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Flawed Assumptions
of Welfare Participation:

A Comparative Analysis of Ohio
and North Carolina Counties 

Kasey Ray
Kent	State	University,	Geauga

Welfare	participation	has	been	a	longstanding	issue	of	public	debate	for	
50	years	but	remains	 largely	understudied	 in	welfare	 literature.	The	
purpose	of	this	research	is	to	challenge	the	flawed	assumptions	of	wel-
fare	 participation	 by	 examining	 the	 varying	 spatial	 inequalities	 that	
influence	 U.S.	 welfare	 participation	 rates	 among	 eligible	 poor.	 This	
comparative	analysis	uses	spatial	inequality	theory	to	examine	welfare-
to-work	participation	rates	in	all	North	Carolina	and	Ohio	counties.	
I	find	that	Ohio	county	welfare-to-work	participation	rates	are	most	
affected	by	region,	race	and	gender,	while	North	Carolina	county	rates	
are	most	affected	by	politics,	industry	and	race.

Key	words:	Welfare	 participation,	 spatial	 inequalities,	 poverty,	 race,	
gender,	welfare	policy
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Introduction

 The welfare-to-work program is intended to serve as a safe-
ty net for our nation’s most at-risk populations (i.e., women and 
children living in poverty) but getting them to participate is the 
first step to providing that support. Despite the commonsense 
assumption that everyone living in poverty is actively seeking 
welfare assistance, we know very little about welfare participa-
tion rates among the eligible poor. Stark differences between wel-
fare offices make it nearly impossible for any kind of uniformity 
in program implementation and/or expectations. Therefore, it is 
equally difficult for eligible individuals to know and consider 
all variables that are unique to their county when they consider 
participating in the welfare-to-work program. Who participates 
in welfare-to-work programs, and which factors impact their de-
cision to participate, will fluctuate from one location to the next. 
In addition to these inconsistencies, Reagan-era rhetoric has neg-
atively skewed public opinion of the U.S. welfare system. Even 
now, over forty years later, assumptions of welfare participation 
continue to reflect the idea that the program is overused and 
abused by everyone eligible. With such a persistent and negative 
stigmatization of welfare participants, the reality of welfare-to-
work participation may be that it is adding to the strain of living 
in poverty instead of alleviating it. 
 The goal of this quantitative study is to utilize spatial inequali-
ty theory to examine the impact of locational factors on welfare-to-
work participation rates across place. Understanding the differing 
intersection of inequalities unique to a location is essential to as-
sessing the distinctive challenges faced in those areas. The vary-
ing impact of the spatial inequalities on poverty, welfare policies, 
and welfare-to-work participation is examined at the county level 
in two focal locations: Ohio and North Carolina. While this study 
cannot tell us why each individual makes the decision to partic-
ipate in welfare-to-work programs, it provides important coun-
ty- and state-level information essential to understanding welfare 
participation rates as a unique phenomenon. 
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Spatial	Inequalities	and	the	Welfare	Program

 The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) wel-
fare-to-work program was created in 1996 as a result of bipartisan 
passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Reconciliation 
Act (PRWORA) welfare reform. The goal of the new program was 
to enact clear guidelines, restrictions, and requirements which 
would govern the revamped welfare-to-work program (Collins 
& Mayer, 2010; Handler & Hasenfeld, 2007; Hansen, Bourgois, & 
Drucker, 2014; Parisi, McLaughlin, Grice, Taquino, & Gill, 2003; 
Ridzi, 2009). The expectations and implementation of the TANF 
welfare program, however, have been inconsistent across place. 
For example, the TANF program sets federal minimums and 
maximums for work requirements and time limits, yet there is 
no requirement that states adhere to them. Each state can deviate 
from federal guidelines and choose to enact shorter time limits 
and/or stricter work requirements. While the creation of new and 
innovative programs varies by county, the programs tend to be 
similar in that they are overly punitive and more effective in de-
creasing welfare participation rather than assisting those living 
in poverty (Hansen et al., 2014; Lichter & Jayakody, 2002; Riccucci, 
2005; Shaefer & Edin, 2016). 
 Spatial inequality theory predicts that there are inequalities 
unique to differing geographic spaces (Lobao, 2004). One of the 
broad research questions that concern scholars of spatial inequal-
ity entails how markers of stratification (e.g., racial composition, 
industrial composition, etc.) vary across space, and how geo-
graphic spaces themselves become stratified due to the presence 
of varying markers of stratification. Spatial inequality theory 
highlights the importance of place and geographic differences 
when addressing issues of poverty and (dis)advantage (Lobao, 
2004; Lobao & Saenz, 2002; Weber, Duncan, & Whitener, 2001).
 The TANF welfare-to-work program continually fluctuates 
and evolves to varying degrees depending on location. Geo-
graphic variations and inconsistencies impact the ability of the 
welfare-to-work program to serve as a safety net for those in 
poverty (Collins & Mayer, 2010; Handler & Hasenfeld, 2007; 
Monnat & Bunyan, 2008; Ridzi, 2009).  Likewise, welfare-to-work 
participants are not a homogeneous group, and the inequalities 
that impact their experiences, their decisions to participate in 
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the TANF program, and their unique barriers to success vary 
by location. Utilizing spatial inequality theory, this article fo-
cuses on the importance of location while examining welfare-
to-work participation rates.
  
Assumptions	of	Welfare-to-Work	Participation	

 The creation and subsequent adaptations of the TANF pro-
gram have been made with the goal of correcting the flawed 
entitlement welfare programs of the past. While many tout the 
success of the TANF program, studies have found that benefits 
to welfare participants are minimal during and after participat-
ing in the welfare-to-work program (Hansen et al., 2014; Jensen, 
2014; Kilty & Segal, 2008; Monnat, 2010; Pavetti, 2018; Shafer & 
Edin, 2016). For example, there is little evidence of employment 
stability or upward mobility among TANF participants upon 
completing the program (Pavetti, 2018; Shafer & Edin, 2016). 
This, coupled with the increased stigmatization welfare partic-
ipants encounter, undermines the perceived success of the wel-
fare-to-work program. 
 The stigmatization of welfare participation has increased 
over the past 20 years. This increase is due to derogatory media 
portrayals, greater sanctioning of welfare participants, and great-
er medicalization of poverty (Hansen et al., 2014; Jensen, 2014; 
Kilty & Segal, 2008; Monnat, 2010; Shaefer & Edin, 2016). Skewed 
media depictions of the poor have been effective in creating an 
unflattering “commonsense” archetype of welfare participants 
(Jensen, 2014; Ridzi, 2009). The resulting social effect is a gener-
al distrust of those who seek welfare-to-work assistance and the 
assumption that welfare participants are deviants or outright 
criminals (Hansen et al., 2014; Neubeck & Cazenave, 2001; Sec-
combe, 1999). Pervasive assumptions insist that most people liv-
ing in poverty not only receive welfare assistance but seek it out 
so aggressively that they will lie, cheat, and defraud (Jensen, 2014; 
Ridzi, 2009). This belief assumes that those living in poverty will 
use assistance to become rich, or at least live in greater financial 
comfort than even middle-class families can afford. 
 The PRWORA welfare reform drastically changed the cash 
assistance welfare program based partly on these misconstrued 
assumptions (Handler & Hasenfeld, 2007; Hansen et al., 2014; 
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Kilty & Segal, 2008; Parisi et al., 2003; Seccombe, 1999; Soss & 
Schram, 2007). Democrats and Republicans alike believed that 
by enacting new restrictive policies the program would become 
more “successful” and more appealing to the masses (Lichter 
& Jayakody, 2002; Parisi et al., 2003). However, public opinion 
of the welfare program and welfare participants has not im-
proved (Hancock, 2004; Hansen et al., 2014; Jensen, 2014; Soss & 
Schram, 2007). Criteria for program success have been pervert-
ed by simply equating success with decreased rolls (Collins & 
Mayer, 2010; Shaefer & Edin, 2016). Inconsistent standards and 
varying program requirements, in addition to misconstrued as-
sumptions of exaggerated welfare participation rates, may be 
partly to blame for continual program dissatisfaction. 

The	Gendered	and	Racialized	Aspects	of	Welfare-to-Work

 Though stratification markers vary based on geographic 
space, the current welfare-to-work program cannot be free from 
the overarching influence of race, privilege, and racism (Delgado 
& Stefancic, 2001). The U.S. welfare program has been plagued 
with racist imagery of “welfare queens” (Collins & Mayer, 2010; 
Hancock, 2004; Monnat, 2010; Quadagno, 1996; Seccombe, 1999) 
and racist rhetoric used when making welfare policy changes 
(Neubeck & Cazenave, 2001; Schram, 2005). Through the differ-
ential treatment of Black welfare participants, the program ac-
tively promotes racial disadvantage (Monnat, 2010; Neubeck & 
Cazenave, 2001; Schram, 2005). Critical race theory is the analy-
sis of the impact of race, racism, and power within the broader 
social context (i.e., economics, history, laws, groups, etc.) (Del-
gado & Stefancic, 2001). Critical race theory drives this research 
by underscoring the importance of this persistent phenomenon 
in understanding the obstacles and unfair (dis)advantages for 
people of color, ranging from the U.S. capitalist labor market to 
the welfare office itself.
 Women, specifically mothers, are the group most likely to 
seek welfare cash assistance (Collins & Mayer, 2010; Handler 
& Hasenfeld, 2007; Parisi et al., 2003; Ridzi, 2009).  The risk of 
poverty for single mothers in the U.S. is more than 35% (Brady, 
Finnigan, & Hubgen, 2018; Misra, Moller, Strader, & Wemlinger, 
2012). The higher rate of poverty for women as compared to 
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men, coupled with their childcare responsibilities, places an 
inequitable burden on low-income and under- or unemployed 
mothers (Handler & Hasenfeld, 2007; Parisi et al., 2003). Racial 
and sexist prejudices intersect to impact mothers of color in 
their experience of welfare cash assistance programs (Hancock, 
2004; Handler & Hasenfeld, 2007; Monnat, 2010; Monnat & 
Bunyan, 2008; Neubeck & Cazenave, 2001; Quadagno, 1996; 
Schram, 2005; Taylor, Samblanet, & Seale, 2011). The overtly rac-
ist rhetoric which facilitated the 1996 welfare reform has been 
replaced by more covert racially and gender charged references 
(Hancock, 2004; Neubeck & Cazenave, 2001; Taylor et al., 2011). 
Some such references include the inability of women to make 
decisions regarding their work, home, and family options due 
to their missing or insufficient “family values” or “work ethic.”
 Following spatial inequality theory and critical race theory, 
the current research examines the effects of place, race, gender, 
and other county-level differences on welfare-to-work partici-
pation rates in Ohio and North Carolina. The focus of this study 
is on contextual and compositional differences, such as region, 
population density, politics, gender, race, and family status, that 
may impact participation. The goal is to provide a comparative 
analysis of welfare-to-work participation rates at an intra-state 
and inter-state level. In addition to challenging welfare partic-
ipation assumptions, these findings will highlight important 
implications for welfare policy, funding, and program imple-
mentation that have the potentiality to influence participation 
rates from one unique welfare office to the next.

Methods

 This paper serves as an interstate comparison building 
upon my prior intra-state research examining 2010 county lev-
el welfare-to-work participation rates in North Carolina only. 
County characteristics, demographics, and welfare program ef-
fectiveness for each county in North Carolina were examined 
as they pertain to welfare-to-work participation rates. Results 
were that while a number of variables had an impact on welfare 
participation rates in North Carolina counties, welfare partici-
pation was overwhelmingly a story of ”race“ and ”place.“ While 
critical race theory underscores the universality of racism and 
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race-based power relations in the U.S., spatial inequalities the-
ory posits that inequalities (including the impact of race, class, 
gender, etc.) vary from one geographical location to the next. 
This current examination therefore serves as an opportunity to 
utilize these theories at the interstate level and further examine 
the varying impacts on welfare-to-work participation rates in 
different geographic regions.

Data

 For this research, data were primarily collected from 2010 
U.S Census data (see Table 1). Focusing on county-level statis-
tics, Census data were compiled from all counties within both 
states (Ohio N = 88 and North Carolina N = 100) to create a 
comprehensive dataset to examine the various facets of welfare 
participation rates.  Supplemental data were gathered from The 
University of Akron Bliss Institute and the State Board of Edu-
cation of North Carolina, respectively, to determine appropriate 
regional distinctions within states. 
 The dependent variable for this research is calculated as 
the percentage of qualifying households in a county that were 
financially eligible to receive welfare and which did receive 
welfare cash assistance at any point in 2010 (also referred to 
throughout as welfare-to-work participation rates). In order to 
construct this dependent variable, eligibility was determined if, 
(1) a household income for 2010 was below the poverty thresh-
old and, (2) households had children living in the home under 
the age of 18. This variable (”%EligibleOnRolls“) is an approx-
imate rate of qualifying households that received welfare-to-
work benefits in 2010 in both North Carolina and Ohio counties.
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Model	1:	County	Characteristics 

 Unemployment Rate is the unemployment rate of the coun-
ty population. Industrial differentiation (”IndustryDiff“) mea-
sures industry variation/concentration in paid employment in 
each county. This variable is calculated as the percentage of to-
tal employment accounted for by the two largest industries (of 
the 10 possible industries based on two-digit NAICS industrial 
sector codes) in each county in 2010. The figure is calculated 
such that the higher the number, the more differentiation in 
employment by industry. Possible scores for industrial differ-
entiation range from 50 (no differentiation) to 100 (high differ-
entiation). Human Services Expenditures is measured as the 
percentage of a county’s total budget that was used for Human 
Services programs (i.e., welfare programs). Political climate of 
each county is calculated using the majority voting behavior 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Sources for all
Variables (NC N=100; OH N=88)
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of each county for U.S. Senator Elections in 2010. The dummy 
variable (”Republican Winner“) indicates counties in which the 
majority voted for a Republican U.S. Senator, with counties that 
voted for a Democratic U.S. Senator as the reference category.   

Model	2:	Measures	of	Place 

 Population density is used to measure region by determining 
how rural or urban a county is. The population density measure 
best allocates the detailed variation in urban/ruralness within 
small geographical units (i.e., counties) (Long, Rain, & Ratcliffe, 
2001). There are three distinct regions in North Carolina and five 
in Ohio. In North Carolina the three regions are: the Mountain 
(western), Piedmont (central), and Coastal (eastern) parts of the 
state (Luebke, 1998; as categorized by the Department of Public 
Instruction and the State Board of Education in North Carolina; 
Figure 1). The five distinct regions of Ohio are: Northeast, North-
west, Southeast, Southwest, and Central (as categorized by The 
Ohio State University’s College of Food, Agricultural, and En-
vironmental Sciences; Figure 2). For the region variable in both 
states, region is measured as a dummy variable. For the sake of 
parsimony, in both states the region that has the most rural coun-
ties is chosen to be the reference category (Mountain region in 
NC; Southeast region in OH). 
  

Figure 1. Map of North Carolina's Three Geographic Regions
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Model	3:	Demographics 

 Gender is measured as the percentage of all households in a 
county that are in poverty and headed by single mothers (“Poor 
Single Moms”). For the purpose of this research, race is measured 
as the percentage of the county population that self-identify as 
Black (“% Black”; NC mean = 20.75%, OH mean = 5.74%) and the 
percentage of the county population that self-identify as any non-
white and non-Black race (“%Other Race”; NC mean = 3.83%, OH 
mean = 3.22%) on the 2010 U.S. census.

Analytic	Strategy

 The method of analysis for this study is ordinary least 
squares (OLS) regression. This method is chosen due to the 
relatively small population size (North Carolina N = 100; Ohio 
N = 88) and the continuous dependent variable (Noreen, 1988). 
Eligibility and welfare participation are analyzed inductively, 

Figure 2. Map of Ohio's Five Geographic Regions
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with a final focus on the following three groupings: county 
characteristics, region/rurality, and gender and race with each 
grouping layered in sequentially. There were no missing data in 
either state. 
 In all models, the standardized coefficients and indicators 
of statistical significance have been included. There is debate 
about utilizing statistical significance when examining a pop-
ulation, however, reporting statistical significance is the best 
choice for this current research. Not only is reporting signifi-
cance when examining a population “standard procedure” in 
the field of social sciences (Leahey, 2005) but the goal of report-
ing significance is to link the findings to theoretical analyses. 
In order to do this, Rubin (1985) argues that using significance 
testing and examining “whether independent variables help ex-
plain why the differences among the subpopulations exist” (p. 
518) is still appropriate and necessary. While the debate contin-
ues, there does seem to be “increasing sentiment in favor of [us-
ing significance testing]” (Leahey, 2005, p. 12) when examining 
a population. Therefore, it is appropriate to include significance 
testing in this current examination
 

Results

 Table 2 shows the standardized (ß) coefficients of the OLS re-
gression analysis for both North Carolina and Ohio. With only 
the inclusion county characteristics in model 1 (NC F = 6.68, sig. 
= .000; OH F = 2.26, sig. = .069), there is a clear difference between 
North Carolina and Ohio in regard to what aspects impact wel-
fare-to-work participation.  Overall for model 1, the explanatory 
power is greater for North Carolina (R-square = .22) than for Ohio 
(R-square = .098). This first model can explain 22% of the varia-
tion in the participation rate of eligible people in North Carolina 
counties and 9.8% of the variance in Ohio counties.  
 In North Carolina, model 1 highlights a story of politics 
and industry. In counties that had a more conservative political 
leaning with the majority of voters voting for the republican 
U.S. Senate candidate, welfare-to-work participation among the 
eligible population was lower (ß = -.358; b = -3.9, p = .000). Indus-
trial differentiation also had a significant relationship with wel-
fare participation rates. In areas with more industrial options 
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for employment there are higher participation rates (ß = .261; 
b = .229, p = .008). In areas that are more urban, industrialized, 
and have more options for employment, there are also more re-
sources and access to assistance. 

Table 2. Regression Estimates for North Carolina and Ohio 
Counties; Welfare-to-Work Participation rates
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 In Ohio, politics take a back seat to the lack of jobs in the 
paid labor market. The variable with the largest effect in Ohio 
(significant, negative relationship) is between the unemploy-
ment rate and welfare-to-work participation among those el-
igible (ß = -.287). This significant negative relationship high-
lights the fact that in Ohio, when the percentage of people on 
unemployment is higher, the welfare program participation rates 
are lower (b = -.949; p = .012). Here unemployment seems to be a 
more desirable alternative to the welfare-to-work program. 
 Model 2 introduces measures of place: population density 
(ln) and geographic regions. When examining a topic through a 
spatial inequality theoretical lens, the inclusion of these variables 
is essential.  The inclusion of additional variables in this model 
increases the overall fit (NC F = 5.22, sig = .000; OH F = 1.43, sig = 
.189), and model 2 can explain over 28% of the variation in North 
Carolina and over 14% of the variation in participation among 
eligible people in Ohio. In North Carolina, region variables were 
coded as ”Coastal” and ”Piedmont“ with the ”Mountain“ region 
as the reference groups. The Coastal region has the largest effect 
of any place measure (ß = .307; b = 2.9; p = .01). 
 In North Carolina, counties that had a higher population 
density (more urban, less rural) saw an increase in eligible per-
son’s welfare-to-work participation rate (ß = .083). The Piedmont 
region had higher participation rates (ß = .229) and the Coastal 
regions had significantly higher participation rates among the 
eligible persons in reference to the more rural and often geo-
graphically isolated Mountain region counties (ß = .307). In this 
second model, the county politics in North Carolina and the in-
dustrial differentiation remained significant. In counties where 
the majority of U.S. Senator votes were for a Republican (ß = 
-.297; p = .002) and in counties where there are less industrial 
options, there is a significantly lower welfare-to-work participa-
tion rate among eligible persons in North Carolina (ß = .224; p = 
.029). Again, more politically conservative counties that are less 
industrially diverse have lower percentages of eligible families 
participating in welfare-to-work programs.
 In Ohio, region variables were coded as ”Northeast,“ ”North-
west,“ ”Central,“ and ”Southwest,“ with the ”Southeast“ regional 
counties as the reference group. In Ohio, however, locality does 
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not seem to play as important a role as it did in North Caroli-
na. The inclusion of the population density and region variables 
causes all variables to be non-significant in explaining welfare 
program participation rates. Of all variables included in this sec-
ond model, the largest effect is the positive relationship of central 
regions on OH participation rates (ß = .216; b = 3.22; p = .114) as 
compared to the Southeast region. The state capital and the area’s 
largest city is located in the Central region of Ohio, which may 
explain this effect. While all are non-significant, the Northeast 
(ß = .052), Northwest (ß = .159), and Southwest (ß = .088) all had 
higher participation rates among eligible persons in reference to 
the more rural and often geo-socially isolated Southeast Ohio 
counties. The next largest effect was the negative association of 
unemployment rate (ß = -.180; b = -.593; p = .176) and welfare-to-
work participation as discussed in the model 1 results.
 Model 3 includes the population demographic variables for 
the counties: the percentage of households that are headed by 
single mothers in poverty (”Poor Single Moms“), the percent-
age of the population in each county that are African Ameri-
can (”%Black“), and the percent of the county population that 
are other non-white, non-Black racially marginalized (”% Other 
Race“) with the percent county population that is white serving 
as the reference category for the race variables (NC F = 4.27, sig 
= .000; OH F = 1.92, sig = .045). The explanatory power of this 
model increases again for both NC (R-squared = .324) and Ohio 
(R-squared = .235). Of the variance in welfare-to-work partici-
pation rates among a county’s eligible families, this final model 
explains over 32% in NC and 23% in Ohio. 
 With the inclusion of these variables, coefficients for several 
variables change. First, the effect of county politics diminished 
drastically in NC (ß = -.157; sig = .22).  The percent of the county 
population that is Black had a large significant effect (ß = .397; 
sig = .04) on welfare-to-work participation rates among eligible 
persons in North Carolina. In Ohio, the variable with the larg-
est effect is also part of the racial demographic make-up of the 
county. The percent of non-white, non-Black other racial groups 
has the largest association with the participation rates among 
Ohio’s eligible people (ß = .416). The positive associations of both 
indicates that counties that have higher percentages of Black 
populations in North Carolina and counties that have higher 
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percentages of other racially marginalized groups in Ohio have 
higher participation rates among their states’ eligible families.  
 Industrial differentiation remained significant with the in-
clusion of all variables in North Carolina (ß = .210). This shows 
in North Carolina in urban counties that have more industries 
available for employment, there are higher percentages of eli-
gible persons who participate in the welfare-to-work program. 
In Ohio, gender (more specifically the percentage of families 
headed by impoverished single mothers) has the second largest 
effect on the welfare-to-work participation rate among eligible 
individuals (ß = -.280). This negative relationship indicates that 
in Ohio counties with higher percentages of low-income single 
mother-headed households have lower welfare participation 
rates. When controlling for county demographics, the effects of 
the Coastal region (ß = .110) in reference to the Mountain coun-
ties decreased dramatically, painting a picture that emphasizes 
industry and race over region in North Carolina. In Ohio, how-
ever, the final model shows that region does matter. The Cen-
tral region had significantly higher participation rates among 
their eligible persons in reference to the more rural, mountain-
ous Appalachian counties located in the Southeast region of the 
state of Ohio (ß = .225). 

Key	Findings

 There were several key findings in this work: (1) the im-
pact of each independent variable varied between the two focal 
states, and between the counties within each state, support-
ing spatial inequality theory; (2) The overall welfare-to-work 
participation rate among those eligible is low; (3) Region and 
population density differentially impact participation rates in 
each state, therefore both were essential to uncovering spatial 
inequalities at play; (4) The impact of race on participation var-
ied among the two states, where the inclusion of race variables 
(% Black) became the most important factor in NC, whereas in 
Ohio “%OtherRaces” was the only significant racial relationship 
(+) between eligibility and participation; and (5) North Carolina 
was largely a story of politics, industry, region, and race, where-
as in Ohio gender, race and region were the dominant factors 
impacting participation.
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Discussion

 Welfare participation is an under-examined and largely 
misunderstood aspect of the U.S. welfare system (see Parisi et 
al., 2003 for a notable exception). In the research on welfare, par-
ticipation is often assumed, and that assumption centers on the 
belief that most people who are eligible for assistance become 
welfare participants (Jensen, 2014; Ridzi, 2009). However, I find 
the assumption that welfare participation is a given among the 
poor to be flawed and unsupported in both Ohio and North 
Carolina. In general, the welfare-to-work participation rates 
among those eligible are low in both focal states: North Caroli-
na (11.5%) and Ohio (16.6%). This finding, that the vast majority 
of eligible members of the impoverished population are not be-
ing served, is important because it highlights the ability (or lack 
thereof) of the welfare program to assist families struggling 
with poverty. 
 This analysis supports the spatial inequality theoretical pre-
diction that place and geographically distinct markers of strat-
ification differently impact the experience of poverty (Lobao, 
2004) and subsequently affect welfare-to-work participation 
rates. I find that population density (rural versus urban) and 
region impact welfare participation rates, but methods vary de-
pending on location. I also find that race plays a key role in un-
derstanding welfare-to-work participation rates, but the degree 
varies depending on place. These variations alone indicate the 
most enduring assumptions regarding welfare participation to 
be flawed. Welfare participation among the poor, and therefore 
financially eligible, is not a given, and there are a number of 
factors that impact participations rates in both states.
 In Ohio, the variations in place are encompassed more in 
the regional differences while in North Carolina it is more 
about the rural/urban divide. The urbanization of poverty has 
been largely studied (Carter, 2005; Massey, Gross, & Shibuya, 
1994; Wilson, 1996), but the impact of rural poverty on welfare-
to-work participation rates is an area in need of further exam-
ination. In North Carolina, the effect of population density was 
significant in the full model, showing that welfare participation 
among those eligible is lower in rural areas. This was not the 
case in Ohio, so this finding may point to the relative isolation 
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that exists in rural North Carolina that may not be as present 
in Ohio. North Carolina has a history of building communities 
in rural areas that center around one economic entity (Luebke, 
1998). In such places, with less industrial differentiation, there 
may be fewer resources and/or access to assistance compared to 
more urban and industrially diverse areas.  
 For people concerned with lessening poverty, my findings 
illustrate the essentiality of utilizing spatial inequality theory 
to examine welfare-to-work participation rates. For instance, it 
may be common knowledge that welfare participation is less 
in rural areas than urban (Brown & Lichter, 2004; Parisi et al., 
2003), but the degree to which that phenomenon is felt varies by 
location. My findings show that families experiencing poverty 
in rural North Carolina are experiencing different hardships 
than those living in rural areas of Ohio, and that relative dif-
ferences cause them not to participate in welfare-to-work pro-
grams. When attempting to devise local welfare programs and 
policies, the emphasis placed on the barriers associated with 
rurality (i.e., limited transportation options, increased stigma 
in these areas, less familiarity with welfare eligibility require-
ments) should also vary to reflect relative impact (Brown & 
Lichter, 2004). 
 The use of spatial inequality theory offers the potential to 
highlight the differential experience of poverty and better de-
termine areas in which more funding and services would be 
best allocated. Every region and county is faced with unique 
barriers that may need to be addressed differently (Brown & 
Lichter, 2004; Lobao, 2004; Parisi et al., 2003). For instance, in 
Ohio, I find that there are significantly higher rates of welfare-
to-work participation in the more urbanized central region than 
the more rural and geographically isolated southeast region 
counties.  However, in Ohio, region is significant even when 
controlling for population density. Further research is needed 
to examine the distinct and/or related impact of region and ru-
ral/urban poverty on welfare-to-work participation rates. 
 In addition to place and spatial inequalities, race matters. In 
both states, Ohio and North Carolina, race had the largest im-
pact on welfare-to-work participation rates among the eligible 
population. While the percentage of a county’s population that 
is Black was important in North Carolina, the percentage of a 
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county’s population that is non-Black racially marginalized in 
Ohio had the largest effects on welfare-to-work participation. 
These findings could be due to a number of factors, includ-
ing the continual disenfranchisement of racially marginalized 
people in the U.S. (Handler & Hasenfeld, 2007; Kirshenman & 
Neckerman, 1991; Neckerman & Kirschenman, 1991; Quadag-
no, 1996; Seccombe, 1999). 
 Women of color, particularly single mothers, are more like-
ly to experience poverty, in addition to having less access to 
higher education and healthcare than their white counterparts 
(Handler & Hasenfeld, 2007; Quadagno, 1996). In combination 
with the sizeable effect found for population density in North 
Carolina and the central region in Ohio, people of color in ur-
ban areas often live in more undesirable neighborhoods that 
lack adequate education and affordable housing (Handler & 
Hasenfeld, 2007; Neckerman & Kirschenman, 1991; Quadagno, 
1996; Seccombe, 1999). With greater relative need, and greater 
obstacles to attaining stable gainful employment, it is logical 
that a county’s eligible racially marginalized population would 
have higher rates of welfare participation. 
 While both states highlight the importance of race in exam-
ining welfare-to-work participation rates, there is a concentrat-
ed emphasis on Blackness present in North Carolina not found 
in Ohio. North Carolina has a long history of racial deprivation 
and denial of liberties that may continue to plague the Black 
population in that state to this day (Luebke, 1998; Tomaskov-
ic-Devey & Roscignio, 1997). For example, all North Carolina 
schools did not become integrated until well into the 1970s. This 
resistance to integration was purposeful, as the state provided 
financial assistance for white children to attend private schools, 
while leaving Black children segregated in public schools (Lu-
ebke, 1998). Also, gerrymandering of voting districts dimin-
ished the voting power of Blacks, and legislative steps were tak-
en to inhibit Black candidates from taking state political office 
in North Carolina (Luebke, 1998). The differential influence of 
race on welfare-to-work participation rates in North Carolina 
and Ohio highlights the need for a spatial analysis of the impor-
tance of race. 
 The study of welfare program participation is an area worthy 
of further examination. This comparative analysis challenges 
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the preconceived assumptions regarding welfare participation 
by incorporating the theoretical focus on the importance of 
place in an intra- and inter-state comparison of welfare-to-work 
participation rates. However, there are many program and pol-
icy nuances still in need of examination in regard to participa-
tion. For instance, further examination of the influence of labor 
market discrimination that may impede the viable alternatives 
to welfare-to-work program participation is necessary. 
 In conclusion, if the goal of the welfare program is to re-
duce the rolls, they are doing extraordinarily well (Collins & 
Mayer 2010; Riccucci, 2005; Shaefer & Edin, 2016). However, if 
the goal of the program is to serve as a safety net for women 
and children battling poverty and provide assistance to those 
in need, they are failing (Pavetti, 2018; Shafer & Edin, 2016). The 
assumption that welfare participation is out of control or used 
recklessly by everyone eligible is inherently flawed. Neverthe-
less, the welfare program continues to fail in the realm of public 
opinion (Gilens, 1995, 1996; Hancock, 2004; Handler & Hasen-
feld, 2007; Jensen 2014). Welfare reform, policies, and innova-
tive programs have been unsuccessful in changing the negative 
view of welfare assistance (Gilens, 1996; Hancock, 2004; Hansen 
et al., 2014; Jensen, 2014; Soss & Schram, 2007). This negative 
perception has not escaped those struggling with poverty and, 
in general, welfare-to-work participation among those eligible 
is extremely low. If welfare assistance is designed to reduce 
the strain on families in poverty, it cannot assist those who do 
not participate. Nearly 90% of families in North Carolina and 
84% of families in Ohio that are struggling with poverty and 
financially qualify for welfare assistance are not participating. 
Instead they are struggling alone. Welfare programs and policy 
makers would benefit from understanding the unique spatial 
inequalities that impact welfare participation rates, rather than 
also buying into flawed assumptions of welfare participation. 
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Applying Transformative Organizing
Theory to White Antiracist Organizing

Josal Diebold
University	of	Buffalo

White	 antiracist	 organizing	 is	 a	 type	 of	 community	 organizing	 that	
works	 to	 build	 a	movement	 that	 challenges	 the	political,	 social,	 eco-
nomic,	and	cultural	manifestations	of	white	supremacy,	especially	in	
white	 communities.	 In	 striving	 to	 harness	 strategic	white	 antiracist	
organizing,	an	applicable	theoretical	lens	is	needed	to	guide	both	schol-
arship	and	practice.	Transformative	organizing	theory,	predicated	on	
the	need	to	organize	and	work	for	change	on	multiple	levels	at	once,	
is	 particularly	 salient.	This	 paper	 highlights	 how	 transformative	 or-
ganizing	theory	can	anchor	and	cultivate	white	antiracist	organizing	
through	the	application	of	key	theoretical	concepts,	such	as	suffering	
and	 oppression;	 self-awareness	 and	 intentionality;	 vision;	 centering	
impacted	communities;	and	reaching	scale.	Although	the	transforma-
tive	lens	carries	tremendous	possibilities,	it	is	not	without	its	limita-
tions.	 Implications	 for	 both	 practice	 and	 research	 on	 transformative	
white	antiracist	community	organizing	are	also	discussed.

Keywords:	 antiracist	 organizing,	 transformative	 organizing,	 social	
movements,	social	change,	oppression,	white	supremacy
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 Martin Luther King Jr. defined power as “the ability to 
achieve purpose [and] the strength required to bring about social, 
political, and economic change” (Washington, 1986, p. 246). Yet, 
several decades later, the United States continues to be a nation 
characterized by unmitigated inequality sustained by a striking 
imbalance of power. The ability to affect systemic change largely 
lives in the purview of the few. Even so, people are moved by 
injustice and outrage to challenge the powers-that-be (McAlevey, 
2016). There exists a thriving history of strategic and bold orga-
nizing in the face of such exploitation and oppression. Communi-
ty organizing harnesses the mismatch between how things truly 
are and how people imagine they ought to be; this dissonance re-
quires action, as exhibited in past and modern social movements 
(Ganz, 2010). Challenging inequity is about power, particularly 
in regard to people and communities who seem to possess very 
little. Organizing builds the power of these people—not elite de-
cision makers, but those with a stake in demanding and making 
change. In fact, according to McAlevey (2016), “only organizing” 
can fully confront and disrupt the runaway power disparities in 
the United States (p. 2).  
 As such, the purpose of this paper is to illuminate how the 
theory of transformative organizing can anchor and cultivate 
white antiracist organizing. First, I define the practice of com-
munity organizing, followed by a closer focus on white anti-
racist organizing, including its background and foundation. I 
then review the origins and core concepts of transformative or-
ganizing theory before presenting an application of the theory 
to white antiracist organizing. The final sections of this paper 
explicate some limitations of the application and implications 
for practice and research. 

Community Organizing and
Social Movements: Creating Change

 In his curriculum on community organizing, Marshall 
Ganz (2010) conceptualizes organizing as a form of leadership 
that allows people to turn their resources into the power they 
need to make desired change. Organizers, as leaders, are es-
sential to driving the work and building people’s capacity for 
leadership by tapping into their resources, including “time, 



29Chapter TitleTransformative Organizing

skills, and effort” (Ganz, 2010, p. 27; Han, 2014). Yet, organizing 
is collective, and so, it is not limited to channeling such resourc-
es on an individual-by-individual basis. Rather, organizing is 
a compelling practice because it is fundamentally relational. 
Relationships anchor the work and generate new resources in 
the process (Han, 2014). Indeed, a person does not make com-
mitments to an idea, but commits to other people, and those 
commitments stimulate the person’s sustained motivation and 
dedication. These relationships may be located in a community 
bounded by a geographic area, though they need not be. Or-
ganizing can also happen among a community of people with 
shared interests or values, regardless of geographic proximity 
(Castelloe, Watson, & White, 2002). Indeed, organizing encom-
passes local, grassroots efforts, as well as larger-scale organiza-
tions (Sampson, 2017). Tension can sometimes exist, though, in 
regard to scaling—building on and connecting local campaigns 
to systemic and wide-reaching efforts for social change, all 
while staying connected on the local level (Young, Neumann, 
& Nyden, 2018).  
 Organizing is highly participatory, meaning that experts or 
”knowledgeable-others“ are not centered. Ordinary people are 
considered to be expert and employ themselves in the work for 
social change (Staples, 2009). Moreover, organizing is also inex-
tricably linked to social movements, which are “collective, stra-
tegic, and organized” (Ganz, 2010, p. 1). In movements, people 
unite in a sustained way, for a shared purpose (Pyles, 2014), and 
they are organized to do more than imagine what could change 
in the world, but to do the work to make it happen (Ganz, 2010). 
This work might include a variety of activities, such as phone 
banking, canvassing, campaigns, political education, open 
meetings, social media, research, one-on-one conversations, 
and nurturing alliances (Castelloe et al., 2002). However, it is 
strategy, a “vision of how to get from here to there,” that in-
forms these details (Ganz, 2010, p. 18). Social movements rely 
on strategic organizing in order to most effectively utilize re-
sources to target people with power. The assumptions underly-
ing how to shift power from elites to the people is the theory of 
change (Han, 2014). For instance, the theory of change behind 
organizing posits that relationships, training, learning, acting, 
and reflecting are all essential to making change. Consequently, 
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activities like door-to-door canvassing and one-on-one conver-
sations are very salient to the strategic aims of the organizer. 
All in all, organizing carries immense possibilities for shifting 
power and creating bold social change, particularly when it op-
erates from a well-developed, clear framework. 
 Organizing has been at the heart of myriad movements for 
change, including civil rights, LGBTQ rights, and anti-war ef-
forts (Minkler, Wallerstein, & Wilson, 2008). Although arguably 
less is known about it, there is also a history of white people or-
ganizing against white supremacy. The term white	supremacy is 
not limited to personal attitudes of racial animus or to members 
of blatantly supremacist groups. Rather, white supremacy is a

political, economic and cultural system in which whites over-
whelmingly control power and material resources, conscious 
and unconscious ideas of white superiority and entitlement 
are widespread, and relations of white dominance and non-
white subordination are daily reenacted across a broad array 
of institutions and social settings. (Ansley, 1989, p. 1024)

 Indeed, Bonilla-Silva (2014) conceptualized white suprema-
cy as a “racialized social system” (p. 9) that has, since the Euro-
peans first invaded today’s North America, awarded advantag-
es to white people, simultaneously denying them to people of 
color. White supremacy is intimately intertwined with systems 
wherein white people have tremendous power, hegemony, and 
dominance (Gillborn, 2005). Institutions, such as education and 
criminal justice, sustain white access to and control over var-
ious resources (Ansley, 1989). Interestingly, Saul Alinsky and 
Paulo Freire, significant influencers in community organizing, 
both juxtaposed those with power and those without: Freire 
(1970) as the oppressor and the oppressed and Alinsky (1971) as 
the ”Haves“ and the ”Have-Nots.“ In turn, they illustrated how 
those without power can organize to create change. Yet, white 
antiracist organizing does not squarely fit into this framework 
inasmuch as white supremacy is a system in which white peo-
ple are the oppressors, the Haves, and the people with power. 
As such, how can white antiracist organizing be understood? 
Why and how can white people organize to dismantle white 
supremacy when they are unequivocally benefited by it? 
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Methods

 Several sources were utilized to review the literature on 
white antiracist organizing and transformative organizing, 
including scholarly articles, documents, reports, and prac-
tice-based resources. A thorough EBSCO database search was 
conducted using the terms “white antiracist” and “organizing.” 
In reviewing citations in the applicable articles, additional his-
torical documents were searched, particularly regarding the 
civil rights movement, as well as documents and websites from 
contemporary white antiracist organizations. Another EBSCO 
database search was conducted using the term “transformative 
organizing.” Again, citations from the literature indicated im-
portant books and organizational reports regarding transfor-
mative organizing. As of this writing, there has been no schol-
arly application of transformative organizing theory to white 
antiracist organizing, specifically. Thus, I drew, in part, from 
Wernick, Kulick, and Woodford’s (2014) transformative orga-
nizing approach to LGBTQQ youth empowerment, as well as 
Costanza-Chock, Schweidler, and Transformative Media Orga-
nizing Project’s (2017) application of the theory to LGBT and 
Two-Spirit organizations and their media work. Grounding my 
approach in these examples, I utilized the key tenets of both 
transformative organizing and white antiracist organizing to 
identify and elucidate areas of intersection and application. 

White Antiracist Organizing

 White people organizing in white communities against rac-
ism is not without precedent. Many leaders of color have called 
on the white community to do this work. Malcolm X, for in-
stance, stated “Let sincere white individuals find all other white 
people they can who feel as they do—and let them form their 
own all-white groups, to work trying to convert other white 
people who are thinking and acting so racist” (X & Haley, 1965, 
p. 383). Similarly, in a speech at the University of California at 
Berkeley, Stokley Carmichael (1966) asked, “…can white people 
move inside their own community and start tearing down rac-
ism where in fact it does exist?” More recently, Alicia Garza, a 
founder of Black Lives Matter, challenged white people to get 
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on the “right side of history” and organize other white people 
(aliciagarza, 2017). 
 Further, movement history in the United States has involved 
shifts in terms of race, alliances, and organizing. Originally, 
white people were part of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC) during the civil rights movement. Then, in 
the mid-1960s, the organization asked the white members to or-
ganize the white community—“where racism originated” (Digi-
tal SNCC Gateway, n.d.). In other words, they called for a coali-
tion model wherein white people organized white people, while 
also supporting SNCC and organizers of color (Middlebrook, 
2010). Some white people who had been part of SNCC, like Bob 
and Dottie Zellner, went on to form the Grass Roots Organizing 
Work (GROW) project (also known as Get Rid of Wallace) in or-
der to organize poor and working class white people in the late 
60s (Digital SNCC Gateway, n.d.). The GROW proposal affirmed 
the need to engage in organizing in the white community in 
order to build a veritable group of white antiracists committed 
to the work. Additionally, the mid-1960s saw other examples of 
white- and people of color-led organizations that were allied but 
which operated separately in regard to race—what Middlebrook 
(2010) referred to as “affiliate-autonomous organizing” (p. 236). 
For instance, there existed a relationship between SNCC and the 
Southern Student Organizing Committee (SSOC), which focused 
on organizing white people in the South, particularly on college 
and university campuses (Royall, 2018). 
 Today’s white antiracist organizing draws on the precedent set 
in the 60s and the example of prominent white antiracists, such 
as Anne Braden. In the 1950s, Braden worked for racial justice in 
the South, especially in her hometown of Louisville, Kentucky. She 
was arrested for protesting a man of color’s execution (asserting 
he was unjustly convicted of the crime), and was put on trial af-
ter trying to integrate a white community (Americans Who Tell 
the Truth, 2018). The work of Braden, SSOC, GROW, and others 
exemplifies how antiracist organizing cannot be reduced to mere 
learning, writing, talking, and meeting (Middlebrook, 2010). It re-
quires active, intentional, and reflective work. White supremacy 
is systemic and white people benefit regardless of their individual 
orientation toward it. Indeed, perpetuating white supremacy does 
not require open or flagrant racist behavior and attitudes (Gillborn, 
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2005; Tatum, 1997). Thus, Tatum (1997) stressed the need to ask 
how white people can be shifted to actively engage in antiracism, 
rather than passively accepting how things currently are. 
 White people have a stake in ending white supremacy. Rath-
er than operating from a patronizing lens of helping or assisting 
people of color with their issues, antiracist organizing acknowl-
edges that white people are also harmed, albeit in vastly different 
ways, by white supremacy (Showing Up for Racial Justice [SURJ], 
n.d.b). Today, organizations continue to engage in affiliate-au-
tonomous organizing, including Showing Up for Racial Justice 
(SURJ), a “national network of groups and individuals working 
to undermine white supremacy and to work toward racial jus-
tice” (SURJ, n.d.a). Alliance of White Anti-Racists Everywhere-LA 
(AWARE-LA), part of the SURJ network, utilizes a five-pronged 
model of community organizing to engage in the work. Their 
model includes: building a base of white anti-racists; cultivating 
alliances with communities of color; raising antiracist conscious-
ness among white communities; using the dominant white voice 
to speak against racism; and working toward a national antiracist 
movement (Middlebrook, 2010). Ultimately, white antiracist or-
ganizing can challenge the status quo and powers-that-be and 
build a movement that challenges the political, social, economic, 
and cultural manifestations of white supremacy. 

Transformative Organizing Theory

 In striving to describe, understand, and utilize powerful 
and strategic white antiracist organizing, an applicable theo-
retical lens is undoubtedly necessary. Transformative organiz-
ing theory is particularly salient. Transformative organizing 
is predicated on the need to organize and work for change on 
multiple levels at once (Social Justice Leadership, 2010). In other 
words, transformation can and must happen personally, orga-
nizationally, and societally. Many formative materials written 
about transformative organizing are external to academic lit-
erature, such as Social Justice Leadership (2010), Mann (2010), 
and Williams (2013). Although there is significant overlap be-
tween these texts, each uses a somewhat distinctive approach 
to categorizing and organizing the vital ideas, values, and 
principles underlying transformative organizing. To an extent, 



34 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

academic literature has also drawn on and applied the theory 
(Costanza-Chock et al., 2017; Fisher, Katiya, Reid, & Shragge, 
2013; Moore, 2018; Wernick et al., 2014).

Origins 

 Transformative organizing theory originates from, unsur-
prisingly, the wider realm of community organizing and social 
movements. Mann (2010) posited that the foundation of the the-
ory dates to the Europeans’ colonization of the United States; 
their violent seizure of land and mass genocide were met with 
strong resistance among the indigenous communities. The theo-
ry assumes that organizing is essential to democracy and, in the 
past, has fueled substantial social change. However, it also recog-
nizes that, particularly in the past several decades, social justice 
movements have grown weaker and diluted. Instead of radical 
demands for change, an Alinsky-inspired, practical framework 
for organizing has gained more traction—a trend challenged by 
the transformative lens (Bix, 2014; Mann, 2010). Transformative 
organizing asserts a need for the “social justice movement to re-
assess its approach,” reignite its impact, and embrace a new or-
ganizing paradigm that looks toward long-term transformation 
(Social Justice Leadership, 2010, p. 4). In other words, rather than 
stopping at reformist, incremental change that largely leaves 
the status quo intact, the theory stresses commitment to more 
far-reaching change. Faced with the enormity and complexity of 
injustice today, transformative organizing recognizes that a mul-
tifaceted approach is needed that harnesses, and builds on, other 
organizing frameworks (Williams, 2013). 

Transformative	Organizing:	Key	Concepts 

 Literature on transformative organizing specifies several 
key concepts of the theory. These concepts include suffering 
and oppression, self-awareness, intentionality, vision, centering 
impacted communities, and reaching scale. 
 Suffering	 and	 oppression. Transformative organizing theory 
asserts that oppression is systemic, structural, and cultural, 
whereas suffering is an internal response to external circum-
stances. Social Justice Leadership (2010) identified two “spheres” 
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of transformation needed to get free from oppression and suf-
fering: “1) the creation of a society based on justice, democra-
cy, and equality and 2) the transformation of ourselves and 
our relationships based on authenticity, interdependence, and 
compassion” (p. 10). Based on factors like race, gender identity, 
class, and sexual orientation, the social, economic, and political 
structures determine who has access to resources, power, and 
autonomy (Mann, 2010). Transformative organizing emphasizes 
radically changing such structural relationships to ensure that 
basic needs are met and democratic participation is possible. 
 The second sphere, personal transformation, is based on the 
necessity for people to acknowledge—and seek to change—the 
ways in which their personal behaviors and attitudes are re-
flective of dominant societal norms, such as individualism and 
competition (Social Justice Leadership, 2010). Personal transfor-
mation is a process that both organizers and the people being 
organized experience, as their consciousness of personal suf-
fering and societal oppression deepens (Bix, 2014; Fisher et al., 
2013; Mann, 2010). Ultimately, the transformation of society and 
of people, the two spheres, are intimately connected and cannot 
be attained in isolation from one another. 
 Self-awareness	 and	 intentionality. Transformative organizing 
theory is meaningful when anchored in a transformative orga-
nization (Mann, 2010). It rests on collective and organized ef-
forts, rather than the independent practice of individual people. 
Still, both individual and organizational self-awareness are con-
sidered foundational to the theory, as transformation requires 
becoming attuned to habitual reactions, feelings, and behav-
iors. Routine actions and patterns are considered to be limiting 
inasmuch as they hamper the development of novel skills and 
practices, thereby restricting change (Social Justice Leadership, 
2010). Accordingly, self-awareness paves the way for intentional 
practice. Intentionality is about replacing the routinized, habit-
ual behaviors with patterns that considerably alter how a per-
son “show[s] up in the world” (Social Justice Leadership, 2010, 
p. 19). Both individuals and organizations can then line up how 
they envision themselves showing up with how they show up 
in practice. 
 Vision. Vision captures values, beliefs, and ideology and 
continues to stimulate self-awareness and intentional practice. 
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Transformative organizing theory posits vision as existing at all 
levels—the individual, organization, and society (Social Justice 
Leadership, 2010). Vision articulates the society that is desired 
—one of justice, equality, compassion, and interdependence. 
Transformation requires vision in order to imagine and articu-
late an alternative, even when that alternative has not yet been 
experienced (Perry, 2012). 
 Evans, Hanlin, and Prilleltensky (2007) juxtaposed first 
order and second order change; whereas the former is a more 
reformist approach, the latter type captures the revolutionary 
change of current systems and the redistribution of power. The 
process of second order change will inevitably reach a time in 
which the status quo needs to be abandoned, although the new 
systems and structures are still in formation and flux (Social 
Justice Leadership, 2010). Without a vision as guide and moti-
vator, the discomfort inherent in this process can easily sideline 
and impede further growth and transformation. The transfor-
mative organizer can and ought to be anchored in a mission to 
disrupt current social structures in order to alter the course of 
history (Mann, 2010; Williams, 2013). 
 As an example, the National Domestic Workers Alliance ar-
ticulates an “aspirational vision of fair work that goes well be-
yond the limited protections afforded by law” (Moore, 2018, p. 
1228). They center a vision of society that values and prioritizes 
the work of all, even while that vision is currently limited by 
legal hurdles and cultural norms that devalue and disregard 
domestic work. 

 Centering	impacted	communities	and	reaching	scale.	Moreover, 
transformative organizing theory is centered on shifting pow-
er and developing leaders among impacted communities. The 
leadership of oppressed, exploited, and marginalized people is 
considered essential in undermining current hegemony, domi-
nance, and privilege in the United States (Mann, 2010). In their 
study of LGBTQ youth, Wernick, Kulick, and Woodford (2014) 
utilized transformative organizing theory to understand how 
the youth used a model of theater to make connections between 
the larger sociopolitical context and their own marginaliza-
tion. Indeed, engaging in theater was not limited to the LGBTQ 
youth’s personal empowerment, but was also connected to 
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structural policies and practices (Wernick et al., 2014). With its 
focus on replacing suffering and oppression with liberation and 
freedom, transformative organizing theory consistently makes 
linkages personally, organizationally, and societally (Fisher et 
al., 2013; Social Justice Leadership, 2010; Williams, 2013). Cos-
tanza-Chock, Schweidler, and Transformative Media Organiz-
ing (2017) highlighted these linkages in an application of trans-
formative organizing to media use/creation among LGBTQ and 
Two-Spirit organizations; media gave those involved the space 
to give voice to their own stories, engage in policy and electoral 
campaigns, and alter cultural norms, beliefs, and values. 
 Still, for transformation to occur, the scope of organizing 
must be massive in order to reach scale. That is, shifting pow-
er and changing structures will require the united work of the 
masses, who can, in turn, demonstrate and live out the new 
vision of justice, equality, and compassion. In this way, trans-
formative organizing theory is “visionary and pre-figurative” 
(Social Justice Leadership, 2010, p. 26). Not only does it articu-
late a vision for long-term change, but it also begins to put that 
vision into practice here and now. As a result, transformative 
organizing connects interpersonal relationships to scaling up 
so as to impact large-scale social, cultural, economic, and po-
litical issues. Growing an expansive base builds the leadership 
and organizational capacity needed to scale and effect change 
on multiple levels. 

Using Transformative Organizing Theory
to Inform White Antiracist Organizing

 Transformative organizing theory provides groundwork for 
organizing that seeks to create radical, substantial social change. 
Thus, the theory has great potential to elucidate the practice of 
and knowledge underlying white antiracist organizing. Apply-
ing the transformative lens to this particular type of organizing 
can both anchor and cultivate the work to delegitimize and dis-
mantle white supremacy, especially in white communities. See 
Table 1 for a summary of the following application.
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Suffering	and	Oppression 

 Liberation from suffering and oppression lies at the heart of 
transformative organizing theory. These personal and societal 
experiences must be treated together, not in isolation; for exam-
ple, racism, a form of oppression, cannot be separated from the 
way it manifests in people’s lives as distress, worry, and terror 
(Social Justice Leadership, 2010). White supremacy, too, is a form 
of oppression and undermining it is, without a doubt, a trans-
formative process. It is vital, then, to note that the experience of 

Table 1. Applying Transformative Organizing Theory to
White Antiracist Organizing
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white supremacy as oppression and suffering is quite divergent 
for white people versus people of color. People of color are de-
humanized, marginalized, and killed by this system, whereas 
white people are normalized and advantaged. 
 Considering the vast privileges inherent in being white 
under a system of white supremacy, the question may even 
be asked: Do white people suffer at all under this system? The 
white antiracist organizing model recognizes how they are 
hurt, though not in the same way as people of color. For in-
stance, racial divisions prevent movements that might join poor 
and working class whites together with communities of color to 
fight for economic justice, as both groups are exploited by a capi-
talist system (Crass, 2015). Moreover, white supremacy, in many 
ways, has stripped white people of their origin stories, which 
were largely lost to become white (SURJ, n.d.b). Consequently, 
a fundamental application of transformative organizing theory 
to white antiracist organizing is highlighted by mutual interest, 
a core value of SURJ (n.d.b) that acknowledges how white su-
premacy has “hurt white people by cutting us off from power-
ful traditions and cultures that we come from” (para. 5). Orga-
nizing from mutual interest recognizes that white people need 
to know and tell their stories of personal suffering and oppres-
sive experiences that brought them to the work. AWARE-LA, a 
SURJ affiliate, holds Saturday dialogues that provide space for 
white people to reflect on and own their stake in fighting white 
supremacy (Middlebrook, 2010). 
 Additionally, suffering and oppression are multifaceted, 
which must be acknowledged in a white antiracist organizing 
space. White people are not a monolith and, as such, their expe-
rience of white supremacy will be uneven. People who are poor 
and working class, disabled, and LGBTQ, for instance, experience 
intersecting systems of oppression (Collins & Bilge, 2016). Thus, 
intersectionality is a key component underlying transformative 
white antiracist organizing, as people will carry varying traumas 
and suffering, such as grief, death, and loss, into the work. Car-
ruthers (2018) highlighted the role of trauma, as both personal 
suffering and societal oppression, in movement spaces. She spoke 
to the need for healing justice, which requires those who have ex-
perienced trauma to be centered and to take the lead; moreover, 
organizing spaces must avoid recreating trauma, loss, and death 
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in order for transformation to happen (Carruthers, 2018). Indeed, 
the organizing space has the potential to be a great asset to the 
individual because of the centrality of relationships, which are 
a powerful way of coping and healing from trauma (Williams, 
2006). Consequently, AWARE-LA’s Saturday dialogues strength-
en the organization through purposeful relationship-building 
while recognizing the centrality and importance of personal and 
social pains (Middlebrook, 2010).  
 Organizing and analysis around class is another area that 
accentuates the connection of suffering and oppression to white 
antiracist work, as class and race are decidedly linked (Middle-
brook, 2010). In the mid-to-late-1600s, white and black servants 
banded together in rebellion against the land-owning elite in the 
early colonies of the modern-day United States. Thwarting such 
allegiances worked hand-in-hand with landowners’ need for un-
bridled manual labor, and thus, the solution among the powers-
that-be was to enslave black servants and placate white servants 
by granting them social advantages (Gilbert, 2017). This divisive 
system of social control manipulated race to drive a wedge be-
tween people of the same class status (Gilbert, 2017). As such, 
poor and working class white people have a particular social and 
personal stake in the fight against white supremacy. Centering, 
lifting up, and supporting poor and working class organizers is 
particularly essential if white antiracist organizing is to be sus-
tained, authentic, and impactful. Illustrating this focus, the Cat-
alyst Project (n.d.), a white antiracist organization, holds a yearly 
training for white organizers, stating on the application page: 
“We will prioritize applicants currently engaged in grassroots 
organizing in working class communities…” (para 10).

Self-Awareness	and	Intentionality 

 Transformative organizing stresses the need to practice 
self-awareness and, by extension, fundamentally change habit-
ual practices; both the organized and the organizer are radical-
ly changed in the process (Mann, 2010; Social Justice Leader-
ship, 2010). Consequently, this principle indicates that it is not 
necessary to be perfect or “totally woke” in order to enter into 
the work. In other words, organizing against white supremacy 
is not predicated on already knowing all there is to know about 
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this exploitative and terrorizing system, but in being open to 
growing in critical consciousness and awareness. Another one 
of SURJ’s (n.d.b) values is “calling people in, not out,” (para. 2) 
which illustrates how white antiracist organizing can embody 
transformative self-awareness. This value is founded on “ rec-
ognizing we all mess up, and speaking from this shared expe-
rience” and “talking to people in times and places that support 
conversation and learning” (SURJ, n.d.b, para 2). Even so, white 
people possess habits, beliefs, and values that are deeply en-
grained because white supremacy is so culturally ubiquitous 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2014). Thus, working to recognize and change 
habitual practices—to cultivate self-awareness—may be deeply 
uncomfortable and unwieldy. 
 For instance, suppose an individual becomes involved in a 
white antiracist organization. Though they recognized the in-
justice of racism, they had not hitherto been connected to a sus-
tained movement for racial justice. As they learn about white 
supremacy—its systemic and cultural manifestations—they 
also become increasingly cognizant of how it is connected to 
their routinized thinking, practices, and learnings. They may 
realize how deeply they’ve been misinformed about the his-
tory of racial exploitation or how it continues to shape social, 
economic, and political systems. In turn, they may recognize 
that their prior silence was akin to complicity in this degrad-
ing, underhanded system of white supremacy. Without a doubt, 
making the connection between their own social locations and 
white supremacy is vitally important in white antiracist work. 
Yet, slipping into feelings of guilt and shame can impede the 
development and growth of intentional practices. 
 AWARE-LA has highlighted how guilt can become detri-
mental to white antiracist organizing, resulting in, for instance, 
the placing of “people of color on an unrealistic pedestal” or 
“dissociat[ing] from whiteness and white people” (Robbins et 
al., 2008, p. 2). Thus, they ground their organizing in intention-
ally moving white people from complicity in white supremacy 
to re-engaging with one’s humanness. Having spaces like Sat-
urday dialogues provides support and the impetus to do inten-
tional work of getting skilled up as antiracist allies (Middle-
brook, 2010). In other words, they create space for white people 
to exercise agency—to use their resources and power—so they 
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can show up in new ways that align with their beliefs and val-
ues (Social Justice Leadership, 2010). Even so, it is significant to 
note that this process is indisputably slow. Transforming habits 
is a radical practice, but it is not immediate. Disrupting white 
supremacy—and how it manifests in routinized thinking and 
behavior—involves sustained, difficult, and intentional work. 

Vision

 In transformative organizing theory, vision highlights a 
movement’s values, beliefs, and ideology (Social Justice Leader-
ship, 2010). So, if white supremacy no longer held systemic dom-
inance, a societal-level vision would articulate what the world 
might then look and feel like in its stead. In light of the exten-
sive, insidious, and violent nature of white supremacy, motiva-
tion is absolutely needed to sustain white antiracist organiz-
ing; without it, dismay, fatigue, and burnout could undermine 
the work. Vision is the source of this motivation (Social Justice 
Leadership, 2010). In articulating a societal vision, the antiracist 
organization needs to contemplate questions such as: What is 
the alternative to white supremacy socially, economically, and 
politically? What will our relationships and communities look 
like? The SURJ New York City (2019) chapter articulates their 
vision as “a society where we struggle together with love, for 
justice, human dignity, and a sustainable world” (para. 1). It is a 
vision of collective liberation. 
 Transformation requires more than articulating what is en-
visioned for the future, but also beginning to live that vision 
now. Manifesting that vision in an organization means prac-
tices and structures that reflect a truly democratic, interdepen-
dent, and equitable way of operating. For instance, AWARE-
LA’s structure includes a central coordination team that acts as 
a hub, but not as the sole deciding body; there are additional 
workgroups and teams that move particular elements of work 
(Robbins et al., 2008). Essentially, they operate so as to build re-
lationships, increase leadership, and give a voice to a wide base 
of people. Moreover, the vision of groups like SURJ includes ac-
countability to people of color-led racial justice organizations. 
Living the vision now means that this relationship must be au-
thentic and genuine, not in words only. 
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 Accordingly, vision challenges the white antiracist organiza-
tion to consistently connect their practices to the “broader politi-
cal and social change context” (Social Justice Leadership, 2010, p. 
22). For example, a campaign to restore voting rights for former 
felons was waged by Kentuckians for the Commonwealth (Crass, 
2015). Without a vision, their campaign could have been solely 
focused on rallying and advocating for this restoration, without 
connecting the fight to the wider system of white supremacy. 
Instead, undermining white supremacy was an intentional com-
ponent of the campaign and the work to hold decision makers 
accountable (Crass, 2015). Protests, phone banking, canvassing, 
and political education will not be transformative if they are not 
connected to the sociopolitical context. An organization’s vision 
of achieving racial justice must think beyond immediate wins 
to the bigger personal, organizational, and societal pictures. In 
other words, boldly challenging decision-makers in order to shift 
power needs to be connected to disrupting white supremacy in 
ourselves and society (Mann, 2010). 

Centering	Impacted	Communities	and	Reaching	Scale

 Challenging both the cultural and systemic manifestations 
of white supremacy requires the power of people. Indeed, mas-
sive numbers of people are needed to get to the scale needed for 
transformative change in the face of such an intractable issue 
(Social Justice Leadership, 2010). Ganz (2010) highlighted the es-
sentialness of leadership development for getting to scale, and 
Young, Neumann, and Nyden (2018) emphasized the potential 
impact of far-reaching organizations. Indeed, SURJ (n.d.a), as a 
national organization, operates in such a way as to allow for col-
laborative regional and national efforts, while also cultivating the 
work needed in particular communities and neighborhoods by 
supporting its chapters and affiliates. Said affiliates, like AWARE-
LA, support an organizational structure to sustainably build new 
leadership, which is, in turn, responsible for bringing more peo-
ple into the work (Robbins et al., 2008). Time, energy, and skills 
are vital resources in this process of building a base of antiracists 
needed to disrupt and dismantle white supremacy.
 Consequently, scaling white antiracist organizing also 
brings up some crucial questions to address: Who are the 
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white people we are trying to reach? How will we reach them? 
In terms of the former, a transformative organizer will value 
leadership development among white people who are more 
impacted by the white supremacist system: poor and working 
class, LGBTQ, and disabled. SURJ (n.d.b) explicitly states that 
they have “committed to centering disability justice and poor/
working-class organizers in our work” (para. 9). Still, antiracist 
organizations must determine how to utilize their resources, in-
cluding whether they will work to agitate people who are con-
servatively leaning or somewhat supportive of racist policies 
that benefit them and their families. Alternatively, white anti-
racists may focus on engaging people who are more progressive 
and sympathetic to the work. In all, the question of which white 
people to organize is significant to reaching scale in disrupting 
white supremacy. 
 Moreover, white people may generally be quite comfortable 
where they are, particularly those living in highly segregated 
suburban communities with adequate community resources and 
good schools. Reaching scale, then, may be met with some form 
of resistance or indifference, fueled by the security and protec-
tion of white privilege. Both persistence and creativity will be 
needed in facing the uncertainty and long process of organizing 
these communities to get to scale. Thus, white antiracist groups 
can work to hone in on the needs of their surrounding communi-
ty, like SURJ NYC’s (2019) neighborhood groups that specifically 
focus on “local issues and opportunities with neighbors” (para. 
5). Additionally, SURJ NYC’s (2019) base-building strategies help 
to get to scale using “events, study groups, house parties, film 
screenings…[and] deep canvassing” (para. 5). Indeed, at the end 
of the day, organizing far and wide is critical because at the other 
end of the spectrum, white supremacists are actively dedicated 
to organizing and building their own base of committed people 
(Middlebrook, 2012). If white antiracist organizing does not dy-
namically engage white communities with a variety of strategies, 
white supremacists will. 

Discussion

 Indeed, transformative organizing carries great possibilities 
for cultivating white antiracist organizing vis-à-vis the theory’s 
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central concepts, such as liberation from suffering and oppres-
sion, intentionality, vision, and reaching scale. Still, its applica-
tion to white antiracist organizing is not without limitations. 
Firstly, empirical research on transformative organizing theo-
ry is very limited, and there is little prior literature in which 
to ground this application to white antiracist organizing. Fu-
ture studies can help to address this limitation by investigating 
white antiracist organizations that work from a transformative 
organizing framework to understand how it is effectually ap-
plied to their work. 
 Moreover, this theory is soundly centered on the leadership 
of people directly impacted by systems of oppression and ex-
ploitation (Mann, 2010). It seeks to alter current systems that 
maintain power in privileged white communities. Thus, on the 
surface, transformative organizing theory is arguably not en-
tirely relevant to organizing in white communities. Though the 
theory undergirds the importance of centering people who are 
LGBTQ, poor and working class, and women in white antirac-
ist organizing, it does not necessarily illuminate an appropriate 
and radical position for middle and upper/owning class white 
people in an organizing space. Thus, it does not fully extend 
into the intricacies of cross-class organizing. In order to orga-
nize to scale in a cross-class context, a foundation is needed 
for how people at intersectional places of privilege (white and 
wealth) can accountably and responsibly engage. See Table 2 for 
a brief summary of this, and subsequent, limitations. 
 In addition, the theory is limited in terms of delineating how 
white antiracist organizing remains authentically accountable 
to people of color. Though fidelity to a vision of accountability 
can buoy organizers in their commitment, the way in which to 
navigate said relationships is not fully fleshed out. Transforma-
tive organizing theory, clearly, stresses the centrality of targeted 
communities leading the movement for racial justice, but is less 
clear about questions such as: How do white antiracists engage 
in their own work supportively, accountably, and responsively? 
How do white antiracists build accountability relationships and 
do antiracist work without furthering harms done historically? 
Principles for organizing across racial, ethnic, and cultural lines 
are not thoroughly captured by the theory. 
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 Applying transformative organizing theory to white anti-
racist organizing is rather aspirational. Undermining white su-
premacy in today’s systems is a profoundly arduous and nearly 
unfathomable task. White supremacy undergirds the very sys-
tems that shape daily life, including education, housing, jobs, 
criminal justice, and politics. It is also engrained in national 
norms and liberal values that are seemingly innocent, partic-
ularly to people with power. That is, individualism and meri-
tocracy may seem innocuous and natural to some, but they are 
deeply connected to racist systems (Bonilla-Silva, 2014). Though 
the cultural and systemic depth of white supremacy highlights 
the need for it to be dismantled, the concepts of transformative 
organizing do not immediately indicate how to move people 
resistant to challenging dominant norms. This task is no small 
endeavor, given the enormity of the problem. 
 Transformative organizing theory has substantial impli-
cations for practice. White antiracist organizations must be 
careful not to get stuck in simply admiring the theory, without 

Table 2. Limitations of Application of Transformative
Organizing (TO)
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intentionally applying it to their work. The theory may sound at-
tractive, but fidelity to the core concepts cannot be met without 
purposefulness. Becoming a transformative organization is not 
a one-time decision, but a commitment to an ongoing process. 
An initial step an organization needs to take is clarifying its 
ideology, values, and beliefs and, in so doing, its vision. The bla-
tant violence and disturbing ubiquity of white supremacy could 
be an impetus for organizers to quickly respond to each relat-
ed issue that arises, without operating from a long-term vision. 
Consequently, the mission and vision for the organization need 
to be explicitly stated, as do the goals and purposes. Making 
these components overt holds the organization accountable to 
its transformative commitment, and it also informs people en-
tering the space about the group. 
 From an academic standpoint, transformative organizing has 
much potential and implications for research and scholarship. 
Notably, organizing is often fueled by anecdotal and intuitive 
experience and knowledge, and there is a dearth of evaluation 
and other forms of research on organizing, in general (Minkler 
et al., 2008). Transformative organizing theory provides a foun-
dation for more than practice, but also for approaching research 
projects. In fact, a transformative approach to research would 
be highly participatory, by nature, and poised to inform further 
action and learning. A white antiracist organization, operating 
from a transformative organizing lens, might plan a research 
project with questions including: What does it mean to fight 
white supremacy from this approach? How can this lens be 
most effective in the work? By seeking such insights, research 
can capture learnings of white antiracist transformative orga-
nizing, thereby adding to the precision of what is known and 
not known with regard to its potential and strength.    

Conclusion

 Organizing is a robust, potent tool for challenging insidi-
ous power disparities in the United States, including those in-
stituted and sustained by white supremacy. White folks have 
a tremendous role and stake in the work to dismantle this 
longstanding, violent, and exploitative system, in accountabil-
ity to people of color-led organizations. Moreover, an explicit 
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foundation that connects today’s endeavors to the larger socio-
political context is vital for white antiracist organizing to affect 
radical change in the current racialized social system, without 
inadvertently reinstituting and re-centering the very system it 
seeks to end (Bonilla-Silva, 2014). Accordingly, transformative 
white antiracist organizing requires making constant connec-
tions between the personal, organizational, and social in the 
movement toward a bold, new vision and freedom from suf-
fering and oppression. Indeed, the transformative lens imbues 
white antiracist organizing with considerable capacity to be a 
grounded and authentically accountable force in the fight for 
racial justice and collective liberation.      
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A Legal Analysis:
The Transgender Bathroom Debate

Josselyn Sheer
Wurzweiler	School	of	Social	Work

This	article	examines	the	current	legal	battles	over	transgender	bath-
room,	locker	room,	and	employment	rights.	In	the	recent	years,	there	
has	been	a	major	uproar	surrounding	the	rights	of	transgender	indi-
viduals;	concurrently,	our	country	is	witnessing	a	shift	in	the	ways	in	
which	individuals	understand	their	gender	outside	of	the	binary	male	
and	female	classification.	While	the	word	transgender	can	serve	as	an	
“umbrella	term	encompassing	a	wide	array	of	identities,”	transgender	
rights	have	steadily	grown	across	numerous	areas	(Buck,	2016,	p.	465).	
However,	there	have	been	contentious	legal	issues	that	have	put	trans-
gender	individuals’	rights	in	the	spotlight.
	 The	 author	 examines	 Title	 IX	 of	 the	 Education	 Amendment	 of	
1972,	Title	VII	 of	 the	Civil	Rights	Act	 of	 1964,	 and	 the	Fourteenth	
Amendment.	Additionally,	the	sociocultural	risk	factors,	mental	health	
issues,	and	medical	concerns	that	transgender	individuals	face	are	ex-
amined.	An	ethical	analysis	is	conducted	to	better	understand	the	eth-
ical	quagmire	of	bathroom,	locker	room,	and	employment	discrimina-
tion	for	transgender	individuals.	Lastly,	four	legal	cases	are	expounded	
upon:	Price	Waterhouse	v.	Hopkins	(1989),	Johnston	v.	University	of	
Pittsburgh	of	the	Commonwealth	System	of	Higher	Education	(2015),	
G.G.	v.	Gloucester	County	School	Board	(2016),	and	Whitaker	v.	Keno-
sha	Unified	School	District	(2017).	While	enormous	progress	has	been	
made,	transgender	people	continue	to	traverse	many	complex	systems	
in	order	to	navigate	everyday	life.	As	we	witness	evolving	social	and	
legal	strides	for	transgender	individuals,	further	legislation	involving	
transgender	rights	is	warranted.	Implications	for	social	work	practice	
are	discussed.

Keywords:	transgender,	bathroom,	locker	room,	employment,	discrim-
ination, law
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Problem	&	Issue	Identification 

 Transgender people face numerous challenges as members 
of a historically marginalized and stigmatized group. While 
definitions of transgender vary across the scholarly literature, 
a common theme is that the term transgender serves as an “um-
brella term” that encompasses any individual who identifies 
as a gender or a sex different than the one they were assigned 
at birth (Buck, 2016, p. 465). Transgender individuals include a 
broad range of non-cisgender people including gender queer, 
gender non-conforming, transsexual, gender fluid, transgen-
der male-to-female or female-to-male folks, bigender, agender, 
or pangender individuals (Buck, 2016). While we assume that a 
person’s sex and gender are the same, this is not accurate; one’s 
gender identity is not always the same as the gender they were 
assigned at birth. An individual’s gender identity refers to a 
person’s internal gender identification, which is self-defined by 
each person and cannot be defined by others (Aleshire, 2016). In 
other words, gender is how individuals see themselves, includ-
ing their own personal sense of identity. One’s gender expres-
sion refers to the external display of one’s gender, through be-
haviors, actions, or style. One’s sexual orientation is described 
as the nature of a person’s sexual, romantic, or physical attrac-
tion to others (Aleshire, 2016). Lastly, queer, a term that will be 
referenced throughout this paper, was historically used as a 
slur against members of the LGBTQ community but has been 
reclaimed and is now often used as an umbrella term for those 
who identify outside of dominant social gender and sexuality 
pressures (Drescher, 2010). 
 While our country is currently witnessing a major shift in 
the way individuals understand gender outside of the Western, 
historical binary construct of male and female, transgender in-
dividuals continue to experience various forms of oppression. 
This oppression exists in numerous areas of society including 
the political, social, economic, educational, medical, and mental 
health arenas (Coleman et al., 2012). As legal barriers for trans-
gender individuals are changing, there has been an increased 
community awareness of transgender individuals. For example, 
in a survey of the San Francisco, California school district, it 
was found that “1.6 percent of high school students and…one 
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percent of middle-school students identified as transgender” 
and that “kids are coming out as trans earlier than ever…The 
struggles that increasingly younger and younger children are 
facing with gender identity has speedily brought the trans-rights 
movement to a new arena” (Cruz, 2017, pp. 92–93). Furthermore, 
transgender rights are steadily gaining ground across a num-
ber of areas, including health care and employment rights, and 
access to public spaces. More recently, the movement for great-
er civil rights for transgender people has become exceedingly 
charged as the transgender community seeks access to public 
spaces that, until now, have acknowledged only the historical 
binary definition of gender and sex. The issue has manifested 
itself in a heated debate regarding access to public bathrooms, 
locker rooms, and employment rights.
 This article will examine recent disputes over transgender 
public restrooms, locker rooms, and employment rights, with 
the purpose of assessing how ideas about transgender indi-
viduals have changed over time. I will examine institutional 
attitudes and legal shifts that have impacted transgender indi-
viduals’ rights, as well as ideas about the future of transgender 
equality.
 Transgender individuals generally prefer to use the bath-
room or locker room that matches their gender identity rather 
than the facility that accords with the gender that they were 
assigned at birth. According to the National Center for Trans-
gender Equality, hundreds of cities and 18 states allow trans-
gender people to use the bathrooms and locker rooms that ac-
cord with their gender identity (Archibald, 2017). However, at 
least 15 states have enacted legislation that blocks transgender 
individuals from using the bathroom of their choice (Archibald, 
2017). There are a multitude of mental health problems, espe-
cially life-threatening ones, with which transgender individu-
als struggle. Approximately forty-one percent of transgender 
individuals have attempted suicide at one point in their lives 
(Awad, 2013). Having said that, by blocking access to the correct 
bathroom or locker room, and by failing to provide equal em-
ployment rights to transgender individuals, heightened stigma, 
discrimination, and mental health issues remain.
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Background

 While public restrooms, locker rooms, and employment 
rights have more recently been under national scrutiny, bath-
rooms have long been a contentious barrier and symbol of 
social injustice in our country. The social and legal strides of 
marriage equality and state anti-discrimination legislation pro-
tecting people from discrimination based on sexual orientation 
brought gender identification issues to the forefront of the equal 
rights movements as transgender and queer people sought the 
same rights. Specifically, in June 2015, the United States Supreme 
Court ruled to extend marriage equality nationwide to all 50 
states (Archibald, 2016). While this was a historic milestone for 
the United States, what ensued was an increase in transgender 
individuals demanding their rights, too. Disputes over access 
to public restrooms have grown and transgender activism has 
become increasingly more mainstreamed. Additionally, while 
legislative battles regarding transgender rights have been heav-
ily focused on school bathroom usage, the issue of transgender 
student athletes’ access to locker rooms also applies.
 Historically, the concept of gender has been rooted in the 
male/female gender binary of the 19th century (Fausto-Sterling, 
2012). Schilt and Westbrook (2015) explain that during the Vic-
torian era, men and women shared outhouses, and only when 
indoor plumbing and water closets were available did bath-
rooms become segregated by gender. This was in part to sup-
port the growing Victorian ideals of female modesty (Schilt & 
Westbrook, 2015). By the 1920s, several laws were put into place 
across the country mandating gender segregation in restrooms 
(Schilt & Westbrook, 2015). It is important to note that while in-
dividuals share restrooms in private homes, the logic behind 
gender segregated bathrooms in public spaces is “exacerbated 
by the placement of open urinals in men’s rooms and the pri-
vate stalls found in women’s rooms. Such separation, then, is 
not biologically necessary but rather socially mandated” (Schilt 
& Westbrook, 2015, p. 28). While many people have become ac-
customed to separate bathrooms in public spaces based on the 
gender binary, this is extremely problematic for transgender in-
dividuals; exclusionary policies require transgender individu-
als to live in contradiction with their gender identity.
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Legal	Issues

 This paper will examine the most significant federal statutes, 
as well as legal milestones at the state level, including the Four-
teenth Amendment, the Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
and Title IX of the Education Amendment of 1972. The Four-
teenth Amendment to the United States Constitution, which 
was ratified in 1868, includes the Equal Protection Clause, which 
states that “no State shall…deny to any person within its juris-
diction the equal protection of the laws” (USCS Const. Amend. 
14). The Supreme Court has affirmed that the Equal Protection 
Clause protects individuals from identity-based discrimination 
such as race or gender (Archibald, 2016).
 Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 is a federal law that 
prohibits employers from discrimination on the basis of sex 
(Archibald, 2017). As discussed by Twing and Williams (2010), 
when Title VII was enacted by Congress “it was well-accepted 
that the term ‘sex’ as it is used in the Act referred to a female and 
a male” (p. 174). Since the passage of the Act, speculation over 
what constitutes “sex” under Title VII has been up for debate. 
The Seventh, Eighth, and Tenth Federal Circuit Courts have re-
jected the inclusion of transgender individuals under Title VII 
(Twing & Williams, 2010). Arguments for inclusion of transgen-
der individuals were born out of Price Waterhouse v. Hopkins 
(1989), a case which will be further explored later in this paper.
Under Title IX of the Education Amendment of 1972, sex dis-
crimination is prohibited in educational institutions that receive 
federal funding, which includes the vast majority of schools 
(Archibald, 2016). Title IX guidelines allows individuals to be 
provided with “separate toilet, locker room, and shower facili-
ties on the basis of sex” so long as the facilities offered to “stu-
dents of one sex” are “comparable; to the facilities provided for 
students of the other sex” (Archibald, 2016, p. 3). In other words, 
Title IX further protects students and seeks to eliminate sex dis-
crimination in institutions receiving federal funds by seeking 
to equalize the facilities on the basis of sex.
 The word gender originally represented a binary, traditional 
construction of only two genders, either male or female, based 
solely on biology (Buck, 2016). Kessler (2000) emphasizes that 
Western societies endorse this binary as being invariant, and 
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base one’s gender on the genitals of the individual. However, 
since the 1960s, feminist theory has argued that gender is a 
socially constructed concept and suggested that gender exists 
on a spectrum (Biever, Cashion, & Franklin, 1998). Proponents 
of feminist and queer theory believe that the stereotypical, bi-
nary gendered behaviors that exist in Western society oppress 
individuals by focusing on patriarchal narratives and narrow 
gender roles. As more individuals began to publicly identify as 
something other than male or female, legal questions and con-
cerns emerged and generated many legal challenges.
 In 2013, protections for transgender individuals began to 
expand in schools and places of employment. In 2013, the Col-
orado Civil Rights Division was the first governmental body 
to declare that a student must be permitted to use the school 
bathroom that correlates with the student’s self-declared gen-
der identity when it ruled in favor of a 6-year-old transgender 
girl (Mathis v. Fountain–Fort Carson School District 8, 2013). In 
2014, California passed Assembly Bill No. 1266, which enabled 
transgender youth to partake in sex-segregated sports as well as 
use the locker room that matched their gender identity (Agee-
Aguayo, Bloomquist, Savage, & Woitaszewski, 2017). In January 
2015, U.S. Department of Education (DOE) released an opinion 
letter affirming a child’s right to use the bathroom and locker 
room based on their gender identity (Archibald, 2016). In No-
vember 2015, as Archibald (2016) explains, a “political and legal 
backlash” against transgender people took place in Texas when 
“voters in Houston…voted to repeal a local anti-discrimination 
ordinance that forbade discrimination based on gender identi-
ty” (p. 5). Shortly thereafter, in March 2016, North Carolina ad-
opted the North Carolina Public Facilities Privacy and Security 
Act (HB2) which required individuals to use the bathroom that 
matched the biological sex on their birth certificates. Two law-
suits were filed in North Carolina challenging HB2, one brought 
by the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and another by 
the U.S. government. North Carolina elected officials filed three 
lawsuits to protect HB2: North Carolina’s governor Pat McCro-
ry “challeng[ed] the U.S. government’s request for the repudi-
ation of HB2; members of the North Carolina legislature chal-
lenged the government’s request for the repudiation of HB2;” 
and another was brought by a “nonprofit group called North 
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Carolinians for Privacy challenging the U.S. government’s re-
quest for the repudiation of HB2” (Archibald, 2016, p. 5). 
 Title IX, which forbids gender-based harassment, is ad-
dressed in the 2010 “Dear	Colleague	Letter” on Harassment and 
Bullying (Dear Colleague Letter, 2010). This letter addresses dis-
criminatory behavior and bullying, and clarifies how institutions 
should respond to issues of harassment and bullying behavior 
(Dear Colleague Letter, 2010). In April 2011, the U.S. Department 
of Education’s “Dear Colleague Letter,” was a milestone effort 
to compel schools to address long-standing problems related to 
violence and sexual assault (Dear Colleague Letter, 2011). The 
document addressed sexual harassment and violence, which “in-
terferes with students’ right to receive an education free from dis-
crimination and, in the case of sexual violence, is a crime” (Dear 
Colleague Letter, 2011, p. 1). The letter also reinforced Title IX reg-
ulations and standards to help prevent sexual harassment and vi-
olence and detailed procedures schools should adopt to address 
and end harassment and violence. 
 In 2016, “Dear	Colleague	Letter	on	Transgender	Students” was 
released by the U.S. DOE in an effort to clarify the rights of 
transgender students under Title IX of the Education Amend-
ments of 1972 (Dear Colleague Letter, 2016). This was the first 
legal document to specifically address the role of Title IX with 
regards to transgender individuals. The letter explains that 
K–12 schools and colleges are required to protect the rights of 
transgender students by providing them safe and nondiscrim-
inatory environments, respecting student’s chosen names and 
pronouns, and ensuring that the use of restrooms and locker 
rooms are consistent with the students’ gender identity (Dear 
Colleague Letter, 2016). 
 Extensive litigation resulted after the DOE’s 2016 letter, and 
less than one year later, President Trump’s Administration re-
scinded the 2016 “Dear	Colleague	Letter	on	Transgender	Students.” 
Archibald (2017) states, “The Trump Administration asserts that 
it should be up to individual states to decide what bathrooms 
transgender children may use in schools,” and that the 2016 let-
ter lacked sufficient legal analysis (p. 242). This withdrawal of 
the Obama-era guidance has led to a shift in how schools treat 
transgender children, resulting in jurisdictional inconsistencies 
and uncertainty for all parties, as well as questions about how 
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to close the human rights gap for transgender individuals on a 
more long-term basis.

Scientific	and	Clinical	Background	Implicated	by	this	Issue

 The sociocultural risk factors, mental health issues, and med-
ical concerns that transgender individuals face are enormous. 
Approximately forty-one percent of transgender individuals 
have attempted suicide at one point in their lives (Awad, 2013). 
Archibald (2016) describes discrimination and harassment that 
transgender individuals experience when they are unable to 
use the restroom they are most comfortable in and avoid using 
the bathroom at school. This can lead to severe adverse health 
issues, including “urinary tract infections, kidney infections, 
and constipation,” as well as deliberate dehydration/food depri-
vation to avoid the bathroom, difficulty focusing in class, and 
increased mental health issues (Archibald, 2016, p. 16). Trans-
gender individuals are subject to discrimination and may face 
homelessness, difficulty accessing healthcare, bullying, pover-
ty, and multiple placements in the child welfare system (Winter, 
2011). Many transgender individuals might involve themselves 
in sex work or other risky situations such as hormone abuse, 
drug abuse, self-harming behaviors, and harassment (Winter, 
2011). Further, as a result of stigma, many transgender individu-
als experience “poor mental health and well-being, social anxi-
ety and low self-esteem, depression, helplessness and hopeless-
ness” (Winter, 2011, p. 148). 

Ethical Analysis

 To better understand the ethical quagmire of bathroom and 
locker room discrimination for transgender individuals, we 
must first examine its relationship to bioethical principles. Ac-
cording to Powell and Foglia (2014), “bioethics has only rarely 
examined the ways in which law and medicine have defined, 
regulated, and often oppressed sexual minorities” (p. S2). As 
a result, transgender issues do not attract much bioethical at-
tention and have seemingly become clustered with LGBTQ 
issues. Notably, however, transgender individuals’ health care 
and bioethical concerns do intersect with those of the LGBTQ 
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population. According to the Institute of Medicine (U.S., 2011), 
“‘otherness’ is the basis for stigma and its attendant prejudice, 
discrimination, and violence, which underlie society’s general 
lack of attention to [transgender individuals’] health needs” (p. 
13). Moreover, there is a void in the literature and research spe-
cifically regarding transgender issues and bioethics. 
 Hann, Ivester, and Denton (2017) put forth the bioethical fun-
damental ethical framework for working with transgender individ-
uals, which includes autonomy, beneficence, nonmaleficence, and 
justice. Patient autonomy is a primary ethical principle in health 
care decision making. By creating a mandate that forces individu-
als to use facilities that negate their gender identity, a transgender 
individual’s autonomy is intrinsically violated. This fundamental 
right to gender autonomy is at the heart of the social, political, and 
legal conflict regarding transgender protections. 
 The concept of beneficence stipulates that a clinician has an 
obligation to keep the best interests of the patient in mind. Giv-
en the alarming disparities and increased mental health risks 
among transgender individuals compared with the cisgender 
population, it is clear that upholding the principle of benefi-
cence is essential to the well-being of transgender individuals. 
Previous research has shown transgender individuals are often 
rejected by caregivers and other support systems and have less 
access to social support due to their gender identity (Sevelius, 
2012). However, more recent evidence shows that by adopting 
policies that are gender-affirming, the rates of mental illness be-
come equal to that of the general population (Crall & Jackson, 
2016). For transgender individuals, having a welcoming place to 
go to the bathroom would clearly “do good” and prevent harm. 
Nevertheless, the bathroom and locker room debate serves as 
a constant reminder to transgender individuals that even their 
most basic bodily functions are subjugated, devalued, and dis-
criminated against. 
 Nonmaleficence implies “a commitment to medical compe-
tence by minimizing harm to patients. In healthcare, harm is 
seen in barriers to access care, perpetuation of stigma and dis-
crimination, and omission of risks” (Hann et al., 2017, p. 144).  
Discrimination by gender violates the ethical principal of non-
maleficence, also known as “do no harm.” Lastly, the bioethical 
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principle of justice verifies transgender individuals’ entitlement 
to fair and equal treatment (Hann et al., 2017).
 Murphy (2015) illuminates the crucial role LGBTQ individu-
als are playing in the field of bioethics. Outside of the traditional 
male/female binary found in Western civilization, transgender 
individuals challenge the conventional biological, philosophi-
cal, and religious views of humanity. Transgender people play 
an important role in the current conversation of bioethics “be-
cause people queer in their sexual interests and identities… 
challenge misconceived concepts of health and disease, chal-
lenge obstacles to access and equity in healthcare, and forced 
attention to professional standards in clinical care, among other 
things” (Murphy, 2015, p. 1). 
 The National Association of Social Workers (NASW) Code 
of Ethics (2017) states that “professional ethics are at the core 
of social work. The profession has an obligation to articulate 
its basic values, ethical principles, and ethical standards” (n.d.). 
As stated in NASW Code of Ethics, social work’s core values 
include values of service, social justice, dignity and worth of a 
person, importance of human relationships, integrity, and com-
petence. In the context of transgender individuals’ use of public 
spaces such as restrooms, NASW recognizes and asserts gender 
diversity. Social workers have a responsibility to understand, 
appreciate, and respect all individuals, and are obligated by the 
Code of Ethics to “serve oppressed and vulnerable populations, 
eliminate discrimination based on sex, and seek social change 
to ensure the well-being of all people” (Burdge, 2007, p. 88). The 
core values of social work address the impact of marginaliza-
tion, working towards social justice, and the importance of ad-
vocating for equal rights, respect, access, support, and recogni-
tion for individuals who identify as transgender.

Legal Analysis

 In Price Waterhouse v. Hopkins (1989), the Supreme Court 
held that employment discrimination based on sex stereotypes 
was unlawful sex discrimination under Title VII. Ann Hopkins, 
a senior manager for five years at the accounting firm Price 
Waterhouse, was denied a promotion despite her being held 
in high regard by her colleagues and her accomplishments. In 
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part, partners at the firm commented on Hopkins’ “interper-
sonal skills,” stating that she was abrasive and aggressive at 
times and that her chances for partnership could be improved if 
she “walk[ed] more femininely, talk[ed] more femininely, w[ore] 
make-up, ha[d] her hair styled, and w[ore] jewelry” (Price Wa-
terhouse v. Hopkins, 1989, pp. 8–9). Hopkins resigned and sued 
Price Waterhouse, filing a federal lawsuit before the District 
Court for the District of Columbia Circuit, alleging that the firm 
violated her Title VII Rights against sex discrimination. The 
District Court and the Court of Appeals held that the employ-
er’s denying her a partnership did constitute sex discrimination 
under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 
 This landmark case was significant for two major reasons. 
First, it set a precedent that gender biases and stereotypes in 
the workforce violate Title VII and can be actionable as sex dis-
crimination. Secondly, the court further outlined and expanded 
the definition of what a motivating factor would be for gender 
discrimination, which would include stereotypes based on sex. 
While Price Waterhouse v. Hopkins (1989) is not a case regarding 
transgender issues, it lays the groundwork for how transgender 
individuals can argue for protection under Title VII. While Hop-
kins was discriminated against for displaying behavior that did 
not fit societal norms and gender stereotypes of a cis-gendered 
woman, and Title VII applies to sex and not gender, for the first 
time, the court deemed that gender stereotyping was a form of 
sex discrimination. Importantly, this ruling can be applicable to 
transgender individuals whose gender identity is incongruent 
with the sex they were assigned at birth. Because transgender 
people do not conform to stereotypical norms of gender identi-
ty and expression, this case is especially relevant and acted as 
a turning point for inclusivity in the workplace. Furthermore, 
this case has the potential of acting as a milestone for inclusivi-
ty in other arenas, too. The case of Price Waterhouse v. Hopkins 
(1989) set the precedent for future cases that sex discrimination 
does, in fact, include gender identity discrimination. 
 In the case of Johnston v. University of Pittsburgh of the Com-
monwealth System of Higher Education (2015), plaintiff Seamus 
Johnston, a transgender male, applied to the University of Pitts-
burgh at Johnstown (UPJ) in 2009, listing his sex as ”female“ on 
his application. However, when he enrolled and began classes, 
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Johnson was living as a male and “requested that UPJ change 
the gender marker to male in his school records” (Johnston v. 
University of Pittsburgh of the Commonwealth System of High-
er Education, 2015, p. 662). In compliance with school policies, 
Johnston provided the school with his name change documen-
tation and continued to consistently use the men’s bathroom. In 
2011, things took a turn for the worse when Johnston enrolled in 
a men’s weight training class and was informed by UPJ that he 
could no longer use the men’s locker room unless he provided a 
new birth certificate or court order that reflected and confirmed 
his current male gender. Despite this mandate, Johnston contin-
ued to use the men’s locker room, where he felt most comfort-
able. Campus police cited him several times for his violations, 
until he was expelled from the university and lost his scholar-
ship to the school. 
 In 2014, Johnston sued UPJ on several grounds, includ-
ing, among other things, that the school violated the Equal Pro-
tection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment and Title IX of the 
Education Act of 1972. The District Court for the Western District 
of Pennsylvania ruled against Johnston and found that “‘trans-
gender’ is not a suspect classification under the Equal Protection 
Clause and thus, UPJ did not violate these rights by prohibiting 
entrance into the male locker room” (Johnston v. University of 
Pittsburgh of the Commonwealth System of Higher Education, 
2015, p. 6). In other words, the Court refused to extend the same 
protections afforded by Title VII to individuals under Title IX. 
In arriving at its decision, however, the Court gave great weight 
to the legitimate interest of UPJ of protecting the privacy of stu-
dents to disrobe and shower outside the presence of members 
of the opposite sex. The court made it clear that its decision was 
premised upon “the unique contours” of the case, which re-
quired balancing the rights asserted by the transgender student 
against the competing interests of the public university to offer 
“safe and appropriate facilities for all of its students” (Johnston 
v. University of Pittsburgh of the Commonwealth System of 
Higher Education, 2015, p. 23). This language appears to signal 
that the position asserted by the transgender community may 
prevail in other environments, just not in a public university. 
In summary, the Court found that a policy separating the bath-
rooms by birth sex at the UPJ did not violate Title IX because sex 
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discrimination does not include discrimination against trans-
gender individuals. While the Court dismissed the action, UPJ 
nevertheless later reevaluated its position and agreed to reverse 
its policy and allow its students to use facilities consistent with 
their gender identity. Significantly, although the case was lost, it 
resulted in a later win for transgender students.  
 The case of G.G. v. Gloucester County School Board (2016) is 
a pivotal action which not only brought the issue of the rights 
of transgender students into the public domain but also illus-
trated the psychological and social challenges that transgender 
students face on a daily basis. In June 2015, Grimm, a 16-year-
old transgender male high school student from Gloucester, Vir-
ginia, brought a lawsuit in federal court asserting that he had a 
constitutional right to use the male bathroom facilities in con-
formity with his gender identity. 
 While Grimm was initially able to use the men’s restroom, 
his school’s administration enacted a policy that prohibited 
transgender individuals from using their identity-correct bath-
room. The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) filed suit on 
behalf of Grimm against the Gloucester County School Board in 
June 2015, arguing that the school discriminated against him on 
the basis of sex, in violation of Title IX and the Equal Protection 
Clause of the Constitution. They sought a preliminary injunction 
to allow Grimm access to the boys’ restroom when the school year 
resumed and while the case was proceeding. The district court 
denied the injunction and dismissed the action, but Grimm ap-
pealed to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fourth Circuit, which 
granted Grimm the injunction. The School Board then petitioned 
the U.S. Supreme Court to hear the case and, in October 2016, 
certiorari was granted. However, the Supreme Court never got 
to hear the case, as it rescinded certiorari in March 2016 in light 
of the Trump administration‘s having rescinded the Obama-era 
May 2016 guidelines that directed public schools to accommodate 
transgender students under federal law. By the time the case re-
turned to the Fourth Circuit and back down to the District Court, 
Grimm had graduated from high school and thus consented to 
dismiss his action in June 2017.
 Lastly, in the recent landmark case of Whitaker v. Keno-
sha Unified School District (2017), for the first time the Court 
upheld the rights of transgender students to use the restroom 
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that corresponds with their gender identity. Ash Whitaker, re-
ferred to as “Ash” in all Court documents, a transgender male 
17-year-old student from Wisconsin, brought an action in fed-
eral court in September 2016 seeking a preliminary injunction 
permitting him to use the boys’ restroom at his school (KUSD) 
during his senior year of high school. Ash argued that deny-
ing him bathroom access was causing him medical harm, such 
as an exacerbated vasovagal syncope, along with educational 
and emotional harm, including suicidal ideations (Whitaker v. 
Kenosha Unified School District, 2017, p. 5). Agreeing that Ash 
was harmed by the school’s discriminatory practices that for-
bade him such use, the District Court granted the injunction 
and KUSD appealed the decision.
 In a lengthy decision, the Circuit Court explained that while 
Title IX prohibits discrimination on the basis of sex by any feder-
ally-funded institution, the law is silent as to the definition of the 
term “sex.” Rejecting KUSD‘s argument that the word “biologi-
cal” should be read into the statute to modify the term “sex,” the 
Court turned to the definitions of “sex” in case law interpreting 
other laws, such as Title VII, which prohibits discrimination in the 
workplace based on sex. The Court relied on guidance provided 
by Price Waterhouse v. Hopkins (1989), in which the U.S. Supreme 
Court held that sex discrimination under Title VII includes dis-
crimination based on the failure to conform to sex-stereotypes. In 
arriving at an expansive definition of sex as it pertains to Title IX, 
the Court rejected the claim that the legislative drafters of the law 
did not contemplate “sex” to mean anything other than male or 
female, stating, “statutory prohibitions often go beyond the prin-
cipal evil to cover reasonably comparable evils and it is ultimate-
ly the provisions of our laws rather than the principal concerns of 
our legislators by which we are governed” (Whitaker v. Kenosha 
Unified School District, 2017, p. 11). Thus, the Court reasoned, 
many district courts have upheld the rights of transgender indi-
viduals to bring an action under Title VII, and the same definition 
should be applied under Title IX. Thus, the Court upheld Ash’s 
claim, holding that “a policy that requires an individual to use a 
bathroom that does not conform with his or her gender identity 
punishes that individual for his or her gender non-conformance, 
which in turn violates Title IX,” and subjects this transgender 
student to different treatment than non-transgender students, in 
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violation of Title IX (Whitaker v. Kenosha Unified School District, 
2017, p. 13). 

Resolution

 While there has been increased sensitivity in the courts re-
garding transgender issues, there is much room for further pro-
tection of transgender rights. In looking back at human prog-
ress over the last century, specifically with regard to gay rights, 
public and legal action is progressing for transgender issues 
at a much faster rate, which gives rise to a cautious optimism. 
To date, many courts have noted the similarity between Title 
VII, which “prohibits employment discrimination ‘because of… 
sex’…[and] Title IX’s prohibition of discrimination ‘on the basis 
of sex’” (Archibald, 2017, p. 262). Price Waterhouse (1989) is the 
most famous case in American transgender law, despite the fact 
that no transgender individuals were involved in the case. Since 
Price Waterhouse (1989), the definition of sex discrimination has 
expanded, and many courts now recognize that discriminating 
against transgender individuals constitutes sex stereotyping.
 In Johnston v. Univ. of Pittsburgh of the Commonwealth Sys. 
of Higher Educ. (2015) and G.G. v. Gloucester County School 
Board (2016), both Johnston and Grimm sought to use the bath-
room and locker room that corresponded with their gender 
identity. In the case of Johnston, the court concluded that Title 
IX did not encompass discrimination against transgender iden-
tities, stating that “[o]n a plain reading of the statute, the term 
‘on the basis of sex’ in Title IX means nothing more than…one’s 
birth or biological sex” (Johnston v. University of Pittsburgh of 
the Commonwealth System of Higher Education, 2015, p. 13). 
Even though the Supreme Court did not have an opportuni-
ty to decide the Grimm case on its merits, the importance of 
this case in advancing equality for the transgender community 
cannot be understated. It brought the issue of gender identity 
to the forefront of national awareness and served to educate 
members of the public on the challenges and hardships faced 
by those seeking equality. While the nation waits for the next 
case in which the Supreme Court will be called upon to decide 
the rights of transgender individuals, such recognition is gain-
ing momentum both with the public and in the judicial arena.
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 Significantly, however, the Ash Court displayed great sensi-
tivity in setting forth and educating the public of the psycholog-
ical, medical and social challenges that Ash and other transgen-
der youth face in society. The Court stated that there was “no 
denying that transgender individuals faced discrimination, ha-
rassment, and violence because of their gender identity…78% of 
students who identify as transgender or gender non-conformant 
report being harassed while in grades K–12…[with] 35% report-
ing physical assault and 12% reporting sexual assault” (Whitaker 
v. Kenosha Unified School District, 2017, p. 14). Finding that the 
school’s action violated both Title IX and the Equal Protection 
Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, Ash had a likelihood of 
success on the merits, and the granting of his preliminary in-
junction was affirmed. Ash graduated high school a few days 
after the decision was reached, and in January 2018 entered into 
a monetary settlement of $800,000 in a civil discrimination law-
suit against KUSD (Whitaker v. Kenosha Unified School District, 
2017). The Seventh Circuit decision will stand, as it was agreed 
not to seek certiorari to the U.S. Supreme Court.
 The National Association of Social Work Code of Ethics in-
cludes “social justice” and “dignity and worth of a person” in its 
stated values. In the context of transgender bathroom and lock-
er room rights, these values speak to the rights of individuals 
to feel supported by educational and employment stakeholders. 
As social workers, we must instigate and encourage a shift in 
school and workplace climates towards gender inclusion and 
gender diversity. The larger political perspective of fostering 
social change speaks to core values of social work. Informing 
support for client autonomy, recognizing discrimination and 
resilience in lived experience, and maintaining a commitment 
to advocacy with clients, agencies, and policy are all core as-
pects of social work in action.
 In summary, the dignity and worth of all individuals, specifi-
cally transgender individuals, has become more fully recognized 
with an understanding and prioritization of gender diversity 
versus biological sex, and has been reflected in individual prac-
tices, institutional structures, and policies. The cases presented 
in this paper speak to the unique challenges of integrating a pro-
gressive conceptualization of gender into personal understand-
ings, organizational structures, and ethical and legal paradigms. 
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Additionally, the current disputes regarding transgender rights 
are taking place at a moment of enormous cultural, political, and 
social change for transgender people. Without a thorough under-
standing of gender, gender identity, gender expression, and gen-
der diversity, stakeholders may continue to find it difficult to sup-
port transgender individuals. Thus, heightening awareness and 
understanding about gender identity through activism and psy-
choeducation may assist in creating safer climates for transgen-
der people. While progress has been made, transgender people 
continue to traverse many complex systems in order to navigate 
everyday life. While the cases presented in this paper underscore 
the progress, visibility, and evolving social and legal strides for 
transgender individuals, further legislation involving transgen-
der rights is warranted. 
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Background

 Arguably one of the most perennial social problems that hu-
manity has ever faced, poverty has adversely impacted individ-
uals, groups, and families in both industrialized and less devel-
oped countries. Despite the successful completion of the United 
Nations’ first millennium development goal—which aimed at 
“eradicating extreme poverty and hunger” by 2015—the 2015 
World Bank metric showed approximately half of the world’s 
population were part of households living on less than $5.50 a 
day (World Bank, 2018).  The United States, notwithstanding its 
affluence and massive expenditures on antipoverty programs 
(Joseph, 2017; McLaughlin & Rank, 2018), was home to over 40 
million poor people in 2016 based on estimates from the official 
poverty measure (OPM). Of those, there were more than 13 mil-
lion children (Fox, 2017; Semega, Fontenot, & Kollar, 2017). 
 Given the scope and persistence of poverty, it is important 
for all stakeholders to understand the etiology of the problem. 
Comprehending the root cause of poverty is essential to devel-
op effective anti-poverty interventions (Zucker & Weiner, 1993). 
Consistent with this line of argument, there are two broad theo-
retical perspectives that drive the poverty attribution discourse 
in the United States and elsewhere: the individualistic perspec-
tive and the structural perspective. 
 Broadly, the individualistic perspective regards the causes 
of poverty to be rooted in individual characteristics, failings, 
and inadequacies (Lewis, 1959; Mead, 2011; Moynihan, 1965; 
Rank, 2004; Royce, 2018). Individual theorists assert that par-
ticular characteristics of the poor ensure that they will become 
and remain poor.  Anthropologist Oscar Lewis’ (1959) culture of 
poverty theory posited that the poor have their own culture (or 
subculture), which consists of a set of values and behaviors that 
are different from those of the non-poor.  Daniel Patrick Moyni-
han (1965) reported that the pathology of Black families and in-
dividuals caused their impoverished position.  Edward Banfield 
(1974) viewed the poor as impulsive and so present-oriented 
that they could not plan for the future.  Furthermore, Banfield 
(1974) cited school incompletion, crime, and preferring welfare 
to work as characteristics of those living in poverty.  Finally, 
Herrnstein & Murray (1994) wrote that poor people are born 
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with cognitive deficiencies that are explanative of their impov-
erished positions. 
 Structural theories, on the other hand, depict poverty as 
resulting from negative functions of capitalism (Goldsmith & 
Blakely, 2010; Royce, 2018).  A number of influential authors and 
theorists who have been directly involved with organized so-
cialism (e.g., Ehrenreich, 2002; Harrington, 1997; Hunter, 1904; 
Piven & Cloward, 1997) have also been promoters of the struc-
tural theories of poverty.  Socialism has limited acceptance from 
the American general public (Newport, 2010), which may hinder 
American people’s ability to accept structural explanations of 
poverty despite compelling empirical support for the structural 
perspective (Katz, 1989; O’Connor, 2001; Ropers, 1991). With the 
exception of Murray (1999), the majority of structural theorists 
support government intervention in the form of a social safe-
ty net (Rainwater & Smeeding, 2003; Rank, 2004; Royce, 2018; 
Schiller, 2012).
 In America, there is a tendency for the general public to 
consider individual and cultural factors in determining pover-
ty attribution. Indeed, it is difficult to recognize how structural 
factors affect one’s life (Iceland, 2013). The complexities of struc-
tural theories reduce their “user-friendliness” for the general 
public. Americans tend to support individualism, self-reliance, 
and capitalism (Feagin, 1975; Katz, 1989, 1993; Kenworthy, 2011) 
and thus are more willing to embrace perspectives that espouse 
the absence of these ideals as causative. 
 It should be noted that the individualistic perspective to-
ward which America has leaned transpires from Lewis’ (1959) 
culture of poverty theory. This theory developed based on eth-
nographic research conducted in third world and developing 
economies. Despite its connection to non-industrialized societ-
ies, the culture of poverty theory appealed to American policy-
makers and primed the reception of influential documents such 
as the Moynihan Report (1965) that assumed the pathology of 
the Negro family. 

Purpose and Rationale

 The purpose of this paper is to critically evaluate the two 
major aforementioned theoretical perspectives in relation 
to the etiology of poverty: individual	 perspective	and	 structural	



76 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

perspective. This paper is of paramount significance because the 
current scholarship has not yet analyzed these perspectives in 
an objective manner. Many scholars have reviewed the literature 
pertaining to poverty attribution (Bradshaw, 2007; Lehning, Vu, 
& Pintak, 2007; Turner & Lehning, 2007; Vu, 2010; Wolf, 2007). 
However, previous reviews fail to involve instruments in their 
analysis. This paper used the Theory	Evaluation	 Scale (TES), a 
newly developed empirical measure to answer this question: 
Which of the two theoretical perspectives about the etiology of 
poverty is more epistemologically robust? Given its clearance 
by Congress, acceptance by the general public, and long-term 
implementation in social programs, we anticipated that the in-
dividualistic perspective would prevail.
 It should be acknowledged that the terms perspective, theo-
ry, framework, approach, model, and paradigm are used inter-
changeably throughout this paper. It should also be noted that 
the binary individual/structural comparison is necessary for the 
purpose of this paper. Presenting a critical analysis of the myri-
ad of theories under each perspective would be unmanageable. 
Therefore, the best way to address all of them is to group them 
based upon the overarching characteristic of whether poverty is 
attributed to the individual or to society.

Methodology

 The Theory Evaluation Scale (TES) is a newly developed in-
strument designed to appraise social work theories (Joseph & 
Macgowan, 2019).  Through extensive consultation of seminal 
works on theory analysis (Gentle-Genitty et al., 2008; Hutchi-
son & Charlesworth, 2003; Robbins, Chatterjee, & Canda, 2006, 
2011; Witkin & Gottschalk, 1988), criteria for evaluating theories 
were assembled. An exhaustive list of 16 epistemological items 
from the literature reflecting post-positivist and constructivist 
perspectives were selected and reviewed by a panel of interna-
tionally recognized experts from various backgrounds. These 
experts came from four different continents (Europe, Asia, 
America, and Oceania), had between 11 to 30 years of teaching 
experience, and had published a broad range of peer-referred 
materials on theories. The expert reviewers rated all items 
as either ”essential,“ ”useful,“ or ”not necessary,“ in keeping 
with Lawshe’s (1975) content-validity methodology. Of the 16 



77Chapter TitleEtiology of Poverty: A Critical Evaluation of Two Major Theories

original criteria, 9 items survived this refining process: coher-
ence, conceptual clarity, philosophical assumptions, connection 
with previous research (historical roots), testability, empiricism, 
limitations, client context, and human agency. Each of these is 
defined in the “Results” section. 
 Reliability and face validity of the instrument was achieved 
by having a group of 10 professors anonymously rate the per-
son-in-environment framework (PIE), a popular social work 
theory, and running Cronbach’s alpha (Cronbach, 1951) to de-
termine internal consistency of the scale items. This led to an 
ideal reliability score of 0.88.  
 There exist at least four other theory evaluation scales in the 
social work literature: Witkin and Gottschalk’s (1988) construc-
tivist framework, Hutchison and Charlesworth’s (2003) bench-
mark, Gentle-Genitty et al.’s (2008) Criteria for Theory Quality 
Scale, and Robbins, Chatterjee, and Canda’s (2006, 2011) stan-
dards. Witkin and Gottschalk (1988) proposed a model based on 
four elements: being explicitly critical, human agency, client ex-
periences, and promotion of social justice. By contrast, Hutchi-
son and Charlesworth (2003) recommended that theory be eval-
uated based on five criteria: coherence and conceptual clarity, 
testability and empirical support, comprehensiveness, empha-
sis on diversity and power, and usefulness for social work prac-
tice. Meanwhile, Gentle-Genitty et al. (2008) developed the Cri-
teria	for	Theory	Quality	Scale which contains the following items: 
internal consistency, conceptualization and operationalization 
of variables, testability and evidence of empirical support, con-
nection with previous research, assessment for shortcomings, 
and promotion of social justice. Finally, Robbins et al. (2006, 
2011) argued that the analysis of a theory should be conducted 
in relation with six criteria. These are: emphasis on specific as-
pects of human dimensions, relevance for practice, consistency 
with ethics, philosophical assumptions, inquiry paradigm or 
methodology, and propensity for acceptance. The TES reflects 
previous work in that its nine criteria originated from the afore-
mentioned scales. However, the TES is different from existing 
scales in one significant way: its content was empirically vetted. 
Due to its paradigmatic versatility, the TES is designed to ana-
lyze all social work theories, regardless of their size and nature.  
 The TES uses a grading system ranging from 9 (the lowest 
possible point) to 45 (the highest possible point). The TES ranks 
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the quality of a theory as poor (for a score of 9), fair (for a score 
between 10 and 19), good (for a score between 20 and 29), and 
excellent for a score between 30 and 45). Scores for constructiv-
ist theories are expected to be lower on the TES as opposed to 
those for positivist theories (Joseph & Macgowan, 2019). 

Results

 Table 1 below highlights TES results for both the individu-
alistic perspective of poverty and the structural perspective of 
poverty. The level of poverty attribution on the TES was based 
on a thorough review of the literature. Scores were assigned to 
each item in function of the level of support gathered in the ex-
isting scholarship. As demonstrated in Table 1, the individualis-
tic theory of poverty and the structural theory of poverty drew 
TES scores of 33 and 35, respectively. The fundamentals for the 
grading are provided in Table 1.

1-Coherence

 Coherence refers to the smooth, logical flow of ideas that 
describe a concept, or how well a theory is defined. Theories 
that have coherence are consistently synchronized from one 
sentence or paragraph to the next (Hutchison & Charlesworth, 
2003; Joseph & Macgowan, 2019).  As pertains to coherence, both 
the individualistic perspective and the structural perspective 
are logically explained. 
 Individual attributions, which include cultural attributions 
due to the locus of control, identify the causes of poverty to be 
individual behaviors or characteristics such as financial irre-
sponsibility, laziness, substance abuse, lack of ambition, loose 
morals, and poor values (Bullock, 2004; Bullock, Williams, 
& Limbert, 2003; Lewis, 1959; Mead, 2011; Rank, 2004; Royce, 
2018).  Structural attributions move beyond the individual, and 
propose that causation for poverty rests within social institu-
tions, such as those that are political or economical.  These ar-
eas include factors that lie beyond the control of impoverished 
individuals, such as, low wages, prejudice, discrimination, so-
cial welfare policies, and social isolation (Bullock et al., 2003; Fe-
agin, 1975; Kluegel & Smith, 1986; Wilson, 1987).  Because both 
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Table 1. Poverty Attribution Theories under the Theory
Evaluation Scale (TES)
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theories unambiguously explain their stance with regard to 
poverty attribution, maximum credit (5 out of 5) was assigned 
to the “coherence” criterion (please see Table 1).

2-Conceptual	Clarity

	 Conceptual	clarity is a lack of ambiguity about the interpre-
tation of a theory (Joseph & Macgowan, 2019). That is, schol-
ars from all academic backgrounds should have a clear under-
standing of the message that a particular theory conveys. In a 
comparative fashion, Royce (2018) identified 17 fundamental 
elements that separate the individualistic perspective from the 
structural perspective (pp. 257-259). Arguably, Royce’s (2018) 
work was designed to provide some much needed clarity on 
both groups of theories. As result, these theories are perceived 
in similar ways in sociology (Wolf, 2007), community develop-
ment (Bradshaw, 2007), religious studies (Morazes & Pintak, 
2007), political science (Lehning, 2007), psychology (Turner & 
Lehning, 2007), and social work/social welfare (Delavega, Kin-
dle, Peterson, & Schwartz, 2017; Joseph, 2018; Lehning et al., 
2007; Rein, 2017). In other words, it is fair to argue that there 
has been a large consensus across disciplines with respect to 
the conceptuality clarity of both sets of perspectives. Therefore, 
a grade of 5 is allotted to each theory in this section (please see 
Table 1). 

3-Philosophical	Assumptions

	 Philosophical	assumptions reflect a theory’s underlying princi-
ples as well as its paradigm. The theory should explicitly indicate 
whether it is from the positivism, post-positivism, constructiv-
ism, or critical theory paradigm. Guba (1990) wrote that the para-
digm from which a theory emanates informs about the nature of 
what the theory is about (ontology), the type of relationship that 
should exist between researchers and study participants (episte-
mology), and the methods of inquiry (methodology). 
 As stated previously, Royce (2018) proposed 17 diverging 
assumptions pertaining to the two poverty attributions theo-
ries under consideration in this paper. These assumptions cov-
er many aspects of poverty, including its etiology, persistence, 
prevention, and remediation (pp. 257–259). More specifically, 
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Royce’s (2018) work explored sources of poverty, allocation of 
valued resources, cultural and moral values, equality of oppor-
tunity, barriers to economic independence, prejudice and dis-
crimination, decision-making patterns, economic systems, and 
anti-poverty strategies, to name a few (pp. 257–259). However, 
the literature has so far failed to capture the school of thought 
(paradigm) to which the above described theories belong. 
Therefore, a TES score of 3 for both theories seems fair (please 
refer to Table 1).

4-Historical	Roots

 Historical roots refer to a theory’s connection to previous 
research (Gentle-Genitty et al., 2008), that is, an account of the 
pioneers and other preeminent figures who contributed to the 
launch and development of the theory. 
 Turner & Lehning (2007) reported, “in general, until 1980, 
psychological theories of poverty emphasized the role of the in-
dividual or group to explain the causes and impact of poverty” 
(p. 57). Since the 1980s, psychological theorists have gradual-
ly acknowledged the role of structural factors (social, political, 
and economic) in poverty causation and maintenance, not sole-
ly relying on individual pathology (Turner & Lehning, 2007).   
Mead (2011) conceived that people are poor primarily due to 
the individual factors of non-marriage and not working. He 
stated that structural barriers (such as low wage jobs, cost and 
availability of childcare for single mothers, incarceration rates, 
and “mismatch” of the location of jobs in relation to the poor 
or unemployed) are not the primary reasons why most people 
are poor. Those most likely to hold individualistic rather than 
structural causal attributions of poverty are “Americans with 
extremely conservative political views; identifying as strong 
Republicans; raised in Evangelical Protestant, Moderate Prot-
estant, Latter Day Saint, or Other World Religious traditions” 
(Robinson, 2009, pp. 501–502). 
 Meanwhile, structural theories have existed for decades 
with their mainstream emergence coming in the 1960s (O’Con-
nor, 2001). Analysis of urban minority neighborhoods high-
lighted the targeted marginalization of entire groups of people 
through structural mechanisms (Clark, 1965; Rainwater, 1969).  
Studies using a broader lens looked at persistent poverty in an 
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affluent society (Myrdal, 1965; Ornati, 1966). Economist John 
Kenneth Galbraith (1976) questioned whether or not the poor 
would benefit from economic growth due to their marginaliza-
tion in labor markets. Michael Harrington (1997) echoed this 
concern that due to the poor’s “otherness” they may be resistant 
to economic growth. 
 This section clearly outlines the historical roots of poverty 
attribution theories under consideration in this paper. Because 
the emergence of individualistic theories and structural theo-
ries was connected to previous work, maximum credit can be 
assigned here (please see Table 1).

5-Testability

 As the name implies, testability alludes to a theory’s ability 
to undergo rigorous empirical scrutiny. In other words, the te-
nets of the theory can be challenged through observations and 
testing (Joseph & Macgowan, 2019). Many scholars and research-
ers have managed to indirectly test the poverty attribution theo-
ries (Bowles & Gintis, 1974; Castillo & Becerra, 2012; Cryns, 1977; 
Delavega et al., 2017; Landau, 1999; Noah, 2012; Perry, 2003; Ru-
bin, Johnson, & DeWeaver, 1986; Schwartz & Robinson, 1991; Var-
ley, 1963; Weiss, Gal, Cnaan, & Majlaglic, 2002; Wodarski, Pippin, 
& Daniels, 1988). Meanwhile, numerous scholars have argued 
that most of the social welfare policies in America have been im-
plemented under the individualistic approach toward poverty 
(Bradshaw, 2007; Campbell & Wright, 2005; Hasenfeld, 2009; Lev-
itan, Mangum, Mangum, & Sum, 2003; Maskovsky, 2001; O’Con-
nor, 2001; Quigley, 2003). Because the aforementioned poverty 
attribution theories are testable, this section earned a maximum 
TES score across the board (please see Table 1).

6-Empirical	Support

 Straightforwardly, a theory is empirically supported if it 
survives the critical experimentation process and continues to 
be proven true over time. The quality of the evidence should 
also be taken into consideration. This can be determined via 
the study types (qualitative, quantitative, mixed-methods, lon-
gitudinal, cross-sectional), the size and representativeness of 
samples, and number of studies available, to name a few. With 
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regard to empirical evidence, there is currently more support in 
the literature for the structural perspective than the individual-
istic perspective.  
 In fact, historians (O’Connor, 2001; Sugrue, 1996), journal-
ists (Noah, 2012; Wilkerson, 2010), and social scientists (Conley, 
2009; Piven & Cloward, 1997; Wilson, 1996) have demonstrat-
ed the powerful impact structural factors have played in creat-
ing poverty in the 20th century, with particular attention paid 
to racial minorities.  While seemingly disparate, the vast body 
of inquiries demonstrates the complexity and pervasiveness of 
structural poverty causation.  Bluestone and Harrison (1982) 
demonstrated that the deindustrialization of the manufactur-
ing trades has led to American workers losing good paying jobs 
with benefits.  William Julius Wilson (1987) continued under 
this theory but included Black population movements in ana-
lyzing the Black urban poor.  Residential segregation primarily 
attributed to racism has been shown to be a variable associat-
ed with persistent poverty (Gould, 1999; Jencks, 1992; Massey, 
Gross, & Shibuya, 1994; Wilson, 2009).  Structural theorists have 
empirically tested and shown that an individual’s class origin 
is the best predictor of their ultimate social standing (Bowles 
& Gintis, 1974; Noah, 2012).  The structural functionalist per-
spective argues that poverty and inequality serve a beneficial 
function for society in general, as the division of labor requires 
everyone to play a role, even undesirable ones (Davis & Moore, 
1945).  Herbert Gans (1974) further qualified it in a Marxian way 
by proposing that poverty and inequality only serve the inter-
est of those in “power” by safeguarding their privilege.
 By contrast, Lewis’ (1959) culture of poverty theory—very 
influential for public policy (Jansson, 2005)—has been found to 
be empirically deficient (Abell & Lyon, 1979; Burton, 1992; Cow-
ard, Feagin, & Williams, 1973; Valentine, 1968). In fact, an anal-
ysis of the culture of poverty revealed that income disparities 
between those at the bottom of society and the middle class was 
a function of structural factors (Abell & Lyon, 1979). Moreover, 
Coward et al. (1973) found that less than half of the participants 
in their studies in a Southwestern city had the traits found in 
the culture of poverty theory, and that those traits would be 
better viewed as situational rather than cultural. 
 By extension, the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families 
(TANF) program, designed and implemented under the culture 
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of poverty model, has failed to lead people toward economic 
self-sufficiency (Aratani, Lu, & Aber, 2014; Holzer, Stoll, & Wis-
soker, 2004; Johnson & Corcoran, 2003; Joseph, 2018; Joseph, 
Potocky, Girard, Stuart, & Thomlison, 2019; Murray & Primus, 
2005; Ozawa & Yoon, 2005; Sheely, 2012). On the other hand, 
programs carried under the structural paradigm proved to be 
relatively more effective. In effect, the literature has demonstrat-
ed the multifaceted short-term, medium-term, and long-term 
impacts of educational programs such as Head Start programs 
(National Head Start Association, 2018) and Pell Grants (Baum 
& Payea, 2005; Bettinger, 2004; Chen & DesJardins, 2008; Wei & 
Horn, 2009). Based on the aforementioned assessment, a grade 
of 2 and 4 were assigned to individualistic theories and struc-
tural theories, respectively (please see Table 1).

7-Boundaries

	 Boundaries refer to the scope of competence of a theory (Gen-
tle-Genitty et al., 2008). Every theory has limitations that should 
not be camouflaged or overlooked. To some extent, boundaries 
may also imply how particular theories are similar to and/or 
different from one another. While the above discussed attribu-
tion of poverty theories are diametrically different from each 
other, neither of them actually sets clear limitations with re-
spect to other theoretical frameworks. 
 For example, the individualistic theories of poverty seem a 
more sophisticated version of Social Darwinism (Bagehot, 1899; 
Hofstadter, 1992; McKnight, 1996; Spencer, 1860; Sumner, 1963), 
while the structural theories of poverty share a lot of similarities 
with Piven and Cloward’s (1971) Social Control Thesis. Mean-
while, both poverty attribution theories discussed above do not 
explain their limitations with respect to the scope of their appli-
cability. In other words, there are no expressed directions regard-
ing settings where these theories might or might not be applica-
ble. As things stand, though, the United States and the United 
Kingdom appear to be suitable venues for individualistic theo-
ries of poverty, while Scandinavia seems to embrace structural 
theories of poverty (Breitkreuz & Williamson, 2012). Because the 
literature only makes a veiled reference to the limitations of these 
theories, a grade of 2 seems reasonable for this section. 
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8-Client	Context

 The client context criterion is defined as the capability of a 
theory to “account for the systems within which individuals in-
teract with people around them” (Joseph & Macgowan, 2019, p. 
9). This implies the theory’s relevance to—or usefulness for—
social work practice (Hutchison & Charlesworth, 2003; Robbins 
et al., 2006, 2011).
 Although individual theories see a connection between 
people and surrounding systems (workplace, school, criminal 
justice), these theories totally disregard the impact of other sys-
tems on individuals/families (Royce, 2018). On the other hand, 
structural theories not only monitor interactions between indi-
viduals/families and other systems but also take into consider-
ation how the workplace, the school system, and the criminal 
justice system influence people’s lives (Royce, 2018). Hence, in 
this section individual theories earned minimum credit, while 
cultural theories deserved maximum credit (please refer to Ta-
ble 1 above).

9-Human	Agency	

 Finally, the human	 agency criterion depicts a theory’s abil-
ity to recognize people as being active actors within their re-
spective environment (Joseph & Macgowan, 2019). Structural 
theories are multifaceted, as many systems interrelate with in-
dividuals and communities in ways that confound the issues 
accompanying poverty (Royce, 2018; Wilson, 1987). However, 
these theories (perhaps unintentionally) mainly minimize hu-
man agency by focusing more on systemic failures and less (or 
not at all) on individual deficiencies. On the other hand, indi-
vidual theories—perhaps unintentionally—greatly promote hu-
man agency by painting individuals as architects of their own 
destiny (Royce, 2018). Hence, in this section individual theo-
ries prevail over structural theories with a grade of 5 versus 1 
(please see Table 1 above).  

Discussion

 An epistemological tool, the TES provides an overall impres-
sion of the quality of theories by assessing them on nine different 
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criteria. The overall scores of 33 and 35 for the individualistic and 
structural perspectives, respectively, indicated excellent quality 
in both frameworks. However, an item-level comparison of the 
theories needs to be taken into consideration and analyzed more 
closely to shed more light on the findings and explain the useful-
ness of each theory. Both the individualistic perspective and the 
structural perspective generated identical scores for coherence 
(Item 1), conceptual clarity (Item 2), philosophical assumptions 
(Item 3), connection with previous research (Item 4), testability 
(Item 5), and boundaries (Item 7) (please see Table 1). Because the 
theories are almost diametrically opposed to each other, the di-
vergent scores for client context (Item 8) and human agency (Item 
9) seem reasonable. In fact, in this regard the two theories are 
object mirrors of each other. Item 6 (empirical evidence) showed 
the superiority of the structural perspective over the individu-
alistic perspective. This difference in empirical support answers 
the question raised in this paper: which of the two theories is 
more epistemologically robust?
 Epistemology is the branch of philosophy that explains knowl-
edge, its nature, scope and boundaries among other things (Cole, 
2008). The knowledge seeker would conduct an inquiry to validate 
or refute a claim. Within a paradigm, epistemology deals with the 
relationship espoused by a researcher and study participants in 
the quest for knowledge (Guba, 1990). In this paper, the individu-
alistic perspective and the structural perspective made diametri-
cally opposed claims about knowledge (the etiology/attribution of 
poverty). Causal attribution of poverty is important to consider, as 
interventions and programs are based, in part, upon what is per-
ceived to be the cause of a social problem or condition.
 The individual theory claims that poor peoples’ behavior 
causes their poverty (Lewis, 1959; Mead, 2011; Moynihan, 1965).  
Thus amelioration of poverty focuses on changing the behavior 
of the poor. As the focus of poverty is on the qualities of the 
poor, explanations for it and its continuation tend to be based 
on some form of absolute definition of poverty (Andreb, 1998; 
Eberstadt, 2008; Iceland, 2013). This is because absolute mea-
sures do not take into account social norms, standards, and 
structural variables external to those experiencing poverty;  
thus these theories direct attention internally to the individual 
agent as opposed to relative measures that consider these addi-
tional variables (Iceland, 2013).
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 The structural perspective, on the other hand, questions cap-
italist dynamics and structural forces that prevent the poor from 
exiting poverty (Bremner, 1964; Harrington, 1997; Holzer, 1999; 
Jencks, 1992; Jennings, 1994; Kain, 1969; Katz, 1989; Rank, 2004; 
Ropers, 1991; Schiller, 2012; Tussing, 1975). These include a wide 
range of socioeconomic and political factors such as poor labor 
conditions, income disparities, and discriminatory and stigma-
tizing rhetoric about poverty and welfare (Royce, 2018). Welfare 
state, living wage, and wealth redistribution are seen as import-
ant interventions within the structural framework (Rainwater & 
Smeeding, 2003; Rank, 2004; Royce, 2018; Schiller, 2012).

Implications for Policy, Theory and Research

 The lack of empirical support for the individualistic per-
spective (score of 2 on Item 6) is troubling because most social 
welfare policies are based on the assumptions of these theories 
(Bradshaw, 2007; Campbell & Wright, 2005; Hasenfeld, 2009; 
Levitan et al., 2003; Maskovsky, 2001; O’Connor, 2001; Quigley, 
2003). Joseph and Macgowan (2019) used the concept legislative	
malpractice to describe the tendency of lawmakers to enact mac-
ro-level policies based on little to no evidence. As seen above, 
social welfare policies in America—mainly those intended to 
help the most marginalized citizens—were developed without 
empirical evidence justifying a culture of poverty.
 Since the rise of neoliberalism in the early 1980s and the 
passage of welfare reform in 1996, Congress has leaned even 
more toward the individualistic approach by authorizing states 
to introduce work requirements in key welfare programs. These 
include Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), Sup-
plemental Nutritional Assistance Program (SNAP), the Hous-
ing Choice Voucher (HCV), and Medicaid. The White House 
Council of Economic Advisers (2018) recently released a 66-page 
document advocating for work requirements in non-cash wel-
fare programs. This move is further evidence that the culture of 
poverty still drives the social welfare landscape. Notably, there 
is no evidence that people who are poor refuse to work under 
all circumstances, and yet government officials believe this is 
the case. Joseph (2018) argued that policies that rely on a flawed 
theoretical framework are likely to fail.  
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 The findings in this paper call on poverty and social welfare 
stakeholders to understand that the structural framework is the 
more accurate of the two perspectives in explaining poverty and 
in tailoring solutions. Individual choices and behaviors do impact 
poverty, but only within the larger structural context. That is, the 
context of economy, policies, power dynamics, and opportuni-
ty structure determines the size and scope of poverty generally. 
Hence, if policymakers are serious about solving or alleviating 
the issue of poverty, their overreliance on the individualistic ap-
proach should be scaled down. The findings also extend the liter-
ature on poverty attribution by providing a more or less objective 
lens to the analysis of theories. In other words, this paper brought 
the discussion about the etiology of poverty to an empirical level. 
Elsewhere, the thorough evaluation of the individual perspective 
and the structural perspective via the TES increases understand-
ing about these perspectives themselves.

Limitations and Recommendations

 The selection of the TES with respect to this paper was jus-
tified because the instrument allows a more objective appraisal 
of social work theories in general, regardless of their scope. Yet, 
the plausibility for subjectivity in the grading of items still ex-
ists. Although the researchers rely heavily on the literature for 
the analysis of each criterion on the TES, the paper does not 
claim complete grade accuracy. Future research can use a panel 
of experts to corroborate or refute the findings in this paper. 

Conclusion 

 This paper seeks to critically evaluate the individual per-
spective and structural perspective in relation to the etiology 
of poverty. It is a noteworthy contribution, as existing scholar-
ship has not evaluated these perspectives objectively.  Although 
scholars have considered poverty attribution literature, they 
have not used instruments in their evaluations. The individu-
al and structural perspectives were chosen for this analysis as 
they are major theoretical perspectives found in poverty attri-
bution literature. Both perspectives are very broad, and as such, 
an analysis of the numerous theories under each perspective is 
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beyond the scope of this paper. Rather, the major concept that 
binds each perspective is whether or not poverty is attributed to 
the individual or society. The Theory Evaluation Scale (TES) is 
paradigmatically versatile due to its construction and empirical 
vetting. This makes it suitable for evaluating social work theo-
ries irrespective of their scope. Poverty is central to the social 
work profession, and having a comprehensive understanding 
of its attribution is necessary to build policies and programs 
aimed at its alleviation (Stoeffler, 2019). 
 The critical analysis of these theories under the TES gen-
erated almost identical scores with 33 for individual theories 
and 35 for structural theories. These scores place both theoret-
ical frameworks in the lower end of the excellent range on the 
TES. Despite the fact that the models appear to be object mirrors 
of each other, the structural framework holds an epistemolog-
ical advantage over the individual paradigm. Indeed, although 
equally flawed, the structural perspective is more empirically 
supported than the individual perspective (as shown in item 
6). This justifies the perspective as more sound and thus it can 
serve as the basis for social welfare policies and programs. 
 It is imperative that solutions to poverty be based upon the 
most accurate perspectives. Policies and programs created from 
faulty theoretical frameworks are prone to failure. Legislators 
who are sincere about addressing poverty should base social 
welfare policy on the soundest theoretical foundations and thus 
reduce support for the individualistic perspective and increase 
support for the structural perspective.  Additional research is 
needed to validate or contradict the findings in this paper.
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Background

 Health care, schools, and social services in 20th-century Eu-
rope were primarily run by public authorities; that is, the na-
tional state, county councils, and municipalities, complemented 
by certain charitable institutions. However, this order is insis-
tently and increasingly under challenge.
 Since the 1980s and 1990s, reforms have been taking place 
under the paradigm of New Public Management (NPM), and 
caring services have been subjected to a new type of control 
that primarily sets cost efficiency above all else. Public caring 
services are now characterized by an increased “marketization” 
(Hartman, 2011), which means that patients/clients increasing-
ly come to be defined as customers (consumers) with the right 
to choose their own care providers. Public activities have been 
liberalized, and in many countries more and more welfare ser-
vices are being outsourced to private actors, in both for-profit 
and non-profit arenas.
 The background to these changes varies from country to 
country. Major budget deficits, especially after recurrent eco-
nomic crises, have been a contributing factor. Other reasons for 
this development have been low productivity growth in wel-
fare services compared with other sectors, an increasing pro-
portion of the elderly among the population, and more forceful 
demands for citizen welfare. There have also been purely ideo-
logical reasons for deregulation and privatization in the welfare 
sector, such as the belief that privatization automatically leads 
to better quality and increased efficiency (see, e.g., Harrington 
et al., 2017; Mori, 2017).
 The underlying economic reasons can be found, for exam-
ple, in Milton Friedman’s economic theories and arguments for 
less government influence, more freedom of the market, and 
more freedom of choice (under market conditions; see Friedman 
& Friedman, 1980). These ideas were adopted particularly by 
the British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s, but 
also spread to other European countries, including Sweden. 
 According to Hartman (2011), there are two main models of 
marketization in Sweden: a contract model and a model based 
on customer choice. This study focuses on the contract model, 
in which the municipality buys services from private operators 
under conditions agreed on by contract with new bidding at the 
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end of each period. The contract model is often applied in elder-
care and care of persons with disabilities, and since 2008 has 
been governed by the Act on Public Procurement (LOU, 2007). 
[Public procurement in 2020 is governed by the Swedish Pub-
lic Procurement Act (2016:1145—LOU), which is largely based 
on EU Directive concerning public procurement.] This differs 
from the customer choice or voucher model, in which consum-
ers choose between certified producers who provide services. 

Affects	on	Staff	and	Service	Users	

 The special feature of this market reform is that it rarely in-
volves freedom of choice for the people who are directly affect-
ed: that is, the staff and the users. Here we can usefully apply 
Hirschman’s (1970) concepts of exit, voice, and loyalty. The staff 
ends up feeling marginalized due to lack of influence (“voice”) 
during the procurement process and may have to change jobs 
if sufficiently dissatisfied (“exit”). Another possibility is simply 
to just get on with the job, hoping it will get better (“loyalty”). 
A more disillusioned, and in the long run, more destructive ap-
proach may be to continue to work, but in a disengaged manner 
(“neglect”). Hirschman’s concepts of exit, voice, and loyalty have 
been used extensively, primarily in organizational research, 
but to our knowledge have not previously been applied in this 
context. In the customer choice model, users are assumed to be 
able to influence their service by protest or simply by choosing 
another option. However, many service users are persons who, 
even under ordinary circumstances, have difficulty making 
themselves heard. 

Previous	Knowledge	about	Contract	Models 

 In general, there is very little knowledge of the possible con-
sequences for staff and users after the introduction of contract 
and customer choice systems in Sweden (Szebehely, 2011). A re-
view by the Swedish Work Environment Authority argued that 
there has been remarkably little research attention paid to staff 
perspectives on work content and work health in connection 
with the contracting and privatization of the caring sector, giv-
ing as an example the female-dominated health sector which is 
undergoing major changes based on privatization in pursuit of 
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ostensibly increased efficiency (Arbetsmiljöverket, 2013). There 
are recent reports from a labor union (e.g., Kommunal, 2018) re-
garding staff and the contract model in elderly care, showing 
more temporary contracts and lower wages in private care, but 
there is relatively little independent research regarding staff at 
group homes.

Methods

 This was a pilot study with the overall aim of studying staff 
experiences resulting from contract-based employer changes in 
a group home. The specific research question was: what chang-
es have the shifts of contractors entailed for staff in terms of the 
following: work regulation; work content; relationships among 
coworkers and between staff and manager at the workplace; 
and service users?

Methods	and	Implementation
 
 This single-case pilot study of a group home for people with 
developmental disabilities focused on changes from 1999–2016. 
The group home, fictitiously named The Glade, is located in the 
main urban setting in (also fictitiously named) Midtown, a mu-
nicipality with some 47,000 inhabitants (according to SCB, 2018) 
in the county of Stockholm, Sweden. The home is designed for 
six persons and consists of six flats for the residents and com-
mon space for the staff and residents. This was the case both 
before and after the introduction of the contract model. The 
group home offers accommodation for people with intellectu-
al disabilities, with placements regulated by a law concerning 
support and service to certain disabled persons (LSS Act 1993). 
[LSS—the law regulating support and service to persons with 
certain functional disabilities (Act 1993:387) Lag (1993:387—LSS) 
om stöd och service till vissa funktionshindrade].
 Services according to the LSS Act should promote equality 
of living conditions and full participation in society for people 
covered by the law (Socialstyrelsen, 2007).
 The Glade was chosen since it has changed contractors five 
times in 17 years and thus offers a good opportunity for illus-
trating consequences resulting from the contract system and 
staff experiences of having had repeat changes of contractors. 
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The case study methodology is well-suited for the study of pro-
cesses and “empirical units” (see, e.g., Patton, 2015; Trygged, 
2005). Different types of material, such as policy documents and 
contracts, were collected in order to gain adequate background. 
 The study started with interviews of officials in the munici-
pality, such as the municipal archivist and administrators in the 
caring sector. These interviews were designed to obtain as ac-
curate information as possible about the different procurements 
and what periods they covered. However, the main focus was on 
in-depth interviews with the caregivers: that is, the staff at the 
group home. A strategic choice was made to select informants 
from among those staff who had worked at the home for many 
years and been involved in several changes of contractors. Staff 
interviews were carried out in late 2016. One inclusion criterion 
was that the interviewed informants must have been employed 
during at least three employer changes in the period 1999–2016. 
However, it was not necessary for them to still be employed at 
the same workplace at the time of the interview. We only se-
lected regular employees, and not temporary employees, such 
as students working during holidays who might work now and 
then. Four individual interviews were conducted with staff who 
met these requirements.

Interview	Questions	and	Analysis

 Three informants were interviewed in their homes, and one 
via Skype. The recorded interview time varied from half an 
hour (the Skype interview) to almost two hours. The other two 
took close to one hour each. Questions were asked about the 
process during the change of approach: that is, what happened 
when there was a change of contractor regarding job contract, 
scheduling, administrative routines, relationships with work-
mates, and relationships with service users? This way of asking 
questions in dialogue also provided for the informants to share 
their lived experience and give relevant information, not the 
least about “voice” in this specific context. The responses were 
thematized in accordance with the study issues, and were also 
related to Hirschman’s concepts of exit, voice, and loyalty.
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Municipal	Documents

 Documents obtained from the municipality were used as 
a complementary source of information for finding accurate 
dates and facts, and included contracts, medical (inspection) re-
ports, and documents referencing collaboration partners. Some 
recent documents, not yet in archives, could be found through 
a controller. One example was the contract between the munic-
ipality and Company 4, which comprised a 17-page document 
defining the division of responsibilities between the municipal-
ity and the contractor, such as principles for payments, the legal 
framework, and the type of care and services to which the resi-
dents were entitled. Regarding staff, the contract included stip-
ulations concerning staff takeover; that staffing should be “suf-
ficient,” the staff professional, and the leadership engaged; and 
that different professions with adequate education and compe-
tence should be represented, although the grade of education 
was not specified. The executive company was also required 
to provide continuous education, training, and supervision of 
the staff. With some detective work, it was possible to gain an 
overview from tender documents and contracts regarding the 
contractors of the group homes in the municipality over the 17 
years (see Appendix). 

Ethical Considerations
 
 Staff were informed about the study and the voluntary na-
ture of participation. Informants could stop the interview at any 
time and were not put under any undue pressure. They have 
been de-identified in all texts. The name of the group home, the 
name of the municipality, and the company names are all fictive 
as well. 

The Establishment of the Contract Model

 From being the sole responsibility of the municipality, The 
Glade was first outsourced in the fall of 1999. The literature in-
cludes examples of the so-called “cold start,” where a service is 
started up from scratch, as opposed to the “warm start,” where 
the company takes over a service that is already up and run-
ning (see, e.g., Markström, 2006). Outsourcing the Glade was a 
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warm start. The municipality is still responsible for guarantee-
ing good care for the service users, even if the practical work is 
outsourced. Since 1999, the group home has had four different 
companies running the accommodation, but in the fall of 2015 
(i.e., 16 years later) the municipality resumed full control.
 These developments are summarized in Table 1, along with 
data on the number of years with each employer and when the 
informants worked at The Glade. Further details on the infor-
mants are given below.

Working	in	Contract	Systems
 
 The group accommodation at The Glade consists of a small 
number of apartments with a common space where services 
and care can be provided when needed around the clock. The 
accommodation can be part of the resident’s personal develop-
ment but may also be viewed as a way to offload relatives who 
require care. All the staff who were interviewed had shared the 
same tasks: working with the residents, dispensing medica-
tion, providing support with hygiene, cooking meals, washing, 
maintaining the apartments, and assisting residents in contacts 
with relatives, workplaces, transport, visits, and more. Person 
D also worked as a first line manager for a period, with duties 
including planning and supervision of staff.
 The interview responses are reported thematically in accor-
dance with the research questions. The companies are simply 
referred to as Company 1, Company 2, and so on. This sec-
tion concludes with some reflections on the changes that have 

Table 1.  Overview of the Informants (care workers) and the Contract 
Periods for the Companies Running The Glade 
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occurred and that have affected work content and job satisfac-
tion, but that are not connected to any specific provider.

The	Interviewees

 Interviewee A was a woman aged 65+. Her background 
was in a Latin American country where she suffered political 
persecution, and she came to Sweden as a refugee in the 1980s. 
Her university education in sociology from her home country 
was not considered valid in Sweden, so she trained to work in 
the caring professions and continued that work throughout her 
working life. After she reached 65, which is the general retire-
ment age in Sweden, she continued to work part-time at The 
Glade. She had been through four shifts of employers.     
 Interviewee B was a woman aged 45+. She was a trained 
child minder who had worked in health care and at a preschool 
for a few years before she had children of her own and turned 
to other forms of care. She began to work at The Glade around 
1997–1998 and was still employed there at the time of the study. 
She had thus been through all five shifts of employers since the 
group home was first outsourced in 1999.
 Interviewee C was a woman aged 50+ with background as 
a nurse’s aide and psychiatric nursing assistant. She had also 
studied human resource management and labor policies at uni-
versity level. She began working at the group home when it was 
run by Company 1, and she left the workplace about 1.5 years 
before the interview. She had experienced three shifts of em-
ployer. At the time of the study she was living in another town 
where she worked with unaccompanied minors. 
 Interviewee D was a woman aged 65+ who had once start-
ed a Bachelor of Education degree but then changed her focus 
and trained in childcare. D started working in a different group 
home in 1993 and came to The Glade when Company 3 was con-
tracted, a few years before the study. Prior to that, she worked 
for several years at another group home that was contracted in 
parallel with The Glade (see Table 1). Despite having reached 
retirement age, she preferred to continue working.
 Interviewees A, B, and C can be said to have constituted a 
“core team” that worked together for many years at the group 
home. D had been part of the same journey, despite not having 
worked at The Glade for as long as the others, since she had 
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worked at group homes for the same contract company in the 
same district (see Table 1). All of the interviewees seemed to be 
highly qualified for the job, which formally only required upper 
secondary school and experience from previous similar work. 

Findings

 Several themes emerged from this work: work regulation 
and work content; relationships at work; and service users. 
Quotations from interviewees have been anonymized.

Work	Regulation	and	Work	Content

 The first theme, work	 regulation	 and	 work	 content, covered 
changes in the number of staff, working hours, wages, and gen-
eral conditions. This theme also included changes related to 
the labor union, since the presence of a union may play a role 
in working conditions. One question that recurred repeatedly 
during the interviews related specifically to staffing and on-call 
contracts at night, since The Glade was staffed around the clock. 
It appeared that each new contractor made changes in these 
contracts. When Company 1 took over in 1999, the night on-call 
contracts became less favorable, “so we had to have hours add-
ed in the daytime to get the schedule together.” Another inter-
viewee agreed that, “Yes, on-call agreements could look differ-
ent. Like whether or not you were paid when you had to wake 
up. Under Company 4 the staff didn’t get paid for that” (C). 
 Work content included administrative	 changes and changes 
related to the staff’s personal development. New providers also 
introduced new administrative procedures on the computer 
system, new phone numbers, new logos, and so on. One very 
important issue for the employees concerned the matter of pay-
checks. Both Company 3 and particularly Company 4 had sig-
nificant problems with handling payroll administration. “Small 
businesses lack the capacity” (D). Company 4 wanted to keep 
administration costs low. It did not have a payroll administra-
tor but outsourced this task to a freelancer who worked in the 
evenings. Staff could only reach this person by e-mail, which 
caused irritation when things went wrong.
 When asked if they learned anything from changing employ-
ers, the staff mentioned the possibility of cherry-picking good 
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routines and keeping them even if the contractor was changed; 
for instance, making activity diagrams and documenting resi-
dents’ routines were changes that they wanted to keep.
 Working conditions also include staff	development	opportuni-
ties. Interviewee D spoke warmly of Company 1: “It was a great 
contractor, fun, we were close to the bosses, it was good!” One 
crucial point was the company’s willingness to hire substitutes 
in order to allow staff to participate in further training, which 
could present a problem since companies are permanently con-
cerned with cutting costs. For example, interviewee B said that, 
“Company 1 and Company 2 offered good training internally, 
Company 3 (…) didn’t have the same budget.”
 All contractors are supposed to have a collective agreement 
with the labor	unions. The interviewees were all members of Land-
sorganisationen, which is the largest union in Sweden and has a 
membership mainly consisting of manual workers. It is subdivid-
ed into branch organizations depending on the type of work. 
 In connection with schedule changes and—according to 
staff—deteriorating conditions under Company 3, the staff con-
tacted the union for support. As one of the staff put it, “now, if 
any time, is when you should get some help from them” (B). The 
help they received from the union resulted in improvements. 
Another change was brought about after the arrival of a new 
resident who was constantly up and moving about at night. The 
staff found the resulting sleep disturbances challenging, and 
asked for the introduction of a night shift, meaning that staff 
would have their work placement at night and thus get paid 
to look after the residents during that time. The options may 
be more or less generous on-call times when staff have to be 
up at night only when needed, with shifting compensation as 
reward. Night shifts at this group home were introduced un-
der Company 4 after the staff had contacted not just their first 
line manager, but also the manager’s manager and the union, as 
well, to add more pressure. 

Relationships at Work

 The second theme was the	changed	role	of	the	manager	and	the	
relationship	between	manager	and	staff. One of the most important 
changes during the study period (1999–2016) was the change 
in the manager’s role and thus the manager’s relationship with 
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their employees. The organization had gone from being largely 
horizontal, where the manager had some supervisory tasks but 
was substantially involved in practical activities, to becoming 
more vertical, with a more administrative leadership and very 
little practical participation in the direct care of the service us-
ers. Two voices from the staff can illustrate this development. 
With the earlier contractors, “if the boss was there and worked 
with us, it felt like support. They didn’t feel like a boss, more 
like a colleague” (A). However, with Companies 3 and 4, “The 
managers just came to meetings. They weren’t engaged in the 
work itself.” (B)
 There were significant changes when Company 3 won the 
contract, including the arrival of a male manager at The Glade. 
It is difficult to know which of the consequences were due to 
the person, to the company, or to other circumstances, but all 
the informants said that many things changed for the worse 
and the management became very distant. As one staff member 
pithily remarked, “It was like a car that just turned over” (A). 
 B said that, “Because we’ve always been a good working 
group with dedicated skilled staff, we’ve often made it on our 
own.” However, when meetings were only held once every two 
weeks, the staff had to keep a number of questions and prob-
lems on hold. When asked whether they felt abandoned as a 
working group, B’s answer was clear: “Completely abandoned!” 
B was highly frustrated by the situation, stating, “When you 
know how good it really can be, should be!”
 Three of the four interviewees expressed strong criticism of 
the leadership under Companies 3 and 4, and sometimes even 
of the current leadership at the time of the interview. Only D, 
who had previously worked as a manager herself for a period, 
expressed some understanding of the manager’s position, saying 
that the manager might have had poor backing from the compa-
ny which employed him and which had its offices elsewhere. 
 When asked what happened in an “abandoned” working 
group, one answer was that “Some take on a more responsible 
role, though without any formal delegation…things will be un-
easy in the working group” (C). Some of the staff took the ini-
tiative to develop a schedule and decide on some other things, 
which caused other staff to feel overrun. There were growing 
tensions even among the staff who had worked so well together 
for many years. Interviewee C explained that, “the job didn’t 
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work because it was such a mess…I saw that the only way to 
save myself was to be reassigned.” 
 Under Company 3, and even more under Company 4, the 
manager was only in place for meetings, perhaps once a week. 
Eventually, the manager of the Glade resigned and the compa-
ny employed another person. In the fall of 2015, Company 4 re-
quested to terminate the contract prematurely and the munici-
pality took back the executive responsibility. 

Service	Users

 The last theme related to the	staff’s	relationship	with	the	resi-
dents and with their relatives. When the interviewees were asked 
how the users might have been affected by the changes of con-
tractor, they said they tried to avoid involving users and their 
families in internal matters relating to personnel issues, sched-
uling and administration: “You shouldn’t get them mixed up in 
personnel managerial problems” (C). Still, service users could 
be affected by changes relating to staff conditions. “There were 
fewer staff; before, two or three [persons] could work during the 
weekends, and we worked together, so you could go out with 
the residents” (A). With fewer staff working at the same time, it 
was difficult to go on an outing if one of the service users was 
ill or wanted to stay at home. The municipality documents gave 
some support to these voices. An inspection report from 2004 
stated that staff density had decreased since Company 1 took 
over, and that the main difference for the service users could be 
less continuity during weekends.

 Relationships with family members were also discussed in 
the interviews: 

And so the parents too—they want it to be the way it was 
before. We couldn’t do magic but tried to do what we could 
to make the work go well, although it wasn’t really good. 
With time it got worse [from] Company 1, [to] Company 2, [to] 
Company 3. (A). 

The informants highlighted how hard all the changes could be 
for the relatives, since knowledge regarding the users had to be 
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transferred to each new contractor. “It’s always tricky when you 
have to tell the story, repeat it again and again” (B). 

Findings	in	Brief

 The presentation and analysis of the responses followed 
several steps. The main issues were operationalized to concrete 
themes and questions. The interview responses were concen-
trated and interpreted in relation to the Hirschman concepts 
of exit, voice, and loyalty, with a focus on the actions of the 
staff. Quitting the workplace was understood as exit, actively 
speaking up to make a difference was interpreted as voice, and 
accepting the present conditions as “business as usual” was 
interpreted as loyalty. The findings from the three themes are 
summarized in Table 2. Participant comments are represented 
in italics within the table.
 Exit: Staff did not leave the workplace solely because of a 
change of employer, but one person did decide to leave because 
of strained relations at work. The direct reason for exit was con-
cerned with relations, but the (worsened) relationship between 
staff and between staff and manager may have been a conse-
quence of all the changes and adjustments to new management 
and new routines.
 Voice: The staff protested against their working hours where 
possible, and also used their union membership to raise their 
voice. Union membership represented an organized voice in 
the “traditional” employer-employee discussions where the em-
ployer wanted to keep costs down and the employees wanted 
better working conditions. The open-ended questions and the 
dialogue with the interviewees showed how staff tried to im-
prove conditions. Staff who wanted to keep their jobs had little 
alternative to being loyal towards a new manager, but they did 
override the first line manager when demanding better working 
conditions at night. 
	 Loyalty: Staff remained loyal to the work tasks, the residents, and 
the relatives of the residents. This led to them accepting administra-
tive changes and thus becoming loyal to the new administration.
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Other	Changes

 Evidence of other changes was found in the documents and 
the interviews with municipal administrators, including strict-
er training requirements, the passing of the Public Procurement 
Act, changes in the composition of the users, and changes in 
the agreements. Since the study covered an extensive period of 
about 17 years, it is the series of changes that have occurred that 
are relevant in judging the procurement system, regardless of 
the individual company in control at any one time. 

Internal	Workplace	Changes

	 Changes	 in	the	composition	of	the	users.	The amount of work 
that was needed was affected by which residents were living at 
the group home, because different people could have very dif-
ferent care needs. The company did not choose the service users 
—this was done by the municipality—but how the contractor 
responded to changes such as new user demands could have 
significant effects on the staff’s work, schedule, and wellbeing at 
work. One example was the abovementioned new resident who 
stayed up at night; this was disturbing, disruptive, and made it 
impossible for staff to get any sleep. The staff complained that 
they neither got sleep nor received reasonable compensation for 
staying awake, first to the manager and then to the manager’s 
manager within the company. 
	 Negotiation	 of	 agreements.	 There were several municipal 
documents showing some to-ing and fro-ing around the pro-
curement of contracts. These showed that despite the formal 
agreements, the companies and the municipality still ended 
up discussing payment adjustments, for example when a com-
pany believed that the service users had become more care-in-
tensive and therefore wanted compensation for more caregiver 
hours. The documentation also showed that the municipality 
and the contractors did not always agree, so that on two occa-
sions contracts were prematurely terminated. One group home 
was closed by the municipality due to a low number of service 
users. These changes were not caused solely by The Glade, but 
The Glade was affected as it was included in the procurement 
of several group homes.
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External	Changes	not	Dependent	on	the	Workplace

	 More	stringent	training	requirements.	The educational require-
ments for becoming a group home manager were increased 
during the study period. It is no longer enough to have man-
agerial experience or the experience of a particular activity, 
but managers should also have an adequate education (So-
cialstyrelsen, 2002), albeit with certain room for discretion. It 
appears that the training requirement has also gradually been 
raised at these group homes, which sometimes meant that peo-
ple were not able to continue to work there as managers but had 
to change position and work tasks. This was the case with inter-
viewee D, who had worked as a manager for a period but had 
to switch to being a care worker because she lacked the formal 
education. This also meant she changed workplaces and started 
to work at The Glade. The manager may be able to remain at the 
workplace as a caregiver, but this can mean that someone else 
on the staff may be pushed aside.
 At the turn of the millennium, the managers of these group 
homes were still firmly rooted in care work, although with the 
addition of certain executive tasks. Today, a manager will be 
in charge of several group homes and no longer participates in 
the daily chores to any great extent, primarily only attending 
certain meetings. 
	 New	 legislation.	 The Public Procurement Act (LOU) came 
into force in 2008. Formal requirements from this act include 
advertising to secure a variety of bids, and some phase of qual-
ification ascertainment. After the agreement is signed, those 
who did not win the bid have the possibility of appeal. This 
process is basically meant to secure greater transparency of the 
procurement process. The Act on System of Choice (LOV, 2008) 
was also introduced in 2008, enforcing the options for service 
users to choose their provider. These changes and findings are 
summarized in Table 3.
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Among these internal and external changes, the staff seemed 
most affected by the stricter training requirements and changes 
in the composition of the users.

Discussion: How Does the Contract
System Affect the Caregivers?

 Contract systems of care activities can result in changes of 
care provider, new administrative procedures, new managers, 
and new working conditions. The Glade changed employer five 
times from 1999 to 2015 due to repeat procurement of services, 
meaning greater uncertainty and risk of pressure on the staff. 
 The significance of changes affecting staff when procure-
ments are executed appears to be a neglected perspective in 
research. This study asked questions about how the work regu-
lations, the professionals’ work content, and their relationships 
with colleagues and users were affected by the contract system 
and shifts of care providers. 

Table 3. Societal changes affecting the conditions for contract 
systems
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 In the case of The Glade, the picture that emerged in the 
interviews showed that the earlier providers did their job well, 
with staff mainly describing their time under Company 1 as a 
good time. Company 2 was also “approved,” although there was 
criticism of the schedules and the more limited staff resources. 
A snowballing discontent started with Company 3 and reached 
its peak under Company 4. Overall, the changes during this ex-
tensive period suggest a downward spiral from Company 1 to 
Company 4, with tiresome repetitions and exchanges of adminis-
trative routines leading to more severe changes which produced 
feelings of being abandoned and more conflicts among the staff. 
It had also become more difficult to do things with the service 
users outside of basic routines, such as excursions. 
 The work content of the caregivers was only affected to a 
limited extent, as the core service work in support of the resi-
dents’ needs remained unchanged. The work could be affected 
by the arrival of new residents with special needs or habits, but 
although these changes were important for the staff, they did 
not depend on who the employer was. One crucial aspect with 
regard to further training is the company’s willingness to hire 
substitutes in order to allow staff to go on courses. Since con-
tractors are only sure of having the contract for a limited time, 
this may reduce the incentive to give further training to staff.
 When a new contractor takes over, it is often the case that first 
line managers remain loyal and leave with their company while 
other caregivers stay and work for the new care provider. From 
the staff’s perspective, a change of contractor is therefore often a 
change of manager as well. For managers, a lost contract may mean 
that they have to move or lose their job. Major changes that oc-
curred over the study period include the change in the manager’s 
role and the demand for more formal qualifications among man-
agers. At the turn of the millennium, the manager was still firmly 
rooted in care work, albeit with the addition of certain executive 
tasks, but the role of the first line manager has now changed from 
horizontal to vertical leadership. Today, a manager has charge of 
several group homes and no longer participates in daily chores to 
any great extent. This change in the first line manager’s role plac-
es new demands on leadership. The fact that the manager under 
Companies 3 and 4 was not present at The Glade to any great ex-
tent was experienced by the staff as clearly detrimental, and there 



116 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

were feelings of being abandoned and more conflicts among the 
staff, with increasing feelings of discontent.
 Hirschman’s concepts of exit, voice, and loyalty have turned 
out to be quite useful for interpreting the thinking and actions 
of the staff interviewed in this study. The staff were loyal to their 
tasks and to their new employers (loyalty). In the face of change, 
they kept on working while hoping the conditions would get 
better, such as receiving payment for work at night. However, 
when certain conditions became worse, as in the case of work at 
night, the staff protested by contacting not only their first line 
manager but also the manager’s manager along with the union 
(voice). As members of the union they could apply more pres-
sure, such as referring to labor laws. In the end, though, the 
contract conditions and fraught relationships at work finally be-
came “too much” for one of the interviewees who then decided 
to quit (exit). Nevertheless, the interviews revealed no sign of 
neglect in terms of disgruntled staff becoming less interested in 
giving good support to the residents.
 The results can also be related to ongoing discussion of the 
merits and flaws of NPM reforms, although these reforms are 
not the focus of this study. Bejerot, Forsberg Kankkunen, and 
Hasselbladh (2015) describe NPM as a manner of steering that 
includes overlapping elements in the form of economic gover-
nance, market orientation, focus on measurable performance, 
and a reduced influence for professional groups, giving priority 
to a clear hierarchical leadership. This seems an adequate de-
scription of developments at The Glade.
 Transaction costs include not just the financial costs (costs 
of the tender and contract processes), but also the changes in-
volved for staff when involuntarily changing employers. Rele-
vant aspects include the wear and tear of getting to know new 
bosses, adapting to new work schedules and perhaps new on-
call contracts, and changing administrative procedures (see, 
e.g., Bejerot & Härenstam, 2011; Thylefors, 2007). Earlier in this 
article, the “cold start” was mentioned; that is, when a business 
is started up from scratch, as opposed to the “warm start” where 
an existing operation is taken over. It could be asked whether 
The Glade is a case that became overheated. 
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Limitations
 
 The selection of a group home for this pilot case study is rel-
evant since it shows that NPM-inspired marketization, in this 
case the contract model, may change staff conditions in a num-
ber of ways. There may be other pros and cons of the contract 
model, but this study was primarily limited to staff workers. A 
primary methodological problem is that the interviewees need-
ed to recall events over a number of years, and so, in a sense, 
this became a retrospective study where it could be difficult for 
an interviewee to remember all the details (recall bias). Since 
the study depicts changes over a 17-year period, it is not always 
possible to say what is tied to the publicly instigated changes 
across the board, such as demands for better trained personnel, 
and what depends on individual company policy. In order to 
still get as accurate and as fair information as possible, officials 
in the municipality were interviewed and various documents 
relating to procurement were studied. It should also be reiter-
ated that only long-serving staff were interviewed. The inter-
viewed staff workers seemed to be well educated, capable, and 
well-motivated, with high ambitions for the service users. They 
were also aware of their rights and were able to activate their 
union membership to protest when it became necessary to take 
a stand. The fact that they were all union members may also 
indicate they had a rather stable position on the labor market, 
as it is less common for temporary workers to join a union. In 
this respect, the Swedish experiences may also be difficult to 
generalize and transfer to contexts and countries (e.g., the U.S.) 
where worker unions play a minor role.
 Even though the use of one single case and the small sample 
size of informants is a strong limitation in itself, this pilot study 
might present thoughts and results that could be further ex-
plored in larger studies of the contract model. A regular evalua-
tion could preferably relate both to staff and to outcome indica-
tors for the residents/service users with intellectual disabilities.
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Concluding Remarks

 Normally, it is the service users that are considered most 
vulnerable, but in this case it may be reasonable to also see the 
caring staff as a vulnerable group. They have been forced to 
change and adapt over and over again and to relate to new man-
agement. This appears to be a probable and largely undesirable 
consequence of the contract model of care activities. There is 
a risk of staff shortages in the long-term perspective with fre-
quent changes of employer. All these changes and adaptations 
for staff are a kind of transaction cost that is not weighed in 
during the procurement process.

Acknowledgements: Thanks to Peter Öberg for comments on a draft of 
this article.

References

The Act on System of Choice. (LOV, 2008). Act	(2008:	962)	on	freedom	of	
choice system [Lag (2008:962—LOV) om valfrihetssystem].

Arbetsmiljöverket [Swedish Work Environment Authority]. (2013). 
Under	 luppen—genusperspektiv	 på	 arbetsmiljö	 och	 arbetsorganisation	
[Under the loupe—gender perspectives on work environment and 
work organization] (Report 2013:1). Retrieved from https://www.
av.se/globalassets/filer/publikationer/kunskapssammanstalln-
ingar/under-luppen-genusperspektiv-pa-arbetsmiljo-och-arbet-
sorganisation-kunskapssammanstallningar-rap-2013-1.pdf

Bejerot, E., Forsberg Kankkunen, T., & Hasselbladh, H. (2015). Två 
decennier av new public management: arbetsmiljön i skola och 
sjukvård [Two decades of New Public Management: The work en-
vironment in schools and healthcare]. Arbetsmarknad & Arbetsliv, 
21(3), 23–41.

Bejerot, E., & Härenstam, A. (Eds.). (2011). Sociala relationer i arbetslivet 
[Social relationships in working life]. Malmö: Gleerups.



119Chapter TitleStaff Under New Market Rules

Friedman, M., & Friedman, R. (1980). Frihet	att	välja.	Ett	personligt	in-
lägg	av	Milton	och	Rose	Friedman.	[The	freedom	to	choose:	A	personal	
view by Milton and Rose Friedman]. Malmö: Liber.

Harrington, C., Jacobsen, F., Panos, J., Pollock, A., Sutaria, S., & Szebe-
hely, M. (2017). Marketization in long-term care: A cross-country 
comparison of large for-profit nursing home chains. Health Ser-
vices	Insights, 10, 1–23.

Hartman, L. (Ed.). (2011). Konkurrensens	konsekvenser.	Vad	händer	med	
svensk	välfärd?	[The	consequences	of	competition:	What	is	happening	to	
Swedish	welfare?] Stockholm: SNS.

Hirschman, A. O. (1970). Exit,	voice,	and	loyalty:	Responses	to	decline	in	firms,	
organizations,	and	states. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Kommunal. (2018). Så	mycket	bättre?	2018—En	jämförelse	av	anställnings-
villkor	och	löner	i	privat	och	kommunalt	driven	äldreomsorg	[So much 
better? 2018—A comparison of employment terms and salaries in 
privately and municipally run elder care]. Retrieved from https://
www.kommunal.se/sites/default/files/sa_mycket_battre_2018_
webb.pdf

Larsson, M. (2016). Facklig	 anslutning	 år	 2015	 Facklig	 anslutning	 bland	
anställda	efter	klass	och	kön	år	1990–2015 [Trade union membership 
in 2015. Trade union membership among employees by class and 
sex in 1990–2015]. Stockholm: Landsorganisationen, Arbetsliv-
senheten. 

(LOU 2016). Swedish Public Procurement Act (2016:1145—LOU). 
LSS Act. (1993). (Act 1993:387) [Lag (1993:387—LSS) om stöd och ser-

vice till vissa funktionshindrade]
Markström, U. (2006). Professionaliseringen av det ideella—alternati-

va utförare på det socialpsykiatriska verksamhetsfältet [The pro-
fessionalisation of the nonprofit sector: Alternative practitioners 
in social psychiatry’s field of operation]. In O. Grape, B. Blom, & R. 
Johansson (Eds.), Organisation	och	omvärld—nyinstitutionell	analys	
av	 människobehandlande	 organisationer	 [Organisation	 and	 operating	
environment:	a	new	institutional	analysis	of	therapy-providing	organ-
isations] (pp. 73–96). Lund: Studentlitteratur.

Mori, A. (2017). The impact of public services outsourcing on work 
and employment conditions in different national regimes. Europe-
an	Journal	of	Industrial	Relations, 23(4), 347–364.

Patton, M. Q. (2015). Qualitative	research	&	evaluation	methods (4th ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

SCB (Statistics Sweden). (2018). Kommuner	i	siffror [Municipalities in fig-
ures] https://www.scb.se/hitta-statistik/sverige-i-siffror/kommun-
er-i-siffror/#?region1=0191&region2=0114



120 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Socialstyrelsen [The Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare]. 
(SOSFS 2002:9 S). Föreskrifter och allmänna råd. Bostad med sär-
skild service för vuxna enligt 9 § 9 lagen (1993:387) om stöd och 
service till vissa funktionshindrade, LSS. [Regulations and gen-
eral recommendations: Residence with special service for adults 
pursuant to Ch. 9 Section 9 of the Support and Service for Persons 
with Certain Functional Impairments Act (1993:387)]. 

Socialstyrelsen [The Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare]. 
(2007). Bostad	med	särskild	service	för	vuxna	enligt	LSS.	Stöd	för	rätt-
stillämpning	och	handläggning [Residence with special service for 
adults pursuant to the Support and Service for Persons with Cer-
tain Functional Impairments Act. Support for legal application 
and processing].

Szebehely, M. (2011). Insatser för äldre och funktionshindrade i privat 
regi [Privately run programmes for the elderly and functionally 
impaired]. In L. Hartman (Ed.), Konkurrensens	 konsekvenser.	 Vad	
händer	med	svensk	välfärd? [The consequences of competition: what 
is happening to Swedish welfare?] (p. 216). Stockholm: SNS.

Thylefors, I. (2007). Ledarskap	i	human	service-organisationer	[Leadership 
in human service organisations]. Stockholm: Natur & Kultur.

Trygged, S. (2005). Fallstudiemetodik [Case study methodology]. In 
S. Larsson, J. Lilja, & K. Mannheimer (Eds.), Forskningsmetoder	 i	
socialt	arbete	[Research	methods	in	social	work] (pp. 217–234). Lund: 
Studentlitteratur.



121Chapter TitleStaff Under New Market Rules

Year																																						14	municipal	group	homes

1999 Seven group homes
remain in the muni-
cipality.

Seven homes (including 
The Glade) are outsourced 
for three years after pro-
curement, with an optional 
two more years.
Company 1 wins.

2000                
2001
2002 Company 1 continues 
2003
2004 * Company 2 wins
2005  
2006
2007
2008
2009 * Company 2 wins;

keeps four group homes 
(including the Glade)   
             

Company X wins        
three homes

2010 Company 2 quits. *
Company 3 steps in 

2011
2012
2012
2013 *Company 4 wins all

seven homes

2014 The municipality
closes one home

2015 Company 4 quits.
The municipality
takes back all
remaining six homes

2016                                              13	municipal	group	homes 

Appendix. Figure 1. Timetable 1999–2016 including contract 
changes *=new procurement
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A	number	of	states	and	 localities	have	 increased	the	minimum	wage	
beyond	that	set	by	the	federal	government	in	recognition	of	the	materi-
al	and	health	challenges	faced	by	low-wage	earners.	Academics,	econ-
omists,	 and	 activists	 have	 offered	 microeconomic,	 economic	 justice,	
and	moral	rationales	to	support	increasing	the	minimum	wage.	These	
justifications	 can	 be	understood	 from	 the	 vantage	 of	 claims-making,	
that	is,	the	ways	individuals	and	groups	attempt	to	define	and	shape	a	
social	problem	to	influence	policy.	This	paper	examines	the	wage-relat-
ed	claims-making	of	low-wage	hospital	service	workers.	These	workers	
(N	=	156)	testified	to	a	City	Council-created	Wage	Review	Committee,	
which	posted	the	testimonies	online.	We	performed	a	qualitative	con-
tent analysis on these workers’ testimonies to identify their rationales 
for	 higher	wages	 and	 fair	wage	 rates.	Hospital	workers’	 testimonies	
brought	depth	and	new	understanding	to	arguments	for	raising	wages.	
Low-wage	workers	can	be	effective	advocates	for	their	own	interests.
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 Income inequality in America has been growing since the 
1970s, whether assessed by household income, annual earnings, 
or other statistical measures (Jarosz & Mather, 2018). While not 
a panacea, one increasingly popular solution to reduce income 
inequality and address the challenges faced by low-wage work-
ers is to raise the federal minimum wage.     
 Arguments offered in the minimum wage debate can be un-
derstood from the vantage of claims-making, or the process by 
which individuals and groups attempt to define a social prob-
lem, shape public perception, gather support, and influence 
policy (Morris, 2015). Embedded in claims are assertions about 
causation, scope, and consequences, factors that, in turn, are 
used to point to a solution (Best, 2017b). In this paper, we explore 
the claims for higher salaries that a group of low-wage hospi-
tal service workers made as they testified to a City Council-ap-
pointed Wage Review Committee. Specifically, we describe how 
these workers defined the problem of low-wages and what they 
considered to be a fair wage. 

Background

 There is no single definition for “low wage” and, therefore, 
estimates of the number of low-wage workers differ. The U.S. 
Government Accountability Office (GAO) defined “a ‘low wage’ 
worker to be an individual who earned $16 per hour or less, 
measured in constant 2016 dollars” (2017, p. 2). In 2016, accord-
ing to the GAO (2017), almost 40% of workers between the ages 
of 25 and 64 met that definition.     
 Low-wage workers often report living from paycheck to 
paycheck and describe numerous challenges in meeting their 
families’ basic needs. Many face multiple hardships includ-
ing food insecurity (Gundersen & Ziliak, 2018; Nord & Park-
er, 2010), housing instability (Heflin, 2017; Phinney, 2013), and 
utility cut offs (Heflin & Butler, 2013; Hernández & Bird, 2010).     
Low-wage workers struggle to save for emergencies (Rothwell 
& Sultana, 2013) or plan for retirement (Gonyea, 2007; Grin-
stein-Weiss et al., 2015). They frequently are unable to afford 
health insurance, health care, or prescription medications (Mc-
Carrier, Zimmerman, Ralston, & Martin, 2011; Schmitt, 2012); 
delay needed treatment even when confronting serious health 
issues (Heflin, 2017; Neckerman, Garfinkel, Teitler, Waldfogel, 
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& Wimer, 2016); and report poorer health status (Wu, Wang, & 
Eamon, 2014). To make ends meet, low-wage workers may use 
public benefits or charity, fail to pay bills in a timely fashion, 
or rely on assistance from family or friends; they often live one 
unforeseen expense away from a crisis (Cooper, 2016; Danziger, 
Wiederspan, & Douglas-Siegel, 2013; Purtell, Gershoff, & Aber, 
2012; Spielberger & Lyons, 2009; Wu & Eamon, 2010). 
 A solution growing in popularity to address the challeng-
es faced by low-wage workers is to raise the federal minimum 
wage. The federal minimum wage was set at $7.25 in 2009 and 
has not been raised since then, although today 29 states and the 
District of Columbia have minimum wage rates above the fed-
eral standard, and 42 local jurisdictions have minimum wages 
higher than that of their states (Economic Policy Institute [EPI], 
2018). In 2012, service workers in New York City marched to 
demand an increase in the minimum wage to $15 an hour. This 
effort has come to be known as the Fight	for	$15 and this wage 
level has become an aspiration for those advocating higher min-
imum wage rates (Fight for $15, n.d.; Greenhouse, 2015; Rolf, 
2016); it will become a reality over the next few years in some 
parts of the country (EPI, 2018).     
 One argument made about raising the minimum wage is 
related to effects on employment. Proponents assert that despite 
opponents’ contentions that a minimum wage increase would 
negatively impact employment (Beaudry, Green, & Sand, 2018; 
Lammam, 2014), there has been little effect (Reich, Allegretto, & 
Godoey, 2017; Tung, Lathrop, & Sonn, 2015). Benefits of raising 
wages include reducing turnover, improving productivity, de-
creasing use of tax-supported public programs, and reducing 
poverty (Allegretto et al., 2013; Cooper, 2013; Jardim et al., 2018).
 A second argument is framed around market fairness and 
economic justice. Advocates assert that the market is not an im-
partial institution; rather, market outcomes are influenced by 
economic power and gender and racial biases (Pietrykowski, 
2017). Historical differences of privilege in American society 
continue to be expressed in current pay rates. Thus, the skills 
possessed by low-wage workers, who are disproportionately 
women and people of color (Bivens, Gould, Mishel, & Shierholz, 
2014; Clark, 2014; Tung et al., 2015), are inadequately valued in 
the work performed (Pietrykowski, 2017).            
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 A third argument suggests that there is a moral imperative 
and ethical responsibility to pay workers a decent wage (Ko-
nigsburg, 2017; Rogers, 2014). The argument is simply that no 
one working full time should remain in poverty. At minimum, 
workers should receive a living wage, that is, a wage that sup-
ports a full-time worker and his/her family’s basic needs (Fabo 
& Belli, 2017; Parker, Arrowsmith, Fells, & Prowse, 2016). Fur-
ther, a living wage would enhance human dignity by respect-
ing the worth of low-wage workers themselves and their contri-
butions (Konigsburg, 2017; Pietrykowski, 2017).     
 These arguments can be understood as forms of claims-mak-
ing, or the process by which social actors attempt to persuade 
others that a condition is problematic and should be addressed 
(Best, 2017b). Claims are arguments put forth to demonstrate 
“that X is a problem, that Y offers a solution to that problem, or 
that a policy of Z should be adopted to bring that solution to 
bear” (Best, 1987, p. 102). Encompassed in the rhetoric of claims 
are assertions about the magnitude of the problem, its causes 
and consequences, and means of addressing it.
 Claims can entail “verbal, visual, or behavioral statements” 
(Loseke, 2017, p. 26). They may appeal to people’s emotions, de-
picting victims as well as victimizers, and/or to their logic, iden-
tifying costs as well as benefits. Because they are intended to 
persuade, actors can construct claims about a particular matter 
differently to be convincing to different audiences (Best, 2017b).
 Different social actors can offer different definitions of a so-
cial problem and the policy solutions to ameliorate it (Best, 2017a; 
Griffiths & Best, 2016; Parkinson, 2004). According to Best (2017b), 
“even people who are allied in a claims-making campaign may 
adopt different rhetoric; the claims of activists and experts often 
emphasize different elements” (p. 25). This is clearly the case with 
efforts to raise the wages of low-income workers. Activists, re-
searchers, and other stakeholders have framed a variety of argu-
ments about the benefits or costs of raising the minimum wage, 
and have argued, often with great passion, for their positions.            
 In this paper, we examine claims-making arguments for 
raising wages from the perspective of low-wage hospital ser-
vice workers.  We examined low-wage hospital service workers’ 
public testimonies offered to a City Council-appointed Wage 
Review Committee. In providing public testimony, the hospi-
tal service workers were asserting claims about why a wage 
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increase is needed and what it should be. Their perspective is 
underrepresented in the literature and offers unique insight 
into the situations, hopes, and demands of those directly affect-
ed by low wages.

Methods

 Hospitals are the largest private employers in the region, 
and two competing nonprofit health networks dominate the de-
livery of health care services in Pittsburgh and Allegheny Coun-
ty. Efforts to unionize hospital service workers at the two health 
networks failed at one site (Hospital System A), but ended in 
a vote to join SEIU in June 2015 at Hospital System B’s largest 
hospital (Nuttall, 2015). Four months later, the Pittsburgh City 
Council appointed a Wage Review Committee charged with 
holding public meetings and making recommendations about 
hospital service workers’ wages and employment conditions.     
 The six-member Wage Review Committee, headed by a 
member of the City Council, held two days of public hearings 
on October 22 and 23, 2015, at which hospital service workers, 
other members of the public, and experts testified. The Wage 
Review Committee’s final report, including all of the testimo-
nies, was posted online and made available to the public at no 
cost (“Report of the Wage Review Committee,” 2015). We ana-
lyzed the testimonies to discover how hospital service work-
ers viewed their situations and advocated for themselves at the 
hearings. The analysis did not require IRB approval because it 
involved publically available data, according to the University 
of Pittsburgh’s IRB.
 In addition to 20 experts, such as academics or economists, 
171 individuals testified before the Committee. Fifteen of these 
individuals were not employed by one of the two health net-
works at the time of the hearing or were not hospital service 
workers; those individuals were screened out of our analysis, 
leaving 156 hospital service workers and their testimonies. Be-
cause there was no set format for the testimonies, their length 
and content varied greatly. Some hospital service workers con-
fined their remarks to one or two sentences, whereas others 
spoke in paragraphs, offering very detailed comments. Two 
of the four coders who took part in this content analysis read 
through the 156 testimonies to record whatever demographic 
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and background information was available. However, many in-
dividuals did not mention these traits, resulting in a high pro-
portion of “not mentioned” codes for these indicators.     
 Table 1 presents the demographic and background charac-
teristics of the testifying hospital service workers. Illustrated in 
Table 1 are the types of jobs defined as “service work” in these 
hospital systems.     
 We performed a content analysis of the 156 testimonies us-
ing an iterative approach in which thematic codes were speci-
fied and refined. Of the four coders, two were students, one was 
a faculty member with some coding experience, and one was 
a former faculty member with many years of experience with 
qualitative research methods; the most experienced member 
(lead coder) trained the students, wrote coding decision memos, 
and oversaw the coding of all the transcripts.     
 We began by identifying several general content areas or 
broad themes. All coders read the same 20 transcripts and inde-
pendently identified and assigned codes to narrative segments 
reflecting subthemes within the general content areas. This 
process of coding a discrete number of transcripts, comparing 
coding decisions, and suggesting new codes was repeated three 
additional times until there was consistency in the application 
of codes and no new themes were identified, at which point the 
lead coder produced a definitional memo for the group’s use.     
Finally, the lead coder reread all of the coded narratives to iden-
tify statements in which workers discussed what wages they 
deserved and why.     
 The content analysis resulted in 166 blocks of coded text of 
varying length. We identified four themes related to how work-
ers justified their claims that it would be fair for them to re-
ceive higher wages (i.e., how hospitals function, other work-re-
lated factors, comparative considerations, and commonly-held 
beliefs) and two themes concerning the wage rate workers 
thought would be fair (i.e., at least $15 per hour, or a “livable” 
wage, without specifying an amount). The quotations used in 
the findings are from 32 individuals (20.5% of those testifying). 
 We employed several procedures to ensure the quality of 
our study’s findings, consistent with the concept of trustwor-
thiness as used in qualitative research (Elo et al., 2014; Lietz & 
Zayas, 2010). First, we committed to a transparent and collab-
orative process wherein all four coders assumed active roles 
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Table 1. Demographic and Background Characteristics
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in identifying themes and sub-themes. Second, we employed 
peer debriefing to reconcile coding differences and to refine the 
codes. Third, we maintained a detailed audit trail of all cod-
ing decisions. Fourth, the two experienced members of our 
team thoroughly discussed the final coding decisions that were 
made, as well as the interpretation and presentation of the find-
ings. Finally, we used a form of member feedback wherein two 
individuals who are engaged in union organizing with hospital 
service workers reviewed the manuscript; we specifically asked 
them to comment on the extent to which the findings and inter-
pretations were consistent (or not consistent) with their expe-
riences with this population and whether we were successful 
in honoring the workers’ voices. Their comments informed the 
final revisions of this manuscript.     

Findings

 The overwhelming majority of hospital service workers 
spoke of the challenges they faced living on a limited income.     
They characterized their situations as “barely making it” (male, 
Hospital System A), “struggling to make ends meet” (female, 
Hospital System B), and “barely scraping by” (female, Hospi-
tal System B). They described the uncertainty of not knowing 
whether they could pay their monthly bills and the fear of what 
an unexpected expense, such as a medical illness, a car repair, 
or an appliance replacement, could do to their fragile financ-
es. They spoke of multiple financial obligations, of prioritizing 
when to pay each bill, and of making budgetary tradeoffs, such 
as buying food but doing without medicines, or paying for util-
ities, but forgoing cable television. They described living with-
out “frills” and wondering if they would ever be able to retire.     
 Bound by ties of family and place, as well as by a lack of 
training, degrees, or transferrable skills, the hospital service 
workers could not (or would not) move to find other jobs. In-
stead, they sought to change the conditions of their employ-
ment. As one worker acknowledged: “It’s hard to stay here in 
Pittsburgh knowing that I could be making more money else-
where. But this is my home and I want to fight to change things 
for the better” (female, Hospital System B). Thus, they used their 
chance to give testimony to call for higher wages—wages that, 
in their estimations, would be fair and could ease the challenges 
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they and their families faced. Many thanked the Wage Review 
Committee for giving them the opportunity to be heard.     

What	Hospital	Service	Workers	Want:
Conceptualizations	of	Fairness

 Those testifying before the Wage Review Committee pre-
sented a fairly straightforward claim: low wages created their 
hardships, therefore, higher wages could reduce (or eliminate) 
those hardships. They based their arguments for increasing 
their wages on four core themes: how hospitals function, other 
work-related factors, comparative considerations, and common-
ly held beliefs. Embedded in each of these themes and tying 
them together is a notion of what would be just or fair com-
pensation, an implicit understanding of what would constitute 
a more equitable exchange between employer and employee.     
Thus, individually and as a group, hospital service workers’ 
claims represented a series of arguments coalesced around the 
principle of social justice.
	 The	centrality	of	invisible	work(ers)	to	hospital	functioning. Con-
temporary hospitals are complex institutions requiring a varied 
workforce to provide patient care and treatment. Despite the 
use of increasingly sophisticated medical technologies, hospi-
tals still need a sizable workforce with diverse skills in order to 
operate. Often, hospital staff must function as a team to ensure 
effective interventions and continuity of care.
 Unfortunately, hospital service work – and those who per-
form such tasks – is not just undervalued, but is essentially in-
visible. However, the hospital service workers were clear that 
the work they performed was valuable and contributed to the 
functioning of the hospitals. As one worker averred: “Without 
us, the hospital wouldn’t be open” (female, Hospital System B).     
She argued:

I’ve been working at Hospital B in housekeeping for nine 
years. I love my job. I provide a clean service that the hospital 
needs to remain open and make sure patients have a clean 
bed to stay in while we’re [sic] sick and recovering. That clean 
bed is their home away from home. 
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 Those testifying also described the dangers that could arise 
for patients if they did not perform their jobs well.
     

And for me to be on the front lines doing something like that 
again, I mean, I could be bagging groceries at Aldi’s and mak-
ing more money than trying to save this 34-year-old man’s 
life…I’m in charge of 24 beds, so 24 patients on my one floor 
I’m responsible for. (male, Hospital System B) 

I have been working in the hospital for 30+ years starting at 
$3.00/hr. I believe we have very important duties that can 
sometimes put a patient’s life in danger. To work at a mini-
mum and somewhat above minimum wage doesn’t seem to 
fit with the serious work we do. (female, Hospital System B) 

 Their commitment to their jobs, their co-workers, and the 
patients and family members with whom they work was ev-
ident in such comments as “I love my job and I love my pa-
tients and the people I work with…” (male, Hospital System 
A) and “I’m a hard worker. I’m there to help my patients and 
my co-workers…” (female, Hospital System B). They saw them-
selves as part of “the team” and as sharing in the hospital’s mis-
sion. This was true even when their jobs did not involve direct 
patient care:

As a parking cashier, I am often the first person patients and 
their families see when they arrive at the hospital and the last 
person they see before they leave. Our executives tell us that 
we are ambassadors for the hospital, and to be honest I take 
that pretty seriously. I think of myself as the face of Hospital 
B. The people I interact with every day are going through all 
kinds of things. (male, Hospital System B) 

Yet, too often, the workers felt their contributions were over-
looked by administrators. As one worker said: “Hospital work-
ers don’t feel important anymore. We feel like a number, some-
thing to be used and discarded” (female, Hospital System B). 
	 Other	 work-based	 arguments. Many of the hospital service 
workers argued that they merited higher wages based on one or 
more work-related factors, such as the number of years worked, 
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the experience they brought to the job, or the amount of work 
performed. For example, one worker, who based her claim for 
higher wages on her length of service and training, said:

The wages are too low given the experience I bring. I have 18 
years of experience, a diploma and certification in pharmacy, 
and an associate’s degree. It’s upsetting, when I think about 
all the work I’ve put in, to be offered only $14 an hour. What 
is my experience for? What is my certification for? (female, 
Hospital System B) 

 Several described decades-long work careers at their hos-
pitals. However, they claimed their earnings did not match the 
length of their service. Any raises they had received were con-
sumed by higher health insurance premiums, higher taxes, in-
creased living costs, and reduced public benefits, leaving them 
feeling little better off than they were before. They questioned 
the fairness of working for so many years, yet earning so little 
they could never get ahead.

After my last raise of 34 cents, I now make $15.48 an hour. I 
don’t think it should take 25 years working at the hospital to 
get to $15 dollars an hour. (male, Hospital System A) 

I’ve invested 26 years of my life in Hospital B. I started out at 
$9.75/hour and now I earn $16.77/hour, so I have gotten raises 
over that time. But the thing is, if I get a raise and then have to 
put it all toward higher insurance costs, am I really getting a 
raise? It doesn’t seem like it. (female, Hospital System B) 

 Others rooted their claims for higher salaries in the increasing 
workloads and responsibilities they had experienced. Because of 
the relatively low pay, there can be high staff turnover, which can 
leave units understaffed and/or with a constant stream of new 
and inexperienced employees. “People are always looking for a 
better paying job…there is constantly new, inexperienced staffing 
that makes it unsafe for patients” (female, Hospital System A). 
Further, those testifying described an ever-expanding scope of 
work: cleaning more rooms, delivering more meal trays, caring 
for more patients, or sterilizing more instruments.     
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And you’re not being rewarded with a salary, with a livable 
salary. You’re still struggling every two week but the work-
load increases. It’s like the beds the beds [sic] in the hospital 
have increased so our work increases. But the pay never in-
creases. (male, Hospital System B) 

It’s a lot of work. It’s a huge amount of work, it’s a lot of work. 
So, just that alone I would take a pay hike for the just work 
alone, for just the amount of work. (female, Hospital System A). 

Further, those who remain at these jobs for any length of time 
became the “old hands” and often are asked to orient new staff, 
on top of their regular responsibilities.
 Comparative	 arguments. The hospital service workers con-
trasted their financial situations with those of the senior man-
agement and the overall hospital systems. These arguments 
were most frequently, although not exclusively, made by hos-
pital service workers employed by Hospital System A, where 
the annual salaries of top administrators are well known in the 
local community. For instance, news reports put Hospital Sys-
tem A’s CEO’s 2017 base salary at just under $1,000,000 and total 
compensation package at around $6,000,000 (Gough, 2018).     It is 
not surprising to find that workers were acutely sensitive to the 
disparity between their salaries and the CEO’s. As one work-
er pointedly remarked: “Hospital executives are making big 
bucks, and we are eating crumbs off the table” (female, Hospital 
System A). Another succinctly said, “They [Hospital System A’s 
administrators] should share the wealth—there’s enough to go 
around” (female, Hospital System A). 
 None of the hospital service workers asked to earn millions 
each year; none claimed they merited the same compensation as 
senior managers. Rather, they questioned why they had to work 
so hard and face such hardships when their employers appeared 
to be doing so well and the hospital systems seemed to have suf-
ficient funds to make cosmetic and capital improvements.        

I see Hospital System A spending money on things at work-
-like air conditioning units, furniture for the patient rooms. 
They have remodeled bathrooms, plasma TV sets for the pa-
tient rooms, they’re really expensive TV sets, marble bath-
rooms. Just mainly, just material things for the hospital. I 
wonder why there’s not more money for the people who work 
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there…I think the money should also go to the workers that 
work there so hard. (male, Hospital System A)

 Those with children wanted a chance to do with their off-
spring the kinds of things done by their superiors with greater 
financial security. They contrasted their families’ lives with those 
of individuals in more privileged, senior hospital positions. The 
comparisons highlighted the ways low wages constrained the 
workers’ families’ circumstances and life choices, and the work-
ers laid claim to their right to commonplace aspects of family 
life, which those higher up in the hospital systems’ bureaucracies 
took for granted. A mother working for Hospital B said:

My children deserve a home that’s ours. I want to take my 
children on a trip to Disney one day, like the VP, manage-
ment, and our high paid coworkers do. I put in the work. I 
deserve the pay, so that for once me and my children can live 
comfortably. Not paycheck to paycheck—that’s not living.     

Similarly, a father employed by Hospital System A argued:

I mean, I have to work two jobs and that’s, that’s less time that 
I spend with my family which I like for, you know, the man-
agement and higher ups, they get a chance to go home every 
day to their family because they don’t have to worry about it. 

 Commonly held beliefs. Hospital service workers articulated 
several commonly held beliefs for why their wages should be 
increased. One was that hard work should pay, that those who 
do their jobs conscientiously should not have to scrape by. “Peo-
ple who work full time should be able to pay their bills, period” 
(female, Hospital System B). Those who worked diligently, dis-
played competence, and were reliable and honest contributed to 
the hospitals’ functioning, they argued, and deserved adequate 
compensation. A hospital service worker who began her career 
in food services before taking a job in the pharmacy elaborated 
on this view:

I’m a worker—I’m great at what I do…Started in dietary…
in 2006—when I was the tray line worker. I was one of the 
only employees who could do every position. Then I moved 
to hosting floors. Then I moved to the café, because I got an 
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extra 50 cents. I was the fastest cashier there was, with my 
drawer never being short…I also did banquets for doctors, 
whoever was having an event at the time wanted me to set 
their event up. 

Then there was the downsize…My director at the time knew 
my capabilities and the person I was, so he got me a job at 
Hospital B on the grill, where I was for two and a half years…
Then I had the opportunity to get into the pharmacy, where 
I am now. I am the apothecary…No matter who you get, it 
won’t get done like I do. I just need more pay for what I do. 
Me and my family just need a little more. I’m a single parent 
of three. I have to work two jobs to make my ends meet. I can’t 
even afford to pay my children’s healthcare, and I work for 
this big old company. So my kids are on CHIP—and I work 
for one of the biggest companies in the city. (female, Hospital 
System B) 

 Some invoked the American Dream. In a region built by coal 
and steel (and heroic labor struggles), hard work at one time 
could pay off for people with high school educations. Home 
ownership, reliable health insurance, and a retirement pension 
were real possibilities.     

You know, I think that I mean they should be able, those jobs 
should be paying well enough to, to allow people to live de-
cently without having to go back to college. I mean I don’t see 
anything wrong with that. I mean whenever the steel mills 
were around none of those guys went to college, you know…
(male, Hospital System A) 

 However, the mines and mills have long been shuttered.     
Today, the education and health service sector employs the larg-
est number of people in the metropolitan statistical area (U.S. 
Department of Labor, 2018), with local healthcare support po-
sitions paying a median annual income of $23,345 in 2016 (De-
loitte, Collective Learning, & Datawheel, n.d.). According to one 
hospital service worker, wages at that level mean “there’s no 
path to the middle class anymore” (male, Hospital System A).     
Another flatly stated:
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The reason I am pissed, is because I cannot think or even con-
ceive of how I can achieve the American Dream which is adver-
tised on television all the time—owning a home, owning a car, 
sending my grandkids to college. For me, these things are unat-
tainable. And I can’t think of a way to move to a better neighbor-
hood or even moving at all. (female, Hospital System A)

 Not only has the American Dream seemed to slip from 
their grasps, but many felt their smaller, more personal hopes 
for the future were also in doubt. “If you’ve ever had a dream 
you know how this feels, except in this case there’s a very small 
chance that your dream will become reality when year after 
year you only see 2% raises on your paycheck” (male, Hospital 
System A). They acknowledged the fragility of their dreams and 
were aware that achieving them might entail significant costs, if 
they could be achieved at all.

I would like to go back to school as soon as I can but I am wor-
ried about going to part-time and having to pay even more 
for my benefits, or worse, losing them all together. (female, 
Hospital System A) 

All we want is to be able to have a decent life—maybe finally 
afford the honeymoon we never got to take, or to go out for a 
nice date together. (female, Hospital System B)

I plan on retiring when I turn 62. That would mean 47 years 
of work for this hospital. It probably means that my husband 
and I will have to live off of peanut butter and hot dogs…(fe-
male, Hospital System B) 

 Finally, wages serve a symbolic function in America as a 
valuation of a person’s worth. Those who earn more, according 
to this commonly held belief, are worth more, and by extension 
are worthier. A worker’s pay rate is seen as providing a measure 
of his/her value to the employer, which, in turn, can affect how 
the person feels about him/herself. A male worker at Hospital 
System A declaimed:
     

That’s what Hospital System A thinks I’m worth. How do you 
think that makes me feel?? Well, let me tell you: it makes me 
feel like a speck and just another body mopping the floors.     
It’s outrageous. 
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Another said, “Living this way [financially struggling], we all 
have feelings of depression and hopelessness” (male, Hospital 
System A). 
 A person’s wages also can influence his/her relationship to 
the community more generally. From where one lives to how 
much one spends to what kind of transportation one uses to 
which schools one’s children attend, are all shaped by income.     
And members of the community evaluate each other on these 
types of criteria. Despite working full time, hospital service 
workers who try to stretch their earnings by using government 
programs or assistance from nonprofit agencies all too often felt 
that they were seen as less worthy.

I hear some complain about families being on welfare, but 
this is why. Wages cannot sustain families in this area, so you 
have mothers and fathers putting in long hours at jobs, and 
for what? They still need to rely on public assistance. Low-
wage workers are unhappy because no matter how hard they 
work, it’s never enough. It’s hard to feel good about yourself 
when you can’t provide for yourself or your family. (female, 
Hospital System B)

What	Would	be	a	Fair	Wage?

 So what did the hospital service workers want? What did 
they believe they deserved? How much did they think would 
be a fair wage? Few of those giving testimony identified specific 
wage rates. Three argued that they should get $16 an hour based 
on their length of service; two claimed $18 per hour would be a 
fair wage rate for them; and one thought her base pay should be 
$20-$21. More often, they talked about what a minimum hour-
ly rate should be, instead of an exact amount. All who cited a 
minimum wage for hospital employees set it at $15 per hour, 
most likely reflecting the influence of the Fight	 for	 $15 move-
ment (Fight for $15, n.d.; Rolf, 2016).
 Those making less than $15 per hour thought that earn-
ing that amount would change their lives. It would mean they 
“wouldn’t worry so much” (female, Hospital System B), could 
have “extra money to actually save” (female, Hospital System 
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A), and might even be able to “move to a better neighborhood” 
(male, Hospital System B). Quite simply: 

I will tell you what we told our management. We want $15 per 
hour for all hospital workers. When I get to $15 per hour, I will go 
to the grocery store instead of the food bank. We will eat meat-
loaf instead of hamburger helper. I will eat a little more myself.

Imagine if thousands and thousands of workers around Pitts-
burgh could make $15 per hour. Moms could provide for kids. 
Fewer people would be on welfare. More people would be 
in the shoe store, getting shoes for the kids. You’d see hard 
working people getting ahead in their lives.  

It’s not just about material things, however. If I could make 
$15 per hour, it would change how I am viewed in society. 
Right now, I’m just another statistic on welfare. I am more 
than that. I want to be viewed with the dignity and respect I 
deserve. (female, Hospital System B) 

Others did not identify a dollar amount. Rather, they talked 
about “wages that allow me to actually live and not feel the con-
stant stress of wondering if I can pay all my bills” (female, Hos-
pital System B) and having sufficient income “because everyone 
wants to live comfortable” (female, Hospital System A). They 
spoke of buying groceries instead of using food banks, being 
able to afford the health insurance offered by their employers, 
purchasing new shoes for themselves and their children, din-
ner out with their spouses, education for their children, and a 
chance to enjoy retirement when they finally reached that point.     

When you can care for your family and take part in events 
and activities in your community, that fills you with a lot of 
pride. Raising the wage would return that pride to a lot of 
hardworking people. (female, Hospital System B) 

The hospital service workers who gave testimony to the Wage 
Review Committee were not “asking for the world” (male, Hos-
pital System A); rather, they argued for a wage that would allow 
them and their families to live without the stress of constant 
financial worries.
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Discussion

 Low-wage workers in contemporary America can experi-
ence various material hardships (Gundersen & Ziliak 2018; He-
flin, 2017; Heflin & Butler, 2013; Hernández & Bird, 2010; Phin-
ney, 2013) and health and health care challenges (Heflin, 2017; 
McCarrier et al., 2011; Neckerman et al., 2016; Schmitt, 2012; Wu 
et al., 2014). The testimonies of the low-wage hospital service 
workers to the City Council’s ad-hoc Wage Review Committee 
exemplified this situation. They spoke of living paycheck to 
paycheck, of balancing on the precipice of financial crisis, and 
of being uncertain about what the future holds for them, issues 
identified by others writing about low-wage work and low-wage 
workers (see for example, Ehrenreich, 2011; Halpern-Meekin, 
Edin, Tach, & Sykes, 2015; Land, 2019).
 The Wage Review Committee hearings offered the hospital 
service workers a public forum in which to air their grievances 
—to describe in their own words what their day-to-day strug-
gles were like; what tolls their low wages took on their family 
life; and what it was like to work ever harder in physically and 
mentally demanding jobs, yet feel the employer saw one as a 
number, an interchangeable part in a giant healthcare machine, 
assertions similar to those made by other low-wage workers in 
both the U.S. and abroad (Orleck, 2018). However, the hearings 
were not simply a forum for workers to air their grievances. 
Rather, the hospital service workers used their testimonies as 
an opportunity to influence policy makers and repeatedly ex-
pressed their gratitude for the chance to be heard by the mem-
bers of the Wage Review Committee. Their testimonies reflected 
their desire to shape the argument to justify wage increases, in-
cluding the minimum wage, and in so doing, the workers acted 
as claims-makers (Best, 2017a), bringing depth to broader argu-
ments about fair wages, shedding new light on these rationales, 
opening new avenues of discussion, and putting a human face 
on the contentions associated with raising wages. 
 A number of workers offered a different twist to arguments 
made by Pietrykowski (2017) and Bivens et al. (2014) about mar-
ket fairness and economic justice. Rather than focus on how the 
skills related to their work were undervalued, the hospital ser-
vice workers brought to light a basic reality—without their work 
the hospitals would cease to function. Whether it be interacting 
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with visitors as they park their cars to cleaning rooms and 
equipment to preparing food, these workers saw themselves as 
part of the healthcare team and as making a real difference in 
the lives of patients and their family members. Yet, the pride 
they felt in their work and workplaces was not, they said, felt 
by their employers. For these workers, it was not merely their 
skills that were undervalued, but their contribution to the over-
all mission of the hospital was overlooked.
 The hospital service workers did not address economic is-
sues such as possible job loss or reduced work hours, potential 
effects of raising the minimum wage often cited in the litera-
ture (Beaudry et al., 2018).  However, they did provide a fairness 
argument based on the economic behavior of their employers.  
They argued that their wages did not match their education or 
training, length of employment, or job experience. Further, their 
wages, they asserted, have not increased, although productivi-
ty, as reflected in increased workloads and responsibilities, has.     
In a for-profit setting, this trend represents a transfer of wealth 
from labor to employers; in the case of non-profit hospitals, one 
might ask whether service workers’ low wages subsidize higher 
wages for others or for other investments that hospitals might 
make. In this case, the hospital service workers noted senior ad-
ministrator and physician salaries as well as investments in the 
hospitals’ physical spaces without a concomitant investment in 
low-wage workers.
 Konigsburg (2017) and Rogers (2014) have laid out ethical ra-
tionales for raising wages. Through their testimonies, the hos-
pital service workers portrayed the moral imperative for higher 
wages in stark terms; they described a living wage as a wage that 
made life doable for them. They wanted a wage that meant they 
could meet their basic needs, a wage that would allow them to 
spend on their families and their children and grandchildren, 
and a wage that would not require a second job or regular over-
time shifts. For some, the moral argument was simply an embod-
iment of how they described the American Dream.
 As demonstrated in these examples, workers’ arguments 
drew on their lived experiences, not the statistics and abstract 
concepts often favored by experts. Advocates, policy-makers, 
and researchers should create space for people to voice their 
concerns and preferences and integrate those who will be af-
fected by decisions as much as possible into the process. Social 
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work organizers need to facilitate conversations with those in-
volved to learn how the group(s) defines the social condition 
of interest, relevant change strategies, and desired outcomes. 
We should incorporate not just these ideas, but also their terms 
and phrases into our organizing campaigns and advocacy ef-
forts. Perhaps most important, we should encourage workers to 
advocate for themselves. The enthusiasm and gratitude of the 
156 hospital service workers who testified in Pittsburgh suggest 
that workers want to be heard about their working lives.
 Finally, the aspirations of the Fight	 for	$15 campaign reso-
nated with a number of the hospital service workers who not-
ed that earning that amount would dramatically improve their 
lives. Unfortunately, for many workers and their families in Al-
legheny County (home of this study) and elsewhere, a raise to 
$15 an hour is not likely to be sufficient in and of itself to cover 
basic living expenses (Economic Policy Institute, 2019). This re-
ality, in turn, points to a problem with which organizing cam-
paigns must grapple. On the one hand, there is a desire for a 
succinct and easy to understand slogan to motivate a campaign.     
On the other hand, at least some workers see it as a cure to their 
economic challenges and may become disappointed and dis-
illusioned if the impacts of $15 per hour are not as expected.     
Finding a balance is tricky; people need to be motivated, but 
social work organizers need to be careful not to overpromise or 
suggest that a single fix will cure all.

Limitations

 There are three limitations to these findings. First, although 
unstructured testimony can offer insights into what is important 
to low-wage workers, it also can mean that some desired infor-
mation simply is unavailable. For instance, in these testimonies, 
demographic information was uneven at best and completely 
absent in relation to race/ethnicity, thus constraining our ability 
to compare the characteristics of those testifying with demo-
graphic information available from one of the hospital systems. 
Similarly, though it would have been interesting to situate the 
workers’ comments in a broader context, such as their involve-
ment in unionization efforts or the Fight	for	$15, we were unable 
to do so because the workers did not discuss these issues. Sec-
ond, by its very nature, the researcher in qualitative research is 
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an integral part of the research process, including the analysis 
and interpretation of the data (Ben-Ari & Enosh, 2011; Morrow, 
2005). Although the coding process and efforts to assure trust-
worthiness are specific and credible, others might not interpret 
the testimonies in the same fashion. Third, the testimonies 
came from a self-selected group of participants willing to testi-
fy at public meetings to a government-appointed committee. As 
Couper and Miller (2008) and Parkinson (2004) suggest, those 
willing to share their opinions, whether by speaking publicly, 
volunteering for an interview, or answering an online survey, 
are not representative of others who may be similarly situated 
and findings, thus, will lack generalizability. In this instance, 
the testimonies of the hospital service workers who appeared 
before the Wage Review Committee do not necessarily repre-
sent the sentiments of low-wage hospital service workers at the 
two local health networks or low-wage workers at hospitals in 
other communities, no less low-wage workers in general.

Conclusion

 The testimony provided by hospital service workers did not 
use formal terms like equity or social justice or economic jus-
tice; instead, they drew on their lived experiences to craft com-
pelling, articulate fairness arguments for raising wages. Their 
participation illustrated their desire to have a voice in things 
that could affect their lives as well as their capacity to advocate 
for their own interests and those of similarly situated workers.     
In this way, they can be seen as active claims-makers, shaping 
advocacy arguments and influencing policy makers. This is a 
point that we, as social workers, should take to heart and con-
tinually remind ourselves: we do not need to act “for” low-wage 
workers, but we can work “with” them, learning from their 
words, priorities and preferences; ensuring they have the space 
to exercise their own voice; and sharing with them our knowl-
edge, skills, and values. 
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 Many refugee groups spend long periods of time—often 
ten, twenty, or more years—in refugee camps, a situation of-
ten called warehousing. These refugees are unable to return to 
their home country due to ongoing safety concerns or politi-
cal situations, and a permanent solution (such as resettlement, 
repatriation or local integration) has not been found for them. 
This study examines a sample of Sudanese women living in the 
Kakuma Refugee Camp in Kenya.  
 Sudan has been a source of refugee flows to other countries 
since the mid-1950s, when many fled to escape the civil war 
between the Government of Sudan and southern rebel forces 
(Karunakara et al., 2004). A particularly large refugee flow be-
gan in 1986, when tens of thousands of refugees were forced to 
flee from southern Sudan to Ethiopia, and then subsequently 
were expelled into Kenya in 1991 (Jeppsson & Hjern, 2005). Ka-
kuma Refugee Camp was established specifically due to this 
large group of refugees. In 2014, the camp was home to approx-
imately 150,000 refugees, and conflicts in neighboring countries 
continue to increase the population (Nyoka et al., 2017, p. 16). 
 Conditions have sadly only deteriorated since South Sudan 
was formed, causing an increase in refugees fleeing this area. 
Although there were hopes that the formation of the country of 
South Sudan would allow some refugees to return home, this 
development did not seem to change the personal situations to 
allow the women to return home in safety. Instead, new out-
breaks of violence took place and new refugee flows into Kaku-
ma and other refugee camps took place. A few refugees contin-
ue to be accepted for resettlement, but as always, this is a very 
small percent of the refugees who seek it. At the time of this 
study, the U.S. allotment for refugees coming out of Kakuma 
Refugee Camp was 1,500 out of the 80,000 total population (Jef-
fery Savage, Senior Protection Officer, UNHCR, Personal com-
munication, May 8, 2011). In recent times, the opportunities for 
resettlement, particularly in the United States, is on a decline. 
In 2018, instead of seeing resettlement numbers in the 70,000 
to 80,000 range, only 22,491 refugees were resettled (Center for 
Immigration Studies, 2018).
 Many women living in the Kakuma Refugee Camp, thus, 
have been residents of the camp for years or even decades. They 
rely exclusively on humanitarian aid for subsistence and are 
legally prohibited from obtaining employment (Horn, 2010, p. 



151Chapter TitleStructural Dependency in Refugee Camps

359).  Many have lost family and social support systems in their 
flight to the refugee camp, and most see no prospect of leaving. 
This study examines how the system of refugee camp life cre-
ates structural dependency and causes a deterioration in rela-
tionships and relatedness for the residents.  

Literature Review

 Research has shown that total reliance on outsiders for sub-
sistence goods can create structural dependency. Refugees are 
susceptible to structural dependency because of their total re-
liance on humanitarian aid for survival. Furthermore, living in 
a refugee camp can impact systems of relationships, and can 
deprive women of existing social networks on which they may 
have relied in their homelands. 

Structural	Dependency 

 Refugee camps form a unique society. Specifically, the idea 
that refugee camps are only temporary creates an unusual sys-
tem. Agier (2008, p. 72) describes the camps as creating perma-
nent precariousness as an emergency gives way to a long-term 
situation. The camp creates “models of uncertainty,” as “spaces 
and populations are administered in the mode of emergency 
and exception…a camp is an emergency intervention that has 
been on ‘stand-by’ for months or years: five to ten years, or even 
more.” When people flee to these camps, it is usually with the 
expectation that after a short stay they will be able to return 
home. Often, this is not the case. “Despite their ostensible ‘tem-
porary’ nature, these settings have become the main living en-
vironments for many refugees for years and, in some cases, for 
more than one generation” (Harrell-Bond, 2002, p. 56). There are 
many implications for those living what is meant to be a tempo-
rary setting for the long-term.
 The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and oth-
er relief programs provide certain items of aid such as food, shel-
ter, and a police force. But the camp residents often lack a means 
to legally support themselves for long-term survival. Refugees in 
a camp usually have few rights or opportunities. In general, refu-
gees have “no right to move freely or work in the countries” where 
they reside in the refugee camps (Agier, 2008, p. 81).  Furthermore, 
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the Kakuma refugee camp is administered by UNHCR ‘“inde-
pendently of the government, outside its judicial system, with no 
checks on powers, and, in effect, without legal remedies against 
abuses’ despite the fact that its population is living on the territory 
of Kenya” (Harrell-Bond, 2002, p. 59). UNHCR is limited in what it 
is able to provide within these guidelines.
 With these restrictions, many refugees are forced to subsist 
on only what is given to them by aid programs, or on rare oc-
casions sent to them from family members outside the camp 
system.  The result is an “asymmetrical relationship” between 
humanitarian aid workers and refugees “who are symbolically 
disempowered through becoming clients of those upon whom 
they are dependent for the means of survival and security” 
(Harrell-Bond, 2002, p. 55). It makes sense that refugees should 
be protected by the international community given their cir-
cumstances. But often “the unique distortions imposed by the 
camp regime stifle the productivity and thus the economic wel-
fare of refugees, causing them to live in poorer conditions than 
is necessary” (Werker, 2007, p. 461).  
 The society created by this long-term temporary situation has 
several major implications that contribute to dependency in its in-
habitants. Refugees can develop structural dependency because 
they must rely on the systematic support from outside agencies 
to provide for daily needs. As Hoyer (2005) explained, the ability 
of refugees to care for their families is taken away from the indi-
vidual and community and shifted to the protection given only 
from agencies working within the camps. The justification for 
aid relies on “portraying refugees as helpless and desperately in 
need of international assistance” (Harrell-Bond, 2002, p. 57). This 
dynamic also conditions the aid workers to label the refugees as 
helpless and vulnerable (Harrell-Bond, 2002, p. 57).
 Refugee women have many specific needs and challenges 
that may differ from refugee men or children. For example, ref-
ugee women often face violence in the camp setting due to the 
daily tasks of caring for their families, such as traveling to un-
safe locations to carry firewood to cook food (Harris, 1996). “The 
frustrations of life in Kakuma have been said to have an impact 
on the refugees’ psychological and emotional wellbeing, and 
domestic violence has been found to be common” (Horn, 2010, 
p. 359). Facing this type of struggle for decades may cause ref-
ugee women to have different coping strategies or dependency 
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issues than refugee men who do not face the same challeng-
es. In addition, many women must provide for their families, 
often without a partner, which may mean that women are at 
increased risk of relying solely on systematic support for eco-
nomic survival. In short, 

Refugees’ dependency on outside agencies, and the way that 
agencies have attempted to improve the situation of female 
refugees, has had a significant impact on social roles and sta-
tus, on gender relations, and on traditional community sys-
tems and structures (Horn, 2010, p. 366). 

As a result, refugee women may have a different narrative than 
refugee men.

Shifting	Relationships

 Relationships are key for the well-being of any individual 
or group. The nature of refugee camps forces changes in ref-
ugees’ interpersonal relationships. These relationships can be 
considered in the context of social capital, which exists when a 
group of people have shared identities, experiences, and values, 
and support each other verbally and through actions (Boateng, 
2010). Women, as frequent primary caregivers, play particularly 
important roles in developing social capital within a group or 
society (Boateng, 2010). Unfortunately, some studies note that 
women in refugee camps have limited social capital due to their 
lack of opportunities to develop the kinds of relationships that 
would be available in their home environment (McMichael & 
Manderson, 2004). Horn notes that, “community groups which 
provide not only social support, but also activities that give 
meaning and continuity to life (e.g. women’s, church and youth 
groups), tend not to survive displacement” (Horn, 2010, p. 366). 
Without these social ties, women have limited support and few-
er opportunities to invest their own skills in a way that can cre-
ate meaning. Thus, social functioning within a camp can have 
unique impacts on women. 
 Relationships within the family unit are often lost or altered 
in the context of the refugee camp system. Boateng (2010) noted 
that although women continue to be the individuals with the 
strongest ties to relatives and communities, women in refugee 
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camps have limited opportunities to develop the social interac-
tions that would help them adapt to their new setting. Although 
one might assume that the women could develop new support 
networks, this is not always possible. Boateng (2010) discuss-
es several refugee women living in camps who reported they 
had no friends due to issues around safety and security. Even 
when social networks allow for positive and supportive emo-
tional relationships within the camp setting, these networks 
are often unable to provide any economic support, as the oth-
er individuals may also have few resources. Marume, January, 
and Maradzika (2018) report that, in their study, 84% of refugees 
stated they did not have anyone they could rely on for monetary 
support. Before living in the camp, many of these individuals 
would likely have relied on their family members and extended 
support systems for economic needs. 
 Women in refugee camps also are impacted by the change 
in the social roles and status for men. Refugees often lose their 
social role and status because of their displacement, along with 
job loss, loss of access to land, and loss of roles within the com-
munities (Horn, 2010, p. 365). Men who traditionally provided 
for the family may be unable to do so in the refugee camp, and 
the change in status within the family might lead to domestic 
violence to compensate for the loss of power (Horn, 2010, p. 365). 
It is also not unusual for women to be separated from the men 
in the family who would have provided for them, or that these 
men have been killed before or during the process of fleeing.

Length	of	Time	in	Camps

 Long-term life in refugee camps has unique consequences, 
as adults adjust to the system of survival, and as entire youth 
populations grow up in camps. In Kakuma, as in other refugee 
camps, the host country does not allow refugees to integrate into 
the local society but requires them to stay within the confines of 
the camp and under UNHCR maintenance (Jansen, 2008). Long-
term confinement in camps can have negative impacts on the 
individual. Research suggests that the longer refugees reside in 
camps, the more severe the consequences become. For example, 
long periods with no employment can impact the refugees over 
time, both in terms of financial resources and future employ-
ment potential. Refugees face increasing family size, reduction 



155Chapter TitleStructural Dependency in Refugee Camps

of food and other support over time, lack of funds for educa-
tional or business development, and long-term exploitation of 
casual labor—all of which can cause their physical conditions to 
deteriorate (Kaiser, 2006). These issues also have significant im-
pacts on refugees’ physical, emotional, and mental health over 
extended periods of time (Agier, 2008; Goodman, 2004).
 In short, refugees, and in particular refugee women, face 
many challenges living in refugee camps.  They may become 
dependent on foreign aid and face loss of relationships.  These 
issues may be exacerbated the longer they remain in the camp.  

Methods

Sample

 This study includes interviews of thirty adult Sudanese refu-
gee women who were living in Kakuma Refugee Camp at the time 
of the study. The participant’s ages ranged from 18 to approximate-
ly 50 (not all women were aware of their ages), and all participants 
identified as Dinka or stated they were not a part of any ethnic 
group (via interpreters) but spoke the Dinka language.  
 Twenty-six of the interviewees described themselves as un-
employed, while the remaining four stated they were self-em-
ployed, primarily in carrying water from the well to the homes 
of other refugee women, mostly from the Somali community. 
Fifteen of the women had some primary-level education, one 
woman had begun secondary education, and the remaining 
women had no formal education. Most of the women with sev-
eral years of education were teens—18 or 19 years old. Most of 
this youngest age group (n = 10) had never been married and 
did not have children. The older age groups (n = 20, age 20 and 
above) all reported being either widowed, divorced, or separat-
ed, with only two participants stating they were currently mar-
ried. The mothers reported one to eight children. Many of the 
women reported having children who had previously died.
 Participants were located through convenience and snow-
ball sampling. Snowball sampling is particularly effective for 
“hard to reach populations,” and has been used to research 
such populations including the homeless and incarcerated indi-
viduals (Abrams, 2010, p. 541) as well as resettled refugees (Ber-
thold et al., 2019). “In studying hard to reach populations, a host 
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of circumstances often force researchers to operate with sam-
ples of available subjects—resulting in strategies that may best 
be placed in the category of ‘convenience sampling’” (Abrams, 
2010, p. 542). In this instance, the researcher met with several 
community leaders within the Sudanese community to share 
the details of the study. Once permission was granted from this 
leadership group, the researcher received the names and loca-
tions of several refugee women within the refugee camp who 
were available and likely willing to answer questions. These 
women recommended other potential participants who were 
then provided details and completed the study if they wished. 

Ethical Considerations 

 International studies involving vulnerable populations, 
such as refugee women, necessitate the consideration of ethics 
in the planning and execution of the study. Some authors note 
that the field of refugee research represents one of the areas 
with the most difficult ethical and methodological challenges in 
the research fields (Kabranian-Melkonian, 2015). Sieber (2009) 
discusses that although ethical issues are inevitable, it is vital 
that research takes place within these communities to provide 
data that will increase the success of interventions designed to 
work with them. Thus, it is up to the individual researcher (as 
well as IRB institutions) to employ methods that cause the least 
amount of potential harm to the population. This can be done 
through collection of background information, the use of local 
cultural gatekeepers (Sommers-Flanagan, 2007), seeking to re-
move unintended cultural consequences, and awareness of po-
tential illiteracy issues (Kabranian-Melkonian, 2015).
 Due to this researcher’s belief that it is important for the voices 
of refugee women in camps to be heard, the study went forward 
with a focus on limiting potential harm in any way possible. The 
researcher previously worked with a similar refugee community. 
In the formation of the study, other researchers with additional 
experience in similar communities were consulted. The research-
er worked closely with a partner agency in Kenya, the African 
Mental Health Foundation. This agency served as a cultural gate-
keeper in the formation of the study. The study was thoroughly 
reviewed by both the university human review board as well as a 
second human review board through the government of Kenya. 
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Permission was also sought from the authorities at Kakuma Ref-
ugee Camp and from local Sudanese community leaders before 
any interviews were conducted. The interpreters utilized were 
recommended by the UNHCR. Due to issues of illiteracy, con-
sent forms were read out loud and thumbprints were obtained 
instead of signatures, as requested by the human review board 
of the government of Kenya.

Measures,	Data	Collection,	and	Analysis

 The measurement tool was a qualitative structured inter-
view questionnaire with nineteen open ended questions to 
examine coping strategies and a collection of demographics. 
This instrument was developed by the primary researcher af-
ter reviewing the literature on coping strategies in general and 
within the refugee community. The researcher was also famil-
iar with East African refugees and utilized a combination of 
cultural knowledge from experience and literature themes to 
develop the questionnaire. Several questions included were: 1) 
Who has supported you or assisted you since you came to Ka-
kuma?; 2) What is the most important thing to you?; 3) Do you 
have any religious beliefs regarding your current living situa-
tion?; and 4) Are there any supports such as clinics and counsel-
ing centers that you have utilized? These questions were devel-
oped to explore several main areas of coping strategies. These 
areas included social support, religious beliefs, and community 
or humanitarian resources.
 This instrument was pilot tested by the primary research-
er with a local Sudanese population before use in the refugee 
camp. Five interviews with women who were Sudanese and had 
lived in Kakuma Refugee Camp prior to resettlement were com-
pleted. After completing the survey, the women were brought 
together as a group and asked for feedback and changes that 
would be helpful for collecting information. The women dis-
cussed the survey but noted no changes that they recommend-
ed. Thus, the questionnaire was not edited.
 The questionnaire was completed in multiple locations in 
the Sudanese areas of Kakuma Refugee Camp. The researcher 
utilized two female interpreters who were recommended by the 
UNHCR office and trained by the researcher to provide exact 
wording of the participants. Confidentiality training was also 
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provided by the researcher. The primary researcher completed 
all 30 interviews included in this study. Interviews lasted from 15 
to 45 minutes and included check-back procedures. The research-
er took notes on main data points and the emotional reactions 
of the participants while the interviews were being conducted. 
At the end of each interview, check-back procedures were com-
pleted that included a review of the primary data provided with 
requests for correct, clarification, or additional information. A to-
ken package of soap, matches, and sanitary pads was provided to 
each participant as compensation for their time.
 The researcher audio recorded and transcribed all inter-
views verbatim. Data analysis occurred by utilizing NVivo with 
a research assistant also analyzing a random 20% of the full 
interviews to check for coding discrepancies. Both open and 
axial coding were utilized as described by Strauss and Corbin 
(1990). Starting codes included items such as food, housing, 
friends, God, talk, church, clinic, hospital, and help. These were 
combined into themes such as social support, religion, and hu-
manitarian aid to cover primary categories of coping strategies. 
Once themes were developed, negative case analysis with a re-
view for contradictory evidence (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) was 
also used to discover if there were any cases in which one inter-
viewee’s experience showed that not all women shared the gen-
eral categories of these phenomenon. This included reviewing 
the transcriptions in their entirety to explore possible areas in 
which one participant’s experience fell outside the primary ex-
periences of the other 29. The only case in which one individual 
noted a somewhat different experience was that one 19-year-old 
had reached secondary school, whereas the rest of the partici-
pants had minimal education. The field notes, informal inter-
views, and previous theory from the literature later provided 
triangulation for this analysis as they were reviewed for simi-
larities and possible contradictory evidence. These methods for 
triangulation also examined potential areas where the overall 
themes did not appear to match the experience of an individual. 
No noteworthy differences were found.

Results

 The study revealed that the women in the refugee camp 
were nearly entirely dependent on humanitarian aid for basic 
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survival. They reported few other opportunities to acquire life 
necessities. They both appreciated the assistance and lament-
ed its limited nature. The women also reported that life in the 
refugee camp caused them to suffer loss of relationships and 
relatedness to others. Finally, the women described living in the 
refugee camps for many years with little prospect of leaving. 
This negatively impacted their sense of hope for the future. 

Dependency	through	Physical	Assistance

 One of the most significant characteristics of refugee camps 
is the physical aid given to the residents. All the refugee wom-
en in this study discussed the physical assistance they received 
from the UNHCR (note: the women often attributed all aid by 
agencies as coming from the United Nations, even if the as-
sistance was from a related program such as the World Food 
Programme). The women were grateful to the UN for provid-
ing them with necessities like food; however, they also used 
language indicating that they were not given all they felt they 
needed. In discussing what they did receive, the women men-
tioned food, shelter, and cooking utensils such as cooking pots. 
Mariel shared that “UN people gave them food, the house, even 
those plate for eating.” Hannah stated that “they have been dis-
tributed by UN, those plate of cooking, those of eating, blanket, 
and the food.” These were common descriptions of the types of 
assistance offered. This focus on items that meet basic physical 
needs may be due to the theory presented by Maslow (1954), in 
which lower needs such as food and shelter must be cared for 
before a person is able to move on to higher level needs, even 
those of safety or intimacy. 
 Some of the women spoke of the UN in very close, relational 
terms. For example, one woman stated that “nobody else sup-
port me, but then they give me house. Apart from UN, they 
did not help.” Susan shared that the UN was the only program 
helping her, “so I will be stay with UNHCR here.” She contin-
ued to say that “if I was still in Sudan, maybe [I would be] dead 
with the children and the husband…UNHCR is here and help-
ing me a lot.” Julie also shared that “since UN is here it is not as 
bad…is safe.” Especially in the absence of family, the UN was 
often very important. Hannah said, “I am an orphan…want to 



160 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

stay with UNHCR.” Mayek also shared that she felt “only UN is 
the father to [me] and the mother and the child.”
 The women also described frustration concerning the lim-
ited nature of the aid. For example, Yar stated, “they just give 
food. Maybe when it is coming fast…just give food and house, 
struggle alone. It is not proper. Latrines. Nothing for the toilet...
for the house…” Another woman, Janet, shared “You get food, 
but nothing else. Not enough for that month. They just give 
maybe only for three day, four days. Four days.” Mariel stated 
that it was “Not enough. It is not enough. Some days, maybe 5 
days or 4 days they are stay without food.” The women present-
ed as discouraged by the level of assistance provided. It was 
often enough to survive on, but barely. 
 Some women shared “there is no other help except UN.” 
Even though they were frustrated, they had nowhere else to 
turn for assistance. The women appeared to often have lim-
ited familial and community support and often did not have 
the opportunity to grow their own food as they had done in 
their home country. The opportunities for formal employment 
also were severely limited for most women in the camp. Ref-
ugee camp residents were prohibited from obtaining legal 
employment, although some women were able to circumvent 
these prohibitions.  For example, in some instances non-gov-
ernmental organizations unofficially hired refugees for certain 
positions (Agier, 2008). Most of these “unofficial” positions were 
for refugees with specific skills, such as teaching and language 
skills for interpretation (Agier, 2008; UNHCR interpreters, 
Personal communication, May 7, 2011). None of the women in 
this study had these types of qualifications. While four of the 
women in this study had informal employment opportunities 
through carrying water to the homes of Somali women, they 
did not earn enough to provide for their families. Lastly, some 
programs exist that provide refugee women with opportuni-
ties through crafts, sewing, or other services, but none of these 
women in the study were able to participate in these programs. 
As a result, the women in this study were almost entirely de-
pendent on what the UNHCR and other NGOs could provide 
for them.  
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Dependency in Relationships

 Several of the women described the UNHCR in relational 
terms, such as being the father and mother to one who is or-
phaned. Most of these women reported that they did not cur-
rently have supportive family members. In a more traditional 
society, the Dinka (and other Sudanese) women are part of an 
extensive system involving extended families and networks. 
While many of the women either arrived with a family member 
or had some family in the camp, the deeper network appeared 
to have been broken. When women referred to family members, 
they often spoke of them not as source of assistance, but as po-
tential or current problems. For example, one woman came to 
the camp with her cousin who then left for Nairobi. She stated 
that her fear was that if the cousin returned to the camp, he 
would force her to leave the house she was currently living in, 
which ”belonged“ to the cousin. One woman arrived with her 
mother, but stated she was “alone, there is no, just my mother 
only and my mother is old, yes she grow old.” Another woman 
spoke of her mother as one who made life difficult and did not 
allow her to stay in the same house. She said, “You know, the 
first time I come and sleep, after that the mother chase me.” 
 Unfortunately, family members in the camp often provided 
little support. Many of the refugee women had previously been 
married but were now separated or widowed and had multi-
ple young children. Some women also discussed having added 
social challenges due to their husband’s fate. Multiple women 
shared that their husbands had left them. One woman spoke 
of her husband only returning to the camp to force her to have 
sex with him, and then leaving again once she was pregnant. 
Another spoke of being forced by her uncle to marry another 
man for the dowry that is given to the family. In these cases, the 
husbands did not appear to be providing for their families in 
the traditional Sudanese manner. In short, the women reported 
relying on humanitarian aid for necessities and reported a lack 
of the family support system on which they previously relied.

Time Factors and Hope

 The women in this study reported feeling they had no 
options. All thirty of the women stated they were not able to 
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return to Sudan because of ongoing conflicts and the fear of 
harm or not having any family members left in the country. For 
example, Ana stated “The family died. I live orphan…mother 
died. I have nobody in Sudan. So I come here.” 
 The women in this study seemed to believe that resettle-
ment was their best option, although they acknowledged that it 
was unlikely. Martha stated “the only important thing in good 
life…will be outside, is America, outside of the camp. That is 
the good life.” Yar stated “Even though people say, the UN say 
to let me go to Sudan I will stay here, it is fit to kill someone. If 
they don’t allow me to go abroad, I will die in the camp.” These 
women faced long periods of time spent in the camp combined 
with the limited chance of resettlement. The women seemed to 
recognize this and did not sound as though they believed they 
would be allowed to resettle overseas.  
 The women also suffered from problems associated with in-
activity, including a feeling of hopelessness. Most women had no 
chance of employment, although a few women found informal 
options by carrying water. Many of the women were previously 
involved in farming or cattle keeping, which was not an option 
in the camp. Some of the younger women attended school; how-
ever, most lacked the money needed to support their education. 
They were not allowed the freedom of movement to leave the 
camp. When Mary was asked what she thought might happen 
to her or her children in the future, she said simply “nothing. 
Just staying like this.” The women in the study seemed to have 
little hope. The lack of hope for changes in the future seemed to 
be one of the serious, long-term problems. The women seemed 
to think there was little chance that their lives could someday 
be different.  

Strengths

 Although the women primarily reported difficulties as dis-
cussed above, it is noteworthy that these women exemplified a 
variety of strengths as well. The women in this study were high-
ly resourceful, although it is not likely that they would recognize 
this. Although official employment is not possible, four of the 
women noted being engaged in informal employment through 
carrying water for other refugees with more resources. They 
were seeking methods to gain resources that may not have been 
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obvious. Many of the younger women focused on their desire 
for more education as a method of changing their situation. In-
deed, the only time issues beyond survival arose was within the 
discussion of how education could improve their situation. This 
shows that the women in refugee camps are far more than simply 
”victims“—they are strong women with agency who are able to 
survive and support their families with almost no resources.

Discussion

 The system of structural dependency in the camps can have 
long-term implications for refugees (Agier, 2008). Some hoped 
to be able to leave the refugee camps for some other long-term 
solution, such as local integration, resettlement, or return to the 
home country. However, in the Kakuma Refugee Camp, this 
hope began to dwindle when refugees remained in the camp 
for extended periods of time. This protracted situation caused 
some unexpected long-term issues, such as the dependency on 
the system for physical needs, loss of relatedness, and lack of 
hope for change.
 Some authors discuss this concept as the “victim” or learned 
helplessness mindset. Agier (2008, pp. 155, 213–214) discusses 
how “refugees are adopted by national or international NGOs 
and UN agencies in the name of human rights, and these take 
responsibility for them as pure victims…being de-socialized 
and in a state of purely biological life…individuals are treated 
and managed as nameless victims devoid of identity.” Accord-
ing to this mindset, the refugees are only victims who need to be 
given help, not whole people who would like to have a full life 
and the ability to support themselves. The literature increasing-
ly recognizes that the system created within the refugee camps 
forces people to become primarily dependent on the aid system 
for their basic needs. 
 The camp structure of prohibiting legal employment creat-
ed dependency and caused the refugees to be essentially “in-
stitutionalized” (Kibreab, 1993). Some refugees, however, found 
ways around the legal constraints. Kibreab (1993) notes that 
governments and camp authorities treat refugees as helpless, 
which can contribute to the sense of institutionalization. But 
this study demonstrates that the refugees were not helpless vic-
tims. As noted above, the refugees in this study had strengths 
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that allowed them to demonstrate agency within the confines 
of the camp structure. Some refugees supplemented their needs 
by trading on the black market or procuring informal employ-
ment. Many of the women reported a desire to work or to return 
to school. Outside of the interviews themselves, the researcher 
noted refugee who had formed small informal businesses such 
as a modest (and possibly illegal) restaurants. These findings 
suggest that the camp structure may be classifying refugees as 
helpless while simultaneously keeping them in a setting where 
they are dependent on others as much as possible.
 Many factors likely contribute to the endemic problems of 
refugee camps.  One such factor is the government’s need to 
establish control over a large group of people who could easily 
overwhelm poor and often struggling countries that may not 
have the resources to support such an influx of people. Even the 
physical conditions of the land to which the refugees migrate 
may be a part of the difficulty, as the camps are often in dry 
areas unable to support farms or animal husbandry (Kibreab, 
1993). As Agier (2008, p. 12) notes, “every policy of assistance is 
simultaneously an instrument of control over its beneficiaries.” 
Refugees are often dependent on humanitarian aid not because 
they are helpless, but rather because of “the government’s poli-
cy, misconception of the relief agencies about the refugees’ tra-
ditions, coping mechanisms, capabilities, etc. and in the severe 
constraints imposed by the climatic and physical conditions of 
the country” (Kibreab, 1993, p. 332). The governments may also 
pose additional constraints. For example, Kenya prohibits ref-
ugees from Kakuma to keep animals due to potential conflicts 
with the local population (Horn, 2010).
 Some programs have made strides to overcome this sys-
tem of dependency. For example, one program attempts to 
“alleviate the victim mindset and resulting dependency” by 
providing programs like basket weaving that are designed to 
increase self-sufficiency and reduce vulnerability (Hermanson, 
2007, p. 154). In Kakuma at the time of the study, there was at 
least one program that was based on creating and selling pot-
tery observed by the researcher. Many of these programs use 
craft-making to give the women activities as well as a chance 
to make extra money to support themselves. Some refugees 
were able to secure startup funds for small business enterprises 
(Kibreab, 1993). Boateng (2010) suggests that micro-loans help 
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women start businesses and provide education opportunities. 
Unfortunately, programs such as these tend to reach only a 
small portion of the population (Hermanson, 2007).
 Long-term refugee camp life has significant impacts on refu-
gees’ physical and emotional well-being. Long-term dependen-
cy on outside support, a loss of social structures and relation-
ships, and the expanding time frame can create a lack of hope. 
The women in this study described feeling total dependency 
on outside aid and the lack of any foreseeable change in their 
situation. Many of the women interviewed for this project had 
been in Kakuma or other refugee camps since the early 1990’s, 
or even the 1980’s. These refugees were waiting for a long-term 
solution and had little to occupy their days. Agier (2008) de-
scribed this time to be like being in a “waiting room.” Good-
man (2004) interviewed a Sudanese refugee who had resettled 
in the U.S., who stated: 

We had eight years in Kenya, and it was really boring. Be-
cause you can’t work, you can’t go to school, you can’t even 
hope for your future. There was no hope for the future. So 
we just lived there as…we didn’t even count ourselves (Good-
man, 2004, p. 1188).

In short, refugees face what Agier describes as the “problem of 
inactivity” where “moral suffering, or even the psychological 
disturbance bound up with lack of occupational activity, play 
an important role in individual daily life” (2008, p. 137). The 
women in the present study similarly reported a lack of activity 
and lack of hope for the future.

Conclusion

 This paper considers issues such as the victim mentality, 
loss in relationships, lack of activities and supports for women 
in the camp that lead to lack of hope, and the poor conditions of 
the land and restrictions for its use. These are just some of the 
issues facing women in the refugee camps—issues caused by 
the conditions and restrictions of the environment. Many of the 
changes that would be required for these conditions to change 
are political and unlikely to be swift. However, it is noted that 
the women in the camp can be highly resourceful themselves. 



166 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

The examples provided in this research show women who are 
dedicated to their children and families, who want to improve 
themselves through education, and who wish to work and will 
do so in any way they can. Finding methods of providing for 
these desires and to support their dedication could alleviate the 
lack of hope that many of the women reported.

Strengths	and	Limitations

 As with all research, this study has strengths and limita-
tions. Strengths of this study include the rare focus on the in-
dividual experiences and words of refugee women living in 
a refugee camp. However, this was a short-term study, which 
may not have allowed time for the researcher to develop trust 
within the community. Additionally, some study participants 
might have believed the researcher was connected to the camp 
and able to provide or withhold assistance. This belief may have 
impacted responses. Language and cultural barriers were pres-
ent but were limited as much as possible by the use of local 
interpreters and assistants.

Implications	for	Policy	and	Practice

 The findings from this study show that Sudanese refugee 
women in the Kakuma Refugee Camp survive in a system that 
creates and encourages long-term dependency. This study sup-
ports several potential changes that could improve the lives 
of these women. Changes to support decreasing dependency, 
increasing and strengthening relationships, and limiting the 
length of time in refugee camps would assist greatly in limiting 
the impacts of learned helplessness. 
 A shift in policy that could be highly useful would be to 
support host countries in the integration of refugee populations 
when it becomes apparent that conflicts in the home country 
will be lengthy. It is recommended that additional financial as-
sistance be given to host countries of refugee camps to allow for 
more permanent settlement within the host country. This will 
require financial support to provide for housing, employment, 
and possibly employment training so that the refugees can be-
come independent providers for themselves and their families. 
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It is also reasonable to provide financial support to the local 
communities surrounding these settlements to lessen feelings 
of unfair distribution by local host country populations.

Reducing	Structural	Dependency

 To limit structural dependency, programs could target wom-
en specifically to create skills to enable them to support their 
families. The basket weaving program discussed by Herman-
son (2007) created culturally-appropriate opportunities for the 
women to increase their self-sufficiency within the camp system. 
Micro-finance and other opportunities to increase employment 
and self-sufficiency also could decrease dependency. With fi-
nancial independence, these women could avoid activities that 
subject them to the risk of violence, like gathering firewood in 
dangerous areas. Any employment training to assist women in 
their return to society outside of the camp would also be benefi-
cial. Such training could include child-care classes, English train-
ing, or sewing. These opportunities could provide women hope 
for the future. Any program that can combat the inactivity and 
hopelessness could be of great benefit to the women.  

Increasing	Social	Capital	and	Relationships 

 While some studies have noted that refugees rely on social 
networks in refugee camps (Teye & Yebleh, 2015), other studies 
have noted that at times refugees have difficulty forming the 
relationships necessary for social capital (Marume et al., 2018). 
The women interviewed in this study expressed feelings of 
loneliness and isolation. Efforts to increase social capital could 
help these refugee women in terms of finances and emotional 
well-being. Such efforts can improve overall quality of life for 
refugees (Marume et al., 2018). Encouraging income-generating 
activities provides not only more financial independence but 
also an increased sense of community (Perouse de Montclos 
& Kagwanja, 2000). Support for additional social activities like 
women’s groups and church also may decrease isolation and 
improve social capital.
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Time	Factors—Limiting	the	Length	of	Stay	in	Camps

 A much more difficult and long-term challenge is reducing 
the length of time refugees are forced to stay in refugee camps. 
Policy changes and political solutions may take decades. This 
long period of waiting in a refugee camp has negative effects 
on the refugees, including structural dependency and lack of 
social capital. If political pressure could be increased to find 
long-term solutions more quickly, a great many refugees would 
benefit. Host countries also could improve the lives of refugees 
by considering policy changes like allowing refugees to gain 
employment. The international community or UNHCR could 
provide support to refugee-hosting countries to encourage 
them to allow non-nationals to secure employment. The inter-
national community could support both the local populations 
and refugees to be able to meet a basic level of self-sufficiency 
through cultivation of new farms, wells, or procuring animals 
for animal husbandry. While integrating refugees into the host 
country would reflect a major policy change, both the refugee 
and local populations could benefit from receiving needed re-
sources and skills training to increase their overall welfare.

Research Recommendations

 Additional research should be implemented to examine 
the relationship between refugee women and the system of de-
pendency in refugee camps. Research on female refugees more 
broadly is needed as most refugees on the continent of Afri-
ca are women or children (Pavlish, 2005). Other research also 
could focus on the consequences of long-term “warehousing” 
of refugees in camps to supplement Agier’s findings. Another 
important concern is resources available to refugees in reset-
tlement countries, and additional research should supplement 
Potocky’s (1996) findings that such resources often are insuffi-
cient. Such studies could benefit resettlement countries to best 
provide for the transition out of the refugee camps. Similarly, 
research concerning refugees who return to their home coun-
tries or integrate into their host countries would be beneficial. 
This research could be supported by the UNHCR as well as uni-
versities and refugee-related programs from around the world.
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Ron Powers, No	One	 Cares	 About	 Crazy	 People:	 The	 Chaos	 and	
Heartbreak of Mental Health in America. Hachette Book Group 
(2018), 384 pages, $16.99 (paperback).

	 Too	many	of	the	mentally	ill	in	our	country	live	under	conditions	
of	atrocity.	(p.	xix); The	illness	has	already	robbed	them	of	liberty.	(p.	
172) In these two statements, Powers presents the intent of his 
compelling book that intertwines two narratives. In the first, 
he documents America’s failed commitment to the mentally 
ill. With a dominant focus on mental health treatment toward 
those experiencing severe psychotic disorders, he highlights 
the major historical figures and ideologies that have influenced 
mental health care in the United States. In the second, he uses 
his own experiences as a father of two sons with schizophrenia 
to intimately show the implications of a failed mental health 
system. It is one of those rare books that touches both head and 
heart, combining a father’s memoir and eulogy to one of his 
sons, with a chronology of the historical ideologies and govern-
ment policies shaping our fragmented system. With this dual 
focus, Powers forcefully delivers an indictment of our current 
society’s method of care that offers little beyond the correctional 
system or the big-pharma apparatus. 
 This book is particularly insightful because of this dual and 
integrated focus. Prior work about the mental health system 
tends to cluster into three categories: (1) discussions about the 
legal liberties of the mentally ill; (2) the effectiveness of various 
modalities focused on severe mental illness; or (3) dense policy 
texts regarding mental health changes and ideologies. In this 
first cluster, various authors, often with legal expertise, have 
attempted to understand the breeches to civil liberties experi-
enced by those with mental illness. In addition, legal questions 
surround legal competence and the utilization of involuntary 
treatment. In light of recent U.S. mass shootings, these themes 
remain relevant to those discussions. For example, should those 
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hospitalized for a psychiatric illness be allowed to purchase a 
firearm? In the second cluster, found in the many journals de-
voted to psychiatry, researchers struggle to discover the ultimate 
effectiveness of pharmaceuticals, psychiatric hospitalization, and 
non-pharmacological therapies for those with mental illness. 
 Power’s contribution, on the other hand, which would be 
counted in the third cluster, is unique because of the intimate 
family narrative it provides. Without the specifics about his sons, 
this book could easily focus on the historical atrocities of our in-
stitutional care to those with mental illness, a theme certainly 
documented by others. Instead of sensationalizing the historical 
care of earlier generations, he presents the cruel joke of mental 
illness by fully describing his seemingly normal sons growth 
and development, from his quotidian memories of a day at the 
amusement park to watching them perform together on their 
guitars as late adolescents. His recollections, in compelling in-
timacy, emphasize the sudden alarm when the illness of schizo-
phrenia abruptly arrived. When we consider Power’s struggle to 
find appropriate treatment for his two sons, he shows the fami-
ly’s anguish and helplessness in the face of schizophrenia.
 With various anecdotes about the behaviors of his two sons, 
Powers demonstrates the psychic cruelty of schizophrenia. 
Among the symptoms of schizophrenia that impact life func-
tioning, he brings attention to a particular symptom known as 
anosognosia, or the belief that one is not mentally ill, that compli-
cated the mental health treatment of the authors’ two sons.  He 
notes that nearly 50% of those with schizophrenia and 40% of 
those with bipolar suffer from anosognosia. As a consequence 
of this symptom, these individuals when symptomatic ada-
mantly believe that medication or treatment would essentially 
be unnecessary for them. As expected, this symptom impacts 
compliance with a medication regimen that is often necessary 
for individuals with schizophrenia to function in society.
 At first glance, as he outlines the historical trajectory of U.S. 
care to those with severe mental illness, one would perceive 
hopefulness. For example, he notes our greater understanding of 
the brain. He concludes that the U.S. public no longer sees men-
tal illness as demonic possession or moral weakness. However, 
in its place, Powers reminds us of the current living conditions 
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for so many with severe mental illness. They are criminalized 
for attempting to survive: “for robberies of food; for possession 
of the illicit drugs used for self-destructive self-medication; 
for loitering, vagrancy, and street harassment; for bothering 
non-insane people with their monologues and declarations; for 
not having homes” (p. 3). He speculates that our inaction and 
denialism of their plight may be connected to the terrifying and 
abrupt nature of mental illness. 
 While the emotional narrative of his family is pronounced 
in the book, Powers also includes intriguing historical themes 
and anecdotes about the history of mental health treatment.  By 
including reformers such as Dorthea Dix, Philip Pinel, and Wil-
liam Tuke, he outlines important tensions between providing 
compassionate treatment to those with mental illness within an 
atmosphere of larger pressures, such as urbanization and gen-
eral population growth. For those attempting to understand the 
larger historical background of mental health policy, Powers 
offers an excellent introduction to these reformers in early psy-
chiatry. Seeing the humanitarian orientation of these pioneers 
is an important reminder of the leadership that is currently nec-
essary to improve the state of our fragmented system. 
 While Powers emphasizes the moral treatment pioneers, 
Powers also presents the foes of modern psychiatry, presenting 
the ideologies of Thomas Szasz, Ron Hubbard, and R. D. Laing. 
While their positions publicly were to fight unlawful abuses 
within the mental health system, they all maintained a unified 
focus that mental illnesses were social constructions in society 
and had no organic origin within the brain. When these ideol-
ogies were adopted by courts and society, hospitals and law en-
forcement could and did relinquish their responsibilities to the 
mentally ill. As a consequence, when those with mental illness 
were a harm to themselves or others, it was often too late to treat 
them in more humanitarian methods than correctional settings. 
 Powers shows how correctional facilities have been used 
as the stop-gap provider of mental health care in a climate of 
reduced funding and resources directed at community men-
tal health programs. After deinstitutionalization, Powers notes 
that public funding did not follow these clients to their commu-
nities. As a result, those with severe mental illness did not have 
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comprehensive community supports, including housing. In a 
shocking statistic, Powers notes that there are ten times more 
mentally ill inmates than those in mental health facilities in this 
country. In California, Powers notes that 28% of the correctional 
system are mentally ill inmates. 
 By turning inward, this book presents a fertile base for prag-
matic steps necessary to improve the lives of those with severe 
mental illness. How can we support those with schizophrenia 
in the community, and out of correctional settings? How do 
we boost opportunities for non-pharmacological modalities to 
improve quality of life? How can we improve communication 
among these individuals with their families, and the medical 
community to preserve their lives? Just as anosognosia,	 or a 
symptomatic forgetting of illness occurs among some of those 
living with mental illness, this book is a clear documentation of 
our own forgetting, our own entrenched denial.

Christopher	Giesfield
Illinois	State	University

Carolyn Pinedo-Turnovsky, Daily	Labors:	Marketing	Identity	and	
Bodies	 on	 a	New	York	City	 Street	Corner. Temple University 
Press (2019), 212 pages, $24.42 (softcover). 

 Day laborers are not a new phenomenon in the United 
States labor market, and various scholars have investigated in-
formal day-labor markets. However, few scholars have exam-
ined the interactions and processes in the way of Carolyn Pine-
do-Turnovsky, who stands beside men seeking employment in 
Brooklyn, New York, and their challenges of presenting them-
selves as un	buen	trabajador (a good worker). Pinedo-Turnovsky 
spent approximately three years (summer 2001 to winter 2004) 
alongside African American men and Latino immigrant men 
who sought out day laborer work at a Brooklyn street corner. 
 By sharing the life experiences of these men, this ethno-
graphic study aims to increase knowledge about the lived ex-
periences of both Latino immigrant and African American men 
who seek employment through the daily labor market. Through 
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the lives of four men, Pinedo-Turnovsky illustrates how these 
men seek employment in a space “where race, gender, nation-
ality, and the law create a complex and stratified labor market 
in which they are both excluded and included” (p. 4). Through 
these unique stories the reader gains insight into a labor mar-
ket that can exploit and play into the vulnerabilities of these 
men; yet, Pinedo-Turnovsky illustrates how these men also con-
form to fit the image of a good worker for potential employers. 
Through this book, it is made clear that daily laborers are active 
participants in their own economic and social lives; daily la-
borers are not just looking to make money, but also to create a 
social community and institute changes in the labor market. 
 The book is divided up into two parts, which includes the 
assessment of Making Good Workers and Making Community. 
Part I includes four chapters: street-corner workers; Compadre’s 
corner; the stories of Sergio and William in becoming legal; 
and daily masculinity. Part II includes three chapters. The first 
chapter explores the social community in which workers avoid 
problems, how to ask for help, and how understand their debts 
and duties. The last two chapters provide insight into the social 
practices of the street corner community, as well as the method-
ology and assessment of doing this specific fieldwork. 
 This ethnographic study teaches readers about three com-
plexities of the daily labor market in Brooklyn, New York: “1) 
How the different groups of workers negotiate practices on the 
corner to attain recognition as a Real Day Laborer and thus ac-
quire work, 2) how workers reinforce and challenge normative 
ideologies about race, ethnicity, gender, and nationality, and 3) 
how workers live through a duality of legality (illegal versus 
legal, citizen versus alien) that frames the workers’ conscious-
ness—that is, their perceptions of work experiences and sense 
of belonging on the corner” (pp. 10-11).
 Although the author does a great job describing the “cor-
ner” intersection, it would have been helpful to have a visual 
map of the area she describes. I often found myself trying to 
paint a picture in my mind of the various groups and specific 
corners in which they stand to wait for work. Overall, this book 
provides a new understanding of the unique identities and sit-
uations in which men gain employment and is a significant con-
tribution to the literature in a variety of areas, including labor 



178 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

and economic relations, Latino/a studies, sociology, immigra-
tion, ethnography, undocumented- and mixed-status experi-
ence, and citizenship studies.

Kimberly	Hogan	
Arizona	State	University

Michael Anthony Lewis, Social	Workers	Count:	Numbers	and	So-
cial	Issues. Oxford University Press (2018). 207 pages, $34.95 
(paperback). 

 Lewis here provides an introduction to quantitative prob-
lems facing professional social workers that departs from the te-
dious statistics textbooks traditionally utilized in social science 
courses. In this text, Lewis presents mathematical concepts in 
a conversational style intended to provide baseline mathemati-
cal knowledge for both social work students and professionals. 
The book connects math to relevant social issues and policies, 
including measurements of poverty, the relationship between 
math and politics, and how to assess objectivity in the alloca-
tion of resources. This novel text is a critical primer of the math-
ematical aspects of social issues for social scientists who do not 
consider themselves, as the author states, “numbers” people. 
 The book begins by tackling policy debates; that is, how 
arguments play an important role in the discussions of social 
issues. This is an excellent introduction to the role numbers 
play within social policy development. Generally left to econo-
mists, the author illustrates how and why social workers must 
understand mathematical concepts to prove the merits of social 
policies supported by the field. The book then offers a review 
of basic mathematical concepts through a brief explanation of 
set theory. Ratios, proportions, and percentages are a welcome 
review, given their frequent use in the field when allocating re-
sources as well as during policy development. 
 A multitude of examples from current policies allow read-
ers to connect measurement concepts to broader societal issues 
and demography discussed in the classroom, the field, and the 
media. For instance, Lewis details how inflation and social pro-
gram benefits such as Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
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(TANF) are calculated. These calculations can assist social 
workers in understanding which social programs are and are 
not adjusted for inflation, thus providing a greater awareness 
of how much purchasing power financial assistance programs 
may have for their clients. Measurement of poverty is discussed 
in detail, with a thorough review of poverty thresholds and how 
to calculate ratios of income to poverty. The size, distribution, 
composition, and growth of human populations and how these 
calculations are connected to policy development is described 
in rich detail. Given the nature of social workers’ role working 
with marginalized groups, these chapters should be mandatory 
reading for students in statistics and policy classes. 
 After a thorough discussion of macro level mathematics, the 
book shifts focus to the more micro level financial issues social 
work clients typically face. Finally, the text reviews how math 
is used in research with a focus on statistics and data. The au-
thor acknowledges that there is a general dislike of statistics in 
the social work field but argues that a greater understanding of 
social life through data can greatly improve the effectiveness of 
practice. The author argues that social workers must also have 
a thorough understanding of personal finance to empower cli-
ents to secure economic security. This knowledge will allow 
social workers to help clients navigate increasingly complex fi-
nancial systems, such as how to plan for retirement or choosing 
life insurance options. An important concept I found missing, 
however, is discussion of how marginalized groups are dispro-
portionately in low-income brackets, which inevitably impacts 
the disposable income needed for economic security.
 Though the book is reader friendly, some readers may be 
initially intimidated by the presentation of mathematical equa-
tions studied long ago. If part of the aversion to math and sta-
tistics in social work is the traditional presentation of concepts 
with equations, instructors utilizing this text as a supplement to 
their curriculum will still need to create visual representations 
for students who are math phobic. Though lacking visual repre-
sentations, the conversational tone and application of concepts 
to social issues will help intimidated readers connect to the im-
portance of math in their practice. 
 A final chapter introduces how mathematics influence po-
litical and social decisions in the United States. A lively discus-
sion within the context of The National Association of Social 
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Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics underlines the point that math 
is a valuable tool in the pursuit of social justice. The author here 
concedes that an entire book could be written connecting these 
ideas. Despite such limitations, the text is highly readable and 
an excellent supplement for inclusion in social policy and statis-
tics courses. 

Renee Andersen Garbe
Arizona	State	University	

Lacey M. Sloan, Mildred C. Joyner, Catherine J. Stakeman, and 
Cathryne L. Schmitz, Critical	Multiculturalism	 and	 Intersec-
tionality in a Complex World. Oxford University Press. (2018). 
171 pages, $23.97 (paperback).

 This book explores beliefs not typically discussed in open, 
that is, various levels of privilege around the world, specifically 
in relation to gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, and ableism in 
relation to marginalized populations. The discussion is coupled 
with real life experiences from individuals. The subject of priv-
ilege is often difficult to discuss, especially when dealing with 
race and ethnicity. There have been books on issues related to 
multiculturalism, but these authors provide here an encom-
passing discourse of multiculturalism easily accessible within 
one book.
 Coming from backgrounds in social work and academia, the 
authors approach the subject of privilege and marginalization 
head on. The writing style is clear and understandable, allowing 
for sensitive subjects to be easily processed. Each chapter begins 
with a profound quote which frames the information discussed. 
Individualized experiences written in the first person provide a 
real life understanding of the topics and help readers to connect 
on a personal level. Summaries put each chapter in context, as 
readers are encouraged to explore their own personal beliefs, so-
cial norms and practices with their communities through a series 
of provocative questions. This approach is critically important to 
students pursuing a profession of service to others. 
 This book starts out taking the reader down a path to un-
derstanding multiculturalism, oppression, and action, and then 
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segues into engaging in self-reflection and identity develop-
ment. The concept of privilege is examined in subsequent chap-
ters, as well as intersectionality and the positioning privilege 
and marginalization. The book concludes with an examination 
of what is meant by the pursuit of critical multicultural practice.
The strengths of this book are many so long as the reader has 
an open mind and is willing to engage in critical self-reflec-
tion. Providing a more global perspective of multiculturalism 
is a particular strength. The case examples place the material 
into real life contexts. Given that the topics can be somewhat 
uncomfortable for less open-minded readers, perhaps the au-
thors might have considered providing a warning of some sort 
to such readers that they may be entering some potentially dan-
gerous emotional territory! 

María	Aguilar-Amaya
Arizona	State	University

Jill Duerr Berrick, The	Impossible	Imperative:	Navigating	the	Com-
peting	Principles	of	Child	Protection. Oxford University Press 
(2018), 244 pages, $36.95 (hardcover). 

 Child welfare professionals are committed to protecting 
children amidst a complicated system of often-contradicto-
ry policies, best practices, and realities. From an initial report 
of suspected child abuse or neglect through the end of a case, 
child welfare professionals make assessments and determina-
tions about the safety, permanency, and well-being of children. 
These difficult decisions often have life-altering consequences 
for children and families involved in the child welfare system. 
Jill Duerr Berrick argues that competing ideas shape the child 
protection system in the United States and specific principles 
are needed to guide child welfare practice and policy. 
 Proposed here are eight fundamental principles, which aim 
to go beyond the established code of ethics within social work 
and specifically address the unique field of child welfare. The 
fundamental principles include freedom from governmental 
intrusion for parents safely caring for children, safety for all 
children, a dedication to family preservation, extended relatives 
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as preferred placements, raising children in families, a commit-
ment to permanency for children, respect for cultural heritage, 
and involving parents and children in decision-making pro-
cesses. While these principles provide a guide for engaging in 
child welfare work, the principles are often in conflict and com-
petition with each other, that is, upholding one principle can be 
in direct opposition to one or more other principles. 
 One case study in the book, for example, describes a child 
welfare professional making multiple decisions about safety, 
placement, permanency, and family preservation for a toddler 
named Shannon. Shannon was removed and placed in out-of-
home care after it was determined that she was unsafe living 
with her parents (principles	1	&	2). Shannon’s grandparents were 
willing to be a kinship placement, but the child welfare profes-
sional determined that, given their physical and mental health, 
this placement would be problematic and instead placed Shan-
non with a foster family (principles	4	&	5). After multiple foster 
placements, Shannon was placed with concurrent foster parents 
who were willing to adopt her and provide permanence (prin-
ciple	6). She lived with the foster parents for six months, during 
which time a close relationship developed. After nine months 
of being in foster care, Shannon was safely reunified with her 
mother with the support of Family Maintenance services (prin-
ciples	1,	2	&	3). While Shannon was successfully reunified with 
her mother, who was now sober and thriving, she and the foster 
family also grieved the change in their relationship and experi-
enced loss (principle	6). This case study highlights the complex-
ity of following the principles within child welfare practice the 
inevitability of one principle conflicting with other principles. 
 These eight principles serve as the outline for the book, with 
each chapter providing an in-depth exploration of one princi-
ple and its application to child welfare practice. The discussion 
about each principle centers on the current context and high-
lights topics such as disproportionality in child welfare and 
other critical issues of today. Each chapter also provides his-
torical context to demonstrate how perspectives of the princi-
ple have changed over time through shifts in federal policies, 
advancing research, and further developing best practices. 
Additionally, Berrick explores how the principles are similar 
or dissimilar to those underlying child protection systems in 
other countries. Each chapter includes one or two case studies, 
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which emphasize practice dilemmas related to the principle of 
focus and other principles which may be in competition. After 
presenting the case studies, the author summarizes the com-
peting principles to build connections to the current paradoxes 
within child welfare. The front-line child welfare professionals 
who co-authored the case studies as personal accounts of their 
field experiences represent diverse units within child welfare 
agencies, including hotline, investigations, on-going, and adop-
tions units. These co-authors are all graduates of the University 
of California Berkeley Master of Social Work (MSW) Title IV-E 
program, which specifically trains students to work in public 
child welfare in California. 
 A limitation of the book may be that all of the case studies 
highlight the experience of MSW graduates from one university 
program in California. Nationally, child welfare professionals 
have a variety of educational backgrounds, and the work may 
vary somewhat by location; therefore, the case studies may not 
be representative of the experiences of child welfare profession-
als with different training and working in other states. 
 The book clearly lays out an argument for each of the prin-
ciples and describes how they are often in conflict with one an-
other. Through the case studies, new professionals can gain an 
understanding of the experiences of other child welfare work-
ers, the types of dilemmas often seen in cases, and the complex-
ity of the work. Another strength of the book is the use of case 
studies to highlight diverse roles and perspectives within child 
welfare agencies. The co-authors highlight in-depth examples 
of how the proposed principles compete against one another in 
practice. The book starts a discussion about the competing prin-
ciples in child welfare and provides a strong introduction into 
the field of child welfare for practitioners and policymakers. 
Overall, this book facilitates an important conversation about 
the principles underlying child protection in the United States 
as well as the opportunities and challenges of upholding them 
in practice.

Kalah	M.	Villagrana
Arizona	State	University
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Julie L. Drolet, Rebuilding	Lives	Post-Disaster.	Oxford University 
Press (2019). 258 pages, $39.95 (Paperback).

 Disasters are inevitable to occur around the world and the 
responses to these disasters are critical for the long-term recov-
ery of communities. Julie Drolet’s book discusses the	Rebuild-
ing	Lives	Post	Disaster	Project	(RLPDP), an international project 
composed of academics and practitioners who work in interna-
tional community disaster recovery. The RLPDP compiled field 
research from six disaster-stricken countries and explores how 
communities were impacted and responded to the disasters. 
The RLPDP included viewpoints from a wide variety of key 
actors that are involved with disaster relief (i.e. stakeholders, 
emergency managers, social workers).
 The first section of Drolet’s book begins with thorough de-
tail of concepts, theoretical frameworks, and background liter-
ature about community disaster recovery. The second section 
includes international disaster case examples that range from 
immediate wildfires to a slow onset drought, giving a diverse 
spectrum of disaster response information. And finally, the 
third section discusses lessons learned from the different disas-
ters and implications for social workers’ consideration. Many 
times survivors of disasters are lumped into one group; how-
ever, it is evident from Drolet’s work that marginalized groups 
suffer the most both before and after disaster. This work adds 
to the current literature on the long-term community-based di-
saster recovery by including the discussion of gender inequity. 
A strength of this book is in highlights gender inequalities that 
women face globally in community disaster recovery. Women 
play a significant role in communities prior to and after disas-
ters, but are overshadowed by male dominated systems that 
downplay the utilization of their strengths and resilience. Fur-
thermore, Drolet explains how social vulnerabilities and so-
cially constructed ideas like masculinity are instrumental in 
communities’ mental health and decision making in disaster 
recovery, especially for women. These concepts are being left 
out of the community disaster recovery conversation and result 
in costly suffering for women.
 Drolet provides a wide range of disaster examples and the 
impact of the disaster from different areas of the world. Each 
chapter has a takeaway lesson that is beneficial for future 
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inclusive strategies of disaster recovery plans. One specifically 
valuable chapter explores the ‘double jeopardy’ rural migrant 
women face due to working in a male driven field of agricul-
ture and having limited English proficiency (LEP). Drolet out-
lines the barriers, resiliency, and the utility LEP women migrant 
workers have on disaster reduction. This chapter also discusses 
the perspective of emergency leaders and stakeholders with the 
rural migrant community. Each chapter of the book provides 
rich quotes from the focus group interviews that helps the read-
er understand the struggle and challenges people, especially 
women, face pre- and post-disaster. 
 A criticism of the book is that the information presented is at 
times overwhelming. Readers may find the dense descriptions 
and extensive historical context a bit repetitive. But the funda-
mental essence of the book examining the case studies is done 
beautifully. Although Drolet mentions briefly other vulnerable 
populations at an increased risk during disasters, I would have 
liked to see a case example on how disasters and disaster recov-
ery impacted members of the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Trans-
gender community. My area of research interest is in LGBT health 
and Drolet’s book sparked ideas on how different disasters and 
resilience strategies impact the lives of the LGBT community. My 
hypothesis is that disaster recovery would look vastly different 
from other marginalized groups; even within the umbrella term 
of LGBT community, the response may look completely different. 
Examination of sexual orientation and disaster recovery may be 
beneficial to explore further in the future. 
 Overall, Rebuilding	Lives	Post-Disaster provides a great “how-
to” guide to engaging with various communities and disaster 
recovery. The RLPDP offers invaluable suggestions on how 
communities, stakeholders, responders, bureaucratic systems, 
and social workers should approach community disaster recov-
ery from a new perspective. This book helps readers reframe 
how disaster impacts different populations beyond typical di-
mensions of monetary damages, physical damage, and incorpo-
rates the impact of social aspects. 

Lucas	Prieto
Michigan	State	University
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Elizabeth A. Segal, Social	 Empathy:	 The	 Art	 of	 Understanding	
Others. Columbia University Press (2018). 239 pages, $32.50 
(hardcover). 

 This book provides an insightful overview of social empa-
thy, a complex construct that at the heart of our communities 
and broader society and especially important to consider during 
this time of national and global political tension. Deeply rooted 
in centuries of philosophical exploration and more recent inter-
disciplinary studies, empathy encompasses both interpersonal 
empathy and social empathy. Interpersonal empathy combines 
affective engagement with cognitive recognition of the emotion-
al state of another person, while regulating one’s own response. 
Social empathy expands interpersonal empathy to incorporate 
contextual understanding and macro-level perspective taking. 
Segal, who has been examining social empathy for more than 
ten years through the lens of an academic policy expert and 
lifelong social justice advocate, guides the reader through this 
definition of social empathy to gain an understanding of the 
role and importance of empathy while navigating the complex-
ities and barriers involved with empathy. 
 The author succeeds in transitioning this concept of social 
empathy out of the world of academic theory and research and 
into popular literature with immediate relevancy in the political 
and social realms. With the high degree of importance placed on 
empathy and the lack of empathy in our modern society, atten-
tion is well directed towards understanding and cultivating em-
pathic responses in the world around us. Segal identifies, frames, 
and explains each essential component of empathy to assist the 
reader in understanding the significant integration of the compo-
nents into the whole construct that constitutes empathy.
 Segal provides a deep look at empathy in civilizations and 
provides the relevant historical, biological, political, and social 
context to follow the development of the concept of empathy. 
Segal distinguishes between interpersonal empathy and so-
cial empathy within a discussion of otherness and belonging, 
thereby contributing uniquely to our understanding of this 
phenomenon in the field of social work. She does not shy away 
from the more difficult topics and themes associated with life 
adversity and otherness. Segal differentiates empathy from the 
similar constructs of pity, compassion, personal distress, and 
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sympathy. The author explores the connections between empa-
thy and altruism, cooperation, attachment, belonging, prosocial 
behaviors, morality, obligation, and happiness. 
 Segal frames the importance of empathy on the personal, 
community, and global levels. In this framework, she exam-
ines the impacts of stress, posttraumatic stress disorder, envi-
ronment, social class, abuse and neglect, grief, substance use, 
and psychopathy. In addition, there is an emphasis on the im-
portance of social empathy in building and maintaining rela-
tionships and communities. She explores having too much or 
too little empathy, as well as the relationship between empathy 
and power in politics and society. Segal engages the reader in a 
unique view of empathy connected to religion and technology, 
and the inclusion of these chapters on religion and technology 
underscore the author’s ability to distill essential connections 
for the reader. 
 Segal builds the argument that social empathy can improve 
our multicultural world by connecting us to our global commu-
nity and giving motivation and understanding for social action. 
There is an emphasis on social empathy being a journey to expand 
our social focus and to promote social movements. This book of-
fers hope and a pathway toward social justice and common good. 
The epilogue on Teaching	Social	Empathy is the blueprint for learn-
ing and developing social empathy through the framework model 
involving exposure, explanation, and experience. 
 In this book, Segal displays her expertise in policy work, 
commitment to the study of empathy, and engaging storytell-
ing. She relies on a clear writing style that speaks poignantly 
to modern society while challenging the reader to critically 
analyze the concepts and take action. Segal exemplifies social 
empathy in her dissection of social empathy, and the discus-
sion of the complexities involved help the reader to understand 
historical contexts and develop self-other awareness. Intricate 
constructs are broken down into terms that can be integrated 
into one’s life experiences. 
 Segal acknowledges the limiting presence and role of priv-
ilege and U.S. centricity with the hope of application to other 
cultures and spaces. She utilizes relevant historical and modern 
examples to tie in the concepts to the readers’ existing knowl-
edge and experience set. These examples model interpersonal 
empathy and social empathy with personal recollections that 
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are engaging and relatable. Through the connection of academ-
ic knowledge with current societal context, there is a strength-
ened focus on social justice through social empathy. The author 
contributes provocative and intelligent questions to elevate em-
pathy to the forefront of public discourse, and this book is an 
excellent resource for everyone invested in the public good and 
social justice. The author brings the discussion of social empa-
thy out of academic circles of social work, psychology, sociolo-
gy, and neuroscience and transforms the discussion in popular 
culture and society. 

Melanie Reyes
Arizona	State	University
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