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Commentary: Forget the Forms: Participant Observation at an Urban 
Free Clinic 
By Brooke Bocast
     “Would you be interested in volunteering 
here?”  I asked the homeless man sitting 
across from me. 
     “Sure, absolutely!  Just tell me what to 
do.” 
     “Great!  First, I need you to fill out these 
volunteer application forms.  Then turn them 
in to the volunteer coordinator and she’ll get 
back to you.  Be sure to include all of your 
contact information and relevant 
experience.”  
     “Yeah, ok, um, I’ll take care of that 
later.”  The man took the forms and walked 
out of the room; he never came back to 
volunteer. 
     This interaction is demonstrative of 
countless encounters I had while interning at 
an urban free clinic (hereafter known as 
UFC) during my freshman year of college. 
This clinic provides a wide range of free 
services, including medical and dental care, 
food and clothing distribution, legal help, 
and social services.  I worked there in the 
late nineties, and at that time, the clinic 
provided services to about 3,000 people per 
month.  The UFC employed medical and 
administrative staff and a bevy of case 
managers.  The UFC’s mission statement 
stresses its dedication to providing a 
comprehensive array of services to help 
clients prosper in the face of poverty.  
     I interned full-time at the UFC for one 
month during my college’s winter term.  I 
conducted intake interviews, compiled a 
directory of community resources, and 
helped out wherever I was needed.  In true 
intern fashion, I lurked around and peppered 
both staff and clients with questions.  I had 
already declared an anthropology major, and 
with Anthro 101 under my belt, I felt poised 
to make an unique anthropological 
contribution to the clinic.  While I did not 

revolutionize UFC’s practices, I did use my 
observations and interactions in an attempt 
to improve its operations.  
     One of the director’s goals was to involve 
clients in volunteer work at the clinic.  This 
goal served two purposes: to promote 
clients’ involvement in the clinic and to get 
extra help sorting food and clothing.  I was 
told to recruit potential volunteers by asking, 
at the end of each intake interview, if the 
client would like to volunteer.  If so, I was to 
give them several different forms to fill out 
and tell them to wait to be contacted by the 
volunteer coordinator.  Clients were often 
enthusiastic about volunteering but usually 
failed to follow through.  The volunteer 
coordinator, fresh out of college with an 
English degree, was at a loss for what to do.  
She chalked up the dismal volunteerism rate 
to clients’ general flakiness.  
     At first, I concurred with her.  Clients 
often failed to show up for appointments, 
lost or forgot their paperwork, and gave us 
convoluted or conflicting information 
regarding their medical conditions, living 
situations, and employment histories.  This 
behavior was not just annoying to clinic 
staff – it also seriously impacted clients’ 
abilities to receive government assistance.  
Many clients were eligible for benefits but 
did not receive them – either because they 
did not apply or because they applied 
incorrectly.  Some clients could barely read 
the forms, others resented the intrusion of 
privacy the forms represented, and still 
others just did not want to bother with them.  
As a middle-class 18-year-old, already 
proficient at tedious paperwork, I found this 
behavior confounding. 
     I now know that there is a large, and 
somewhat contentious, body of 
anthropological literature regarding concepts 
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of time and obligation among low-income 
and homeless people (Lewis 1966; Wilson 
1987; Susser 1982, 1987, 1996; Lazarus 
1990; Gounis 1992; Lovell 1992; Urcioli 
1992; Goode and Maskovsky 2001; Goode 
2002).  Particular attention has been paid to 
the idea that homeless and low-income 
people function according to a “present-
orientation,” in contrast to the “future-
orientation” of the middle-class (Lewis 
1966).  A discussion of the debates 
surrounding this concept is outside the scope 
of my argument; for the purposes of this 
paper, I follow Susser’s explication.  She 
writes:  

Without routine employment and a paycheck, 
people must be continually ready to react to each 
random or unscheduled opportunity as it arises. 
As a result, institutional routines are flaunted, 
and homeless people are categorized by service-
agency providers as unreliable and without 
concepts of time (1996:419).  

Susser’s words ring true to my observations 
at the clinic. Clients were ready to volunteer 
as soon as I asked them, but when told to 
come back later with completed application 
forms, their interest waned; clinic staff then 
pronounced them undependable.  Having 
observed this cycle time and time again, I 
started to consider the disconnect between 
the goals and the methods of the volunteer 
recruitment process.  Instead of writing 
clients off as hopelessly unreliable, why not 
find a way to capitalize on their initial 
enthusiasm?  
     Towards the end of my month at UFC, I 
shared my thoughts with the volunteer 
coordinator.  I gave her two suggestions: 1) 
do away with volunteer application forms 
for clients; and 2) consider holding drop-in 
volunteer hours, following the clinic’s 
model of drop-in medical appointments.  I 
do not know if the volunteer coordinator 
followed my suggestions, or whether they 
had any impact on the volunteerism rate, 
because I left the clinic shortly thereafter.  I 
was a full-time student in another state so it 
was not feasible for me to stay in touch with 

the UFC.  My purpose at the clinic was to 
provide free labor while learning from the 
experience, which I did.  Had I been 
conducting research rather than interning, I 
would have done follow-up work with the 
clinic.  At the same time, and despite the 
limited usefulness of my contributions, I 
believe that this experience points to the 
value of participant-observation for 
understanding client behavior in service 
organizations.  It also suggests the larger 
contributions to be made by urban 
ethnography, as noted by Goode: 

Urban ethnography leads to new understandings 
of urban poverty in two ways. First, poor people 
are rehumanized as competent and moral social 
actors. Second, such descriptions of lived 
experience, especially when they are related to 
the context of larger political and economic 
constraints, helps to make sense out of seemingly 
irrational behaviors (2002:280). 

     The possibilities born from urban 
ethnography directly align with the UFC’s 
mission statement, which emphasizes 
collaboration between clinic staff, donors, 
volunteers, clients, and community partners 
to both combat the systemic roots of poverty 
and ameliorate its effects on the community.  
In order to ensure the smooth collaboration 
of all of these actors, we first have to 
understand each others’ motivations and 
behaviors; as I learned during my internship 
at UFC, participant observation is one route 
to such understanding.  
 
Brooke Bocast is a graduate student at 
Temple University. Her research concerns 
gender, consumption, and higher education 
in Kampala, Uganda.  
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