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This paper describes the first author’s attempt to collect data in a homeless shelter without
attending to her role in the social class hierarchy of the organization. The author’s egalitarian
approach towards the homeless clients, and her lack of involvement in “staff-only” activi-
ties, transgress the social class norms within the organizational structure. While the author is
successful in gaining the trust of the homeless clients, her approach alienates shelter staff, es-
pecially those in the higher echelons of the social hierarchy. The concepts of classism, world
views, and Social Identity Theory, are utilized to discuss the dilemma faced by researchers
who want to challenge, or work outside, a setting’s status quo.
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For my doctoral dissertation, I set out to exam-
ine how individual and ecological factors may lead
providers in homeless family shelters to have either
positive (i.e., respectful, affirming) or negative (i.e.,
condescending, demeaning) interactions with their
clients. To that end, it was important to me to in-
clude the perspectives of both staff and clients re-
garding client–staff dynamics in the shelter. Despite
these good intentions, I was able to form a strong al-
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liance with shelter clients to the detriment of my rela-
tionship with staff. A description of this interaction,
and an analysis of some of the factors that may have
led to it, are the subject of this article.

CONTEXT

Setting and Participants

The homeless shelter where the study was con-
ducted was a short-term (or emergency) daytime fa-
cility where families (i.e., adults with dependent chil-
dren) could stay between 8:00 a.m. and 6:00 p.m.,6

store their belongings, eat, use the telephone, and re-
ceive assistance from staff in locating housing and/or
a source of income—in 21 days or less. During the
5 months of data collection, the shelter housed ap-
proximately 43 families a month and employed a to-
tal of 16 full-time staff. The reflections and quotes in
this article come from participant-observations and
semi-structured, qualitative interviews with 17 home-
less mothers and 14 staff members.

6 In the evenings, families were bussed to various locations in the
city (mostly churches and motels) where they spent the nights.
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Family Demographics

Within the sample of 17 mothers, 60% identified
as African-American, 30% identified as Caucasian,
and the remainder identified as Bi-racial. Most moth-
ers (65%) reported being unemployed at the time of
their shelter stay, but the remaining 35% reported
working an average of 38 hr a week, with a mean
salary of $9.75/hr. In addition, 60% of mothers re-
ported receiving some kind of government benefits
for themselves or their children, and some women
reported income from their partners or child support
from ex-spouses. Thus, the total monthly income for
the sample of families interviewed ranged from $0.00
to $2900.00, with a mean of $879.00 a month. Fami-
lies had an average of three children with them at the
shelter, with a range of 1–7, and a mean age of 7 years
(ranging from 3 months to 17 years). In addition,
two women in the sample reported that they were
pregnant.

Staff Demographics

On average, staff demographics reflected client
demographics in a number of ways, especially in
terms of race and gender. For instance, staff members
were 75% female, with 50% identifying as African-
American, 38% as White, and 12% as Bi-Racial.
The average staff salary was $11.00/hr, many of the
staff had children, and one was pregnant at the time
of data collection. However, these general averages
mask some notable differences in demographics be-
tween staff in different positions; these differences
will be described in more detail in a later portion of
the story.

Gaining Entry Into the Setting

As a white, middle-class university researcher, I
was aware that I would need to attend carefully to
the process of gaining entrance into the shelter com-
munity (Acker, Barry, & Essevold, 1991; Sixsmith,
Boneham, & Goldring, 2003). Also, because one of
the main goals of my study was to represent the per-
spectives of both shelter staff and clients, I hoped to
gain the trust and cooperation of both groups (Reid,
1993). Going in, I felt that there were several fac-
tors in my favor, but I was also aware of several po-
tential barriers between those I hoped to interview
and me.

One thing I thought I had going for me was
that I was a woman entering a setting that was man-
aged and dominated by women and where the ma-
jority of the clients were women with children. I felt
this would make me less intimidating and help both
clients and staff relate to me better. I also had sev-
eral years of experience working with underprivi-
leged families in diverse settings, both as a volunteer
and as a researcher, and had gained some valuable
skills in connecting to people with backgrounds dif-
ferent from mine. As a first generation Soviet-Jewish
refugee, my family and I had also experienced po-
litical and religious oppression in the “old country”
and mistrust and discrimination in our first few years
in the United States. I believed that this helped me
relate to other groups who were marginalized or op-
pressed. Finally, I was trained as a clinician and felt I
could connect with many of the service-providers on
this level, especially as several of them were working
on their social work degrees.

Despite these variables, there were ways in
which I felt very far removed from the setting and the
people I wanted to study. Because I have no audible
accent and am fair-skinned, most people who meet
me perceive me as a white American-born woman.
At the time of my story, I was a doctoral student in
a well-known research university, working towards
my PhD in Psychology, while my partner was a first
year faculty member in a different university. With
his professional salary, we had just purchased a house
in a rural setting, about a 90 min drive from the in-
ner city location of the shelter. I was aware of the
many unspoken privileges I had as a white, educated,
middle-class, woman, especially in comparison to
the families I wanted to interview (McIntosh, 1988).
Finally, I knew that academicians do not always
form positive and mutually beneficial alliances with
the communities they study and that I might need
to work on convincing the shelter staff that I was
well-meaning in my intentions (Markey, Santelli, &
Turnbull, 1998).

Based on my awareness of these factors, I fo-
cused most of my energy in the initial stages of the
study on those groups I perceived as having the most
reason to distrust me: (a) the city and shelter admin-
istration; and (b) the homeless families. In contrast,
I felt that the staff, whose jobs I perceived as being
similar to my clinical and community work with dis-
enfranchised individuals, would more naturally ac-
cept me. In addition, I thought providers would re-
spond well to my desire to “represent the oft ignored
voices” of shelter staff in the homelessness literature.
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Using setting-entry methods that had worked
for me in the past, I discussed the study with the
city Shelter Board and met with the shelter direc-
tor to gain her approval. During this meeting, I of-
fered to “give back” to the setting in whatever way
she thought was most appropriate, and it was decided
that I would help occupy the children after school,
when there was an influx of little ones in the shelter.
The director then introduced me to shelter staff and
left me to navigate the relationship without further
intervention.

In line with my expectations, I was greeted with
friendly openness by shelter providers who asked
questions about my study and expressed appreciation
for my volunteer work with the children. Over the
next weeks, my interactions with the staff remained
friendly and collegial; we would exchange greetings,
ask about each other’s health and make small talk. I
did not generally engage in long conversations with
staff, as they were busy with other tasks, and I was
busy volunteering or “hanging out” with families in
the main public area. Initially, as I expected, clients
approached me with more reservation and suspicion
than providers, but they quickly warmed up to me
as I tutored their children and played with the ba-
bies. Before long, it was not uncommon for me to be
engaged in conversation with family members about
parenting, relationships, and life. With a growing rep-
utation among the families that I was “all Right,”
I had no difficulty recruiting mothers for interviews
and even had families express interest in participat-
ing in my study before I approached them.

CHALLENGE AND RESPONSE

After being in the shelter setting for several
months and having interviewed half a dozen moth-
ers, I felt that data collection was going smoothly and
felt accepted and liked by the shelter families. Thus,
I did not immediately notice the change in my rela-
tionship with the staff, or, rather, in their relationship
with me. What I noticed first was that I was not hav-
ing any success in setting up staff interviews. There
never seemed to be a good time, or staff seemed
to avoid my inquiries, putting me off until a “later”
that never materialized. Next, I began to notice the
change in staff attitude. At the time, it felt to me
that “the whole staff” had turned against me, becom-
ing sullen, tight-lipped, and downright rude. Looking
back now, I see that the frontline staff had, indeed,
become more reserved towards me, but it was the

back-office staff (the case-workers and Center Man-
agers) that became truly hostile, ignoring my greet-
ings and brushing past me without even a nod. It
should also be noted that the shelter director, and her
assistant, who were not actually involved in the day-
to-day operations of the shelter, remained friendly
and courteous to me throughout my whole time at
the shelter.

My initial reaction to the situation was one of
anger, hurt, bewilderment, and anxiety regarding the
success of my data collection. The anger and hurt
stemmed from my bewilderment regarding staff be-
havior, which led to my appraisal of the situation
as being unjust. As far as I was concerned, I had
not shifted in my friendly and collegial attitude to-
wards the staff. On the contrary, through my aware-
ness of my social class and privileged status, I had
made efforts to overcome the barriers between me
and the setting participants. If staff members had
ever suspected that I was a high-and-mighty ivory-
tower type, they should have seen, through my ac-
tions with shelter clients, that I was actually a “roll-
up-my-sleeves” provider sort, just like them.

Being unable to generate any plausible expla-
nation for the change in staff attitude, I concluded
that I may have “overdone a good thing,” aligning
myself so closely with the clients that I became too
much “like them,” thereby engendering the kind of
disrespectful treatment some clients described to me
in their interviews (illustrated by the following quote
from a homeless mother):

I’d hate for them [staff] to be treated like this be-
cause they wouldn’t be able to take it. I mean, if they
got treated the way we get treated—no respect, no
kind words—you know, it’s constant just, you know,
put downs . . .

The fact that many shelter clients reported pos-
itive, respectful treatment from the staff did not in-
terfere with my theory or cause me to more criti-
cally examine the situation. Instead, my appraisal of
the events served to align me even closer with the
homeless clients (at least in spirit), and to feel a sort
of righteous self-pity regarding the poor treatment I
was receiving from staff. Fortunately, I did not have
the luxury to sulk, as I very much wanted to con-
duct interviews with service providers in the shelter.
Thus, feeling as though I was “swallowing my pride,”
I turned some of my energy, time, and positive atten-
tion to the staff, in an effort to “earn my way back”
into their good graces.
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What I thought of as my staff-appeasing efforts
consisted of a number of behaviors, such as coming to
the shelter during non-family hours to help frontline
staff clean and straighten the facility; helping front-
line staff serve meals; treating staff at all levels to
lunch; and most popular of all, bringing doughnuts
into the staff-restricted area several times a week.
It was during one of the mornings when I came in
to mop and clean the facility that the first sign of
progress appeared. One of the frontline staff mem-
bers pulled me over to tell me “off the record” that
they were being strongly discouraged by the Cen-
ter Managers from participating in interviews with
me “during company time”—instructions that ran
counter to those of the Center director. The staff
member then told me that she had been thinking
about it and was interested in meeting with me af-
ter work to do an interview. After this, as my efforts
with the staff continued and staff members probably
talked among themselves, I was able to schedule sev-
eral additional off site interviews with frontline staff,
before finally receiving “permission” from the Cen-
ter Managers to conduct interviews during working
hours.

The final note in this story is that, while hav-
ing success in recruiting 14 out of the 16 shelter
providers, I never was able to schedule an interview
with either of the two Center Managers. Although
their conduct towards me eventually improved from
hostile to civil, they never again treated me with the
cordiality and friendliness I had experienced in my
first few weeks at the shelter.

Looking back at the events in the shelter with
the benefit of hindsight, it seems clear to me that my
original explanation of being treated just like a client
contains several gaps. First, as I mention above, shel-
ter clients were not uniformly treated with disrespect,
and any one client was very unlikely to unleash the
disapproval of the vast majority of staff (as was my
case at the time). Second, my explanation did not
account for the instructions by Center Managers to
avoid my study. On the contrary, if there was con-
cern regarding my pro-client bias, it would appear to
be beneficial to the staff to tell their side of the story.
Finally, as pointed out by one colleague, my social
class status did not actually change as a result of my
connection to the families: social class is not a fluid
construct, and it would have been clear to the staff
that I was still a highly educated, middle-class, white
woman—to be regarded more as a co-worker than a
client.

During the writing of this article, I had the op-
portunity to reexamine the events of the story with
help from a number of thoughtful and insightful col-
leagues. I have come to believe that my original ex-
planation for my rift with the staff, while on the right
track, lacked several important elements—which I
will discuss below.

REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

The events described in this story can be dis-
cussed from a number of perspectives, including one
that focuses on qualitative methodology and ethno-
graphic field-work. This perspective would consider
the implications of the pro-client bias with which I
entered the field, talk about my lack of attention
to the setting’s multiple gatekeepers, and consider
the pros and cons of entering a setting from the top
down (i.e., starting with the director) (e.g., Deutch,
1981; Jewkes & Letherby, 2001). However, for the
purpose of this article, I would like to utilize a di-
versity lens, focusing on clashing world views be-
tween the staff and me, and my transgression of so-
cial class norms within the shelter’s organizational
structure.

Clashing World Views

World Views Regarding Family Homelessness

World views are assumptions, thoughts, actions,
and language that express (often unspoken) philoso-
phies and explanations about the behavior of others
and can affect the transactions of people with each
other (Ibrahim, 1985). My world view regarding fam-
ily homelessness is that it has structural causes such
as a lack of affordable housing, unethical housing
practices (i.e., slum landlords), a lack of living-wage
jobs for unskilled workers, and changes in the gov-
ernment assistance provided to low-income families
(e.g., McChesney, 1990; Shinn & Weitzman, 1994).
This world view does not deny that poor decision-
making, lack of budgeting skills, and personal char-
acteristics such as mental illness may play a role in
homelessness for some families; it simply assumes
that, on average, “housed” families suffer from the
same lapses of responsibility and personal issues, but
have financial resources that allow them to keep their
homes despite these troubles.
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In contrast to this world view, my interviews re-
vealed that the majority of shelter staff believed that
family homelessness was caused by individual-level
variables, such as lack of motivation, poor work ethic,
a “dependency” on the service-system, and a self-
defeating attitude. This was despite or perhaps re-
lated to the similarity between the demographics of
homeless clients and many of the frontline shelter
staff. Research that has examined the world-views
of service-providers working with homeless fami-
lies supports this analysis. For instance, studies have
found that service providers are more likely than
homeless families to hold families personally respon-
sible for their homeless situation and their difficulty
in getting rehoused, citing lack of internal strengths,
motivation, and personal attitudes as the biggest bar-
riers for families (Lindsey, 1996, 1998; Stanford Cen-
ter for the Study of Families, Children and Youth,
1991).

World Views Regarding Social Class Status

Similar to my world view regarding homeless-
ness, my world view regarding class distinctions was
that they also have structural, rather than individual,
origins. In other words, I entered the shelter setting
with the belief that an individual’s economic and edu-
cational status is largely a product of social, political,
and cultural opportunities—and not an indication of
that individual’s worth as a person. In contrast to this
world view, the shelter’s organizational structure was
based on what I would call classist principles. Clas-
sism, like other forms of prejudice, is the belief that
an individual’s relative superiority is at least partly
determined by his or her social and economic status
(Skeggs, 2004). Like other “isms,” classism employs a
number of stereotypes that ascribe specific character-
istics to members of a particular social class, and use
these characteristics to support distancing and dis-
crimination towards those in lower classes (e.g., Lott,
2002). Like other forms of prejudice, classism can ex-
ist on the individual or structural level, the former
affecting the beliefs and interactions of one person,
while the latter expresses itself in the systematic pres-
ence of class-based barriers and benefits within an or-
ganization, culture, or society (e.g., the caste system
in India).

In line with this description, my interviews
and observations revealed that the shelter con-
tained a clear organizational hierarchy which was
based on a combination of social roles (client vs.

staff) and social class status (lower-class vs. middle-
class).

At the bottom of this hierarchy were the home-
less clients, who had the fewest privileges, the least
amount of freedom, and the lowest (current) eco-
nomic standing in the shelter. Regardless of the level
of education or previous lifestyle of a particular fam-
ily, they were at the bottom of the tier by virtue of be-
ing homeless and needing services (a standing which
was in line with an individualistic explanation of fam-
ily homelessness).

Next in the system were the frontline staff (lo-
cated in the main public area with the clients).
Frontline staff generally had high school degrees
(or GEDs), made minimum wage, and lived in rel-
ative poverty (mirroring the demographics of many
of the shelter clients). Staff members in this group
were more likely than other staff to report that they
were “living from paycheck to paycheck” and to have
had previous experience with homelessness, poverty,
and/or the welfare system. Frontline staff had rela-
tively little decision-making power within the shelter
hierarchy, experienced relatively little job flexibility,
and spent the most time interacting with families in
the main public areas. However, like all staff, front-
line staff had the authority to enforce shelter policies,
to evict families, and to report them to Children’s
Services. Frontline staff also had access to areas that
were restricted to families and used separate bath-
room facilities reserved for staff. Thus, while at the
bottom of the staff hierarchy, frontline staff clearly
had a higher social standing than families.

The next level of the tier was occupied by back-
office staff (located in a restricted, cubicled area
where families could only enter by appointment).
This category included staff members with college
educations, annual (as opposed to hourly) salaries,
and relative economic stability. In contrast to front-
line staff, back-office staff were more likely to re-
port that they came from middle class backgrounds
and had not personally experienced economic hard-
ships. Back-office staff had a lot of decision making
power in the shelter, had more comfortable private
working areas, and mostly interacted with families
in the context of structured, task-oriented appoint-
ment times. The two Center Managers, while consid-
ered to be part of the general category of back-office
staff, were technically in charge of all shelter staff
and had the most decision making power among this
category.

By linking organizational roles, education, and
economic variables to decision-making power and
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job benefits, the shelter was endorsing a classist or-
ganizational structure. Thus, while individual shelter
providers may or may not have held classist attitudes,
the overall structure supported a classist culture. In
this culture, it was normative for both providers and
clients to discuss staff in terms of their social class
categories and to argue about the superiority of one
class of providers vs. another. For instance, in this
quote, a back-office staff member discusses incidents
of “hollering, sarcasm, and disrespect” by staff, in
which she echoes the common back-office sentiment
that frontline staff have poor boundaries and inter-
personal skills:

I think we all do it at one point in time. But I think
the prevalence of it is [in] the lowest level of staff.
I say that because I just don’t feel like a lot of our
staff—and I’m not trying to be arrogant—but I don’t
feel like a lot of our entry level staff have the skills
and recognize that some of the things they do are
not appropriate. And sometimes I feel like some of
them don’t care. Any time you go into an entry level
position—a lot of people go into entry level posi-
tions and say, “This is not what I’m going to do for-
ever.” So their heart is not in it. Whereas the social
service field, although I may not be [working] here
for the rest of my life, this is my field. This is what I’m
going to do. So I think that plays more of a role in my
everyday interaction, things like that. And I under-
stand a lot of things differently, better than frontline
staff. And they want to stay in this field forever, and
just not have the education to realize some of the
things that they do are not appropriate, and should
not be done. Because I know from experience a lot
of them do not understand the fraternization piece.
There are some things they just don’t know.

In contrast, in the following quote, a homeless
mother expresses a view more commonly held by
clients and frontline staff regarding the superiority of
frontline staff:

You know, she [frontline staff person] understands
where I’m coming from ‘cause she’s been in the
same predicament. And that to me are the only type
of people that can really work with somebody like
me—not even that they were homeless, even if they
had to the point where they was almost homeless,
they still feel for you.

What this type of debate shows is that setting
participants at different levels of the social hierarchy
“bought into” the principles espoused by the system,
rather than questioning the social class divisions that
were present in the organization.

Operating Outside the System

Based on my awareness of my privileged social
class status and on my world view, my main goal in
entering the setting was to show that I did not find
social class distinctions to be meaningful. In other
words, I wanted to show that I did not believe my
higher social class status to be deserved in any way
or marked me as superior to anyone in the shelter. In
my efforts to ally with the clients early in my data
collection period, I gave up most of the privileges
and benefits afforded to even the lowest-tier staff: I
left the building together with the clients during non-
family hours, I used the client bathroom facilities, I
sat down with families during meals (as opposed to
helping serve them), etc. While many of the front-
line staff were friendly with families, I went beyond
friendliness when I treated families to meals, babysat
their kids, drove them to appointments, and helped
them with resumes and job applications. While in my
mind I was being a “good service-provider,” I was
certainly not acting like a proper service provider
within the boundaries of this particular shelter’s cul-
ture. Even staff at the lowest levels of the hierarchy
kept some boundaries between themselves and the
clients; this differentiation was vital to the smooth in-
teraction of all the social tiers of the organization. In
other words, my actions were based on my own val-
ues and norms rather than on those of the setting.

In this manner, by going above and beyond the
expectations of friendly staff behavior in the shelter,
I was disregarding the social class convention of the
culture. In addition, by refusing many of the provider
privileges to which I was initially welcome as a fel-
low professional and shelter volunteer, I was further
emphasizing my alliance with the families. In light of
this appraisal, the staff’s behavior towards me, and
the particular and more lasting distance of the Cen-
ter Managers, makes more sense. My entry back into
the good graces of the staff also makes more sense
with this explanation.

As described previously, in order to employ
many of my staff-appeasing behaviors, I inadver-
tently began to engage in many of the staff privileges
I had previously given up: I stayed in the facility dur-
ing non-family times, I went into the restricted areas
to bring doughnuts and take-out fried chicken, and I
engaged in staff-only behaviors such as cleaning the
facility and serving meals. Although I did these things
in order to be helpful (or as one colleague put it, to
“grease the wheels a bit”), I believe the behaviors ac-
complished more than a simple show of kindness and



Navigating Social Class Roles 233

respect would have (partly because the problem was
not really caused by a lack of kindness and respect).

By shifting my behaviors towards the conven-
tions and norms of the culture (i.e., by better recog-
nizing “my place” in the social hierarchy), I allowed
the staff to associate with me once again, without a
loss of their place in the social order. It is no co-
incidence, then, that my first interviews were with
frontline staff—in fact, with those staff at the lowest
level of the eight staff positions—and that mid-level
staff (who had more social status to lose) waited un-
til official permission from Center Managers before
scheduling interviews with me. It is also no coinci-
dence that Center Managers never recovered their
initial warmth towards me. Within the context of the
shelter’s social hierarchy, their behavior would be
well explained by Social Identity Theory.

According to Social Identity Theory (SIT),
social identity is derived primarily from group mem-
bership and positive identity is produced through fa-
vorable comparisons between the ingroup and rele-
vant outgroups (Brown, 2000). In their seminal pa-
per, Taijfel and Turner (1986) stressed three par-
ticular assumptions of the theory: (a) that peo-
ple must subjectively identify with their ingroup;
(b) that the situation should permit evaluative com-
parisons with the outgroup; and (c) that the more
comparable (e.g., similar, proximal) the outgroup,
the more pressure there is on members of the in-
group to establish and maintain the “us” and “them”
distinction.

Within the schema of SIT, staff in the highest
tiers (based on our initial similarities) would have
particular motivation to distance themselves from me
when my behaviors put me outside the boundaries of
the provider role (e.g., Hornsey & Hogg, 2000). SIT
would also account for the lesser severity of the front-
line staff’s attitude shift, and for the quicker attitude
reversal on their part. Finally, it would explain the re-
luctance off the Center Managers, located at the very
top of the back-office tier (and closest to me in terms
of education and pre-existing social status), to reen-
gage with me based on partial enactment of ingroup
behaviors.

LESSONS LEARNED

I do not think that the lesson of the story is nec-
essarily about social class, as the situation could have
occurred similarly if the setting’s ingroup/outgroup
distinctions had been set by variables other than pro-

fessional role or social class status.7 Instead, I believe
that the story is about the tension between working
within a status quo in order to be successful in one
aspect of research and challenging it in order to be
successful in a different respect.

Patience versus Action

As community psychologists, our jobs purposely
blur the line between research and advocacy. Going
against convention and allying with disenfranchised
groups is part of our tool bag. In doing so, we might
be promoting social justice, expanding scientific un-
derstanding, pushing the limits of the field, or all of
the above. How, then, do we navigate settings where
our success with one constituency might alienate an-
other? It seems that such situations place us in the
proverbial two-horned dilemma. Should we support
a structure of which we disapprove in order to get
the best possible data from multiple stakeholders?
Should we compromise in some way? If so, in what
way, how much, and at what point?

When I think about this dilemma, I am reminded
of the wisdom of Paulo Freire, who talked about the
tension between patience and action in community
work (Wink, 1997). If one is so patient with the sta-
tus quo that one never challenges it in any way, one
is complicit. However, if one acts too rashly, mis-
reading the current of the setting, one may use up a
valuable chance to make a difference, or even make
things worse. The challenge, then, is to balance pa-
tience and action in an effort to serve as many of our
goals as possible. In my case, it would have been use-
ful for me to understand that I did not need to give
up the privileges of a service provider to connect with
the clients; it is not what was needed from me and
made no difference when I engaged in provider-only
behaviors later. It also would have been helpful for
me to have awareness of the messages that my be-
havior sent to the staff; I could have then chosen to
enter the setting in a way that respected the roles of
the providers while also expressing my respect for the
clients. With more insight and understanding into the
shelter structure and culture, I could have chosen a
path that better balanced patience and action from
the beginning, rather than in a reactionary way.

7 In this particular setting, because racial and gender composition
did not differ greatly among staff members in different tiers, or
between staff and families, issues of race and gender were not
perceived to be salient by most setting participants, while issues
of class were prominent (Shpungin, 2003).
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Being an Ally

A related lesson to the one above is that a de-
cision to become an ally of a marginalized group
should be made consciously, with an understand-
ing of both the benefits and risks of the alliance.
By ally, I am referring to a person from a rel-
atively privileged (often mainstream) group (e.g.,
Caucasian), who connects with, and advocates for,
the cause of a relatively marginalized or oppressed
group (e.g., African-American community). Gener-
ally, the ally takes relatively little risk by becoming
aligned with the marginalized group, for the person
is still cloaked in the protective garments of the priv-
ileged group and has not actually taken on the iden-
tity of the oppressed group (i.e., has not actually be-
come African-American). However, a strong alliance
with the marginalized group can have some negative
ramifications: the ally may become contaminated or
sullied in the eyes of those in the privileged group; or
the ally may be perceived as disloyal or threatening
to the privileged group (if you’re not with us, you’re
against us). In light of my earlier understanding of
my shelter experience, it is important to note that the
ally is not mistaken for a member of the marginal-
ized group—rather, he or she raises the ire of the
privileged group precisely because he or she is one
of the privileged. (To use an extreme example, we
can look at the treatment of white, civil rights advo-
cates in the 1960s by the white, mainstream commu-
nity). The lesson here is not to avoid such alliances,
but to enter into them having weighed the various
consequences (positive and negative) before they
occur.

Self-Examination

Finally, the process of re-examining the situa-
tion has taught me an important lesson about self-
reflection and analysis. A lot of literature focuses on
the dilemmas and challenges of conducting qualita-
tive, collaborative, participant-observation research
in diverse communities (e.g., Christensen, & Dahl,
1997; Jewkes, & Letherby, 2001; Labaree, 2002).
However, much less is said about the process of writ-
ing up the results of this research, in which our power
as academics and disseminators of information can
go unnoticed (Standing, 1998). By being unreflec-
tive at this last stage of the journey, we can under-
mine our careful efforts during the data collection
and analyses stages. I believe that, here too, col-

laboration is a vital component. Without the help
of colleagues, both anonymous and known, I would
have remained at a very different place in my at-
tempts to understand the events and my role in
them.
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