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Creating 
Anti-Oppressive 

Supervisory Spaces

Wanda Swan, 
Anti-violence Practitioner and 

Content Creator, WandaSwan.com

Learning Outcomes

• Assist supervisors in creating office spaces that better reflect the 
mission of their organizations 

• Allow self-reflection and ownership of supervisor’s role in getting it 
wrong (cuz’ we all do!)

• Review Trauma and Oppression as a baseline for addressing the origin 
of workplace oppression

• Critique Organizational and Supervisory Structures that hinder 
trauma-informed professional growth.

• Provide participants with tangible ways to both interrupt and improve 
toxic work places 
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Learning 
Goals

Support supervisors in navigating resources to create anti-oppressive 
spaces

Interrogate the role of supervisor in managing individual, cultural, and 
organizational impact within office structures that hinder trauma-informed 
professional growth.

Provide assessment tools and strategies to confront implicit bias

Review Trauma, Bias, and Oppression as a baseline for addressing the 
origin of workplace oppression

Provide participants with tangible ways to both interrupt and improve toxic 
work places 

Assist supervisors in possessing a level of confidence only found within the 
synergy of arguably one of the most entertaining Southern trap music 
groups of today:  MIGOS

How This All Shakes Out: 

Foundational 
Review
• 30 Minutes

Interrogating 
Practices 
• 30 Minutes

Mapping 
Strategies
• 20 Minutes

Wrap Up 
and 

Shoulder Shimmy
• 10 minutes
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Community 
Agreements

What is said here stays here; what is learned here leaves 
here.

One singer, one mic.

That discomfort? Sit there for a minute.

Take care of yourself.

No white tears or mansplaining necessary.  Own your      
-isms.

Move Up, Move Back

Assumed 
Shared

Understandings

The anti-violence field was 
founded as a direct result of 
necessity by and created by 
women of color.

Our compensation from this 
field means that we all, in 
some way, benefit from the 
threat and/or act of violence.

Not all present in the field of 
violence prevention work 
prioritize an end to violence.
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Foundational Review

“The things we know so well
that we often forget.”

Anti-Oppressive 
Places of Employment

Commitment to 
mission-driven 

transformational 
advocacy

Commitment to 
anti-capitalism 

and the 
prioritization of 
employee rights 

Commitment 
to 

intersectional 
learning and 

individual 
unlearning 
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Can we first admit that offices get weird?

Stuff You 
Already 
Know…

Bias
Prejudice, an inclination or preference, 
especially one that interferes with impartial 
judgment
Trauma
• Emotional response to an event or set of 

circumstances that is physically or 
emotionally harmful or life threatening and 
that has lasting negative effects on a person’s 
mental, physical, social, emotional, or 
spiritual well-being

Oppression
• the use of power and privilege where one 

person or group benefits at the expense of 
another. 
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Iceberg of 
Oppression
(Swan, 2016)

Leadership Expression Within 
Office Dynamics:
Meet the Petty Truths™ Crew 
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Intersectionality and Oppression

• What characteristics intersect to make you 
the person you are today? 

• Think about:
• Culture, religion
• Ethnicity, race
• Urban/rural
• Economic status
• Gender identity and sexual preference
• Health, weight, age

• Privilege and identity

Caterpillar
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How this climate does or doesn’t translate in 
a social justice environment
• Pose this question to the audience
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The Old Guard
“Work is Work and Nothing More”

Interrogating 
Practices

“Frameworks, 
Assessments, and 

Accountability”
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Current Practices: Group Work

• What institutional commitments to anti-
oppression are written down/spoken?

• What accountability structures (committees, 
policy, etc.) dedicated to are present, 

critiqued, reviewed?
• What self-assessments are done to measure 

the culture created and sustained?

Current Practices: Reflective Work

• What is your supervisory relationship 
like with you supervisor?  How does 

that trickle down to your staff?

• What self-assessments are done to 
measure the culture created and 

sustained?
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Multicultural Organizational Development 
Goal:  Achievement of Social Justice and Diversity
• prohibits anyone from being excluded or unjustly treated because of 

social identity or status
• ensure that all members of the diverse workforce feel fully included and 

have every opportunity to contribute to achieving the mission of the 
organization

• understands the strengths and advantages that social diversity brings to 
the local, regional, national, and global communities 

• Identifies six stages of institutional presence that ranges from those 
that strictly adhere to traditional models of oppression to those that 
express a multicultural approach to the eradication of anti-oppression 
locally and globally.Fr
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Cultural Competence

Collaboration
Choice

Empowerment
Safety
Trust

• Organizational structure and treatment 
framework that involves understanding, 
recognizing, and responding to the effects
of all types of trauma 

• Emphasizes physical, psychological and 
emotional safety for both and responders

• Helps survivors rebuild a sense of control 
and empowerment

• Shifts the philosophical approach from
“What’s wrong with you?” to “What 

happened to you?”



3/5/2019

12

Implicit Bias

The unconscious attitudes and stereotypes we hold about different groups 
of people that influence our actions.

Instances where chances of Implicit Bias are highest:
• High Ambiguity
• Time Constraints
• Compromised Cognitive Load
• Overconfidence in Objectivity (Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Diversity, 2018)
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Mapping 
“Closing the gaps.”
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Interrogating Our 
Biases

Current Practices: Group Work

• What is one ideal that you are struggling to 
unlearn and how does that show up?
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Current Practices: Reflective Work

• What feedback do you repeatedly hear 
from your staff that negatively impacts 

the environment?

• Are you committed to adding this work 
to your current workload?

Wrap Up
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Creating Anti-
Oppressive 
Spaces

Own Yo’ -isms, please!

Interrogate what your privilege blocks.

Interrogate 1:1 Dynamics 

Pass the Mic and support upward mobility

Boundaries are good for everybody

Include your staff in goals aimed at inclusivity

Final Thoughts

“The system we are fighting against is the 
same system from which our resources 
flow.  This means that harm, to either a 
client or a staff member, is inevitable.  
How committed are we to owning that 
truth and working to reduce instances of 
harm in both groups?”
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