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Abstract
This thesis explores the experiences of allyship through the perspectives of White and Black,
Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) social work students at primarily White universities
within the Southeastern Conference. The study includes 10 semi-structured interviews with
Bachelor and Master’s level social work students. The findings from this study present necessary
characteristics and qualities for effective social work allyship. Interestingly, BIPOC students
emphasize the importance of informed action, while White students share relational qualities
such as empathy and willingness to learn. The findings also show that some BIPOC students
experience performative allyship from White social work students. BIPOC participants also
experienced unbalanced labor, including speaking up for themselves and calling cohort members
out on racist statements. Lastly, the study provides recommendations to advance allyship in
schools of social work.
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Chapter One: Introduction
Context

Social work as a profession is predominately White, thus social work departments within
universities are also predominately White (Jani et al., 2011). However, there has been an increase
in students of color since the 1970s with integration and non-discrimination policies (Jani et al.,
2011). Increased representation is important for social work departments to maintain diversity of
thought, ideas, and experiences. Yet, even though representation has increased, it is important to
understand Black, Indigenous, and People of Color’s (BIPOC) experiences within schools of
social work, specifically within predominately White institutions (PWI1), which are higher
education institutions with White enrollment at or above 50% (Lomotey, 2010).

The National Association of Social Workers (NASW) (2017) contains values that compel
social workers to be culturally competent allies to historically marginalized groups, including
BIPOC populations. More specifically, these values state that social workers are to “pursue
social change, particularly with and on behalf of vulnerable and oppressed individuals and
groups of people” (NASW, 2017). The phrase “with and on behalf of” places an expectation of
allyship on social workers. Allyship includes using one’s privilege and power to advocate
alongside historically marginalized communities, which can create true and lasting change
(Williams et al., 2020). Allyship also has the potential to turn into meaningful partnerships that
work to empower those who feel powerless (Willams et al., 2020).

However, research also demonstrates a lack of allyship, and in some cases performative
allyship, among White social workers (Davis & Fields, 2020; Spanierman & Smith, 2017).
Performative allyship, which will be defined further below, is when someone with a dominant

identity (i.e. White, male, cisgender) creates more harm than good when attempting to support a



disenfranchised group (Kalina, 2020). Performative allyship typically lacks action, an essential
component to meaningful allyship (Brown, 2015; Brown & Ostrove, 2018; Kutlaca et al., 2020).
Experiences of BIPOC Students in Social Work

As previously mentioned, social work departments on college campuses have gained
BIPOC representation (Jani et al., 2011). However, this representation does not come without its
struggles for these students. BIPOC students experience stress within the classroom either
because they are the only student of color or they have no faculty representation (Weng & Gray,
2017). The lack of diversity within social work faculty members also impacts retention and
quality of experiences (Fields, 2020). Professional support has been shown to positively impact
experiences in social work departments, thus not having BIPOC representation in faculty impacts
students’ experiences (Fields, 2020).
Problem Statement

White social work allyship is unknown at predominately White institutions within the
Southeastern Conference. Additionally, the experiences of BIPOC students in relation to allyship
are unknown; therefore, one cannot know if BIPOC social work students at predominately White
universities experience allyship from their White counterparts. It is important to understand
BIPOC experiences because historically there has been a lack of allyship from White social
workers (Gaumond, 2020; Hesford, 2021). Allyship is an ethical responsibility as outlined by the
NASW Code of Ethics (NASW, 2017), and recent research has highlighted the need for White
allyship that is not performative (Spanierman & Smith, 2017). To continue, a lack of allyship can
contribute to prejudice and continued oppressive views of BIPOC students (Broido, 2000). These

findings cannot be generalized to all social workers, or White social work students within the



SEC, but it is the researcher’s desire to know if the findings from this study will be consistent
with previous research.
Purpose Statement

The purpose of this study is to gain insight into White social work allyship towards
BIPOC communities at predominately White universities within the Southeastern Conference. It
is the researchers’ desire to understand if White social work students demonstrate allyship to
BIPOC students and to explore how that allyship is received. This study will seek to understand
how White social workers exhibit allyship, if BIPOC students experience allyship, and what
BIPOC students believe they need from White allies. By understanding both experiences, the
researcher hopes the study will lead to more informed White social work allyship with BIPOC
communities.
Research Questions
The following questions will be explored:

1. How do White social work students execute allyship towards BIPOC social work
students at predominately White universities within the SEC? How is their allyship
demonstrated? What are barriers to allyship?

2. What are the experiences of BIPOC social work students regarding allyship at a
predominately White university? How do these experiences impact their well-being and
sense of belonging at their university?

3. From the perspective of BIPOC social work students at a predominately White
university, what defines allyship, and does that definition align with how White social

workers define allyship?



Rationale and Significance

The rationale for this study emerges from the desire to understand the experiences of
BIPOC students within schools of social work. According to Weng & Gray (2017), BIPOC
students experience marginalization and a lack of support from faculty, making it difficult to
succeed in academic settings. Furthermore, master’s level social work cohorts are predominately
White (50.2%), with African American students comprising 20.1% and Hispanic/Latinx students
encompassing 16.3% of the enrolled students (Council on Social Work Education [CSWE],
2020). Therefore, BIPOC students are thrust into a White environment without adequate
representation, which can create cultural dissonance and contribute to lower self-esteem and
lower academic success (Weng & Gray, 2017). Thus, it is important to understand BIPOC
experiences regarding allyship to improve allyship within schools of social work.

The findings of this study can help educate social work students on the experiences and
challenges of BIPOC students. Ideally, this study will improve White social work students’
understandings of allyship and benefit BIPOC students' experiences regarding allyship. It is the
researcher’s goal that White social work students would have increased awareness of how to
support BIPOC students in their allyship efforts. With greater understanding of BIPOC students’
experiences, the researcher hopes that White students become more aware of and committed to
intervening as allies. This study offers a unique opportunity for schools of social work to gain
insight into the lived experiences of their students and how this knowledge can improve both the
understanding of and action required in effective allyship. It is the researcher's desire, that by
educating social work departments on the experiences of BIPOC students regarding allyship,

there will be positive changes.



Current Policies

There are systems in place to protect BIPOC students at universities, specifically non-
discrimination policies and diversity programs. One clear policy is Title V1 of the Civil Rights
Act of 1964, which “prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, color, and national origin in
programs and activities receiving federal financial assistance” (The United States Department of
Justice, 2020). Universities that receive federal assistance must follow this policy. However,
Title VI was implemented in 1964, well after many universities were founded. As the name
suggests, PWIs are historically White and have gradually integrated students of color. Thus, at
their core infrastructure, these universities maintain White ideologies (Templeton et al., 2016).

As a result, many PWIs have implemented diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI)
programs to promote a sense of belonging for students of color on college campuses (Solorzano
et al., 2000). These programs promote community, increase retention, and create awareness of
the experiences of minority students. These spaces can provide a positive environment on a
primarily White campus for BIPOC students who may experience isolation, discrimination, and
racial injustices (Solorzano et al., 2000).

While important, some of these programs do not address the systems of power at PWIs.
Further, non-discrimination policies are not equivalent to a positive environment for students of
color on college campuses, or in social work departments. Therefore, structural changes must be

made for BIPOC students to truly experience inclusion on college campuses.



Concepts

In order to provide consistency and understanding, the following terms will be used throughout

the study and be defined as:

Ally: A person from a dominant group committed to taking individual or social action to
address systems of oppression that give them increased power and privilege based on
their social group, to voice support for a nondominant group or people in a group
(Broido, 2000; Cross, 2021).

Allyship: Promotes social justice with an intentional choice to “support disenfranchised
communities’ rights and eliminating social inequalities”, ensuring their dominant group
identity offers support to nondominant groups and establishes meaningful relationships
with and accountability among individuals who seek to be allies (Cross, 2021).

BIPOC: An acronym that stands for “Black, Indigenous, and People of Color” (Garcia,
2020).

Microaggressions: DeAngelis (2009) describes the indirect nature of microaggressions,
stating “‘some racism is so subtle that neither victim nor perpetrator may entirely
understand what is going on- which may be especially toxic for people of color” (p. 1).
Performative Allyship: A person from a dominant group claiming to stand in solidarity
with a disenfranchised group but approaches their allyship in a way that is unhelpful, and
in some cases harmful. A performative ally is driven by a reward, which could include
the perception of being a “good person” or being “on the right side of history” (Kalina,
2020). Their allyship is a performance and typically lacks action (Bourke, 2020).
Predominately White Institution (PWI): A higher education institution with White

enrollment at or above 50% (Lomotey, 2010).



e Unbalanced Labor: The racial dynamics people of color must navigate within primarily
White institutions, and the emotional labor resulting from being othered that seeks to
protect themselves from the damaging consequences of racism (Evans & Moore, 2015).
e White: People of Caucasian descent. When referring to race, White will be capitalized
throughout, because choosing not to capitalize White while capitalizing other races would
implicitly uphold Whiteness as the norm (Mack & Palfrey, 2020).
Summary

The desire for this study is to understand how White social work students demonstrate
allyship towards BIPOC communities at predominately White universities within the
Southeastern Conference. Moreover, the study amplifies the voices of BIPOC communities
surrounding allyship, particularly if they experience performative allyship and ways they believe
allyship can be more effective. The goal of this study is to advocate for BIPOC individuals and
to gain insight into both perspectives of allyship. The anticipated outcome of this study is more

informed allyship among White social workers to better support BIPOC communities.



Chapter Two: Literature Review
Allyship

Dominant group members have the ability to advocate for and support marginalized
groups, also known as allyship (Broido, 2000; Brown, 2015; Reason et al., 2005). Allyship has
distinct meanings in specific contexts, including providing comfort, vocal advocacy, and other
vocal or silent actions (Bourke, 2020). Allies are dominant group members who seek to end
prejudice and support non-dominant groups by relinquishing various privileges (Broido, 2000;
Brown & Ostrove, 2013; Reason et al., 2005). Regardless of context, however, an ally must be
willing to confront their own power and the privilege associated with that power, which may
create tension and incite fragility within the ally (Bourke, 2020). Once an ally has wrestled with
their privileged identities they can leverage them as they work alongside disenfranchised groups
and advocate for justice.

Allies also encompass people from a non-dominant group who advocate for other
marginalized groups (Brown & Ostrove, 2013). All allyship is important, but for the purposes of
this study, the literature will focus on White allyship towards communities of color because
White people encompass a majority of allies towards BIPOC communities. In fact in one study,
BIPOC participants reported their ally's racial background most often as White (56.40%),
demonstrating the importance of understanding White allyship characteristics (Brown &
Ostrove, 2013).

Current Research

When looking at White allyship, it is essential to look at the perceptions of these allies

from the perspective of people of color, especially in regards to understanding the definition of

allyship (Brown & Ostrove, 2013). Many studies focus on the perspectives of allyship from



dominant group allies (Broido, 2000; Reason et al., 2005; Smith & Redington, 2010), so it is
necessary to examine the qualities BIPOC communities seek in White allies.

One study utilized interviews to gather data from non-dominant group members
regarding their perceptions of allyship (Brown & Ostrove, 2013). A clear strength of this study is
the perspective of non-dominant group members because their perspectives are often left out of
the literature. Results from this study pointed to the importance of ally understanding, support,
and action (Brown & Ostrove, 2013). Dominant group allies made the participant feel
comfortable and did not treat them differently because of their racial background. Furthermore,
allies showed support to non-dominant group members if there was a prejudiced event.
Moreover, White allies demonstrated support through direct action, specifically helping a BIPOC
friend (Brown & Ostrove, 2013).

Other major themes from the study include what allies can do to address discrimination.
First, allies can acknowledge their own racial identity and privilege and how that ultimately
impacts their relationship with out-group members. Additionally, allies must educate themselves
about communities other than their own, both to be aware of issues impacting other cultures and
to possess the ability to speak out against stereotypes (Brown & Ostrove, 2013).

A common theme within research on allyship is the concept of action (Smith &
Redington, 2010). Research describes that allies must possess a combination of traits, to include
characteristics of both a friend and activist (Broido, 2000; Brown, 2015; Brown & Ostrove,
2013). An ally should seek to be loyal, supportive, promote social and/or political change,
recognize systemic inequality, speak up about inequality, join groups in solidarity, and more
(Brown, 2015). Allyship is similar to friendship and activism in its qualities, but there are distinct

differences in an ally's attributes and actions (Brown, 2015). Allies must possess both affirmation
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and informed action (Brown & Ostrove, 2013), whereas a friend may simply possess affirmation
and not informed action.

One study was conducted regarding allyship characteristics, specifically White allies
versus allies of color. BIPOC participants revealed that informed action and affirmation were the
two most important qualities in an ally (Brown & Ostrove, 2013). Affirmation was rated highly
for both White and BIPOC allies, but White allies were rated lower on informed action (Brown
& Ostrove, 2013). White allies were also described as less aware and lacking in initiative to
educate themselves on racial issues than their BIPOC counterparts described by other
participants (Brown & Ostrove, 2013). Moreover, there is a discrepancy between how people of
color perceive White allies versus how allies perceive themselves (Brown & Ostrove, 2013).
Regarding the quality of affirmation, people of color rate White allies lower than White allies
rate themselves (Brown & Ostrove, 2013). This demonstrates a need for White allies to work
harder in their quest for allyship. A strength of this study includes both the perspectives of White
allies and non-dominant perspectives of these allies.

In critique, allyship certainly necessitates action (Smith & Redington, 2010), and allyship
without action lends itself to be performative (Bourke, 2020), which will be discussed in further
detail below. However, these studies did not discuss the pitfalls of allyship, specifically
performative allyship. As previously discussed, the gaps in the literature include challenges
within allyship, especially for social work students at predominately White universities.
Challenges in Allyship

There are challenges within allyship, specifically the tendency for White allies to act as
White saviors towards communities of color (Spanierman & Smith, 2017). These actions can

cause harm to BIPOC communities, as it reinforces White privilege and does not challenge
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systems of power. Further, White women have the non-dominant group identity of being female
and therefore have experiences with oppression via sexism (Spanierman & Smith, 2017). These
experiences, while helpful in fostering empathy for non-dominant groups, can create a "false
empathy" (Spanierman & Smith, 2017, p. 610). This can lead White women to believe they
identify with people of color's experiences, when in fact that is not the case.

Performative Allyship

As previously stated, there is typically a component of performance within allyship, and
it can be isolated to one aspect of an ally’s life (Bourke, 2020). For example, people may be
allies at work but not in their personal lives, thus they turn it off like a light switch (Bourke,
2020). However, when one only shows up for disenfranchised groups when it is easy, it borders
on performative allyship (Bourke, 2020). It is essential for allies to continuously fight alongside
and on behalf of disenfranchised groups to effectively create change.

One way for allies to move beyond performative or inactive allyship is to consider their
motivations (Radke et al., 2020). While performative allyship exists for numerous reasons, one is
due to inauthentic motives. Radke at al. (2020) describes various motives within allyship and
relates the concept of performative allyship to their notion of “personal motivation,” which seeks
to meet individual needs and advantage oneself (p. 292). Furthermore, this concept of personal
motivation borderlines on narcissism and focuses on individualism (Radke et al., 2020). In order
to move beyond performative allyship, Radke et al. (2020) suggests possessing an outgroup-
focused motivation, which reflects a sincere interest in the wellbeing of the disenfranchised
group. Allyship must be genuine to be effective, reflecting the importance of further

understanding the experiences of allyship within social work.
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Social Work Obligation to Allyship

Social workers have an obligation to allyship based on the NASW Code of Ethics
(NASW, 2017). Per the Code of Ethics, social workers are to be allies within practice and policy
to be effective advocates for clients. Under Ethical Standards regarding Social Workers’ Ethical
Responsibility to the Broader Society, social workers are mandated to advocate via action in both
social and political settings for social justice (NASW, 2017). More specifically, this includes
advocating for culturally competent and equitable policies, seeking to eliminate discrimination
against people with minority identities (NASW, 2017). Related to this study, social workers are
expected to advocate for BIPOC communities and ensure there are policies rooted in social
justice for these communities. To continue, the Code of Ethics describes Social Workers’ Ethical
Responsibilities in Practice Settings (NASW, 2017). One such responsibility is the importance
of advocacy within administrations to meet clients’ needs (NASW, 2017).

Furthermore, the Amendments to the NASW Code of Ethics require social workers to be
culturally competent advocates, which is essentially allyship (NASW, 2021). The updated Code
states, “Social workers must take action against oppression, racism, discrimination, and
inequities, and acknowledge personal privilege” (NASW, 2021). Additionally, it describes the
following:

Social workers should demonstrate awareness and cultural humility by engaging in

critical self-reflection (understanding their own bias and engaging in self-correction);

recognizing clients as experts of their own culture; committing to life-long learning; and

holding institutions accountable for advancing cultural humility. (NASW, 2021)

In alignment with the present study, these obligations describe the importance of
advocating for BIPOC students within social work education. Social work professors and

administrators must ensure BIPOC students are supported both academically and socially within

their schools of social work.
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Ally Development in College

College is a unique time in which students are surrounded by diverse perspectives,
experiences, and ideas. Students are provided experiences to expand their worldview, change
their perspective, and advocate for their beliefs. Thus, college is the perfect opportunity to grow
as an ally. Broido (2000) conducted a foundational research study on ally development in college
looking specifically at allies for the LGBTQ+ community. Broido (2000) was one of the first
people to look at ally development in college, thus his study is important to examine. Strengths
of this study include the qualitative nature of his query, providing in depth understanding of ally
behaviors and experiences. However, Broido (2000) did not seek to understand the perspectives
of LGBTQ+ individuals who would have experienced said allyship. Therefore, because his
research lacks that perspective, it is unclear whether the LGBTQ+ communities on their college
campus experienced allyship. Additionally, Broido’s (2000) research was specific to LGBTQ+
allies, thus not providing information on BIPOC allyship.

A newer study built on Broido’s regarding college student ally development, but looked
more broadly and included allies towards racial minority groups (Munin & Speight, 2010).
Similarly, Munin and Speight (2010) sought to understand the perspectives of allies, not
perceptions of those experiencing allyship. Moreover, both Broido (2000) and Munin and
Speight (2010) looked at factors essential to ally development, which will be discussed below,
and provided guidance for higher education staff to design programs and curriculum surrounding
allyship. One difference between the studies worth noting is that Munin and Speight (2010)
explored ally development at a religiously affiliated institution, whereas Broido (2000) did not.

One characteristic found in both studies that is essential to ally development in college is

self-confidence (Munin & Speight, 2010), something the participants in Broido's (2000) study
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claimed they possessed before college. In fact, actions of allies are typically opposite of the
dominant ideology within society, which correlates with self-confidence (Munin & Speight,
2010). It is important that discussions of self-confidence include how privilege influences how
one may view themselves and what they feel they have to offer in support of others. Without
self-confidence, many participants would have been unwilling to consider their privileged
identities and dominant status in society (Broido, 2000).

In his study, Broido (2000) found that college students often gained information about
allyship and created change through discussions. Students learned individually or through course
lectures, but most saw discussion as a key component in understanding social justice issues
(Broido, 2000). Discussions allowed allies to become self-aware of their stances on various
issues and increased their knowledge of diversity matters (Broido, 2000). Providing the
opportunity for college students to identify and clarify their beliefs and values surrounding social
justice issues is also essential in ally development (Broido, 2000). Additionally, dominant group
participants found hearing about direct experiences of and creating friendships with marginalized
people influenced their allyship (Broido, 2000). Nonetheless, the perspectives of non-dominant
groups were not considered in this study, thus emphasizing the importance of examining their
experiences.

In conclusion, allyship includes both affirmation and action (Brown & Ostrove, 2013).
There are clear pitfalls of allyship, to include White savior complexes and performative allyship,
which can be avoided if social workers adhere to the NASW Code of Ethics (2017) mandate of
advocacy and allyship both in practice and policy at large as well as specifically within social
work education (Kalina, 2020; Radke et al., 2020; Spanierman & Smith, 2017). Allyship is

prevalent within college settings, and it is important to understand both the perspectives of allies
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and those experiencing said allyship. Combining all of these ideas, the present study will address
the gaps in knowledge pertaining to social work allyship within predominately White

universities.



16

Chapter Three: Study Framework

The present study is shaped by the following frameworks: Social Change Theory,
Intergr