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How to be an Ally: Things to Keep in Mind

A. The following behaviors may negatively impact the quality of the discussion:

Conversation stoppers

Interrupting, speaking over each other

Mostly using a telling and directive style

Giving too much advice without asking questions to help others come up with their
own solutions

Pushing your point; insisting others do things your way

Avoiding giving constructive feedback or using vague generalizations

Overly critical focus on what they did wrong, what needs to change

Always jumping right into task mode, without spending time developing and
deepening relationships

Assuming responsibility for the others’ situations and trying to fix it for them
Inappropriate jokes, gossip or stereotypic comments

Making assumptions based on social group memberships, including gender identity
and expression, race, ethnicity, religion/spirituality/ways of knowing, age, sexual
orientation, nationality, immigration status, educational background, disability
status, veteran status, etc.

Common Dialogue Pitfalls/Traps
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. Perfectly Logical Explanations (PLEs)

. Yea, but....

. That happens to me/my group, too....

. | know someone who...and they don’t agree with you....

. I don’t see it that way; therefore, it doesn’t really happen....
. That doesn’t happen to me... (so it doesn’t exist)

. Don’t you think that...

. You’re overreacting...you’re too sensitive...

9.

He/she’s a good person...they never meant to do that....

10. That was not my intent! You misunderstood me!
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B. Be Aware of Cumulative Impact

This concept occurs when a marginalized group member experiences repeated negative
oppressive incidents, either in a short period of time or over a long period. Their feelings of
anger, fear, distrust, frustration, etc., may build up and then POP for a number of reasons,
including:

. ltis not safe for them to challenge the people who treated them negatively
« They are tired of intervening and trying to educate others

A good ally understands that many marginalized group members may be carrying the
cumulative impact of a long series of negative treatment. If they seem irritated or unusually
upset, the ally tries to not take it personally, but instead, tries to offer support to the
marginalized group member by:

« Acknowledging the degree of feelings that the marginalized group member is
experiencing

. Offering to listen to stories of how the person has been negatively treated (without
interrupting, arguing, justifying, or trying to “give advice” and “fix it”)

« Asking if there is anything that they can do to be supportive

C. Recognize Intent AND Impact

When a member of a privileged group says/does something hurtful or inappropriate, their
tendency is to want to EXPLAIN their INTENT (I didn’t mean it! It was just a joke! | didn’t do
it on purpose...). However, the pain and hurt, the IMPACT, is still very real to the
marginalized group members.

A good ALLY first acknowledges their impact, apologizes, and asks to hear more about how
they have negatively impacted the marginalized group member. And then asks how they
can help, be supportive, make amends, avoid similar transgressions in the future, etc.

D. Recognize Varying Levels of Differential Risk and Credibility

It is important that all people, marginalized and privileged group members, work to
intervene and stop oppression wherever they see it. AND privileged group members are
generally given more credibility, listened to more seriously, and have fewer risks when they
intervene, as compared to members of marginalized groups.

A good ally consistently recognizes opportunities to speak up and intervene, knowing that it
is their responsibility to take action, regardless of the risks involved.
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E. Recognize and Use your Discretionary Power

All people have some personal power, and possibly position power from which to speak up
and intervene. They have the discretion/the choice of when or how or if to intervene.
Privileged group members tend to have MORE discretionary power, given how often they
are in positions of authority, and because of the greater credibility they have in society.

F. Distinguishing Behavior

Most privileged group members will be perceived as “just another
man...white...administrator” UNTIL they show THROUGH THEIR ACTIONS that they are
actively working as an ally against oppression. When privileged group members speak up
and intervene, they DISTINGUISH themselves from the overall privileged group who
generally both consciously and unconsciously perpetuate oppression.

G. Intervening in Oppressive Situations

Good allies take the initiative to try to STOP inappropriate behaviors and situations. They
then look for ways to EDUCATE the person(s) who made the comment/took the action, in
hopes that they may learn why what they did was harmful, and to not repeat it in the
future. Allies also offer SUPPORT to the target of the negative treatment when possible.

Adapted in part from materials developed by Elsie Y. Cross Associates
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