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The Core in the Perspective of Care

The key question is:
what are the critical
skills and qualifications
required to work with
people experiencing
homelessness in order
to ensure that they can
fulfil this basic human
right?

o Homeless in Europe

By Paolo Brusa,' Psychologist, Italy

THE STORY OF MIKE SKILL AND THE WILL
FAMILY

Mike skill didn't go to work one night, so his bakery
had to be dosed the next day. The family next door,
hr. and Ms. Will, offered to stand in for him and make
the bread themsalves, following his instructions. He
thanked them for their kind offer, but refused. He
knew that it is one thing to make bread at home, and
guite anather to bake 14 different kinds of bread in a
proper way to satisfy bread-eaters.

This short story marks the difference batween profes-
sionalism and wolumteering. They are both reliable,
significant and valuable. But they are different. The
same difference exists when providing services for
people experiencing homelessness, powverty and
unemploymeant.

The difference is based on a cultural dilemma, which
seems to be a mix between an inheritance from
the old Victorian benevolence and a basic need of
the Z1*-century economy. In the Victorian age, the
ultimate duty was to care for the weaker part of the
population: @ matter of conscience applied to social
gaps. This led to the dewelopment of charity and
applied in as many fields as possible, within a social
dimension which was considered progressive in some
of its forms.

Mow, a structural aspect of the 21* century is that the
world we live in is basically a profit-driven one, and it
needs poverty to conserve its status guo ®

By defining the perspective of services working with
homeless people as a cultural position, we mean that
to serve the general interest we are asked to gues-
tion our wision of sodety, to focus our position and
the mission that will follow, the mowements and
actions that we will establish pragmatically to satisfy a
change of status for the people we take care of, who
are individuals experiencing poverty before being
users, guests or clients.® On the one hand, we notice
that homelessness is a very complex issue based on
multilevelled problems often stratified and interre-
lated, with the resounces and time available tending
to be inadeguate. The perspectives for intervention
risk being emergency-based rather than being prag-
matically oriented over a long period in order to offar

structural changa. In such a scenario, there should
be more than one means of intervention* By given
nature in many EU states, the social actors of such
intervantion are, generally speaking, social workers,
volunteers and/for benefactors.®

THE WILL FOR SKILLS: ANOTHER STORY OF
MR. WILL AND DR. SKILLS

When our testh hurt, we go to the dentist, Dr.
Skills. We expect himsfher to be professional. The
net expected result is that Dr. Skills takes care of our
needs, there is no pain anymore and our teeth are
better. There are no expectations of amusement,
sodalization or fraternisation, as there are with Mr.
and Ms. Will. Those are valuable results in themsalves,
but thay are side-affacts. Even if we gain new friends
but our teath still hurt, we would not recommend the
dentist to anyone, and would only go back curselves
if we wera desperate.

Equally, everyone deserves and has the right to
receive the same treatment, whether their teeth
hurt, whether they want some freshly-baked bread
or whether they are experiendng poverty, unemploy-
mient, homelessness or any other social hardship.

They hawe the human right to find someone who has
the skills to match their needs on the basis of his/her
professionalism, and help solve the problem. This is
not a radical view, we are just saying that a baker is
there to make bread, a mechanic is there to fix cars,
a dentist is there to cure toothache, and a care-giving
professional is there to offer care to people in nead __.

The key guestion is: what are the critical skills and
gualifications required to work with people experi-
endng homelessness in order to ensure that they can
fulfil this basic human right? | propose to go straight
to the central aspect of what wea basically do. Working
with people experiencing homelessness is primarily an
intervantion of care, where its basic alements might
be reduced to the "setting”, the "offer” and the avail-
able “tools”.

"Satting " is the place or type of surroundings where
care-giving takes place. Wherever an intervention
takes place will have its own setting: it might be a
shelter, a park, a social servica_..

1 Email : info@ muiSipolis oy ; Mobila +30 333 222 32 B9; www multipalis e ; Skypa: paolo_brusa

2 In his recent book *Contra el cambio, wn hiperviaje =l apocali

psis dimitico™, Martin Caparrds points out 2 situstion that sounds familiar in many EU

countries, whers «_..in my country, the poverty of one third of the population is 2 requisite to maintaining the political system based on fiattery and
ptronage =nd on dependencs on subsidies =nd charity, that leeves people in 2 situation of permanent cnisis, of social and politiczl =nomy, of extreme
dependence/zddiction to the 54ate and its policies, of ife under constamt control based on the power to give or diemy those subsidies that keep them

aliva....

3 Thera are basic differences betwesn the position of usar, of guest and clients, which relates to inguisfic notions. Instead of the concept of “dient™
muostly usad in English-speaking comtexts, whan refesring fo persons experiencing homelessness, | uss the word “user”, referming in the status of

someona whi is entitled by human right to use 2 certain sarvice.

4 When we he=r that there is enough of an offar of help bessd on “good will”, we should remamber the strctural need of povarty in cwr socisty =nd not
just that good will and wolumteering are preciows, waluable, inspirng. Volunisers =re not necessary skilied. And when we hear that any semice is there
‘to ofier personalised professional support, we showld bear in mind that it might ba partizl, and that experienced and/or book-skilled parsonnel ara not
necassarily zble to be responsible for their core praxis: the care ralztionship.

[Sal

| put undar the category of “social workers™ all professionals who hawe specific expartise such a3 social workers, educators, peychologists, doctors,

eic; by “voluntesrs™ | mean il indviduals who imest part of their time, efforts and resources in vanous sciivities which do not necessariy relate to
thair skills; by “benefactors™ | mean those professionals who offer their specific skills without any purpose of parsonal gain or salary.
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“Offer- is the expression of readiness to do or give
something if it is desired. This includes everything
that we do or give, but only if it matches the user's
desires, aspirations and will. Otherwise, it's not an
offer but 2 mandate or a requirement.

“Tool” is any device or implement used to carry out
a particular function, and as our particular function is
care-giving, the relationship between the professional
and the user is the primary (and sometimes sola} avail -
able tool ®

The whole movement” defines the core issue under a
functional lens:

» social work is the medium for reinsertion strate-
gies for people experiencing homelassness

» the care relationship between the users and
care-workers is the medium in social work

# communicative and relational skills are the
medium in & proactive relationship between users
and professionals

# the relationship and communication are the
medium

#* the medium is the messaga®

# the relationship is the message, the core, the
significant part of sodal intervention, the sole tool
on which any compliance depends.

The cora. 50 complax. 5o simple.

THE CORE OF CARE

wWithout getting too deeply into the theory of commu-
nication, it is clear that every professional has to know
how communication works, and most of all, what the
basic rules of its dynamics are.

This is of utmost importance because of the specific
form of the care relationship, which is implicitly struc-
tured on two levels: the user (entitled to have needs
that must be satisfied) and the professional (should
have something to offer concerning the specific
neads which are expressed by the user in that specific
satting).

In a thus-structured relationship, its given nature calls
implicitly for a power dynamic.

It is self-evident that more critical skills are bound
to the inner nature of the relationship between the
professional and the user, where one part is structur-
ally supposed to have answers for the needs that the
relational counterpart is entitled to bring to himsher.
As ralationships are at the core of sodal intervention,
the most urgent gualification is the capacity to read
what is going on within, which is a work of art.

Within my experience, some capadties and qualifica-
tions are needed to:

# ba aware of each given relational position and of
each possible variation

# |garn to read the mowements of all the actors as
part of a dynamic process, reading within the lines
of what it is going on and changing our position if
the relational situation requires it

# take full responsibility for what it is happening since
our given position is structurally higher

# handle with care all power-trips that might happen,
often implicitly, in the form of seduction, manipula-
tion, aggressivenass, recklessness, insisting on the
rules, total and silent compliance ...

® always doubt our own personal prejudices, and
have them as a positive ally to deepen the signifi-
cance of the relational dynamics and not as prede-
fined discrimination

# remember that everyone is different: there might
always be a gap between the solution that we see
and the solution that the problems evoke

# approach time differently: when each time is the
first time, any previous knowledge represents only
a useful point of confrontation to produce positive
discrimination

« recognise the dignity of any user’s choice to allow
them to take full responsibility and be full-subject
of their rights; otherwise rights are just abstract
concepts

« not give failure any value-driven meaning; it repre-
sents a particular stage that requires extra care

#® |parn to say "Mo” when we have to, without any
sense of guilt, and to mean it

# dismiss our given values within intervention, as
everyone is different and ewvery difference has
dignity

#® clearly see the boundaries to awoid any “donor
debt"? bacoming part of our care relationship

# dovelop a democratic environment even if it costs
fatigue and salf-availability™

# consider our motivation carefully, in order to be at
our users’ disposal to match their needs, and not
to work with ouwr users just to satisfy our personal
motives. .

| often describe the care-worker role as a catalyst: the
fundamental role of increasing the rate of people's
reactions from their status-gquo towards change,
without ourselves undergoing any permanent change.
It is wery easy to represent.

In another way of looking at things, the topological
nature of the care relationship appears as Borromean
rimgs:"

& Tha medis that we uss to producs results might often be misconceived a5 an availsbls tod such a8 support, |aboratories or various activities camied
out for pur u=ers); but they sre just parts of the service on offer, where the relstionship is the basa.
7 Dynamics, emotions, power-gameas, prejudicas, lateral thinking, unconscious mowements, moral debd, cultural diversity, interpretations, efc. are all

part of the care ralationship.

8 This is tha warld-famous contribution of Marshall MeLuan {1941-1980), who wee = Canadian tezcher, philczopher and communication theorist whose
contributions zne considersd 3 comersione in madia theory and in its practical applications. (Understanding media: the axtensions of man,

McGraw Hill ed., 1964)

9 “Donor debt” is the inner cell-io-give-someathing-beck, which is a commaon tradifion in owr sociaty, =nd one that 2imost everyone knows by persanal
experiance: 2lmost ewveryone has experianced donating, and the warmness and pleasura and heart-warming emations thet follow. But, when we
racaive, the faelings are sometimes different, 25 wa might feel the cultural call to offer something kack. It might be hand io face the position whera
we want to give something Back, but hawe nothing. This i= “donor delbt”, which if | am wesk might lead to develop specific and somatimes dangerous
dynamice. Whan we don=te we feel pood, and are somatimes unawara of what a simple gesture is doing.

10 A democratic amvironment requires =n implicit specific sttitwde: the more democratic | am, the more my relational counterpart is allowed o d=agres
with me. And the more heshe can diszgres with me, the less authority will ramain for my nole.

11 In mathematics, quantum physics, various symbolism, logic and paychoanalysiz, the Borromean rings consist of 3 topological circles which are inked
to form = Brurmian link, meaning that if one ring iz removed., the other two become separsied.

Homeless in Europe @
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The particularity is that no one of thesa three rings,
even as it is wrapped by another ring, is not itself
wrapping another. This means that within the care
relationship, each dymamic which is not bound is
binding, everything that is not brought to awaraness
and consciousness becomes an action.

It might sound difficult, but it is not: we find it in
tha ETHOS definition,” where each ring represents a
domain. They are all bound, and the quality of the
intervention depands on how we support a balanced
offer of change. If one is missing, the whaole interven-
tion collapses.

Very simple. Very complex_

Social workers can apply this to all representations
at every level of our work. With regular supervision
and constant training, we can learn to manage what
is going on at each moment in time within our care
relationship,” so a5 to see what is bound and what is
binding, in order ahwvays to take responsibility for our
intervention.

This is a core staternent: if we ask someonain need to
take responsibility for hisfher own life, we should be
aware of our own responsibilities.

We all face a variety of considerations, meanings,
prejudices, points of view, indications, difficulties and
recommendations when working with people experi-
endng homelassness.

For these and for all of the above, if we want to
remain as professional care workers, we always need
someonea that will gently and warmly take care of the
feedback on our work.

W all need a place where we can meet someone that
warmly allows us to free ourselves from our doubts,
frustrations, fears, difficulties, suffering, unexpacted
emotions, angst, grief, expectations, anger, wiill...
someona who can take care of our complaxity, kick
us gently to move forward and build upon all those,
and many more. This evidence suggests that before
considering any procedural level, the issue is drawn as
a cultural challenge. The basis of this challenge is the
fact that personnel must be skilled enough to make
any possible effort to improve the user's compliance
from within the care relationship. We should promote
the combination of awareness learnt by experience,
knowledge learnt in books and consciousness of what
is going on within the care relationship™.

13 Dungmmmdtlm Iaurrnl:rrm |nntamdarulnmmmmngﬂ1mnnga such aa: seiting-
institution;

Each of our users is an individual; each situation is
dissimilar; each day we all are a bit different. The
challenge is to consider the relationship not solely as
a training programme, but & on-going supervision.

PLAY TO LEARN, LEARN BY PLAYING

Children remind us that we learnt the most complex
issues of our life when we were unprepared and
unskilled, when we were young. And the ability to
leamn by playing, to face difficulties, to imagine and
create solutions is typical of dhildren...

Consequently, | developed a tool which is specifically
designed to achieve such results.

MultiPolis™ is an educational role-play tool based on
the specific methodology of guided role-play that
gllows the participants to experience themselves as
the personification of case studies, of various insti-
tutions or of general on-going situations. Starting
from a given case-study, this role-play allows players
to get deeper into the relational dymamics, guiding
participants to take the floor and learn by direct expe-
rience what is going on, what ara the disparate levals
operating, what are the various positions, what might
happen from different perspectives, what divergent
perceptions and conflicting significant drives around.
When separated from complex text, it is easy. It is a
game.

The game board 5 a 16m® octagon which lies on
the floor, made of various concentric octagons and
an external crown with 24 different cells. Each cell
defines a spedfic location. Participants are the pawns:
they take their shoes off and are invited to personify
a given-case study, to define one need from the case-
study perspective, to find a possible way to satisfy it
by reaching a chosen call.

On each cell there are four different situational cards:
two satisfy the needs and two frustrate them. By
picking up a card, a situation of care materialises in
front of the participants, who are guided to play and
experiment it in a protected environment.

Sometimes, participating in a need is different from
knowing rationally what it might be like. i this experi-
ence passas through the act of playing, we can learn
to open new perspectives without perceiving any
danger, without any unconscious defensivenass, but
under a fresh exploration into new horizons.

toods ; parsoninel -user-

proposal-
wellness-handship-sympiom; physiczl domein-legal domain-social domain; biography before homelesaness-today's nesds-process of
reinsartion; inclusion-exclusion-temporary shetter, socsl polcy-5561 offer-users” needs; experience, skall, reality ... i you repressnt yoursalf within

thasa rings, your perspactives migiht change...

14 In my parsonal and implicitly Bmited experienca, staff with long experiance are not necessarily skillad, while younger st=ff membars come from high-
leval education, but lack direct experience. And usually lmost everyone considers him'herself as “good enough”™ ewen when they “don't really know

why this/that works the way it doss. "

15 Miore detsiled information, specific instructions, photos and outpets from workshops and comments from participants are available on the weh:

www. multipolis.su
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After the role play, a general debate between partici-
pants allows the conductor to structure a specific
summary™ for the audience.

| hawve used MultiPolis in training and supervision in
various social services since 2006 in Italy as well as in
workshops around Europe.

5o far, one comment from others has touched me
significantly. We were in a building usually used as
a shelter; some users asked me to observe a training
seszion for social workers coming from various cities.
They just asked me to observe, and not to partidpate.

During a coffee break, one of them came ower, and
told me these axact words: «| don't know what they
will make of it, but for the first time ever I've seen

something that pushes the sodal workers to experi-
ence what it really means to be homeless. .

To fawour a collective free shareware, use and evolu-
tion, MultiPolis is registered under Creative Commons
BY-MC-ND 25" In order to support this process,
MultiPolis is available on the web, and | am open to
receiving any comments, to share this experience, to
participate and promote this open approach.

I'vie been working in the field of social exclusion since
the mid-90s in various roles and in different contexts
before ending up as a trainer and supervisor. Some
of these | still do. | read books, reports and analysis.
And write some myself. In my limited experience, I've
rarely heard talks on the almost sole responsibility of
the "rich profit-driven world” as a creator of poverty.

It's time to question ourselves on the order that gives
stability to an economic structure which allows and
produces lack and poverty. Otharwise any effort risks
being part of a business, looking for more resources,
more shelters, more medals. All valuable. We should
let go of the position whera what we do is always the
best possible, that we risk losing if we don't consarve
and protect it. So conservative.

We should learn again that ability children have to
train our capacity of imagining a change in reality
through the invisible. To see through the invisible.
We should remember to care about this. Simpla. And
clear.

16 Some outpurts and summearies are available in the section “workshop outputs” of the web sita.
17 Craative Commons license "Atiribution — Mon Commercial — Mo Derivative worics™ mesns that everyone is fres o copy, distribute, display, and perform

tha work under the following conditions:
BY) Attritwrtion: you must give the onginal author credit
NC) Non Commercial: you may not u=e this work for commescial

purposes
NI N Derivative Works: you rrqnttdtnr tranzfonm, urtu.ii upun thmwh

Fior the original deed, s=a: hitp:

In crder to promeots mertuesl h'm-gpjara rnq.lnatdturnrn mrmmm'ﬁﬂmmunwwmm in .pdf format to the
MultiPolz mail eddress. Any of thess conditions can be waived under permizsion.

We should let go of the
position where what
we do is always the
best possible, that we
risk losing if we don'’t
conserve and protect it.

Homeless in Europe @
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