A Facilitation Guide for: 
Nickel and Dimed by Barbara Ehrenreich
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Modified from a presentation at UMR ACUHO by UW Stout

Questions to Consider While/After Reading Barbara Ehrenreich’s Nickel and Dimed

· Early in her book Nickel and Dimed, author Barbara Ehrenreich admits that she has many advantages over “real” low-wage workers.  What sets her apart from the average low wage worker?  In her desire to “experience poverty,” what rules does she set for herself?

· Minimum wage workers often report feeling invisible.  Where do you encounter minimum wage workers?  What sorts of services do they provide?  Have you ever worked in a low-wage job? If so, what was your experience?

· On page 27, Ehrenreich writes: “There are no secret economies that nourish the poor; on the contrary, there are a host of special costs.”  Describe some of these costs.  How do the people in Nickel and Dimed deal with these costs?

· Most of the low-income workers Ehrenreich encounters are women.  Is there a connection between “women’s work” and low wages?  Explain some of the social and historical reasons for this situation.

· The Poverty Guideline is issued each year by the Department of Health and Human Services.  In 2004, HHS found that for a family of four to live above the poverty line, they had to earn 18,850.  Describe life in your hometown for a family of four living just above the poverty line.  Where would they live?  Work? What would they eat?  What daily challenges would they face?

· Make a list of privileges you experience as a person of your “class.”  Make a list of drawbacks.  How would you characterize your relationship to the American Dream?  Do your goals seem achievable?

· As a reader, we get to know many of Ehrenreich’s coworkers.  Why dpoes the author use personal narratives in Nickel and Dimed? Choose one person’s story to examine.  What about the story surprises you?

· Ehrenreich reports at length about the sorts of physical ailments low-wage workers have to endure.  What are they?  How are they dealt with?

· “It is common, among the non-poor,” writes Ehrenreich, “to think of poverty as a sustainable condition.  They are ‘always with us.’ What is harder for the non-poor to see is poverty as acute distress,” due to poor nutrition, homelessness, and lack of affordable housing, injuries, and little to no health insurance.  Ehrenreich argues that far from being sustainable, poverty is a “state of emergency.” Do you agree?

· In the “Evaluation” chapter of  Nickel and Dimed, Ehrenriegh discusses the personal and social challenges of “achieving a decent fit between income and expenses.”  What are some of these challenges? What solutions would you propose?

· Perspective:  What appears to be the author’s ideological perspective (i.e., what are her political and social views)? How do you know this and how do you think it will affect her interpretation of what she experiences and sees?

· What are the significance of nutrition and health, a recurrent theme in Ehrenreich’s narrative?  Who would benefit if the workers were healthier?  What incentive do workers have to go to the doctor if they are ill?  What happens when people who are ill wait long periods before going to the doctor for treatment?

· What evidence do you see that the low wage employees are angry about the circumstances in which they find themselves (excluding Ehrenreich)? Why are they angry?  Is this anger justified?  Are some people more likely to become angry about manual labor than others?  Why?

· Even when Ehrenreich has a job with an adequate salary (relative to her rent), she experiences periods in which she can barely survive, at least temporarily.  Why is this the case?  What policy initiative to help low wage workers might be suggested by this observation?

· Ehrenreich notes an apparent need for “approval” from the worker’s supervisor.  She also notes that mass media images are decidedly negative (or absent) regarding low wage workers, and reports a sense of feeling alone in one’s circumstance.  Do you think that this is an accurate portrayal of mass media imagery (verify by noting TV or magazine images).  What economic incentives would lead the mass media to behave in this manner, assuming that you agree with Ehrenreich?  

· Ehrenreich’s experience points out the economic importance of the spatial layout of cities.  Which distances (e.g., from what to what) were important or posed special challenges fro Ehrenreich?  What do you think were the economic circumstances or incentives that led to the location of these businesses or services?

· Why did Ehrenreich stay in motels for 200 per week, which was more expensive that the going apartment rentals?

· Unless you count Budgie, Ehrenreich had no real family responsibility during her experiment.  How would her routine have changed if she were responsible for children?  How would her economic circumstances have changed? Given the historical patterns of childcare and the current trends in child custody in divorce cases, would these challenges fall more heavily upon low wage women?

· What is meant by the term “mother’s hours,” a “benefit” offered by the maid service in Maine?  Is this job trait likely to raise wages, lower wages, or leave wages unaffected? Should we think of this as a benefit? Can you think of other job characteristics that would be associated with higher or lower wages?

· Why didn’t the low wage workers just switch to higher paying jobs (Ehrenreich notes that there were higher paying jobs available)?  What circumstances discourage low wage workers from seeking out and taking the best paying job that they can find?










These questions are from the reader’s guide from the end of the book (pages 227-230)

1. In the wake of recent welfare reform measures, millions of women entering the workforce can expect to face struggles like the ones Ehrenreich confronted in Nickel and Dime.

Have you ever been homeless, unemployed, without health insurance, or held down two jobs?  What is the lowest-paying job you ever held and what kind of help – if any – did you need to improve your situation?

2. Were your perceptions of blue-collar Americans transformed or reinforced by Nickel and Dimed?  Have your notions of poverty and prosperity changed since reading the book?  What about your own treatment of waiters, maids, and sales-people?

3. How do booming national and international chains – restaurants, hotels, retail outlets, cleaning services, and elder-care facilities – affect the treatment and aspirations of low-wage workers?   Consider how market competition and the pus for profits drive the nickel and diming of America’s lowest paid.

4. Housing costs pose the greatest obstacle for low-wage workers.  Why does our society seem to resist rectifying this situation?  Do you believe that there are realistic solutions to the lack of affordable housing? 

5. While working for The Maids, Ehrenreich hears Ted claim that he’s “not a bad guy . . . and cares a lot about his girls.” How do the assumptions of supervisors such as Ted affect their employees? How does Ted compare to Ehrenreich’s other bosses?  To yours?

6. Ehrenreich is white and middle class.  She asserts that her experience would have radically different had she been a person of color or a single parent.  Do you think discrimination shaped Ehrenreich’s story?  In what ways?

7. Ehrenreich found that she could not survive on $7.00 per hour – not if she wanted to live indoors.  Consider how her experiment would have played out in your community:  limiting yourself to $7.00 per hour earnings, create a hypothetical monthly budget for your part of the country.

8. Ehrenreich experienced remarkable goodwill, generosity, and solidarity among her colleagues.  Does this surprise you?  How do you think your own colleagues measure up?

9. Why do you think low-wage workers are reluctant to form labor organizations as Ehrenreich discovered at Wal-Mart?  How do you think employees should lobby to improve working conditions?

10. Many campus and advocacy groups are currently involved in struggles for a “living wage.” How do you think a living wage should be calculated?

11. Were you surprised by the casual reactions of Ehrenreich’s coworkers when she revealed herself as an undercover writer?  Were you surprised that she wasn’t suspected of being “different” or out-of-place despite her graduate-level education and usually comfortable lifestyle?

12. How does managers’ scrutiny –“time theft” crackdowns and drug testing – affect workers’ morale?  How can American companies make the workplace environment safe and efficient without treating employees like suspected criminals?

13. Ehrenreich concluded that had her working life been spent in a Wal-Mart – like environment, she would have emerged a different person – meaner, pettier, “Barb” instead of “Barbara.” How would your personality change if you were placed in working conditions very different from the ones you are in now?

14. The workers of Nickel and Dimed receive almost no benefits – no overtime pay, no retirement funds, and no health insurance.  Is this fair?  Do you think an increase in salary would redress the lack of benefits, or is this a completely separate problem?

15. Many of Ehrenreich’s colleagues relied heavily on family – for housing and help with child-care, by sharing appliances and dividing up the cooking, shopping, and cleaning.  Do you think Americans make excessive demands on the family unit rather than calling for the government to help those in need?

16. Nickel and Dimed takes place in 1998-2000, a time of unprecedented prosperity in America.  Do you think Ehrenreich’s experience would be different in today’s economy?  How so?

17. After reading Nickel and Dimed, do you think that having a job – any job – is better than no job at all?  Did this book make you feel angry? Better informed? Relieved that someone has finally described your experience? Galvanized to do something?


Suggestions on how student leaders can use the book …

· Weekly questions posted inside the bathroom stalls pertaining to the book.

· Have a big sheet of poster paper in your hallway with a debatable question from the book written on it.  Allow your residents to write their responses on the paper after setting some guidelines for the conversation.

· Design mini-posters that have questions or facts about the book to get students excited about it.

· Identify a theme from the book that you can tie into a social activity – (i.e. have a fashion show and the lowest cost outfit wins, waitress/waiter Olympics, cleaning your room blindfolded)

· Essay writing contest/UTUBE video contest

· Community service tie in- volunteering in the community with those who need your assistance (Nursing Homes, Food pantries, The Kitchen Inc., Family Violence Center, and check our campus volunteer center in Blair-Shannon room 113 for more opportunities).

· Set up an online chat room for your floor to discuss the book and other issues throughout the semester.

· Create a fun Book Club and reading doesn’t end after this book, the students can vote on the next one. 

Guide for Group Discussion Leaders…

Adequate preparation is the key to success.  Familiarizing yourself with the book will build your confidence and help you to keep the discussion going smoothly.  As you read (and re-read) the book, look for points to bring up in the discussion.  What questions does the work raise?  The questions you have may be the same ones other readers will have and want to talk about.

Examples of questions that work for many books:

· What was the author trying to accomplish with the writing of this book?

· Which excerpt did you find most enlightening? Why?

· What aspects of the author’s style (or approach) did you especially like? Dislike?

· What is the great strength – or most noticeable weakness – of the book?


Don’t feel that you have to defend the author or the book.  Your job is to facilitate the discussion – to give everyone in the group a chance to be heard.  You want to give people an opportunity to express their opinions, even though you may not agree with those opinions.

Some tips for handling awkward moments in the discussion:

· When someone makes an outrageous statement, don’t feel you have to agree or disagree.  Turn it back to the group by asking, “Does everyone agree with John’s comment?”

· If you ask a question and no one responds, wait a moment, and then call on someone.

· If a group member seems to be talking to long and you sense that people are getting restless, consider interjecting with “Let’s focus on the point you just made.  Did anyone else get that same impression – or perhaps a different one?”

· Fill in the gaps by clarifying and summarizing the points that people make during the discussion.  To do this well, you must listen carefully to what people are saying and think about how to restate their comments if there is an appropriate opening.  Watch the faces in the group – they often provide clues as to when people want to say something or when they agree or disagree.










Quick Tips …

Plan, but with Flexibility  Providing the group with an agenda and a set of goals to be accomplished makes participants feel secure.  Accepting suggestions for changes in the agenda and goals gives participants the sense that their ideas count and sets the stage for productive discussion.  Remember: Your job is not to “cover” everything you had planned to discuss, but to make sure that discussions are thorough and interesting, taking your cues about topics from the group.

Start Slowly  Give people a chance to introduce themselves briefly and meaningfully before getting under way.  It’s important to ease the group into the conversation.

Make It Easy  Remember, a “facilitator” is someone who makes things easy for other people.  You don’t accomplish this by setting a hectic pace, or by lecturing, or by letting a few people dominate the discussion.  

Listen Well  Active listening is as crucial for good facilitation.  It means total listening, instead of only partially listening while thinking about what to say next.  The active listener thinks of him or herself as the one whose main job is to help others express themselves.  Becoming an active listener takes lots of practice and self-restraint.

Have Fun  A sense of humor is invaluable, especially when you’re dealing with a controversial topic, or with a participant who won’t stop talking.

Let There Be Quiet  There’s nothing wrong with silence.  The job of the facilitator is not to fill every instant with talk.  One of the best ways to get others to talk is by not talking.

Help with Focus  Restating points participants have made and reminding them of what they hope to accomplish can help keep the group on task.

Let It Grow  Groups evolve and mature minute by minute, comment by comment, session by session.  The facilitator’s job is to nurture this evolution without forcing it.

Trust  Participants must trust the facilitator AND the facilitator must trust participants to contribute positively to the conversation.  Assume that every member of your group is a person of goodwill, unless evidence to the contrary is overwhelming.

Be Wary of Judgments  In many discussions there is no “right” or “wrong” answer; the main point is to get ideas on the table for discussion.

Vary the Pace  Take breaks and vary the format.  Doing the same thing for more than 45 minutes is quite taxing for most people.  But sometimes groups will get so enthused they’ll keep going for a long time; never break successful momentum unless this is absolutely unavoidable.

Invite Participation  It’s okay to ask people who haven’t spoken if they’d like to contribute.  This can be done in a tactful, inviting way.

Stay Humble  If you’re going to launch into a sermon, say so, then keep it brief and humble.

Enjoy!  Relax and have a good time.  Oh, and leave your ego at home.  It’ll be there when you return.
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