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Connecting services and communities to
support people experiencing
homelessness

Researchers working to transform the infrastructure of support available for
people experiencing homelessness have been awarded £1.4m from UK
Research and Innovation (UKRI).

The three-year project, led by Northumbria University, aims to better connect
the care system and expand it to include creative health approaches such as



art, crafts, sports, gardening or cooking to provide holistic support tailored to
individuals.

At present, support services are not always integrated and often try to
address in isolation the issues which can contribute to homelessness – such
as abuse, trauma, addiction and mental or physical health challenges.

But in reality, these complex and varied health and social care needs can
rarely be treated in isolation, explained Professor Monique Lhussier, one of
the lead investigators of the research from Northumbria.

“When available, support for homeless people is often only for a short time,
not coordinated with other services and fails to meet all of a person’s needs,”
said Professor Lhussier, a social scientist with expertise in marginalisation,
welfare and wellbeing.

Fellow lead investigator Dr Christina Cooper, from Northumbria’s Department
of Social Work, Education and Community Wellbeing, said: “While most
services see people who are homeless as having lots of needs, few also see
them as people with strengths, talents, resilience, and aspirations. Despite
evidence showing the positive impact of creative initiatives, these assets
have not typically been considered a core part of support services.”

The project aims to grow the care system, so it includes creative health
approaches, with the research informed and guided by people recruited as
experts by experience.

“This is about working in direct and equal collaboration with people who
have experienced homelessness so that all people can have access to the
support they need, when they need it, and in the way they need it,” added
Professor Lhussier.

“What we want all support services to be working collectively on is enabling
that growth for each individual. To be thinking about people in terms of their
future potential rather than as a list of problems that can’t be figured out.”

Driven by six key organisations – Tyne Housing, Groundswell, Alphabetti
Theatre, Art Gene, Chilli Studios and Helix Arts – a network of housing
providers, arts organisations and healthcare services from across the North
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East and Cumbria will participate in the project. The research will also be
supported by two regional community interest companies, Media Savvy and
Roots and Wings design, making the project highly collaborative and
grounded within the kinds of organisations it aims to engage.

The aim is to develop a model which supports the move from siloed working
and crisis management to collaborative partnerships for early intervention
and prevention. This will inform the development of an evidence-based
regional policy for homelessness and a website featuring details of all
support services available in one place.

Researchers have developed a model which superimposes Maslow’s hierarchy of needs with an
adapted version of Tonkin’s (1996) model of grief, to demonstrate that people can grow
around trauma if they are provided with opportunities to do so.

Dr Cooper added: “Bringing together organisations from creative industries
and the wider homelessness sector is important because it offers people who
need it opportunities to be part of something which supports them to grow,
and to reintegrate into society in a positive way. And to shed some of the
very negative labels which are often placed on them through no fault of their
own.”

Artistic and Executive Director at Alphabetti Theatre, Ali Pritchard, is a
Northumbria University graduate and founded the theatre, which is now a
registered charity, in 2012 with the belief that the arts should be accessible
for all.

He said: “Alphabetti Theatre is now an established community hub in the city
of Newcastle which is already engaging with diverse audiences. I’m delighted
that we can offer further support to people who need it most by being one of
the cultural collaborators on this project.

“We’ve never been afraid to do things differently, while championing the
development of performing arts in the region, and recognise how lives can be
enriched by opportunities to interact with the creative industries.”

Community Engagement Coordinator at Alphabetti Theatre, Audrey Cook, is
taking the lead on the theatre’s contribution to the project. They said: “It is an
exciting prospect that arts and culture is included as a necessary tool for
improving wellbeing and eliminating stigma. Alphabetti Theatre is a
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dedicated warm space as well as a vibrant hub for local art and culture for
absolutely anyone.

“The inclusion to prioritise exposure to art and creativity within this project
alone, contributes to the necessary conversation that art shouldn’t be treated
as a luxury. I am eager to see what creative outputs follow in the coming
years of this project and I’m endlessly grateful to be a part of it. Not just
myself, but all of us here at Alphabetti.” 

The research, Making every community asset count: improving health and
reducing inequalities for people experiencing homelessness, is part of the third
phase of projects funded through the Mobilising Community Assets to Tackle
Health Inequalities programme. The UKRI programme is led by the Arts and
Humanities Research Council (AHRC) in collaboration with and the National
Centre for Creative Health.

It builds on an earlier award of £250,000 which saw Northumbria academics
working with Tyne Housing to create a virtual directory of 192 support
services for those facing homelessness across the wider region. Both awards
have been obtained in collaboration with Newcastle University, building on a
longstanding, collaborative relationship between the two organisations.

AHRC Health Inequalities Programme Director, Helen Chatterjee, said: “The
evidence is clear – intellectual stimulation, a sense of purpose, engagement
in your community and a fulfilling social life are as important as diet, exercise
and medical care when it comes to living a long and healthy life. Yet often
public health interventions neglect this reality.

“These projects seek to improve the length and quality of our lives by making
use of the rich cultural, artistic, nature and social resources that already exist
within our communities. In this way, we can shape a healthier, happier
Britain.”

Northumbria University is dedicated to reducing health and social
inequalities and improving social, economic and health outcomes for the
most marginalised in society. Through its new Centre for Health and Social
Equity (CHASE), of which Professor Lhussier is founding Director, researchers
will be delivering world-leading health and social equity research and
creating innovative, evidence-based policies and data-driven solutions to
bring impactful change across the region, the UK and globally.
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Ends

Notes to editors:

Additional partner quote

Based in North Tyneside, the team at Helix Arts have 40 years of experience
in leading creative health interventions to tackle health inequalities.

Director at Helix Arts, Cheryl Gavin, said of the organisation’s involvement in
the project: “We work closely with communities and encourage social agency
through collaborative partnership working across a range of settings,
including through research partnerships.

“We have experience of working with people in challenging circumstances,
including homelessness; demonstrated through projects such as ‘Home and a
Job’, ‘Invisible Visible’ and ‘Creative Progression.’ We support the creation of
high-quality cultural activity and believe this work is important and relevant
to community research and development, specifically relating to vulnerable
and excluded communities.”

UNIVERSITY OF THE YEAR 2022 (Times Higher Education Awards)

Northumbria is a research-intensive university that unlocks potential for all,
changing lives regionally, nationally and internationally. Find out more about
us at www.northumbria.ac.uk
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