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Introduction 
It is now widely accepted that homelessness is not just a housing issue but crosses a whole range of service boundaries.  This article describes the work of a group of people who were affected by homelessness, who all faced many other challenges in their lives and had experience of different support services. 

We believe that this report will be of interest to readers involved in a similarly wide range of services  including Community Planning, Adult and Basic Education, Community Learning and Development, Community Regeneration, Drug and Alcohol services, Public Health, Mental Health services, Social Work, Criminal Justice services , Employment and training agencies, Housing and homelessness services and Schools and Colleges
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Included or excluded?

How a project to increase user involvement in homelessness services challenged attitudes and opened new horizons for participants

Summary 

This report is about the work of a group of people affected by homelessness which aimed to increase service users’ influence over local homelessness services, tackle the stigma that homeless people face and help to prevent homelessness. The group, called INIT, was based in Angus. The project they were involved in ran over nine months. During this time INIT devised and ran a series of very successful awareness raising workshops and produced two editions of a magazine for people affected by homelessness in Angus. The authors of this report, Infusion Co-operative, managed the project and provided development support to the group. Infusion is a national social enterprise with a strong track record in development work supporting user involvement and promoting self advocacy. The project was funded by Angus Council Housing Department as part of its commitment to increasing service user involvement in its homelessness services and meeting the Government’s aim of eradicating homelessness by 2012. 
The group chose their name, “INIT” because one member had lived in London for many years and always ended her sentences with init. This rapidly became an addition to all our sentences and was the perfect name for the group, bearing, as it does, the critical question: ‘Included or Excluded?’ 
In this article we describe INIT, their work (focusing on the awareness raising workshops they ran and the magazines they produced), the kinds of support provided and the outcomes for INIT members. We also illustrate the ways in which this kind of work can address national and local policy aims for homelessness and health and its relevance also for education and employment.
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INIT 
INIT is a group of men and women, all of whom have been affected by homelessness. They opted into a short term project aiming to increase user involvement in Angus Council’s homelessness services, and to help the Council meet its local outcome agreement objectives which contribute to the Scottish Executive’s commitment to eradicating homelessness by 2012. 

The project offered two main activities: producing a magazine for people affected by homelessness in Angus (two editions) and planning and running workshops to tackle the stigma associated with homelessness (four workshops). 

The group of people who came together all faced very significant challenges in their personal lives. These included drug and alcohol issues, domestic abuse, mental ill health, relationship breakdown and custody issues in relation to children. These issues were over and above the impact of poverty, unemployment and homelessness, and, for some, of offending and periods of imprisonment.  
There were eight core members of INIT. During the life of the project all but one core member had to take time out from the project, for some this was once, for others it was more often. One member left to join a pre-employment project provided by Job Centre Plus. A small number of other people had joined the project at the beginning but their involvement was erratic and unpredictable and this eventually proved too difficult to be sustainable. 
Organisation and support for the project  
Work on the two activities, the magazine and the workshops, took place in weekly project meetings which lasted for around 4 hours. Meetings were a combination of discussion, practical work and ‘just talking’. We took breaks as needed; tea, coffee, juice and snacks were available and lunch was always provided.  Each meeting focused on one activity i.e. either the workshops or the magazine. 
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Three Infusion staff provided the development support. We supplied frameworks for both activities, prepared rigorously before each meeting, built in as many interesting, engaging and inspiring activities to help the work along as we could manage and brought with us a commitment to person centred working, the ability to be very flexible and an extensive range of experience in the care sector and of working with different groups and communities. We took a proactive approach to communication and used as many ways of making sure that group members knew about plans and project arrangements as we possibly could.
Awareness raising workshops 

INIT members all had personal experience of the stigma which is regularly associated with homelessness. Their collective experience was of being stereotyped and mistrusted, of frequently being subject to discriminatory treatment and of feeling excluded and, in one member’s words, “not part of the human race”. The primary aim of the Awareness Raising Workshops was to change attitudes towards people who are homeless.  
A decision was taken at an early stage to use personal testimonies as the basis for the workshops. The decision to use personal testimonies, sometimes referred to as stories or personal accounts, was guided by the experience of other groups working to change attitudes and tackle stigma. SEEME Scotland, the award winning organisation which campaigns to challenge stigma and discrimination around mental health has personal experiences at the heart of its campaign.  Highland Users Group, which is a collective advocacy organisation for people with mental health issues, has long experience of delivering very successful awareness training based around personal stories. 
Highland Users Group provided INIT with invaluable guidance about personal testimony work and changing attitudes.  By describing examples of their work over the years, they demonstrated concrete evidence of what can be achieved. This proved inspirational for INIT. They began to believe that they also could run successful workshops which would lead workshop participants to think more deeply about their own attitudes, learn more about the experience of being homeless and help to change other people’s attitudes by passing on what they had learnt. 
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Talking publicly about personal experiences carries many risks especially when this is in your home area. Information can spread indiscriminately potentially bringing damage to you, your family and friends. There is also a high emotional cost in talking about painful personal experiences.   It was essential to build in safeguards to ensure the safety and wellbeing of INIT members.
The safeguards we used included
· INIT members having the right to change their minds about speaking about their personal experiences right up to the last minute

· Very careful discussion about content to ensure that each member was comfortable with what they wanted to say and had had as many opportunities as they wanted to try it out with other INIT members and Infusion staff   

· Avoiding including information which could be damaging to the person themselves or to others 

· Workshop participants to be asked to respect confidentiality by not identifying INIT members by name when telling others about what they had heard at the Workshop or giving any information which might identify them  

· Infusion providing support for members during, after and between workshops 

INIT ran four awareness raising workshops between March and August 2007. The workshops were designed to be informative and participative. The basic programme included introductions, INIT members’ personal testimonies followed by questions from workshop participants and discussion , a quiz about facts and figures of homelessness and more discussion. Each workshop was chaired by a member of INIT, with support from Infusion staff. The importance of INIT getting feedback from the sessions was stressed and all participants were asked to complete an evaluation form before they left. 

Over 40 participants attended a workshop. Participants included Council staff involved in social work, community learning, housing and community planning; staff from advocacy, advice and information organisations, people from church communities, drug and alcohol workers, Job Centre Plus and Careers Scotland staff, the police service and staff from a local school and college. Feedback recorded on evaluation forms completed at the end of 
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the workshops was overwhelmingly positive. Participants were moved and 
challenged by the personal stories. Meeting the real person behind the label brought insights that helped people review their own attitudes. Many committed to passing on what they had learnt to others. For several participants the workshops served as a reminder of the need to genuinely involve service users in designing, planning and improving services and to ensure that services are person centred and joined up. The fourth workshop, a shortened version of the full workshop, was provided specifically for a group of local councillors at the end of the project. The councillors were similarly moved and informed by the stories they heard.
The Magazine 

In parallel with working on the awareness raising workshops INIT produced two editions of a magazine for people affected by homelessness (the project budget allowed for two editions only). Copies of the magazine were distributed by Angus Council to services and other venues where people affected by homelessness would be likely to find them. 

Running the two activities in parallel worked very well. Both activities gave INIT members a voice but in different ways. Both drew heavily on members’ personal experiences of homelessness and the knowledge and understanding they had of what being homeless means. 

The magazine offered an opportunity to do something concrete and practical. The task was relatively straightforward to tackle. There were readily accessible examples of similar magazines, such as the Big Issue, to refer to. INIT members were quick to develop their ideas for the content and style of the magazine and made fast progress with producing both editions.  

The workshops, on the other hand, were unknown territory. It was very difficult for members to imagine what the workshops would or could be like. There was no familiar template to refer to. Members were unsure about what could be achieved and unconfident about their ability to plan the workshops and even more so about delivering them. There were less visible results at an early stage and progress was slower. 
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However the good progress with the magazine had a positive impact on the project as a whole. INIT members were pleased with the results of their work and gained in confidence. They valued having produced a magazine which would help other people affected by homelessness. These benefits undoubtedly helped to sustain members’ involvement in the project and encouraged them to believe that the workshops were also achievable.  

From the outset INIT members had very firm ideas, based on their own experience, about what the magazine should look like and what it should include. They wanted a colourful and eye catching front cover with a clear messages about who it was for and what it was about. It had to be practical and informative and include articles about issues of concern to people affected by homelessness. It was possible to realise all these plans.  Both editions contained a “survival guide” with information about where to get cheap or free food or furniture (for those moving into accommodation), a cheap recipe with easy to follow instructions and contact details for “who can help you”. For the first edition, two INIT members interviewed the Head of Housing about what the Council was doing about homelessness.  Both editions carried articles about individuals’ experiences of homelessness. The 2nd edition also contained poems, an article about the awareness raising workshops and puzzles.
The local further education college provided valuable practical help with producing the magazines. As well as technical expertise and help with printing, the college offered learning opportunities for INIT members and the potential to gain credits for their work on the magazine. Vouchers for use in the college canteen were part of the arrangement and members also had access to college facilities outwith project sessions including use of the library, free internet access, inexpensive hairdressing and information about other courses. 

Outcomes 

There was a wide range of very positive outcomes from the awareness raising workshops and the magazine for INIT members. Participants in the awareness raising workshops recorded benefits they had derived from their attendance on their evaluation sheets. There were clear indications as well 
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that the workshops and the magazine had the potential to contribute to preventing and eradicating homelessness. 
Outcomes for INIT members 

The most immediate benefit for INIT members derived from the value workshop participants placed on INIT members’ roles as educators and workshop leaders.  This directly countered the stigma and often discriminatory treatment they experienced on a daily basis. It was also evidence that they had the ability and power to help change people’s attitudes and affirmation of their individual talents and worth. Participants unanimously rated INIT members’ accounts of their personal experience of homelessness as having the greatest impact in the workshops and commented on the added value of the workshop being run by INIT members themselves. One typical comment from a participant was

“I was very impressed that the “real” people facing the difficulties took the lead within the workshop”

The fact that some workshop participants were providers of services which INIT members used (e.g. housing, health, social care) helped INIT members see themselves in a different light. In these workshops INIT members were the providers, others the recipients. 

INIT members reported gains in confidence and self esteem. They polished existing skills and learnt new ones such as speaking in public, designing workshops, managing meetings and facilitating discussion. In the safe and supportive setting of INIT meetings they experimented with ways of expressing to others what was in their heads and their hearts and had opportunities to refine their presentation over the four workshops. Some members became more confident as self advocates and also as advocates for others affected by homelessness.  Their contact with the local further education college as part of the project encouraged members who had had poor school experiences to think more positively about the option of taking up educational opportunities.    
Some members decided to actively look for voluntary work. INIT meetings were held in the local Volunteer Centre (Volunteer Centre Angus). Centre 
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staff were supportive and encouraging. The group felt at home at the Centre and confident about using the resources on offer. While employment was not a realistic option for most INIT members in the immediate future they were building up confidence and skills valuable for future employment. 

The most immediately evident benefit for INIT members in working on the magazine came from seeing their own work in print and ready for public distribution. This was affirming and satisfying. They gained in confidence as they mastered all the processes entailed in producing the magazine. These included identifying the likely readership profile, planning the content and style of the magazine with this context in mind, creative work on the design and layout of the magazine and the use of photography, working out and using effective interview techniques, writing articles and researching some factual information.  

Over and above this, contact with the college led to some members feeling less alienated from the education system and prepared to consider taking up courses at the college in the future. 
Outcomes for workshop participants in their personal and professional lives
Participants at the workshops said they had learnt things which would be of value in their work and personal lives and could help to change attitudes and improve services for people affected by homelessness. 
Participants from organisations whose primary focus was not housing or services for people affected by homelessness said that they had learnt much more about the realities and impact of homelessness. They felt they had gained a far better understanding about the issues that people who are affected by homelessness face and that this would put them in a better position to respond more effectively.  
For participants from housing and homelessness services the workshops reinforced the need for services to be person centred and very well co-ordinated between different agencies. 
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The workshops reinforced the point made in a number of local and national strategy documents (e.g. Health and Homelessness strategies) that homelessness is very often not simply a housing issue.  The workshops were also potent reminders that service users’ views are essential in planning, running, monitoring and improving services.  As one participant said
“The testimonies helped remind me that how we provide services affects people’s lives and how we need to listen to service users to make sure that we improve our services in the future. “

Participants were asked to identify actions which they would take to put their learning into practice. Many committed to reporting back what they had learnt to their colleagues, friends and families. One participant had decided that she would 

“undertake a presentation to about 30 staff to raise awareness and understanding of the issues faced”

This meant the workshops had the potential to impact on many more people than the 40 plus participants. 

Implications for policy and practice
The Scottish Executive’s Homelessness Task Force recommended in 2002 that: “the objectives of increasing homeless people’s control and extending their choices, and achieving the effective participation of people affected by homelessness in the development of future policy, practice and service delivery should be widely promoted and given practical effect in all activities directed at tackling homelessness”
The approach to involving people affected by homelessness described in this article offers innovative methods for putting this recommendation into action. It can contribute to the aims of preventing and eradicating homelessness, to increasing people’s participation, choice and control and to improving the quality of a wide range of services which people who are homeless may have to use, whilst at the same time providing opportunities for personal development to the individuals involved. 
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The workshops have the potential to contribute to the prevention of homelessness in a number of ways. Many participants wanted to see the workshops being adapted for use in schools as part of a strategy for preventing homelessness. They understood very well that information delivered by people with personal experience of homelessness who were fairly close to students’ ages was likely to have most impact.  INIT members themselves were keen to develop work in schools as the next stage for the project because they believed this approach could have helped them avoid homelessness. 
It is widely accepted that a key to improving services is to ensure that they are shaped by the views and experiences of users. The workshops provided opportunities for service providers to hear how services were viewed by people who had used them and to discuss ways of improving them and the group acquired the capacity to critically evaluate and inform services. Both the magazine and the workshops provided platforms for people to express their views on their own terms, to become more confident self advocates and to represent the views and experiences of others. Workshop participants commented on how the workshops had challenged their perceptions of people affected by homelessness. By addressing the stigma around homelessness, the workshops can help to create a climate which would encourage people affected by and at risk of homelessness to seek advice and support more readily. 
The benefits of person centred working and a developmental approach were confirmed by the sustained engagement in the project by INIT members and their comments about the project. They welcomed being regarded as people with something to contribute by Infusion and Volunteer Centre Angus staff. They came to see themselves as people who could learn and as people with skills and talents who could find new and interesting ways of using those talents and developing them further. The success of the project also confirmed the value of engaging people in opportunities and activities which they see as worthwhile and meaningful.
The project reaffirmed the role which voluntary work can have in supporting people along the road back to employment. INIT members took great pride in thinking of themselves as volunteers who were able to give something back to their community. 
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Their involvement in INIT meetings at the Volunteer Centre and their positive interactions with Centre staff helped them to consider options which could assist them towards employment: e.g. being introduced to a wide range of opportunities for volunteering, thinking about the possibility of going to further education college. 
Last words
We can think of no better way of ending this report than with the following quotes about the project from INIT members. 

“This has given me confidence in speaking to a large group of people. The day we did the first workshop I felt as if I knew them all and I didn’t feel threatened. This is the first time I’ve done something like this, speaking to people with authority in top jobs. Our college tutor said that because we have done this we will get credits towards an Intermediate Communications SVQ”

“I think we changed attitudes, people said at the end that they would want to come and consult us and that we should go to 5th years in secondary schools to tell them about our experiences. We got good feedback and that was a really positive experience”

“It really moved me listening to others’ stories.  I was surprised at the lack of knowledge in the people we were talking to, that they didn’t realise that there was such a big problem. It made me feel important that I could be educating people. It gave me confidence. I was nervous to start with but really got into it. I got a buzz from talking about my experiences” 

“Working in a group and making new friends has been great. My literacy skills have got better from the work we have done. I’ve learnt that not everyone will judge me poorly just because I am homeless”

Sally Dick, Karen Irvine and Chris Vickerman   
Infusion Co-operative






October 2007  
12



[image: image2.png]



A company limited by guarantee. 
Registered in Scotland no 254512


Infusion Co-op











Please make as many copies of this report as you wish but please acknowledge Infusion as the authors








info@infusioncoop.org.uk





www.infusioncoop.org.uk





Wellgate House





200 Cowgate





Edinburgh





EH1 1NQ








0131 220 4508











 


Infusion  Co-operative











Included or excluded?





How a project to increase user involvement in homelessness services


challenged attitudes and opened new horizons for participants











PAGE  
Infusion Co-operative, info@infusioncoop.org.uk    www.infusioncoop.org.uk  

_1252826232

