
Original Articles 27

Clinical Social Work and Health Intervention Vol. 13 No. 1 2022

Participatory Approach in the Work of a Social Worker with
Homeless People
P. Laca (Peter Laca)1, S. Laca (Slavomir Laca)2

1 University of Health and Social Work St. Elizabeth, Bratislava, Slovakia.
2 Prague University of Psychosocial Studies, Prague, Czech Republic.
E-mail address:
peter.laca16@gmail.com
Reprint address:
Peter Laca
University of Health and Social Work St. Alzbety, Bratislava, bl. Sarah Salkahaziova
Kosu Schoppera 22
048 01Roznava
Slovakia

Source: Clinical Social Work and Health Intervention                Volume: 13                         Issue: 1
Pages: 27 – 36                                                                Cited references: 11
Reviewers:
Steve Szydlowski
University of Scranton school of education, USA
Andrea Shahum
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill School of Medicine, USA
Keywords:
Homelessness. Participation. Social Worker. Social Work with Homeless People.
Publisher:
International Society of Applied Preventive Medicine i-gap

CSWHI 2021; 13(1): 27  – 36; DOI: 10.22359/cswhi_13_1_04 ⓒ Clinical Social Work and Health Intervention

Abstract:                                        The research study is focused on the participatory approach in
the work of a social worker with homeless people. The parti-
cipatory approach emphasizes the involvement of service users
in decision-making processes that directly affect them within
the service, organization or within society as a whole. This ap-
proach is based on the concepts of recovery and empowerment
and on the partnership concept of cooperation between the so-
cial worker and the service user. The research part deals with
the application of this approach in practice, specifically in an
organization that works with homeless people.

Original Article

Introduction
Homelessness has existed since the beginning

of human society - as the first example of this ne-
gative social phenomenon, we can mention exc-

lusion from the community, when a particular
person has lost his or her relationship with his or
her group or tribe. The concept of homelessness
etymologically comes from the word home, the
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meaning of which is not limited to the roof over
your head, but also includes social background
or family and the wider community, love and ac-
ceptance, security and privacy  “To be homeless,
to have nowhere to go, to have no one to confide
in with one's worries, suffering, pain, protest, fru-
stration, means loneliness, the burden of isola-
tion, the pain of exclusion, leading to despair and
self-destruction“ (Hradečtí, 1996, p. 36).

The definition of homelessness as the absence
of a home is too simplistic and obscures the fact
that it is far from just a loss of housing but
a much deeper and more complex problem,
mostly involving more negative phenomena such
as: family breakdown; job loss; indebtedness; va-
rious psychological and social pathologies. the
most visible of which are various types of addic-
tions and crime (Průdková a Novotný, 2008,
p. 11-12). It is a deep life crisis, the result of total
failure in an individual's life.

The aim of the empirical research study is to
find the answer to the main research question – 

How do the social workers of a charity in the
Prešov Region perceive the functioning of the
participatory method in their daily practice?

At the beginning we will explain the basic
theoretical background - concepts that are signi-
ficantly related to the topic. Subsequently, we
describe the methodology used in the research.
We outline research strategy, data collection tech-
niques and other important aspects of research.
We also set a goal and partial research questions.
The last part is devoted to the analysis and sub-
sequent interpretation of the obtained data. In the
end, we answer the main research question and
consider possible recommendations for practice.

Theoretical Basis
The issue of participatory approach in social

work is a new phenomenon that is used in prac-
tice. The concept of participation has different
contents in different contexts. For the purposes
of this study, the term participation can be defi-
ned as the participation of users of social services
in the planning, coordination and evaluation of
services, leading to the empowerment of these
users and also to improving the quality and effi-
ciency of services provided. (Beresford a Croft,
1993). In a narrower, individual sense, this term
can be understood as a partnership approach of
a social worker to the client (Davies, 2002, p. 90).

More generally and simply, participation means
the degree of participation of individuals and
groups in decisions that directly affect them (Da-
vies, 2000, p. 355). The author of Schuring
(2015) generally distinguishes between horizon-
tal and vertical participation. 

Vertical or public participation is the partici-
pation of citizens in political decision-making
processes, from the right to vote and the ability
of citizens to express themselves on political
events, through the requirement of expertise in
the preparation of specific projects and delegati-
ons, for example, social services into the hands
of non-profit organizations, to the cooperation of
all stakeholders in the preparation of a specific
law (eg the law on subsidies for housing deve-
lopment and on social housing) and state support
for self-help civic projects (eg the national pro-
ject Support for Partnership and Dialogue in the
Field of Participatory Public Policy Making).

Horizontal participation is the involvement of
disadvantaged groups of citizens in the life of so-
ciety, the equal rights of their voice in society and
the support of their own activities, leading to so-
cial inclusion and social cohesion. Social work
deals with this type of participation in particular.
„Participationis sustainable only if we involve all
groups of people, not just people like us or with
whom we get along well“ (Schuringa, 2015).

„Promoting participation at the lowest levels
(involvement in the life of the local community
or local organizations promoting their interests),
horizontal participation is, according to previous
experience, a suitable tool for opening imaginary
doors to vertical participation, influencing the sy-
stem at higher levels - municipal, regional, nati-
onal or European“ (Adams, 2008, p. 41).  The
very participation of users of social services is
based on two main approaches (Bandit, 2015).
The first is the consumerist approach, it points to
the user, i.e. the client who becomes a customer
and has a choice. His satisfaction is a measure of
service quality. Involving users in improving se-
rvice quality is a logical part of this approach
(Mačkinová, 2010). Another approach is democ-
ratic and rooted in the idea of   community plan-
ning. It therefore has a deeper human rights di-
mension, it is based on the principles of equality
and power sharing.

The most well-known division of participa-
tion levels, the so-called participation ladder,
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comes from Arnstein (1969). The ladder consists
of 8 rungs, from the lowest to the highest partici-
pation rate (Figure 1). The author places the first
2 levels, manipulation and therapy, in the cate-
gory of non-participation. From the point of view
of delegating power, this would be powerless-
ness. The other 3, information, consultation and
involvement, are referred to as tokenism, i.e sym-
bolic power. Only the last three rungs, „Partners-
hip, delegated power and civil control, according
to the author, they have an empowering potential,
it therefore refers to them as civic influence or
civil power“ (Gojová, 2016, p. 20).

Figure No. 1 Participation ladder (Arnstein, 1969)

The issue of participatory approach in social
work is relatively new, and therefore the long-
term intention of social work is to apply this ap-
proach more often in the practical field using in-
dividual methods with different gages of social
work not only with homeless people. The author
Bandit (2015, p. 82) writes that „It is necessary
to create methodologies and instructions for ef-
fective involvement of users in various services.
User participation and involvement should be-
come an integral part of good practice in social
work. Such a need is also related to the clear need
to develop reflective and anti-oppressive social
work and to enshrine the principles of coopera-
tion, participation and empowerment in ethical
codes of social work.“ 

Methodology – Research Design
To answer the main research question: How

do the social workers of a charity in the Prešov
Region view the functioning of the participatory
method in their daily practice? In the study, we
used a qualitative method that allowed us induc-
tive insight into the issue. The research was car-
ried out using the technique of semi-structured
interview and the method of data interpretation
thematic analysis. According to Hendl (2016),
this is a middle ground, which is characterized
by a defined purpose, a certain outline, but also
the flexibility of the whole process of obtaining
information. The unit of research was to find out
how charitable organizations practicing a parti-
cipatory approach in social work with homeless
people work. The survey unit was selected social
workers of a charity in the Prešov Region. The
intentional selection method was used to select
the conversation partners. The selection criterion
was experience with a participatory approach.
Data were obtained through interviews, represen-
ted by 4 social workers - field social workers.
The analysis of the obtained data was performed
using thematic analysis, which is part of the
process of identification and organization of top-
ics in qualitative data (Braun a Clarke, 2012).

To answer the main research question, partial
research questions were used, which were based
on the research concept. The partial research
questions were therefore determined as follows:
1. What are the challenges of a participatory
approach from the point of view of the orga-
nization's 
social workers?

2. What is the benefit of a participatory ap-
proach from the point of view of social work-
ers?
This research study maintained the ethical

principles of the research and that all participants
were informed about the purpose of the interview
and to maintain the anonymity and anonymity of
the organization that wanted it.

Results
First, we focused on the individual questions

of the interview, which serve as support points
for us in the verification - thematic analysis. Du-
ring the thematic analysis of the interviews, we
found 24 topics that are closely interconnected.
We tried to sort them so that they logically follow
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each other, and we divided them into three cate-
gories. The structure of the research results is the-
refore the following Figure 2.

Figure 2 Category of topics

Social Workers

Social center

Challenges and obstacles obstacles

Beginning

Qualifications

Work

Sense

Basic support

Social work

Space to engage

Tailor-made services

Rules and prohibitions

Passivity

More and more

Aggression – conflicts

Team support

We called the first category of topics social
workers. This is the main pillar of the participa-
tory approach in the research study, and it is es-
sential that it touches on the very beginnings of
the organization.

Beginning – three social workers stated that
it all started as part of a university study in the
field of Social Work. The respondent was approa-
ched by acquaintances a few years ago during the
holidays to volunteer at the time of Advent for
the homeless. „They came up with the idea of   se-
lling Christmas punch, honeysuckle at Christmas
markets and so on." The respondent perceived
the offer as an opportunity to gain practice and
experience something new. Together with other
people, he became involved in volunteer work. 

Qualifications: The interviews showed that
all social workers in the organization have a uni-
versity degree in Social Work and only one social
worker has not completed II. degree of higher
education. Respondent No. 1 was originally em-
ployed in the organization through the Labor Of-
fice of Social Affairs and the Family: „And then

I was actually paid out of the employment office
first, so they applied for my position, but it was
only for some two years or for how long.The ma-
nagement also wanted me to complete a master's
degree in social work.“ Respondent No. 2 has ex-
perience with the Office of Labor and Social Af-
fairs and the Family. This respondent was con-
tacted about a year ago, with the offer of a social
worker in an organization dedicated to the home-
less where they meet the requirements for inclu-
sion, and can hire me later. „Actually, at the be-
ginning, the management offered me - they told
me that then they would choose 2 of us, to whom
they would offer cooperation. And with the pro-
viso that if someone wants to work as a social
worker somewhere in another organization, they
will get a recommendation.“ Other respondents
worked as social workers or field social workers
with a professional classification in the field of
Social Work.

Work: Respondent No. 3 told us about the
very beginnings of social work in the organiza-
tion:„Then actually another project after that
was something like ... field work and community
work". It started with field social work carried
out by field social workers with the support of
others from the team. Initially, it was a few hours
a week: „There were about four of us, somehow
we always went in pairs for two hours in the field
in a week.“ This was joined by the original social
center, which was only open for one afternoon
a week: „On Tuesday, the center was just open
there, so you could not only wash your clothes
and stuff, but most importantly probably call and
just do the things you don't do outside for work
and stuff.“ Respondent No. 2, after getting ac-
quainted with the work and went through tra-
ining, was also offered work in pairs in the field.
„After training, I went to the field with a colle-
ague and it was a challenge to help people on the
homeless street as a field worker. That attracted
me.“ Later, the current social center was opened
and since then there is almost no time left for
field social work: „At first we went more into the
field, now as the social center was created, it
moved to the social center and the terrain decre-
ased a bit. Which is probably a shame, but I hope
it gets back to the old norms until it's a little bet-
ter organized here.“ Accompaniments are cur-
rently the most used accompaniment of field
work, as commented by respondent No. 4: „Pe-
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ople (...) go to the labor office as an escort and
the like, but (...) they are less looking for new ne-
cessary places, new people, there is simply no
time for that.“ Respondent No. 1 states: „Accom-
panying is a toy, but establish communication so
that it is something (...),I was scared at first, but
a colleague always helped me.“ This aspect of
communication was mentioned by all respon-
dents in the interview.

Sense: All the field social workers talked
about them enjoying their work and fulfilling
them.As respondent No. 3 says: „As far as hou-
sing is concerned, I can't secure my own housing,
I haven't moved a step further at all, but I only
have a job ... I got a job that I enjoy.“ Respondent
No. 2 spoke about the fact that, in addition to
working in a social center, he now deals with pri-
mary prevention in schools within the framework
of socio-pathological phenomena - addiction. „I
want to help the children, too. I want the children
not to be addicted.“ Another respondent is a re-
presentative of an organization in the field of so-
cial housing, in cooperation with the city council,
i.e. the social field. One of the respondents com-
ments: „So I try to do things that I enjoy and that
make sense. And especially what I studied
here.“We called the second category of topics the
social center. We have included in this category
both the provision of basic services to homeless
people and activities beyond the scope of regular
services and ways of involving clients in the run-
ning of the organization.

Basic support: Clients are provided with
basic support: food, hygiene, clothing, the oppor-
tunity to wash things, make phone calls, keep
things.These services were described by respon-
dent No. 2: „So that they can take a bath, so that
they can wash the laundry, so that they don't have
to wash it anywhere in their hands“, and „when
they need the clothes, they can choose it here,
otherwise we always have some supplies here for
the most necessary cases.“ He also explains that
food is served and that clients have hot food al-
most every day of the week: „Through the proj-
ect, hot food is provided for homeless people.
Meals are provided only on request, this means
that homeless people get free hot concentrated
soup (bread / pastries, hot soft drink), so we are
de facto providing food aid to people.“ And re-
spondent No. 4 speaks, another service is the pos-
sibility to call: „If someone needs to call the au-

thorities, so we'll lend them a business phone,"
and adds that lockers are also available to act as
a locker for things: „So they can go to those loc-
kers (...) so they can take those things," and "they
just didn't have to take everything with them.“

Social work: As we have already mentioned,
an important job of social workers in a social cen-
ter is social work. Respondent No. 1 lists the
basic tasks: „We are actually looking for accom-
modation, we arrange ID cards, birth certifica-
tes“ and is supplemented by respondent No. 2:
„We mediate those contacts with services that are
professional, need help, need advice on how to
proceed when they are in debt, in domestic vi-
olence and so on (...).“ Respondent No. 3 also
talks about accompaniments: „We actually do es-
corts ... I don't know ... to the employment offices,
if the person has to go outside the Prešov Region,
then we are able to go with him outside the region
and accompany him there, if he has problems
with that", and explains the importance of ac-
companiments: „This also applies to escorts to
the doctor, because homeless clients often have
a problem with this, if you report that they are
actually homeless, they do not treat them very ni-
cely. So it's probably better if they have someone
there who ..., who they can lean on. And the fact
is that it is enough to say that I am a field worker,
and the client will say that she wants me to be
there, and the clients are viewed differently.“
And he adds: „It really happened to me many
times that they were suddenly more accommoda-
ting to the client (...).That just a few words are
really enough, (...) and it works.“ Respondent
No. 4 currently described how he, accompanied
by the client, managed to arrange material need
benefits: „So I've been struggling with this for
a year, and now we've solved it all ...“

Space to engage: All activities of the social
center are planned together with the clients, who
either design them themselves, or at least parti-
cipate in their form, if they want. Respondent No.
2 describes it as follows: „If anyone wanted,
could, for example, give an example, beading or
something, he would come to us, he would say
that he would like to take courses here, for
example,if there is interest, then definitely yes,
clients actually try, even if it is possible, to get
money (...), the client would definitely not do it
for free (...),now here we have designed sewing
courses“, and sums it up in words: „Actually, al-
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most anything is de facto possible here. We con-
nect social rehabilitation and the development of
work skills with the educational process.“ Re-
spondent No. 1 states basically the same thing:
„No matter what request they come up with, there
is room (...), it's up to them, we will provide all
the material and other necessary things“, and
adds: „Something goes slower, like the sewing
workshop.“ 

Tailor-made services: Even the space of the
community center is co-created by the clients ac-
cording to their ideas, as stated by respondent no.
1: „Here, as the rooms are, the clients have ac-
tually adjusted them as much as they like them,
as they need them, as it suits them“ and is sup-
plemented by respondent No. 3: „Originally we
didn't want to have beds here, but because they
actually came and really wanted to, they're just
here (...) and they can just rest here all day.“ Ac-
cording to respondent No. 2, clients participate
in decision-making processes, including the ope-
ration of the community center: „There are often
meetings here now where they actually express
their opinion on what they would like to change
or what they are happy with, and I think those
suggestions can usually be fulfilled, or that they
will simply be accommodated, because ... Well,
that's what it's about, well.“ Joint community
meetings are held about once a month, always as
needed, whether by employees or clients: „They
can also take advantage of the fact that they can
tell for themselves,“says respondent No. 4, ad-
ding: „Now it's about once every fortnight.“ Re-
spondent No. 3 comments similarly: „Just when
it's needed and it's graduating.“ Respondent No.
2 describes the course of meetings: „We're talking
to them about how they're here, what they'd like
differently. If we have any new information we
want to tell them, then we'll tell them, too.“ Re-
spondent No. 1 also described the course of the
meetings: „Mostly like clients talking, then so-
meone who wants to say something is called, then
of course they shout over each other, but that can
be regulated.“ Respondent No. 2 also explains
that it is appropriate to evaluate clients for active
participation: „You can invite these people to
a meeting and then just give them something for
it, (...) because otherwise they might go to work,
instead of participating in something here ...
Maybe from the beginning it is not as important
for them, (...) and even maybe to offer them so-

mething for it (...) that strikes me as a good mo-
tivation.“ He further emphasizes the importance
of mutual communication: „I think that's also
very important, like getting constant feedback
from those people all the time, like what they
would like differently, or when ... just talking
about it, when it doesn't work, when something
doesn't work, then it's like having the discussion,
having the dialogue.“ He adds: „It's mutually be-
neficial.“

Rules and prohibitions: Another thing in
which the clients of the social center actively par-
ticipate is, according to respondent No. 1, the cre-
ation of rules: „We also created rules together so
that ... they too can participate.“ The respondent
further states that the social center has set only 3
basic rules from the beginning: „Without drugs,
without alcohol and not aggression“ and the rest
is completed together with clients: „These are
like the basics, then we just try to create those
rules at various regular meetings with those cli-
ents.“ Respondent No. 2 specifies that the con-
dition for entering the community center is not
sobriety, but alcohol or drugs may not be used di-
rectly in the center: „Actually, the clients here ...
they can come here in a slightly drunk state, they
can't be aggressive, and actually the same with
drugs. So they can't drink here before us, and they
can't use the drugs here, yeah." And he empha-
sizes: „If there is some kind of aggression, some
kind of violence, then the client is expelled, and
then he decides whether ... according to that ...
according to the situation, well. He is usually told
to leave the social center and the next day to
come, that we can talk about it, or there are va-
rious alternatives.“ Respondent No. 3 compares
this with other services which solve a gross vi-
olation of the rules by preventing the use of the
service or prohibiting it: „They're used to brin-
ging wine, if I bring it there, I'll get a ban on
entry. We keep debating with them here, don't be
silly, like, don't drink it here , and he emphasizes
that the worker in particular must lead by
example to other clients: „I always try to say, as
clients ... like let's not make our addictions (...)
much public. It is then stupidly said (...) do not
drink here when I have beer in the fridge.“
A dále uvádí, jak porušení pravidel řeší: „Instead
of prohibitions, I just use it as a sentence, just go
think for four days if you want to spend that time
here with us or not.“ Clients also say that they
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are reluctant to approach the ban: „We are very
careful with the ban“ and that he tries to solve
everything in a good way. Gradually, there are
more and more rules that prove necessary, as sta-
ted by respondent No. 3: „We imagined from the
beginning that it would work differently, that it
would be so looser, but experience shows us that
it can't be so looser, that there simply has to be
some rules here.“

We called the third category of topics chal-
lenges and obstacles. We are referring to the
challenges faced by social workers by clients, as
well as the obstacles to client participation.

Passivity: The passivity and independence of
many clients is another challenge for social wor-
kers. Respondent No. 1 states it as follows: „It
really sometimes takes a long time before the re-
lationship and trust and so on are formed, and
the person may need to move somewhere further
or get involved in the organization more.“ He
also states that this is a long-standing habit of
users of social services: „A person is used to (...)
the rules that give him clear boundaries, you
don't have to have a choice for yourself, and if
you just don't have a choice for those 15 years,
you're also used to it, you can't actually choose.“
This inability of clients employs social workers
at the expense of social work: „Then you really
seem to end up that day washing and running
from A to Z and actually doing very little social
work.“ According to respondent No. 2, this prob-
lem can be called dependence on social services:
„I always say that in those 25 years we have be-
come addicted to social services here.According
to him, people who do not have any higher goals
in life are subject to this addiction: „The social
support is enough for me, I have food everywhere
here, so ...,  he just wants to live, to live well, hap-
pily, just like ... he really is, in those 10, 15 years
... you will learn to live in that environment so
much that it is already a natural environment for
them ". To the question whether the passivity can-
not be a manifestation of resignation in an unsol-
vable life situation, respondent No. 3 answers:
„Because I think there are people like there who
can't really be elsewhere, because they have bans
everywhere because of something, so it's that
there are enough of those clients, even if there's
chaos, even though there's a lot of noise and swe-
aring, and so on. , so I think they did quite a bit
of work on themselves.“

More and more: A similar problem, related
to living in permanent insecurity and using social
services, is the habit of taking as much as pos-
sible from everything, because one never knows
when one will be in need. Respondent No. 1 ex-
plains this on the example of clothing: „People
on the street are used to surviving and don't think
they should take one sweatshirt and there will be
another 20 tomorrow and I can do it here in
peace and I don't have to worry that someone
will take my sweatshirt, but they'd better take 4
sweatshirts, because they just don't know how it
will go.“ He also states, on the example of hygi-
ene packages, that such situations lead to confu-
sion: „You get something as if you sold it, be it
shampoo. I don't care, it's his, so why judge him.
But then, so that he doesn't come again and say:
I want for a friend, I want for my mom, I want for
my grandmother, for my aunt, and suddenly there
just starts to be such a mess.“ In his own words,
he would like everyone to take only what they re-
ally need, and not have to approach the alloca-
tion: „I want it to work so that (...) the moment
I just don't have toothpaste, I'll just come, look,
there's toothpaste there, yeah, we have.“ Respon-
dent No. 2 sees progress: „I think it's pretty much
better. As if they understood that if they came to
us, they would not always get much.“ And some-
times the feeling, as the respondent said: „The
more they get, the more they want. Furthur more,
more and more.“ Another social worker, respon-
dent No. 4, sees this from a vantage point: „It will
really take an awful long time, because I know
that 25 years have been set up for it here, and
maybe just like we're definitely doing it stupidly,
we have to do better“ and optimistically adds: „It
will be better, it will just take Langer.“

Aggression - conflicts: Aggressive and con-
flicting client behavior is another challenge for
social workers. Respondent No. 3 talked about
the fact that someone just doesn't like anyone. Di-
rect quote from a social worker from the experi-
ence of homelessness in the field: „Because there
may be people on the street who don't like them,
so I try to explain to them that it's okay that you
don't have to be nice, but try to respect each
other. I'll explain it to them (...) and you don't
have to attack right away, because you just don't
like someone.“

Team support: Respondents said that their
work is psychologically demanding: „The parti-
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cipatory approach is really challenging," says re-
spondent No. 1 and gives a specific example:
„Even if you ask those people what they would
be interested in and then try to come up with so-
mething with them, then maybe they just won't
come up with the activity, (...) it's also demotiva-
ting.“  The respondent emphasizes the impor-
tance of maintaining motivation: „The motiva-
tion, well ... I think it's important to just look for
ways to just make it work. And with small steps,
as if you don't really have high expectations.“
Respondent No. 2 also stated that direct work
with clients is very demanding: „There's a lot
going on that day, and now that it's too much for
you, it's not funny at all.“ And that you need to
work on yourself all the time: „We should pro-
bably learn to work with it a little bit better, be-
cause we have to give a little bit of respect, but
some calm respect, and we should learn to con-
trol our emotions more.“ The respondent emp-
hasizes the importance of supervision, as well as
rest: „Then it is important that there is some kind
of supervision that we do not like at all, because
you speak, you speak, not everyone seems to like
to speak and in fact understands it as if it were
whole, kind of (...). Let it be rather a relaxation,
rest, trip.“ According to another respondent, me-
etings and supervision should be more frequent:
„I would give more meetings (...) and more su-
pervision. So that we really seem to say some
things in meetings which one receives from those
clients, and it is simply directed to our team, for
example.“

Conclusion
Finally, we will try to answer the main rese-

arch question: 
How do the social workers of a charity in the

Prešov Region perceive the functioning of the
participatory method in their daily practice?,by
answering two sub-research questions.

The first sub-question was: What are the
challenges of a participatory approach from the
perspective of the organization's social wor-
kers?The interviews clearly show that a partici-
patory approach in social work with the homeless
requires great motivation and patience, both for
workers and service users. A participatory appro-
ach is a long-term, challenging and essentially
never-ending task. It very much depends on the
recovery phase of the individual, while each in-

dividual has a different pace of recovery, which
depends on many factors: length of stay on the
street, health and mental condition, motivation...
It would be interesting to find out to what extent
the length of stay on the street affects the speed
of recovery. Every homeless person needs a lot
of patience and respect from social workers.

Interviews have also shown that street expe-
rience leads to the acquisition of certain anti-so-
cial behaviors such as ruthlessness towards
others, the need to gain a lot for oneself at every
opportunity, long-term aggression, a tendency to
increase self-esteem by exalting oneself, or even
criminal behavior. These problematic phenomena
lead to the need to create stronger rules. Howe-
ver, the participatory approach is beneficial in
that these rules are developed gradually in coope-
ration with users of the service. However, prob-
lematic behavior also disrupts relationships, both
with social workers and between individual
users.This creates constant tension and compro-
mises the safety of the space. For workers, a pa-
tient and non-judgmental approach to some indi-
viduals can be a big challenge.

„Dependence on social services“ proved to be
an important obstacle in the participatory pro-
cess. The frequent habit of homeless people to
the status of the recipient of assistance, conditi-
oned by the fulfillment of given tasks, keeps
these people in subordination, passivity and in-
ability to make independent decisions and ma-
nage their lives. This problem is certainly not the
fault of social workers, but rather the result of the
overcrowding of these services and the need to
focus on covering the most basic needs of clients
at the expense of continuous individual or com-
munity work. Moreover, this passivity or resig-
nation usually has deeper roots, dating back to
before pre-homelessness. In any case, this is
a major challenge for a participatory approach.

The second partial research question was:
What is the benefit of a participatory approach
from the point of view of social workers?A par-
ticipatory approach is, in essence, a bottom-up ap-
proach - its principle is to give people the space
to define for themselves what they need and to be
the main actors in their own empowering process.
However, they also need a large amount of sup-
port and suitable conditions for this. The first con-
dition is to ensure security - while maintaining the
highest possible degree of freedom - and to satisfy
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basic needs. Furthermore, a partnership approach
is important, which leads to increasing the self-
confidence of homeless people, to strengthening
self-confidence, which are necessary conditions
for one to find the strength to change and take
one's own destiny into one's own hands.

Also, the possibility of self-choice and self-
formulation of what I need and what I would like
to achieve can lead to disruption of passivity and
resignation. A person performs a role better if he
chooses it of his own free will than a person
whose role has been entrusted to him or forced
by someone else. A person who "accepts the
task", who enjoys the task and makes sense for
it, has a much greater motivation to complete it.
Such an approach also leads to an increase in
self-worth, has a strengthening effect and there-
fore long-term sustainable results.

Respondents emphasized the importance of
being able to empathize with homeless people
and understand behaviors that may seem negative
to employees. This understanding and insight are
a huge benefit and a strength of social workers.
Social workers can also be a motivation for
others, a good example of what a homeless per-
son can achieve. Above all, however, their work
has an invaluable benefit for them. They were
able to use that space and that support to get from
the hopeless and humiliating situation of a home-
less person who receives the help of others to the
position of a helper. They were given the oppor-
tunity to use their unfortunate experience for the
benefit of others and thus give it a certain me-
aning. They are real experts on homelessness and
learn not to be ashamed of their experience. They
receive the necessary support and awards from
colleagues, not to mention an adequate financial
evaluation. And their position is a constant chal-
lenge for them to move on, whether for work or
"just" personally.

The participatory approach is, on the one
hand, highly individualized, "human-oriented",
"tailor-made". On the other hand, it is an impor-
tant pillar of working with the community, which
can lead to the fulfillment of the highest goal -
self-help.  As all interviews have shown, a com-
munity center can become a substitute home for
many people, safe, welcoming and open at the
same time. The community center enables and
even supports the creation of an emotional rela-
tionship with the given space and with the people

who inhabit it, regardless of whether they are em-
ployees or clients.Social workers are aware that
a participatory approach to working with home-
less clients is challenging in practice. Neverthe-
less, individual social workers see progress, ei-
ther in the form of obtaining housing or work, or
in the form of a "mere" change in behavior or ap-
proach to oneself and others. 

The question that has accompanied us since
the beginning of the interest in the topic of parti-
cipatory approach in social work with the home-
less and which remains unanswered is: How
could a participatory approach be introduced in
organizations providing social services to
a huge number of homeless people?I believe
that this is possible, thanks to the example of the
British organization St. Mungo’s, which is
a comparatively large colossus, yet is a role
model in a participatory approach. Even from the
interviews themselves, however, it turned out that
such success does not arise by itself, but is, on
the one hand, the result of many years of work
and experience - in the case of St. Mungo’s is 40
years of experience - and on the one hand it is
conditioned by the development of the whole so-
ciety that deals with social services.
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