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The CRT movement seeks to study and transform the 
relationship between race, racism, and power, and, in 
contrast to traditional civil rights movements, ques 
tions the foundations of the liberal order (Delgado 
& Stefancic, 2012). Therefore, civil rights issues are 
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race and racism when studying and working to amelio 
rate social problems. Social workers are also trained in 
culturally competent practice. Therefore, we should be 
well positioned to address racism's role in maintaining 
social problems that disproportionately impact people 
of color. However, there is concern that some educa 
tional approaches (e.g., multicultural perspective) do 
not explicitly address race, which inhibits comprehen 
sive understanding of ways in which power, privilege, 
history, and one's own position impact broader social 
structures and institutions (Constance-Huggins, 2012). 
Achieving social justice involves acknowledging rac 
ism and moving beyond didactic information toward 
dialogue and action that challenges, and ultimately 
changes, the status quo. This requires knowledge of 
structures and systems that sustain racial inequality 
and limit opportunities for people of color, as well as 
exposure to action-oriented strategies to challenge and 
dispel institutional racism. CRT provides an opportu 
nity to extend social workers' existing knowledge into 
dialogue and action for social change through direct 
examination of the relationship between race, racism, 
and power. Further, the framework's action-oriented 
approach emphasizes the connection between prac 
tice, education, and research. 

In this article, we introduce CRT, describe its cen 
tral tenets, and apply the framework to racial dispari 
ties within three areas of social work practice. Though 
CRT is applicable to people of color across racial and 
ethnic groups, our applications focus on disparities af 
fecting African Americans; these applications demon 
strate the utility of CRT for social work professionals. 
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R acial disparities in the United States remain per 
sistent and pervasive. Despite advances in reduc 
ing overt racism and discrimination, covert and 

institutional racism continues to operate through pol 
icies and practices embedded within social structures, 
systems, and institutions that systematically reflect 
and produce racial inequality. This is evidenced by 
racial disparities in child welfare system involvement 
(Hill, 2006), public assistance use (Gooden, 2007), 
and mental health treatment access (Snowden, 2003). 
Advancing racial equality requires understanding and 
awareness of the relationship between race, racism, 
and power. Critical race theory (CRT) provides an 
important framework that social workers can use to 
recognize, analyze, and change power dynamics that 
maintain institutional racism and reinforce racial 
inequality. Despite alignment with social work's mis 
sion and values, CRT has not been fully embraced by 
social work educators, researchers, or practitioners. 
Nascent literature addresses CRT's utility to inform 
and advance the field (e.g., Abrams & Moio, 2009; 
Ortiz & Jani, 2010), yet work focused on its substantive 
application to social work practice is needed. 

The social work profession strives for social justice 
and acknowledges the importance of understanding 

• Awareness of the CRT tenets and their application in 
specific areas of practice can educate social workers in 
targeting questions and dialogue both within them 
selves and with colleagues and supervisors about the 
role of race in social work practice and policy, which 
can in turn lead to social action and change. 

• In order to effectively serve a diverse set of clients, so 
cial workers need knowledge and skills articulating the 
role of race, racism, and power and how they operate 
in the United States; critical race theory (CRT) provides 
such a framework. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

Critical race theory (CRT) provides a framework for examining power structures that maintain racial inequities and 
developing strategies for action and change. Though social work acknowledges racial disparities and the role of 
racism when identifying and attempting to ameliorate social problems, the profession has not fully incorporated CRT. 
This article introduces CRT, articulates its alignment with social work's professional mission and values, describes its 
central tenets, and applies the tenets to racial disparities within three areas of practice particularly relevant for social 
work: child welfare system involvement, receipt of public assistance, and access to mental health treatment. CRT's 
broader implications for social work practice are identified and discussed. 

Karen M. Kolivoski, Addie Weaver, & Monique Constance-Huggins 

Critical Race Theory: Opportunities for Application in 
Social Work Practice and Policy 

bonianian
Copyright

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight

kwcadc@aol.com
Highlight



of color to come at a slow pace, usually through small 
changes that are acceptable to those in power. CRT 
maintains that ignoring race fails to eliminate the oc 
currence and persistence of racism and racist acts, and 
therefore seeks reinterpretation and transformation 
of the law through a critique of liberalism (Freeman, 
1977; Gotanda, 1991). 

Whiteness as ultimate property. American society 
is based on property rights. CRT posits that the "in 
tersection of race and property create an analytic tool 
for understanding inequity" (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 
1995, p. 47). CRT asserts that Whiteness is the ultimate 
property value, leveraged to perpetuate advantages 
and privileges among Whites. This assertion is sup 
ported through analyses of property rights, including 
(a) rights of disposition, (b) rights to use and enjoy 
ment, (c) rights of reputation or status property, and 
(d) the absolute right to exclude (Harris, 1995). Rights 
of disposition allow for the transfer of property. CRT 
states that Whiteness can be transferred by rewarding 
people of color for conformity to White norms or sanc 
tioning cultural practices that violate White norms 
(Harris, 1995). Whiteness also provides social, cul 
tural, and economic privileges (Mcintosh, 1989). CRT 
theorists assert that one's reputation, status, or posi 
tion in society is a form of personal property, defined 
as reputation or status property. Whites have control 
over the right to use and enjoy the privilege of being 
White, which increases the value of their reputation or 
status property and allows the reputation or status of 
someone or something constructed as non-White to be 
damaged or diminished. Finally, CRT maintains that 
Whiteness affords the absolute right to exclude in that 
the quality and quantity of resources in communities 
vary with property values (Harris, 1995). 

Interest convergence. Bell (1980) suggests that civ 
il rights gains within communities of color, particu 
larly gains for African Americans, are only achieved 
when converging with interests of Whites and should 
be interpreted with measured enthusiasm. CRT ac 
knowledges that those in power have little incentive 
to eradicate racism, as it advances interests of White 
elites and psychological interests of the working class. 
Critical race theorists assert that civil rights gains are 
only achieved when not perceived as major disrup 
tions to the "normal" way of life for most Whites. 
However, gains coinciding with the self-interest of 
White elites are unlikely to make a substantive dif 
ference in the lives of people of color. For instance, 
CRT scholars propose the U.S. Supreme Court ruling 
in Brown v. Board of Education that segregated pub 
lic schools were unconstitutional did not represent a 
moral change of heart, but rather political ambition 
to increase international credibility and to appease 
African Americans who fought in World War II by 
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viewed within a broader perspective that incorporates 
economics, history, context, group- and self-interest, 
feelings, and the unconscious. CRT acknowledges the 
effects of race and racism on society, challenges con 
ventional social processes and normative standards 
that only reflect the White experience, and offers in 
sight into how the relationship between race, racism, 
and power maintains and supports racial inequality. 
CRT scholars identified five central tenets used to ana 
lyze social structures, policies, and practice: racism 
as ordinary (Bell, 1992, 1995), the critique of liberal 
ism (Freeman, 1977; Gotanda, 1991), Whiteness as 
ultimate property (Harris, 1995), interest convergence 
(Bell, 1980), and the unique voice of color (Matsuda, 
1991). These tenets are described below. 

Racism as ordinary. The cornerstone of CRT is the 
assertion that racism, in the context of the usual way of 
conducting business in the United States, has become 
normalized and is constantly perpetuated through so 
cial structures and institutions (Bell, 1992). CRT posits 
that racism is so ingrained in American society that it 
has become almost unrecognizable, making it difficult 
to cure and address (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). 
Critical race theorists maintain that racist hierarchical 
structures govern political, economic, and social do 
mains; therefore, Whites are privileged while people 
of color are socially constructed as "others" (DeCuir 
& Dixson, 2004). Socially constructed racial categories 
that perpetuate stereotypes while ignoring scientific 
fact are invented, manipulated, and retired when con 
venient for those in power. To challenge institutional 
racism, CRT promotes a "realist view" of American 
social structures, emphasizing open acknowledgment 
of the dominant role race has historically played and 
continues to play in society (Bell, 1995). 

The critique of liberalism. The liberalism world 
view embraces colorblindness, neutrality of the law, 
and incremental change; however, CRT asserts that 
these formal conceptions of equality only remedy 
the most blatant forms of discrimination (Freeman, 
1977; Gotanda, 1991). Liberal legal philosophy seeks to 
remedy inequality by mandating the same treatment 
across the board, regardless of race. These so-called 
colorblind or neutral approaches strive for equality, 
which assumes all citizens have the same opportuni 
ties, rather than equity, which assumes an unequal 
playing field. CRT asserts that attempting to ensure 
equality through neutrality in the law is insufficient 
and disingenuous, fails to consider the persistence and 
permanence of racism and its impact on opportunities 
for people of color, and provides justification for ignor 
ing and dismantling race-based policies to address in 
equity (Freeman, 1977; Gotanda, 1991). CRT also pos 
its that liberalism's incremental approach to change 
maintains White privilege by allowing gains for people 
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2006). The way that child welfare disproportionality is 
viewed and discussed is critical, as these viewpoints 
form the frame and dialogue for proposed solutions. 

Although a comparatively substantial proportion 
of children in foster care are African American (Pew 
Commission, 2004), research suggests that 94% of 
child welfare workers are White (Fallon, MacLaurin, 
Trocme, & Felstiner, 2003). The racial demographics of 
child welfare workers compared to their clients have 
profound impacts on services. Racial combinations of 
child welfare workers and children are predictors of 
differences in caseworkers' referral decisions (Font, 
2013) and client ethnicity is one of two significant 
predictors of entry-level social workers' decisions to 
report child maltreatment (Ashton, 2004). 

Almost 40% of child welfare workers have a Bach 
elor of Social Work or Master of Social Work degree, 
and although they comprise the largest professional 
group, they still do not have a clear majority presence 
(Barth, Lloyd, Christ, Chapman, & Dickinson, 2008), 
thus social workers play a particularly critical role in 
the future of the child welfare field in being forward 
thinking regarding macro issues. Understanding and 
addressing the role of race and racism in the child 
welfare system is paramount to effectively serving 
children and families. CRT is likely to provide social 
workers a framework for examining race, racism, and 
power within the system and their subsequent impli 
cations for clients. Child welfare workers acknowledge 
that their "practices ignore structural realities and 
focus on personal failings and challenges of families, 
which place them at risk for intervention" (Clarke, 
2012, p. 234), but this awareness must be paired with 
tools, like CRT, to initiate action. 

Whiteness as ultimate property. The CRT tenet of 
Whiteness as the ultimate property applies to the over 
representation of children of color in the child welfare 
system. Roberts (2002) found White parents are less 
likely viewed as perpetrators of abuse, while African 
American parents are more often viewed as suspi 
cious. This suggests Whiteness affords the privilege 
of being perceived as less capable of child maltreat 
ment. Further, African American families are more 
likely to access public services than White families 
(White, 2006), subjecting them to increased surveil 
lance and scrutiny. For example, African Americans 
are more likely than their White counterparts to visit 
public health clinics or emergency rooms for typical 
medical care and run errands on public transportation 
(Appell, 1997). The CRT perspective suggests that Af 
rican Americans' increased visibility across systems 
and the institutional racism within these systems leads 
to a bifurcation of experiences, where Whiteness as 
the ultimate property affords access to private resourc 
es and services, minimizes public intervention, and 

Racial Disproportionality in Child Welfare 
System Involvement 
Racial disproportionality is pervasive in the U.S. child 
welfare system, with children of color comprising a 
greater number than in the general population (Hill, 
2006): African American children comprise 15% of the 
general population of children yet account for 38% of 
those in foster care (Pew Commission, 2004). The typi 
cal African American child is not at greater risk for 
abuse and neglect than the typical White child (Sedlak 
& Schultz, 2001), yet substantiation rates for African 
American children are 2 times that of White children 
(Child Welfare League of America, 2003). Once in the 
child welfare system, youth of color are more likely to 
experience out-of-home placement than White youth 
(Colman, Kim, Mitchell-Herzfeld, & Shady, 2008; Hill, 

In this section, we apply CRT to racial disparities in 
three areas relevant to social work practice: involve 
ment in the child welfare system, use of public assis 
tance, and access to mental health treatment. The ex 
amples presented in this article focus on the African 
American experience. In order to present and apply all 
of CRT's central tenets at least once, two tenets were 
selected and applied to each practice area. Although 
the applications offer a new perspective for approach 
ing racial disparities, they are not comprehensive 
analyses of the complex, multifaceted issues discussed. 
Our goals are to illuminate the utility of CRT for so 
cial workers and to provide a foundation for dialogue 
examining CRT as a potential tool to advance under 
standing of the ways in which race, racism, and power 
impact social work practice, 

Application of CRT to Areas of Social 
Work Practice 

suggesting a commitment to social gains and upward 
mobility for all races (Bell, 1980). 

Unique voice of color. CRT emphasizes the impor 
tance of experiential knowledge gained from people of 
color's lived experiences and shared through counter 
storytelling, narratives, family history, biographies, 
chronicles, and parables (Bell, 1987). CRT asserts that 
by recounting encounters of racism and oppression, 
people of color convey experiences that Whites are 
unlikely to know or understand, reveal the persistent 
and oppressive nature of normative dialogues, and 
analyze legal remedies to racism that have served elites 
(Calmore, 1992; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004). People of 
color's experiential knowledge offers a direct contra 
diction to the "othering" process, allowing people of 
color to critically reflect upon their position within a 
racist society and giving voice to marginalized groups' 
experiences, understandings, and knowledge. 
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Racial Disproportionality in the Public 
Welfare System 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), 
which replaced Aid to Families with Dependent Chil 
dren in 1996, is the largest public welfare program 
providing direct cash assistance to supplement a fam 
ily's income on a monthly basis (Martin & Camina 
da, 2011). Applying CRT to TANF is appropriate for 
several reasons. First, African Americans are over 
represented on welfare rolls; they account for 12% of 
the nation's population but make up 36% of welfare 
recipients (U.S. House of Representatives, 2008). This 
share is similar to that of Whites (38%) but signifi 
cantly higher than other racial minority groups. Sec 
ond, African Americans receiving welfare have worse 
outcomes when compared to Whites. Cancian, Meyer, 
and Wu (2005) found that African Americans rely on 
TANF for a longer period of time than Whites and are 
more likely to return after an initial spell on TANF. 

Social workers are uniquely placed to examine and 
address the effects of race and racism within the pub 
lic welfare system. From its inception, the social work 
profession was intrinsically involved with programs 
assisting people in need (Rank & Hirschl, 2002). The 
profession's association with settlement houses cen 
tered on recognizing and addressing unmet need cre 
ated by economic, demographic, and policy change 
(Koerin, 2003). Currently, social workers are often the 
ones administering and implementing welfare pro 
grams and policies (Rank & Hirschl, 2002). Finally, 
across areas of practice, social workers often serve cli 
ents whose financial needs are not adequately met by 
welfare or the labor market (Taylor & Barusch, 2004). 

Racism as ordinary. CRT maintains that racism is 
endemic, permeating through our customs and poli 
cies (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). This assertion helps 
illuminate ways current welfare policies disadvantage 
African Americans and maintain racial hierarchy. 
Rather than assuming the benevolence of a policy, 
CRT views it within the context of broader power rela 
tions (Williams, 1987). The pervasiveness of race and 
racism is evident when examining the forces behind 
welfare reform. One of the most salient arguments 
from proponents of reform was a moral outcry against 

decision making, considering these questions may in 
crease workers' awareness of their own culture and ex 
periences as well as their own biases, including broad 
generalizations or stereotypes of a client's culture or 
ethnicity. Ultimately, workers can use this insight to 
analyze and inform their practice decisions. These 
questions can also be used to frame dialogue with col 
leagues who recognize structural inequalities in child 
welfare, but lack a framework to articulate the effects 
on clients. 
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leaves African Americans susceptible to oversight and 
control, including child welfare system involvement. 

Critique of liberalism. Ignoring racial realities ad 
vances the assumption that child welfare system inter 
vention is neutral, therefore perpetuating the notion 
that racial disproportionality in the system is due to 
weaknesses and deficits of individual families (Sarri 
& Finn, 1992). For example, the Multi-Ethnic Place 
ment Act of 1994 (MEPA; Pub. L. 103-82), a so-called 
colorblind policy prohibiting child welfare agen 
cies from considering race, color, or national origin 
in many foster care and adoption decisions, was ad 
vanced as a way to prevent African American children 
from languishing in foster care due to a lack of same 
race adoptive homes. Yet, despite MEPA's implementa 
tion in 1994, large numbers of African American chil 
dren continue to move through the system from year 
to year awaiting adoption (Sargent, 2011). The CRT 
framework asserts that needs of children of color are 
not being met because of child welfare policies that ig 
nore race (Sargent, 2011). King (2011) contends MEPA 
and similar laws removing race from placement deci 
sions distract from the child welfare system's dispro 
portional impact on African American families. 

Implications for practice. CRT provides tools so 
cial workers can use in practice. First, child welfare 
workers need to be aware of colorblind approaches and 
policies that ignore the unique experiences of families 
of color, as well as aspects of cultural competence that 
may result in making false assumptions about clients, 
thus perpetuating racial inequalities. Given the racial 
demographic realities of child welfare workers and cli 
ents, it is particularly important for workers to be open 
to listening to clients and learning about their lived 
experiences. Child welfare workers can directly ask 
clients what concerns they may have about working 
with a professional of a different race and about their 
past experiences interacting with someone of that race; 
during this discussion, workers can actively listen and 
respond accordingly (Lee, 2010). 

Further, social workers need to be conscious of their 
privileged status which interacts with structural forc 
es, particularly the cross-cultural nature of their rela 
tionship with clients. Social workers must recognize 
how race and racism contribute to their clients' experi 
ences, as well as the ways Whiteness affords privilege 
and power to view an issue through a lens that sup 
ports society's dominant narrative. The CRT frame 
work can aid workers in asking critical questions about 
race and how it may impact their interactions with 
clients. These questions-posed in self-reflection, con 
sultation with peers, or during supervision-may in 
clude: "Who benefits from the current arrangements? 
Who is excluded or penalized?" (Nybell & Gray, 2004, 
p. 24). Given the role of race in child welfare workers' 
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Racial Disparities in Access to Mental 
Health Treatment 
African Americans experiencing mental illness are 
significantly less likely to receive mental health treat 
ment than their White counterparts (U.S. Depart 
ment of Health and Human Services [DHHS], 2001; 
Snowden, 2003). When African Americans access spe 
cialty mental health care, they attend fewer sessions 
and are more likely to stop treatment prematurely 
when compared to Whites (Sue, Zane, & Young, 1994). 
African Americans are also less likely to receive guide 
line-concordant care for mental health problems (see 
Wang, Berglund, & Kessler, 2001). Racial disparities 
in access to mental health care leave African Ameri 
cans untreated or improperly treated (Snowden, 2003), 
which is unacceptable given the pervasive and debili 
tating nature of mental illness. Whereas some posit 
class drives these racial disparities, evidence reveals 
that African Americans' disparate access to treatment 
persists after adjusting for differences in socioeconom 
ic status (DHHS, 2001). Other work suggests available 
treatment is not appropriate for African Americans, as 
it does not address their perceptions of mental illness 
or the relationship between discrimination and mental 
health (e.g., Pascoe & Smart Richman, 2009; Williams 
& Williams-Morris, 2000). 

Social workers are the leading providers of mental 
health services in the United States (Weissman et al., 
2006). Though trained to view human behavior in rela 
tion to the social environment, the majority of masters 
level social workers concentrate in interpersonal (micro) 
practice, having limited exposure to macro practice. 
Further, mental health interventions commonly focus 
on individual-level change to address presenting symp 
toms. Therefore, social workers providing mental health 
services may not have opportunities to fully develop 
skills necessary to assess the role of race, racism, and 
power in their practice and work environment. CRT of 
fers social workers a tool for examining racial dispari 
ties in mental health treatment from a macro lens. 

sanctions given to welfare recipients. Exploring this 
issue may lead social workers to examine their own bi 
ases as well as contextual forces such as discrimination 
and neighborhood unemployment rates in relation to 
identified racial disparities. This awareness may lead 
social workers to reevaluate and change the frequen 
cy and intensity of sanctions they impose on clients. 
Social workers can also use this increased awareness 
and understanding to dialogue with colleagues and 
advocate for change in agency policies and procedures 
around sanctions. Social workers may encourage their 
agencies to join the National Association of Social 
Workers (NASW) in their support of social welfare 
policies devoid of punitive measures. 

welfare recipients. Despite the fact that only 10% of re 
cipients received welfare for more than 10 years (Bane 
& Ellwood, 1996), welfare was couched as an issue of 
dependency and a moral hazard. Welfare recipients 
were portrayed as being lazy, immoral, sexually ir 
responsible, and cheats (Appelbaum, 2001). African 
Americans bore the heaviest weight of the attacks on 
moral deficiencies of the poor, and were more likely 
than their White counterparts to be socially con 
structed this way (Williams, 1987). Welfare was also 
viewed as a "Black program" as the number of Afri 
can Americans receiving benefits increased (Neubeck 
& Cazenave, 2001). This "darkening" of the rolls made 
welfare politically vulnerable and fueled moral attacks 
on African American mothers. Schram (2005) asserts 
that if welfare was viewed as a White program, there 
would be less political and public backlash. CRT's te 
net of racism as ordinary supports the negative con 
struction of (Black) welfare recipients. 

Interest convergence. CRT suggests that White 
elites shape policies that serve their self-interest and 
consequently ignore the experiences of people of color. 
T ANF employs sanctions for noncompliance, meaning 
recipients' financial benefits are reduced or terminat 
ed for failure to meet mandatory work requirements. 
Gooden (2007) purports that these punitive sanctions 
disadvantage people of color, as historical legacies and 
contemporary effects of race might impact their ability 
to find jobs. Welfare recipients of color are more likely 
than Whites to be sanctioned and to receive heavier 
sanctions (Gooden, 2007). Consistent with CRT's te 
net of interest convergence, it could be argued that if 
welfare was conceived of and understood as a program 
for and used by Whites, there might not be heavy sanc 
tions for noncompliance. The heavy focus on sanc 
tions emphasizes the personal deficiencies of welfare 
recipients. This serves the self-interest of the dominant 
group, as it distracts attention from businesses that 
stand to benefit from welfare recipients' low-wage la 
bor (Sanger, 2003). 

Implications for practice. CRT offers a powerful 
tool for social workers administering public welfare 
programs. CRT encourages social workers to examine 
the role they and their agencies can play in both per 
petuating and addressing racism. Although discussion 
of racial disparities within agencies is often framed 
as a societal problem beyond their scope (Gooden, 
2007), CRT, highlighting the pervasiveness of racism 
in all aspects of life including agency operation, sug 
gests racial disparities and racism can and should be 
examined at the organizational level. The CRT frame 
work encourages social workers administering public 
welfare programs to ask themselves critical questions 
about individual and agency practice, such as if there 
are racial differences in the types and frequencies of 
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Racism is ingrained in American society. Though 
more covert, institutional racism continues to produce 
and maintain racial disparities within many areas rel 
evant to social work practice, including the child wel 
fare, public welfare, and mental health service systems. 
Persistent racism in society restricts progress of people 
of color who are denied opportunities and not provid 
ed access to resources necessary for upward mobility. 

Discussion 

Implications for practice. Social workers provid 
ing mental health services can use CRT in practice 
to elicit the mental illness and treatment perspectives 
of consumers of color and to address the relationship 
between racism, discrimination, and mental health. 
Mental health care often includes psychoeducation, 
where clinicians provide consumers with informa 
tion and research on their diagnosis during an early 
treatment session. Social workers can incorporate 
information and research on the effect of discrimi 
nation on mental health as part of psychoeducation, 
demonstrating awareness of and acknowledging the 
impact that racism has on mental health. This can 
serve as a starting point to engage in dialogue with 
consumers of color focused on their understand 
ing of mental illness and treatment expectations in 
relation to the information and research presented. 
Social workers can ask consumers how the informa 
tion reviewed during psychoeducation relates to their 
own experiences, offering a natural opportunity for 
consumers of color, who may find the information 
relevant, to open up and share. Social workers would 
then incorporate consumers' perspectives into treat 
ment plans. For instance, the approach to treatment 
would differ for a consumer experiencing depression 
from job loss due to routine downsizing and a con 
sumer experiencing depression from job loss due to 
discrimination from a racist supervisor. Social work 
ers can share this approach to psychoeducation with 
colleagues to start dialogue that could potentially 
change their agency's standards of practice. 

Additionally, social workers with awareness and 
understanding of CRT can actively engage with com 
munities of color to learn more about culturally sanc 
tioned coping strategies and informal systems of care 
often preferred by people of color. Establishing trust 
and gaining entry into a community requires a long 
term commitment; however, social workers, individu 
ally or with agency support, could begin by reaching 
out to informal providers and learning about com 
munity-identified needs, looking for opportunities to 
participate in community events, or offering free men 
tal health screening and education in nontraditional 
mental health settings. 
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Unique voice of color. Viewing racial disparities in 
access to mental health treatment through the CRT 
framework suggests the unique voice and experiences of 
people of color have been ignored and undervalued. Pri 
or to seeking treatment, African Americans have more 
favorable attitudes toward mental health services than 
Whites; however, after seeking care, African Americans 
have less favorable attitudes toward services when com 
pared to Whites (Diala et al., 2000). This indicates cur 
rent treatment models may not be responsive to ways 
in which people of color understand and experience 
mental illness and, therefore, limit treatment engage 
ment and adherence. Most mental health interventions 
are designed and tested via university or lab settings 
where most participants are upper- and middle-class 
Whites (e.g., Trusty, Davis, & Looby, 2002). As a result, 
interventions are likely normed to White, upper- and 
middle-class experiences with mental illness. There is 
a strong movement toward developing culturally com 
petent mental health treatment, and strides have been 
made to culturally adapt and test interventions among 
people of color that were initially developed and tested 
for Whites (Miranda et al., 2005). The CRT lens sug 
gests that the mental health system has not adequately 
solicited or incorporated the authentic voice of people 
of color, and that to develop and deliver acceptable, ef 
fective mental health treatment, it is imperative to listen 
to and understand their perceptions. 

Interest convergence. Research consistently dem 
onstrates the negative effect of perceived discrimina 
tion on the mental health of people of color, yet this 
relationship has not been adequately addressed in 
treatment (Pascoe & Smart Richman, 2009). CRT 
posits that failure to sufficiently incorporate Afri 
can Americans' experiences with discrimination 
and oppression into mental health treatment may be 
the result of interest convergence: that treatment ac 
knowledging and addressing the negative relationship 
between discrimination and mental health has not 
been prioritized because it would not benefit Whites. It 
may even force Whites to acknowledge that racism and 
their own privilege likely contribute to psychiatric dis 
tress among African Americans. Interest convergence 
can also be applied to the delivery method of mental 
health services. Though less likely than Whites to re 
ceive formally established mental health services, Af 
rican Americans commonly use culturally sanctioned 
coping strategies and rely on informal systems of care 
(e.g., family, church) to address mental health needs. 
However, compared to many interventions that benefit 
more Whites than African Americans, little attention 
has been paid to learning from culturally sanctioned 
coping strategies, or working with and assessing out 
comes of informal systems of care, as again this may 
offer less benefit to Whites. 
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