
LEADERS WANT TO SUPPORT WORKERS WITH LIVED 
EXPERIENCE; HOW CAN THEY MAKE SURE TO DO SO?     

 
TIFFANY ADAMS | LIVED EXPERTISE RESEARCH TEAM MEMBER 

Homeless services system leaders are operating in a complex environment that requires them to 
navigate emerging challenges. Most do their work with great intentions and too few resources. 
Often, however, their intentions are not reflected in how workers who have lived expertise of home-
lessness (PWLE) experience the workplace. Results from the LEARN Surveys indicate that system 
leaders are partnering with PWLE and report offering various forms of support. But PWLE continue 
to feel marginalized. System leaders acknowledge that PWLE make significant impacts on reducing 
homelessness. Thus, marginalizing PWLE causes the entire homeless response system to suffer. 
To retain PWLE, leaders need to ensure that their good intentions lead to policies and actions that 
reach workers with lived experience of homelessness. 

At the Table  
Leaders who responded to the survey report that their organizations and CoCs work closely with 
PWLE throughout their programs or projects. Some also report partnering with PWLE when 
making important decisions like the types and amounts of housing and services offered as well as 
who receives these services and the coordinated entry process.  
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When does your CoC or organization typically consult people with lived
expertise of homelessness?

http://endhomelessness.org/


The surveys also indicated that many system leaders are taking steps to train their lived 
expertise workforce.  

​​

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

30%

29%

10%

19%

11%

A great deal
Somewhat
A little

Not at all
We do not have this information

29%

23%

14%

19%

15%

How often do PWLE make
decisions about the types of
shelter and housing in your
system?

How often do PWLE make
decisions about who
receives services?

SURVEY RESPONDENTS: COC AND
ORGANIZATION LEADERS

70%
of leaders say that their organization or CoC
trains workers about their organizational
structure and work

60%
of leaders say that their organization or CoC
provides training for job-specific skills (for
example: data analysis, report-writing and
trauma-informed outreach)

52%
of leaders say that their organization or CoC
provides training for managing and coping with
secondary trauma or compassion fatigue

SURVEY RESPONDENTS: COC AND
ORGANIZATION LEADERS 
what training do leaders report offering their
staff with lived experience of homelessnesS?



Organizations also say that they are training staff without lived experience about best prac-
tices for partnering with PWLE. More than two out of three leaders said their CoC or orga-
nization offers training to staff who do not have lived expertise including supporting the 
mental health of PWLE, communicating feedback effectively, and involving PWLE in media 
and advocacy.   

While important, these efforts do not always reach workers who have experienced home-
lessness. In short-answer responses to the LEARN Project Survey, PWLE workers said that 
they do not have significant power over decision-making and that their suggestions are not 
taken seriously.  

“Community engagement is almost an afterthought. LE (lived experience) is not as uti-
lized as it is touted to be.” - LE Respondent  

“...I worry that those of us with lived experience, who have a voice and opinion will not 
gain the stature or be in a position to make real change.” - LE Respondent  

These voices emphasize that PWLE often feel unsupported, underdeveloped, and sidelined 
despite leaders’ efforts to provide various forms of support. Current strategies are not lead-
ing to meaningful inclusion. PWLE do not feel like they are given the opportunity to make 
important decisions. Many also want professional development and mentorship opportu-
nities that create clear pathways to more significant roles. They also shared concerns that 
there are not enough PWLE with the status or influence to drive real change in their organi-
zations. As one respondent reflected:

“We need more people with lived experience in this work (who are compensated and 
supported appropriately), so that we can have a variety of viewpoints and opinions 
without relying on one person to be the ‘voice of lived expertise’… I would really love to 
see some sort of professional mentorship or intentional community building for people 
with lived experience working or volunteering in this field.” ​​

Forging a Path Forward 

The data suggests that the strategies directors and leaders are using to build homeless 
response systems that prioritize PWLE’s insights do not always work. When implemented, 
they often do not reach enough PWLE or are not extensive enough to resolve existing ineq-
uities within organizations and systems. 

As a person with lived experience of homelessness and a technical advisor who works 
directly with communities to improve their response to homelessness, I understand that 
homelessness is complex, and the challenges that communities face, including those 
related to funding, are nuanced. Yet, the disconnect between the good intentions of system 
leaders and the actual impact of their efforts on PWLE limits the response system’s ability 
to work as effectively as possible. Data from these surveys presents an opportunity for local 
system leaders to reflect on how they work with PWLE. This includes exploring new ways to 
center and act on feedback, ensuring their workers have the tools and support they need to 
do their jobs well. 


