as discussed in Chapter 1 when defining a White person, Whiteness goes beyond 

skin colour and is about identity, “a structure, location/space and discourse” (Haggis, 2004, 

as cited in Walter & Baltra-Ulloa, 2019, p. 70). It was decided that if a person themselves 

identified as being White, then they met the requirements for participation in this study. 

When promoting the research, I chose to use the wording “do you identify as an Anglo-

Australian or a white Australian?” when defining participant eligibility. It was decided that I 

would recruit for social workers who identified as having an Anglo-Australian ethnic 

background or who identified as White because some White people might not be familiar 

with identifying as White and / or might not consider themselves as White, but might still 

want to participate. Using both Anglo-Australian or White to promote the research proved 

appropriate, as one participant in the first interview did explain that they did not identify as a 

White person. In addition, I received an email from an interested social work student who 

described themselves as “I’m also Irish-Australian (i.e. very pasty)”, which indicates to me 

that the wording resonated enough with those who were the intended sample. Whilst I used 

the wording Anglo-Australian because of its common usage in Australia, after the 

recruitment phase of the project and through more consideration I began using the term Euro-

Australian and this is the language most commonly used in this thesis. The rationale for this 

is that it is more encompassing of the European countries that White people commonly 
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migrate from. This is supported by the language used in the 2016 census where British and 

Irish cultural and ethnic groups where broadly classified as “North-West European” 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017).  

This project was originally focused specifically on social work practice with people seeking 

asylum. Through talking with several social workers and educators within the sector 

throughout the first year of my candidature during 2015 and 2016, it was raised that the 

number of people seeking asylum located in Tasmania had been dropping and many services 

aimed to support them had concluded. This change in context was the result of the Home 

Affairs policies that had been implemented around that time which are discussed in more 

detail in Chapter 3. As a result of this changing context, I widened the scope of recruitment to 

also include social workers who work with people of refugee background. This would be in 

addition to social workers who work with people seeking asylum. As discussed in Chapter 1, 

when referring to my research findings, I will use the wording people of refugee background 

to refer to people who are resetting in Australia through the humanitarian program, and also 

people seeking asylum. I do so because I believe people who are seeking asylum are people 

who are waiting to have their refugee status approved, because they are often discussed 

interchangeably by participants and myself, and to assist with readability. 

Recruitment 

Tasmanian organisations and departments who were identified as having White social 

workers as employees and who worked with people seeking asylum and people from a 

refugee background were asked to promote the project. These invitations were sent via email 

on 1st May 2017. In the email invitations, I introduced myself and the project, defined 

eligibility for participation and explicitly mentioned that participants would be compensated 

for giving their time to the project. The email (Appendix One) was written in plain English 

and had attached the Recruitment Poster (Appendix Two), Participant Information Sheet 

(Appendix Three) and Consent Form (Appendix Four). The purpose of sending these 

documents was to provide detail about the project to participants, including expected 

commitment, risks and benefits and my contact details. 

Semi-structured interviews, engagement with resources and focus groups  

I utilised a multi-method approach in this research project, which involved semi-structured 

one-on-one interviews, participants engaging with resources and also participating in focus 

groups. The approach of using multiple sources of data, otherwise known as the process of 
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triangulation, enhanced the trustworthiness and credibility of the research. As explained by 

authors such as Cope (2014, p. 90) and Shenton (2004, pp. 65-66), utilising multiple methods, 

including interviews and focus groups help the researcher to “gain an articulate, 

comprehensive view of the phenomenon” (Cope, 2014, p. 90). The multi-method approach 

made for a unique process of interacting with participants and collecting data. Given this, as 

well as extensive feedback about the interview schedule provided during the confirmation 

process, I piloted the first interview schedule with two social workers in Hobart who fit the 

criteria for participation before I began recruiting for participants. This piloting occurred 

during April 2017. Data collection commenced in May 2017 and concluded in November 

2017.  

The method consisted of an initial one-on-one semi-structured interview with me, lasting 

approximately one-two hours to discuss the project and understandings of Whiteness, to start 

dialogue and the relationship building, and for participants to ask questions (please see 

Appendix Five for the schedule that informed the first one-on-one interviews). Semi-

structured interviews were chosen because of their flexibility to have prepared questions but 

to also be guided by the participant and to ask questions out of order and use alternative 

wording if required (Braun & Clarke, 2013, p. 78). Following this first interview, participants 

were then provided with four readings and two short video resources (Appendix Six) about 

Whiteness. The rationale behind this was to help participants gain a good understanding of 

Whiteness and increase their understanding of the concept and how Whiteness operates, to 

help them get more familiar with discussions about Whiteness and race, whilst also providing 

a vocabulary for our future discussions. Of the written resources, the first resource provided a 

broad understanding of how Whiteness and racism operates within Australia, the second 

identified the ways that White people are privileged, the third provided racial autobiographies 

to get participants thinking about themselves as raced, and the third located Whiteness within 

the social work profession. Of the video resources, one was focused on privilege and one 

explored the issues with ‘reverse racism’. The resources chosen for this project were elected 

based on my own experience engaging with literature and the resources that I had myself 

found useful when learning more about Whiteness. Furthermore, these resources were chosen 

in an attempt to Decolonise the project. That is, I was trying to make visible and also 

problematise the power of Whiteness and thus promote a process of questioning and 

unlearning of participants’ ways of knowing, being and doing.  
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I also asked four White friends to read and watch the resources and provide feedback on them 

prior to the project commencing. This was to gain feedback on whether they were helpful in 

increasing understandings and whether the ordering of resources was logical from their White 

perspective. For participants, they were given approximately two to three months to sit with 

that material and to start to think/notice/write about their practice and day-to-day routines in 

relation to the material. For some participants, this time period was shorter or longer 

depending on the time between their first interview and the focus group they attended, which 

followed this aspect of participation. As an aim of this project was to find out how social 

workers interpret Whiteness in the context of their practice, a rationale for the resources 

being provided after the first interview was to collect data about initial interpretations and 

understandings of Whiteness.  

To gain data on the process of participants interpreting and interrogating Whiteness, two 

focus groups followed the time allocated to engaging with the resources (please see Appendix 

Seven for the schedule that guided focus groups). The purpose of holding a focus group was 

also aimed at providing support for participants. That is, it provided social workers with the 

opportunity to discuss Whiteness with other White social workers involved in the same 

process. I had the opportunity to do this myself through participation in the unit Intercultural 

Social Work Practice which I completed in 2016 as part of the Graduate Certificate at UTAS, 

and found the process incredibly helpful for my own racial consciousness raising. Each of the 

focus groups included three of the participants and me.  

Following the focus groups, participants were invited to attend a final one-on-one semi-

structured interview to discuss and deconstruct and reconstruct practice examples and day-to-

day routines (please see Appendix Eight for the schedule that informed the final one-on-one 

interviews). This method was informed by the work of Morley (2008) who used critical 

reflection as a method in her PhD research. Morley met with sexual assault 

counsellors/advocates several times to deconstruct critical incidents relating to their 

experiences with the legal system and then reconstruct them to explore new possibilities. 

Deconstruction is an aspect of critical reflection. Deconstruction “involves identifying and 

questioning dominant discourses, looking for alternative perspectives and uncovering how 

different discourses are implicated in supporting dominant interests” (Morley, 2008, p. 270). 

Reconstruction involves “the process of making a new and revised interpretation of the 

meaning of… experience, which guides subsequent understanding, appreciation and action” 

(Mezirow, 1990, as cited in Morley, 2008, p. 273). In her project, Morley analysed the data 
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in-between interviews with participants and this analysis informed following interviews. 

Whilst my own approach to meeting with participants differed in many ways to that of 

Morley (2008), I utilised her method of deconstruction and reconstruction in the second 

interview and was guided by some of her own questioning (see Appendix Nine). In the 

current project, the final interviews, lasting approximately one hour, were undertaken one to 

three months after the focus groups.  

To conclude formal participation, participants were provided an anonymous evaluation form 

as well as a postage paid return envelope (Appendix Ten). Participants were also given a 

thank you card and Coles/Myer gift cards as reimbursement for their time, equating to $20 

per hour for up to six hours of involvement. The location of interviews and focus groups were 

determined by the participants’ preferences. Locations included UTAS campuses, 

participants’ workplaces, participants’ homes, local cafes and via the telephone. 

Whilst the method was developed to answer the research questions and was promoted as 

involving multiple one-on-one sessions, a focus group session and engagement with 

resources, I acknowledged that there was a chance I would not be able to find participants 

willing to commit to this level of engagement. Therefore, when I met with interested 

participants, I discussed with them what level of commitment they were willing to make and 

monitored the richness of the data being collected as the interviews and focus groups 

commenced. “Rich” data was defined in this context as that which was deemed as relevant 

for answering the research questions. At the commencement of the project, all participants 

were happy to proceed with the proposed method outlined above. Of the eight participants 

who volunteered to be part of the project, all participated in the first interviews. However, 

only six participants were able to attend the focus groups. In the lead up to the second one-

on-one interviews, one participant withdrew their participation and as a result, seven 

participants participated in the second interviews. This participant withdrew from the project 

because they felt that they did not have the time to continue. I now detail the method and 

steps of data analysis chosen in the current research project. 

Data Analysis  

Data were analysed using narrative analysis. Narrative analysis focuses on analysing people’s 

stories to gain insight into how they interpret the world and offers insight into how people 

structure their communication (Grbich, 2013, p. 216; Willis, 2013, p. 328; Fraser & 

MacDougall, 2017, p. 243). Given that this research aimed to explore how White social 
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workers interpret and make sense of Whiteness in the context of their practice, narrative 

analysis was deemed an appropriate analysis tool. The interview questions were also 

designed to promote story telling about previous and current practice, which lead to the 

collection of data that suited this kind of analysis. The critical approach to undertaking the 

current narrative analysis, in particular the questions that informed the analysis (described in 

Table 4.1), also prompted me to explore how Whiteness was operating within interviews and 

participants’ stories, which made narrative analysis an appropriate tool for answering the 

research questions. 

Narrative analysis acknowledges the role that the interviewer plays as a co-constructor of 

narratives (Willis, 2013, p. 328) which in this research needed to be a primary consideration 

given the dialogical and relational approach taken within interviews. Furthermore, the 

experiences that were shaping my journey of interpreting Whiteness in my own life were 

always informing my interactions with participants, how the interview questions were 

constructed, as well as how I analysed the data and what I included in the final thesis. As 

discussed above, I included sections of my journal and my analytic memos throughout the 

thesis. An aim of doing this was to provide more information about the role I played within 

interviews, as well as offering transparency around the analysing and presentation of data.  

Whilst there are various frameworks for undertaking narrative analysis, my approach was 

informed by that of Fraser (2004). Her framework adopts a critical social work approach 

exploring how narratives may be used to reinforce but also contest dominant social practices 

(p. 180). This was deemed an appropriate approach given the current research also adopts a 

critical lens and aims to unsettle the dominant discourses of Whiteness. Further, Fraser, 

argued that “with the capacity to recognize people’s strengths and engage people in active, 

meaning-making dialogues, narrative approaches – notably those informed by critical ideas – 

may help social workers move beyond a strict problem focus to more generally explore social 

phenomena” (2004, p. 181).  

In her 2004 article, Fraser outlines seven phases of conducting an analysis of stories “line by 

line”. The phases include;  

1. “Hearing the stories, experiencing each other’s emotions” (pp. 186-187); 

2. “Transcribing” (pp. 187-189); 

3. “Interpreting individual transcripts” (pp. 189-191); 

4. “Scanning across different domains of experience” (pp. 191-192); 
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5. “Linking the ‘personal with the political’” (pp. 193-194); 

6. “Looking for commonalities and differences amongst participants” (pp. 194-195); and  

7. “Writing academic narratives about personal stories” (pp. 195-196). 

Fraser (2004) also provided questions to consider when undertaking each phase and those 

questions directly informed the analysis in the current research. It should be noted that Fraser 

offered these phases as “overlapping and un-sequential” (p. 186). To ensure that the analysis 

was conducted using a critical Whiteness lens, I also created a number of critical questions in 

addition to the questions formulated by Fraser relating to historical contexts, power and 

privilege, emotions, racism and assumptions, beliefs and values, as well as questions relating 

specifically to the focus group sessions. The questions that guided each of the phases of 

analysis are provided as Appendix Eleven.  

It should be acknowledged here that the way that I analysed the data was also influenced by 

learning about what have been defined by Olsson (2011) as detours. As explained in Chapter 

2, detours are “attitudes and behaviours that detour us from our anti-racist journey of re-

education” (Olsson, 2011, p. 2), indicating a “wrong turn into White guilt, denial or 

defensiveness” (p. 3). I first learnt about detours in a training session presented by Malcolm 

Fialho (2016) from the University of Western Australia called “Courageous Conversations 

about Race” that I attended early in my candidature. Since that time, Olsson’s descriptions of 

detours have heavily shaped my understanding of Whiteness as well as how I interpret 

interactions with White people where race and Whiteness is discussed. 

Data analysis occurred in four stages. A summary of the steps undertaken whilst analysing 

the data are outlined in Table 4.1. 

Table 4.1: Summary of the data analysis process 

Stage Phase  

(Fraser, 2004) 

Outline of the process undertaken at each step of analysis 

One  Meet with critical friends. 

 One Hear the stories and write journal entries about each interview. 

 Two Record initial emerging themes whilst transcribing, making links and 

connections. 
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  Discuss initial themes with the focus groups and critical friends.  

  Map initial themes and relationships to the literature with post-it 

notes. Draw lines to link post-it notes. 

Two Three Read through transcripts and identify the start and end of stories. 

Name each story. Record ‘main points’ in the margins and record any 

emerging themes or thoughts, drawing on Stage 1 analysis. 

 Four Scan across different domains of experience. 

 Five Link the personal and political.  

  Ask additional critical questions and focus group questions of the 

data.  

 Six Alongside the above steps of Stage 2, continue to record emerging 

themes as well similarities and differences across transcripts.  

  Meet with critical friends. 

Three  
 

Six Explore ‘themes’, ‘things of significance’ and ‘commonalities and 

differences’ across transcripts, and across stories by reading back 

over Stage 2 analysis. 

Four Seven Write academic narratives about personal stories. 

  Meet with critical friends twice during this stage. 

Stage One of analysis occurred as I conducted interviews and transcribed the data. As 

explained by J. Green et al. (2007, p. 547) conducting interviews and also listening to the 

interview recordings is the first stage of immersing yourself in the data, a requirement of 

qualitative research. In relation to undertaking narrative analysis, Fraser (2004, p. 187) 

argued that by transcribing interviews yourself, you are able to become close to stories, which 

she found assisted her to “piece together new meanings in the latter phases of analysis”. 

Furthermore, she argued that an important aspect of transcription is interpretation, given the 

decisions that need to be made about how to represent the features of the interviews; for 

example, utterances. Therefore, interviews were transcribed by me using an orthographic or 

verbatim style of transcription. According to Braun and Clarke (2013), this style aims to 
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“record not only what is said, but also how it is said” (p. 162, emphasis in original). 

Consistent with many of the aspects of the notation system described by Braun and Clarke 

(2015, p. 165) short and long pauses, laughing and coughing, overlapping speech, inaudible 

speech, interrupted speech and non-verbal utterances were all recorded in transcripts. To 

enhance rigour, ensure interviews had been accurately transcribed and ensure transparency 

within my relationships with participants, member checking was implemented by offering 

participants the opportunity to review transcripts. As explained by Birt, Scott, Cavers, 

Campbell and Walter (2016, pp. 1802-1803), and Creswell and Miller (2010, p. 127), 

member checking helps to establish credibility of the research and is the process of involving 

research participants to review data and interpretations. Three participants checked their 

transcripts and no inaccuracies were identified.  

The journal entries that I wrote following each interview provided insight into my initial 

interpretations of the interviews (Fraser, 2004, p. 186). Initial themes were recorded in a 

Word document and then as connections were identified I used post-it notes to record and 

link trends. It was during this stage of analysis that I met with the focus groups and shared 

these initial themes with them. This was another form of member checking implemented “to 

explore whether results have resonance with the participants’ experiences” (Birt et al., 2016, 

p. 1805). Participants’ responses to hearing these themes was confirmation of my 

interpretations of the data. 

I began Stage Two by engaging with Phase Three of narrative analysis outlined by Fraser 

(2004, pp. 189-191). This began the process of reading and transcripts as well as relistening 

to recorded interviews; fundamental to immersing yourself in the data and thus enhancing the 

quality of the research (J. Green et al., p. 545). I identified where a story started and ended 

and read for different main points that stood out to me in each story as I analysed transcripts 

line by line. I identified 666 stories across the 15 one-on-one interviews and two focus group 

transcripts. During this initial reading, I began recording any overarching themes that 

emerged in a separate Word document. I then gave each story a name based on what I felt the 

story was saying. This was sometimes (similarly to Fraser) a direct quote from the person and 

at other times corresponded with what I thought was the story’s main message. Again, 

similarly to Fraser, I decided that in this analysis a line would be defined as a sentence, as to 

not break up what a person was saying. However, I did not explicitly number each line, rather 

lines helped me decipherer were stories started and ended. Following this, I worked though 

Fraser’s questions from Phases Three to Five and the additional questions formulated by me 



85 
 

as I re-read transcripts. I answered each question in written form. Themes and findings that 

felt of significance were recorded in size 16 font. A sample snippet of this process is 

illustrated in Figure 4.1.  

Figure 4.1: Sample snippet of data analysis: Stage Two, Phases Three to Five 

 

I began to record commonalities and differences, links and themes between stories and also 

additional themes that had not been recorded in Stage One of analysis. An example of this 

process is illustrated in Figure 4.2. During Stage Two of analysis, I also reflected that I was 

applying a Decolonising lens to how I was analysing the data. For example, I was critically 

exploring transcripts for how Whiteness was being enacted within interviews and focus 

groups. 

Figure 4.2: Sample snippet of data analysis: Stage Two, Phase Six 

 

Alongside this stage of analysis, sparked partially through exploring the different domains of 

experience; intrapersonal, interpersonal, cultural and structural, I began thinking about the 

data in relation to the three dimensions of Whiteness discussed by Frankenberg (1993). 

Firstly, “Whiteness is a location of structural advantage, of race privilege”; secondly, 

Whiteness is a standpoint from where White people view the world, ourselves and others; and 
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thirdly, Whiteness is a set of unmarked and unnamed cultural practices (Frankenberg, 1993, 

p. 3). Whilst in her later work in the 2000s, Frankenberg continued to expand and transform 

her definition of Whiteness into what she presented as an eight-point definition of Whiteness, 

the 1993 dimensions were the basis of my original thinking about how to present the data. 

Whilst drafting the findings, I moved away from this original intention because it became 

overly restrictive.  

Stage Three of analysis involved reading back through the answers to the questions that I 

asked as I engaged with the transcripts (sample snippet of analysis provided in Figure 4.1) 

and continuing to develop the themes and areas of significance. This involved reading back 

through approximately 50,000 words of analysis and analytic memos. I printed and physically 

cut out each emerging theme area, for example ‘cost over rights’ and sorted them depending 

on their relationship to personal, interpersonal, cultural and structural dimensions of 

Whiteness. Overlapping themes, themes relating to method and themes relating to the project 

journey were also identified. Broader themes where then identified, and initial themes were 

grouped within them as subthemes. These broader themes and subthemes were defined and 

guided the initial drafts of the findings chapters. As I continued to draft the chapters, 

subthemes and their content were shifted, developed, renamed and removed as I continuously 

engaged with the analysis document as well as the transcripts to ensure the data were 

portrayed accurately as I wrote the academic narratives.  

Next, I detail the characteristics of the White social workers who participated in this research. 

Participant characteristics 

In the first interview, participants were given an optional form to complete to provide 

demographic information including their age, gender, class status, sexual orientation and 

religious affiliation (Appendix Twelve). Demographic information was collected to provide 

the context for participants in relation to Whiteness. From an intersectional approach, it is 

argued that not everybody’s experience of Whiteness will be the same, as each person will 

also have experiences of privilege and oppression based on their other social statuses, for 

example gender, class, sexual orientation, religious affiliation and age (Curry-Stevens, 2007; 

Pease, 2010). Of the eight participants included in this research, six identified as female and 

two identified as male. Six participants described themselves as middle-class, one person 

identified as working-class, and one did not provide this information. Five participants 

reported being between the ages of 50-65 at the time of participation in the study, two 
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reported being between 35-49 years old and one participant’s age is unknown but is predicted 

to be less than 40 years old. Seven participants identified as heterosexual and the sexual 

orientation of one participant was unknown. In relation to religious affiliation, participant 

responses varied. Two participants identified as an Atheist, one as a Christian, one as a 

Tao/Jedi, one as “spiritual”, and one person commented “I don’t know”. The religious 

affiliation of one participant is unknown. At the time of interviewing, participants worked in 

a variety of different contexts, including government agencies or services and within the non-

government sector. They also worked in a variety of roles and in programs with differing 

focuses and priorities. However, all had interactions with people of refugee background in 

their work and / or had previous experience of working with this demographic. I 

acknowledge that more information about where participants worked would have provided 

greater context to the reader of this thesis. However, a conscious decision was made to 

protect the identity of participants, thus the details of the agencies where people worked are 

not expanded on in this section or in later chapters of this thesis. This is because of the small 

and close-knit nature of the Tasmanian social work community, particularly within the 

refugee resettlement sector. I will now briefly describe how the data is presented in the four 

findings chapters. 

Presentation of data 

As explained above, particular care needed to be given to ensure the anonymity of 

participants. In the findings chapters, I report on data from both one-on-one interviews with 

participants, and also focus group discussions. Due to a commitment to maintain the 

anonymity of what was said by participants in the one-on-one interviews, the focus group 

data is not presented using participants’ pseudonym. Therefore, pseudonyms were allocated 

for one-on-one data and participants were allocated numbers 1-6 for focus group discussions. 

This is because it was deemed too confusing to allocate participants a second pseudonym 

when presenting focus group data. Further, some stories and quotes from the one-on-one 

interviews will be presented without connecting them to the participants’ pseudonym to 

ensure anonymity when a story is deemed as potentially identifiable.   

In presenting the data in the findings chapters, I have also been guided in my presentation of 

quotes by the work of Townsend-Cross (2018). The following explanation by Townsend-

Cross describes the presentation of quotes in the current thesis:   
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I have, where it does not change the underlying thrust of the statements, edited 

out repetition as well as ‘crutch words’ that are often unconscious and add 

little meaning (words that are expressed in order to provide more thinking time 

for the speaker such as ‘you know’, ‘ummm’, ‘like’, ‘kind of’ etc.) (pp. 119-

120).  

Furthermore, I have at times removed the spoken words of others, either focus group 

participants or my own, that had little meaning and disrupted presentation of the data. For 

example, ‘yep’, yeah’ and ‘wow’ and ‘mmm hmm’ which illustrated active listening but did 

not contribute to meaning. Short and long pauses, laughing and coughing, laughing, 

overlapping speech, interrupted speech and non-verbal utterances were all recorded in 

transcripts, but for readability these are not included in the presentation of the data. To 

illustrate this, I have provided an example of a quote below in both its raw form and the 

edited form in which it is presented.  

 
Original quote in the transcript: 

P: Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, big time, yep, yeah, yeah. And from the leadership 

side of things the culture doesn't, doesn't, there's no talk about, there's no talk 

about um, being empathetic or understanding or respectful 

K: Mmm Hmm 

P: Or culturally aware, there's no, no talk of that, um, there's only "be firm 

with your clients, be assertive", um 

K: Wow 

P: And, so there's very little talk about, listening to them, yeah, and respecting 

them 

K: [At the same time as P above] Yeah wow 

P: There's lots of talk about "they must respect how we do things" and um, if 

they, if they speak up and, challenge um, they're quite often labelled as, like a 

narrative in the team mostly from the top, is "oh geez that's a troublesome 

family, or that’s a tricky family” 

Edited quote presented in the thesis: 
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And from the leadership side of things, there's no talk about being empathetic 

or understanding or respectful. Or culturally aware, there’s no talk of that.  

There's only "be firm with your clients, be assertive". And, so there's very little 

talk about, listening to them and respecting them. There's lots of talk about 

"they must respect how we do things" and if they speak up and, challenge 

they're quite often labelled as, like a narrative in the team mostly from the top, 

is "oh geez that's a troublesome family, or that's a tricky family". 

In the final section of this chapter, the ethical dilemmas and considerations are discussed. 

Ethical dilemmas and considerations 

All social workers in Australia, as per the AASW “Code of Ethics” (2010), are encouraged to 

engage in regular critical reflection, which is a primary task being asked of the participants in 

this study. That is, the “Code of Ethics” states that: 

Social workers have a duty to understand that there are a number of general 

principles which guide sound, rigorous and reflective decision making, 

including… engaging, where appropriate, in consultation and supervision to 

facilitate critical reflection to examine personal and professional values, 

prejudices and preferences (AASW, 2010, p. 15).  

Therefore, whilst this research had the capacity to cause discomfort and emotional reactions 

such as anger, shame and embarrassment, it could be argued that what was asked of 

participants did not subject them to risk or harm greater than that which is expected of them 

as part of their general duties as a social worker. Critically reflecting on practice of any 

description has the potential to make a social worker recall painful memories and could cause 

them to experience shame, embarrassment or regret. Social workers are trained to critically 

reflect on their practice and do this regularly whilst at university and within the field. 

Participants in this study were encouraged to discuss their participation with their supervisors 

to gain support if required and to incorporate the process of critical reflecting on Whiteness 

into their supervision sessions. I also sought the approval of Lifeline, a crisis support and 

suicide prevention service, to include their contact details on the Participant Information 

Sheet and discussed this verbally with participants. 

A further ethical consideration relates to the fact that this research was conducted by me, a 

White social worker, who met with White social workers and undertook the data analysis. It 
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must be acknowledged that the decisions that were made throughout all stages of this 

research were made, whilst in consultation with White and non-White people, by a White 

person with a Western lens, and at a certain point of critically theorising Whiteness. As 

explained by Frankenberg, a White American woman who also undertook research with 

White people, “basic processes are never transparent, never anything other than located, and 

as a result, directive as much as they are objective in intention and result” (2004, p. 107). 

This raises issues of accountability to the people that this research aims to serve: one of the 

primary reasons for engaging with critical friends, as discussed above.  

Land (2015, pp. 138-139), discussing accountability, explained that whether formal or 

informal, “it needs to be real”. My relationships with my critical friends are genuine 

relationships and they are ongoing. Our formal meetings were co-created, and they honoured 

our connections to each other. I believe that the generosity of my critical friends who 

graciously shared with me their understandings of Whiteness assisted me in my own 

understanding of how Whiteness operates and how I made meaning of the data. I also met 

with my supervisors regularly to discuss step-by-step my analysis of the data to ensure that 

the process was transparent and accountable. Another issue related to a White person 

analysing the data relates to the argument that aspects of Whiteness can be invisible to White 

people. In addition to me keeping a reflective journal to interrogate my own Whiteness on a 

regular basis throughout my candidature, my supervisory team also constantly provided 

feedback on my work and provided guidance and expertise.  

As explained by Land (2015, pp. 139-140), it is important that White people take 

responsibility for Whiteness and other White people, as to not rely on and expect non-White 

people to do this work. However, she explained that:  

Leadership is needed due to the fact that well-meaning members of dominant 

groups tend to need strong assistance to stay on task when caucusing on their 

own racism. For instance, they may avoid responding to reports of 

discrimination in transformative ways (2015, p. 140).  

Given that this research aimed to explore how White social workers interpret Whiteness in 

the context of their practice, at times I did not take on the kind of leadership role that is 

described by Land of speaking up about the operationalisation of Whiteness within 

interviews. Therefore, I may have been unintentionally reinscribing Whiteness.   



91 
 

My identity was also considered as a strength of the current study because a privilege 

afforded to me as a White person is that I will be likely to receive less resistance when 

discussing Whiteness with White people than a non-White person would (McIntosh, 1992). 

Similarly, Case and Hemmings (2005), explored how White female preservice teachers 

engaged in discussion about antiracist teacher education. Case conducted the interviews and 

observation. Given her own identity, “as a White woman graduate student”, Case described 

being able to stablish good rapport and trust with participants, leading to them speaking 

openly and honestly (p. 610). Picower (2009), similarly to Case and Hemmings, interviewed 

White female pre-service teachers who were taking a multicultural education course. Also 

identifying as a White female, Picower explained that:  

After hearing the findings of this study, people often ask how I was able to 

obtain the very personal data that the pre-service teachers shared. As a White 

woman working with only White students in this study, I believe my 

participants felt safe to open up and reveal some of their previously unspoken 

beliefs about race and difference (p. 200).  

It was hoped that being a White social worker myself would lead to relationships with 

participants where they would be willing to be courageous and open to exploring Whiteness.  

A final ethical consideration relates to the call from scholars such as Land (2015, pp. 139-

140), for White people to take responsibility for Whiteness and other White people. In 

response to such calls, I have made a commitment to be a White people who takes on the 

responsibility and commitment to tackle the problem of Whiteness. This commitment extends 

beyond my involvement in this research project. For example, I have made teaching about 

and discussing Whiteness with White people an important part of my role within the 

academy. I have been involved in the teaching of several tertiary units that explicitly name up 

and critically explore Whiteness and I remain committed to this in the future. This 

commitment to tackling the problem of Whiteness will not end at the conclusion of my 

candidature. I see my responsibility to this project as being one that extends into my future 

practice. This includes using this work to inform my future social work practice and research, 

as well as disseminating my research findings as widely as possible through publication and 

presentations. 
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Limitations of the study 

Sample size 

This study involved eight social workers from Tasmania, which could be considered a small 

sample size. Eight participants participated in this project because eight people expressed 

interest during the recruitment stage. Given the multi-method approach taken in this research 

project, eight participants, meeting with me three times each during the project was deemed 

appropriate to obtain enough data to answer the research questions and thus no more 

participants were recruited. As a result, the findings presented are localised and specific to the 

time and place within which they occurred. Given that this research is informed by social 

constructionism, which asserts that knowledge is constructed by social actors rather than 

existing independently of them as objective truths (Bryman, 2016, pp. 29-30), it was not 

intended that this research would offer findings that are generalisable to the wider population. 

However, the findings and analysis presented do offer insight into how Whiteness can operate 

within social work contexts, into White people’s lives more broadly, and into raising racial 

consciousness. 

Project method 

There were two aspects of the method that were identified by both me as researcher and the 

participants that were potential barriers to participant engagement and data collection. This 

included having multiple aspects of participation (i.e. two interviews, material to engage with 

and a focus group session), and the way in which interview questions were presented to 

participants.  

Firstly, whilst most participants reported either verbally or on the evaluation form that they 

had engaged with the resources provided, two participants identified that they did not engage 

with all of the resources. I believe that not engaging with all of the resources was related to 

participants feeling time poor. Therefore, having less resources may have made engaging 

with them more achievable for participants. Throughout the project, one person also 

withdrew their participation half-way through because they no longer felt they had the time to 

continue, which may have been connected to the time commitment required. Further, whilst 

they did decide to continue their participation, at one point during the project another person 

expressed that they were not sure they had the capacity to continue involvement. Given the 

time pressures social workers are under, a shorter project with less aspects of participation 

might have made engagement feel more achievable for the participants.  
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Secondly, three participants provided informal feedback during interviews that at times it was 

difficult to answer questions off the top of their heads and that having the questions in 

advance / being given more time to think about how to answer the questions would have been 

helpful. Two participants also explicitly expressed their exhaustion at the time of the 

interview due to the demands of their work which I believe would have influenced their 

ability to engage critically without time to consider the questions beforehand. The decision 

was made to not provide the interview questions to participants before interviews to try and 

avoid restricting conversation; rather to allow participant’s answers to guide the interviews. 

Furthermore, I was mindful that I did not want participants to consider questions in advance 

in a way that might lead them to answering desirably. However, I also reflect that this may 

have been a limitation. Therefore, some forward thinking and reflecting on the questions may 

have led to participants to come to interviews with more concrete examples which could have 

led to the collection of even richer data. 

Conclusion  

This chapter described the epistemology and methodology informing the current research and 

the processes that were undertaken to explore the research questions. The chapter also 

provided information about presentation of data and discussed the ethical dilemmas and 

considerations relevant to the project as well as the limitations of the study.  

Chapter 5, the first of four findings chapters, analyses participants’ social and cultural 

perspectives of Whiteness. 
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Chapter 5  

Social and Cultural Perspectives on Whiteness 

 Introduction to findings 

This chapter is the first of four findings chapters. What is presented in this chapter is also a 

discussion and analysis in relation to the findings, as is the case with all findings chapters. It 

explores participants’ perspectives of Whiteness and provides the context for the three 

findings chapters that follow it in two ways. Firstly, it provides an understanding of how 

participants perceive the manifestations and operationalisation of Whiteness within the 

broader social context. Secondly, it helps situate the social work profession and social work 

practice with people of refugee background within the broader Australian social context, as it 

is interpreted by the participants in this study.  

The findings presented focus predominantly on answering the research question: How do 

White social workers who work with people of refugee background interpret Whiteness? The 

chapter does this by presenting, discussing and analysing participants’ responses that related 

to their perceptions of how Whiteness manifests and operates within Australian society. The 

chapter also explores participants’ interpretations of the operationalisation of Whiteness at a 

societal level as it relates to social work contexts and / or the experiences of people of refugee 

background in Australia.  

Australian history  

Several participants discussed their interpretations of how historical events had led to their 

current socio-cultural positioning in Australian society, contextualising Whiteness and their 

White privilege as being related to Australia’s Colonial history. This theme is illustrated in 

the following quote from Tess who shares what it means to her to have a White identity: 

That's a good question, I think it just means that my background is Anglo, it 

means a lot of things I think, and it's the first time I've ever had to define it or, 

put more words to it than just going "yeah I'm a White person". It is about that 

sort of cultural background I think, and about family history and where my 

families come from and relates to being Australian, and where I sort of fit into 

that whole, story of White settlement here. I think that's what it is, but also, I 

think I'm really conscious that, I'm mainstream, I'm part of the majority. And, 

I've got a lot of privilege because of that. 
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Participants frequently mentioned Australia’s political history, the impact that this has had on 

both White Euro-Australians and non-Euro-Australians, as well as the legacy of that history 

in the current Australian context. For example, when defining Whiteness, several participants 

mentioned how Whiteness and the position of White people relates to the oppressive policies 

that have been imposed onto Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Many participants 

also discussed how having British or European heritage was an important part of the White 

identity, and how White Australia policies have created a country where being White is 

normative and has resulted in the White Euro-Australian identity being most commonly 

understood by the majority group as the Australian identity. Such a discussion is provided 

below from the first interview with Sharleen: 

So I guess for me Whiteness is around that European or British heritage, the 

dominant culture, the dominant ideology that goes along with that, so that sort 

of sense of, we're all good British stock. And that our way is probably better 

than anybody else's way. And everybody else should accept that it is better and 

therefore, if they do it our way then they'll be a lot better off than they 

currently are. Whereas people have lived multiple generations in their own 

choice, in their own way and really our culture is not a better culture than 

anybody else's, but it is for Australians a dominant culture. [inaudible] Our 

White Australia policies, in the past have created that identity of who we are 

and what we do and how we do it, and in some ways ignores the 50 or 60 

thousand years of history that Australia has. 

These interpretations of Whiteness as a product of history, as relational and as socially 

constructed supports the writings of critical race and Whiteness scholars globally (for 

example, see Frankenberg, 1993, 2001; Levine-Rasky, 2002; Ahmed, 2007). Frankenberg’s 

(2001) transformed definition of Whiteness in her later work includes an interpretation of 

Whiteness as “a product of history, and as a relational category. Like other racial locations, it 

has no inherent but only socially constructed meanings” (p. 76).  

When exploring why some White people may not want to look at Whiteness and White 

culture, Ruth hypothesised that it is because they feel shame and embarrassment about 

Australia’s history of Colonisation: 

But we don’t want to go around being proud of it. I mean I was in the march 

this year against having Australia day as the day it was, and that's maybe part 
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of that, you kind of think: "Well I actually don’t really want to celebrate things 

because, the impact it's had on other people is really embarrassing and I don’t 

like it". Quite often the idea of being English and thinking about all the 

Colonial history of English people is a bit uncomfortable… So, maybe it’s 

something to do with that. We don’t actually embrace it because we're 

actually ashamed of it. 

Together with Ruth we analysed her theory in relation to the work of Kendall (2013, pp. 34-

39). Kendall (2013) argued that the way that White people deal with intense emotions when 

thinking about the horrific events of the past and those that continue today in relation to race 

and ourselves as members of the perpetrating group, is that we anesthetise ourselves. That is, 

we attempt to disconnect ourselves from racism and what we know about what Whites have 

done and continue to do. Kendall concludes that: 

In the end, those of us who are White can’t choose not to get the privileges we 

are granted, but we can choose how to use them to make personal and 

systemic changes. If we choose to live as whole persons, maintaining our head 

and heart connection and refusing to anesthetize ourselves, our fears fade 

about being seen as betraying our race, and our determination is strengthened 

(2013, p. 38).  

Maddison (2011, p. 147) discussed Kendall’s theory as it applies to the Australian context as 

one that helps to explain how some White people grapple with what we learn when critically 

engaging with Australian history. Ruth’s response to this theory as we discussed it was that it 

also made sense to her and her interpretations of the emotions that White people experience 

in relation to their Whiteness: 

Actually, that makes sense to me… I do wonder whether part of it is that 

there's a kind of universal shame and maybe why, I mean a lot of people don’t 

want to know about other cultures at all, and is that because that highlights 

the things they don’t want to look at of their own? … How do you reconcile, 

some of those things that you potentially see as shameful and have a positive 

feeling about your own culture? 



97 
 

This theorising of White people’s emotional reactions also relates to that of Pease (2012, pp. 

133-134), who explained that it is common for members of privileged groups to feel 

emotions such as guilt, shame and innocence when confronted with our privileged status. 

In Focus Group One, participants discussed how Whiteness operates within schools by 

teaching students the White version of history. That is, the White European Colonisers’ 

perspective of history is the version that is predominantly taught to students in Australia. 

Participants spoke of this being the case when they were at school and also within the current 

education system.  

In fact it's interesting, when we start talking about the history thing. A couple 

of days ago I was having a conversation with my son who’s 23 and my 

husband about Aboriginal history, and the whole idea that, when I went to 

school we actually had Australian history as an elective, and even within that, 

the whole Aboriginal component of Australian history was so White. It was so 

tokenistic and my son said, he didn't do any of those particularly, but he said 

when they did any sort of history subjects, he said the same thing.  

One participant in this group also discussed how being involved in this research project and 

learning more about Whiteness had prompted them to go back and look at what version of 

history they were taught and had led to them noticing things they had not noticed before. This 

is illustrated in the following quote: 

This is the sort of thing that's been triggered in me, and of course that question 

I asked you before when World War II started. And I started looking at my 

history that I've learnt, to re-assess. 

This analysis of Australia’s education system as being White is consistent with the findings 

of Moore (2016), who explored representations of Whiteness and Otherness within Australian 

secondary school social science textbooks between 1950 - 2010. Moore concludes that over 

time there has been a discursive shift within textbooks from Whiteness as overtly normative 

and superior, to a more subtle and nuanced dominance of Whiteness which centres the 

positions of White people and keeps the perspectives of non-Whites as alternative on the 

periphery. However, she argued that this invisibility still fails to disrupt Whiteness as the 

norm within textbooks (p. iv).  
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Within Focus Group One, there was also discussions about the lack of information that is 

taught within the education system about Australia’s migration history. This discussion is 

captured in the following quote: 

Young people that I talk to don't know where Bhutan [is] and they don't know 

where Sierra Leone is and they don’t know where the countries where we are 

having a significant population of people coming to join us as part of our 

community and becoming citizens of our community but there's no focus or 

onus on, that education system to support young people to get an 

understanding of the world in which they live. 

The critiquing of the Western education system discussed above demonstrates how some of 

the participants in this project either already had, or since the project commenced, had begun 

to investigate how Whiteness operates within Australia through representation and Otherness.  

This section has explored participants’ perceptions of Whiteness in the context of their 

experiences of Australia’s history as a settler-Colonial nation and of Australia as a country 

where social constructions position being White as being superior, reinforced through policy. 

The emotions that acknowledging Australian history evoked in participants of this study have 

also been discussed, as well as how they experienced representations of history within the 

Australian education system. These interpretations and understandings of Whiteness are 

consistent with how Whiteness is discussed and defined within the critical Whiteness studies 

literature; Whiteness is a product of history (for example, see Young, 2004; Pease, 2010; 

Baltra-Ulloa, 2013; Walter et al., 2013), Whiteness is relational and is socially constructed 

(for example, see Frankenberg, 1993, 2001; Levine-Rasky, 2002; Ahmed, 2007), making 

Whiteness explicit can cause emotional reactions such as shame and embarrassment (for 

example, see Maddison, 2011; Pease, 2012; Kendall, 2013), and Whiteness operates through 

representations of White people as superior, and White identity is the invisible norm (for 

example, see Moore, 2016). The following section explores participants’ perceptions and 

understandings of how the mainstream media reinforces current systems of Whiteness. 

The mainstream media 

Several participants mentioned the role that the mainstream media plays in maintaining 

current systems of Whiteness. This included how they understood/perceived the voices of 

people seeking asylum and the people who work with them as being excluded from the 
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mainstream media. Participants had also noticed the saturation of White people and White 

culture and White constructions of meaning, and the negative representations of non-White 

people in the mainstream media 

In Focus Group Two participants mentioned noticing that the voices of people seeking 

asylum and the voices of workers who have witnessed human rights abuses in detention 

centres are excluded from the mainstream media and distanced from the general Australian 

population. This is summarised in the following quote: 

But see my problem is how do you get that. I mean this is the thing, how do we 

get people's voices heard? So for me, the most powerful voice I've heard 

recently was that small rally they had marking the four years that Nauru and 

Manus have been open. And someone who'd been in the detention centre 

spoke, I mean that real lived experience. But, you know how many, there were 

probably 50 of us there, and that voice isn't heard on mainstream media. 

This observation is consistent with Gove and Zwi (2006, p. 1936), who explain that for many 

years, the Australian Government have successfully kept the voices of people seeking asylum 

out of public view, which has created barriers for people getting to hear the experiences of 

people seeking asylum and also see the way that they are treated by the Australian 

Government. Briskman (2017, p. 135) further explained that given the current laws around 

employees “speaking out” about the Department of Immigration, which can result in up to 

two years imprisonment for social workers in Australia, it is understandable that some social 

workers are fearful of being ‘radical’ and thus there is limited exposure to these stories in the 

media. This is echoed by Nipperess and Clarke (2016, pp. 206-207), who explain that whilst 

it is important for social workers to advocate for people seeking asylum at a systemic level, 

there are “well-founded” fears about social workers losing their jobs and programs losing 

their funding. The discussions relating to the lack of representation of people seeking asylum 

and those who have experience within detention centres in the mainstream media relates to 

how social workers understand the wider context within which Australian social work is 

situated. 

Several participants also reflected on White people being those predominantly represented in 

the mainstream media. For example, Selina had been engaging with the podcast It’s Not a 

Race during her involvement in the project and discussed learning about the experience of a 

non-Euro-Australian person: 
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It's like that one, the podcast what was it ‘The first time I saw me’? And they 

were just talking about, a representation of themselves on the media in 

Australia, and how exciting it was for them when they first saw someone who, 

looked like them, and I was thinking "wow that's so sad". 

Sharleen also explained that when she reflected on watching mainstream media, she noticed 

that the majority of people have been Euro-Australian or White. Further, when other races are 

represented, she argued that they are often given deficit and dysfunctional identities (based on 

the Western perception of deficit and dysfunctional). This reflection from Sharleen is 

captured in the following quote: 

Kate: So where does your knowledge come from about Whiteness? 

Sharleen: Oh gosh, media, literature, family, my own school upbringing. The 

fact that I've lived almost all my life in Tasmania. Although I've been to other 

countries and lived briefly in other countries, I'm an Australian, and until I 

challenged my thinking about it, being an Australian was being a White 

Australian so, the media representation of Australia until very, very recent 

years everybody is White yeah you watch Home and Away or you know, that's 

where kids are learning their identity through programs like Neighbours, 

Home and Away, whatever. There's also that sense of the American media, 

that most functional families are the White families. The families with 

difficulties are the ones who come from a different culture. And there's 

television programs on about, they’re American programs but Asian families 

who are totally dysfunctional, and yet, you know mostly, right across any 

culture there are families who may not be able to meet the dominant 

ideologies. But, they're still functioning effectively, they're still having their 

own choices, they're still working and surviving and building strong families, 

but often are held up, as a point of ridicule. And so if that's all you ever see of 

a family is the media perception then, I don't know, how people build a 

different understanding of what somebody from Korea might do or what 

somebody from Japan might do or what somebody from an African nation 

might do. 

The participant perceptions discussed above are connected to the influence the media has on 

identity construction and how groups are portrayed within society. These observations, in 



101 
 

particular how non-Euro-Australian people have been negatively portrayed in the media, 

relate to the findings of Jewson et al. (2015, p. 235). Whilst reporting on the experiences of 

workers who provide services to refugee arrived communities in Australia, they found that 

the negative media portrayal of people of refugee background can lead to racial vilification. 

This is of importance to the social work profession because the reported consequence of this 

from the experiences of service providers was that it can cause people of refugee background 

to isolate themselves, and as a result not engage with services (Jewson et al., 2015, p. 235).  

These findings indicate that participants in this project understood how Whiteness operates to 

exclude the voices of people seeking asylum and the people who work with them. 

Participants had also discussed the media saturation of White people and White culture and 

the negative representations of non-White people in the mainstream media. This awareness of 

how different racial groups have been constructed within the mainstream media are consistent 

with those reported by Gove and Zwi (2006), Nipperess and Clarke (2016), Jewson et al. 

(2015) and Briskman (2017). I would argue that this awareness by participants of how Whites 

have been constructed positively and as the invisible norm whilst non-Whites have been 

constructed negatively or excluded from the media, demonstrates participants’ racial 

consciousness and an awareness of how privilege and oppression are maintained within the 

Australian context. This argument is supported by the critical Whiteness literature, for 

example Curry-Stevens (2007) in her work with “privileged learners”. Curry-Stevens 

proposed that there are six steps “to the cognitive changes that are required for learners to 

become aware of their privilege” (p. 45). Following step one, which related to awareness of 

oppression, step two focuses on understandings of oppression as structural, enduring and 

pervasive (p. 47). She explained that: 

The task of the learner at this point is to understand how power works to 

divide, marginalize, and exploit some of the population to the benefit of 

others. The power is at work structurally, through our institutions and broad 

social systems, and ideologically, as some are believed to be less than or 

inferior to others. Power manifests itself in behaviours and incidents that are 

oppressive, but it is an error to focus only on those manifestations or injustices 

without accessing the underlying forces at work. 

It is therefore concluded that participants in this project were conscious of the structural 

dynamics, in this case the mainstream media, “that hold oppression in place” (Pease, 2010, p. 
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172). This consciousness, therefore, would suggest that for participants of this study 

Whiteness does sometimes manifest quite visibly in the structures that influence daily life 

such as the media. The next section examines participants’ perceptions of how Western 

knowledges are privileged. 

The privileging of Western knowledges  

On several occasions, participants in this project made connections between Whiteness and 

the privileging of Western knowledges. For example, in Focus Group One, one participant 

mentioned their perception that people on an interview panel they were also on had not 

valued the knowledge and skill set of a person of refugee background. It was perceived that 

whilst the person was acknowledged as having knowledge and skills in relation to violence 

and human rights abuses, they were overlooked for the position because training them about 

Western systems was deemed too costly: 

I sat on a selection panel recently and, could see, the panel being led in a 

particular direction. And I had to step aside later and say: "Is it my perception 

that we're being led in a particular direction away from a person who had 

difficulty with language skills and who perhaps it might have taken a bit 

longer to work them into a system. Yes, the system is already stretched, but 

that person may be a real asset because they have other skills that we don't". 

[impersonating] "Oh yes but we don't have time to train them up and we don't 

have time to do this and we don't have time to do that". 

In Focus Group Two, there was also a discussion about how Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people are often expected to be experts on traditional knowledge or knowledge of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, often only included ‘at the table’ because of 

their Aboriginality. The group also discussed how it is often only the Aboriginal Liaison 

officer who has their voice included in discussions, which is a missed opportunity to hear 

from Aboriginal people who are not working in liaison roles: 

I've just been over in (town in Australia), and was in a discussion there, 

around how to talk about privilege in the (Australian Government 

Department). And, it was interesting, part of the discussion was around how 

do we bring the voices of, Indigenous Liaison officers, to the discussion and 

my reply to that I suppose was: "Well why if we're talking about Aboriginal 
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people in the health sphere, why do we only talk about them, in terms of 

Liaison officers?. Why don't we talk about them in terms of the Speech 

Pathologist or, why aren't we talking about them in terms of Indigenous health 

knowledge, you know Indigenous doctors who have their own, Indigenous… 

Why aren't we talking about, Indigenous health, in terms of Indigenous 

knowledge of practice, traditional practices to heal? Why are we only talking 

about making people come in, to a White health system to be treated in a 

White health system why don't we, you know why are we never talking about 

how do we include, how do we even know what the hell traditional health 

practices are? And, let alone try and include them. And why aren't we talking 

about Indigenous dietitians, why is it always this group of White allied health 

people and an Indigenous liaison officer?" 

The privileging of Western knowledges was also discussed by Cath in relation to engaging 

with knowledge of economics. This is illustrated in the following quote: 

I'm talking about that broader systemic economic stuff and, from my 

perspective it's very White privilege in just its construct. So when we talk 

about Adam Smith's basic economics and neo-classical economics, as if they 

are the only way, that we can construct, that humans construct systems of 

bartering and existing, and we know that that's actually not true at all. But 

there is no discussion in the economic literature about those other types of 

communities, whether they be bartering communities or, you know really 

subsistence communities they are still forms of economic relationships, but 

they are given no acknowledgment, and if there is acknowledgement it is a 

very, it's very critical and it's very slight, they’re not really considered. Well 

they're not considered, economic structures or economic theories or types of 

economies, they're viewed as, third world or underdeveloped. There's a lot of 

really emotive language, that sits with those types of assumptions about a nice 

White Anglo-Saxon view of how we can do really advanced things like trade 

and international trade, as if it's owned by a certain class and that sort of 

really, there's some real descriptions there about, you know that tie 

intelligence, and tie leadership, to those people that are viewed as having that 

ability. Which is really quite powerful in the way that we view, a whole range 

of things. 



104 
 

The examples provided in this section help to demonstrate how participants interpreted 

Whiteness as manifested through the privileging of certain voices, usually Western White 

voices, over all others. These interpretations are similar to those documented in the literature 

relating to the privileging of Western knowledges (for example, Baltra-Ulloa, 2018 and 

Collyer, 2014). According to Baltra-Ulloa (2018, p. 130), Western knowledge sits at the 

centre, privileging Western ways of doing, being and knowing. She argued that voices from 

the global South, on the periphery, who offer ways of doing, being and thinking that are 

different than the dominant Western voices, are seen as alternative voices and the knowledge 

that they offer is thus situated as alternative know-how. Whilst Southern voices and 

knowledges may be included, their alternative status remains, reaffirming Western 

knowledge as the privileged dominant knowledge, at the centre, and those that differ as 

alternative knowledges, on the periphery (p. 130). When reflecting on the interview questions 

as I analysed the data, I realised that I had also reinforced this centre / periphery positioning 

through the questions that I had asked participants during interviews. In particular, in the 

second interviews, the question: “Are there alternative ways that practices/procedures and 

policies could be more inclusive of the voices of clients?”. This example highlights how 

Whiteness can operate within the practice of a White social worker through us positioning 

Western White ways of doing, being and knowing as the invisible norm. 

The findings presented in this section are important to explore the research question: How do 

White social workers who work with people of refugee background interpret Whiteness? It is 

concluded that consistent with the literature relating to knowledge production, participants in 

this research interpreted Whiteness as being directly connected to the privileging of certain 

voices and knowledges over others. In the following section, participants’ perceptions of 

White people as the dominant group is discussed.  

White racial dominance  

Another prevalent theme identified during analysis was participants’ perceptions of the White 

racial group as the dominant racial group in Australia and globally. This theme has been 

broken down into three subthemes: having to challenge a sensed superiority of being White, 

the influence that early exposure to non-White people had on challenging racial superiority 

and the White identity and lastly, understandings of how physical attributes have led to 

socially constructed differences between White people and non-White people. 
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Sensed racial superiority 

For Ruth, she discussed her father’s beliefs of superiority and how she has had to challenge a 

lot of the influences her parents and grandparents had on her values and beliefs. This is 

illustrated in the following quotes from the first interview:  

Because going back to my father again, he is very proud of the fact that he’s 

English, and he would see the Colonial era, as having been a good thing. You 

know, yeah, he would see that as, he is much more aware, of some of the 

negative outcomes of it and he wouldn't agree with a lot of what has 

happened. But in general he would think that they've done a good thing. 

… 

I actually had a conversation with my father at Christmas time. He’s 84, and it 

was really interesting, his kind of sense of being entitled, and almost that kind 

of "well you know we're the top of the heap", not necessarily directly in 

relation to other human beings, but in his place on the earth, came out. And 

normally he is kind of, you know he is not a Ku Klux Klan type person at all. 

But it was really interesting how insidious that kind of sense of, "it’s my right 

to use the resources how I like, because I’m the top of the pile" in a way but 

it'd come through for him. So I guess that’s what I think about when I think 

about that sort of sense of privilege. There's this kind of, growing up not 

consciously, but feeling like, everything sort of comes to us relatively easily.  

For Selina, she explained how her mother’s values and beliefs contrasted significantly to her 

own about Australia’s history: 

My mother's very pro-British and loves the Monarchy, which is not me either. 

So, I don't identify with that sort of British history, Australian history which 

permeates Australian culture I suppose. So I think the British did more 

damage than good in lots of ways here in Australia. 

Another participant also mentioned feeling that her family had a sense of superiority that she 

believed came from the way that Euro-Australians and Aboriginal Australians have been 

positioned in relation to power throughout history. This is illustrated in the following quote: 
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But there is something being really honest about it, there is something that 

you've felt, that you've had some level of superiority or something which must 

come from. I don’t know, a generational thing possibility around you being, 

and maybe that comes from Indigenous, because yeah, we've... I come from 

farming areas and my dad’s had a fair bit to do, we've often had Indigenous 

Australian workers or, whatever and I think, even though I would hope that 

our family wouldn't view people, view them as not, as on a different level, or a 

different class, probably was in there a little bit, I think. And I grew up in the 

thing too where once you sort of started going to the pub etc. out in these 

country places, there was an Aboriginal bar, and then a White’s bar if you 

want to call it that. 

The findings above, which explore participants’ perceptions of how White people have been 

positioned as the dominant race and how this has impacted upon their families, echo the work 

of Pewewardy (2007). Pewewardy interviewed social workers in the US who were educated 

in studies of Whiteness and White privilege. The aim of this research was to provide the 

experiences of educators, including their own development of an understanding of Whiteness 

and White privilege. An educator of critical Whiteness studies in this project discussed how 

in relation to reflexivity, when people engage critically with race and Whiteness they often 

have to “deal with conflicts that come up for them as they take a critical look at their parents 

and grandparents” (2007, p. 62). In the current study, participants frequently reflected 

critically on the conflicts between their own values and beliefs and those of their families. 

This happened particularly in the first interviews and is demonstrative of participants making 

sense of Whiteness and themselves as White social workers through reflecting on their own 

history.  

Early exposure to non-White people 

Participants also explored their racial histories during interviews and focus groups by sharing 

stories of having early exposure to families and other children who were not White. These 

experiences had led to these participants challenging the superiority of White people and had 

also influenced how some saw themselves and their role as an ally.  

For Sharleen, she spoke about her mother’s open-door policy whilst growing up. The 

influence that this early exposure to racial difference had on Sharleen’s own values is 

illustrated in the following quote: 
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When I grew up, my mother was engaged within the broader community. We 

had friends who were Chinese, we had friends who were Italian, we had, 

friends who were um, oh just trying to think of the whole range. And these 

people would be in our home and we would be at their home and we as kids 

would play together… My mother always had an open-door policy and if any 

kids came around, they were always welcome. And, when you have kids 

around the parents come around and when you have all of that you get a 

broader understanding. And so it wasn't unusual in our home, to have people 

from five or six different countries and all of the kids everybody would be just 

playing together as a whole group together… There were some people who 

would, from the broader community who would say to mum at the time “oh 

why have you got those" and use a derogatory term about a person and she 

would say "I've just got my friends here, I don't know who, what you're talking 

about I've just got friends here, you're welcome to come as well". And, I think 

that's why I've always had friends from, different backgrounds, I've always, 

wanted to understand differences in culture. I've wanted to understand why 

people, in one country will do one thing and in one country will do another 

thing and often it comes down to circumstance and opportunity. 

Sharleen’s comments echo those of Pewewardy (2007), who states that a personal paradigm 

shift, termed transformational critical consciousness, “results from catalysts that illuminate 

discrepancies between a person’s expectations and his or her experiences” (p. 30). Whilst in 

this example Sharleen’s mother chose to avoid naming up race and racism when responding 

to White community members, Sharleen witnessed incongruence between the values and 

behaviours of her family and those of other community members. Whilst Sharleen was a 

child at the time, she still remembered this occurring as an adult. The multicultural context 

within which her childhood was situated began her journey of critical analysis in relation to 

racial difference and power and privilege.  

For Harry, being White had always come with a sense of racial superiority, which had been 

supported by the imbalances he had witnessed in regard to power between different racial 

groups based on colour: 

Kate: So where does your knowledge come from then, when it comes to 

Whiteness? Did you learn about it at university? 
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Harry: I think yeah, like as soon as, like from a very young age, but I didn't 

know it was Whiteness. Yeah, but I think that's when I became aware that I 

was a bit more, lucky, when I was a kid, yeah I think I sensed it. 

Whilst Harry mentioned witnessing racial inequality frequently, he acknowledged his 

parents’ anti-racist beliefs and behaviours in response to those power imbalances which had 

helped him to challenge the privileging of Whites over non-Whites. 

For Selina, she discussed having spent a lot of time overseas which had a major influence on 

her identity as a White person. She also discussed having a best friend as a child who was 

racially different to her and spending a lot of time with people who were not White, both in 

Australia and overseas. This exposure to a diverse range of people had impacted upon how 

Selina understood herself as a White person. For example, in the first interview, whilst 

accepting that she is White, that she would be considered White by others and that being 

White is connected to privilege, she described seeing herself as having a “multicultural sense 

of being” and being “in between”. The following quote from the first interview further 

illustrates the aspects of Selina’s identity which she did not see as associated with the White 

racial identity in Australia:  

So for me, a lot of White culture is about exploitation, about using people and 

resources for money, and that's something I definitely don't identify with. 

I followed up on this again with Selina in the second interview after she had engaged with 

more literature and the group discussions, to see if her understanding of being White had 

changed. Her enhanced understanding of her racial identity in interview two is showcased in 

the following quote: 

 In the eyes of other people, I know that I would be seen as a White person 

with privileges and I know that I have had privileges because of my Whiteness, 

so I'm definitely aware of that. I suppose it's that I try and use those privileges 

to change, make the society less racist. So that's why, that's still the reason 

why I don't like to identify as a White person, because, I very much for many 

years have lived, tried to live my life demonstrating solidarity with people who 

aren't White… Maybe I was equating that Whiteness too with ‘Australian’ I 

suppose. Like I try not to, I don't like that whole nationalist sentiment too. So 

maybe I was confusing the two. 
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Miller’s study, although based on a US context, mirrors what Selina refers to here when she 

speaks of her White racial identity. Miller (2017) explored not only the attitudes of White 

people relating to White racial identity, but also behavioural and cultural components of 

having a White identity. An important finding of Miller’s study was that pride in Northern 

American culture was an indicator of White racial identity. Her findings also suggest that 

Northern American identity and ethnic identity are “intertwined” for White people. Maddison 

(2011, pp. 5-6) also explained that often there is unease around being named as a “White 

Australian” because of the associations that are made with White Australia policies. In 

relation to Selina’s preference to distance herself from identifying as White and thus having a 

White racial identity, this could be connected to a desire to detach herself from racism in 

Australia, Australia’s Colonial settler history, the stereotypical Euro-Australian identity, and 

as she discussed in the above quote, nationalist sentiments. However, this attempt to detach 

herself could also be considered as a detour away from acknowledging the privileges that she 

accrues for being part of the White Euro-Australian culture as well as the privileges this 

affords when overseas. Detours have been defined by Olsson as “attitudes and behaviours 

that detour us from our anti-racist journey of re-education” (2011, p. 2), indicating a “wrong 

turn into White guilt, denial or defensiveness” (p. 3).  

In summary, early family experiences with people who are not White had contributed to how 

participants in this study were now able to perceive and see the operationalisation and 

manifestations of Whiteness. For some, this had led them to challenge perceptions that White 

people are superior. For others, it had also influenced how they saw themselves and their role 

as an ally. This is an important consideration for the social work professions’ understandings 

of Whiteness and how it is challenged or unveiled. 

Physical attributes as socially constructed 

Some participants described physical attributes when discussing being White. For example, 

Sharleen mentioned being a “blonde haired, blue eyed Australian” and “stereotypical of a 

White person”. In the second interview Selina mentioned that “it’s hard not to equate 

Whiteness with the colour of someone’s skin as well” and Ruth also explained, when 

discussing a co-worker that “she visually obviously has some other genetics than me”. It 

should be reiterated here that whilst biological differences have historically been used to 

justify the superiority of Whites and the inferiority of all others, it is now well established 

that race is a social construct (Markus, 2001, pp. 6-7). However, I do believe that this 
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comment from Ruth was referring to melanin in skin, eyes and hair as she goes on to explain 

that the co-worker “doesn't look like a White Anglo-Saxon person”.  

In making sense of physical attributes in relation to observations when travelling 

internationally, a Focus Group Two member explained: 

But they were lighter skinned, so the darker your skin in (South American 

country), means you're more Indigenous, from the (ethnic majority group) so 

they experience far more racism than anyone with the paler skin. So if you 

walk around the White, the rich suburbs of (capital city), or (capital city) of 

(South American country), yeah you can see the colour of the skin definitely 

changes. And a lot more people with blue eyes… 

These discussions about physical attributes demonstrate two things. Firstly, for many 

participants, they understood the socially constructed meanings that are attached to physical 

attributes. It should be noted that these conversations were part of a larger discussion about 

Whiteness, with participants acknowledging White skin privilege, however they also 

demonstrated an understanding of Whiteness as being about more than skin colour. These 

findings echo the work of critical race scholars such as Singleton (2015, pp. 188-189) and 

McIntosh (1992), who both contend that there are privileges that White people receive based 

primarily on skin colour and appearance. For McIntosh, she lists a number of privileges that 

she accrues due to her skin-colour privilege that people who are not White “cannot count on” 

(p. 75). Secondly, these discussions about physical attributes demonstrate that although 

participants understood the social construction of race, when it came to how they discussed 

race, issues around physical attributes continued to be relied upon and thus did not disrupt the 

language used to talk about race. This raises questions around why participants who have 

these understandings of race as socially constructed and show an understanding that 

Whiteness is more than skin colour, continue to use such markers as physical features to talk 

about their race. 

This could be explained to some degree by the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1977), in particular 

the notion of the habitus. As explained by Walter et al. (2013), the habitus refers to a three-

dimensional space that individuals occupy where social positioning is based on “cultural, 

economic and social capitals” (p. 235). This social positioning determines our preferences, 

what we value, our perspectives, how we see the world and what is seen as normal or natural. 

Bourdieu termed these dispositions and argued that they were “socially acquired” (as cited in 
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Walter et al., p. 235). According to Bourdieu (2001, as cited in Pease, 2010, p. 26), 

dispositions are “beyond the grip of conscious control and therefore not amenable to 

transformations or corrections”.  Bourdieu’s notion of the habitus has now been extended by 

critical race theorists to include the White habitus as the “fourth-dimensional social space” 

(Walter et al., 2013, p. 236). The White habitus then, refers to the socialisation of White 

people that constructs what we do and why and how we interpret, or see the world. According 

to Bonilla-Silva, Goar and Embrick (2006, p. 233) the White habitus also impacts on how 

White people see and interact with non-Whites. This notion of the White habitus could help 

to explain the social positioning of the White people in this research and how the 

socialisation of White people and our positioning within society continues to lead to a focus 

on physical differences. Although participants exhibited an understanding of the social 

constructed nature of race, the use of the dominant language of race may have been beyond 

the grip of consciousness and thus a habit that they were not aware of. Next, participants’ 

perceptions of the Euro-Australian culture as connected to Whiteness are discussed.  

The Euro-Australian culture 

All participants perceived Whiteness as being connected to the Euro-Australian culture. As a 

result, they frequently reflected on and identified differences, as well as comparisons between 

their own culture and those of clients and colleagues of other backgrounds. This was 

promoted through questioning within the first interview, in particular the question “Has 

noticing how a client is different from you culturally ever made you think about your own 

background or social position?”. Examples of participant responses included comparing 

gender roles within different cultures and comparing what is valued and prioritised by clients 

to their own values and identified priorities. The Euro-Australian culture was also compared 

at times to those of clients through the questioning of whether it is a better way of doing 

things. The theme of comparing is illustrated in the following quote from Nicole during the 

first interview: 

I think just the nature of the work just makes you think about how you grew 

up, what influences you had, where was your power, where wasn't your power. 

I suppose comparing the cultural influences vs. personal influences as well, 

because I often reflect that whilst other cultures might be seen as being 

disadvantaged or growing up in, very low socio-economic areas or having lot 

of conflict or war etc., I also see the great strength in some. If I'm comparing 
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maybe a woman of my age, from another culture compared to me, I also see 

that there's some amazing traits and values, personality or relationships that 

they may have in life that I would say, in some cases, that I might envy those. 

Two participants also explicitly compared collectivist cultures with those that focus on 

individualism. For Ruth, these discussions were focused on how she reflected on what she 

considered as best practice with people from collectivist cultures. For example, she 

explained:  

I think that I’m really aware, [it] is so deep seated, and I find it challenging to 

be able to be comfortable and respectful and open to where that person sits in 

that kind of way of thinking. That’s for me I think the biggest challenge, is 

recognising that collectivist kind of way of being as opposed to "let’s look at 

your particular needs and your", you know, that kind of stuff, I think that’s 

really, really tricky.  

I believe that the comparing of cultures by participants is evidence of them becoming 

increasingly aware of themselves as having a culture; of making what can be invisible, 

visible. In fact, several participants explicitly mentioned increasingly noticing differences and 

similarities between their culture and that of clients as a result of their participation in the 

project. According to the critical Whiteness studies literature, an increased awareness of 

White culture is considered as an important part in understanding Whiteness and in 

developing an increased racial consciousness (Frankenberg, 1993, pp. 157-160; Kendall, 

2013, pp. 139-145). Further, Singleton, (2015) also argued, speaking from a US context, that 

being conscious of your own culture and the differences between “White Individualism 

Culture” and “Color Group Collectivism” “is critical if White people and people of color are 

to engage in more effective dialogue” (p. 196). However, when participants compared 

cultures, the vertical axis in this comparison was predominantly their worldview, not the 

other way around. It is argued that comparing ‘Other’ cultures to the dominant Euro-

Australian culture continues to positions the Euro-Australian White as  “the invisible 

‘absolute vertical’ by which all else is defined and judged” (de Beauvoir, 1989, as cited in 

Walter et al., 2013, p. 232), turning the lens away from a critical focus on the White Eur-

Australian culture. Walter and Baltra-Ulloa (2019, p. 71) explain that this leaves the Western 

culture “untested” and affirms Whiteness. 
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The findings discussed thus far in this chapter suggest that the participants in this project had 

a solid understanding of what Whiteness is and how it operates and manifests within the 

broader Australian context. Furthermore, there are examples throughout these sections where 

participants appeared to be becoming increasingly aware of the operationalisation of 

Whiteness within society, themselves as White and cultured and the need to be critical of 

what they have previously learnt throughout their lives. However, through a deeper analysis 

of the findings, Whiteness affirming practices were also recognised. It is suggested that for 

many of the participants involvement in this project facilitated, to some degree at least, an 

increased racial consciousness. In the second half of this chapter, I explore participants’ 

perceptions of the operationalisation of Whiteness as it relates to the social work context and 

social work practice with people of refugee background. 

Australian Government laws, policies and funding contexts 

The current immigration context, discussed in detail in Chapter 3, was connected to 

participants’ interpretations of Whiteness and to the way that participants discussed 

Whiteness in relation to social work practice with people of refugee background. In relation 

to the former, at the time of interviewing, there were people of refugee background in 

Tasmania having their TPV and SHEV applications in Australia rejected. Those working 

with clients in these situations were under a lot of pressure and in a unique position in 

relation to their increased awareness of their Whiteness and how they use their power. This is 

illustrated in the following quote where Nicole discusses her use of power with a client: 

Nicole: There's a young man that I know has a certain story to tell, I feel as 

though he needs to tell that story, bits that we've sort of encouraged him to 

come and talk and tell that story, a little bit more. But I've probably used my, 

role and my knowledge of the system and how, the dominating system of how 

immigration works at the moment. So I’ve used that to sort of, entice or to you 

know in some ways really, well maybe even force him into a situation that he 

maybe didn't want to be in. And then I'll have to reflect on that and work out, 

where that all sits in my work practice. But again it's my knowledge of what's 

going on that I want to make sure that he has, the best opportunities and the 

best outcomes. But as far as my power over him, the power imbalance that 

we've got probably at the moment I've used that to, to pull him into something 

that maybe he may not have very willingly been wanting to be part of. Because 



114 
 

it's hard and it's challenging and it's easier not to face it and ignore it, so I 

think yeah no look I do, I think I'll push people harder in that crisis space 

because I'm more concerned about them, and yeah I probably use that 

Kate: By saying push them harder, do you mean to tell their story? 

Nicole: Yeah or I'll be like "I think you really" you know I'll be saying "I think 

you need to", which you know that's, putting my values and what I think’s best 

for them onto them, which is something I try not to, usually do it's around well 

you know "what do you want, what do you want in this situation? What do you 

think's going to be the best outcome etc", which is how I usually work. But I 

find when I'm incredibly concerned about someone, I'll start to offer all this 

"look this is what I know, this is what my information is, I want you to think 

about that and how you might respond to that then with what I know". So, 

yeah I think, I probably blur the way I would like to work, when in certain 

crisis situations. 

In the above example, Nicole discusses the conflict she experienced in using her privileged 

knowledge and her power to work for the best interests of clients of refugee background, 

whilst trying not to impose her values and beliefs onto them. I believe this conflict relates to 

the work of Kendall (2013, pp. 119-131). She argued that our White privilege and power 

brings with it a responsibility to use our privileged access to work towards change, however 

we must be careful not to re-centre Whiteness and the voices of White people. To apply this 

warning to the conflict experienced by Nicole, I believe that Nicole understood that whilst 

she had a responsibility to share the knowledge that she had and her understanding of how to 

navigate systems, it is also important that this was done carefully as to not centre her ways of 

doing things and her knowledge. She reflected on her experience of how Whiteness had 

operated within her own practice with a client, located within the wider immigration context 

within Australia. 

I also believe that the current immigration context within Australia impacted participants’ 

likelihood to speak out against the system. At the time of interviewing, all participants 

worked for either government agencies or services and programs that were funded by the 

Australian Federal Government. Whilst not an example of speaking out about the government 

explicitly, the following quote from Focus Group Two is an illustration of the fear that social 
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workers have about speaking up or speaking ill of the current Government in relation to 

issues of immigration, even when they have concerns about current practices and processes: 

Um, around [whispering], be careful, you better make sure that this sort of 

doesn't sort of, come out there Kate. But I feel that, who is doing something 

around how we are treating asylum seekers and refugees?  

Nipperess and Clark (2016) discuss this kind of fear in relation to the dilemmas that this can 

cause for social workers feeling comfortable to speak freely about the immigration context. 

The authors explain that: 

There is a well-founded fear that if concerns are raised in the public domain, 

organisations may lose their funding. Since the Abbott Liberal Coalition 

government was elected, a culture of secrecy has permeated through the 

asylum seeker sector and government departments, and has resulted in social 

workers being afraid to speak up for fear of losing their jobs. The current 

political climate, shrouded in misinformation and secrecy, results in workers 

in government-funded agencies facing real penalties for informing and 

educating the community, including their agencies losing funding, as the 

experience of the Refugee Council of Australia (2014) attests (p. 207). 

I believe that this statement from Nipperess and Clark (2016) still applies to the current 

climate at the time of writing. As was the case in the above example, I suspect that this fear 

could have impacted what participants were willing to say about the government in relation to 

their concerns and issues with current immigration policy, as it relates to social work with 

people of refugee background. Therefore, it may have limited the ability to gain answers to 

the research questions in relation to experiences and interpretations of Whiteness within 

Australia’s immigration context. The findings now turn to explore participants’ perceptions 

of the impact neoliberalism has on clients; also interpreted as examples of the 

operationalisation of Whiteness. 

Neoliberalism  

The impact of policies under a neoliberal framework were discussed by many participants 

(either explicitly or implicitly) as a way that Whiteness is operationalised; causing issues 

when trying to meet the needs of clients of refugee background. As explained by Penna and 

O’Brien (2013, pp. 137- 140), neoliberalism as it relates to social work is best understood as 
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a move away from a State directed society where the State is responsible for providing 

welfare, to the market being seen as best able to provide “the conditions by means of which 

overall social welfare is realised” through the creation of wealth (p. 140). The wealth of the 

rich, it is argued, will then “trickle down” to reach the rest of society. This economic focus 

shifts social work with clients to being “economic exchanges”, rather than being about 

genuine relationships. The authors further explain that: 

A necessary feature of any entrepreneurial, capitalist market economy is 

competition and, thus, the private, as opposed to the public, ownership of 

property must be a priority policy goal. One of the ways in which the public 

sector was reduced and ownership was transferred was through part or full 

privatisation… Another way of introducing market logic is through the aptly 

named ‘marketisation’ process, where fees are charged for services previously 

provided free of charge, such as home care, and internal markets introduced in 

public agencies (Penna & O’Brien, 2013, p. 143). 

I believe that the impact of neoliberalism on the delivery of services was evident throughout 

all interviews and, whilst rarely mentioned explicitly, is a theme that is connected to most of 

the findings. In this section, I will focus on how participants interpreted Whiteness as 

operating through the privatisation of services under a neoliberal framework, using the case 

example of My Aged Care which is where this theme of neoliberalism was most prevalent.  

My Aged Care was discussed within Focus Group One and by one participant in both one-on-

one interviews. My Aged Care is Australian Government funded care, where those over 65 

years (or over 50 for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people) can apply for fully or 

partially funded supports to help assist them to remain living in their homes and access social 

supports. The My Aged Care website explains, in regard to the assessment process, that “you 

are expected to contribute to the cost of your care if you can afford to” (Australian 

Government, 2019). Participants explained that in many of their relationships with clients, 

support given had become focused on helping them navigate systems due to language and 

cultural barriers. The implications of the neoliberal context on social work practice with 

people of refugee background as participants reported was that time spent with clients was 

often focused on helping them gain access to services within the privatised environment. The 

barriers when attempting to do this are highlighted in the following quote from Focus Group 

One: 
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P5: For a long time when it first came out, I would have a client saying to me 

"This is happening, I don't know what to do", I would ring My Aged Care to 

try and navigate for them. And they wouldn't even talk to me. [impersonating] 

"Oh you don't have their AC number, you can't talk to me. You weren't the 

original referrer, we can't talk to you. Are you with the client?" [stops 

impersonating], "Well not right now I saw them, you know last week". 

[impersonating] "Oh well you have to have the client with you or we won't 

talk to you" [stops impersonating], "Well right now I'm not with them, I'm 

following up on my visit last week". [impersonating] "No, no, no, you have to" 

[trails off as P6 begins to speak] 

P6: "Computer says no". That's why I go to their house, ring up. 

P5: Yeah and that's great if you can, if you've got the time to do it. 

In the above quote, participants felt time poor and under-resourced to spend the time needed 

with clients of refugee background. Differences in how services are accessed in Australia 

compared to other countries was also discussed by a participant in a one-on-one interview, 

for example walking and waiting in line to access a service when you need it compared to 

going on a virtual waitlist in anticipation of needing it, due to high demand and a shortage of 

services. This environment was reported by participants as often unfamiliar to clients, causing 

confusion and frustration and influencing their support needs with workers.  

My Aged Care was also discussed in terms of the discrepancy between how it is promoted by 

the Australian Government and how it is experienced by clients of refugee background. This 

is illustrated in the following quote from Focus Group One: 

You know in theory they’re talking about delivering services in a more direct 

way where clients are in theory empowered to have more control over what 

services they receive, that's what they are telling us is behind all this. But you 

know just anecdotally from our experience of that, it's not panning out that 

way, people are actually often going "oh it's just too hard". And not even 

accessing anything. So what's that going to mean long term? You know, how's 

that going to be impacting on the system? The whole idea of those services is 

that they provide that community, support to avoid, you know, one of the aims 
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of the health department is hospital avoidance and without adequate support 

in the community that's not going to be met. 

The connections that participants made between the privatisation of services and discussions 

of Whiteness resonate with the work of Stanford and Taylor (2013), writing within the 

Australian social work context and discussing neoliberalism in relation to welfare 

dependence. According to Stanford and Taylor (2013, pp. 483-484), “the invisible privilege 

of White neoliberalism is evident, at the most basic level, by the White majority ownership of 

the market and the disproportionate over-representation of Non-Whites across key measures 

of social disadvantage and exclusion” (p. 484). The relationship between race and 

neoliberalism has also been discussed by Davis (2007, pp. 349-350) within the US context. 

She argued that neoliberalism, which is about more than just a valuing of the principles of a 

free market, also decontextualizes the history of Whiteness. Citing Duggan (2003), Davis 

argued that neoliberalism uses: 

Capitalism to hide racial (and other) inequalities by relocating racially coded 

economic disadvantage and reassigning identity-based biases to the private 

and personal spheres. This achievement is made viable by absolving the 

government from its role in the intervention and management of racial 

disparities (2007, p. 349).  

Being unable to be successful as it is defined within a neoliberal society is attributed to 

personal failure, and the history of racism and Whiteness is not considered.  

On four occasions, participants recognised that such barriers carried the risk that clients of 

refugee background could not or would not access the required service at all. The findings in 

this section would indicate that neoliberalism manifests Whiteness as Whiteness manifests 

neoliberalism. That is, in practice with people of refugee background the operationalisation of 

Whiteness seems to be triggered by neoliberalism as much as in turn Whiteness manifests to 

trigger neoliberalism. This would suggest a symbiosis between neoliberalism and the 

manifestation and operationalisation of Whiteness in practice. The analysis that follows 

explores how Whiteness operates through the privileging of the biomedical model.  

The dominance of the biomedical model  

Several participants described the medical model as culturally inappropriate for a non-

Western client. For participants, witnessing clients of refugee background experiencing these 
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culturally inappropriate moments made the operationalisation of Whiteness visible. For 

instance, some participants questioned the cultural appropriateness of the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM–5) (American Psychiatric Association, 2013), 

the dominant psychological interventions relating to trauma in Australia, and Intelligence 

Quotient (IQ) testing. This is illustrated in the following quote from Cath: 

Cath: I suppose, you know the other thing I'm just thinking of is, I was 

working for the Commonwealth again in (previous workplace). Probably 

about ten years ago, and, there was a lot of weight given to psychological 

testing, which I have a particular view about. You know, I think an 

intelligence, an IQ is a useful tool, but I don't think it's the only definition of 

someone. However at that time, and in that space, it was a very powerful tool 

and it's a very medical tool. And even the DSM is a very medical tool, it's a 

very White tool. You know, I can't remember what's the name of the test they 

use to determine you IQ? What's that called? 

Kate: Oh, I know what you mean 

Cath: What's it called? It annoys me because, of course I'm going to score 

better than, you know someone else from a non-English speaking, non-White 

background because it's all based around that. And so is the DSM. That stuff 

annoys me, and that has a lot of privilege to it, it has a lot of currency, you 

know that, and it has a lot of value, has a lot of power. The DSM has a lot of 

power.  

Several participants also gave practice examples of where the biomedical model and 

dominant Western ways of viewing health had led to the discrimination and disadvantaging 

of people with a refugee background. An example of this is provided below in the following 

narrative: 

I think there's a place for that. I think we need that to give us information and 

learn certain knowledges. It's a type of knowledge that's going to be really 

useful, but it's so apparent how there's all this other knowledge, and lived 

experience and, ways of being human, that just get ignored and neglected and 

dismissed. And I guess translate that over to Whiteness, it's exactly that, like 

all these other ways and frames of view and beliefs and practices and ways of 
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relating and families, can be dismissed or seen as inferior or not the way to do 

it. 

The findings above are consistent with those of Farley et al. (2014), who interviewed health 

care providers about their experiences of providing services to people of refugee background. 

In their study, the broader health care system in Australia was described as “providing limited 

support and flexibility in terms of caring for this population, not allowing for the time and 

complexity involved” (pp. 87-88). These views of health exemplify how Whiteness operates 

to restrict or deny non-dominant understandings of health, illness and death for people of 

refugee background. 

Whilst participants highlighted the importance of working from the client’s perspective on 

how they understood health, illness and death, through my analysis I observed that when 

participants discussed the biomedical model as not being culturally appropriate for working 

with some clients and thus not leading to culturally safe care, participants still seemed to 

perceive Western medicine as being the superior approach. The following quote from Tess is 

illustrative of such beliefs when discussing a clients’ perspective of health that conflicted 

with the biomedical model: 

And then I thought "ok", I tried to really respect that, and go "that's how they 

see it" and then kind of think, kind of fight a little bit of a knee jerk reaction in 

me being like "oh, but there's all this science behind, but actually, that 

actually could be happening as well". But then going, “if I just, that's one way 

of looking at it and there's a lot of fact in it, but what good is it going to do for 

this person if I shut them down and say actually, “no the way you're thinking 

about it is wrong [inaudible]", because it's not wrong, and I think it's about 

being, because, like the end game is always, what can I actually do of any use 

for this person? 

The incorporation of ‘alternative’ medicines or knowledges were also discussed in a way that 

suggested that they should be incorporated to show the client they are being listened to and to 

be respectful of their beliefs, but that the Western medical approach that often goes alongside 

it was actually that which was ‘healing’ or assisting the client. The following narrative from a 

Focus Group Two participant, discussing practice that occurred in the hospital setting with a 

patient of refugee background who believed that they were being punished for something that 

happened in a past life, is an example of this: 
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P4: And then so this particular doctor who sounds quite unusual I suppose 

when you look at the medical model. They got a, a monk to come in and do an 

exorcism of the demon and the leg and then she just 

P1: Mmm, fantastic, yeah  

P4: Yep they, and then, well they put the IV stuff, the antibiotics in as well at 

the same time but for her, that was just another way of looking at something, 

getting some other knowledge or taking that cultural knowledge in to then, 

taking it in to our White, our White system. 

What these stories suggest is that for some participants of this study, whilst committed to 

providing clients of refugee background with culturally appropriate services, they still viewed 

the biomedical model as superior. Through this analysis of participants’ perceptions of the 

biomedical model of health that dominates within Australia, it is concluded that participants 

understood that Whiteness operates through the privileging of such approaches to health, 

illness and death, which impacts clients of refugee background. In the final section of this 

chapter, I explore participants’ interpretations of service delivery in Australia more broadly, 

exploring how the perceived barriers to people of refugee background receiving culturally 

appropriate services were ways in which participants saw the operationalisation of Whiteness 

in practice.  

The delivery of services in Australia 

The barriers that people of refugee background face when accessing services were discussed 

frequently throughout the interviews as ways that participants saw Whiteness operating. The 

word ‘services’ is used here to refer to broader services within the community; for example, 

Centrelink, health services and education services. In this section, the barriers that will be 

discussed include how services, with a focus on Centrelink, are structured to privilege White 

Euro-Australians and how English is the dominant language spoken within services in 

Australia. 

Centrelink is a Government system that was discussed by many participants in relation to the 

operationalisation of Whiteness within Australia society. For example, Lo discussed feeling 

privileged walking into Centrelink: 
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I come from the dominant culture, essentially, that controls, for me you’re 

getting into who has got power, who’s represented across the media… And 

you need to recognise that privilege of when I walk into a shop, when I walk 

into Centrelink, that I've grown up here, that I understand how the system 

works, to a point. And people take that for such granted. 

 

Harry also talked of feeling White when he walks into Centrelink, describing it as a White 

system where most people are White. He explained that walking in with someone who is not 

White makes him notice the dominance of White people in Australia. Harry also gave an 

example of being with a client of refugee background in Centrelink the day that he met me 

for the interview. In this example, he witnessed the client experience several barriers to 

access a payment that they were entitled to, including not being offered an interpreter. Harry 

believed that the client only ended up receiving the payment because he was present and 

advocated for the client with the two separate workers who said the client was not eligible for 

the payment.  

A barrier that was discussed by most participants related to the dominance of the English 

language within Australia. Centrelink services were again mentioned, including how when 

people of refugee background first arrive in Australia, they are sent mass amounts of 

paperwork in English that many cannot read or understand. Similarly, services being 

provided predominantly over the phone was identified as a barrier for clients. Given that 

automated systems begin in English, a reported barrier for assessing the service was that a 

client learning English or who does not speak English may need support when making calls, 

but social work services are not always resourced to be there to support them. A participant 

also reported noticing how clients are expected to fill in multiple forms in English before they 

have even gained access to some of the services, for example My Aged Care. These barriers 

are expanded upon in the following quote relating to work with a client of refugee 

background: 

At the moment it's the reams and reams and reams of forms. Ridiculously, 

repeatable, and I know it doesn’t just come from me, which we didn't do 

before we minimised everything as much as we could, because I know the 

person at the other end is just going to go "yes, yes, yes, no". Without really, 

understanding in the end what they're signing. And what it's for and you can 

go, to the upmost lengths to explain it, it's too much information all at 
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once. It's a, the last one I did was an hour and 3/4. 12 different, forms. Which 

repeated themselves.  

Participants’ perceptions discussed above are similar to the findings of other research that has 

explored the barriers experienced by people seeking asylum and / or people of refugee 

background when accessing services within Australia. For example, Jewson et al. (2015, p. 

235) also reported that services being provided predominantly in English were a barrier for 

clients of refugee background. Similarly, Waxman (1998) interviewed key service providers 

in Australia supporting newly arrived people of a range of refugee backgrounds and reported 

that “monolingual-ism” of services and documents not being provided in the person’s 

primary language as barriers to culturally appropriate service provision (p. 767). The findings 

suggest that the participants in this project had interpreted Whiteness as operating through the 

delivery of services, consistent with what others have reported about service delivery within 

Australia (Waxman, 1998; Jewson et al., 2015). 

Conclusion 

Chapter 2 explored the literature that suggests that Whiteness is often invisible to White 

people (for example, Young, 2004, p. 105; Pease, 2010, pp. 112–113; Baltra-Ulloa, 2013, p. 

89; Walter et al., 2013, p. 230). However, the findings presented in this chapter revealed how 

the participants understood Whiteness as operating and manifesting within Australia. For 

example, they interpreted Whiteness as being socially constructed, manifesting throughout 

educational texts, connected to the privileging of certain voices, knowledges and the 

biomedical model of health, and as operating within the delivery of services across Australia. 

These findings are consistent with the literature that defines and details the operationalisation 

of Whiteness and thus suggests that Whiteness was visible to the White people in this study. 

These findings raise questions around how participants responded to their understandings of 

Whiteness. The findings presented in the following three chapters provide insight into 

participants’ responses to the operationalisation and manifestation of Whiteness.  

The following chapter presents participants’ interpretations of how Whiteness operates within 

organisational contexts and practices relating to practice with people of refugee background.  
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Chapter 6  

Doing Whiteness 1: Organisational Contexts and Practices 

 Introduction 

This chapter examines how participants in this study interpreted Whiteness as operating 

within organisational contexts and practices related to working with people of refugee 

background. Participants reported that Whiteness operates at the organisational level where 

White social workers are employed, and within practices with people of refugee background. 

Throughout interviews and focus groups, participants’ frequently reported feelings of 

discomfort about how they perceive Whiteness to be operating within the organisations that 

they work, and this data is explored in more detail. In Chapter 4, I explained how a 

Decolonising lens informed data analysis in that it led me to analyse how Whiteness was 

enacted within participants’ accounts of their own practice. In this chapter, I present some of 

this analysis in relation to how participants reported feeling discomfort yet often failed to 

speak up about it, thus colluding with Whiteness.  

Organisational contexts  

Systemic or institutional racism 

When discussing their interpretations of how Whiteness operates, participants often discussed 

systemic or institutional racism within the services they work or have worked. That is, 

discrimination against non-White people and advantages for White people. For example, 

when talking about their previous experience working for an Australian Government 

department, one participant explained that: 

We'll have a standardised system and people will either conform to it or they'll 

be penalised for not conforming to it. And of course, the people that most 

conformed to it, were mostly male and they were mostly White. So if you were 

outside of that, or if you had a mental health problem or an addiction 

problem, but you know particularly also if you were not male, not White, you 

had less chance of conforming, and it was all about, making everybody fit the 

same square peg.  

In another example, a government funded program was expected to make initial contact with 

a certain cohort to provide them with information and offer targeted support. The focus of the 

Government as funder was on ‘ticking the box’ of engagement with every individual, rather 
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than the quality of that engagement. Whilst the method of engagement might have been 

appropriate (or more appropriate) for the majority of Euro-Australians, the participant 

explained that it failed to meet the needs of some non-Euro-Australians. For example, this 

may not be an appropriate way to begin a conversation and offer support to people from the 

refugee arrived communities. The participant explained that whilst the workers within the 

service could see that a shift to spending more time in the relationship building phase was 

more culturally appropriate for some members of refugee arrived communities, the service 

was not funded to work this way: 

So if we spend, twenty hours working with this person and we're only up to X 

point, "why are you still working with that person?" is the question, not what's 

the value to that person to working with them on a long-term basis? So I think, 

yeah the way it's been set up it's been set up to meet the expectation of 

government, of agency, of service, and then the clients are expected to fit, 

within that pattern.  

In this example, whilst the service was successful at ticking the appropriate boxes for the 

funding body, those boxes were not set up to account for the quality of the service that was 

provided; rather just that a service had been provided. As a result, the context around whether 

the services were culturally appropriate for clients of refugee background was not valued and 

thus interpreted as way in which Whiteness was operating. 

Gordon and Zufferey (2013) explored the impact that the neoliberal environment had on 

social workers and service provision within the Australian context and found that the social 

workers in their study similarly reported on the difficulty of providing culturally appropriate 

services to non-Euro-Australian groups, “within a political environment that placed pressures 

on front line staff to meet rigid contractual agreements with funding bodies” (p. 26). 

Participants in their study reported not being adequately funded to respond in a way that met 

the needs of non-Euro-Australian clients. Gordon and Zufferey (2013) concluded that it 

comes down to not being appropriately resourced to provide culturally appropriate services to 

non-Euro-Australian clients, which was a similar conclusion made by the participant in my 

project: 

And it is difficult to meet all of those expectations and work in a different way 

to meet, cultural or social needs of other people.  
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The findings of the current project, supported by those of Gordon and Zufferey (2013), 

highlight how intuitional racism operates through the allocation of funds and implementation 

of the Key Performance Indicators that dictate what are deemed successful outcomes and 

discriminate against clients who are not part of the dominant Euro-Australian population. 

That is, by not adequately resourcing services to meet the needs of non-Euro-Australian 

clients, institutional racism manifests within social work organisations. In the following 

section, narratives where providing a culturally appropriate service for people of refugee 

background was considered a cost rather than a benefit will be discussed. 

Cost over rights 

When analysing the data, I interpreted a theme that relates to Whiteness operating at an 

organisational level that I termed ‘cost over rights’ narratives. These narratives were those 

where the cost of providing a culturally appropriate service for people of refugee background 

was deemed too high or the service had decided that it was not adequately funded to provide 

it, or the service needed to put resources elsewhere, resulting in the service not being offered. 

These narratives emerged as I analysed data that predominantly related to participants 

describing how documents and resources were not translated into other languages. They 

discussed how this was an indication of how organisations prioritised cost savings over 

meeting the needs of non-Euro-Australian clients. An example of these narratives is 

illustrated by Selina as she describes her observations of her organisations’ cost savings 

practices:  

The (current workplace) refuses to pay a little bit extra for translated 

documents for our patients… [being sarcastic] So, for example, for patients, 

they get these lovely standardised documents printed out and given to 

them. Beautiful... [stops being sarcastic]. [impersonating] "Oh they’re in 

other languages"[stops impersonating]. That's what they announced at the 

launch, it was all fantastic. I thought "wow, that's wonderful", and I go to 

access the documents… [impersonating]"Oh actually no, we're not going to 

pay that extra money, for access to those". So, I think in terms of 

communication, and translated documents, we don't provide those. 

The limited number of languages that documents, in this case brochures, are translated into 

was also discussed within Focus Group One as relating to a lack of resourcing and 

prioritising of making information accessible to clients of refugee background: 
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We put out a lot of literature in the organisation that I work in, and we have 

one brochure in two other languages; that's not equity. That's not opening it 

up for everybody. 

I believe that these costs over rights narratives resonate with Derrick Bell’s (1980) principle 

of ‘interest convergence’. Interest convergence has been described by Milner (2008, p. 332) 

“as a tool to help explain and operationalize race and racism”. Bell (1980, p. 523), a legal 

scholar writing in the US, proposed that “the interests of Blacks in achieving racial equality 

will be accommodated only when it converges with the interests of Whites”. Using this 

principle to explore the inherent interests of the social work organisations who chose not to 

offer culturally appropriate services for clients of refugee background, it is useful to consider 

the associated losses and gains with offering them. It could be argued that this sacrificing (or 

lack of prioritising) of services that are based on the needs of clients of refugee background is 

the result of a lack of converging interests for the dominant group, in this case, the 

organisation. That is, there is no benefit, or perceived gain for them, only cost. These 

interpretations of cost saving measures within organisations provide insight into how 

participants experienced the manifestations and operationalisation of Whiteness. 

Analysis that follows explores the fast-paced nature of service delivery within social work 

contexts.   

The fast-paced nature of service delivery  

The way in which Whiteness manifests for participants of this study was also said to be 

through the fast-paced nature of service delivery and also in general through narratives of 

being time poor. The fast-paced nature of social work within the health care setting was 

discussed by two participants, where time is money and services are becoming increasingly 

restricted in the time and resources allocated to each client or family (Penna & O’Brien, 

2013, p. 145). Participants discussed how this creates challenges when trying to work 

appropriately with clients of refugee background. For example, one participant provided the 

example of doctors pressuring a patient to sign consent forms when it was obvious that the 

patient did not understand what they were signing due to language barriers and potential 

cultural differences. This is illustrated in the following quote: 

You know part of I think social work’s role in that instance was to slow down 

the medical practitioners, because they would have had her sign that, and it 
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was obvious to me that she wasn't really understanding some of that stuff… 

And so they’re trying to give her the information and I think it’s just the pace 

that the information is given, doesn't allow, I think I said earlier you know. 

Sometimes you need to go really slowly. 

In another example, a participant explained that there are instances where they are given only 

15 minutes to spend with a client, limiting their ability to prioritise relationship building with 

clients of refugee background: a result of the fast-paced nature of the current health care 

context in Australia.  

Participants also frequently mentioned feeling consistently time poor and working in high 

pressure situations on a day-to-day basis within social work contexts more generally. The 

implications of being time poor included stories of expecting clients of refugee background to 

fit within your schedule, rushing and thus not providing best practice. This theme of being 

time poor is illustrated in the following quote by Nicole: 

Nicole: Or maybe sometimes disregarding... I'm not giving people enough 

voice, because I think that I know better because I'm in this, I'm in the system, 

I know what's best for you. I know that comes into, you know especially 

working with younger people, and kids. That's been stuff that I've done. And 

maybe at the time not really reflecting on that, but thinking about it later 

Kate: Yeah I was just going to ask, because it's usually something that you 

think about, you know that you challenge yourself on later or… 

Nicole: Yep, it is yeah. Because at the time it's like "right just got to deal with 

this, or, we need to get this sorted, or, you need to fit in to my agenda, because 

it's busy", things like that. 

Also related to feeling time poor and working in high pressure situations, were participants 

reports of being too busy to undertake critical reflection. Whilst discussing the usefulness of 

critical reflection in relation to Whiteness, several participants also mentioned that within the 

current climate, they did not feel like they had time to undertake adequate critical reflection 

on Whiteness, illustrated in the following quote from Ruth: 

Because it's so busy, work is so busy, that time to formally reflect on this is a 

challenge. 
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Whilst participants did not mention this explicitly as a recognised privilege of being White, I 

also analysed these narratives of being too busy or time poor to reflect on practice in relation 

to race as a privilege only afforded to White workers. This aspect of my analysis relates to 

reflections on my discussions about the project with my critical friends. Throughout our 

discussions about being an ‘Other’ and being Black in Australia, they told stories about 

frequently having to reflect on the role that race plays in their lives. For my friends, this 

critical reflection was not something they necessarily chose to do, it happened naturally and 

regularly as they navigated their way through a White world. 

The findings in this section relate to previous research that has explored the experiences of 

people who work with people seeking asylum and people of refugee background in a variety 

of contexts. For example, Century et al. (2007, pp. 28-29) reported that counsellors working 

with people of refugee background in the UK reported being time poor and under-resourced. 

Guhan and Liebling-Kalifani (2011, pp. 214-215), who interviewed people working with 

people seeking asylum and people of refugee background in the UK about their experiences, 

also found that time pressures made it difficult for workers to provide best service to clients 

and to reflect on practice. The stories from participants in both this project and those 

mentioned above have a similar theme of workers not having adequate time to work with 

clients of refugee background appropriately or having adequate time to reflect on their 

practice. Therefore, it seems that one of the ways in which participants reported the 

operationalisation of Whiteness within organisational contexts that deliver services to people 

of refugee background is through services not allowing the time that is required for culturally 

appropriate services to be provided to clients.  

Organisational climates and cultures relating to the participants’ interpretations of the 

operationalisation of Whiteness will now be explored.  

Organisational climate and culture  

Several participants discussed workplace climate and culture in relation to the 

operationalisation of Whiteness. Kendall (2013) defined organisational climate as including 

“the organization’s history, its employee composition, ways of doing things, formal and 

informal rules, [and] leadership style” (p. 167).  

The organisational climate where participants worked was described in a variety of ways. For 

example, one participant explained: 
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Because I work for a Government organisation, I think that there is a handed 

down practice policy. So, this is what your service is here for and this is how 

you will do it… 

… 

So it's a very, very regimented framework, under which we work. Now in any 

of that there is no, differentiation, between, working with a male client, who is 

identified as a victim working with a female client who is identified as the 

victim, working with somebody in a same gender relationship who is identified 

as the victim, working with somebody from, an ATSI or other cultural 

background there is no differentiation, of that. And whilst that might seem like 

we treat everybody equally, it doesn't recognise that there are differences, in 

the way that we should work with people based on, their cultural 

understanding or their, practice understanding or their, gender difference 

whatever that might be.  

Another participant discussed how organisational climate in their office caused them 

discomfort in relation to leadership style and with some of the ‘rules’ or ‘ways of doing 

things’ within the organisation. This is illustrated in the following quote relating to practice 

with people of refugee background as they resettle: 

And from the leadership side of things, there's no talk about being empathetic 

or understanding or respectful. Or culturally aware, there’s no talk of that. 

There's only "be firm with your clients, be assertive". And, so there's very little 

talk about, listening to them and respecting them. There's lots of talk about 

"they must respect how we do things" and if they speak up and, challenge 

they're quite often labelled as, like a narrative in the team mostly from the top, 

is: "Oh geez that's a troublesome family, or that's a tricky family". 

The impact or influence that management have on workplace climate was also discussed in 

the following quote, where a participant mentioned how the beliefs and attitudes of those in 

leadership positions were creating a workplace that is failing to reach its full potential: 

No it's not easy to talk to the top. They’re not that approachable. So yeah, I 

think there needs to be some kind of alternative ways of looking at things. 

Yeah, or dialogue. But that's definitely something I've noticed, a lack of 

narrative and training about how can we, best ways of relating to people of 
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other cultures. There's none of that within the team. Within the staff we 

probably talk about it, but officially, nothing.  

For another participant, they discussed feeling as though their workplace was becoming 

increasingly policy driven, impacting their ability to work appropriately with people of 

refugee background: 

Well, there’s a strong shift from government to what’s called client-centred 

practice. To which I normally respond: "Well what were you doing 

before?" And, through the social work course, you learn that anyway, that’s 

how we come out. So, you're already in that space. But what I’m finding is, 

that it just becomes a title for, process and procedure, and policy driven, 

rather than the client driven. So what the organisation does is to try and get 

everyone to be client-centred. They’re putting all these policies in place, but 

that becomes the boundary for work, and you can't actually achieve things.  

The quotes above illustrate that for participants, they interpreted Whiteness as operating 

through the climate of organisations where they work. This appears to have been influenced 

by the organisation’s history and previous ways of doing things, as well as leadership styles 

and managements’ decision making within the organisation. The above findings suggest that 

for participants of this study, organisational climate can lead to institutional and covert racism 

and bureaucratisation, influencing social work with people of refugee background. 

Bureaucratisation, theorised by Max Weber, is the result of what Chenoweth and McAuliffe 

(2017) describe as organisations being “based on power, domination and authority”, 

characterised as “large, impersonal, hierarchical, rule-orientated and rigid” (p. 221).  

There appears to be a lack of discussion in the literature about the impact of organisational 

climates and the connection to institutional and covert racism. However, several studies, for 

example Waxman (1998), Nipperess (2013), Baltra-Ulloa (2014), Robinson (2014) and 

Jewson et al. (2015) have discussed bureaucracy and rigidity within organisations as 

restricting workers’ abilities to work appropriately with clients within the refugee settlement 

sector. Whilst not always explicitly named up as Whiteness within the literature, it is 

suggested that the experiences of participants in the current study are similar to others that 

support people of refugee background.  
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To understand an organisation’s culture, Kendall (2013, p. 167) argued, is to understand the 

why of functions within organisations. Schein (2004, as cited in Kendall, 2013, p. 167) 

argued that understanding organisational culture leads to the best chance of promoting change 

and disrupting Whiteness, as it makes visible the shared norms around what guides and 

constrains workers. Okitikpi and Aymer (2003, p. 17) explain that “it is well recognised that 

all organisations and institutions after a period develop ethos, values and cultures that 

transcend the people that work in them”. Citing the work of Hardy (2005), they explain that 

these assumptions and inherited behaviours “become the established ways of doing things” 

(Okitikpi & Aymer 2003, p. 17); an unspoken and expected culture within organisations. In 

relation to organisational culture, many participants observed that organisations had 

predominantly White employees. When participants discussed noticing Whiteness operating 

within their organisations, many mentioned observing that White people are also those who 

predominantly get employed. In the first interview, Tess reflected on this in relation to 

commencing her job: 

Tess:  Yeah. Pretty much a lot of people in there are White  

Kate: Yep, like you mean the majority of the staff? 

Tess: Yep. And that's changing, which is really good, and when I first started 

working there, I really questioned like, should I be doing that job?  

Selina also mentioned noticing that when non-White people do get employed, it is often in 

positions considered to be lower down the hierarchy of power, also related to skills and 

qualifications obtained in other countries not being recognised in Australia. This is explained 

further in the following discussion: 

Just reflecting on the (current workplace) again. On the one hand, I think the 

(current workplace) actually has employed, quite a number of people from 

refugee background, in the kitchen and the cleaning staff. So, I have these, 

mixed feelings. I think it's fantastic that they don't discriminate against people 

when they do apply for those jobs. But it makes me sad that's mainly where 

people are employed even though, they were probably, well some of them 

probably do have degrees but because maybe of their English or the different 

Australian culture it's hard for them. 
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The skillsets that seemed to be most privileged within organisations were also discussed by 

several participants. These included being computer literate, having good written and verbal 

English, having knowledge about how Australian systems work and the ability to stick to the 

dominant Western way of approaching time and appointments. It should also be noted that 

information about who was involved within organisations for making the hiring decisions 

was not provided by participants and therefore it cannot be assumed that they were all White 

people. 

Whilst discussing institutional racism, Sue (2006, pp. 23-24) argued that White people often 

get hired or promoted due to the cultural behaviours that are considered most valuable or 

desirable within White supremacist societies. Therefore, whilst the hiring of White people 

may seem fair due to meeting the set criteria, the criteria are likely based on White cultural 

behaviours. The hiring practices discussed by participants in this project could also be 

partially explained by exploring in-group preferencing. For example, Walter et al. (2013) 

when discussing the White habitus; a framework they elaborate to conceptualise Whiteness, 

argue that Whites are socialised to prefer the company of our in-group and have “negative 

views of non-Whites” (p. 233). Picower (2009), who examined Whiteness within a teaching 

setting in the US, also reported on examples of in-group preferencing. In Picower’s (2009, 

pp. 202-204) study, pre-service teachers were interviewed about their life experiences to 

analyse their perceptions of themselves, their teaching and their students. They found that 

participants had hegemonic understandings of non-Whites, for example discussing 

stereotypes such as Black men as criminals. As a result, many enacted new racism, tending to 

only interact with, or preferring to interact with other White people.  

Whilst published research within the Australian context relating to hiring discrimination is 

lacking, recent US research by Quillian, Pager, Hexel and Midtbøen (2017) concluded that 

hiring discrimination of African Americans and Latinos has remained largely unchanged over 

the past 25 years. Similarly, Purkiss, Perrewé, Gillespie, Mayes and Ferris (2006) explored 

implicit bias in hiring judgements and decisions in the US. The authors argue that prejudice 

towards racial minority groups, connected to negative stereotyping, can be “elicited through 

the use of a cue”, for instance accent and name (p. 153). They argue that even minority group 

members tend to view people from the dominant group within a society more positively. This 

study found that job applicants with “an accent” and “ethnic name” were viewed as having 

less favourable characteristics than those without; impacting hiring decisions. However, Tate 

and Page (2018) have warned that a focus on implicit bias can lead to a culture of innocence 
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or ignorance where White individuals are let “off the hook”, can lead to a detour away from 

critical conversations about White supremacy and institutionalised racism, and can allow 

systems to go unexamined and unchanged. Others have also critiqued implicit/unconscious 

bias training, for example, Noon (2018) questions its effectiveness to create behavioural 

change within the day-to-day behaviour of individuals whilst also arguing that the focus on 

the individual ignores the systemic or structural level. The findings above suggest that 

Whiteness operates within organisations where White social workers work with people of 

refugee background through the hiring of White workers and the privileging of White Euro-

Australian ways of doing things. These conclusions are supported by previous literature that 

suggests that this occurs because of institutional racism, in-group preferencing and hiring 

discrimination.  

Also connected to organisational culture is my observation that within the first interviews, all 

but one participant described having felt most White or been more aware of being White 

when they were the only White person in a situation, or when most people present were not 

White. For Harry, however, he discussed feeling most White walking into ‘official’ places 

like Centrelink, where he described noticing that the majority of the workers were White. For 

example: 

Even though Centrelink, there's still different backgrounds in (suburb in area), 

but most of the workers are White as well, and yeah, I think so definitely when 

there's more White people, you feel more White. 

When I met with participants in the second interviews, four mentioned how they had begun to 

notice when the majority of the people in a situation where decisions are being made were 

predominantly White, as well as the consequences of this. For example, one noticed that all 

of the people around the table at a Board of Directors meeting were White, and those who 

were selected for employment-interview panels were predominantly White. This raised 

consciousness is illustrated in the following quote from Sharleen about her experience at a 

recent meeting of Board of Directors: 

It was from the reflection of having spoken to you not long before I went in 

(month), reflecting on "well I've looked around the room I couldn't, and I'll be 

specific here, I couldn't identify anybody, from an African, or a Arabic or a, 

another background, no Asian people, everybody looked like me"  
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For participants, this noticing of the White people was not simply White people being more 

visible, it was also a raised awareness of the way White people have the power to make the 

decisions that impact how things are done. That is, not just noticing that we have majority 

status but acknowledging the consequences of this. Given the uniqueness of this research 

project in exploring social work with refugee arrived communities through the lens of 

Whiteness, these observations from participants shed new light on how Whiteness operates 

through the privileging of White voices. Furthermore, this increased awareness also suggests 

that involvement in the project facilitated an increased racial consciousness amongst 

participants. Frankenberg (1993, p. 15), used the term race cognisance to define this process 

of White people noticing how social structures perpetuate racial inequality and thus the 

operationalisation of Whiteness.  

This section has explored how participants interpreted Whiteness operating through 

organisational climate and culture. It is suggested that the organisation’s history and previous 

ways of doing things, as well as leadership styles and managements’ decision making within 

the organisation, led to institutional and covert racism and bureaucratisation. Furthermore, 

through the exploration of organisational culture, I argue that Whiteness operates through the 

hiring of White workers, the privileging of White Euro-Australian ways of doing things and 

the power that White workers have to make decisions. In the next section, the findings 

relating to how Whiteness manifests through the way that physical spaces are constructed to 

best accommodate White Euro-Australians will be explored.  

How physical spaces are constructed  

Several of the participants provided examples of how Whiteness manifests via physical 

spaces within organisations. Participants noted that physical spaces are set up to best 

accommodate White Euro-Australian clients, and they discussed the impact that this would 

have on clients of refugee background when accessing services. For example, both Sharleen 

and Ruth discussed the way that counselling spaces are set up. Ruth explained that from her 

experience, counselling spaces or consult rooms are usually small spaces built to fit just two 

to four people. She acknowledged that this does not respect collectivist ways of using space 

where there might be a desire to have many people involved in a session. This is illustrated in 

the following quote: 

But it requires you to be open and willing to recognise that for some people 

they need everyone to be involved. And give that space, make the space 
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available for people. Because it's so important… But there are cultural shifts. 

I mean, when I was in (previous workplace) the consultation rooms were tiny, 

same thing, lucky to get more than two visitors. If you wanted more than that, 

good luck with that because it's bloody. They were built like little boxes.  

Whilst not within the social work context, when analysing the data, I reflected on hearing this 

complaint from two of my friends from African-Australian communities resettled in 

Tasmania. The examples, told to me at different times, involved several community members 

wanting to visit a patient in hospital at the same time after they had given birth. My friends 

explained that they were informed by hospital staff that they were only allowed two-three 

visitors at a time, which was culturally inappropriate for many African-Australian 

communities who wanted to pray together with the patient. After one of these discussions, I 

remember thinking to myself “I guess it is to ensure that the other patients are comfortable”. 

My response is also an example of Whiteness for two reasons. Firstly, I was defining 

“comfortable” in this hospital context from my own White Western perspective; quiet and 

private. I failed to recognise the differing definitions of comfort that my friends had and thus 

acknowledged that the two-three visitor rule led to their discomfort. Secondly, I was 

assuming that all other patients in the hospital would have been from the Euro-Australian 

population and thus also potentially wanting a quiet and private environment. 

The following example from Sharleen emphasises how the two to three people in a room, 

sitting face to face set up of counselling spaces, whilst seemingly natural and comfortable for 

White Euro-Australians, can be perceived very differently by social work clients from 

refugee arrived communities: 

And so at the end of, I think it was the third fourth and fifth focus groups, I 

added my own question which I told them I said: "This is not a part of what 

the, (department name) want, this is something that I would like to know, and 

you don't, there's no onus on you, to answer this any more than there is for 

anything else. But come with me, have a look around our building. How would 

you feel if you came in here for the first time, and for many people it was, and 

this is how I would sit you down and this is what we would do". And every 

single one of them said that they would feel like they were being interrogated. 

So not supported, not given an opportunity but that they were being 
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interrogated because, the person with authority is asking me questions and in 

the country I come from, that could be really dangerous for me. 

In this interview with Sharleen, she went on to explain how within her organisation, they 

have changed the way that their social work service is delivered so that it is more appropriate 

for people of non-Euro-Australian background. A major aspect of this change is about asking 

the client what they want or need from the service in the initial stage of contact, rather than 

assuming that the individualistic structuring of space and counselling will be ok with some 

slight amendments when they arrive. This example will be further expanded upon in Chapter 

8, when Sharleen’s own social work practices are explored.  

Several participants also discussed how Whiteness operates through the construction of other 

physical spaces within organisations. This included all White people in the promotion posters 

on the walls and Euro-Australian ‘slang’ on the toilet doors. 

Whiteness as manifested through the construction of physical spaces within organisations can 

be explained through the work of Bonam, Taylor and Yantis (2017, p. 2). Exploring physical 

space through the lens of psychology, they argue that physical spaces, including built 

environments, are racialised spaces and are cultural products. Further, they argue that “race is 

because policies, practices, laws, and institutions have used physical space to both craft racial 

group boundaries and reinforce racial privilege and disadvantage” (p. 3, emphasis in 

original). Applying this argument to the current research findings, it is concluded that 

physical social workspaces have been constructed as White spaces that privilege Euro-

Australian clients and provide comfort to the Euro-Australian workers when interacting with 

clients. This analysis of physical spaces as White spaces is consistent with the work of 

Ahmed. According to Ahmed (2007), the world is made White and as a result, “the body-at-

home is one that can inhabit whiteness’ (p. 153). Whiteness she argued then, shapes what 

bodies can do. Discussing the work of Fanon (1986 as cited in Ahmed 2007, p. 153), she 

explained that “bodies are shaped by histories of colonialism, which makes the world ‘white’, 

a world that is inherited, or which is already given before the point of an individual’s arrival”.  

The first part of this chapter has explored how participants of this study have reported 

Whiteness as operating at the organisational level within the organisations where they were 

employed. The second part of this chapter reports on participants’ interpretations of how 

Whiteness operates within organisational practices. 
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Organisational practices  

One-size fits all  

Participants frequently reported ‘one-size fits all’ approaches to service delivery with people 

from refugee arrived communities as examples of how Whiteness operates and manifests. For 

example, many of the barriers that participants believed clients of refugee background 

experience when accessing culturally appropriate social work services relate to one-size fits 

all approaches. One-size-fits all narratives included examples of services being delivered in 

English and services as structured to privilege the Euro-Australian way of doing things at the 

expense of clients of refugee background. 

Frequently throughout participants’ narratives, social work services offered only in English 

were discussed as a barrier for clients of refugee background accessing services and thus a 

way in which they saw the operationalisation of Whiteness in practice. For example, both 

Selina and Ruth discussed how the dominance of the English language can be a barrier in 

relation to health literacy. For Selina, she explained noticing that often people accessing the 

health system are not talked to in a way that is appropriate for their level of English, 

illustrated in the following quote: 

Definitely this whole idea that you can work with someone effectively who 

doesn't speak, fluent English in a medical setting, is ridiculous. I still don't 

understand, why. It's very much Whiteness functioning at that level, where, 

White staff assume everyone should have a good level of English. And if you 

don't, bad luck. And that always upsets me and… But to try and convince them 

otherwise… But I see it as a systemic issue too, like there's really no 

leadership around that.  

The use of English was a barrier to hearing feedback from clients about services and hearing 

the voices of all group members when working with groups. An example of this theme is 

highlighted in the following quote relating to groupwork with people from refugee arrived 

communities: 

If the (ethnic group) spoke English, that would be much easier for me to get 

those people’s voices to come out but because, it's huge, even using the 

interpreter, I know what I want to get at. I know the people in there that I 
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really want to know what they think, and whether they're just running along 

with the group.  

The dominance of the Euro-Australian culture in informing how services are delivered was 

also discussed by many participants as a barrier to clients of refugee background accessing 

culturally appropriate services and thus a way in which they saw the operationalisation of 

Whiteness in practice. For example, individualistic approaches to care, the way that consent 

is obtained and the way that counselling is performed were all elaborated on in interviews. Lo 

discussed how his organisation’s periods of closure are structured around the holidays 

celebrated by White Euro-Australians; for example, Easter and Christmas. The following 

quote from Lo provides insight into the impact of this on some clients: 

And our last lot of evaluations, some of the feedback was, people that are by 

themselves and don't have family are so lonely during that little period, to the 

point that we're actually trying to think of, some things that we can actually do 

during that patch. 

There was agreement amongst participants that there needs to be flexibility when delivering 

services to try and limit the discrimination experienced by clients of refugee background. On 

several occasions one particular participant discussed how they dealt with the one-size fits all 

approach and this is summarised in the quote below: 

You've got to learn to massage the system, and bend things without breaking 

the rules. 

One-size-fits-all approaches were also discussed in connection to the expectations placed on 

people of refugee background when accessing social work services. Several participants 

discussed the expectations that clients of refugee background will conform to the dominant 

Western way of doing things as examples of the operationalisation of Whiteness. For 

example, participants reported expectations within organisations that the Monday to Friday, 

9am – 5pm workday will be suitable to clients, that the individualistic way of doing things is 

expected to be ok and be comfortable, that they will want to and be able to come into the 

office if they would like to access the service and that they will be ‘on time’ in relation to the 

Western way of doing appointments. Discussion amongst Focus Group One members 

illustrates the theme of social work services expecting that clients of refugee background will 

conform to current ways of doing things to access services: 
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P5: I think that our structures, you were talking about the systems [referring 

to P6], I agree with you 100 percent. We're just not set up in a way that is 

accommodating and respectful of different ways of thinking and seeing and 

being. And I think that's really, really harmful, I mean, I almost think it's 

abusive because I think we expect people to fit into certain boxes in a way that 

doesn't allow them to access the sort of support that perhaps, the White 

Australians can access, merely because we have set it up that way, which I 

think's pretty appalling really 

… 

P3: And yet when people come here … we expect them to understand that, 

well it's our law and therefore you have to abide by it, but if you don't 

understand what's being said to you in the first place 

P6: Mmm [Affirming P3’s statement] 

P3: Or you don't understand even the concept, in the first place, it's that 

Eurocentric or Australian-Centric view of, everybody can do what we expect 

them to do 

P5: Mmm [Affirming P3’s statement] 

P3: And therefore, they'll get benefit out of it. If you can't do that, if you can't 

assimilate into that process of working, we see that we don’t disadvantage 

anybody. 

In the discussion above the participants were also aware of how Whiteness manifests through 

institutional racism. That is, services’ portrayals of being equitable because they are open to 

everybody, whilst providing culturally inappropriate services or creating barriers for non-

Euro-Australians, are examples of how systemic racism is embedded within the practices of 

organisations. It is important to take a moment here to reiterate how these examples of 

systemic racism are directly related to the structural formations of White supremacy. In 

Chapter 2, White supremacy was defined as the ideology that promotes White people as 

superior to non-White people (Pewewardy & Almeida, 2014, p. 232). It is argued that the 

examples of systemic racism reported by participants are not only a product of the wider 

structural systems of privilege that create and maintain racial hierarchies, but they also work 

to reinforce such systems.  
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The findings above illustrate how participants interpreted Whiteness as operating though the 

privileging of English and Euro-Australian ways of doing things. In response, participants 

discussed their beliefs that more flexibility in the delivery of services is required in relation to 

practices with people of refugee background. Robinson (2014), who interviewed front line 

workers including social workers, in Australia and the UK working with people of refugee 

background in NGOs came to similar conclusions as the participants in the current study. She 

found that whilst participants did report that they were attracted to NGOs for having a degree 

of flexibility to “engage in innovative work practices”, there was still a reported need for 

more discretion and independence for workers (pp. 1613-1614). These findings also echo the 

work of Baltra-Ulloa (2014) in Australia. In her study, Baltra-Ulloa spoke to social workers, 

including those from refugee backgrounds who work with refugee arrived communities, as 

well as the clients of refugee background, about their experiences relating to direct social 

work practice. She found that positive social work encounters were reported as those that 

were focused on relationships, reciprocity and mutual learning. In other words, those that 

were guided by clients and their wants and needs, not those where one-size-fits-all 

approaches designed to cater for the dominant group within Australia guided social work 

practice.  

An analysis of how organisations engage with interpreting services and interpreters is 

presented below. 

Issues relating to the use of interpreting services and interpreters 

The importance of using interpreting services, providing choice to clients around interpreters, 

as well as the barriers associated with the use of (or the failure of some service providers to 

use) interpreters were discussed by many participants in relation to the operationalisation of 

Whiteness within organisational practices and service approaches. Participants’ beliefs in the 

importance of not only using interpreters but also asking clients of refugee background what 

kind of interpreter they would prefer is summarised in the following quote from Sharleen: 

So, giving people the right to say "no, this is not an interpreter that I would 

like, in that session" and it might be because of past experience or it might be 

because of social connectedness, and that should and is becoming more and 

more ok, for a person to say to us "not comfortable with that person". 

Certainly we, the male female thing, we have always looked at, but at times we 

haven't asked, "which person, do you prefer a male or a female? Do you 



142 
 

prefer somebody who is in the (Tasmanian city) region, the Tasmanian region 

or somebody from interstate?". So that they're not connected to any of the 

people that you know. But yeah we are changing the way that we do that.  

In relation to services not offering interpreters, participants discussed their beliefs that this 

occurs due to laziness, people being time poor, or because of cost. Barriers that were also 

discussed included people assuming that because someone has some English skills that an 

interpreter doesn’t need to be offered and also services not recognising that elderly patients 

often revert back to their first learnt language, so they may need or want an interpreter in 

certain circumstances. Ruth also discussed the dilemma of wanting to respect a person’s right 

to decline the use of an interpreter even when she believes that a person may be struggling to 

understand all of the information being presented to them: 

Ruth: I mean I've had experiences. I went to visit a couple at a home who were 

an older (ethnic group) couple, absolutely gorgeous couple; they lived over 

the river… Anyway, so I went to see them, and I had booked a telephone 

interpreter for my visit. This is going back to when I was still doing (previous 

position), and it was fascinating because they were saying "no, no, no, we 

don't want an interpreter" and then we had a call from their daughter, who I 

think was from (capital city of Australia) or somewhere, "oh my parents said 

this, this, this, this and that", obviously not really understood a lot of what was 

being said at the time. And it's really challenging when that happens because 

you know, you think well "I need to respect what you want", you know, patient 

centred-practice. If you say to me "that's insulting", which is kind of what they 

were saying, we don’t need an interpreter we've got really good English, we 

understand what you're saying"… 

Kate: What did you do? 

Ruth: I respected their choice 

Stories about interpreters also included discussions about shifts in thinking about and the use 

of interpreters in Tasmania over the past 15 years. It was concluded by several participants 

that the use of interpreters and the accessibility of appropriate interpreting services within 

Tasmania has improved. Such a conclusion is provided in the following quote from Ruth: 
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Ruth: Like I reckon a hell of a lot of people would go into the community and 

not have interpreters. And I think that it’s shocking and it makes me... Yeah so, 

I think there's a lot of that happening and it’s just not good enough. And it’s 

almost like, the attitude of some of the people who are providing the services 

is so, ignorant and uncaring, they don’t seem to have any empathy at all a lot 

people, they just expect people to just like, well if they've come here they've 

just got to do it. It's their fault if they cannot speak English. You know, that 

kind of really, I find that really uncomfortable. So yes, those things stand out 

for me. 

Kate: Yep. I understand interpreters to be such a massive issue. So, it's really 

good to hear that there's hopefully some really good changes. 

Ruth:  Oh yes, I’m feeling really quite positive that there has been, because for 

me it was always a massive frustration. And you know the attitude of people. 

That’s the thing about, trying to develop a kind of expectation through 

education and policy making; that, it's not just, you don’t just have a choice 

here, you have to do this. You know, it’s almost mandated. That's really 

important, because that shows respect and recognition for the need to provide 

equitable and accessible service to everybody.  

Participants’ narratives relating to interpreters suggest that whilst there appears to be an 

increased pressure to use interpreters and understanding of the importance of using them, 

workers often use their discretion about whether they will enlist the services of an interpreter 

or not. Whilst the AASW “Practice Standards” (2013b) does not make any mention of the use 

of interpreters, the “Code of Ethics” (AASW, 2010) states that “social workers will 

endeavour to provide accessible services to clients in languages and / or modalities they 

understand, using an independent, qualified interpreter and/or translator where feasible and 

appropriate” (p. 18).  

The findings of this project relate to similar data reported in previous research relating to 

services that support people of refugee background. Whilst these studies are not directly 

within the social work context, they provide insight into why some people choose not to use 

interpreting services. For example, Waxman (1998) interviewed key service providers in 

Australia supporting newly arrived people of refugee background to understand client’s 
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experiences of accessing services when resettling. The authors suggest that a lack of clients 

accessing services may be due to a lack of awareness on either the clients or the service 

providers’ part around the availability of the Telephone Interpreter Service (TIS). A lack of 

service usage was also reported by participants in Waxman’s study as being connected to 

experiences of interpreters being insensitive (p. 768). Similarly, Jewson et al. (2015, p. 235), 

interviewed service providers about their perceptions and experiences of how services are 

provided to clients of refugee background in Australia, including the current barriers, needs 

and enablers for good service provision. They reported that there can be a reluctance to use 

interpreters and that services commonly have a lack of knowledge about effective interpreter 

use. Century et al. (2007), who interviewed counsellors working with people of refugee 

background in the UK, found that whilst some workers reported the helpfulness of 

interpreters in relation to understanding cultural differences, a few participants also reported 

choosing not to use an interpreter at all if they felt there was “sufficient common language” 

(pp. 30-31). Finally, Farley et al. (2014) found that health care providers often found the use 

of interpreters as time-consuming so allowing extra time and planning in advance was 

required (p. 87). It is concluded that whilst there are barriers to using interpreters which may 

deter people from using them, the participants in this study discussed the importance of 

offering and / or using interpreting services and of also providing clients with choice around 

the use of interpreters. Examples of how participants reported new, covert and overt racism in 

relation to how they see the operationalisation of Whiteness within organisations are explored 

next.  

New, covert and overt racism  

Examples of new, covert and overt racism were discussed by several participants as occurring 

within the organisations they worked. New racism is the covert and nuanced ways that people 

are discriminated against, where the focus is placed on culture, rather than race (Pon, 2009, p. 

60). As argued by Pon (2009), “new racism is difficult to recognise as racism because racist 

discourses are interwoven with discourses about social cohesion, cultural preservation, and 

nationalism, which discriminate without actually using the word race” (p. 61). 

An example given by one participant of new racism occurring within the hospital setting is 

provided in the below quote in relation to the treatment of a family of refugee background: 

A Muslim family I was working with were expecting a baby, and I'd worked 

with the family and they were very adamant that they wanted female health 
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professionals involved in the birth. So, I had told them that we would do what 

we could to try and get female staff… Ah, so I got this phone call from the 

father, he said "(name), come here now, I'm on the maternity unit, they're 

refusing to listen to us, because we’re asking..." they were asking for a female 

health professional. So, I was a bit worried, because I had advised them that 

we might not be able to guarantee one, so I wasn't sure what was happening. 

So anyway, I got to the ward, and I went to speak to the doctors, and there was 

one doctor there, who in a very loud voice to other doctors, the patient 

thankfully and her partner weren’t there, said in a very loud voice to the other 

doctors: "How dare this family, ask for a female health professional. What 

right do they have to do that?". And I was about to say something, because I 

thought that's not acceptable, when another doctor answered it perfectly, I 

thought, and said: "Look, my elderly mother, prefers female health 

professionals, what's the difference?". So, I thought that was a lovely 

response, but I suppose, my assumption about that staff member, I didn't get a 

chance to talk to the one who made that initial comment, my assumption 

around her was that, because they were Muslim, that was the issue for her. So, 

she was more upset about that. And I thought the other doctor’s response was 

beautiful because it was just about, people have preferences, whether they’re 

cultural, or religious preferences, it doesn't matter, we can just try and meet 

them. 

Another example of new racism that was reported included a referral document where having 

an Aboriginal identity was discussed with a tone that the participant felt implied “that’s a 

worry”. This is further explained by the participant in the following quote: 

It was just little things like for example going through, a referral that came 

through, lots of information, lots of illiterate stuff going on, and one of the 

things that was really flagged was, "oh and this person's also Aboriginal", and 

it was probably more, the meaning that was put on that, as in, "that's a 

worry", that means we need to take that in and consider it. Do you know 

what? It wasn't seen as, a strength I think that's what it is, yeah. Implied like 

"ah oh". 
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Participants also discussed how covert racism operates within organisations, which in this 

thesis is defined as indirect discrimination that “operates beneath the surface” (Okitikpi & 

Aymer, 2010, p. 14). Covert racism can also be expressed through a lack of 

acknowledgement of skills and achievement and can become “embedded within organisations 

and institutional structures, systems and processes” (Okitikpi & Aymer, 2003, p. 14). 

According to Sue et al. (2008, p. 278), one of the tenets of covert racism is that it is hard to 

prove as racism, as perpetrators may be unaware of the motivations of their actions; thus, 

alternative explanations are frequently produced.  

An example of covert racism discussed by participants included an organisation who had 

previously had the box to tick to identify Aboriginality under the ‘Disability’ section of the 

form. In another example, when defining Whiteness, a participant explained that it is 

considered ‘normal’ for White people to wait less time at Centrelink, and for the African-

Australian family in the waiting room to be watched more closely by the security guards. One 

participant also explained noticing covert racism when they see a non-White patient in the 

hospital not getting offered an interpreter or not being referred to the social worker:  

Yeah another case I've had recently, and it makes me think "are people being 

racist?" but I really know, you know when a culturally diverse patient 

presents, and then they're just not cared for properly, like they don't get 

interpreters. Staff don't refer them to a social worker and it makes me question 

what's going on, in some people's minds. Because for me, when I look at some 

of these cases, it looks like racism.  

Several of the workers also reported experiences of witnessing overt racism whilst at work, 

defined as acts of overt prejudice based on race. This included the overt racism of other 

workers and also clients towards non-White workers. For example, many of the participants 

had experiences of observing other White people treating people whose first language is not 

English as if they are either deaf, inferior or of lower intelligence. These included examples 

of people shouting at them and overt acts of prejudice and discrimination. As discussed 

previously, some participants also reported having witnessed workers not providing 

interpreters when they were required, which was interpreted as overt racism. An example of 

overt racism towards a client of refugee background that was witnessed by a participant 

working within the hospital setting helps demonstrates this theme: 
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I was working with a (ethnic group) patient, and they believe that, if breast 

milk from the woman fell in the cooking pot when they went home, that 

everyone in the family would die. And so, when I was hearing that story I 

thought "wow, you know", inside I was thinking "that's amazing", and I just 

said to the person, I said "wow that's incredible, I didn't know that about your 

culture, thank you so much for sharing that story with me". And then I shared 

that, what had been told to me with one of the treating doctors and the doctor 

said: "Well did you tell them they're stupid, and that they shouldn't believe 

such rubbish?", and I was just shocked, I thought "wow". And that made me 

understand why that patient hadn't had a very good interaction with that 

doctor, because with those underlying beliefs. And I've always thought: 

"Would the doctors say that directly to the patient, if they were in front of 

them?” Or was it that the doctor thought it was ok to say that to me because 

they saw me as another White person and I'd understand that? 

In the above practice situation, the participant did not challenge the doctor about their racist 

comments or speak out about their behaviour, even though they interpreted them as an 

example of the operationalisation of Whiteness. Whilst the literature suggests that speaking 

up and challenging racism can cause discomfort and that staying silent can be a common 

response for White people (for example, see Okitikpi & Aymer, 2003 and Case, 2012) not 

speaking out about injustice, or staying silent is itself an example of the operationalisation of 

White privilege (Pease, 2010, p. 31). Therefore, this is an example of how social workers, 

albeit with good intentions, can collude in affirming White supremacy when we fail to 

respond in ways that challenge Whiteness affirming practices.  

This section has explored participants’ interpretations of how Whiteness is manifested in 

new, covert and overt racism within the organisations they work. Examples included racism 

enacted by colleagues including subtle acts of discrimination and overt acts of prejudice. 

Kwansah-Aidoo and Mapedzahama (2018), in their study exploring the experiences of 

“skilled ‘black’ African migrants in Australia” (p. 95), found that participants constantly 

experienced everyday racism in both their personal and professional lives, including covert 

racism and micro-aggressions. Their experiences, which I believe have a connection to the 

covert racism observed by participants in the current study, included a theme of being 

discriminated against because they were deemed as having undesirable attributes such as 

undesirable accents and “inadequate” English. The current findings also relate to those of 
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Robinson (2014, p. 1611), who interviewed front line workers including social workers, in 

Australia and the UK working with people of refugee background in NGOs. Half of the 

research participants were of refugee background, and Robinson reported that workers 

experienced “racist taunts and attacks” towards both themselves and clients of refugee 

background. Similarly, Jewson et al. (2015) reported that service providers supporting clients 

of refugee background in Australia observed prejudice and racism occurring within the 

service sector (p. 235). 

To conclude, racism targeting people of refugee background was an issue that participants 

observed frequently within the organisations they work. This is consistent with other research 

exploring the experiences of people of refugee background when accessing services. For 

some participants in the current study, they spoke up when they witnessed racism occurring. 

For others, they did not, and I argue that in these instances they were reaffirming Whiteness. 

Next, I explore the discomfort that participants discussed throughout their interviews relating 

to organisational practice. 

Personal discomfort with organisational practices 

Several participants explicitly mentioned feeling uncomfortable about things that have 

occurred or may still be occurring within the organisations they work. Most commonly, 

participants discussed feeling discomfort related to the behaviour of colleagues and / or the 

actions of management. This included examples of colleagues being overtly racist, White 

workers dominating discussions, the views of management that workers should be ‘assertive’ 

and ‘firm’ with clients, management having the mindset that the role of the worker is to 

‘teach’ the client and the way bicultural workers are treated within organisations. In one 

example, a participant who had spoken up about their discomfort about how a program 

working with people of refugee background was being run explained that: 

I've spoken up about that a few times in a meeting and there's not much room 

for the workers to speak up, and you feel like a rebel for speaking up, between 

the workers and the leadership, and even a few of the other workers 

unfortunately, like if you speak up your causing too much trouble and… you're 

made to feel a bit naive like [impersonating]: "Oh you don't understand how it 

works, that's not how it works". 
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Okitikpi and Aymer (2003, p. 18) explain that it is common for people who speak up and 

challenge an office culture to be made feel “uncomfortable” or an “outsider”. They highlight 

the difficulty of trying to change the culture of a workplace that is discriminatory. Similarly, 

Sue (2006, p. 25) argued that when it comes to the manifestation of Whiteness through 

institutional racism, it can be extremely difficult to make change to policies and procedures 

within organisations.  

The following quote from Focus Group Two provides an example of how being involved in 

the project led one participant to notice things within their organisation that made them feel 

uncomfortable and that they had not noticed previously: 

As I was saying before, I'm starting to look at the broader picture of the 

context of my organisation, and its impact on me in wanting to do the work the 

way I want to work with the different communities. That’s quite broad but, 

that's been quite significant for me. I was really hoping when I did this project 

that there would be some things that would come out of it that are going to 

benefit my clients. But unfortunately, they’re things that are organisational 

that are difficult. They are going to be difficult, to cope with. 

For the participant quoted above, they acknowledged the difficulty of challenging the way 

that the organisation was doing things, a dilemma that has also been discussed within the 

critical social work literature more broadly. For example, Fook (2009, p. 25) explained that 

“the autonomy of all professionals is challenged in the current context. Increased 

managerialism and changed funding arrangements effectively place more control of 

professional practice within the hands of managers or bureaucrats”. Similarly, Pease and 

Nipperess (2016) argue that social workers are employed within welfare state structures, 

which can make it challenging to create change. This is because it is impossible to escape this 

“cohesive” context completely (p. 12). However, they stress the importance of social workers 

“to interrogate the contradictions” between the human rights and social justice focus of the 

profession, and social works complicity in oppressive practices (p. 12).  

For some participants, they reported not having spoken up to challenge management or 

colleagues when they had felt this discomfort because they either did not know what to do or 

say or did not feel safe to speak up. For participants who worked or have worked within the 

health sphere, some also mentioned their role within interdisciplinary teams. This included 

relationships where they felt that medical staff had more power than them and thus, they did 
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not feel like they could speak up. Examples of not speaking up mainly related to racist co-

workers who were in powerful positions, which is illustrated in the following quote: 

Also I suppose it's to do with safety, like some other professionals you're safe 

to challenge them but yeah, this one, I didn't feel comfortable, I felt I wouldn't 

get very far, trying to challenge them. You've got to pick your moment, I think.  

The findings above mirror those of Case (2012), a White woman in America who interviewed 

members of a discussion group called White Women Against Racism about their experiences. 

The women in this study also reported not speaking up due to power differentials and not 

feeling safe to due to possible future repercussions (pp. 88-89). The findings of both the 

current project and those of Case (2012) suggest that when White people feel discomfort 

about the behaviour of colleagues or wider practices within an organisation, we often do not 

speak up. The findings reported here suggest that there are multiple reasons why people may 

be reluctant to speak up, including being made to feel like they don’t understand how things 

are done and feeling unsafe to challenge certain workers. Sue (2017, p. 711) in his article 

exploring the challenges that can be experienced by White allies, argued that White people 

who learn about Whiteness and want to be allies are often ill prepared to be someone that 

“walks the talk”. This argument is summarised in the following quote: 

We fail to prepare our White brothers and sisters for the alternative roles they 

will need to play to be effective; we do not provide them with the strategies 

and skills needed for antiracist interventions; and we do not prepare them to 

face a hostile and invalidating society that pushes back hard, forcing them to 

either readopt their former White biased roles or maintain their silence in the 

face of White supremacist ideology and practice (p. 713). 

In regard to the work of Sue (2017), the notion of the White ally will be explored critically in 

more detail in Chapter 8 of this thesis.  

The findings above are similar to those of Behm Cross (2017), who used vignettes to analyse 

her own experiences of not speaking up, or only speaking up “a little” in her role as a White 

faculty member. She reflects that: 

These scenes represent, in part, stories of resistance from White faculty (in this 

case, me) who attempt to speak up and out against continued racial inequities 

in university spaces. So we speak up… but only a little. We use vague 
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language and ask questions instead of articulating what we really think. At 

first consideration, these moments felt big to me – when I put my hand up at a 

college-wide faculty meeting or pushed back against department colleagues 

because I believe that increased standardization (through unquestioned and 

accepted ways of being in the academy) will negatively impact our students of 

color and their students of color. It feels like a big move, especially as I 

wonder the extent to which my dissenting voice will impact my tenure. I 

remind myself, for a moment, that we do this sort of work within a culture and 

climate not necessarily set up to support or reward those who participate in the 

conversations and debate related to the standardization of curriculum, access, 

microaggressions in the academy, and more (p. 6, emphasis in original).  

McIntyre (1997, pp. 55-56) conducting participatory action research with fellow White 

women teachers to explore Whiteness, argued that being anti-racist and attempts to disrupt 

Whiteness were privileged choices. That is, McIntyre found that addressing racism (or not) 

was related to convenience that she argued, is only an option that White people have. In the 

first meeting with my critical friends about the project, this convenience to think about race 

was discussed as common behaviour of White people. The wording used in the group was 

“when it comes to Whiteness, White people can pick it up and put it down”.  

In this third and final part of this chapter, I have reported on examples throughout the 

interviews where participants explicitly discussed their discomfort as it relates to 

organisational practice. This included discomfort relating to the behaviour of colleagues and 

the actions of management. Whilst previous literature also reports on the discomfort White 

people feel about the operationalisation of Whiteness, such scholarship also reports on the 

need for White people to attempt to disrupt these examples of Whiteness.  

Conclusion 

As discussed in Chapter 2, there is a lack of research globally which focuses on social work 

and Whiteness and also Whiteness within the refugee resettlement context. Therefore, the 

findings presented in this chapter offer the social work profession, the refugee resettlement 

sector more broadly as well as critical Whiteness studies insight into how White social 

workers experience the manifestations and operationalisation of Whiteness within 

organisations where they work with people of refugee background. For the participants in this 

research, this included; services not being adequately resourced to meet the needs of non-
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Euro-Australian clients, cost saving measures within organisations were there is a lack of 

prioritising of services based on the needs of people of refugee background, organisational 

contexts where workers feel too time poor to provide culturally appropriate services to people 

of refugee background, organisational climates and cultures which lead to institutional and 

covert racism, bureaucratisation, hiring practices that reinforce White dominance, and the 

construction of physical spaces based on the needs of White Euro-Australians. Participants 

also reported that Whiteness operates within organisational practices through; one-size fits all 

approaches to service delivery that discriminate against and create barriers for people of 

refugee background, through workers not using interpreting services or not providing choice 

around interpreters and finally within racist practices targeting people of refugee background.  

Literature discussing the experiences of people of refugee background and the social workers 

who work with them suggests that encounters focused on relationships, reciprocity and 

mutual learning are those deemed as positive social work encounters (Baltra-Ulloa, 2014). 

However, the findings reported in this chapter illustrate how, from the perspective of 

participants, this is not the focus of the organisations that provide support to people of 

refugee background where they work. 

Whilst many of the participants in this project reported feeling discomfort about the 

manifestation and operationalisation of Whiteness within the organisations they work, many 

explained that in response, they had not spoken up about it. The critical Whiteness literature 

urges White social workers to speak up both when they witness racism, and when they feel 

discomfort about the enactment of Whiteness. It is therefore concluded that participant 

inaction when it comes to speaking up and attempting to disrupt the operationalisation of 

Whiteness were also examples of how White social workers can collude with and affirm 

Whiteness 

Chapter 7 focuses on social work professional practices in relation to the manifestation and 

operationalisation of Whiteness. 
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Chapter 7  

Doing Whiteness 2: Professional Practices in Social Work 

Introduction 

This chapter begins by reporting on three distinct themes within the data relating to social 

work professional practices. Firstly, how participants reported on the social work profession's 

engagement with Whiteness in relation to both oppressive government structures as well as 

education about Whiteness. Secondly, how participants reported professionalism within 

Western social work as influencing their ability to engage in practice with people of refugee 

background. Participants also reported feeling hopeful about their ability to disrupt Whiteness 

within these social work contexts that they interpreted as reinforcing Whiteness and this is the 

focus of the third section of this chapter. 

Australian social work’s engagement with Whiteness  

Social work’s collusion with Whiteness 

Participants discussed their interpretations of how Whiteness operates within the social work 

profession through social workers’ employment in positions that reinforce the 

operationalisation of Whiteness. For example, in Focus Group Two, a participant discussed 

their interpretation that social workers who work within certain government departments are 

complicit in reinforcing Whiteness through participation in the delivery of oppressive policies 

and procedures. This interpretation was related to their own previous experience of working 

within a government department that they saw as reinforcing Whiteness: 

P2: And how much has social work traditionally worked, to actually reinforce 

those structures? 

P1: Yeah [affirming P2’s statement] 

P4: Mmm [affirming P2’s statement] 

P2: You know I'm thinking specifically you know the seven years I worked for 

bloody (previous workplace)  

P1: Yeah, ok, yeah  
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P2: You know that was very much about, you will, even look at the Welfare 

Card, the cashless welfare card you know. How much has social work, been 

complicit in maintaining those structures? 

A more collective resistance and a commitment towards not colluding with oppressive 

government systems was also discussed by one Focus Group Two participant as lacking 

within the social work professional context: 

And that for me is where I think social work, isn't going and where social work 

disappoints me endlessly since I ever enrolled in social work, that it doesn't do 

more in identifying and challenging those power bases. I don't think it does, as 

much as it probably potentially could do and should do. And I think the AASW 

is a big part of that inability to, agitate, at that broader level. And I'm thinking 

of the entire, I don't know how many (previous workplace) social workers 

there are on the books of the Federal Government and you know, everybody's 

on rather nice salaries and there just wasn't enough of that, agitation around 

some of that power imbalance and some of that privilege. I don't think there 

was enough. I think that's where the challenge for social work lays.  

The examples provided above resonate with warnings given to social workers around 

colluding with oppressive government interventions (Young, 2004; Briskman et al., 2012; 

Zufferey, 2013; Briskman & Latham, 2017; Pease, 2017; Yassine & Briskman, 2019). These 

calls come as a result of an identified discrepancy between social work values and the current 

actions of government bodies, as well as a reflection upon Australian social workers previous 

involvement in oppressive interventions against Australia’s First Peoples. For example, Pease 

(2017, pp. 221-222) argued that social work as a profession within the West more broadly has 

not only failed to acknowledge its complicity with past oppression, it continues to consider 

itself as apolitical and neutral. He further argued that “if social workers do not own their 

complicity with dominant ideologies and practices of imperialism, they are doomed to 

continue to reproduce it in their current practice”. For Briskman and Latham (2017), they 

warn of the importance of social workers not colluding with “dominant practices” when it 

comes to working with people seeking asylum. Similarly, Briskman et al. (2012) argue that 

whilst workers may have the best intentions, in their study exploring the experiences of 

health care professionals working within detention centres, neither “mild acts of benevolent 

defiance nor empathic care served to challenge the conditions of detention” (p. 48).   
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Some participants also discussed their perceptions that social work professional bodies and 

groups need to do more to advocate for change and to put pressure onto government bodies. 

For example, in Focus Group Two, a participant discussed the need to keep the Department 

of Home Affairs accountable and transparent in their assessment of the visa applications of 

people seeking asylum. This is illustrated in the following quote: 

Who is making a difference like you know as far as social work principles go 

towards even people that are interviewing, I wonder, like where in the hell?... 

I feel as though who is overseeing that? 

During this same Focus Group, another participant furthered this discussion: 

I think social work is great at naval gazing and being introspective about our 

own practice and it's all really nice and we're all lovely people and we do 

great things… But it does nothing to challenge that, broadly. And that's what 

really shits me about social work. 

The Focus Group Two participants quoted above also discussed how they believe that as a 

profession, social work has a wider role to play in holding people within Australian society 

accountable for the behaviour of their government. This belief also extended to making 

people accountable for their own personal actions that reinforce Whiteness and oppression on 

a global scale that contradict the values that are deemed important to Australians. This is 

illustrated in the following quote:  

And social work isn't, doing those conversations that says [begins 

impersonating]: "These are our great core Australian values, most of them 

most nice White core Australian values. This is how you're treating people on 

Manus Island, this is how you are treating people out in, the Pit lands, this is 

how you are treating, you know, whoever that group is, how does that marry? 

It doesn't, does it? So if you want to have this wonderful great as ANZAC view 

of yourself, let me tell you it doesn't fit with what you're doing to people here 

and now and you're all complicit in that". And that's a fairly confronting 

message and I'm sure there's better ways to say that, but that's where it 

frustrates me about where social work is; that it doesn't take those arguments 

broadly, and it doesn't challenge the population…  

One of the things that I would like to see the social work profession doing is 
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marrying people’s behaviours, with some of those outcomes. Like if you want 

to buy you're $7 t-shirt every three weeks in Target, then you be complicit, you 

be knowingly complicit that you're going to make some, poor Bangladesh 

family live on, $2 a day, whilst we poison their water streams to make the dye. 

Like that's fine if you want to buy your $7 t-shirt, that's all good. But that's 

what you're doing. And social work doesn't do that, it doesn't challenge that 

bubble that we live in enough. And I don't know whether it's even social 

work’s role I suppose. But for me it should be going more about highlighting 

that privilege. 

The participant offers a revisioning of social work where the role of the profession goes 

beyond what may be currently considered as relevant to us. Their comments that social work 

should do more to make the Australian public accountable for the inconsistencies between 

their values, and both their own personal behaviour and that of the government, is consistent 

with those of Mary (2016). Mary (2016) calls for social work to broaden its thinking about 

the role it plays in working towards a sustainable future. She explained that “there is a 

profound connection between the micro problems that individuals and families manifest… 

and the macro problems that local and global communities experience. It takes a major shift 

in the ways we think about our work, our world, and our mission to make change in the lives 

of people and their environment” (p. 1). This revisioning provides exciting possibilities for 

what a regenerated unsettling of Whiteness could offer social work. 

In summary, some participants in this project identified how social workers can reinforce 

Whiteness through complicity and collusion with oppressive government structures. Through 

their experiences as social workers, many also believed that social work needs to do more to 

address the operationalisation of Whiteness. The perceptions of participants discussed in this 

section are consistent with those of other social workers (Briskman et al., 2012; Nipperess & 

Clarke, 2016; Briskman & Latham, 2017). Therefore, it is concluded that when it comes to 

unsettling Whiteness, social work has a continuous and essential role to play. Furthermore, 

this could expand beyond what may be currently considered as relevant to social work. The 

following section reports on how participants saw the role of social work education in 

ensuring social workers who work with people of refugee background have adequate 

understandings of Whiteness. 
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The role of education in understanding Whiteness 

Throughout interviews, participants frequently discussed learning about Whiteness. For some 

this had been through formal studies at university and others had learnt about Whiteness from 

social work students on their fieldwork placements within participants’ organisations. Some 

participants also reported seeking out their own education or professional development to 

facilitate their learning in relation to Whiteness. This section reports on the narratives of 

participants in relation to the benefits of learning about Whiteness.  

During interviews I directly asked whether Whiteness was taught at the University 

participants attended when they studied social work, and several reported that it had. For 

these participants, they mentioned this having an impact on how they now see the world. For 

example, Tess discussed how learning about Whiteness at university (as well as work with 

refugee arrived communities), had prompted her to unpack what influence her parents and 

their circumstances had had on her.  

Kate: So where does that come from, your knowledge of Whiteness? 

Tess: It definitely is through my social work education. And then working with, 

a lot of people from different countries and cultures, who are very new to this 

country, it's really made me think a lot about it. And then just sort of, my own 

history, it’s sort of made me think to try to suss out what my parents think and 

I think: "Oh, did I pick that up from them, or what kind of like circumstances I 

guess did I grow up with?…” 

Whilst Whiteness was not taught at the University that Ruth attended, her response below 

describes a catalyst moment during her social work studies in which she developed an 

increased racial consciousness:  

I've already been through that, that’s fine. You know, that kind of, "god how 

ignorant can you be?" kind of thing. And the thing that I've found really 

interesting about observing that in myself, I've always been very comfortable 

with reflecting on my practice and recognising the gaps and all of that. But 

when I had that kind of light bulb moment, which I think might have been 

when I was doing my social work degree, I was quite, I wouldn't say I was 

ashamed, but I was really surprised, because I don't think I'd really, 

recognised that before.  
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Some participants also discussed how they had known about Whiteness prior to either being 

involved in the project or before they had ‘officially’ learnt about Whiteness but had not had 

the theoretical vocabulary prior to that or known it as Whiteness. This is illustrated in the 

following quote from Harry: 

And then when I came to uni, I studied social work. That's the first time I 

actually heard it was like an actual literal thing, like a theory. And that's the 

first time I looked into it. And we had discussions, and read books, and all 

that. I think you're right it's always a bit emotional for some people. Yeah, but 

when I heard about it, like it was an actual thing, and you could study it and 

all this, I wasn't too surprised, for me it made sense… But I feel some people 

in the class were like "geez, I never knew, you know, I never knew" and yeah, 

people getting emotional. 

Other participants mentioned learning about Whiteness through having social work students 

on fieldwork placement within their organisation. For one, they discussed confusion about 

how a student had explained Whiteness, so they sought out more information to clarify what 

was meant by Whiteness. This is demonstrated in the following quote: 

Not my last student, the student before, that's where I was introduced to 

Whiteness theory. However, the way they explained it to me, I had strong 

objections to what they were saying to me, because they were kind of inferring 

that, my role was to make my clients White… But then I went to listen to Bob 

Pease talk about his own stuff, and then I understood, and I went: “Yeah that's 

how I think too”.   

A theme identified during analysis was that participants appeared to be interested in learning 

about and engaging in dialogue about Whiteness. However, they had to go looking for 

resources to support them in making connections between Whiteness and its impact on their 

social work practice with people of refugee background. For example, one participant 

discussed finding their own professional development in spare minutes at work, for example, 

YouTube videos and TED Talks. One participant also mentioned engaging with the podcast 

It’s Not a Race after commencing the project to continue their learning. The following quote 

from Ruth, extends how she saw her engagement in this project as a commitment to continue 

learning about Whiteness and in doing so increase her racial awareness: 
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I really value the fact that I’m now at least a lot more aware. This has been 

really worthwhile for me from my point of view. Because it's given me an 

opportunity to focus more on it. Like I said to you, I've kind of felt like I had an 

awareness, but I think I had underestimated how privileged I am, and I think 

I've learnt a lot from this. So I'm trying much harder and I'm much more 

aware than I was before I did this.  

Learning about Whiteness at university was not only reported as raising racial awareness but 

was also reported as providing a theoretical vocabulary for discussing Whiteness. For those 

who had learnt about Whiteness through students on placement, this had also sparked a desire 

to learn more. Finally, participants also discussed seeking out educational materials for their 

own professional development in relation to Whiteness. Throughout the interviews and focus 

groups, all participants acknowledged the importance of White people learning about 

Whiteness.  

As explained by Baltra-Ulloa (2013, pp. 90-93) within the Australian context, there is often a 

focus on cross-cultural practice, culturally sensitive practice and culturally competent and 

safe practice when working with people of non-Western backgrounds. She argued that there 

are limitations to these approaches to social work education, explaining that: 

Cross-cultural social work via culturally safe, sensitive and competent practice 

does not deal with racism or expose ‘white privilege’ and, therefore, continues 

to advantage one way of being, one way of thinking and one way of doing 

above all others, thereby maintaining the status quo and the privilege and 

power embedded in the dominant group. 

Similarly, Nyland (2006, pp. 28-29) whilst problematising models of multicultural education 

and practice that focuses on cultural competency, explained that these models focus on social 

workers learning about different racial and cultural groups while the dominant White culture 

remains invisible. 

There has been an increase in education that focused on White privilege over the last two 

decades. However, this literature has been criticised by many critical Whiteness scholars as 

failing to link how the unearned privileges that Whites receive, work to uphold systems of 

domination and that White privilege is the outcome of White supremacy (Leonardo, 2004; 

Curry-Stevens, 2007; Pewewardy & Almeida, 2014). As explained by Leonardo (2004): 



160 
 

A critical look at white privilege, or the analysis of white racial hegemony, 

must be complemented by an equally rigorous examination of white 

supremacy, or the analysis of white racial domination. This is a necessary 

departure because, although the two processes are related, the conditions of 

white supremacy make white privilege possible. In order for white racial 

hegemony to saturate everyday life, it has to be secured by a process of 

domination, or those acts, decisions, and policies that white subjects perpetrate 

on people of color. As such, a critical pedagogy of white racial supremacy 

revolves less around the issue of unearned advantages, or the state of being 

dominant, and more around direct processes that secure domination and the 

privileges associated with it (p. 137). 

It is concluded that whilst participants in this project were interested in engaging with 

Whiteness, and that there is common agreement that critical engagement with Whiteness is 

important for social workers, it is important that explicit attention is drawn to structurally 

based White supremacy. 

In this first section of the chapter, the focus has been on Australian social work’s 

engagement, or lack of engagement, with Whiteness. This was explored in the context of 

social workers colluding with oppressive government structures and the role that social work 

can take in unsettling Whiteness. This section also included an analysis of how White social 

workers who work with refugee arrived communities can benefit from learning about 

Whiteness critically. Next, participants’ views on how Whiteness operates within social work 

practice with people of refugee background through a focus on and prioritising of 

professionalism and acting professionally are examined.    

Professionalism  

In this section, professionalism is discussed as an example of how participants of this study 

saw as Whiteness operating within social work. As explained in Chapter 2, social work in 

Australia was developed out of White Western ways of doing social work; mainly that it was 

mirrored on US and European social work models (S. Green & Baldry, 2008, pp. 390-391). 

The Western White values that guide Australian social work include professionalism; evident 

in the AASW “Code of Ethics” (AASW, 2010), which guides and informs social workers in 

their practice. In this document the word professional is used 92 times throughout the 56 

pages of the document. Olson (2007, pp. 49-50) states that professionalising has been a focus 
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for social work within capitalist societies. Olson (2007, p. 46) also explained that the goal in 

the global North has been to create a professional identity for social work which focuses on 

“status and legitimacy”. This is supported by the work of B. Bennett and Zubrzycki (2003, 

pp. 65-66), who argue that professionalism, or the importance of having a professional social 

work identity, relates to White, Western social work discourses. The literature highlights that 

some of the important aspects of professionalism are; social workers having expert 

knowledge (Rossiter, 2001, pp. 3-4; Briskman, 2008, pp. 83, 91); a focus on individualistic 

rather than collectivist values (Hosken, Ervin & Laughton, 2016, p. 178) power and control, 

and relationships based on one-way care with clients (Baltra-Ulloa, 2018, pp. 132-134). 

Standardised approaches to care, stemming from Western methodologies and “evidence-

based” practices are also an important aspect of professionalism (Olson, 2007, pp. 47-48).  

Whilst not always explicitly stated, the barriers that professionalism created when trying to 

work in the best interests of people from a refugee background were discussed by some 

participants in our discussions about the operationalisation of Whiteness. For example, Lo 

discussed speaking to another service in one-off situations without explicit consent from the 

client to speak to that service, due to the urgency of the information required. He explained 

that what this contact enabled was for the two service providers to work collaboratively in the 

best interests of their clients of refugee background to ensure that the appropriate services and 

community supports were in place, even though this would be considered unprofessional: 

The (medical facility) and places like that, if there's a (ethnic group) problem 

they tend to call me now. And hope I know them. And nine times out of 10 I do 

and, it's interesting too that line between confidentiality and people's privacy 

like when you're dealing with Centrelink or My Aged Care is very different to 

when, (medical facility) rings me, and I know the person at the other end just 

wants the best outcome for the client. So we just share the information, which 

we could quite possibly get in trouble for but, we don't, to a degree. 

In another example by Ruth, she explored the barriers related to having to gain consent to 

have a family member in the session with her client. It should be noted that this interview did 

include a critical discussion about the complexity around issues of not gaining appropriate 

consent for having others present at sessions. For Ruth, an unlearning or challenging of what 

she had previously learned as professional practice was welcomed because she could see that 

what she deemed professional practice in gaining permission was potentially an unfamiliar 
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and culturally inappropriate way to begin a relationship with clients of refugee background. 

This is illustrated in the following quote:  

And I was trying to get her consent, to talk to her, with the daughter in the 

room. Oh my god. So it was again that, sort of sense of, my professional 

practice expects me, to get your consent. And it was like a no brainer for 

them: “This is what we do it's ok, what are you doing questioning this process, 

we do this”.  

Ruth noted that some organisations have more flexibility than others to move away from 

what is considered professional practice in the West, and to be more respectful of collectivist 

practices where things are done differently. On a couple of occasions, participants also gave 

examples of reproducing dominant discourses of professionalism. In these examples, there 

was a desire to act professionally as it has been defined above. For example, when discussing 

how a client of migrant background was expressing prejudice towards people of refugee 

background, Selina mentioned getting emotional and upset as she discussed this further with 

the client. As illustrated in the following quote, she reflected on this genuine interaction and 

dialogue as ‘unprofessional’: 

 I was just, thrown off balance, and I became really defensive, which was 

totally unprofessional, I got you know a bit emotional and so did they. But I 

did manage to say: "I'm deeply offended by what you've said". 

In contrast to reproducing dominant discourses of professionalism, Lo also discussed hugging 

some elderly clients of refugee background who initiated it, noting the relationality that he 

has learnt through the ‘being with clients’ that he believes is not taught at university. This is 

illustrated in the following quote: 

But you know people that want you to sit and they put their arm around you 

and all that kind of interaction that you don’t get taught at, social work 

school. And I did explain to her [referring to new colleague] about boundaries 

and you need to learn your boundaries with different people and, these are my 

rules that I stick by. 

The reported experiences of social workers in this project that relate to the pressures, desires 

and often failures to be ‘professional’, are consistent to those of others who have reported on 

the experiences of workers who work with people seeking asylum and people of refugee 
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background. For example, the social workers involved in Baltra-Ulloa’s (2014) study 

reported that the professionalisation of social work promoted negative encounters 

characterised by boundaries, rules and a focus on risk, distance, emotional detachment, a lack 

of partnership and friendship, and the worker having expert stance. In Robinson’s (2014) 

research, participants described work with people of refugee background as emotionally 

demanding, with Robinson summarising a common conflict for workers of having to 

“maintain professional boundaries with service users who were so vulnerable and outside of 

[other] systems of support” (p. 1611). Similarly, staff working with people seeking asylum 

and people of refugee background who were interviewed by Guhan and Liebling-Kalifani 

(2011, pp. 214-218) in the UK reported that whilst developing good relationships with clients 

was important, it was difficult to maintain professional relationships. Further, some 

participants reported “clients compromising professional boundaries… as well as an 

awareness of the dilemmas posed by living in the same area as their clients” (p. 218). Century 

et al. (2007, pp. 36-38) also reported that counsellors working with people of refugee 

background in the UK found it difficult to maintain professional boundaries with clients and 

some questioned whether it was even appropriate to apply these understandings of 

professional relationships to this sector. However, some “felt strongly that the clients needed 

to ‘learn about boundaries’” (p. 36).  

In a project undertaken by B. Bennett and Zubrzycki (2003), Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander social workers spoke about their experiences of practice, reporting that maintaining 

professional boundaries, maintaining confidentiality, and limiting the use of self-disclosure 

were difficult due to cultural values and responsibilities. They summarise that 

“fundamentally, Australian social work has historically developed as a ‘white’ profession 

hence our practice standards reflect the assumptions and realities of the dominant culture” (p. 

68). That is, the cultural realities of non-Euro-Australian social workers and clients are at 

odds with Western ideas of professionalism valued by the dominant White Euro-Australian 

culture (pp. 68-69). These findings are also consistent with those of Reimer (2014), who 

found that social workers working with families where children had experienced neglect 

adopted “friendship-like relationships” over professional relationships. This is because these 

social workers discerned that informality, flexibility, being their “real” and authentic self and 

disclosing about their own lives with clients was more appropriate for relationship-building 

with clients. Participants also reported that this caused tension as their approaches conflicted 
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with professional norms. Further, participants reported that they were often challenged by 

other workers as being unprofessional and unethical (pp. 322-328).  

The findings presented in this section explore professionalism as another way in which 

Whiteness is operationalised in social work. These findings are consistent with the findings of 

others who have also examined the experiences of those who work with non-White clients. 

That is, common conceptions of professionalism are that it hinders best practice with people 

of refugee background, that professionalism is not always an achievable approach to working 

with non-White Western clients and that ideas of professionalism are often incompatible with 

both clients’ and workers’ desires around being in relationship. As discussed in Chapter 2, 

critical social work has a lengthy history of problematising the professional identity and the 

boundaries that we create between workers and clients. The collective findings presented in 

this section demonstrate that this is still a contemporary issue for critical social work. 

In the final section of this chapter, participants’ hopeful narratives around disrupting 

Whiteness in social work are explored.  

The presence of hopeful narratives 

Whilst many of the participants in this project experienced Whiteness as operating within 

professional practices in social work, when analysing the data I continued to interpret 

narratives of hopefulness in relation to social workers being able to disrupt Whiteness. 

Hopeful narratives tended to be narratives where the barriers and challenges to achieving 

change were evident and highlighted but change was still deemed possible and desirable. 

Hopeful narratives included participant perceptions that social workers can play a role in 

increasing the visibility of people of refugee background and their stories. This work included 

educating the community about the refugee lived experiences that could lead to positive 

changes in community attitudes to people of refugee background. The following quote from 

Focus Group Two captures how hopeful narratives emerged in such discussions: 

But the other thing I was going to say, in some of those readings and some of 

the other stuff that I've looked at too where it sort of makes that line around 

how, it is actually white prejudice to expect or to exploit people from different 

diverse backgrounds, to exploit their emotions to educate the White society. 

And I really struggle with that. I do because how do we then, like for me, for 

you going through that process, getting someone to then speak about that on 
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broad levels, that's how you can make change. But if we're very reluctant to 

ask a question, or you know is that going to, how do we do that? How do we 

get that, how do we take on information around, people's backgrounds and 

take it on, on a broad level? I mean we can look up things and read about you 

know in generalise things, but like the whole point of, understanding people. 

Everyone's so different and has different values. It's around how do you do 

that, in a, in a way that's of real benefit for change? 

Having hope around being able to change social views as well as showing solidarity with 

marginalised groups through public advocacy were elements that emerged in the data as 

hopeful narratives around the role that social work can take to disrupt Whiteness. For 

example, Selina explained in the first interview: 

I mean, unless you're going to write letters to the paper or lobby politicians. 

That's such a visual way, and such a personal way of showing the community 

that you support what they want. So that's something, you know, that's the 

activist in me. 

The following quote from the second interview with Selina is an example of a hopeful 

narrative that relates to learning about Whiteness from a critical perspective:  

And I suppose, I mean just listening to, I've been listening to those podcasts 

that we've spoken about [It’s Not a Race]. So I just feel like I'm, even though I 

was practicing from an anti-racist framework, there's still a lot that I hadn't 

thought about. So, I suppose, I just feel more committed to improving my 

knowledge and skills in this area. I sort of feel re-invigorated if that makes 

sense. So that's been, that's really positive for me. And, yeah, I suppose I'm 

very focused on how to change things. That's always my big focus. How do we 

make those small differences in our day to combat racism? 

Another example of a hopeful narrative involved a participant discussing what is possible 

when relationships with people of refugee background are considered to be two-way, and 

where clients are given the opportunity to lead and to teach others. This is illustrated in the 

following quote: 

Because we've got a big space at (current organisation) but it's always about 

them coming to learn from us in the workshops. But we could use that too. 
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They could come there once a month and hold a cooking workshop or... I'm 

sure lots of people from the community would like to go, especially if it’s free, 

like a free Afghani cooking workshop or dance class or anything else. But 

there's always risk involved and places these days are so risk adverse. So it's 

not seen as an opportunity, it's seen as a risk. 

Participants also indicated that they believed that by “chipping away” and making small 

changes that larger scale change to the ways that social work engages with Whiteness is 

possible. The following quote from Focus Group 2 captures this kind of hopeful narrative: 

So, I suppose that's where I just feel we've got to keep chipping away, no 

matter how small the little changes we can make, are improvements, part of a 

bigger thing. I'm just an eternal optimist, I think. We've got to have that hope. 

Well I think you do in this work. 

For most of the participants in this study, whilst they interpreted Whiteness as operating 

through social works’ collusion with oppressive government interventions, and through 

inaction and a focus on professionalism, they also interpreted Whiteness as something the 

profession can work to disrupt in the context of work with people of refugee background. 

Furthermore, learning about Whiteness appeared to make some feel more hopeful about their 

ability to create positive change.  

The analysis presented in this section relates to critical hope, a concept discussed across 

multiple disciplines, including education and social work (for example Bozalek, Leibowitz, 

Carolissen & Boler, 2014; Pease & Nipperess, 2016; Bishundat, Phillip & Gore, 2018). 

Critical hope is hope that acknowledges the present challenges that we face within a society 

filled with injustice, whilst also being optimistic that change is possible. Critical hope, it is 

argued, enables social workers to avoid being immobilised by despair (Pease & Nipperess, 

2016, pp. 13-14). According to Glass (2014, p. 102): 

Critical hope identifies possible actions that embed strategic political force 

despite situational limits; it recognizes that justice lies beyond each new 

horizon and requires ongoing work and struggle. It is precisely the 

embodiment of this work and struggle in a way of life that avoids the trap of 

despair.  
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Bishundat, Phillip and Gore (2018) explain that critical hope moves away from a “lofty, 

wishful” concept to hope where we “critically engage in the past and present while 

simultaneously thinking about how we can collectively impact our communities through 

praxis, which is defined as [a] continuous and cyclical process of reflection and action” (p. 

91, emphasis in original). Glass (2014), discussing critical hope in relation to race and White 

supremacy, argued that an important aspect of critical hope is connecting ourselves as 

individuals to the wider world and something larger than ourselves in relation to making 

change: 

Every situation has possibilities for antiracist struggle, and as our experience 

in struggle grows we learn to discern those possibilities more clearly. When 

our personal agency is linked with collective action, then we see how critical 

hope becomes manifest as not just personal efficacy but political force (p. 

105).  

In relation to the data, it is argued that participants’ references to being able to make change, 

whilst often acknowledged as small changes, were examples of critical hope. It is therefore 

concluded that the hopefulness that many of the participants reported feeling in relation to 

disrupting Whiteness could have been related to them having critical hope. That is, whilst 

Whiteness was understood as manifesting and operating within the professional practices of 

social work, the ability to make change was considered possible and part of a larger response 

to disrupting Whiteness.  

Conclusion 

Whilst presenting a shorter analysis and discussion than those in Chapters 5, 6 and 8, this 

chapter has provided important insight into how participants experienced Whiteness as 

operating through social work professional practices. Through an analysis of participants’ 

interpretations of how social work engages with Whiteness, it was concluded that through 

complicity and collusion with oppressive government structures, the profession reinforces 

Whiteness in relation to work with people of refugee background. When reporting on their 

experiences of learning about Whiteness, participants in this project agreed that it is 

important that social workers critically engage with Whiteness to better understand how it 

operates and manifests within social work practices. This conclusion by participants is 

supported by the literature, however critical Whiteness scholars also emphasise the 

importance of education that draws attention to structurally based White supremacy, not just 
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individual experiences of White privilege (Leonardo, 2004; Curry-Stevens, 2007; Pewewardy 

& Almeida, 2014).  

This chapter also reported on how participants experienced professionalism as an example of 

Whiteness operating within social work practices. These findings are consistent with previous 

research that has explored the experiences of workers who work with people of refugee 

background as well as the critical social work literature. Such findings reinforce the 

arguments and experiences of participants that professionalism can be an unachievable and 

inappropriate approach to working with their clients. 

As discussed above, whilst most participants in this project perceived Whiteness as operating 

through social work’s professional practices, most also interpreted Whiteness as something 

social work as a profession can work to disrupt in the context of work with people of refugee 

background. For some, learning about Whiteness also led to increased feelings of hopefulness 

about creating positive change. This kind of hopefulness is what has been described in the 

literature as critical hope; described as important within the social work context. For 

participants in this study, critical hope was characterised by the acknowledgement that whilst 

Whiteness operates and manifests within the profession, it is still possible to disrupt it.  

In the following chapter, the personal practices of White social workers are explored. This 

includes how Whiteness is manifested and operationalised through participants’ own 

practices, as well as examples of participants’ attempts to unsettle Whiteness through their 

personal practices. 
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Chapter 8 

Doing Whiteness 3: Personal Practices 

Introduction 

This chapter reports on how participants of this study interpreted Whiteness as manifested 

and operationalised through White social workers’ own personal practices. This chapter also 

brings together findings that emerged from my analysis of how Whiteness manifested and 

was enacted during interviews and focus groups. As I explained in the methods chapter, in 

line with my Decolonising approach to research practice, I sought to pay attention to 

instances in the interviews and focus groups when Whiteness manifested. It was in these 

instances that I observed how when participants related their accounts of their own practices 

with people of refugee background, they too enacted Whiteness in efforts to ease discomforts 

and detour from retellings that scrutinised their practices and revealed Whiteness in their 

practice. In this chapter I report on this data and also critically analyse the examples 

participants gave of how they were attempting to unsettle Whiteness through their personal 

practices with people of refugee background. 

Detouring 

Throughout many of the interviews, participants used what have been described as detours to 

avoid engaging with questions relating to Whiteness and race. Detours have been defined by 

Olsson as “attitudes and behaviours that detour us from our anti-racist journey of re-

education” (2011, p. 2), indicating a “wrong turn into White guilt, denial or defensiveness” 

(p. 3). I first learnt about detours in a training session presented by Malcolm Fialho (2016) 

from the University of Western Australia called “Courageous Conversations about Race”. 

Learning about detours had a significant impact on how I came to understand Whiteness and 

helped me put words to the behaviour of White people around me when I engaged in 

conversation with them about Whiteness. I also shared information about detours with my 

friends of refugee background, which they reported as resonating with their own experiences 

of engaging with White people. When it came to the interviews and focus groups, detours 

were something that I was actively looking for and this had an impact on how I analysed the 

narratives during analysis.  

In this research, what I have determined to be a detour is an aspect of an interview where a 

participant has used a strategy to avoid turning the lens in on themselves as a White person, 
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whether consciously or not, when asked about Whiteness in the context of their own practice 

or life more broadly. Two of these strategies included shifting the focus onto the client or 

other non-White people and groups, and colour-blindness. Examples of participants 

refocusing attention onto others, rather than turning the lens in on themselves as a White 

person, happened regularly during interviews. This included shifting the conversation to the 

context or the experiences of the non-White person in interactions rather than their own 

position in the interactions. Examples of this are illustrated in the following quotes that relate 

to clients of refugee background: 

Kate: So, we were talking about Whiteness operating within your own practice 

and maybe challenging yourself, was there anything else that you wanted to 

say about that before we push on?  

Lo: I get challenged all the time 

Kate: Yep 

Lo: Biggest challenges normally are around religion, when you walk into a 

house and someone’s doing bible study and first thing they ask you is: "Do 

you believe in the lord Jesus Christ?”. Or you walk into the counselling room 

and someone’s sitting there with the biggest bible you have ever seen in your 

life, or, a lot of the {ethnic group} places there'll be one room that's a little 

shrine, or whether it’s Muslim.  

… 

Kate: So maybe something has become visible to you since you've been 

involved? 

Lo: Apart from the odd assumption but that's more, being Australian. But it 

depends how you classify that doesn't it? 

Kate: So do you mean sort of those Euro-Australian values? 

Lo:  Just around food and, just it's all little things but, you stop and think: "Oh 

I better ask them first before I make"… They've taken a fascination with 

Arnott's biscuits at the moment. 
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One participant also noticed that they were shifting the focusing away from themselves, 

commented on it, which is illustrated in the following quote, but then continued to avoid 

turning the lens in on themselves: 

And we're talking about them now and not me. 

The examples of detouring that are presented above can be explained by further exploring the 

work of Olsson (2011, p. 1), who argued that “most of the detours or obstacles facing us, as 

anti-racists, are previously learned attitudes and habitual behaviours birthed in those 

attitudes”, which divert us from your intended goals. Olsson explained that once we become 

aware of our habits of detouring, we need to try and pick ourselves up when we make them 

and explore why we are exhibiting the behaviour, or its “attitudinal roots”. The attitudes 

guiding the behaviour of participants in the current project who were detouring could have 

been an assumption that to address the oppression of clients, the focus should remain on 

them. Olsson further explained that we also need to replace the detouring behaviour with 

anti-racist action (p. 2). For the above participants, this would involve replacing the detouring 

with a concentrated and intentional commitment to keeping the lens on themselves to address 

their own privilege and how they are implicated in Whiteness. In relation to the findings 

above, detouring behaviour could also have been the result of White fragility (DiAngelo, 

2011, 2018). For example, DiAngelo (2018, pp.118-119) argued that when the lens is turned 

in on our behaviour and assumptions, White people can feel a variety of emotions including 

shamed or guilty and as a result, we can exhibit behaviours such as denying, focusing on 

intention or avoidance. In these examples, the behaviour was to shift the focus away from the 

self and to the Other via avoidance. 

Participants also avoided turning the lens in on themselves as a White person, whether 

consciously or not, through colour-blindness. Colour-blindness refers to not acknowledging 

race and thus believing that you are not racist: “ignoring ‘race’ by seeing only people with 

infinite individual potential despite their differences” (Baltra-Ulloa, 2013, p. 96). Several 

participants made comments in interviews that would be considered colour-blindness. For 

example, one participant mentioned not noticing colour a lot of the time with a family 

member and then thinking as she read the resource provided in this project: 

 Oh yeah that’s right, I’m White and you’re not. 

The following quote is also an example of the colour-blind detour: 
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You know I like to see myself as just a person of the world, a citizen of the 

world and, for me you know, like John Lennon's Imagine song. 

Olsson (2011, p. 3) discussed the consequence of White people who engage with the colour-

blind detour. She explained that “even if an individual White person could ignore a person’s 

color, the society does not. By saying we are not different, that we do not see color, we are 

also saying that we don’t see my White-ness. This denies their experience of racism and our 

experience of privilege”. The findings here would suggest that colour-blindness and 

detouring are active tools for participants' operationalisation of Whiteness in their practice. 

Next, the theme of distancing, which is interrelated with detouring, will be discussed. 

Distancing 

In the current project, whether consciously or not, many participants used strategies to 

distance themselves from the implications of Whiteness or their ability to do anything about 

Whiteness in their own life. These included focusing on Whiteness as something that 

individuals were not able to control or challenge. Another distancing strategy discussed in 

this section included participants distancing themselves from being implicated by Whiteness 

and finally letting themselves off the hook when they enacted Whiteness. 

After conducting the Focus Group sessions, I noticed that one theme from the discussions 

with participants was a frequent focus on Whiteness operating at the societal and 

organisational levels as well as in the practice of colleagues. As a result, I explicitly told all 

participants that the focus of the second interviews would be on personal practice. However, 

in some of the second one-on-one interviews, participants continued to shift the focus off 

their own practice and their ability to make change to disrupt Whiteness. For example, Tess, 

whilst discussing the role that social work must play in disrupting Whiteness, suggested that 

she was not in a position to do so because she worked at the “micro” level: 

There's sort of like another level of where social work can, needs to be in and 

pushing for change but at this stage that I'm at the, what do you call it, the 

micro level. 

Another participant discussed how due to a change in leadership within the organisation, they 

were now being made to work in ways that did not sit comfortably with them: 
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I mean my old boss, if there was an issue with the way a system was working 

that was a barrier, for our clients to access, we would try an, find a way 

around it or try and get an alternative for multicultural groups, and with a lot 

of success. And now that's, stopped. Now, conform to the system or miss out, is 

kind of the way it's going. And that scares, that where we're starting to, when I 

look at your own social work practice and your own values and ethics, I don't 

want to be that person.  

Throughout this discussion, the participant did not see themselves as being able to advocate 

for change. It was, rather that they needed to either continue to work in ways that they did not 

agree with ethically or leave the organisation.  

Picower (2009, p. 208) described several “tools of Whiteness” that White pre-service teachers 

used in her own research to “maintain their prior hegemonic understandings” (p. 204). She 

found that many students claimed that making change was “out of my control”. Whilst she 

used the term quite broadly, some of the students in her research believed in the inability of 

individuals to make change, similarly to the findings discussed above.  

During interviews some participants also distanced themselves from being implicated in the 

operationalisation of Whiteness. An example of this distancing is provided below: 

Every time I think about Whiteness operating it just annoys me. Which is you 

know again a really privileged feeling if that's the worst that Whiteness affects 

me. Probably because of the conversations that we've had, it's probably been a 

little more central, to my thinking. I generally am frustrated by a lot of the 

[becomes inaudible]. So I live with a certain permanent layer of frustration. 

Sometimes it's difficult to filter out where those specific causes are. 

In these examples, Whiteness was discussed as something that was “out there”, separate from 

the participants and their interactions.  

Another distancing strategy, which I have named ‘letting yourself off the hook’ was used by 

participants when reflecting on Whiteness operating in their practice or when discussing 

Whiteness more generally. An example of this strategy was used by Cath in the second 

interview as we critically reflected on a practice example that she provided about facilitating 

a community event. 
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Kate: Ok, so thinking about whose voices were included in the reflection, 

whose voices could have been included if they weren't? 

Cath: Certainly the Indigenous population, of the town, and certainly anybody 

whose principal language wasn't English. We didn't have any non-English 

speaking people there. Or people whose English was a second language. I 

don't think there is a big migrant population in (town in Australia). So it 

would have been pretty hard to find that group anyway but certainly, 40% of 

the population in (town in Australia) is Indigenous and we didn't have an 

Indigenous representative there. 

In this discussion, Cath lets herself off the hook by saying that whilst the voices of people of 

refugee background were not included in a community discussion, the communities in 

question have small numbers and are therefore, were hard to find.  

 Letting yourself off the hook narratives often occurred when participants responded to my 

questioning around whether emotions had come to the fore for them whilst critically 

engaging with Whiteness. The following quote is one such example of this: 

Kate: Did emotions or feelings come up for you in any of those examples or 

just having started to think about it more? 

Ruth: Not really I think, I'm at a point where I'm very accepting of my 

imperfections. I don't feel uncomfortable with that. 

Kate: Yep 

Ruth: I know I'm not perfect. I don't beat myself up. I mean, I guess maybe I’m 

mildly disappointed in myself but it's not distressing to recognise that you're 

not perfect. So no not really, I wouldn't think so, no. 

On two instances, I also used this strategy to let participants off the hook. For example, 

Nicole disclosed a story of Whiteness in her own practice and was clearly feeling discomfort. 

I responded by saying: 

I don't think you're giving yourself enough credit for… There were times when 

you were able to listen to her voice.  
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I reflected on this part of the interview with Nicole afterwards to explore why I had felt such 

discomfort at witnessing her own discomfort after all I had learnt about Whiteness and the 

role that discomfort can play in bringing about change (Pewewardy, 2007, p. 30; Kendall, 

2013, p. 3). In fact, it was what I had hoped that the research would evoke in participants. 

After reflecting in my journal, I understood that my desire had been to ensure that Nicole, a 

social worker who I felt was a good person, knew that I thought that she was a good social 

worker trying her best. This was also a way of responding that is common for White people.  

I created bad / good, racist / not racist, prejudiced / open minded binaries and thus defended 

Nicole’s behaviour because she did not fit the established schema for a White person who is 

part of the problem, using a simplistic approach to understanding racial inequality (DiAngelo, 

2018, pp. 71-72). My interactions within this interview were also what has been described as 

White solidarity. DiAngelo (2018, pp. 57-58) explained that “White solidarity requires both 

silence about anything that exposes the advantages of the white position and tacit agreement 

to remain racially united in the protection of white supremacy”. This example highlights how 

I enacted Whiteness through my participation in interviews in that I backed away from 

confirming the story told to me by Nicole as an example of Whiteness.  

The emotional distancing strategies that were used by participants and me, echo ideas around 

the ‘good White person’. When I presented my project at a School of Social Sciences 

Postgraduate Work in Progress day at UTAS in 2017, I had a fellow PhD student of colour 

warn me about the risk of participants giving themselves an identity of the good White person 

for being involved in this project. I do believe that there were stories throughout the 

interviews where participants prescribed themselves a good White person identity, which was 

usually also used as a detour to avoid turning the lens in on themselves. For example, one 

participant discussed finding people of refugee background inspiring, one participant spent a 

lot of time sharing and explaining their detailed  knowledge about the people they work with, 

one participant discussed being deliberately friendly to women wearing Hijab in the street, 

one mentioned seeing their role as the safe person for the public to approach to ask questions 

about the group, and one mentioned being inspired when learning about Whiteness. An 

example of one of these discussions is provided below: 

Kate: I don't know if you know the group Students Against Racism? 

Ruth: I've heard of them. They did that amazing thing at Peacock theatre. Did 

you go to that?  
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Kate: Um, I was backstage co-ordinating  

Ruth: That was mind blowingly amazing, I loved it. They did such an 

incredible job 

Kate: Women’s Business yeah 

Ruth: Oh, they were so inspiring, oh my god those young women were 

amazing. I loved that, absolutely loved it. 

To a degree, this strategy of participants providing themselves with good White person 

identities is connected to the detour discussed by Olsson (2011, p. 8) “Innocence by 

Association”. She explained that “this detour into denial wrongly equates personal 

interactions with people of colour, no matter how intimate they may be, with anti-racism. 

There is an assumption that our personal associations free us magically from our racist 

conditioning”. In their study into the distancing strategies that White women use in classroom 

discussions about race, Case and Hemmings (2005, p. 616) also found that participants used 

this strategy to refute being racist. Similarly, Guhan and Liebling-Kalifani (2011, pp. 216- 

217) reported that some of the staff working with people seeking asylum and people of 

refugee background that they interviewed in the UK discussed the rewards that they get from 

working in this area, for example feeling that “their achievements resulted in positive 

feedback for them”. Some also mentioned enjoying (and in some cases perhaps relying on) 

the gratitude of clients in relation to the help and support that they offered them. This also 

relates to what DiAngelo (2018, pp. 77-78) terms to “colour-celebrate”. These she argued, are 

narratives that demonstrate how the White person “embraces racial difference”, for example; 

“I work in a very diverse environment” and “I have people of color in my family/married a 

person of color/have children of color”. DiAngelo claims that these narratives distance the 

White person from being responsible for racism or part of the problem.                 

This section has reported on the strategies that both participants and I used within interviews 

to distance them from the implications of Whiteness or their ability to do anything about 

Whiteness in their own life. Whilst on the surface these strategies seem to be deployed as 

attempts to achieve some distance from the operationalisation of Whiteness, they were in fact 

examples of Whiteness in action. In the next section, the ways that participants positioned 

themselves as the invisible norm within their narratives are analysed. 
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Being the invisible norm 

Participants frequently positioned their White identity as the invisible norm, either implicitly 

or explicitly. For example, in interview one, Sharleen used the wording “the way that 

everybody does” when referring to Euro-Australian people: 

Different friends when they come to our house, I serve up food in the way that 

I always do, they then think about how they deal with that. So those friends 

when they came to our house, I said that it was my, or my husband and I both 

said it was our choice that we all eat together and was that going to be ok with 

them and they said: "We're in your home, we'll do whatever you chose to do". 

And the women found it difficult but then as the meal progressed and then 

later meals they were quite happy to sit and have a good old yack the way that 

everybody else does, but, that wouldn't be what they would assume, in their 

own home. And it doesn't need to be. 

When discussing engagement with a co-worker Ruth also implicitly discussed the White 

Euro-Australian identity as the norm: 

You know well I'm curious, I'd like to know about where you're originally 

from, because you look different to me so obviously, and maybe if everybody 

from a different background, looked different, you'd do exactly the same thing. 

"Oh, you must be, you're Celtic, oh tell me about where did your family, where 

did they come from originally?" 

In this quote from Ruth, I interpreted the comment “and maybe if everyone from a different 

background looked different” to mean that Euro-Australian’s don’t look different, the ‘Other’ 

is the one who is diverse, who looks different, which is different in comparison to the 

dominant ‘us’.  

The descriptors “Non-Indigenous” and “Australian” were also used frequently in interviews 

to name Euro-Australians. There were examples within interviews where I also said 

“Australian” when referring to the Euro-Australian population. The descriptor “people who 

are from a multicultural background” was also used when referring to people who are not part 

of the dominant Euro-Australian community. A subtle example of positioning yourself as the 

invisible norm related to participants providing a racial identifier when discussing a non-

White person, whilst staying racially invisible themselves. For example:  
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Yeah that's how I feel about that (ethnic group) guy too.  

In another example, a participant discussed group work with clients from a refugee arrived 

community where they did what they described as “reverse cross-cultural awareness 

training”. In this training, the group looked at the difference between the White Euro-

Australian culture and the culture of the group members: 

We did a reverse cross-cultural awareness training with them… I said: "Oh 

let's talk about their culture, our culture and the differences…” 

To deconstruct this description, if cross-cultural means ‘across cultures’ or ‘different 

cultures’ then using the word reverse because it was a sharing of information on both sides 

makes an assumption that a regular ‘cross-cultural awareness training’ is about providing an 

awareness about the cultures of non-White people, whilst the White Euro-Australian culture 

remains invisible and thus the norm.  

White people not seeing ourselves as one of the many racial groups in Australia is an issue 

explored by Singleton (2015, p. 197). According to Singleton, White consciousness results 

from the “racial privilege and cultural dominance and power” of Whites (p. 197) influencing 

behaviour and thinking. He argued that a characteristic of the White consciousness is viewing 

your perspective as the universal perspective; a lack of recognition that the White perspective 

is just one perspective. The examples of participants, as well as me, discussing our 

perspectives as the universal perspective or our racial group as the invisible norm, 

demonstrate how at times we still have blind spots to the operationalisation of Whiteness 

whilst it is becoming increasingly visible within our lives.  

The findings above also relate to what has been defined by sociologist Jos Feagin as the 

“White racial frame” (2013, as cited in DiAngelo, 2018, p. 34). As explained by DiAngelo, 

(2018), the White frame describes: 

How whites circulate and reinforce racial messages that position whites as 

superior. In this way, the white racial frame rests on, and is a key mechanism 

of, white supremacy. The frame is deep and extensive, with thousands of 

stored ‘bits’. These bits are pieces of cultural information – images, stories, 

interpretations, omissions, silences – that are passed along from one person 

and group to the next, and from one generation to the next. The bits circulate 

both explicitly and implicitly, for example, through movies, television, news, 
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and other media and stories told to us by family and friends. By constantly 

using the white racial frame to interpret social relations and integrating new 

bits, whites reinforce the frame ever deeper (p. 34). 

In relation to the current findings, the positioning of White people as the invisible norm may 

not be challenged by focusing only on teaching people about Whiteness. That is, as a result of 

the White racial frame, the findings of this research may be telling us that when it comes to 

addressing the invisibility of Whiteness, our supremacy needs to be challenged at a broader 

level. The analysis that follows explores how Whiteness operates within the personal 

practices of participants through their positioning in their relationships with clients and their 

position as White within the dominant Euro-Australian system.  

White social workers’ powerful positions with clients  

Client fear, gratefulness, reliance and trust  

Several participants mentioned being aware of their powerful position with clients, gave 

examples of being in these powerful positions and gave explanations for why they thought 

this might be so. This awareness was identified early in the first interview when I posed the 

question: “In your work with people seeking asylum and / or people of refugee background, 

have you ever had an experience of being challenged as a result of your Whiteness? Or 

maybe they explicitly made you aware of your privilege?” 

In response to the above question, all participants commented that they do not have 

experiences of being significantly challenged by people of refugee background. Some 

participants mentioned that some clients will speak up to question a worker’s behaviour at 

times, however the participants acknowledged that these were usually minor comments. For 

example: 

When it first opened and when I first started there I went there three times, 

and the third time I went, an elderly (ethnic group) gentleman walked up 

behind me and whispered in my ear and he said: "You've been here three 

times and you haven't eaten with us yet”. 

In several stories, participants discussed their powerful position with clients in relation to the 

unlikelihood of a client speaking up about discomfort or dissatisfaction due to fear. This 

included fear of being sent back to where they have come from if they made a fuss and the 

fear that people of refugee background have of institutions due to their previous experiences. 
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As discussed by Cath, this fear can also be related to clients perceiving that the worker is in a 

more powerful position than they might actually be. An example of this perceived fear, as 

well as client gratefulness, is discussed by Cath when referencing previous practice 

experiences with people from refugee arrived communities: 

I think most of those people were just really bloody grateful, and I'm not sure 

if they were just really traumatised as well and possibly really fearful that if 

they weren't grateful that they would suffer some… and that goes back to 

power, they thought that I was in a hell of a lot, in a powerful situation so they 

were not challenging. 

Gratitude from clients was a theme that emerged in many stories shared by participants. This 

included the awareness that some clients are likely to show gratitude due to cultural belief 

systems. Because of how they have previously been treated, participants hypothesised that 

clients of refugee background might also be grateful of what they are provided within 

Australia in comparison to their previous experiences and further, that because they are 

lonely and isolated they may just be grateful to get out of the house: 

Generally, with all the groups and the trips that we do people just want to get 

out of the house. They really do, and you've got to always keep that in mind it 

doesn't have to be complex. And with the (program name withheld) group they 

don't care if they don't get off the bus.  

Gratefulness can be interpreted as a cultural expression of respect. It is suggested that 

gratefulness may be how participants interpreted client behaviour because gratefulness is 

what Whiteness requires for its maintenance, so that the White worker doesn’t feel 

discomfort or obligation to reciprocate or interact relationally with a show of respect. That is, 

gratefulness allows interactions to remain transactional, someone is providing something that 

is thanked, whereas if these reactions from clients were considered cultural expressions of 

respect, that may call for practice responses that are more relational. In Chapter 7, I argued 

that Whiteness operates within social work through a focus on professionalism. That is, 

professionalism focuses on the worker having expert knowledge (Briskman, 2008, pp. 83; 91) 

power and control, and relationships that are based on one-way care with clients (Baltra-

Ulloa, 2018, pp. 132-134). Therefore, it is suggested that White social workers may avoid 

interpreting client behaviour as cultural expressions of respect because it helps to maintain 

professional relationships where the worker maintains the power and control.  
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Participants also discussed their perceptions that clients have a reliance on workers because 

of a lack of English. For example, clients often require workers to be an intermediary for 

them with schools and other services and also due to a fear of racism with the broader 

community. This is illustrated in the following quote relating to families of refugee 

background early on in their resettlement experience: 

Yeah, just that channel, that communication channel. Yep, they don't really 

have access to, yeah. They have to wait for us to call the school, and all this, 

so yeah. In the, obviously in the first few months especially. 

However, participants also discussed clients seeing White people as an asset to them. For 

example, Lo discussed his perception of how his Whiteness is often seen as an asset to the 

people of refugee background he works with, which related to his ability to navigate systems: 

Lo: Yeah people see you, as wealthy and powerful, but essentially that you 

come from a position of power. And I know in my work, that I'm seen like that 

by a lot of clients, but in a positive way rather than in a negative way. Does 

that make sense? 

Kate: So, they see you being White as a positive? 

Lo: Yeah 

Kate: Yep 

Lo: And if I can understand their culture and where they’re coming from I can 

kind of be that middle person between them and things like Centrelink and 

other things like that where they feel very oppressed 

Nicole also explicitly mentioned the trust that clients of refugee background have in her as a 

worker and how this leaves her with a lot of power to influence them based on her own 

values. This is illustrated in the following quote: 

And again, because we've also got to be very, very careful with many different 

nationalities around them being very agreeable and very not understanding 

systems and [inaudible] compliant. And I think also too if people view you in a 

certain way and of trust, they'll be very: "oh ok yep I'll just" you know they're 

very open to just accepting whatever you might suggest, or guide them with. 
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When analysing the data, I observed that commonly participants perceived that they were in 

powerful positions in their relationships with clients. The consequence of this awareness was 

that some participants had taken advantage of the position that they held with clients. For 

example, one participant told what has been coined by Saldana (2016, p. 158) as a 

‘confessional tale’ about how they had personally expected clients to ‘fit’. For this 

participant, they had at times expected refugee arrived clients to fit into their busy schedule 

rather than asking what suits them, highlighted in the following quote: 

I think I might have gotten a bit slack and just expected that they're always 

free and available. All the control was in my hands. I can see them Monday or 

Tuesday or Wednesday or whenever, yeah, so I just phone them and say, "I'm 

coming tomorrow, is that ok" but it's definitely a privilege, and you’re 

controlling the situation and I probably just expect them to be free. But maybe 

with someone who was Australian, who was White, I'd be like: "Does that suit 

you?" But generally I would like to say I do ask them if it suits them. But I 

think occasionally I have, just expected it to suit them. 

The above confessional tale relates to convenience. Another example of where the practices 

of participants were said to be led by convenience includes a participant choosing not to get 

an interpreter for quick phone calls: 

I think sometimes when you're in a rush or sometimes when you're a bit 

stressed,  you pick up, I think I've phoned, well I have, phoned a few of the 

families, and just trusted them that they can understand what I'm saying, and 

I'm like "oh hello, tomorrow, see you 9 o'clock", and their like "oh ok yeah, 

thank you", and I try and do it with the people that I think can understand a 

little bit, but even then, if they don't understand you know, you're supposed to 

make sure they understand. But I can see when I'm doing that I'm quite 

anxious and stressed, because it’s just very busy all the time. Yeah, and I am 

hoping that they understand… I try not to do it too much but I'd be lying if I 

just, yeah like today I phoned a lady and I was like um "oh hello, um, yeah I'm 

coming to your house, 10.30" and she was like "oh ok". Yeah, I could, she was 

speaking to me in her language, which is fair enough but I mean we both just 

laugh and then I'm like "oh 10.30, 10.30" and I could tell she was a bit 

confused, but then she said "thank you" and to me that was a relief I was like 
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cool I don't have to phone an interpreter and I rocked up at 10.30, but yeah 

that’s an example. 

In another example, a participant reported of practices within their organisation where they 

were failing to include the voices of clients of refugee background in program evaluations: 

Probably just the only other thing I would say that I see, something that 

happens within organisations is, again people speaking for other people. So 

say that there's a new form or a new system or something coming in, I see 

what happens is sometimes things falling back on the case workers or the 

workers to make these evaluations or to make the, give the feedback… And I 

just throw it back, well I try and throw it back to people a lot: "well let’s hear 

what the people that are going to be doing it have to think, like I don't think we 

should be making these decisions and making these, writing these forms out", 

so I think that that, I don’t know what that speaks of a little bit. Is it a little bit 

of, I don’t know. is that Whiteness? But then you might say, because a lot of 

the people maybe making decisions aren't necessarily White they may come 

from different refugee backgrounds but to me, there's an element of Whiteness 

in doing that. Um, it's like "well we know better". 

The findings presented in this section provide examples of how Whiteness is experienced by 

White workers within their relationships with clients of refugee background through the ways 

that they respond to perceived client fear, gratefulness, reliance and trust. In some instances, 

this involved participants knowingly taking advantage of their powerful position with clients. 

The powerful positions that participants have in their relationships with clients relating to 

them “knowing the system” is explored in the following section. 

Knowing the system  

Stories that relate to knowing the system included calling a telephone service provider and 

being able to get a successful outcome when a client could not, and being able to get a ‘yes’ 

answer about eligibility for a payment at Centrelink when a client had been told ‘no’. One 

participant’s view about their ability to achieve results that clients were not able to achieve 

changed between the first and second interview. That is, they shifted from thinking that they 

would be in the same position and have the same experience as their clients if they were in 

another country, to understanding the role that prejudice and discrimination plays in the 
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experiences that clients frequently have when engaging with services in Australia. This is 

illustrated in the quote below: 

I think one of the big things was when I sat down and had a chat to 

(colleagues name) and just sort of unpacked a few things and just heard quite 

a few of (colleagues name)'s stories and I think it, was good for me to, to 

really be in my face around like I mean, I've read about things but then for 

that person to really just be saying, "look you know, in regards to renting a 

house or um, questioning a parking ticket or whatever"… I am very aware, I 

suppose so this is the difference I suppose I'm aware of advocating for clients 

or me being able to turn something around for someone when they've been 

dealing with a system. But I suppose in the past I've always put it down a bit 

more to that person not knowing the system, or not having the language, the 

English language, and thinking "well that's probably just the way it works and 

maybe if I was in China or somewhere, the same thing could happen to me, 

being maybe of not knowing there language and culture and systems". But 

then to hear (colleagues name) say that who has, very intelligent, very good 

knowledge of systems and fabulous English it probably really brought home to 

me that difference and that and that prejudice that can really be there just for 

the look for or the colour of someone’s skin.  

Similar to this participant’s original interpretations and understandings, in Focus Group One 

the impact that Whiteness has on clients of refugee background was explained as clients 

simply being outside of their cultural context. This is illustrated in the following quote: 

I think I'm more respectful, I mean I already was but I think I'm even more 

respectful now, I think I'm more conscious that, the only reason why, this 

person may appear to be struggling and need more assistance is purely 

because they're out of their cultural context. So you know if it were me in 

theirs, I'd be exactly the same, so I think I'm more conscious of that. 

Whilst the quote above is an example of a participant being unaware of the role that 

Whiteness plays in how clients are treated within Australian society, some did understand the 

connection between their membership of the dominant group, and their ability to achieve 

things that clients could not – due to Whiteness. This is illustrated in the following quote: 
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Harry: We went to sit down, and they called us up, and the next worker, the 

same thing, she said to me “sorry, she’s not entitled to an advanced payment” 

and then I said “actually, (name withheld) told me that she is”, and um, yeah 

she was like “oh yeah I’ll look into it”. So, if I wasn’t there, she just would 

have gone home confused. 

Kate: Walked out, without the payment? 

Harry: They don’t take that extra few seconds, to look into it, yeah and she 

looked a bit annoyed, the Centrelink worker. And then again, we both sat 

down and she was talking to my client, it was good that she was trying to talk 

to her, but in English, and quite fast, and she then she said “ah can she speak 

any English?” and I was like “ah no, no not really”. And then and she just 

kept on talking in English, and I had to say: “she needs an interpreter”, but I 

was kind of assuming she would already get an interpreter. Um, yeah, and 

then she was like again she looked a bit annoyed. So she went and got a phone 

and all that, and yeah, got the interpreter on the line. But I feel like you 

always have to be quite firm, they won’t just do it, if you don’t push them. 

That’s Centrelink, I think they do it maybe with other people as well, but yeah, 

I think definitely, I think sometimes when they see people who can’t speak 

English they just, use it as an excuse to be lazy. 

Participants discussed their privileged position of knowing the system in different ways. For 

example, Lo referred to his position as “using your power to help disadvantaged 

communities” and as the “middle-man”. Selina discussed her belief that you need to use your 

White middle-class power to stand with people to make their voices stronger: 

So it's very much standing alongside people and I mean this is the thing I 

suppose, just trying to give strength to their preferences because, I know the 

way the system works. If they don't have someone like me and whether it's 

because I'm White or not because this role, standing alongside them…. 

Sometimes it feels like because I am a White middle-class professional, 

standing alongside someone when they're trying to get change within the 

system, it gives their voice, you know makes their voice stronger. 
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For many participants in this study, they also reported on the importance of not stepping in 

and speaking for people or taking over in ways that prevent clients from speaking for 

themselves, further developing skills in advocacy. They were also mindful of not hindering 

relationship-building between clients and members of the broader community. This is 

illustrated in the following quote: 

I think in the past I can step, in and use my Whiteness to make something 

happen. And there are times I think, if I want to be honest I think there still are 

times when that, has to happen within a certain role but I suppose it's giving 

that person, the skills to be able to advocate for themselves but also that way 

of building rapport or trying to value align with that, with a person that will 

get them moving, like get a result for them, a positive result for them as well… 

I'm much more aware of it now and much more aware of, just being very 

careful to allow someone else to try and yeah build their own way of, yeah 

managing situations or advocating for themselves.  

The findings above suggest that many participants recognised that they were often in 

positions of power within their relationship with clients because of White supremacy in 

Australia and because of the operationalisation of racism. As a result, they saw their role as a 

White social worker to use their power to advocate for clients experiencing different forms of 

racism. However, there was also some recognition that White social workers should not 

hinder clients’ opportunities to interact with the wider community and learn skills that will 

enhance their experiences of resettlement, and that they should be guided by clients in what 

they want from workers. Some participants also made connections between this ‘doing for’ 

and the need to also be working towards structural changes. For example, in the following 

quote, Nicole discussed following up after she had stepped in for a client of refugee 

background to make a formal complaint about the racism they had experienced: 

But normally what we also say is to people though if we feel as though 

something is racist, or it is, we'll make a complaint, and I think that that's 

another way of saying "look, but just because that's the way that it is, doesn't 

mean that it's good enough, or it's not the way it should be", it is the way it is, 

but how do we change that? So what else can we do to, and often I might make 

that call in front of people, and say, and just say "look we've just had this 
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experience, that's probably something that you need to look at. Does your 

team need some cultural training?". 

According to Lopes and Thomas (2006), “an ally is a member of the dominant group who 

acts against oppression out of a belief that eliminating oppression will benefit the targets of 

oppression and dominant group members” (p. 263, emphasis in original). The above 

participant interpretations of their roles as White social workers are consistent with those of 

Bishop (2002, pp. 114-119), Pease (2010, p. 180), Kendall (2013, pp. 172-184) and Land 

(2015, pp. 206-228) who argue that for White people to be allies to oppressed groups, we 

need to use our power to challenge oppressive systems and racism. It is argued that being an 

ally should also involve learning when we should speak or act and how and when we should 

step back, which should be guided by the voices of those who are experiencing the 

oppression. Furthermore, many participants understood that they were able to achieve things 

that clients of refugee background often were not able to achieve because of their White 

power and privilege. As a result, they interpreted their role as ally in these instances as 

requiring them to ‘do for’, which can seem contradictory to the ally relationship.  

Many authors have written about the difficulties relating to White people being allies to non-

White groups. For example, authors such as McKenzie (2014, pp. 138-141) and Land (2015, 

pp. 206-228) explain that being an ally needs to be understood as a verb, as something that is 

done and is active, as opposed to an identity which is static and can be secured. As McKenzie 

(2014) explains: 

It’s an active thing that must be done over and over again, in the largest and 

smallest ways, every day. Sounds like a lot of work, huh? Sounds exhausting. 

Well, yeah, it ought to. Because the people who experience racism, misogyny, 

ableism, queerphobia, transphobia, classism, etc. are exhausted. So, why 

shouldn’t their ‘allies’ be? Maybe how exhausted you are is a good measure of 

how well you’re doing the work (pp. 140-141). 

Pease (2002, 2010, pp. 180-185) and Land (2015, pp. 206-228) both discuss what it takes for 

White people to be allies. The authors suggest that a commitment to being a White ally 

connects to our need for our own interests to be served. As such, Pease (2002) believes that it 

is possible for White people to be allies when there is a reconstructing of what our interests 

are. Whilst acknowledging the barriers to White people being allies, he also argues that for 
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some Whites, they reach a point of no return in their commitment to social justice and 

equality and will thus be committed to ally-ship (2010).  

The notion of the White ally has also been critiqued by scholars such as Lopes and Thomas 

(2006), Curry-Stevens (2010). According to Lopes and Thomas (2006, pp. 227-232). White 

people can be a liability when it comes to ensuring they step up as true allies because in 

reality, we are invested in not causing trouble or disrupting the status quo. Similarly, Curry-

Stevens (2010), whilst reflecting on her own work relating to a pedagogy for the privileged 

(Curry-Stevens, 2007), has since raised questions about relying on the education of the 

privileged to be allies as a way of tackling oppression. This is because, whilst courses might 

be mandatory for students, “the transformations they might manifest are voluntary” (p. 67). 

These criticisms thus raise questions about the reliability of Whites to be allies as it is defined 

above. As discussed in more detail in Chapter 6, this is an issue that was identified within this 

project, where some participants who had an understanding of Whiteness chose not to speak 

up, thus demonstrating that ally-ship actions are voluntary.  

In summary, this section has discussed how many of the participants interpreted Whiteness as 

operating within their own personal practices and were trying to use their positions as White 

people to make change. The powerful positions that participants have in their relationships 

with bicultural workers is the focus of the next section of this chapter. 

White social workers’ powerful positions with bicultural workers  

Throughout interviews, the powerful position that White social workers hold in their 

relationships with bicultural workers was frequently discussed. A definition for what is meant 

by a bicultural worker has been provided by Tasmanian community organisation Catholic 

Care (2018, par. 3): 

Bicultural Workers provide interpreting support to the team, they ensure we 

can respond to our clients in culturally appropriate ways, and they provide a 

link between new arrivals to our programs and existing multicultural 

communities. 

Owen and English (2005) further explain that bicultural workers “can serve as sociocultural 

bridges between professional intentions and client expectations—not only equipped to 

interpret the meanings of words drawn from two distinct languages and cultures, but also able 

to mediate between agencies and their clientele to access and sustain appropriate, relevant, 



189 
 

and sensitive services” (p. 674). What I report on in this section relates to how the White 

social workers in this project described their relationships with the bicultural workers. The 

data suggests that there is a hierarchical relationship between White social workers and 

bicultural workers and that these hierarchical relationships are representations of how 

Whiteness is operationalised in their practice.  

In relation to how participants engaged in relationships with bicultural workers, one 

participant mentioned wanting the bicultural workers to have more ownership in the work 

and for power dynamics to shift, but then concluded that ultimately; “I am in charge”. The 

following quote is an example of how bicultural workers were not treated equally, and 

suggests that the bicultural workers do not feel like they are being treated like colleagues or 

employees: 

I like to think I have good relationships with all the bicultural workers, and 

the one guy said to me: "Yeah I see all of you case workers as equal to me, 

and we are colleagues, and we work together" and I was like well yeah, I was 

like it is a bit of a shame that he has to even say that. I was like “yeah, for 

sure”, but that says to me that maybe, he feels like he's not an equal. That he 

has to actually say it, so maybe he’s indirectly saying to me: "Don't treat me 

like I'm lower than you", like almost. So we go out together, and I just let him 

do all the talking, because he knows everything, but I think some of the case 

workers, probably just a few, like to really control and talk at the bicultural 

workers, like "tell the family this and tell them that" instead of just trusting 

them, and letting them do their own way of doing it, yeah that's quite a 

noticeable thing. 

Whilst it was clear from the way that participants talked about bicultural workers that they 

had respect for them and good working relationships with them, when discussing their 

engagement with bicultural workers, language was sometimes used that suggested that they 

are seen as a resource for workers to use, rather than a valued member of staff. For example: 

It just happened that the second day she was there I was going to visit, four, 

(ethnic group) families all in a row. I only have the bicultural worker for three 

or four hours and we just go, from house to house to house [trails off] 

… 



190 
 

So they put on a number of bicultural workers, then the (list other programs) 

started which are, what's it called, conscious raising. So it's about engaging 

with communities and doing talks around it and all that kind of stuff. Again, 

you need bicultural workers for that and then, they were handy for cross, 

cross-cultural awareness training and other things where it looks good if you, 

it's not just me doing cross-cultural awareness training you've actually got 

someone there from another country. So that's kind of how that built… So I 

lost my male. He’s got full time work now so… 

Further, not one participant who discussed a bicultural worker called them a colleague or 

spoken of them by name, which occurred regularly when other colleagues were discussed.  

There is little national or international literature that explores the inclusion of bicultural 

workers within social work settings. Tribe (1999), writing from the UK, discussed the 

dilemmas of “using” interpreters/bicultural works within a medical multidisciplinary setting 

(which included social workers), who worked with people of refugee background and people 

seeking asylum. Reporting on observations from within the health care setting, she discussed 

the importance of valuing and acknowledging the role and skill of the bicultural workers “as 

part of a multi-professional team”, and the need for these workers to be supported. Tribe 

(1999, p. 573) explained that some workers may feel “threatened” by having a bicultural 

worker present during consultations, which may help explain some of the behaviour towards 

bicultural workers that is reported above. It should be highlighted here that the wording used 

in the Tribe article of “using” bicultural workers is an example of how bicultural workers are 

seen as ‘a resource’ and this is contra to the value of them as people, and staff. 

Whilst discussed in the US context within mental health services, Musser-Granski and 

Carrillo (1997, pp. 56-59) also highlight the importance of “bicultural paraprofessionals” 

being supported within the organisation within which they work, including being provided 

with supervision and having career development/professional development opportunities. 

Also in the US context, Owen and English (2005) discuss their own experience of working as 

White female social workers with bicultural workers. From their own practice reflections, 

they explain the importance of leaving room for bicultural workers “to contribute their local 

knowledge to formulating casework strategies” (p. 673). Furthermore, they recommend that 

mentors should prioritise creating meaningful and flexible relationships with bicultural 

workers, describing a culturally appropriate relationship as one where supervisors are a 
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“professional friend” (p. 679) and there is mutual sharing of personal experiences. Again, it 

should be highlighted how the literature itself assumes a White benchmark that ‘makes room 

for’ bicultural workers. 

The findings above suggest that Whiteness operates within White social workers’ practice 

through their participation in relationships with bicultural workers where bicultural workers 

are perceived as inferior and of less value than other employees; ultimately as a resource.  

The above-mentioned literature emphasises the importance of bicultural workers being 

treated as valued members of staff who are given the opportunity to thrive within the 

workplaces they are employed. However, this literature also implicitly reinforces Whiteness. 

The ways that participants spoke about feelings of safety in relation to discussing Whiteness, 

power and privilege will now be discussed. 

Promoting ‘safe’ spaces  

Participants’ stories included discussions about wanting to avoid feelings of discomfort and 

of feeling unsafe in relation to discussing race or in relation to intercultural interactions. 

Several participants, particularly those who had been involved in facilitating some kind of 

workshop or training in relation to cultural safety, discussed the emotional reactions of others 

when engaging in discussions about Whiteness. They explained that they find it hard to talk 

to White people about race: 

I do cross-cultural awareness training too and it staggers me sometimes what, 

ideas people have and where they get those ideas from… But when people are 

challenged they like to shoot the messenger. 

Other examples of avoiding discomfort and promoting a safe space were provided by a 

participant who discussed shutting down hostile debates in cultural safety training: 

Last week, one person said [impersonating:] "Oh but we've been using Nigger 

since we were little, that's fine", [stops impersonating] "No, it's not", [begins 

impersonating] "Yes, it is, we did the Eeny Meeny Miny Moe" [stops 

impersonating] and I said "I didn't even learn that [inaudible], I learnt that as 

Ninja, when I was a kid”. And it becomes like, almost a hostile debate that you 

have to shut down straight away. 
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One participant also discussed being abused online for speaking up against the 

operationalisation of Whiteness within Government. As a result, they spoke about preferring 

a larger group context like protests and rallies because they were considered safe 

environments when advocating for change: 

It's hard putting yourself out there to try and change things like that. And 

that's why I do like being part of larger groups and rallies and things because 

it's, that feeling of safety. 

One participant also mentioned not feeling safe to challenge racist colleagues, in this instance 

doctors in the hospital setting. For another, they acknowledged the difficulty of challenging 

nurses: 

It's really difficult because some of those nursing staff are quite powerful. 

As discussed previously, when issues of race, privilege and oppression are concerned, White 

people often attempt to avoid discomfort and seek out feelings of safety. Some authors have 

explicitly questioned conversations about race, privilege and power in environments that are 

promoted as ‘safe’, and have asked questions around who do these environments keep safe, 

and whether safety is even possible when having meaningful conversations about race and 

Whiteness, and for learning to occur for Whites (Leonardo & Porter, 2010; Arao & Clemens, 

2013; Baltra-Ulloa, 2017). Arao and Clements (2013, p. 139), for example, explain that the 

terminology of safety is problematic because it promotes the idea that risk and discomfort 

will be avoided, which they argue are unavoidable for meaningful dialogue to occur. 

Influenced by the work of Boostrom (1998) and the “Courageous Conversations about Race” 

literature (for example, Singleton & Linton, 2006; Singleton & Hays, 2008), Arao and 

Clemens (2013) propose that the promotion of safe spaces needs be reconsidered and such 

spaces reframed as those that challenge people to be brave and courageous, and that such 

terminology should be used explicitly (pp. 141-142). Baltra-Ulloa (2017), in her speech at the 

Epistemologies of the South symposium held at UTAS, similarly proposed that spaces where 

both White and non-White people are involved in discussions about power, privilege and 

oppression need to be rethought and reconsidered as “productive spaces” rather than safe 

spaces.  

The findings discussed above suggest that when it comes to discussing race, power and 

privilege, participants wanted to remain safe. However, this can result in them avoiding 
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challenging and naming up Whiteness. A review of the literature suggests that when White 

people stay safe and avoid discomfort it is not possible to disrupt Whiteness. It is therefore 

concluded that a reframing of safe spaces to brave or productive spaces is essential to making 

a meaningful commitment to addressing Whiteness within social work and for social workers 

to be having difficult conversations about Whiteness and power and privilege. An analysis of 

the ways that Whiteness operated through the participants’ failures to engage in meaningful 

dialogue will now be presented.  

Failure to dialogue 

When discussing their practice with people of refugee background, many participants gave 

examples of building trusting and often long-term relationships with clients where they 

discussed their cultural differences. Whilst it is not disputed that these are examples of 

meaningful relationships, this section analyses these interactions to explore how Whiteness 

operated within them through participants failing to engage in dialogue. As discussed in 

Chapter 4, dialogue in this thesis is defined “as a deep, challenging, responsive, enriching, 

disruptive encounter and conversation-in-context; and also a mutual and critical process of 

building shared understanding, meaning and creative action” (Westoby & Dowling, 2013, p. 

5). Dialogue is about learning from each other, and is “a way of building a developmental 

process between individuals, while recognising contextual factors such as motivation and 

levels of power…” (Owen & Westoby, 2012, p. 307).  

For Sharleen, she frequently mentioned interacting with non-White clients and colleagues and 

friends outside of work. This included asking friends and colleagues about their experiences 

of being non-White in Australia and engaging in discussions with clients about what they 

need from the organisation she works for. Whilst the example presented below relates to 

friends and not clients, it is included in this section as it showcases an explicit example of an 

interactions where cultural differences needed to be navigated: 

We had friends from (Asian country) and we would go to visit them, but they 

would serve us first and we would eat and then they would eat after, either 

after we'd gone or afterwards. And it took a number of conversations before 

we realised that although we were going to their home, we had to invite them 

to eat with us. So we were their guests and we were served, but when we 

became friends more than just acquaintances we could then ask "well look, 

can you explain to us why this is what is happening, because we feel 
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uncomfortable that you don't share in what we're doing"… And then that was 

also the men would come and eat but the women would still wait in the 

kitchen, and so I then had to ask for permission to eat with the women, 

because, I was still a guest but I was, yeah, it was an interesting process. But 

it did, we did change things amongst ourselves as friends, that we would all 

eat together, but the women, in some ways still felt uncomfortable in that 

process, and so it was, asking them to choose how they wanted, that to be. So 

we would eat with the doors open in two rooms. 

Nicole also gave examples of listening to the voices and experiences of colleagues and 

engaging in discussion with clients when she identified that they had differing values: 

For her that completely aligned with her values of what she feels is important. 

Without that, you're nothing, within her culture. So it's very much that's how 

she views that and I suppose for me then, knowing that privilege of how a 

system works and that how the general population might view, someone doing 

that here as an asylum seeker, could be damaging for her… And me then 

putting my value around that on her around, yeah, “you shouldn't have done 

that” [inaudible]. And then it's been really good for me to then understand 

and put myself in her head and her shoes with that and for us now to be able 

to build, a story for her around that, around then getting that to be able to be 

a value or a way of thinking that someone else with that white background will 

understand. 

Harry also discussed several conversations with clients of refugee background about their 

cultural differences and how this related to the services that clients receive and how he and 

other workers were engaging with clients:  

Harry: If you rock up at 9.30 in the morning and they might have just, maybe 

10 or 11 [inaudible] so it's quite late, especially during the week. And they are 

still sleeping, yeah, I think because of our condition, I'm always like: "Oh, 

you've slept in". But that's my assumption. I'm like "oh sleep in, oh, it's late" 

but they're like "oh yeah, sorry, sorry", and yeah, but they're apologetic, that's 

an example of, they have to apologise. And always, you know I say "no, that's 

ok", but we do have to encourage them "oh you know in Australia, for your job 

and for your work and for school you know, make sure you don't" [trails off] 
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Kate: The business day will start earlier 

Harry: Yeah and all that, and then they say [impersonating]: “Oh in (country 

of origin) yeah, we go to bed late you know, we have dinner late".  In 

Australia, we have dinner earlier. And we always have talks like that, like 

[impersonating]"what time do you have dinner?" and, I'm like "yeah usually 

6, 6.30/7" and they're like "really?" and it makes me feel White… And yeah to 

me that's like wow. Yeah that's not really being aggressive but they just. Yeah, 

they're kind of saying to me, [impersonating]: “Your ways not the only way” 

which is good. 

The literature reporting on the resettlement experiences of refugee arrived communities in 

Australia consistently showcases how the dominant culture within Australia can contrast 

significantly with the culture of the countries people have come from (Westoby, 2009; Clarke 

& Borders, 2014; Curry et al., 2018; Wilding & Nunn, 2018). However, in the current 

project, when cultural differences were identified by some of the participants, they had 

discussions about culture but failed to engage in meaningful dialogue. That is, in the example 

provided by Sharleen, her and her partner imposed their way of hosting people for dinner 

onto their non-White friends by expecting them to change their way of doing things and 

adopt a version of the White-Western way of doing things. In the example provided by 

Nicole, this interaction involved discussing cultural differences with her client, and then 

finding ways to package it to make it more palatable for a White audience. In the final 

example by Harry, his clients had to learn, or be encouraged to consider, that 10am is 

sleeping in by Euro-Australian standards. In these examples, the participants did not make 

any changes to their ways of doing things, rather just acknowledged that theirs is not the only 

way of doing things. It is argued that this is not the meeting in the middle with clients to find 

a way forward, as discussed by Westoby and Dowling (2013, p. 5), that defines dialogical 

encounters. That is, these are not examples of encounters where new and shared 

understandings relevant to a specific context and relationship are produced. Rather, these are 

actually examples of how participants experienced Whiteness through reproducing White 

Western ways of doing, being and knowing as superior and by encouraging non-White clients 

and friends to try and be more like “the dominant ‘us’” (Baltra-Ulloa, 2013, p. 93). 

In the first half of this chapter, I analysed how Whiteness operated within the practices of 

participants. This included how participants used detouring and distancing strategies and 
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positioned themselves as the invisible norm throughout interviews and focus groups. The 

operationalisation of Whiteness within the individual practices of White social workers was 

also discussed in relation to the positions that they hold in their relationships with both clients 

and bicultural workers. Participants attempted to create safe spaces in practice and as a result, 

avoided opportunities to unsettle Whiteness. Also, participants’ failure to engage in dialogue 

with clients resulted in them reinforcing Whiteness. In the final section of this chapter, the 

ways in which participants were attempting to unsettle Whiteness will be presented. 

Practices that unsettle Whiteness  

Throughout interviews and focus groups, several participants gave examples of how they 

were attempting to unsettle Whiteness through changing and challenging Whiteness operating 

within organisations. Throughout interviews and focus groups, participants frequently 

mentioned challenging White Euro-Australian ways of doing things within organisations. 

This included in their practice before participation in the current project and also as a result of 

their involvement. For example, in Chapter 5, I discussed Sharleen’s description of how 

Whiteness operates within organisational practices through counselling spaces being set up to 

privilege individualistic ways of using space. She explained that when she asked clients of 

refugee background how they would feel in standard interview rooms where two to three 

people sit facing each other in a small room, they reported that it would make them feel 

unsafe and as if they were being interrogated. In the second interview, she shared how the 

organisation she worked for had already begun to change the way that they worked with 

people from refugee arrived communities, and this is detailed in the following quote: 

What they've indicated is that, they want, the couple of other people here with 

them rather than one-to-one, because for some other people they wouldn't 

want to talk about it in front of someone else. But these women want some 

other people with them not just one person whatever, want other people with 

them, so that they can have, what they feel is a safe conversation. And so, 

changing the way that I set up an interview room or changing the way that I 

have that one-to-one interview conversation might be, that's more forward in 

my mind now. "What is it that you want out of this and how can we 

accommodate that?”. And when I have the conversation with some of the 

women from different backgrounds, I'll say to them: "How do you want the 

room set up?” Well one of the things is around, halal food. We don't normally 
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offer any food when we have interviews with people. But, it's culturally 

appropriate for some, in some spaces rather than just saying "do you want a 

coffee?" is to have some food there that people can share, and it becomes a 

generator of conversation or even an ice breaker in the conversation too, 

because that's how often women do talk, they sit around in the space and they 

have, the social aspect of the conversation is more important sometimes than, 

the words that I'm going to say, or it also takes some of the anxiety away 

brings a little more openness to a conversation. So, saying to the workers here 

also that "if you have somebody use this space, then asking them how they 

would be comfortable, rather than meeting face-to-face across a room, and 

you tell me what you need". The different ways of having that conversation. So 

I think we're starting to look at that.  

In this example, Sharleen emphasised the importance of dialogue and being in relationships 

as being fundamental to the success of having clients engage with the service and as a way to 

unsettle the operationalisation of Whiteness. Further, she explained that the service was 

committed to continual change and adapting to ensure that the needs of clients are met, as 

illustrated in the following quote:  

So there are lots of aspects within the work that we do, that we're still learning 

as we go along but we're trying to acknowledge that the work that we do has 

an impact on people’s lives, and that we need to be able to offer options or 

opportunities for people to, I guess cherry pick. Take, the parts that suit, but 

also know that they also can come back at a future time to deal with the other 

parts that need consideration or need further action later down the track.  

Sharleen also explained that one of the major goals of working with people of refugee 

background is to ensure that they feel comfortable and trusting of the service to come back in 

the future for other support if required. This example from Sharleen is one where a change in 

approach which favours client’s preferences and ways of doing things was leading to more 

genuine and meaningful relationships with clients of refugee background. Bonam et al. 

(2017) argue that physical spaces within social work organisations are racialised and a 

cultural product. In the case of Sharleen’s organisation, physical spaces had previously been 

constructed as White Euro-Australian spaces. Therefore, it is concluded that Sharleen’s 
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example of reconstructing physical spaces was a way of challenging and disrupting the 

operationalisation of Whiteness within an organisational context.  

In the second interview, the critically reflective deconstruction and reconstruction process of 

exploring an example of Whiteness operating within their practice, led one participant to 

discuss how they planned to change their ways of doing things in the future to work to 

unsettle Whiteness within their practice with people of refugee background:  

I suppose there were little niggles, of discomfort with all that, but I think the 

overriding thoughts came again from that organisational stuff and a lot of the 

assumptions that I was making, and it's probably more on reflection, that I'm 

unpacking that more, and thinking around yeah, with the benefit of hindsight I 

suppose…  

The reflection around that is really I think, questioning, taking case by case 

around what are, other opportunities for this person, maybe just not the most 

straight forward one or the easiest or what's within the system. So I think that 

change is if a similar situation comes up again it would be researching or 

really getting to really what that person wants not what's just going to be 

imposed on them. And doing all of that within the realistic, environment as 

well though. But I think really exploring what, because there possibly were 

some other, other ways forward or other options… We have a responsibility… 

to really ensure that we have some broad options for people. So what we can 

learn from it as an organisation of our, small office, is to have some things in 

place where we really ensure that we're hearing that clients voice…  just us 

having those conversations within our team and ensuring that, we’ve research 

as much within our capacity and resources, all options for people.  

Participants also frequently provided examples of challenging and questioning management, 

colleagues and other service providers in relation to Whiteness; showcasing how they were 

already or increasingly unsettling the operationalisation of Whiteness within their 

organisation. Examples included participants educating staff within a doctor’s surgery around 

clients’ understandings of time and appointments and previous experiences of accessing 

health services and also explicitly challenging racist recruitment processes within the 

organisation. In the following quote, a participant discussed how they believe they have been 

increasingly taking concerns about policy and procedure to higher levels of management due 
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to being involved in the project, because it had led to them focusing in on Whiteness 

operating: 

Kate: Do you think that pushing up and questioning, with (managers name) 

and stuff has happened more since this or was that just always who you've 

been?  

Nicole: Oh it's always who I've been but I think with this it's really resonated 

so much more about the power of that White establishment.  

So I think it's been more. Yet (managers name), I think (managers name)'d 

probably say it's probably been a lot more recently, and that might just be in 

line with the stuff that's happening as well but I think, because I think it's all 

there in the front of my head a lot more. 

The findings that are presented above around speaking up and challenging the ways that 

things were being done within organisations, are examples of how participants were trying to 

unsettle the operationalisation of Whiteness through their personal practices. 

Conclusion 

This chapter analysed how Whiteness is manifested and operationalised through participants’ 

own personal practices. The chapter also reported on the examples provided by participants 

of how they have been attempting to unsettle Whiteness. Given the lack of literature into how 

Whiteness operates within the social work profession, these findings offer social work 

significant insight into how workers can enact Whiteness, albeit with good intentions. 

In summary, there were multiple ways that Whiteness operated within the practice of the 

participants in this project. Firstly, Whiteness operated through their ways of speaking within 

the interviews and focus groups. The findings presented in relation to the way participants 

enacted Whiteness within discussions about Whiteness are consistent with the literature, in 

that they are common ways for White people to interact when asked to explore how they are 

implicated in White supremacy. Secondly, I argue that Whiteness operates within 

participants’ personal practices with clients as well as with bicultural workers. Whilst a 

critique was provided about relying on the ally-ship of White people to deconstruct 

Whiteness, the findings also highlight how participants redefined the ally relationship when 

working with people of refugee background to use their White power to ‘work for’ clients. 
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Finally, Whiteness operated within personal practices through the promotion of safe spaces 

and through their failure to engage in dialogue with clients. It is further concluded that whilst 

Whiteness does operate within the personal practices of White social workers, there were 

examples shared by participants of how they were attempting to unsettle Whiteness. These 

examples provide insight into how Whiteness can be disrupted in relation to social work 

practice with people of refugee background.  

The following chapter concludes the thesis. It brings together the findings of this project to 

make conclusions about how this research answered the research questions and the 

implications of the research to social work, the critical Whiteness studies literature and 

beyond.   
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Chapter 9 

Conclusion 

Introduction 

This concluding chapter begins by summarising the four findings chapters as they relate to 

the research questions. The implications of the findings are then discussed in relation to; 

social work practice and thinking, and social work education and research.  

The questions that this research aimed to answer were: 

1. How do White social workers who work with people of refugee background interpret 

Whiteness? 

2. How do White social workers experience the manifestations and operationalisation of 

Whiteness in social work practice with people of refugee background? 

The findings presented in Chapter 5, which focused on answering the first research question, 

suggested that for participants, the operationalisation of Whiteness within Australia was 

visible to them and therefore Whiteness could be examined, reflected and interpreted at times 

in practice with people of refugee background. In Chapter 6 the findings demonstrated how 

participants interpreted Whiteness as manifesting and operating within the organisations 

through which they came into contact with people of refugee background. The findings 

discussed in this chapter also suggested that many participants had chosen not to speak up or 

challenge the operationalisation and manifestation of Whiteness within organisations and as a 

result, their practices affirmed Whiteness. The findings presented in Chapter 7 demonstrated 

how participants interpreted Whiteness as manifesting and operating through the social work 

profession’s collusion with oppressive government interventions and also through social 

work’s prioritisation of professionalism. This form of professionalism focused on 

individualistic values, Western ways of gaining consent and one-way relationships with 

clients where boundaries were placed around displaying emotion and affection. In response to 

these interpretations, many participants still felt hopeful they could make changes to disrupt 

Whiteness in their practice and also saw learning about Whiteness as important for social 

work’s ability to disrupt Whiteness. Chapter 8 presented a combination of both my analysis 

of how Whiteness operated within participant’s narratives, and their own interpretations of 

how Whiteness operated within their personal practices. The findings suggested that 

Whiteness is enacted by White social workers through their desires to avoid feelings of 
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discomfort and of feeling unsafe in relation to discussing race and in their relationships with 

both clients of refugee background and bicultural workers. This chapter also detailed how 

some study participants were trying to disrupt Whiteness within their own personal practices 

via challenging and changing practices within organisations. 

Implications for social work practice and thinking 

Participants in this study offered that for them, Whiteness manifests and operationalises in 

practice with people of refugee background through predominantly one-size fits all 

approaches to service delivery. These approaches were said to negatively impact refugee 

arrived clients by offering little flexibility and delivering what was considered rigid or at 

times inappropriate services. Participants also highlighted that these manifestations and 

operationalisations of Whiteness in practice meant a privileging of White-Euro-Australian 

ways of doing things, which in turn restricted the capacity for practice to be responsive to the 

needs of clients of refugee background. The findings of the current study are consistent with 

previous research highlighting how inflexible and rigid systems fail to meet the needs of 

clients of refugee background (Waxman, 1998; Okitikpi & Aymer, 2003; Century et al., 

2007; Baltra-Ulloa, 2014; Gordan & Zufferey, 2013; Farley et al., 2014; Robinson, 2014; 

Jewson et al., 2015). Together, these sets of findings suggest that social workers need to be 

actively advocating for flexible approaches to the construction of organisational contexts and 

practices to ensure that clients are receiving appropriate services. These findings also suggest 

that social workers have a role in being involved and influencing laws, policies, funding 

agreements, organisational climates and cultures, how physical spaces are planned and 

designed and how services engage with interpreters and bicultural workers. This study also 

explored how the consequence of not being involved or influencing such contexts leads to 

racism and exclusion; and ultimately a reinforcing of Whiteness in practice. 

The findings of this study suggest that firstly, many participants had an understanding of 

Whiteness when entering the study and secondly, some participants increased their racial 

consciousness and awareness of the operationalisation of Whiteness as a result of their 

involvement in this study. However, it was observed that when participants told stories of 

being aware of Whiteness, they often also reported having not spoken of the presence of 

Whiteness or spoken out to challenge it. Therefore, for participants of this study, Whiteness 

operated through complicity with and the affirmation of Whiteness in practice. These 

findings are consistent with previous research where other White people have reported not 
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speaking up to challenge Whiteness due to power differentials and worries about future 

repercussions (Case, 2012, pp. 88-89). In line with the work of McIntyre (1997, pp. 55-56), 

who argued that speaking up to disrupt Whiteness is a privilege and a choice for White 

people, it is recommended that White social workers implement strategies to ensure that we 

do speak up about the operationalisation of Whiteness, regardless of perceived barriers and 

consequences. Such strategies will be discussed later in this chapter. 

The fast-paced nature of social work contexts, which were reported by participants as leading 

to time pressures, was perceived as restricting participants’ ability to reflect on the 

operationalisation of Whiteness. Many participants expressed their appreciation for being 

involved in the study, reporting that it provided time and space to do what they don’t feel like 

they have time for within their day-to-day routine. Given this, a conclusion of this study is 

that social workers do benefit from actively allocating time to reflect on their Whiteness and 

how Whiteness operates within the organisations they work. For those in management 

positions, this conclusion would suggest that supporting and actively seeking to include 

mandatory time specifically dedicated to reflection on Whiteness as well as other aspects of 

how privilege is operationalised in practice - regardless of how busy and demanding 

workloads are - may be a valuable contribution to challenging Whiteness in social work 

practice. Whilst most participants reported engaging in social work supervision, finding ways 

to include reflection on and interrogation of Whiteness within those sessions was also 

reported as a way in which Whiteness can be seen and challenged in practice with people of 

refugee background. A comment from one of the participants in their evaluation form 

demonstrates the perceived benefit of doing so: 

I also reflected on how to improve my skills by including a reflection on 

Whiteness in my supervision sessions.  

Whilst this reflection on and interrogation of Whiteness may be of value, it should be noted 

that scholars such as Lopes and Thomas (2006) and Curry-Stevens (2010) have critiqued the 

notion that White people can be relied upon to tackle Whiteness as they engage in disrupting 

Whiteness voluntarily. These critiques also relate to the findings of this study, where 

participants reported not speaking up to challenge the operationalisation and manifestation of 

Whiteness. Therefore, engaging in reflection and the problematising and making Whiteness 

explicit will not necessarily result in action.  
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Professionalism, embedded within White Western social work, was also analysed as an 

example of how Whiteness operates and manifests, impacting participants’ abilities to work 

appropriately with clients of refugee background. This included participants’ narratives about 

the difficulty of not sharing their feelings with clients and showing them affection or two-way 

care; practices considered as unprofessional within Australian social work. These discussions 

of professionalism are similar to the findings of others who have also explored the 

experiences of those who work with non-White clients (B. Bennett & Zubrzycki, 2003; 

Century et al., 2007; Guhan & Liebling-Kalifani, 2011; Baltra-Ulloa, 2014; Robinson, 2014). 

These collective findings suggest that this desire to maintain a level of professionalism 

characterised by one-way-care and a distancing of the personal can be inappropriate for work 

with people of refugee background. Therefore, a redefining of professionalism in the context 

of practice with people of refugee background could include more focus on honouring 

relationships where care is two-way and workers sharing parts of themselves is seen as 

valuable and appropriate forms of professional practice.  

Although social work has an identity as being ‘one of the good guys’ in their discussions 

about professional practices, participants frequently discussed their interpretations of how 

social work reinforces Whiteness through complicity and collusion with oppressive 

interventions. This is consistent with literature discussed in both Chapters 3 and 7, where the 

social work profession in Australia was criticised for colluding with the government (Young, 

2004; Zufferey, 2013; Pease, 2017), including in their treatment of people of refugee 

background, people seeking asylum and Muslim youth (Briskman et al., 2012;; Nipperess & 

Clarke, 2016; Briskman & Latham, 2017; Yassine & Briskman, 2019). What these findings 

offer social work is the challenge to not only overtly identify Whiteness in practice but also 

speak out about social work’s collusion with Whiteness. This suggestion challenges social 

workers and the profession itself to actively plea with workers, organisations and professional 

bodies to rethink how we as a profession engage with government interventions, if we as 

social workers are to stop colluding with and reinforcing Whiteness in practice. 

In Chapter 8, it was argued that White social workers are in powerful positions within their 

relationships with clients because they know the system and because of the power they have 

within Australia as members of the dominant Euro-Australian group. Because of their 

awareness that Whiteness leads to unequal relationships with clients of refugee background, 

some participants understood their need to challenge systems and members of dominant 

groups to dismantle forms of oppression. For those participants, the ally relationship included 
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not just ‘working with’, but also at times involved them using their White power to ‘work 

for’ people of refugee background. The findings of this study extend critical Whiteness 

literature in that they offer a different way of defining ally relationships between White 

people and people of refugee background. The suggestions this study makes are that these 

ally relationships need to be approached with an awareness of White privilege and its 

nuanced manifestations and operationalisations within a White supremacist society and how 

we can use the inherent power of Whiteness to change how people who are not White 

experience systems and White social workers in these contexts.  

The critiques of how reliable White people are when it comes to being allies to non-White 

people was also discussed in Chapter 8 and earlier in this section. As a result, a way of 

deconstructing Whiteness and providing best service to people of refugee background which 

may be more appropriate than relying on Whites, is the promotion of service delivery models 

which are refugee-led and / or staffed organisations, or who utilise accountability practices. 

In recent years, studies in the US have explored the potential of culturally specific 

organisations and their success in supporting clients of colour (for example see Curry-Stevens 

& Muthanna, 2016; Curry-Stevens, 2018; Curry-Stevens, Deloney & Morton, 2019). Curry-

Stevens et al. (2019) explain that such organisations can offer more culturally specific and 

appropriate services, which have been found to led to client benefits such as: 

Improving client retention, longer periods of service engagement, reduced 

pathologizing of distress (lesser reliance on the medical model of services), 

affirming racial identity and pride, more holistic interventions, and greater 

involvement in systems change that adds upstream interventions, collectively 

working to improve client outcomes (p. 188). 

As explained by Prehn (2019) in the Australian context, this kind of service delivery 

approach has also been successful in meeting the needs of Australian Aboriginal communities 

and groups for some time. For example, Aboriginal Community Controlled Health 

Organisations (ACCHO’s) have been found to increase accessibility and promote culturally 

safe and appropriate care that is responsive to the holistic view of health in comparison to 

mainstream services (Gomersall et al., 2017, p. 417). 

Another finding presented when discussing how Whiteness operates within the personal 

practices of White social workers relates to the treatment of bicultural workers. The findings 

demonstrate that within the organisations where participants work, bicultural workers are 
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treated like they are not part of the team and are treated as a resource to be used by other 

workers. Some participants in this study suggested that social workers can disrupt the 

operationalisation of Whiteness within social work organisations through supporting and 

respecting bicultural workers and by also ensuring that their voices are heard as equally 

valuable professional contributions to service design and provision. These findings are in line 

with the suggestions outlined in previous literature, which discusses the importance of 

supporting the careers of bicultural workers through skill and leadership development 

(Musser-Granski & Carrillo, 1997; Owen & English, 2005). These findings offer social work 

and the broader resettlement sector an urgent reminder that bicultural workers are invaluable 

members of teams, with wisdom and skills beyond that of the existing workforce that value-

add and must be recognised and respected. 

Further to the above, there is a scholarship that highlights the benefits to clients of non-

dominant groups of having workers of the same race or cultural and linguistic background, or 

who have similar experiences (such as the experience of resettling as a refugee in the same 

country), involved in service delivery. For example, Sanchez, Ybarra, Chapa and Martinez 

(2016) argue that within the healthcare sphere: 

Cultural and linguistic competence in the delivery of mental health services 

for racial and ethnic minority populations has a profound effect on access to 

and quality of care. Key to the delivery of such services is a diverse workforce 

that also represents the population (p. 14). 

Goode-Cross (2011) explored the experiences of Black therapists in relation to 

working with same race clients. Participants discussed the differences in their work 

with Black and non-Black clients, explaining that they negotiate different boundaries 

with clients of the same racial background. These differences included playing other 

roles for clients who were Black, such as a mentor or role-model, “using common 

language, idioms, and cultural references” (p. 372) and having a sophisticated 

understanding of the complexity of issues experienced by Black clients in relation to 

the societal and institutional climate. Located within the Australian social work 

context, Baltra-Ulloa (2014) found that social workers who work with people of 

refugee background who are also of refugee background themselves reported on the 

value of being able to offer clients of similar backgrounds “a relevant point of cultural 

orientation upon arriving in Australia” (p. 178). What these studies indicate, in 
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conjunction with literature discussed earlier in this section about the benefits of 

culturally specific organisations, is the unique skillset and wisdom that such workers 

bring to interactions with clients of a similar background.  

The findings of these studies support the recommendation of bicultural workers being treated 

with respect for the wisdom and skills that they bring to their work, which is fundamental to 

the success of an organisation to provide clients of refugee background with appropriate 

support. In response to the collective findings explored that relate to bicultural workers, it is 

suggested that clients of refugee background would benefit from organisations critically 

questioning which skills and wisdoms are currently most valued in practice with people of 

refugee background. A re-learning, where an understanding of the cultural context of clients, 

of the experience of being a cultural Other and of resettling in Australia are valued and 

prioritised, has the potential for service delivery to be enhanced with the clients we aim to 

serve.  

Chapter 8 explored the examples that participants gave of the discussions that they had with 

clients of refugee background about their cultural differences. Through a critical analysis of 

these stories, it was concluded that in most cases, participants had failed to engage in genuine 

dialogue and had thus reinforced Whiteness through imposing their White Western ways onto 

clients. However, there were also examples given by participants of how they were 

attempting to challenge and change White organisational operations which did include 

genuine dialogue. Given the lack of research into the manifestation and operationalisation of 

Whiteness internationally, these concrete examples offer insight into how we can attempt to 

unsettle Whiteness and are thus a significant offering of this research.  

Although the focus of the current research was practice with people of refugee background, it 

should be noted that many of the practice implications could have potential resonance for 

practice with many other groups, for example Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 

Implications for social work education 

When reporting on their engagement with literature relating to Whiteness, participants in this 

study discussed the benefits of education that focuses explicitly on Whiteness. The findings 

also suggest that participants not only benefitted from learning about Whiteness through their 

engagement with this study but also experienced increased racial consciousness as a result of 

their involvement in this study. Therefore, this study clearly suggests that if learning about 
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Whiteness and how it manifests and operationalises in practice formed part of social work 

curricula within Australian universities and thus was integral to the learning and teaching, the 

profession would benefit. It should be acknowledged here that across Australia, different 

universities are taking different approaches to how they integrate a critical analysis of 

Whiteness into their curriculum.  

These findings support the work of other social work scholars who have argued that a shift 

away from models that focus on cultural competency towards a focus on Whiteness and 

privilege will benefit the profession (Nyland, 2006, pp. 28-29; Baltra-Ulloa, 2013, pp. 90-93). 

However, in relation to the warnings of social work scholars such as Curry-Stevens (2007) 

and Pewewardy and Almeida (2014), it is also essential that explicit attention is drawn to 

structurally based White supremacy when Whiteness is discussed and thus potentially 

included in social work education. Furthermore, given that critical hope led participants to 

feel hopeful about their ability to make change in relation to the manifestation and 

operationalisation of Whiteness, education about Whiteness may be most successful in 

instilling critical hope if it acknowledges the present challenges that we face within a settler 

society filled with injustice, whilst also critically exploring the way in which hope can be 

maintained and grown to achieve change (Pease & Nipperess, 2016, pp. 13-14).  

Whilst participants interpreted Whiteness as operating within organisational contexts and 

practices and reported feeling uncomfortable about this, many had not spoken up or 

challenged Whiteness and thus had been complicit in Whiteness. Furthermore, whilst many 

participants felt hopeful in their ability to make change in relation to the operationalisation of 

Whiteness, they still enacted Whiteness within their personal practices. These findings 

suggest that knowing about and learning about Whiteness and then wanting to make change 

are not necessarily enough to ensure that White people will not continue to enact, reinforce 

and be complicit in Whiteness. This finding is consistent with other scholars who have 

highlighted that raised racial consciousness does not guarantee that White people will disrupt 

Whiteness (for example, Cunningham, 1993; Lopes & Thomas, 2006; Curry-Stevens, 2007; 

Curry-Stevens, 2010).  

The work of Curry-Stevens (2007) could provide insight into why some participants in this 

research reported working to unsettle Whiteness. As discussed in Chapter 2, Curry-Stevens 

undertook research that explored how to assist the transformation of “privileged learners”, 

theorising a model which she named “pedagogy for the privileged”. This model included a 
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confidence-shaking process, characterised by six steps “required for learners to become 

aware of their privilege” (p. 45), followed by four steps involved in the confidence building 

process which involve “building agency to undertake action” (p. 50). These confidence 

building stages include: 

• “Building confidence to take action” (engaging in activities that assist a person to 

prepare for intervening / making change); 

• “Planning actions for departure” (making a plan for how a person is going to 

intervene / make change); 

• “Finding supportive connections to sustain commitments”; and 

• “Declaring intentions for future action” (p. 52). 

It could be that acting on racial consciousness to unsettle Whiteness is connected to how 

confident and committed a person feels to make change and whether they feel they have the 

skills to enact change. Therefore, teaching White people about White privilege and White 

supremacy may have increased success if it also facilitates White people to build 

commitment and motivation, confidence and a skills base to disrupt Whiteness.  

The implications to social work education from these findings that suggest that Whiteness is 

not necessarily seen and challenged by a process of learning and knowing about it, would be 

three-fold. Firstly, that social work education could benefit from a systematic inclusion of 

Whiteness in the curricula and this inclusion would need to address socio-cultural processes 

embedded in current learning and teaching approaches that maintain and propel Whiteness 

within social work. Secondly, that current learning and teaching approaches will need to be 

reviewed considering this challenge that curricula alone cannot entirely address the unveiling 

and challenging of Whiteness in social work. Thirdly, the recommendations from this study 

are that social work education may need the influence of new ways of knowing, being and 

doing in practice, beyond that which is a product of White culture. 

During interviews and focus groups participants used detouring strategies to avoid engaging 

with questions relating to Whiteness and race. This occurred through participants shifting the 

focus onto the client or other non-White people and groups and also through them employing 

a colour-blind approach. Participants also used strategies to distance themselves from the 

implications of Whiteness or their ability to do anything about Whiteness in their own life. 

This included focusing on Whiteness as something individuals cannot control or challenge, 

distancing themselves from the implications of Whiteness and by letting themselves off the 
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hook when they enacted Whiteness. The detouring and distancing strategies used by 

participants in this study are consistent with the findings of others who have also described 

such strategies (McIntyre, 1997; Case & Hemmings, 2005; Picower, 2009; DiAngelo, 2011; 

Olsson, 2011; Fialho, 2016; Whitt, 2016). These findings together offer educators insight into 

the barriers that can occur when engaging White people in discussions about race. Having 

information about how White people may avoid turning the lens in on ourselves can help 

prepare educators for such encounters so that they can try and minimise or counter such 

strategies. They also provide a language for understanding what occurs when educating 

White people about Whiteness and race.  

Implications for research 

As discussed above, the findings suggest that some participants increased their racial 

consciousness and awareness of the operationalisation of Whiteness through their 

involvement in the study. The study’s methodology and method also facilitated the collection 

of rich data into how White people interpret Whiteness and how we experience the 

manifestations and operationalisation of Whiteness. Given that the empirical research 

internationally focusing on the lived experiences of White people and how we interpret 

Whiteness is modest, the approach utilised in this study could inform future research in this 

area.  

The study’s methodology was informed by relationality and a dialogical framework. When 

engaging with Whiteness, it is well reported within the literature that White people can get 

defensive, upset, feel guilt and shame and in some cases, withdraw from our engagement 

with critical Whiteness studies (Pease, 2010; Olsson, 2011; Bergman & Fahlgren, 2013; 

Kendall, 2013; Bergman, 2014; DiAngelo, 2011, 2018). To try and limit participants 

withdrawing from critical engagement, I met with participants multiple times to build 

relationships. It was hoped that they would then feel more comfortable to sit with the 

discomfort of exposing themselves to the vulnerability of discussing how they are implicated 

in Whiteness. Being true to the study’s methodology, I also shared my own personal 

narratives of engaging with Whiteness and provided examples of my own practice where I 

had noticed Whiteness operating when applicable. When doing this, I was mindful to only do 

so when it was complementary to a participant’s narrative, to provide an example when a 

participant was having trouble coming up with their own examples or to extend the 

conversation with the participant. I believe that when I did this, it facilitated deeper analysis 
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on the part of the participant. As the findings demonstrate, participants did frequently 

disclose examples of how they experienced Whiteness, including within their own practices 

which evoked a level of discomfort and required them to make themselves vulnerable. Future 

studies exploring experiences of Whiteness with White people may therefore benefit from 

also utilising an approach that honours relationality and dialogue.  

In relation to the method, participation required a commitment of approximately six hours 

over the course of the study. The method consisted of an initial one-on-one semi-structured 

interview. Following this, participants were provided with four readings and two short video 

resources about Whiteness and given approximately two to three months to sit with that 

material and to start to think/notice/write about their practice and day-to-day routines in 

relation to the material. Focus groups, each including three of the participants and myself 

were then conducted. Following the focus groups, participants were invited to attend a final 

one-on-one semi-structured interview to discuss and deconstruct and reconstruct practice 

examples and day-to-day routines. The final interviews, lasting approximately one hour, were 

undertaken one to three months after the focus groups. To conclude formal participation, 

participants were provided an anonymous evaluation form.  

Some of the feedback that participants gave in their evaluation forms concerning the method 

of this study are provided below: 

I really enjoyed all of it: the readings, the interviews and also the group 

session. They all helped me to develop my knowledge, skills and confidence 

and deepened my self-reflection.   

… 

The project was a good mix of being provided with resources and having a 

safe space to contribute.  

I also gained verbal feedback within interviews that the critical reflective questions that were 

used in the second one-on-one interview were helpful for reflecting on Whiteness, so I 

provided these to all the participants via email after the study for them to continue to use.  

In relation to the focus groups, all five participants who returned their evaluation forms 

reported that these sessions were a useful aspect of the study. Participants reported the group 

sessions were useful to hear the “thoughts, reflections and experiences” of others, to share 
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ideas, to increase awareness about the operationalisation of Whiteness and to have a relaxed 

and ‘safe environment’ to discuss complicated issues that are often not discussed within 

workplaces. One participant also discussed how the focus group represented a reminder that 

there are multiple experiences of being a White person, as illustrated in the quote below: 

I found this very useful due to the variation in our perspectives and 

experiences which reminded me that we are all on a journey and are at 

different stages of understanding and awareness. 

This feedback about the study’s method offers insight into how to approach a project 

exploring Whiteness with White people. To relate the study’s method to other research, 

Spears (2004) explored the impact of a multicultural course taught to Master of Social Work 

students in the US on racial identity development. Whilst the specifics of this study differed, 

the multicultural course included some similar aspects to the current study, such as self-

reflexive exercises, culturally-based videos, readings and class discussion which I believe 

makes the findings of Spears’ study in relation to researching the experiences of White 

people relevant to mine. That is, I believe that the focus group discussions created a similar 

environment to a classroom discussion, and that the critically reflective methods also created 

the opportunity for self-reflection. Spears (2004, pp. 283-284) found that most students, both 

White and students of colour, reported that the self-reflection, class discussions and 

disclosure had a positive effect on racial identity development. Therefore, the research 

processes at the heart of this study’s methods and both the findings and feedback from 

participants suggest that future researchers aiming to explore Whiteness with White people 

may benefit from utilising a multi-method approach that includes engagement with external 

material such as readings and videos, individual discussions, group discussions and self-

reflection. 

The first three Chapters of this thesis have illustrated that there is a lack of research focusing 

on critical Whiteness, especially within the Australian context. The findings of the current 

study are localised and specific to the time and place within which they occurred. Therefore, 

whilst they offer insight into how Whiteness can operate within social work contexts, to 

understand how White people’s lives more broadly are implicated in Whiteness and how 

racial consciousness increases, more research is recommended. 

In relation to future research, the findings of this study highlight areas which could be further 

explored in relation to Whiteness and social work with people of refugee background. For 
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example, the findings suggest that social work needs to work on implementing strategies to 

speak up and challenge the operationalisation of Whiteness in relation to the practices of 

individual workers, organisational practices and also oppressive social work practices that 

reinforce Whiteness. Social work could therefore benefit from research that explores the 

implementation of strategies focusing on how this can be achieved. Given that the findings 

also suggest that redefining professional relationships with people of refugee background 

could be a way of disrupting Whiteness, the profession would benefit from research that 

further explores what this looks like in practice contexts. Finally, as this study has 

highlighted, having critical hope and also the confidence to make change in relation to 

disrupting Whiteness could impact White people’s anti-racist efforts. Therefore, further 

exploration of the potential these ideas have to unsettle Whiteness would be of significance to 

both social work and the critical Whiteness scholarship. In summary, it is suggested that 

research focusing on the aforementioned areas that were identified within this study could 

advance what is known about how we can disrupt and unsettle Whiteness.  

Conclusion 

The conclusion arising from this research is that Whiteness is seen, manifests and 

operationalises in practice with people of refugee background. Furthermore, Australian social 

work is White, and this has predominately been a consideration gone unacknowledged by the 

broader context of the social work profession. Consequently, an unveiling and disrupting of 

how Whiteness operates is nuanced and complex and was reported in this study as needed 

within Australian social work. Whilst this study has shed light on how the profession of 

social work has a long road ahead in unsettling Whiteness, it has offered a unique insight into 

how Whiteness operates and offers significant contributions to the social work profession, the 

refugee resettlement sector more broadly and the critical Whiteness scholarship.   



214 
 

Appendices 

  



215 
 

Appendix One 

 

Recruitment Email: 

 

Subject: Research project recruiting social workers 

Good afternoon, 

I am Kate Vincent, a social worker and PhD candidate (student) at the University of 

Tasmania. I am currently recruiting for my research project, which aims to explore Whiteness 

within the social work profession, specifically in relation to practice with people seeking 

asylum and people of refugee background.  

Attached to this email are the following documents: 

• Recruitment Poster 

• Participant Information Sheet 

• Consent Form 

I am hoping that you can please promote my research within your organisation (for example, 

print the recruitment poster and place some in the lunchroom). Could you please also forward 

on this email with the attachments to contacts within this organisation who are social 

workers, work or may have worked with people seeking asylum and or people of refugee 

background, might identify as Anglo-Australian or white and who might want to learn more 

about Whiteness. 

Participants will be compensated for giving their time to this project (more information can 

be found on the attached recruitment poster). 

I would really appreciate if you could please acknowledge receipt of this email via return 

email.  

Many thanks in advance, 

Kate Vincent 

PhD Candidate  
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School of Social Sciences 

University of Tasmania 

Room 581, Social Sciences Building 

Private Bag 22, Hobart TAS 7001 
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Appendix Two  

 

Recruitment Poster: 
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Appendix Three 

 

Participant Information Sheet: 

 

Whiteness and social work: Critically reflecting on the practice of white social workers 

who work with people seeking asylum and or people of refugee background 

This form has been designed to provide information to participants or potential participants of 

the above study 

Invitation 

I am Kate Vincent, a social worker and PhD candidate (student) at the University of 

Tasmania. I am interested in exploring Whiteness within the social work profession, 

specifically in relation to practice with people seeking asylum and people of refugee 

background. Whiteness is defined as “the invisible norm against which other races are judged 

in the construction of identity, representation, subjectivity, nationalism and the law” 

(Moreton-Robinson, 2004, p. vii). Due to the invisibility of Whiteness, white people often do 

not see ourselves as having a race or culture, because our way of living, traditions and 

understandings are the invisible norm. However, the literature shows that white people are 

raced and do have a culture, and this study aims to make this more visible to participants, 

with the ultimate aim of improving practice and relationships with clients.  

This study is my PhD research project and I am supervised by Dr Ann Joselynn Baltra-Ulloa, 

an academic staff member, and Professor Bob Pease, an Adjunct Professor, both at the 

University of Tasmania. Joselynn and Bob are both social workers.  

What is the purpose of this study? 

The purpose of this research is to find out more about how Whiteness operates in white social 

workers’ practice and how white social workers interpret Whiteness in the context of their 

practice. An aim of the project is to make Whiteness more visible within the social work 

profession and within the practice of social workers who identify as white. 
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The project also aims to contribute to what is known about social work practice with people 

seeking asylum and people of refugee background. 

Why have I been invited to participate? 

Organisations with programs where social workers work with people seeking asylum and or 

people of refugee background were approached and asked to distribute this Information 

Sheet. Participants who themselves identify as being white, live in Australia, have a degree in 

social work and work or have worked with people seeking asylum and or people of refugee 

background are invited to participate in this research. 

Your participation is voluntary, which means you only take part if you want to, and you can 

stop at any time. Being involved in this study, or deciding you need to stop being involved, is 

not linked to your relationship with the University. The organisation(s) you work for will not 

know whether or not you participate in this study. 

What will I be asked to do? 

Participants will be invited to attend an initial interview with me to discuss the project, 

understandings of Whiteness and the process, and to answer questions. If you would like to 

continue your involvement in the project, you will then be provided with some short readings 

and a compilation of YouTube clips relating to Whiteness and will be given approximately 2 

months to sit with that material and to start to think/notice/write about practice and day-to-

day routines in relation to the material. You will be invited to keep a journal during this time. 

To assist me to learn more about how people understand and interrogate Whiteness, 

participants will be invited to attend a focus group at some stage throughout the project, 

which will be audio-recorded with your permission. The purpose of holding a focus group is 

also aimed at providing support for participants. That is, it will hopefully provide you with 

the opportunity to discuss the process with other white social workers who are involved in the 

same process.  

You will also be invited to meet with me one-on-one to discuss and deconstruct practice 

examples and day-to-day routines. Deconstruction is an aspect of critical reflection. 

Deconstruction “involves identifying and questioning dominant discourses, looking for 

alternative perspectives and uncovering how different discourses are implicated in supporting 

dominant interests” (Morley, 2008, p. 270). You will also be invited to attend a follow up 

one-on-one interview to reconstruct what was deconstructed in the first session. 
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Reconstruction is also a part of critical reflection and involves “the process of making a new 

and revised interpretation of the meaning of… experience, which guides subsequent 

understanding, appreciation and action” (Mezirow, 1990, as cited in Morley, 2008, p.273). 

Interviews will take approximately 1 hour each, and the focus group approximately 1.5 hours.  

All interviews and focus groups will be audio-recorded with your permission and recordings 

will be destroyed after they have been transcribed. Interviews and the focus group will take 

place at either the University of Tasmania, your place of employment or another public 

venue. You will be provided with the opportunity to review and correct transcripts. An 

anonymous evaluation form will also be provided at the end of your participation in this 

project. You should not feel pressured to answer questions that you believe could make you 

identifiable, in particular Question 1. 

Are there any possible benefits from participation in this study? 

This research aims to benefit participants by providing them with the opportunity to engage 

in a process of critical reflection that could potentially lead to the development of more 

culturally appropriate practice. This study aims to provide social workers with an 

understanding of Whiteness and how the privileging of Whiteness can lead to the oppression 

of their clients.  By being more conscious of the operationalisation of Whiteness, there is 

potential for the voices of people seeking asylum and people of refugee background to be 

better heard and their voices legitimised, resulting in relationships between workers and 

clients that are focused on learning from one another (Baltra-Ulloa, 2013). 

A Coles/Myer gift card will be offered as reimbursement for your participation in this project 

and provided at the completion of your involvement. You will be compensated $20 per 

interview, $30 for focus group participation and $30 for time spend reading/watching 

resources (reimbursement will be to a maximum of $120). 

Are there any possible risks from participation in this study? 

Participants will be asked to critically reflect on their practice in relation to Whiteness and 

this might be something that you have not done previously. Therefore, there is a chance that 

the research could evoke anxiety or lead to the recall of painful memories outside of what you 

are used to. In additional, whilst it is not a requirement for you to provide information that 

might cause you to experience shame, embarrassment or regret, the literature suggests that 
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when privilege is interrogated people do often feel a level of shame, embarrassment and guilt 

(Pease, 2012). 

You are encouraged to discuss the recall of painful memories or feelings of shame, 

embarrassment or guilt with your supervisor to incorporate the process of making explicit and 

interrogating Whiteness into your supervision sessions. Whilst engaging with the material, 

you are encouraged to contact me if the level of discomfort exceeds what you are comfortable 

subjecting yourself to. During interviews, you will be able to stop the interview, change 

topics or express your discomfort to me at any time.  

Additional support can be sought by calling Lifeline Australia on 13 11 14. Lifeline is 

available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. 

What if I change my mind during or after the study? 

You are free to withdraw from the study at any time and you can do so without providing an 

explanation. If you would like to stop, all recorded interviews can be erased as well as the 

transcripts deleted. It will not be possible to erase the focus group interview or transcriptions, 

but your stories can be left out of the study. It may not be possible to take the stories out once 

the study is published. The study will begin to be published from October 2018. 

What will happen to the information when this study is over? 

The recordings and transcripts of the study will be kept in a locked filing cabinet at the 

university, and only the research team will have access to it. The data will be destroyed 5 

years after the research is published, unless you give permission for the data to be archived 

(kept for a longer time). There is a place on the Consent Form for you to indicate if you are 

willing to have the data archived. If you are happy for this data to be re-used in the future for 

another project, there is also a place on the Consent Form for you to indicate this. 

The data collected will be treated in a confidential manner. In the focus group I will ask other 

participants to keep discussions confidential, but I cannot guarantee it. 

How will the results of the study be published? 

The study findings will be published in academic journals or texts, but also made available to 

you and the other participants. You will be able to access a summary of these findings from 

me. You will not be identifiable in the publication of the results, unless you indicate that you 
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would like this to occur (you can tell me this on the Consent Form). Summaries will be 

available from October 2018. 

What if I have questions about this study? 

If you have any questions, you can speak to me (Kate) any time by calling 04.. ...... or at the 

University on 6226 2331. You can also contact others in the research team; Dr Joselynn 

Baltra-Ulloa, 6226 2876, and Prof Bob Pease, Bob.Pease@utas.edu.au. 

This study has been approved by the Tasmanian Social Sciences Human Research Ethics 

Committee. If you have concerns or complaints about the conduct of this study, please 

contact the Executive Officer of the HREC (Tasmania) Network on +61 3 6226 6254 or 

email human.ethics@utas.edu.au. The Executive Officer is the person nominated to receive 

complaints from research participants. Please quote ethics reference number H0016010. 

This information sheet is for you to keep. You can show that you freely agree to 

participate in this study by signing the Consent Form, which Kate will give to you. 

References: 

Baltra-Ulloa, A. J. (2013). Why decolonized social work is more than cross-culturalism. In 

M. Gray, J. Coates, & M. Yellow Bird (Eds.), Decolonizing social work (pp. 87–104).

Burlington: Ashgate Publishing Company. 

Moreton-Robinson, A. (2004). Whitening race: Essays in social and cultural criticism. 

Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press. 

Morley, C. (2008). Critical reflection as research methodology. In P. Liamputtong & J. 

Rumbold (Eds.), Knowing differently: Arts-based and collaborative research methods 

(pp. 265–280). Nova Science Publishers, Inc. 

Pease, B. (2012). The politics of gendered emotions: Disrupting men’s emotional investment 

in privilege. Australian Journal of Social Issues, 47(1), 125–142. 

mailto:human.ethics@utas.edu.au
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Appendix Four 

Participation consent form: 

Whiteness and social work: Critically reflecting on the practice of white social 

workers who work with people seeking asylum and or people of refugee 

background. 

Dear participant, 

This form is to make sure that you know about the research you will be a part of, and to allow 

you to volunteer your time to work with PhD candidate and fellow social worker Kate 

Vincent to explore Whiteness within the social work profession. 

1. I agree to take part in the research study named above.

2. I have read and understood the Information Sheet for this study.

3. The nature and possible effects of the study have been explained to me.

4. I understand that the study invites me to read some short readings and watch a

compilation of YouTube clips relating to Whiteness, critically reflect on my practice,

attend a focus group and three interviews and fill in an anonymous evaluation form at

the end of my participation. I understand that the above commitment would require

me to commit roughly 6 hours of my time. I understand that the focus group and

interviews I am involved in will be audio-recorded and I will be offered the

opportunity to review the transcripts for accuracy.

5. I understand that participation involves the risk that the research could evoke anxiety

or lead to the recall of painful memories. I understand that the research might also

lead me to experience shame, embarrassment or regret. I understand that I can contact

Kate if the level of discomfort exceeds what I am comfortable subjecting myself to.

During interviews, I understand that I can stop the interview, change the topic or

express my discomfort to Kate at any time. As with the other aspects of the research, I

understand that my participation in the focus group is voluntary and I can withdraw

my participation at any time. I understand that I am encouraged to incorporate the
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process of making explicit and interrogating Whiteness into my supervision sessions. 

Kate has explained that support can be sought by calling Lifeline Australia on 13 11 

14 and that Lifeline is available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. I also understand that 

Kate can assist me in seeking additional support if required. 

6. I consent to Kate contacting me via mobile phone or email if I leave the focus group

unexpectedly and don’t have the opportunity to see Kate before I leave the premises. I

understand that the purpose of this contact will be for Kate to check that I am ok.

7. I understand that all research data will be securely stored on the University of

Tasmania premises for five years from the publication of the study results, and will

then be destroyed, unless I give permission for my data to be stored in an archive.

I agree to have my study data archived:

Yes   No

I agree for my study data to be re-used in the future for another project:

Yes   No

8. Any questions that I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction.

9. I understand that Kate and her supervisors will maintain confidentiality and that any

information I supply to Kate will be used only for the purposes of the research.

However, I understand that there are limits to confidentiality in relation to what I

disclose to other participants within the focus group.

10. I understand that the results of the study will be published so that I cannot be

identified as a participant unless otherwise indicated below.

I agree to be identified as a participant in the publication of the study results:

Yes   No

11. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I may withdraw at any time

without any effect.

If I so wish, I may request that any data I have supplied be withdrawn from the

research until published at the end of the project, which is expected to be in October

2018.
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Participant’s name:  _______________________________________________________ 

Participant’s signature: ____________________________________________________ 

Date:  ________________________ 

Statement by Investigator 

I have explained the project and the implications of participation in it to this 

volunteer and I believe that the consent is informed and that he/she understands the 

implications of participation. 

If the Investigator has not had an opportunity to talk to participants prior to them participating, 

the following must be ticked. 

The participant has received the Information Sheet where my details have been 

provided so participants have had the opportunity to contact me prior to consenting 

to participate in this project. 
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Appendix Five 

Interview guide (Interview 1) (Semi-structured): 

Topic 1: Introduction of the project (informative) 

The below points will be worked through to gain informed consent: 

• The use of the audio-recorder to record the interview will also be explained including

the information that recordings will be deleted once the interview has been

transcribed. Consent to audio-record interviews will be sought.

• The Information Sheet and Consent Form (emotional aspect)

• Privacy, confidentiality, monitoring of the research, reimbursement and supports

(supervision and myself).

• Resources that will be provided will be explained.

• Demographic information sheet will be explained.

• Critical reflection will be discussed. Dialogical, mutual learning, CR as everyday

routines and collective practice. Journal will be explained.

• Consent Form will be signed if the participant would like to continue and I will recap

on the participant’s freedom to withdraw from the research at any time without

explanation.

Topic 2: Discussion on Whiteness 

Part One - Being white: 

• Do you identify as a white person? If so, can you tell me more about that? What does

it mean to be white? If not, how do you identify?

• Has noticing how a client is different from you culturally ever made you think about

your own background or social position? Can you tell me more about that?

• Have you ever felt aware of your privilege in relation to your clients? Can you tell me

more about that?

• Are there specific times or contexts you feel more white than others?

• When do you most think of yourself as white?
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Part Two – Experiencing/knowing about Whiteness: 

• Can you tell me what you know about Whiteness?

• Where does the knowledge that you have come from?

• Was Whiteness discussed at the University you attended? If so, can you tell me a little

bit about that? What has learning about Whiteness meant for you?

• In your work with people seeking asylum and or people of refugee background, have

you ever had an experience of being challenged as a result of your Whiteness? Or

maybe they explicitly made you aware of your privilege?

o If you have, can you tell me more about the experience?

▪ What happened?

▪ What did your client say?

▪ How did you respond?

▪ What emotions and thoughts come to the fore?

▪ Was there any defensiveness involved by anyone in the interaction?

▪ Did you critically reflect on the experience? If so, can you tell me more

about those reflections?

Part Three – Whiteness in your practice: 

• Have you ever been aware of Whiteness operating within the organisation you work

for or have worked e.g. a sign, or a form, or a way of doing things that might be

related to white culture?

o Can you tell me about what brought your awareness of Whiteness to the fore?

o What experience did you have of that?

• Have you ever been aware of Whiteness operating within the practice of a co-worker?

• Have you ever been aware of Whiteness operating within your practice?

o For example, you might have been challenged within yourself about how

something happened and how you felt about it?

• Is there anything else you would like to comment on in relation to Whiteness?

Topic 3: Opportunity to answer questions and clarify process 

Questions that will be asked include: 

• Do you have any questions about Whiteness?
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• Do you have any questions about the process?

• Was anything unclear?

• Are you happy to continue with participation?

• What are the best contact details to contact you on to arrange availability for follow

up interviews and focus group?

• Best contact details to arrange follow ups?
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Appendix Six 

Resources given to Participants: 

Aly, W. (2013, April 15). Curse of Australia’s silent pervasive racism. The Age. Retrieved 

from http://www.theage.com.au/comment/curse-of-australias-silent-pervasive-racism-

20130404-2h9i1.html 

McIntosh, P. (2016). White privilege: Unpacking the invisible knapsack. In M. L. Andersen 

& P. Hill Collins (Eds.), Race, class, and gender: An anthology (9th ed). (pp. 74–78). 

Boston, MA: Cengage Learning. 

Fialho, M. (Presenter). (2016, August 19). Four racial autobiographies: Ainslie, Glenn 

Singleton, Christine and Ebony. Courageous conversations about race [Workshop 

handout]. Pacific Educational Group, USA, implemented by The University of 

Western Australia.  

Walter, M., Taylor, S., & Habibis, D. (2013). Australian social work is white. In B. Bennett, 

S. Green, S. Gilbert, & D. Bessarab (Eds.), Our voices: Aboriginal and Torres Strait

Islander social work (pp. 230–247). South Yarra, Vic: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Video Compilation: 

Edewi, D. (2015). What is privilege? (BuzzFeed videos). Retrieved from 

http://www.buzzfeed.com/dayshavedewi/what-is-privilege 

Rahman, A. (2013). Reverse racism (Fear of a brown planet). Retrieved from 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dw_mRaIHb-M&list=RDA-

nTR2DojFo&index=4 
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Appendix Seven 

 

Focus group schedule (Semi-structured): 

 

Consent to audio-record interviews will be sought. 

Topic 1: Introductions 

• Student researcher reintroduces herself and context  

• Aim of the group 

• Introductions 

• Contracting 

Topic 2: Understanding/interpreting Whiteness 

• How do you understand Whiteness now compared to when I first met with you?  

• Do you think your understanding is changing? In what ways has your understanding 

changed?  

• Have you found the process so far difficult, challenging, emotional? 

o What have you found most challenging? Why do you think that is? 

• Can you tell me more about engaging with the material?  

o What did you think? What did it make you think about? 

o What did you feel reading it/watching it? 

▪ What did you do with those thoughts and feelings? 

o What do you think the implications are for your future practice and/or 

engagement with Whiteness? 

• Did anyone want to talk more about what they experienced/felt/learnt/thought in 

relation to engaging with the material? 
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• What has learning more about Whiteness meant for you on a personal level? Has it 

changed how you live your life? 

• Has learning more about Whiteness affected how you see yourself as a white person 

and/or what it means to be white? 

Topic 3: Whiteness and practice  

• Since the beginning of the project, do you think you’ve noticed any differences in 

how you interact with clients/communicate with them?  

o If it hasn’t, do you think that it is likely to impact on future practice? 

• Do you think learning more about Whiteness has impacted on any other aspects of 

your practice and/or how you interact with others in the workplace? 

• Do you think Whiteness is more visible to you now? 

o If so, can you give me some examples of how this is so? For example, maybe 

you can see Whiteness operating where you hadn’t previously or the white 

Western way being privileged over another? 

o If not, can you talk a little more about this? 

• Has anyone struggled with interrogating Whiteness in relation to their practice? 

o What has that been like? 
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Appendix Eight 

 

Interview schedule (Interview 2) (Semi-structured): 

 

Consent to audio-record interviews will be sought. 

Topic 1: Discussion about Whiteness and practice (the aim is to find an example to be 

deconstructed) 

Questions that may be asked include: 

• Have you kept a journal? 

• Is so, is there anything from your journal that you would like to discuss? 

o Did you use it to critically reflect on your practice? 

o Your day-to-day routines? 

o Things you might have started to notice about your social position? 

o Feelings or thoughts you might have had? 

• If not, have you still been critically reflecting on your practice in other ways? Can you 

tell me more about that? 

• Would you like to share any of these reflections? 

• Have you noticed Whiteness operating within your practice? 

o Has anything become more visible to you? Have you noticed anything that 

you hadn’t noticed previously?  

o How about within an interaction with a client or the way they have responded 

to your practice? 

• Have you noticed anything within your own practice where one way of thinking, 

doing, or knowing was privileged over another? If so, can you tell me more about 

what you noticed, or what happened in the example? 
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• Did emotions or feelings come up for you whilst completing the activities, or as a 

result of the activities that you would like to talk more about? 

Topic 2: Critical Reflection – Deconstruction 

• Who had their voice included?  

• Whose story or voice is denied expression, and with what consequences?  

• Who got to make the decisions and why?  

• What input into the decision making was given to the person you were working with?  

• In relation to culture, whose do you think the interaction/processes/practice best 

served?  

• What assumptions or thinking do you think informed what you considered as facts or 

truths? How do you think this related to the operation of power? 

• What beliefs or views do you think are underpinning or shaping professional 

discourses?  

• What information/understanding guided the intervention/process/practice? 

• Where do you think this information came from? 

• What beliefs do you think guided what you did? 

• What impact, if any, do you think organisational procedures or policies had on the 

example provided? 

Topic 3: Critical Reflection - Reconstruction 

• Thinking about whose voices were included in the reflection, whose voice could have 

been included if it wasn’t?  

• How does what you were thinking/doing compare to what you thought you were 

thinking/doing?  

• Was one way of thinking about relationships, care or helping privileged over another? 

If so, what other ways of thinking are possible?  
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• Was one knowledge or one way of knowing privileged over another? If so, what other 

ways of knowing are possible?  

• Are there alternative ways that practices/procedures and policies could be more 

inclusive of the voices of clients? 

• Were any binaries constructed between people? Could these differences be considered 

as valuable rather than polarised and problematic?  

• What possibilities of change emerge from this different way of thinking about or 

doing practice? 

• What other ways of knowing or doing are possible when the clients voice is included? 

• How can the organisation benefit from going things in this different way? 
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Appendix Nine 

 

Deconstruction and Reconstruction Questions from Morley (2008): 

 

Deconstruction questions from Morley (2008, p. 272): 

• What do you think might be some of the implications of constructing your service 

user as having no voice? 

• Was this your intention? 

• Whose interests does it serve for you to see your practice options were locked by the 

legal system? 

• Who benefits from you believing that you have no-where to go? 

• What might be some of the other interpretations of these assumptions? 

 

Reconstruction questions from Morley (2008, p. 275): 

• How does what you were thinking/doing compare with what you thought you were 

thinking/doing? 

• How do your existing assumptions about power, or position as powerless need to be 

modified and what change practices might result from this modification? 

• What alternative language might you use or develop to describe yourself/ your role/ 

the service user/ your experiences?  

 

Morley, C. (2008). Critical reflection as research methodology. In P. Liamputtong & J. 

Rumbold (Eds.), Knowing differently: Arts-based and collaborative research methods 

(pp. 265–280). New York, US: Nova Science Publishers. 
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Appendix Ten 

 

Participant Information Sheet: 

 

Project: H0016010 – Whiteness and social work 

You may remain anonymous on this form if you wish, however please note that by answering 

questions 1 and 5 you may inadvertently make yourself identifiable. Please do not feel 

pressured to answer any questions you think might make you identifiable if you do not want 

to be. When you have completed this form, place it in the postage paid return envelope 

provided.  

1. What aspects of the project did you participate in? For example, did you participate in 

the first and second round of interviews? Did you attend a group session? Did you 

read/watch all the material provided? 

2. What were you hoping to get out of being involved in this project and does this align 

with what you got out of being involved? 

3. If anything, what did you like about the aspects of the project you participated in? 

What did you find helpful or feel was a positive aspect of being involved? 

4. If anything, what didn’t you like about the aspects of the project you participated in? 

What did you find unhelpful or was a negative aspect of being involved? 

5. If you participated in a group session, did you find it useful to discuss Whiteness with 

other social workers also participating in this research? 

5a.   If yes, why? Is there anything in particular that you took away from the group 

session you participated in? 

5b.    If you didn’t find the session useful, why do you think this was the case? 

6. Do you think that you are doing things differently or thinking differently in relation to 

Whiteness as a result of participation in this project? 

7. If you answered yes to the above, why do you think this is the case? 
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Appendix Eleven 

 

Narrative Analysis Questions: 

 

Phase three (Taylor, 2004, p. 190): 

• What are the common themes in each transcript? 

• Are there ‘main points’ that you can decipher from particular stories? 

• Where are the vocal inflections? What might they signify? 

• What words are chosen and how are they emphasized? 

• What kinds of meanings might be applied to these words? 

• What other vocalizations and non-verbal gestures are present? 

• What contradictions emerge? 

• Are there notable silences, pauses or gaps? If so, how might they be distinguished and 

what might they suggest (for instance, disagreement, boredom, distress?) 

• Are there any other useful ways to disaggregate the stories and lines? If so, which 

form of disaggregation will be used? 

• If stories are to be named as well as numbered, how are the names derived?  

• Is the logic of this system made clear to readers? 

 

Phase four (Taylor, 2004, p. 192): 

• Are there aspects of the stories that highlight intrapersonal experiences that are 

concealed from others? If there are, what bearing might this have? 

• Which parts of the stories relate to interpersonal relationships and interactions? How 

do they relate to the other aspects of the stories? 

• Are cultural conventions – or transgressions to cultural conventions – evident? If so, 

what are the effects? 

• Is there any evidence of popular culture emerging in the stories? If so, what is it? 

• Are social structures – institutionalized or otherwise – present? If so, how do they 

appear and what is being said about them?  

• If only one domain of experience is being analysed, what are the implications? Is this 

made clear at the start? 
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• If different domains of experience are to be made explicit in the analyses, how might 

they be linked? 

 

Phase five (Taylor, 2004, p. 193):  

• What relationship do the stories have to particular discourses? 

• How do you imagine other theorists are likely to analyse the stories? 

• What might other social theorists say about the interpretations you have made? 

• Do the stories support, negate or unsettle specific claims made about relevant 

discourses? 

• Are there ideas raised that theorists/social commentators do not mention? 

• What do the stories say about the (multiple) lived experiences of class, gender, race, 

sexual orientation, age, dis/ability, religion and/or geographical locations? 

• Have you clearly distinguished participants’ accounts from your own? Or are their 

accounts becoming too subsumed by your analyses? 

• What responses might/do the participants make about your analyses? If there is 

disagreement, will it be signalled? If so, how? 

• Are revisions to your analyses now required? 

 

Additional critical questions: 

• What are the historical aspects of stories? 

• Are there examples of power operating in the story? 

• What aspects of the story capture the privileges white people have? 

• Are emotions discussed? 

• Can you identify any examples of racism (casual, overt or new) in the stories? 

• Are relationships discussed in the stories? What are the important aspects highlighted 

by the participant?  

• Are there any examples of dialogue occurring with clients or friends who are not 

white? 

• What assumptions are made by the participant? What beliefs to they have? What do 

they value? Do they make any judgements in relation to people who are not white? 

• How might the persons experience be related to their demographic information? 
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Focus Group questions: 

• What would you say about the group dynamic? 

• Did you feel like anyone dominated in conversation? 

Do you think anyone held back from speaking? 

• Did any ideas come about by people feeding off one another? 

• Is change occurring for participants? Is this change identified by the participant or you 

as analyser of the transcripts? 
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Appendix Twelve 

 

Participant Demographic Information Form: 

 

Demographic information sheet for UTAS research project 

“Whiteness and social work: Critically reflecting on the 

practice of white social workers who work with people 

seeking asylum and or people of refugee background” 
 

Please fill in the below demographic information. Please only enter information that you are 

comfortable sharing e.g. please do not feel pressured to provide information that you are 

worried might make you identifiable in ways you don’t want to be. The information collected 

on this form will later be matched to the pseudonym created for you as a participant in this 

research. 

 

Once you have completed the form, please place it in the envelope provided, seal it and return 

to Kate. 

 

This study has been approved by the Tasmanian Social Sciences Human Research Ethics 

Committee. The reference number is H0016010. 

 

 

Participant Number: 1 

 

 

Age: …………………………………………………………………... 

Gender: ……………………………………………………………….. 

Class Status (e.g. working-class, middle-class, upper-class): 

…………………………………………….…………………………... 

Sexual Orientation: …………………………………………………… 

Religious Affiliation: …………………………………………………. 
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