
“If one really wishes to know how justice is administered in a country, one does not question the policemen, 
the lawyers, the judges, or the protected members of the middle class. One goes to the unprotected—those, 
precisely, who need the law’s protection most!—and listens to their testimony.”              - James Baldwin 

Greetings!

Welcome to the Summer Edition of Currents - 2020. I sincerely thank you for your support and for lending your talents, intellect, and 
passion to help make our world a more equitable place. These are tumultuous times, and it is important that I start my message to 
you by acknowledging that the reality of our current world is confusing for some, terrifying for others, and overwhelming for all. In 
her 2017 debut book, Reni Eddo-Lodge, author of the book Why I’m No longer Talking to White People about Race wrote that “white 
privilege is an absence of the consequences of racism. An absence of structural discrimination, an absence of your race being 
viewed as a problem first and foremost.” This edition, among other things, will give voice to and focus on the issues of racial and 
social injustices within our world and profession. It will speak to the realities of COVID-19, and the current racial justice reckoning 
happening in America and around the world that have been birthed out of the pain and exhaustion of having to live in a country and 
world founded on white supremacy, white privilege, and structural violence. While not always comfortable to acknowledge and look 
inwardly, I invite you to read and explore the role of social work in addressing the myriad of injustices we are currently facing in our 
society, as well as acknowledging that we also have much more work to do. 

Currently, many of us are faced with navigating the impact of COVID-19, as well as the long ignored national conversation and 
reckoning around racial and cultural injustices in our society.  As we continue to see the statistics highlighting that the burden of 
COVID-19 death and disease, as well as that of systematic racism has been carried by Black and Brown communities, many are left 
thinking about, and how these injustices play into the way(s) that we view and understand ourselves, our profession, others, and 
society.  

The reality is that while the pandemic of COVID-19 is new and prayerfully will have an effective course of treatment in the coming year, 
the pandemic of systematic racism and the experience of racial trauma for Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC), is not new. 
Furthermore, the pathway to an effective treatment for racism is uncertain, daunting, painful, and a long way off. We can no longer 
afford to stay comfortably silent individually or professionally. We can no longer brush off inappropriate and hateful speech/biases in 
our families, in ourselves, among our colleagues, and within our homes. 

Continued on page 3
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While many point to feeling helpless and unsure of what to do or 
say, we are reminded that “every voice raised against racism chips 
away at its power. We can’t afford to stay silent” - Reni Eddo-Lodge. 
Furthermore, if we really want to live our ideals, we must remember 
what Desmond Tutu taught us, “If you are neutral in situations of 
injustice, you have chosen the side of the oppressor...” Social workers 
cannot afford to choose the side of the oppressor. It is against the 
very core and foundation of who we are supposed to be, and what 
we are called to do as a profession. 

Social workers are called to address social injustices and to uplift those 
who are oppressed and marginalized. As a profession however; we 
must operate in truth and acknowledge the reality that we’ve not 
always done this, nor do we always represent the values exposed in 
our Code of Ethics both individually and collectively.  While difficult for 
some to accept, the fact remains that there are issues of oppression 
within our profession that have been noted for many years. 

Some studies have directly addressed and called out oppression, 
marginalization, and racism in social work, and others have noted the 
ways that we contribute to systems of harm. 

James Baldwin noted that “not everything that is faced can be 
changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.”  In order to 
help change and address the isms in our profession, we must 
first acknowledge and face these isms within ourselves. Over my 
career, when challenged with reconciling our Code of Ethics with 
individual or collective beliefs and practices, I often thought, “but 
this person is a social worker” or “why is this oppression happening 
in social work?” What I have learned over the years, and what I 
have come to accept, is that before we are social workers, we are 
people first. Furthermore, we are people with our own sets of 
values, upbringing, and views. This means that people go into the 
field for reasons that are as diverse in background, view-point, 
experience, culture, religion, socioeconomic status, and politics as 
the communities we live, work, and serve. 

Our diversity is what makes us unique and, sometimes, some 
think of themselves as so different, that they overlook the needs 
and injustices others face. Our differences make us special; our 
collective and shared recognition of the personhood and rights 
of others is what makes us human. We will not always get it 
right, and we will makes mistakes; however, I leave you with the 
eloquently stated and powerful words of Reni Eddo-Lodge, “If you 
are disgusted by what you see, and if you feel the fire coursing through 
your veins, then it’s up to you. You don’t have to be the leader of a 
global movement or a household name. It can be as small scale as 
chipping away at the warped power relations in your workplace. It can 
be passing on knowledge and skills to those who wouldn’t access them 
otherwise. It can be creative. It can be informal. It can be your job. It 
doesn’t matter what it is, as long as you’re doing something.” 

NASW-NYC- It is time we do something about racism.

In solidarity and with deep appreciation,

Dr. Claire Green-Forde, LCSW  

SUMMER 2020
Dr. Claire Green-Forde

Executive Director, NASW-NYC

Social workers cannot 
afford to choose the side 
of the oppressor. It is 
against the very core and 
foundation of who we are 
supposed to be, and what 
we are called to do as a 
profession.
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Dear NASW-NYC Community:

Greetings to each and every one of 
you.  I hope and pray as I write this 
letter that you and your loved ones 
continue to be safe and healthy in 
this pandemic.  It is hard to believe 
that my tenure as President of the 
NASW-NYC Board of Directors is 

coming to an end.  I write to you to say what an honor it has 
been to represent the over 5,000 members of this incredible 
organization, and to tell you how phenomenal it is to pass 
my leadership role on to Erica Sandoval.

When I started as President two (2) years ago, I posed three 
questions in my welcoming remarks on October 18, 2018.  I 
will get to those questions in a moment, but as I re-read my 
letter, I was struck by the words, “where policies continue to 
harm and oppress People of Color.”  Two years later, and this 
sadly still rings true, as we consider the deaths of George 
Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbury, Tony Dade, and far 
too many other Black and Brown People.  The continuation 
of state-sponsored violence and white supremacy is as 
prevalent now as it was two years ago. The difference I 
experienced between now and then is that America is finally 
waking up to the truth that Black Lives Matter.  Perhaps we 
are finally moving in the right direction to end institutional 
and systemic racism.  As an eternal optimist, I can only hope.

So my questions:
• What does it mean for the Chapter, now, to have a white 

identified male in the role as President, with our field’s 
commitment to diversity?

• How do I help to engage and support our members, so 
they feel connected and committed to our Association?

• How will I measure the direct impact NASW-NYC is 
having on issues of social justice, economic disparities, 
and racism?

An honest assessment tells me I just did okay in answering 
these questions as goals for my role as President.  I have to 
acknowledge, that at times, I perpetuated the problem of 
racism and did not do all I should to lift up and support the 
Black and Brown members of our community.  I grappled 
with making a connection to our members, and figuring out 
what they wanted from our Association.  I am not certain 
that I helped move the chapter’s needle of direct impact 
on economic disparities and racism.  On the other hand, 
I did gather a lot of information from our members on the 
issues of work/life balance as Social Workers in the City, I 
did try to acknowledge my own shortcomings as a white 
identified male, and I did start work with groups committed 
to organizing social workers for better treatment and pay in 
our city.

My legacy then remains mixed.  Not an easy thing to tell 
yourself, but honesty and transparency are key values of our 
profession, and I need to live with them.  I do, however, see 
much hope for the chapter.  We have an incredible Executive 
Director in Dr. Claire Green-Forde.  I have never seen anyone 
speak their passion and argue their ideas in a way that she 
does.  We are so fortunate to have her at the helm, and I 
look forward to seeing her take the chapter in new and bold 
directions.  For the first time ever, there will be two women 
of color in leadership roles at NASW-NYC.  Erica Sandoval 
has already made her mark on the chapter by designing and 
leading an incredible discussion webinar series on the impact 
of COVID-19 on communities of color, and her commitment to 
anti-racist practice and social justice are just what the chapter 
needs right now.  She will be an incredible steward of the 
organization, as well as a bold leader in difficult times.

NASW-NYC community, I thank you for believing in and 
supporting me for the past two years, and for allowing me 
to make mistakes and learn from them.  I may leave a mixed 
mark on the chapter as President; however, I do know that I 
love, honor, and believe in the mission of our organization.  I 
am confident that new directions are coming for NASW-NYC, 
and I am truly excited to see them blossom.

In Peace and Gratitude,

Ben, MA, LMSW, and outgoing Board President

REFLECTIONS AND FAREWELL FROM OUTGOING BOARD PRESIDENT
Ben Sher, MA, LMSW, Director of Global Lifelong Learning, NYU, Silver School of Social Work

“The difference I 
experienced between 
now and then is that 
America is finally 
waking up to the truth 
that Black Lives Matter.”
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Dear NASW-NYC Community, 
I voted, June 23, 2020. It was 100 
years ago that women organized, 
petitioned, and picketed to win the 
right to vote. As a proud immigrant 
American Latinx woman, I felt 
incredible to have my vote count. 
As one of three social work siblings 
in my family, and a mother of a 

beautiful 19 year old biracial daughter named Isabella, 
it is my duty to help create positive change. Who would 
have known that in 2020 we would be experiencing 
three historical crises together? The world paused, and 
we have been charged with looking inward at ourselves 
and outward, as some of us choose to remove our 
blinders. This health crisis triggered an economic crisis 
which has caused fear, trauma, pain, and left us with this 
pit in our stomach - uncertainty. It has forced us to look 
at health disparities, systemic racism, and the wealth 
gap between People of Color and White Americans, as a 
direct result of white supremacy that has been present 
for the last 400 years in our country.
The health crises of COVID-19, broadcasted loud and 
clear the health disparities within our communities. The 
mental health of our society is demoralized, crippled, 
and, for many, not addressed. Systemic racism in law 
enforcement caused rage, grief, and anger. While we 
still have not healed due to the impact of COVID-19, 
we are now even more traumatized. Wait lists at clinics 
continue to grow, and social workers are needed more 
than ever to support our communities.
I start my welcome letter by acknowledging all of this 
to say - it will not be an easy lift for social work - and 
not one person can do this alone. As we look at how 
our social work profession has transformed in the past 
century, how very colorful we have become, and how 
we are beginning to represent the communities we 
serve, now more than ever, we must stand together to 
support those impacted the most by all of this. 
I have witnessed the divisiveness plague our country for 
years, through my own experiences, and it enrages me. 
COVID-19 has left our communities disproportionally 
impacted. The trauma of our ancestors continues to 
manifest itself in ways we never thought imaginable, 
and our children are witnessing it. As we marched in 
our communities, laid on the floor, or kneeled together, 
we created an opportunity, a momentum, and we 
cannot allow it to slip through our hands. Our LGBTQ 
+ community continues to need us, our dreamers, 
undocumented families, our black and brown brothers 
and sisters, and our social work profession – all need 
our care and support. 

I think about history and the future, and how one 
cannot be without the other, and because of this, I invite 
all to unite. My vision is to invite all past NASW-NYC 
Presidents to unite, and to serve as advisors for our social 
work profession in NYC. Special thank you to Dr. Elaine 
Congress, and to Ben Sher who have been an incredible 
support in helping this come to life. We can no longer 
lead alone; we must unify and share our knowledge 
to support the communities we serve with purpose. I 
invite all of our social workers from all sectors to share 
your needs and vision. Social Work is a profession that I 
am very proud of, and our profession has been given an 
opportunity to be on the frontlines of change. We must 
brand our profession, give it visibility, collaborate, and 
form strategic partnerships to support our Advocacy 
and Civic Engagement. Together, as allies, we must call 
out injustices every single time, and not let the fear of 
mistakes stop us from taking action. We appear to have 
arrived, and as Michelle Obama says, “When you walk 
through that open door of opportunity, you don’t slam 
it shut behind you. You hold it open.” And as I assume 
my role as President of NASW-NYC, I say come in, let’s 
sit down and ignite the fire within us together; we have 
work to do.  

The Chapter will be facilitating several Town Hall 
meetings and would love to hear from you directly 
on issues you think matter.  The intent is to hold and 
create space, where we as a collective can discuss issues 
affecting the profession, strategize and develop action 
plans. I would love to hear your thoughts and ideas.  Stay 
tuned for the upcoming Town Hall on police reform in 
the next few weeks. 

I would also like to acknowledge our graduating class of 
2020, and say Congratulations, and we celebrate YOU. 
As you head out into different fields, with all you have 
learned and know, we are here for you. We are creating 
space for new graduates, for young professionals to 
network and support each other through their journey. 
Our incredible Board of Directors are manifesting their 
ideas to make more room at the table. Join us!

I am grateful to have the opportunity to lead with an 
ally, Dr. Claire Green-Forde, and through all of this, as 
change agents, we will be part of the change.   I look 
forward to serving in my role as President of the Board 
of Directors of NASW-NYC and know that now is the 
right time for our profession to step up and get it done.

In Solidarity.

Erica P. Sandoval, LMSW, President, NASW-NYC

MESSAGE FROM THE NEW BOARD PRESIDENT
Erica P. Sandoval, LMSW, President, NASW-NYC, Sr. Director Strategic Partnerships  enCourage Kids Foundation
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Change…it is happening all around 
us and much more needs to happen. 
We may welcome it, and we can 
also feel destabilized, unmoored, 
and even disoriented by the rapid 
rate of change. For as much change 
is happening, there is a concurrent, 
entrenched resistance to it.  It 
boggles the mind that we are in a 
fight to establish the humanity of 

people of color, and that this fight seems never-ending. No 
wonder we find ourselves simultaneously overwhelmed, sad, 
enraged, and hopeful. Well, maybe those are my adjectives, 
as that is certainly how I have been feeling. How about 
you? What have you been feeling? Like me, you may also be 
experiencing a brew of feelings that run the spectrum. As we 
engage in working toward change, we may want to keep in 
mind dynamics that undergird the resistance to change and 
can complicate our own efforts to make progress. 

Take a moment right now and cross your arms. Observe which 
of your arms is on top. Now, take a moment and switch arms 
so your other arm is on top. What do you notice? How does 
it feel? Strange? Unfamiliar? Are you tempted to revert back 
to the way you always cross your arms? Maybe the change 
feels refreshing. In the big scheme of things, it probably 
doesn’t matter which arm is on top. What we can take note 
of, however, is that change can be hard for most of us, yes, 
even as much as we may want it, because it represents loss.  
Loss? But I want change. Yes, you do want change and, yes, 
there is still a loss—loss of what is familiar, what you have 
known, what you have felt competent doing…there is a loss. 
You know that phrase “it’s better to deal with the devil you 
know rather than one you don’t?”  The status quo may be a 
‘devil’ but you know that devil. The unknown can feel more 
frightening. So, if change includes loss, what is it that you 
have to lose?

As social work professionals, the purpose of our work is to 
help bring about change, on many levels. We help individual 
clients and families to make changes that will enhance 
their social functioning. We advocate for social and systems 
change, to bring about justice and equity. As we do this, we 
valiantly ‘sell’ ourselves and others on the myriad benefits, 
that will come as soon as change comes. Have you ever tried 
to change something in your own life, like losing weight, 
quitting smoking, starting an exercise program? Have you 
been highly motivated and determined to make that change 
only to find yourself slowly slipping back to old patterns? 
This is very familiar to me with my weight despite a strong 
motivation. I can just about feel how amazing it would be to 
shed a lot of weight. I think the rewards would be fantastic. 
So why is this so hard? What do I have to lose, except the 
pounds? Well, this is the question I want us to ponder. What 
do you have to lose if things actually change, even the things 
you most want to see change? It is the prospect of loss that 
will have us (and others) resist change, sometimes even 
unconsciously. 

As social work professionals, looking at the losses associated 

with change has implications for how we engage and support 
people in the effort of making change, whether personally or 
in the most macro sense. We must help people examine their 
potential losses and not just sell them on how great things will 
be when they change. We have to support them in surfacing 
those potential losses, whether real or perceived, and doing the 
hard work of reckoning with them, and exploring how it can 
hold us back. It also helps us to understand why some resist 
changes, and why we, who are committed to social change, are 
confronted with resistance. Let’s put this in the context of the 
fight for racial justice. 

What are our values? What are our loyalties (who or what are 
we loyal to)? What might we stand to lose if change were to 
happen? We may value equality, fairness, community. We may 
be loyal to our ancestors, to our profession, to our family. We 
may stand to lose our shared identity as justice fighters or 
the powerful sense of purpose in the struggle. This does not 
mean we shouldn’t fight. It is just something we want to be 
aware of. Now for those who are against racial justice, what 
might they value? Perhaps power, perhaps tradition or history. 
Maybe they are loyal to their heritage, to their status, and to 
their ancestors. They might stand to lose their privileges, 
their sense of superiority or their comfort. As a social worker, 
and practitioner, and teacher of adaptive leadership, I have 
found it helpful to strategize for action by first looking at us as 
stakeholders in a system and trying to understand how we act 
out of our values, loyalties and (potential) losses. It helps me 
to think strategically and use my anger as fuel, rather than as 
my only tool. It helps me to engage in difficult conversations 
candidly and vulnerably. As we think about this long, arduous, 
historical and ever-present fight for racial justice, we can see 
how even people who consider themselves good people, may 
have remained complicit in oppressive systems and structures. 
Maybe our conversations need to surface the fear of who will 
lose what, when racial justice becomes a reality. 

Risky, right? Well, leadership is dangerous activity. If it doesn’t 
involve risk, it probably isn’t leadership. When we exercise 
leadership, we take risks to bring about change, which we 
strongly believe is necessary and is grounded in purpose, in 
our values. And, if we are candid, we don’t all face the same 
level of risk. Some of us are more vulnerable than others. So, 
as we challenge the status quo, how can we use whatever 
authority or privilege we have, to protect those who are more 
at risk? How can those of us who are more professionally 
secure protect those younger people in this fight? How can 
white allies use their privilege to provide support to those 
who are more at risk? Where are we each, more at risk or less 
so? How can we sustain a movement in which we strategically 
leverage our values as fuel, and examine our levels of risk to 
position ourselves with our risks in mind? This is a conversation 
we need to have.  

Risk and loss are embedded in making change. Malcolm and 
Martin and many of you can testify to that. Some have risked 
their lives, some of us will risk jobs, our reputations, and more. 
But change is at hand. Much is at stake. We must have the 
courage to discuss these factors as part of our efforts to bring 
the change. Can we talk?

REFLECTIONS ON CHANGE, RISK AND LOSS
Linda Lausell Bryant, MSW, Ph.D, Clinical Associate Professor Katherine and Howard Aibel 
Executive-in-Residence, NYU Silver School of Social Work
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BECOMING AN ANTI-RACIST ORGANIZATION:
AN ANTI-RACIST MODEL FOR ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE
Mary Pender Greene, LCSW-R, CGP, President & CEO, MPG Consulting

Our anti-racist model for institutional 
change begins with creating a common 
understanding of structural racism as 
presented by the People’s Institute for 
Survival and Beyond in their Undoing 
Racism® workshop. The People’s Institute 
is recognized as one of the top anti-racism 
training institutions in the nation. It 
moves beyond a focus on the symptoms 
of racism to an understanding of what 

racism is, where it comes from, how it functions, why it persists, and 
how it can be undone. The Peoples’ Institute’s 2 ½-day undoing racism 
training workshop is essential to create a common language and to 
lay the foundation for becoming an anti-racist organization. 

Through the workshop, participants learn that structural racism 
refers to practices, policies, procedures and – most important – the 
social culture of institutions. In a society set up to support white-body 
privilege, the inherent social culture of that society’s institutions will 
naturally reflect bias unless there is deliberate action to counteract 
that bias. Unfortunately, even in institutions that have a high degree 
of awareness of race bias, unconscious or unexamined aspects of the 
institution’s social culture can unintentionally reinforce dynamics 
that continue to privilege people with white skin. It is in this manner 
that American institutions remain dominated by practices which 
produce racial inequalities (Better, 1998).   

Structural racism requires institutional support and cultural 
nurturing. The core of anti-racist work is to seek to recognize 
institutional bias and to make structural changes that are supported 
by policies and procedures that are accountable with outcomes of 
equity. Executive leaders, boards, managers, and supervisors must 
be taught to recognize that contemporary forms of racism exist 
and become familiar with the various forms that it takes in the lives 
of all staff and clients. They must become vigilant in learning and 
identifying what those issues are and how they are perpetuated in 
the organization’s policies, practices, and procedures. The goal of 
anti-racist work is to widen the circle of power and opportunity.  

THE ROLE OF SENIOR LEADERSHIP
Addressing structural racism is one of the toughest jobs that any leader 
or organization can face. Although the reasons are complex, the major 
difficulty stems from a lack of a common understanding about what 
structural racism is. Prior to the recent “Perfect Storm” of the pandemic, 
police murders and racial unrest, many white people viewed racism as 
individual acts of meanness and considered any discussion of racism in 
our institutions as a personal affront. Most people saw themselves as 
being basically good, but this was especially true for people who work 
in non-profit or service-oriented organizations since they already felt 
that they were doing “God’s Work.” They perceived the organization and 
themselves as dedicated to “doing good,” a value that was inconsistent 
with a view of either as incorporating racism. They saw acts of racism as 
being individual and intentional instead of structural and systemic. The 
silver lining from the events of the last few months is that many people 
have been awakened to issues that were once invisible to them.

To begin the anti-racist process, it is important to understand that 
diversity is focused on helping people of color to achieve the goals 
and resources defined as important by the dominant culture. 
Assimilating in this way may bring them into white organizational 

culture, but typically does not include a focus on power or decision 
making roles and responsibilities from a point of view that is culturally 
congruent to them. Undoing structural racism requires the sharing of 
power and decision making and presupposes that the core culture 
and institutional structures must fundamentally change, while also 
recognizing that changes in personal attitudes are also essential. 
Anti-racism requires a broadening of the power base. It explicitly 
examines power relationships and sees the parallels, intersections, 
and distinctions between all forms of oppression and the ways they 
manifest themselves within an organization.    

People of Color (POC) often constitutes more than half of the clients 
being serviced by our organizations and yet according to the Nonprofit 
Quarterly, in a recent study by CompassPoint Nonprofit Services, 
79% of nonprofit executives nationwide are white. Who better to 
articulate the depth, intensity, and perspective of diverse groups than 
a leader from that group who have lived the experience? This is not 
to say other leaders cannot provide credible leadership. Rather, it is to 
suggest knowledge based on lived experience in a culture creates 
the potential for bringing a unique perspective to leadership. In 
addition, their presence adds credibility to the organization and has 
extreme value to the community, the staff, and clients.

Despite the obvious need and the unique contributions that leaders 
of color can make to our organizations, why are there so few in 
leadership roles? One factor is that the mental model for leadership is 
a charismatic, heroic white male model, which is deeply embedded in 
our collective mindset. While many white female leaders have broken 
through the glass ceiling that was obstructing their advancement, 
the barrier facing leaders of color is a “concrete ceiling,” one that is 
dense and less easily shattered. Studies have found that, the darker 
the hue of the person, the thicker the concrete ceiling. As a result, 
senior leadership roles held by POC are still a novelty in many of our 
institutions, which leads to their heightened visibility and vulnerability.

Though all leaders are vulnerable to criticisms and subsequent 
attacks, it is exacerbated for POC. Since POC are underrepresented 
in leadership, they become much more visible and receive more 
scrutiny. This intense inspection can add pressure to assimilate into 
white institutional culture since they are evaluated by its norms. As a 
result, their credibility and authority are constantly in dispute which 
causes them to have to prove themselves again and again. Receiving 
and internalizing intense criticism not only enhances this vulnerability, 
but also discourages them from bringing their individuality and 
uniqueness to the role. 

Constant scrutiny can lead to self-doubt, which often compels leaders 
of color to be more accommodating—accepting the status quo rather 
than following their instincts and offering a more authentic and 
diverse point of view. This results in our organizations being denied 
all the benefits of fresh perspectives and change that is so desperately 
needed in serving communities of color. The challenges proposed by 
increased visibility and vulnerability adds intense emotional labor, 
drains energy, and often causes executives of Color to lose touch with 
other colleagues who can empathize and act as a sounding board. 
The first step is to become aware of the impact of this increased 
vulnerability that stems from amplified visibility on leaders of color. 
Adopting Allyship as an organizational value and norm can play a 
huge role in the support and success of leaders of color and can create 
an internal pipeline of future leaders.
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The organization’s leadership must consistently demonstrate its 
commitment to the anti-racist process to all employees by setting 
a tone for honest discourse by openly acknowledging tensions. 
Friction must be acknowledged and resolved as swiftly and 
respectfully as possible. All staff must be helped to accept a degree 
of uncertainty and discomfort. In other words, the goal is to increase 
the organization’s tolerance for discomfort. Since attitude change 
cannot be mandated, much thought, support, and consultation is 
needed along with honest dialogue and an understanding that anti-
racist work is a messy process. 

As a leader, you should anticipate a degree of blowback from some 
members of the dominant group as they begin to question the 
value of placing so much time and resources into race matters. One 
can also anticipate that other majority group members will feel left 
out, unsatisfied, and unclear about the role that they could or should 
play in addressing structural racism. In addition, they are uncertain 
about whether there are benefits that can be gained for them from 
anti-racist work. In other words, white staff may fear they will have 
to give up position, access and power if their institution is guided by 
anti-racist principals. 

As a leader, you cannot successfully guide this initiative without 
listening and creating a brave space for these divergent views and 
fears about issues of race, racism and systemic change. It is important 
that you provide a space where shame, blame and judgment are not 
supported in these discussions about race, racism and other forms 
of oppression.

Structural racism exists everywhere. It is important for you to ask the 
hard questions:
• Are people of color thriving in our institution? 
• Are there people of color in decision-making positions? 
• Is there congruence between those in decision-making 

positions with those being served? 
• When there is a change in client demographics, are the decision 

makers actively seeking to be more closely aligned with and 
responsive to the new group? 

Your challenge is to acknowledge the value of diverse views 
and incorporate them into the organizational culture, clinical 
practice, administration, board and policy decision making. This 
can be achieved only if these diverse voices are consistently and 
prominently present at each of these tables. The politics of race itself 
are defeating. Both good policy and good politics are necessary to 
move ahead. As a leader, you must establish policies and procedures 
that support institutional change, keep communication flowing, 
and be open to hearing all sides of the race issues. 

Racism destroys the uniqueness and nullifies the experience, 
inspiration, and vision that could be offered by staff and board 
members of color. Therefore, the ultimate role of a leader in an 
anti-racist institution is to create an organizational atmosphere of 
inclusiveness and belonging which tends to produce an environment 
of participation. The goal is to create an inclusive environment where 
all employees have a sense of belonging. Belonging goes beyond 
the concept of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion to a feeling of being 
fully accepted. Belongingness is the sense of psychological and 
emotional wellbeing that enables people to perform at their best, 
feel valued, respected, motivated, and can contribute their unique 
views and ideas. You may want to add Belonging as an integral part 

of your DEI initiative so that it becomes Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, 
and Belonging (DEIB).

“If we want people to fully show up, to bring their whole selves 
including their unarmored, whole hearts —so that we can innovate, 
solve problems, and serve people—we must be vigilant about 
creating a culture in which people feel safe, seen, heard, and 
respected.”
— Brené Brown, Dare to Lead: Brave Work. Tough Conversations. 
Whole Hearts.

As a leader, you may need support and/or coaching to lead the 
creation of a fully inclusive organizational environment. It is 
important that you learn to examine power, privilege, rank, and 
culture (PPRC), and the impact of their intersections on leadership, 
management, supervision, and staff relations. Understanding these 
principles and methods is vital in the pursuit of an inclusive, fair, and 
respectful workplace that values all individuals, generates a sense 
of belonging, and embraces diversity—with the goal of eliminating 
barriers to success in the workplace.

We all know from past experiences that any major institutional 
culture change requires “top down” buy-in and often external 
consultation and support. We also know that PRIVILEGE is often 
INVISIBLE to people who have it and PAINFULLY OBVIOUS to 
those who don’t. Additionally, the uncompensated, exhausting 
Emotional Labor that is required of People of Color in white spaces 
much also be understood, examined and alleviated. Indeed, there 
is much educating and work to be done in becoming an anti-racist 
organization. The journey begins with setting the TONE FROM THE 
TOP, and formulating an anti-racist organizational development 
plan that begins with the board, executive leaders, managers, and 
supervisors. 

THE ROLE OF MANAGERS
Managers must become aware that anti-racist work requires 
more than diverse entry-level staff. Sometimes “diverse” becomes 
entangled with the difficulty in finding the “right applicant,” who 
has the “right image” to fit in to the existing White-centric culture 
setting. Some managers want diverse applicants to think, speak, 
and behave as if they were White. Their expectations, described in 
an article by Valerie Batts in “Modern Racism: New Melody for the 
Same Old Tunes,” were derived from cultural norms for US citizens 
where evaluation is made based on how close one was to being 
a white, heterosexual, middle-class, and physically able male. 
Managers and staff with hiring roles must be mindful that many for 
profit and non-profit leadership teams, upper level and supervisory 
staff are all or mostly white because they reflect these values. To 
prevent this phenomenon from reoccurring all staff who have hiring 
responsibility must be trained to de-bias the hiring process, which is 
a training in strategies for equity-focused hiring.

To read the entire article click here

Contact Information:
Website: www.marypendergreene.com  
Email: mary@mpgconsultingnyc.com 
Office: 212.245.2510

BECOMING AN ANTI-RACIST ORGANIZATION: AN ANTI-RACIST MODEL FOR 
ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE   
Mary Pender Greene, LCSW-R, CGP, President & CEO, MPG Consulting

Continued from page 10
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Fellow white social workers: It is time for 
us to have a challenging conversation 
reckoning with our roles as oppressors, 
gatekeepers, and slacktivists. These 
truths remain indelible, scored time 
and again by the history and current 
reality of our profession; built on a 
foundation of well-intended, wealthy 
white women with savior complexes, 
and dangerously compounded with a 

mindset of self-congratulation.

Too many of us, I am afraid, are illusioned by the inherently 
progressive nature of our field, and this mystifyingly lulls us 
into believing, that we are part of the solution by the very 
nature of our work. This line of thinking convinces too many 
of us that we are equipped to enter  Black, Indigenous, and 
People of Color (BIPOC) schools and neighborhoods and 
incorporate our privileged framework of understanding, 
and it tells us that we are prepared to not just navigate, but 
to lead in complex scenarios with which we have no lived 
experience. The progressive nature of social work lets us 
believe, overwhelmingly, that we do not need to show up and 
do the work to unlearn our inherent biases and unconscious 
racism.

We have been coded by an echo chamber of liberal social 
image feedback telling us that we are exceptional, paragons 
of progressivism, and agents of change - words rooted in our 
own professional branding. This, often self-delivered credit, is 
substantial given the amazingly minor work we have to do for 
social image profit; and it is exculpatory neither of the subtle 
harm we perpetuate against the communities we operate in, 
nor the lackluster ways in which we, as a collective, show up 
for Black communities. 

Unequivocally, this rhetoric to which we subscribe is a 
facade. This ideology - often so performative - is arguably as 
problematic as the outright bigotry of overt racism; the Venn 
Diagram of the weaponized language and rhetoric of well-
intended white allies on one side, and overt racism on the 
other, are too frequently concentric circles. 

It is the responsibility of us all to reckon with our dualities 
as both oppressors and social service providers. It is your 
responsibility to pause in reflection of who you are in these 
moments and the moments that follow. Most of us have 
joined a cascade of online voices for equity and justice -- 
how are you showing up for BIPOC communities offline? 
How do you use your voice when you cannot feel the masses 
immediately at your back? Are you exculpating of your 
friends, families, and coworkers, and their microaggressions 
or overt racism for fear of confrontation? 

This momentum will inevitably slow and the majority of 
white activists will recede to their comfortable position 
above the fray and fallout; consider how you will continue 

to show up for Black communities and other communities of 
color when it’s less convenient for your social standing; when 
your advocacy isn’t met with uproarious applause. Does your 
activism extend only to the fringe edges of your own comfort 
and security? 

Additionally, how are you controlling your own white 
fragility in conversations about race? What is prompting you 
to want to speak; what are you choosing to talk about when 
utilizing the capital of time and occupation of space; and is 
your engagement actively benefiting the people of color in 
the room, or drawing on their emotional energy? Ultimately, 
remember that it is not the responsibility of people of color 
to educate you or validate your emotional responses to a 
system you actively perpetuate and benefit from. 

Make no mistake, some white social workers have shown 
up day in and day out, actively doing the work to unpack 
their legacy of systemic oppression and institutional racism, 
simultaneously benefiting from the very systems they seek 
to dismantle – but they are too few and too far between. We 
all joined the ranks of social workers, and this means we all 
joined a cause of social equity. This comes with no shields 
for nuance or selective qualification. You joined the cries for 
your own pillars - for women’s rights and gay rights that left 
so many behind, confused at their abandonment by the very 
causes they suffered for. Your own oppression cannot be an 
excuse for your proximity to racial privilege, justifying your 
service as the white patriarchy’s most sycophantic soldiers. 

It is long past time for us to show up, and we can all be doing 
more. It is time to have the challenging conversations with 
your colleagues; to speak up in meetings when your BIPOC 
coworkers are cut off; to call out the representation in your 
leadership. You need to educate  yourself with Black feminist 
theory and literature and in conversation with other anti-
racist white folks, and then also go out into the world and 
educate the ignorant white people who operate in your 
circles and beyond.

What it is not the time for is letting yourself be silent in the 
face of oppression under the guise of “listening and learning.” 
It is not the time for you to shut down when you are called 
out for your personal failings, and it is not the time to qualify 
the value of BIPOC lives by subtly insinuating appropriate 
methodologies in response to being systemically brutalized. 
It’s not the time to ask your BIPOC friends what you should 
do, and it’s not the time to overwhelm them with your white 
guilt.

You are invited to be a part of something much greater than 
your own discomforts. Make no mistake, though, the onus 
is on us to use our privileged social positioning to protect 
Black people and advocate for reform at every level. Many 
white social workers are just getting started in activism - take 
moments to rest, but you do not get to get tired or bow out. 
This fight is just getting started.

TO MY FELLOW WHITE SOCIAL WORKERS... 
Christopher Longo, MSW, Aide to the Deputy Director, NYC Census 2020

13



24

https://www.naswnyc.org/page/testprep


NASW-NYC works to advance a number of legislative issues identified by members that serve to move the 
profession forward, protect the scopes of practice for LMSWs and LCSWs, cultivate opportunities for professional 
growth, lead initiatives focused on racial equity, ensure LGBTQ protections, provide support for juvenile justice 
reforms, and respond to COVID-19 related service delivery issues. Our current AGENDA is quite robust, and ever 
responsive to the pandemic, the social landscape and the impact of both.  

SOCIAL WORK INVESTMENT INITIATIVE

• Increase Social Work Loan Forgiveness Program 
       Salary Enhancements in state operated facilities (3 percent increase)
       Ongoing Funding for the Development and Distribution of Culturally Sensitive Test Preparation
       Adding Licensed Clinical Social Workers as Providers to Workers Compensation Program 
• Workforce Data Collection Bill (S.5093 / A.7213) 
• Parity in Insurance Reimbursement 
• Increase School Safety and Access to School Social Work Services (S4217 / A5373) 

EQUITY

• Racial Equity Assessment in Legislation Bill (S1739a / A2116a) 
• Leading Campaign on State Social Justice and Racial Equity Office (S8521-A / A10610)
       Creation of Statewide Racial Equity and Social Justice Office (S8209 / A1031) 
       Banning the practice of conversion therapy (S1046 / A 576)
       Working with partners on police reforms (repeal of 50-a)

SOCIAL JUSTICE

• Calling for the end to Solitary Confinement in Adolescent Offender Facilities 
• Ending Prosecution of Children Under 12 
• Strengthening and Expanding Protections for Court Involved Youth Up to Age 25 
       Ending the Adult Incarceration of Youth 

OTHER RECENT ACCOMPLISHMENTS

       Expanding tele-mental health provisions
       Expanding student experience requirements to include tele-mental health 
       Partnering with the Executive on a myriad of Executive Order’s related to social work service delivery,   
       scope pf practice, volunteer recruitment and liability protections 
       Leading Professions Partnership between Psychology and Psychiatry to call for ongoing access to tele-  
       mental-health

NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF SOCIAL WORKERS – NYC CHAPTER’S
2019/2020 LEGISLATIVE AND ADVOCACY AGENDA
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A question was recently posed 
on a therapist listserv I belong 
to.  A fellow clinician had had a 
session with a client who, in her 
words, wanted to use the session 
to share and seek approval on 
white supremacist views, which 
the therapist found deeply 
offensive.  The question she posed 
to the list was, ”How can we be anti-

racist therapists and sit in this situation? What is the clinically 
appropriate thing to do?”  The answer I provided is below.

I work part-time in private practice as a clinical social worker, 
and I also am an anti-racist activist in my city.  I take it as my 
responsibility as a white person to do the very real work of 
dismantling and confronting white supremacy on all levels 
(micro, mezzo, macro), every single day.  And in this spirit, 
I believe, not challenging our racist white clients is a direct 
affront and danger to the work we do with our clients of 
color.  The trauma of living as a black and brown person in 
America is all of our work to heal, and we must do this work 
in all corners of our lives, both personally and professionally.

Our commitment as social workers to anti-racism activism 
makes me feel deeply that the session you describe is not 
the space for neutrality in treatment.  The feelings your 
client shared are not ones that need your empathy.  A client 
with such hate is a danger.  However, knowing that our 
clients trust us (hopefully), there is a space to align with the 
feelings underneath such hate.  I may have tried to unearth 
and align with the latent feelings the client is unaware of:

“Yes, it can be so hard, no matter what the issue is we have when 
we feel change is coming.  I’m wondering if we could explore 
why your feelings around race being challenged during the 
current events trigger such profound anxiety”?

This is definitely a space where I would self-disclose.  Our 
clients feel close to us and trust us.  We may be the only 
person who can challenge their racism.  I recently had a 
session with a client who was protesting the stay-at-home 
orders.  We were able to spend the session talking about 
her anxiety over an unknown future, and what it felt like to 
be so unmoored. I remember saying something along the 
lines of, “I feel like it’s important to disclose to you that I 
feel very differently with you on this issue, but for sure I can 
empathize with how scary and unsure I’m also finding this 
time.”  Due to the strong therapeutic relationship we had 
built over time, there was a trust which allowed us to move 
past politics and connect as humans.  In the end, we had a 
very powerful session in which she was able to articulate that 
her protesting and anger about the lockdown had so much 
more to do with feeling alone, isolated, and unsupported. 

Often, being our most authentic self with clients allows for 
the most connection.

To me, internalized racism triggers an incredibly rigid defense 
of avoidance.   A dangerous maladaptive defense which, if 
unchallenged, allows hate to bloom.  This avoidance fuels a 
deep fear of change, and this fear often creates a very real 
anxiety.  The quicker you as a clinician can align with this 
anxiety, the better.   Especially white person to white person!  
I consider this as our job in practice AND in everyday life.   
Continuing along these lines, I may say something like - 

“I have to let you know that I feel very strongly opposed to you 
on this.  I’m happy to share with you more on my own journey 
to be anti-racist, but what I can say is that I can feel your anxiety 
around this, I’ve felt it myself, and I wonder if we could spend the 
session opening these deeper feelings up?” 

“I can hear how so much of what is going on really challenges 
how you’ve seen the world and I get how that is scary and hard.  
But I also need to share how differently I feel from you on this, 
and I’m wondering if we could find a way to align about the 
feelings you’re having here.  My hunch is that under all this hate, 
there is a worry or fear that hasn’t been said.”

Sometimes that worry is fear.  It is about facing a world that’s 
different than they’ve thought, challenging family members, 
not knowing where to start, or facing an entire upbringing 
or education that’s taught them lies.  Maybe the anxiety is 
an unchallenged fear of others, and your work to challenge 
this fear with empathy could open a space for the client to let 
down their defenses. When defenses are lowered, the room 
for real emotional change begins.  A book suggestion or two 
can also be helpful, while sharing your own experience of 
whiteness in the United States.

“This may feel outside our therapeutic relationship to discuss, 
but I wanted to mention that I know what it’s like to feel some 
of the things you’re feeling and I was really affected by reading 
“Waking up White” or “How to be an Anti-Racist” and I’d be 
happy to make discussing this part of our treatment if you’d be 
interested. There are so many resources I’ve personally benefited 
from in connecting to my feelings on race.”

Maybe they’ll leave and never come back, but maybe they’ll 
find a space that’s safe to explore these deep seated beliefs.  
Maybe they’ll realize in a safe space just how wrong they are.  
But for sure you’ll get them thinking.

CHALLENGING WHITE SUPREMACY ON THE MICRO LEVEL
AN EXPLORATION OF THE CLINICAL SOCIAL WORKERS’ COMMITMENT TO ANTI-RACISM WITHIN 
THE CLINICAL RELATIONSHIP
Erin Howell, LICSW (Licensed Independent Clinical Social Worker), Massachusetts
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Until mid-March, the 2020 legislative 
session was proceeding with 
business as usual, albeit with more 
elbow bumping and less glad 
handing, the Capitol, Legislative 
Office Building and the pathways 
in between, remained bustling 
with lobbyists, advocates and 
stakeholders until mid-March when 
two members of the Assembly 
tested positive for COVID-19.   Within 

twenty-four hours, life quickly changed for legislators, their staff, 
and lobbyists alike, as the capitol was closed to “non-essential” 
staff and all visitors.  Just as many sectors did, the legislature 
quickly employed social distancing protocols and realigned 
the way it works, shifting much of their communications and 
negotiations to video conferencing, phone, and email.   

Despite the chaos and disruption, representation of NASW-NYC 
and its priorities remained front burner and, given the ever-
evolving needs created by the virus, the Chapter’s work with 
the Legislature and Executive Chamber grew exponentially.  

For the remaining weeks of March, much of the focus remained 
on budget negotiations.  As such, NASW-NYC did advance a 
number of its budget priorities, such as spending authority for 
the chapter’s ESL Test Prep Program, increased mental health 
supports in schools (though given the current crisis, specifics 
of the funding have not yet been lined out), and an increase in 
salaries for clinical workers in state operated facilities (3 percent 
increase) was included.

As the days proceeded, the news became more dire; reported 
cases were growing rapidly and with each day, the implications 
on service delivery systems (particularly mental health) 
became apparent.  Each new challenge required a thoughtful 
nuanced approach, steeped in a deep historical knowledge 
and understanding of the scopes of practice for the LMSW and 
LCSW, and an ability to balance consumer needs with consumer 
protection - assuring services be performed by qualified 
professions.  As such, NASW-NYC Leadership and Legislative 
Representative worked closely with the Executive, the State 
Education Department, Key Legislators, and staff to on the 
following issues.

• Clarification of the infrastructure, ability, and logistics to 
providing tele-mental health services, such as:

 • Allowance of tele-mental health beyond private   
 practice clinicians,

 • Allowance of clinical services provided through tele- 
 mental health to count toward the accrual of clinical  
 hours leading to licensure at the LCSW level,

 • Allowance of tele-mental health hours to count as  
 field placement hours for MSW Students, and 

 • Allowance of all CE to be accrued via online technology

• Advocacy highlighting the barriers related to the 
reimbursement of tele-mental-health services for private 
practitioners who are not authorized to directly bill 
Medicaid for their services.

• Assistance to the Executive Chamber in recruiting clinicians 
willing to provide pro bono services through the Stateline 
Mental Health Hotline and subsequently, assuring such 
providers be covered (through statutory language), from 
liability.

• Advocacy that Executive Orders allowing out-of-state 
providers to practice in New York State include limitations 
and nuance.  The original Order allows for any provider 
licensed in the entirety of the country OR Canada (most of 
whom have a lower threshold of licensure requirements) be 
allowed to practice in New throughout the crisis.   We have 
recommended language that would only allow for such 
practice in two instances: for the sake of continuity of care, 
or if one’s specialty practice area is required in the state 
(such as renal social workers).

• We have also been working with the Executive Chamber and 
State Education Department to determine if a temporary 
waiver of licensure is required.  Our position is that it is 
not.  Testing facilities have re-opened and the exemptions 
are still in place, therefore allowing practice of the LMSW 
and LCSW in a broad array of settings.  Those setting 
include any setting operated, funded or regulated by OMH, 
OCFS, OPWDD, DOCCS, OASAS, SOFA and DOH.  We do, 
however, recognize that those with a limited permit may 
need extensions and we have requested such provisions. 
We have recently published a comprehensive letter to 
employers and students, laying out the many tasks new 
graduates can provide upon graduation and the pathway 
to a Limited Permit.   

• We have done a great deal of advocacy with the Executive 
staff regarding his call for and advocacy with the federal 
government that “Frontline” workers be granted hazard 
pay. Within hours of this announcement, we drafted and 
shared with his office, a detailed letter articulating why 
social workers are frontline workers. We followed such work 
up a week later, again making the case that licensed social 
workers be included in his frontline category, should the 
hazard pay come to fruition.  

• Most recently, we were asked and provided assistance to 
the Schools of Social Work to help facilitate experiences for 
MSW students in relation to the Governor’s Contact Tracing 
program.  As such, we coordinated with his staff to direct 
such students to the state’s recently developed portal.  

• We engaged in advocacy efforts that were successful in 
repealing 50-a of the Civil Rights Statute, unveiling the 
employment records of police officers.

• We are currently leading the development of a campaign to 
establish a State Office for Social Justice and Racial Equity.

• We are leading a partnership between social work, 
psychology and psychiatry to call upon the Executive to 
extend tele-mental-health services.   

As New York shifts its focus to re-opening, re-imagining and 
re-aligning its service delivery system, NASW-NYC will remain 
in constant contact with policy makers and their staff to assure 
the social work voice is represented.  

STRATEGIC LEGISLATIVE SOLUTIONS - COMPELLING RESULTS 
SPRING 2020 LEGISLATIVE UPDATE
Karin Carreau, MSW  NASW- NYC Government Specialist Consultant, Carreau Consulting 
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SOCIAL WORKERS: A CALLING AND RESPONSIBILITY TO DO WHAT IS RIGHT
Shardell Gerald, MSW

The role of social workers in 2020 is the 
same as it was in its founding years. In 
origination, the social worker’s role was to 
help those impoverished, and to reduce 
poverty and inequality in American 
society. Today, the same issues of poverty 
and inequality still exist, looming large, as 
ever. 

In the year 2020, social workers observe, 
interact with, and support people of color impacted by 
institutional and systemic racism in America. White people 
have power in this country, and the very way our society is 
organized maintains their power. 

All social workers, especially our white social worker 
allies, must be actively engaged in their role as change 
agents. Social workers are change agents at the individual 
therapeutic level, community grassroots organizing level, 
and at the social services management level. Each of these 
specific focus areas presents social workers the opportunity 
to effect change.

Change is possible when un-comfortability is present. The 
killing of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery 
are the most recent straws breaking the camel’s back, so to 
speak. It is the final blow to the African American community 
and their allies that has incited a visceral response of many 
of its members. 

Social workers must capitalize on this opportunity. As a 
profession, we are responsible to push the anti-poverty, anti-
racist, racial equity, and equal access agenda forward, and 
to new heights. Social workers are responsible to pursue 
progress, call out injustice, and seek to begin the healing of 
injured individuals and communities.

Every social worker must be strategic, brave, and noble in 
their work efforts. They must use their collective voices and 
professional skill set to create, implement, and support an 
agenda for change. There are many ways for social workers 
to be involved in this current environment; national and 
global call to action and social workers, should in fact, be 
leading the way.

Every social worker should be challenging the status 
quo. Every social worker should be encouraging, if not 
demanding, denouncement of racism, white privilege, and 
violence against Black people from every institution where 
they have influence. We know that influence exists in family 
systems, in the workplace, in neighborhoods, in social/
educational/recreational settings, and in communities, at 
large. There is no shortage of work or opportunity for the 
committed and enlightened social worker.

Opportunities for social workers absolutely exist, when 
they choose to exercise their First Amendment rights and 
participate in protests. It exists in offering affordable clinical 
services to families of color seeking, or being referred to, 

mental health supports. Far too many black children, youth, 
and entire family systems are challenged by the effects of 
racism, both present and historical in nature. 

Social workers in policy and management positions can 
help to craft and put forth human service policies and 
national legislation that ensure equity and equal access to 
opportunities for African Americans. We should be involved 
in collecting and using data to identify and highlight the 
disparities, and their consequences that exist in communities 
of color. These disparities exist in health, education, business, 
and other realms. For instance, social workers in the criminal 
justice system can propose, support, and demand criminal 
justice reform at the local, state, and national levels.

I do not believe a day goes by that social workers do not 
witness the inequities and the negative impact of racism in 
America for African American’s daily existence. Every social 
worker has a responsibility to speak up, step up and step out, 
to address societal issues that disproportionately impacts 
communities of color. We should be fearless in bringing 
attention to disparities and inequities. Social workers should 
strategize and find collaborators in their sphere of influence, 
to help foster socioeconomic shifts in society.

Social workers should be at the table educating people about 
the impact of historical and current trauma in the African 
American community. We should be creating safe spaces for 
conversations and education about racism, discrimination, 
trauma, and inequities in our systems, institutions, and 
communities. 

Social workers can volunteer and support political campaigns 
that promote social justice, anti-racism, and the end to 
discrimination practices in our society. As a practicing social 
worker for the last 23 years, I know many social workers who 
have made a difference in the life of a child and family, when 
they met families where they were. We do not ask what is 
wrong with you, but we ask what has happened to you? Our 
approach allows for the healing process to begin. It rightfully 
shifts the blame away from the person.

I wholeheartedly believe social workers are the key to a 
door opening, are the connection to a resource needed, and 
help people to make the necessary changes to improve the 
quality of their life experiences. The work of a social worker 
is not easy. It requires compassion, empathy, patience, 
understanding, knowledge, fearlessness, and a belief that all 
things are possible even when the bricks are stacked high. 

This is the work and life of a social worker. Too always do 
good, be nonjudgmental, and to be kind. The humanity 
demonstrated by social workers is what Black people 
needed in this country yesterday. Humanity is surely what is 
necessary NOW, and the days to come, if we are to achieve 
the drastic changes needed in our society. Social workers 
stand up. Continue advocating for what is right in support of 
communities of villainized African Americans. 
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Pre-COVID significant barriers were 
in place that directly affected the way 
home care was able to deliver care. 
During this pandemic, we’ve had to 
shift our way of thinking to be able to 
care for an underserved population 
who have never experienced such 
devastation and loss in their lifetime. At 
the beginning of COVID-19, there were 
concerns about being out in the field 

and having the ability to service clients while concerned 
about contracting the virus. A few weeks in, certified home 
health agencies switched to a virtual platform to service 
those who were COVID+ to foster continuity of care post-
discharge from an acute care setting.

Loss, grief, anxiety, and fear, were some of the emotions 
expressed by patients and caregivers who were deeply 
impacted by this disease. Receiving calls from former 
patient families, saying, “Mom died, she had COVID,” 
became a regular occurrence, and realizing that, as a health 
care professional, you were constantly being exposed to 
the virus. Many of us had to switch to a virtual platform to 
deliver care, while not ideal given the scope of our practice. 

The assessment immediately starts from the time you 
arrive at a person’s home, how many steps do they have 
to negotiate, how long does it take them to get to the 
door in the event of an emergency? Once you enter, 
are the walkways free of clutter? Are they able to access 
medications from the pharmacy? With limited prescription 
coverage, are they able to afford new medications they may 
have been prescribed? Do they have adequate food to get 
them through while they self-isolate and quarantine? All 
these questions I now had to ask over a screen or telephone 
versus having the ability to see first-hand how someone 
was coping, which, for many, heightened the limited access 
to needed services for people in various communities 
affected by COVID-19. 

Addressing concerns related to getting out of the house 
to do tasks immunocompromised adults took for granted 
came with fear and concerns about contracting the virus. 
Referrals were necessary to ensure patients had access 
to prescription medications. The limited ability to have 
the ease of being eligible for transportation became a 
major obstacle for patients that had no means to get to 
their appointments. Resources such as Access-a-Ride and 
other community transportation resources had to cease 
operations due to COVID-19. 

As clients or families told me about their struggles to obtain 
food because “no one wants to visit me, they are afraid to 
get the virus,” I had to explore various resources to help get 
them access to food. Was there a friend or family nearby? 
Could I talk to a community organization to help facilitate 
home-delivered meals ASAP or even groceries? Was there 

a local mutual aid group that could offer assistance with 
groceries nearby? 

Having limited access to seeing your patient because 
of pandemic concerns is frustrating, but you make the 
best of it, calling any supports they have available and 
incorporating their help in providing care, reaching out to 
community agencies, and making referrals where they were 
needed. Helping someone cope with the loss of a spouse 
by providing them with emotional support over the phone, 
offering to refer to a grief therapist to further address their 
bereavement needs. 

Prior to the pandemic, it was already challenging to obtain 
immediate resources for adults in need, during COVID-19 
these issues were exacerbated, making it difficult to be able 
to offer resources to people. It made me realize what I had 
been thinking all along, that we need to reallocate resources 
for the aging population, where services are available to 
them when they are in crisis. What if there were services 
available to elders in need of transportation to get to and 
from their appointments, that didn’t require a lengthy 
application, in-person interview, and a waiting period to 
determine if a person qualified? Lack of transportation to 
get to medical appointments results in delayed care which 
increases a person’s risk of being re-hospitalized.

Insurance dictates a person’s ability to be eligible for a 
personal care attendant, and with COVID-19 concerns 
people were less likely to want these services, but for an 
elderly person, this level of care is crucial to their well-
being. Having an aide could help alleviate the need for 
people to go out during the pandemic to address issues 
such as grocery shopping, laundry, picking up necessary 
medication, and an additional set of eyes and ears to 
ensure that an elder is being managed at home. Instead, 
COVID-19 brought a significant layer of isolation for seniors, 
even more so since senior centers and day programs were 
closed. Perhaps if the various states could reallocate funds 
to promote helping our elders it would make a world of 
difference.

Additionally, these allocations of funds would also be helpful 
in offering one-on-one sessions with seniors to help them 
learn how to use devices such as tablets and smartphones, 
which would provide them with the ability to communicate 
with family and friends they may have limited contact with, 
due to COVID-19. Instead of prioritizing funding towards 
institutional entities such as the police departments, state 
officials should strongly consider putting more of a focus 
on the department of aging. Seniors are living longer with 
significant health-related issues that are heightened within 
communities of color. If COVID-19 has taught us anything, 
it is that even our health care system can be brought to its 
knees in a matter of no time and with health disparities 
among persons of color, we are the ones who suffer the 
most.

HOME HEALTH CARE: THROUGH THE LENSES OF COVID-19 
Sandrine Etienne, LMSW, Home Care Social Worker
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July 17, 2014. He couldn’t breathe. It was 
the day that Eric Garner was killed. It was 
the day I began to be radicalized. I was 
an MSW student at Silberman School 
of Social Work. As someone who grew 
up as a light-skinned cisgender Latino 
in the largest public housing complex 
in the nation in Queensbridge, I had 
known well that institutions were not 
treating me and the Black kids in our 

neighborhood the same. I had not yet 
fully understood what I know well today. As extensions of the 
white supremacy that gave birth to this nation, it was not that 
institutions were not working well enough; they were working 
exactly as designed, to persecute Black people in every way the 
white imagination could do so. I had had enough of my silence 
and complicity. I marched, I protested, I joined others in their rage. 
Today, after George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Tony McDade, and others 
I continue to do the same. But what is this moment telling those of 
us in the social work profession? How do we ensure that another 
murder is not just a moment? How do we sustain this movement for 
Black Lives in our profession?

As Dr. Phyllis Jones has consulted us, we must first identify racism. 
The truth is that while our profession and the institutions in which 
we are employed may be well-intended they also perpetuate 
systemic racism. Another truth? We’re not doing a damn thing about 
it. While many organizations have put out statements in support of 
Black Lives and claiming that Black Lives Matter, I wonder if we have 
truly done the work to deeply analyze how our institutions have 
supported the inequities that continue to claim Black bodies daily. If 
Black Lives Matter to us what are we willing to do differently to own 
that declaration? Are we willing to call for the reduction of power in 
our policing system and the return of power to the communities we 
have committed to serving? Who do WE protect and serve? Is it our 
funders and budgets, our private donors, our followers, or brand?

Our profession is a gatekeeping profession. In many ways, we 
stand in the way of progress whether it is with our silence or in our 
compromises. Is the profession now ready to stand in between the 
institutions that point the guns and the communities that we are 
morally obligated to defend? To answer some of this, I propose a few 
more questions:

1 – Do we know where our institutions get their funding and how do 
we know that it does not fund the carceral state? And if it does, are 
we willing to name that?

The reality is that organizations need money to remain viable. But 
if donors and grants are linked to policing organizations, unions, or 
weapons manufacturers we must be clear about how the criminal 
legal system has filled jails, prisons, and graveyards with Black and 
Brown people.

2 – Has your organization put out a statement on racial justice 
and called for investment in housing, healthcare, education, and 
resources for our communities? 

The Summer Youth Employment Program (SYEP) was one of the first 
programs to be identified as a cut, which employs 75,000 young 
people each summer and 85% of whom are young people of color. 
The removal of these resources would rob young people of financial 
resources which would reduce their potential exposure to the 
criminal legal system.

3 - Do boards of directors and senior management reflect the 
diversities of the communities we serve? If not, what are the plans to 
do so and what is the accountability mechanism?

A lot of research has been conducted showing that from “top 
to bottom” board rooms continue to look the same and the 
employment, retention (or lack thereof), and promotion of workers 
of color is biased. Representation matters and our decision-makers 
should reflect those diversities.

4 – Are our deliverables showing a data-driven investment in Black 
and Brown communities? 

As the nonprofit sector will be impacted by the financial crisis from 
the coronavirus, we are anticipating layoffs, a reduction or suspension 
of programming. As this occurs, we must continue to ensure that 
resources continue to be utilized to support the wellbeing of the 
communities at the intersection of the greatest burden. If data is 
not disaggregated by race, it must be and let the numbers show us 
where the greatest needs are and where we should focus.

5 – Are we joining calls for a Homes guarantee, including to 
#CancelRent, for single payer, to decriminalize sex work and people 
who use drugs, to #HALT Solitary confinement, abolish ICE? 

Our profession was born from a community-based approach. As 
capitalism, fueled by our racist state, has shrunk or altogether 
done away with organizations’ ability to engage in advocacy or 
community organizing we must take a stand on policies that will 
advance racial equity. This means looking at the ways we have 
left our most marginalized communities out of our agendas, it 
means looking at the ways we have denied basic needs to people, 
criminalized survival, and continued a cycle of violence.

What is the movement saying at this moment? Enough is enough. 
Enough. We can no longer allow the status quo to continue if we 
want meaningful change for our communities. We must disrupt 
even within our places of comfort. Organizations that are serious 
about saving lives must be willing to examine the policies and 
practices within their four walls, which keep the foot of oppression 
on the necks of communities of color. We need a radical examination 
and transformation of our institutions because the toxicity of white 
supremacy is making it difficult for all of us to breathe. 

We need to hear from communities and center the voices of those 
directly impacted by the gaps we say we want to address. As many 
have come to know, those closest to the pain are closest to the 
solutions and that must be honored or else the moment surely will 
pass. But as many social workers know attentive listening requires 
intention and focus and it can’t drift when we don’t like what we’re 
hearing. As Michelle Alexander has put it, the community must 
speak unpopular truths. And we must listen. 

But none of this can occur without the internal work that is crucial to 
do the external work. Who are the people whom we can hold brave 
spaces to talk about how we have been racialized? Where are our 
spaces for reflection on how whiteness has dehumanized us and for 
accountability to resist that continued dehumanization? And are we 
willing (in many ways) to put our lives on the line for the world we 
want? As Angela Davis put it: “In a racist society, it is not enough to 
be non-racist, we must be anti-racist.”  And now more than ever, we 
need to trust Black women. 

Ultimately a lot is being said now but it is what we do from here that 
matters.

WHAT IS THIS MOVEMENT SAYING AT THIS MOMENT?
Brian Romero, LMSW – 1st Vice President of NASW-NYC, Board of Directors and Chair of NASW-NYC 
Political Action for Candidate Election (PACE)
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