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Abstract
The aim of this article is to develop theory and generate knowledge about the challenges and possibilities of co‐producing
change in a social housing programme. The purpose of the project was to implement the Housing First philosophy in the
social housing programme in the city of Helsingborg, Sweden. The aim was also to create opportunities for service user
involvement. Several innovative measures were implemented in order for these changes to occur from autumn 2016 to
summer 2017. The social services commissioned a university course on which social workers and their clients studied
together on equal terms to create project plans for the further development of their own workplace. A “Future” workshop
was held by the researchers with representatives from all the different housing options (the shelter, transitional housing,
category housing, Housing First apartments), both clients and social workers. Repeated dialoguemeetings were conducted
at the different housing options to discuss how service user involvement could be developed and to discover new ways of
participation. This article is based on a strengths‐based perspective using the theoretical discussions on social traps, as well
as the concepts of enabling and entrapping niches. We show the importance of social workers identifying and supporting
missing heroes—service users who want to participate and be involved in co‐producing change. We also show that if an
organisation is not prepared for the initiated changes, there is a risk of disappointment due to awakened expectations
that are not fulfilled. Building trust is also an important component to emerge from the material, but we also found that
change processes can be initiated that continue and have impact beyond the initial project’s goals.
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1. Introduction

Homelessness is a growing social problem in most
European countries. The number of people experiencing
homelessness is much higher in Sweden than the other
Nordic countries (Benjaminsen et al., 2020; Knutagård
et al., 2020). One reason for this is that the construc‐
tion of new housing relative to the population growth
has been lower in Sweden compared to its neighbour‐
ing countries. Consequently, the vast majority of the
290 Swedish municipalities have a shortage of rental
apartments with rents that people can afford. Research

highlights poverty as a significant cause of homeless‐
ness (Bramley & Fitzpatrick, 2018; Knutagård, 2019).
Without a steady income, it is extremely difficult to
enter the ordinary housing market or buy your own
apartment or house. There is also a growing number of
people experiencing homelessness from a migrant back‐
ground (Hermans et al., 2020). In two of the major cities
in Sweden, local municipal guidelines have been intro‐
duced that make a distinction between what is called
‘structurally homeless’ and ‘socially homeless’ (Hermans
et al., 2020; Sahlin, 2020). Being categorised as struc‐
turally homeless excludes an individual or family from
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receiving help from the social services and only emer‐
gency housing will be provided on a day‐to‐day basis for
individual applicants, and on a weekly basis for families.
Even if the causes of homelessness are seen as structural,
i.e., lack of housing and not having the financial means
to afford housing on the ordinary housing market, the
responsibility for solving the problem is placed on the
individual (Sahlin, 2020).

In the past decade there has been a shift towards
a more housing‐led approach (the provision of ordi‐
nary long‐term housing rather than emergency housing)
in how to reduce homelessness (Pleace, 2018). In the
Nordic context, Finland and Norway stand out in their
national strategies on housing‐led approaches. One key
driver in this shift is the evidence of the effectiveness of
theHousing Firstmodel in enabling people usingHousing
First sustain their housing (Padgett et al., 2016). As a
model, Housing First has its origins in the “Pathways
to Housing” organisation in New York at the beginning
of the 1990s; the model was the brainchild of Sam
Tsemberis (Tsemberis, 2015). The model was created
because Tsemberis and colleagues had identified that
many former patientswithwhom they hadworked in the
mental health sector ended up sleeping rough and that
the services that were available became revolving‐door
interventions. The services that were offered did not
solve homelessness, but rather sustained the problem.
The spread of Housing First to Europe and the Nordic
countries started in the last decade. The results are con‐
sistent with the results of research from the USA and
Canada (Pleace et al., 2019). Housing First is contrasted
with the continuum of the care model or the so‐called
housing staircase model (Sahlin, 2005). In Housing First,
housing is seen as a prerequisite and as a means of
recovery and community integration, while in the stair‐
case model, housing is seen as the end goal. In the stair‐
case model the client is expected to progress, step by
step, towards independent living. People experiencing
homelessness must show that they are ‘housing ready,’
and the rules of different temporary housing options
in the staircase model are often associated with regu‐
lations and control; an individual often has to abstain
from alcohol or drugs to get an apartment. The Housing
First model is based on eight core principles: (1) hous‐
ing as a basic human right; (2) respect, warmth and
compassion for all clients; (3) a commitment to work‐
ing with clients for as long as they need; (4) scattered‐
site housing and independent apartments; (5) separation
of housing and services; (6) consumer choice and self‐
determination; (7) a recovery orientation; and (8) harm
reduction (Tsemberis, 2015, p. 18). Research has high‐
lighted that in order to combat homelessness, an inte‐
grated housing strategy is the way forward, based on
a housing‐led approach. To clarify, housing‐led means
that ordinary housing is used to solve homelessness.
If someone runs the risk of losing their home, the first
type of measure would be prevention. If someone ends
up homeless, rapid re‐housing in ordinary apartments

should be the generic solution, while Housing First is
a more specific model that is also combined with flex‐
ible support to stop people from becoming homeless
(Pleace, 2018).

An important principle in Housing First is self‐
determination. This idea corresponds well with another
growing practice of service user involvement in social
work practice, education and research (McLaughlin
et al., 2021). In Helsingborg municipality a Housing First
project started in 2010 (Knutagård & Kristiansen, 2019).
The project became a permanent service in 2013 and
the local politicians also decided to scale‐up the Housing
First programme. In the following years, the social ser‐
vices aimed to implement the core principles of Housing
First in all the housing options in the social housing
programme. The local social housing programme had
its roots in a ‘staircase’ logic. One important aspect
was to increase the service user influence at the dif‐
ferent housing options (Knutagård & Kristiansen, 2018).
In this article we will analyse how some places and ini‐
tiatives created niches that were enabling for the par‐
ticipants, while other places led to a niche compression
and, in the end, the social trap closed. We will discuss
these concepts further in the following section. We use
the project in Helsingborg as a case study. The project
ended in 2017. The concepts of traps emerged from
the empirical material, particularly how organisational
barriers prevented some participants from engaging in
the change processes or made it more difficult to sus‐
tain the initiatives that had been started. The concept
of enabling and entrapping niches were not active parts
of the project but have emerged in our ongoing work
on the gap‐mending concept. The gap‐mending concept
entails a constant reflection on what causes and mends
gaps between social workers and service users in social
work practice, education and research (Askheim et al.,
2017). In one of our research projects, we conducted
a follow‐up study of students who participated in the
mobilisation course. The mobilisation course is an elec‐
tive course in the seventh semester of the social work
programme at the School of SocialWork, Lund University.
It is also offered as a commissioned course. The results
of this study will be presented in a forthcoming book.
We have also continued to study the implementation
of Housing First in Sweden. Both examples have shown
that they can generate new opportunities for partici‐
pants if people can meet on equal terms. The aim of
this article is to generate knowledge about the chal‐
lenges and possibilities of co‐producing change in a
social housing programme. Our ambition in this article
is theory development and we use the empirical data
to illustrate our theoretical argument. We have seen
synergies between project ideas that were created dur‐
ing the course and later realised, co‐producing research
projects that have included former students (by students
we mean course participants who were students on the
social work programme, and clients/residents and partic‐
ipants who were social workers) of the course and their
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project ideas with developmental work at the social ser‐
vice department. The synergies that we have seen made
us start to think more specifically about what type of
spaces enable co‐production. What kind of components
are necessary to create spaces that are enabling?

2. Social Traps, Missing Heroes and Social Niches

In this section we present the theoretical framework
we have developed based on our field experience. The
framework combines social traps and missing heroes
with the concept of social niches.

A social trap iswhen actors end up in an unfavourable
situation that will be disadvantageous to all of them
(Rothstein, 2005). The fundamental problem with social
traps is that they are very difficult to remedy. A core com‐
ponent is the concept of trust. When people trust each
other, and particularly trust in others to participate, it is
possible to create a space for co‐production and collabo‐
ration. In this respect, our actions are connected to what
we expect other people to do. If actors do not trust other
actors to engage in a certain action, it is likely that the
individual will not act on their own. This will lead to a
situation in which the outcome will be irrational for the
collective, but the action might be rational for the indi‐
vidual. Rothstein (2005, p. 13) connects trust with the
collective memory—it is difficult to “rationally decide to
forget.” This type of situation can have devastating conse‐
quences. A key concept in Rothstein’s argument is antic‐
ipation. A collective memory of persecution, discrimina‐
tion and violence is not easy to forget and is connected
to the stories that are being told by different categories
of ‘the others.’ Rothstein (2005, p. 21) points out that
social traps can lead to “stable but inefficient equilibria.”
This is a situation in which the actors involved have no
incentive to make any effort to change their behaviour
or actions. There can be short‐term benefits for some
actors, but the state of inefficient equilibria will, in the
long‐term, be negative for everyone involved. The prob‐
lem is that when people start to distrust each other, the
risk of ending up in a social trap rather than a collabora‐
tive change process is present. This elucidates the rela‐
tionship between trust and social traps. It takes time to
establish trusting relationships, but it is easy to destroy a
relationship by not being trustworthy. Both mistrust and
social traps are situations that involve a lot of work, time
and loyalty to rebuild, once the trust is lost and the trap
has closed.

When groups are prejudiced towards each other, it
is very difficult to overcome the mistrust that exists
between them. However, there are certain conditions
that can circumvent the prejudice in intergroup contacts:

Prejudice (unless deeply rooted in the character
structure of the individual) may be reduced by equal
status contact betweenmajority andminority groups
in the pursuit of common goals. The effect is greatly
enhanced if this contact is sanctioned by institutional

supports (i.e., by law, custom or local atmosphere),
and provided it is of a sort that leads to the per‐
ception of common interest and common human‐
ity between members of the two groups. (Allport,
1979, p. 281)

These four conditions can reduce prejudice in intergroup
contact: (1) equal status; (2) common goals; (3) coop‐
eration between groups; and (4) institutional support
(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011, p. 61). Allport (1979, p. 9)
states that “prejudgments becomeprejudices only if they
are not reversible when exposed to new knowledge.”
Subsequent research has confirmed Allport’s contact
hypothesis and a meta‐study conducted by Pettigrew
and Tropp (2006) showed that of the four identified fac‐
tors, the most important one was institutional support.
Institutional support and long‐term commitment, as we
will show, are crucial for enabling co‐produced projects
to be sustainable.

In this article,we see the hero as a personwho is keen
to get involved in co‐production. The missing hero could
be the same person, because if the context is not right,
the person will not participate (Platt, 1973). The reason
for this depends on whether the person believes that
other people will also get involved in the change pro‐
cess and also whether the environment can be seen as
an enabling niche rather than a niche that is entrapping.

Taylor (1997, p. 219) defines a social niche as the
“environmental habitat of a category of persons, includ‐
ing the resources they utilize and the other categories
of persons they associate with.” By using an ecological
metaphor, Taylor places the focus on the relationship
betweenhumanbeings and the environment. For human
beings, the immediate environment can be seen as the
‘community’ and the ‘neighbourhood’ (Ryke et al., 2004).
In order to include a strengths perspective and how a
place can be symbolic and subjectively constructed, Ryke
et al. (2004) extended Taylor’s original definition. They
define the social niche as:

The living environment of people, including the place
in which people find themselves and the places typi‐
cally utilised by them, the circumstances of that place,
both social and natural/physical, the resources avail‐
able to them and typically used by them, the other
categories of people who are typically associated
with those people, the contribution or initiative of
people in it and themeaning that people construct in
regard to their place and purpose. (Ryke et al., 2004,
p. 1935)

What we are particularly interested in here is the distinc‐
tion Taylor (1997) makes between enabling and entrap‐
ping niches. The distinction between the two illustrates
ideal types, but even though niches exist in a purer
form, they often contain both enabling and entrapping
aspects. The enabling niche can be seen as a strong
environment and therefore minimises the risk of getting
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into a social trap because the people who belong to the
enabling niche are ready to surrender their individuality
for the goodof their community (Ryke et al., 2004). Often,
entrapping niches are places that the most marginalised
groups in society are more or less forced to inhabit.

The entrapping niche is characterised by a space that
stigmatises those who are trapped. The social category
defines the members of the niche. This categorisation is
particularly done by people outside of the niche. People
within the niche tend to only associate with each other,
which limits their social relationships. There are very lim‐
ited economic resources and limited opportunities to
achieve a higher status or position in an entrapping niche.
It is also more difficult to have long‐term goals and it is
hard to acquire skills that can help a person to escape
(Rapp & Goscha, 2012; Taylor, 1997). Homelessness, for
example, increases the likelihood of people ending up in
an entrapping niche.

Being part of an enabling niche does not stigma‐
tise and people in the groups are not only defined by
their social category. Even though people in the niche
mainly associate with other people in the niche, there
are opportunities to interact with others. The economic
resources are sufficient in enabling niches. The niche
offers opportunities to work towards long‐term goals
and there are also opportunities to get higher positions
and learn new skills that enable a person to progress
to other niches (Rapp & Goscha, 2012; Taylor, 1997).
Gap‐mending strategies are an example of how the inter‐
action between niches can be mended to increase the
possibilities for people to escape previous entrapping sit‐
uations and positions (Heule et al., 2017). In order to
mend the gaps, participants need to reflect on the fac‐
tors that caused the gaps. This process takes time, as
trustmight require participants to look beyond their prej‐
udiced views of each other.

This article is based on a strengths‐based perspective.
Instead of focusing on deficiencies or shortcomings, peo‐
ple’s inherent strengths are at the fore. In a strengths‐
based approach, well‐being and the human poten‐
tial is the fundamental focus. In a problem‐orientated
approach, “the client’s situation must be made to fit pre‐
determined categories and those categories are not the
ones that the client would devise as an adequate descrip‐
tion of his or her situation” (Rapp & Goscha, 2012, p. 7).
The client’s problems are seen as being caused by them‐
selves, which also makes them responsible for their own
situation. If we take homelessness as an example, this
is often the case. Blaming the victim can result in an
inverted model of cause and effect (Whang &Min, 1999)
comprising four stages:

All of this happens so smoothly that it seems down‐
right rational. First, identify a social problem. Second,
study those affected by the problem and discover
in what ways they are different from the rest of us
as a consequence of deprivation and injustice. Third,
define the differences as the cause of the social prob‐

lem itself. Finally, of course, assign a government
bureaucrat to invent a humanitarian action program
to correct the differences. (Ryan, 1976, pp. 8–9)

One challenge is that those action programmes or inter‐
ventions that are intended to cater for marginalised
groups tend to be niches that are entrapping rather
than enabling.

3. Participatory Action Research

The design of our research project is based on partici‐
patory action research (Bradbury, 2015). There are four
main reasons why we have considered this approach to
be relevant. The first concerns ethics. There are ethical
aspects about giving all interested parties the opportu‐
nity to participate, ensure that their voices are heard
and their perspective is given the same space as the
voices of researchers and practitioners (Askheim et al.,
2019; Beresford, 2005). Another important area is about
quality and improvements. Many people believe that
research is improved if service users participate because
the questions they ask are different from the questions
asked by researchers and practitioners. Service users
can also facilitate access and involvement of other ser‐
vice users in research projects (Askheim et al., 2019;
Brydon‐Miller et al., 2004; McLaughlin, 2009). A third
area addresses the importance of personality develop‐
ment. Participating in action research can result in devel‐
oping the participants’ personality (Askheim et al., 2019;
McLaughlin, 2009). The fourth area is human rights. This
is similar to the ethical perspective in action research.
The focus is on giving marginalised and discriminated
groups the opportunity to give their perspectives on
social problems (Askheim et al., 2019; Beresford, 2005;
Brydon‐Miller et al., 2004).

The empirical material of this study comprises field
notes from 26 dialogue meetings at the different hous‐
ing options in the social housing programme. Field
notes from five steering group (project group) meet‐
ings are also included, as well as documentation from
one “Future” workshop. One taped interview with a
social worker and an expert by experience is also used.
In this interview the focus was on the experience of
participating in a participatory action research project.
As researchers, we have participated in different ways.
We have all taught on the commissioned course used
by the social services as one of its initiatives to create
a space for co‐producing change. We held the “Future”
workshop and participated in the dialogue meetings.
During the entire project there has been a project
group that included representatives from the social ser‐
vices, social workers from different housing alterna‐
tives, people with experience of homelessness or other
social problems, representatives from the Research and
Development unit in the city, as well as researchers.

Our ambition was to try tomaintain a continuous dia‐
loguewith the other participants (social workers, experts
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by experience, residents at the different housing options)
in the project in order to strengthen the collaboration
and interactions with them. These are important prereq‐
uisites for participatory action research to work (Grant
et al., 2008; Kristiansen, 2016). For example, this meant
that at our project meetings we reflected on our roles
as well as the other participants’ roles in the project
and how we could develop and improve the dialogue
meetings. In relation to the meetings, we reflected on
the four conditions described by Allport (1979) that are
essential in intergroup contact (equal status, common
goals, cooperation between the groups, and institutional
support). We also invited and engaged the service users
in the research process. They designed a questionnaire
on their own and interviewed people with lived expe‐
rience of homelessness. It is important, however, to
recognise that there are also some risks involved in par‐
ticipatory action research. There are ethical problems
regarding, for example, confidentiality. It can be difficult
to guarantee confidentiality and it is therefore impor‐
tant to ensure that everyone is informed about what is
expected of them and what they themselves can expect
from the research project (Gelling & Munn‐Giddings,
2011, p. 105). Askheim and Raak Høiseth (2019) state
that service users should participate on the same terms
as researchers and service users must therefore be
informed and educated about confidentiality and other
research ethics, etc. There could also be conflicts related
to the goals and intentions of the project. It is impor‐
tant to ensure that participants are involved in the
initiative, as well as the influence and design of the
study (Gelling & Munn‐Giddings, 2011, p. 105). If the
participants are not properly invited to participate in
the project, their involvement might become a form of
tokenism (McLaughlin, 2009).

4. Co‐Producing Change

The municipality, more specifically, the social services
department, had successfully implemented a Housing
First programme in the city. The results showed a high
housing retention rate: 85% of tenants were still housed
after the Housing First project ended in 2013 (Table 1).
The tenants reported positive life changes such as better
contacts with family and friends, better health, and a bet‐

ter financial situation. The tenants also stated that their
trust towards social services had increased (Knutagård &
Kristiansen, 2018; Kristiansen, 2013). The positive results
from the Housing First programme led to the desire to
try and change the whole social housing programme
by introducing the core principles of the Housing First
model. The key objective was to increase the involve‐
ment of service users in the different housing options
in the local social housing programme used by the
social services in its homelessness work: emergency
housing; low threshold housing; transitional housing;
training flats; and social housing apartments (Table 2).
Even though the Housing First apartments were part
of the same organisation, the other housing options in
the social housing programme were based on a stair‐
case logic.

Three key activities were used to enable the involve‐
ment of the residents in the different housing options
and to investigate the possibility of the different mea‐
sures that could be taken. The social services commis‐
sioned a course that is held at Lund University (Heule
et al., 2017). During the course, social work students
study together with people with lived experience of dif‐
ferent problems such as homelessness, mental health
problems or substance abuse, etc. During the course,
one of the tasks is to co‐create project plans that aim
to tackle a current social problem. At this stage, the
social services recruited ‘students’ who were both res‐
idents and staff at the different housing options. This
enabled them to take the course together, and when
designing the project plans, they could target their ideas
towards the question of how to increase service user
involvement in the social housing programme in the city.
During the course, a “Future” workshop was held to kick‐
start the work on the projects (Jungk & Mullert, 1987).
The “Future” workshop is a good way of getting every‐
one involved and participating, as well as ensuring that
all voices are heard. Because of the action‐orientated
outcomes of the “Future” workshop, and the fact that
the course could only be held once per semester, with
a limited number of students, the social services asked
the researchers to organise an additional “Future” work‐
shop. This enabled more residents and staff to partici‐
pate. The third activity to be initiated was dialoguemeet‐
ings. These meetings were held at the different housing

Table 1. Housing First in Helsingborg 2010–2017 (number of tenants, evictions and housing retention rate).

Tenants Evictions Retention rate

2010 2 — 100
2011 9 0 (0) 100
2012 16 1 (1) 93.75
2013 20 2 (3) 85.00
2014 34 0 (3) 91.18
2015 44 3 (6) 86.37
2016 49 0 (6) 87.76
2017 57 3 (9) 84.22
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Table 2. The Social Housing Programme in Helsingborg 2017.

Social housing/rental guarantee apartments Carnot—Training apartments

Type of accommodation: 2nd hand contract. The rental
guarantees are 1st hand contracts with additional
contracts.

Target group: Addiction and mental health problems.

Number of places: Around 165 apartments, of which
around 30 are rental guarantees.

Description: For people who are self‐sufficient and follow
the rules of the Rent Act.

Staff: 7 + 1 coordinator.

The staff’s mission: Support, motivation, and supervision.

Type of accommodation: Training apartments.

Target group: People with drug addiction with greater
support needs.

Number of places: 18 smaller apartments with shared
kitchen (6 apartments/kitchen), 10 individual apartments
and two 6‐room apartments. A total of 34 places.

Description: The residents must be motivated to move
on to their own apartment or a social housing apartment.

Staff: 8 + 1 coordinator.

The staff’s mission: Support, motivation and ADL
(activities of daily living).

Fenix—Emergency housing G8—Training apartments

Type of accommodation: Emergency housing and
long‐term housing for people who temporarily do not
have the ability to manage their own housing.

Target group: Addiction and mental health problems.

Number of places: 31 permanent places + 6 places that
can be used without a referral from the social services.

Description: For people who are active addicts.

Staff: 12 + 1 coordinator.

The staff’s mission: Support and motivation.

Type of accommodation: Training apartments.

Target group: Addiction, people who are regarded as
being capable of managing their own housing with
support.

Number of places: 47 in apartments. 3 apartments are
used as ‘temporary places’ when people relapse. These
apartments are shared with Pluto.

Description: The residents must be motivated to move
on to their own apartment or a social housing apartment.

Staff: 4.

The staff’s mission: Support, motivation, and ADL.
Kronan—Congregate supported housing Pluto—Training apartments

Type of accommodation: Congregate supported housing
for people with more severe comorbidity (two or more
conditions that a person experiences, e.g., substance
abuse and mental health problems).

Target group: Addiction and mental health problems.

Number of places: 17 independent apartments + 1
apartment with 3 places.

Description: People with a great need for support.

Staff: 8.

The staff’s mission: Support, motivation, and ADL.

Type of accommodation: Training apartments.
Requirements of abstinence.

Target group: Addiction and/or mental disability.

Number of places: 56. Three apartments are used as
‘temporary places’ when people relapse. These
apartments are shared with G8.

Description: People who remain abstinent and are
motivated to move on to their own apartment or a social
housing apartment.

Staff: 4.

The staff’s mission:Motivation and ADL training.
Housing First

Type of accommodation: Own apartment, 1st‐hand contract with additional agreement for the first two years.

Target group: People with substance abuse and mental health problems.

Number of places: Unlimited based on access to apartments. Currently 32 apartments. The programme has been
allocated a total of 57 apartments, of which around 20 have been transferred to the residents with their own contracts.

Description: For long‐term homeless people who are motivated to change.

Staff: 3.75.

The staff’s mission: To give the individual active support and motivation in their pursuit of change, which could involve
reduced substance abuse, employment, as well as supporting the individual in following the rules of the Rent Act.
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options on several occasions. The ambition was to lis‐
ten to the views of participants, residents and tenants
on practice local service user involvement and what kind
of changes they wanted to see and in what way they
could be part of this change. One of the participants
stated: “It took a while for them [the service users] to
understand that it was for real, that something was hap‐
pening… it was not just talk and more talk.” The course
design considered the principles of contact research inso‐
far as the participants were all students (equal status).
They developed projects together (cooperation towards
common goals) and this was supported by leadership in
the city of Helsingborg (which could be seen as institu‐
tional support).

Inherent to the Housing First model is enabling ten‐
ants to be involved and decide what they need in order
to stay housed and to recover. The tenants in the Housing
First programme also had a placewhere they couldmeet,
to meet up with other residents, support workers, and
just sit down and have a coffee and talk for a while. They
had their own apartments to which they could return.
The housing options in the social housing programme
differ greatly regarding the individual’s own space and
integrity. Many of the people who lived in other types of
housing situations had to share kitchens and bathrooms,
and their ‘own’ roomsmight be visited by other residents
or staff. The rules that regulate the placemight therefore
threaten the individual’s integrity. In most cases, regula‐
tions regarding the work environment and staff safety
come first. Housing options in the social housing pro‐
gramme (e.g., emergency shelters, transitional housing,
training flats) run the risk of “violating a person’s space,
time, energy, mobility, bonding, and identity” (Rapp &
Goscha, 2012, p. 12).

For people experiencing homelessness, this type of
problem is always significant and the fact that such prob‐
lems exist also contributes to their lack of trust in social
workers and various authorities. We have learned that
if we want to engage people and get them involved in
participatory action research projects, we need to show
them that we take their everyday problems seriously.
This can build trust and make it worthwhile for them to
participate in the project. The different initiatives that
were used in the project had the ambition to create
a space in which everyone could be involved on equal
terms. Rothstein raises an important point:

The thought is that we may be prepared to seriously
listen to and accept opinions and arguments from
those whose interests or ideas are different from our
own, but only provided that we can trust that the
other side is equally ready to do so. (Rothstein, 2005,
p. 51)

During the project, enabling niches were created for the
participants. We will show two examples. In the first
example, the enabling niche could not be sustained. The
project idea that was created was supposed to be imple‐

mented in one of the housing options, but the institu‐
tional supportwas not sufficient, so the social trap closed.
In the other example, the combination of enabling niches
created opportunities for the participants to get a job,
study, or had other positive outcomes. Having a Housing
First apartment was in itself an enabling niche.

5. The Trap Closes

During the project period, some of the niches that
had enabled the co‐production of change started to
close. During the so‐called mobilisation course, several
residents became involved in project ideas that they
believed were plausible and possible to implement, and
which were supported by their fellow residents and staff.
There was one person in particular, Murray, who can
be seen as a missing hero. He and several others put
in a lot of effort to increase the residents’ influence
on the daily life at the housing unit where he lived—
congregate transitional housing. This place comprised
separate rooms in which the residents lived, but with
a shared kitchen and other facilities. There were apart‐
ments close by that were also connected to this house.
This was one of the difficulties in getting all the residents
involved in the process, because those residents living in
apartments had their own space and were not as depen‐
dent on the shared spaces. For many of the residents liv‐
ing there, having something meaningful to do was high
on their priority list. They started table‐tennis tourna‐
ments between the housing options in the social hous‐
ing programme. Another challenge was that it took a lot
of time from the point when an issue or suggestion was
raised to receiving a green light from the management.
The entire project had institutional support from the top
end of the management, but the understanding of what
the project was really about was not sufficient in themid‐
dle management. This resulted in gaps between those
who participated on the ground level, and the different
management levels between the residents and the direc‐
tor of social services. The support was from a manage‐
ment group that was quite far removed from the daily
decision making of the housing option. This had serious
consequences for Murray and the project idea he was
trying to implement, since he was not given the neces‐
sary resources to take it further. It was not a question of
a huge amount of money, just a small sum that would
give the residents cash to travel by bus between the dif‐
ferent housing alternatives, or to buy paint to re‐paint
the units. Even the staff who had participated in the joint
course encountered difficulties. When enabling niches
face a lack of resources, it leads to what is called a niche
compression. It was a very ambitious project in many
ways and it really tried to make provision for the partic‐
ipant being part of and co‐creating the actions needed
to strengthen the possibilities of service user involve‐
ment. The project funding was only for one year (the sec‐
ond half of 2016 to the first half of 2017, so‐called seed
money),with themain focus on investigating how service
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user involvement could be implemented. This created
some confusion, since once the project had started, the
residents and staff were more interested in creating real
change, rather than figuring out what could be changed.

6. A Niche That Enables

Location is an important factor in the discussion about
enabling niches. Some physical locations are less likely to
be enabling than others. In our research there is another
key component that is key: relationships. Relationships
are key to creating and sustaining enabling niches. As we
have previously seen, the challenges of sustaining the
initiated change process were a lot harder at the more
congregate housing options. One of the Housing First
tenants, Bertha, describes her experience of taking
the course:

Emma [the support worker] forced me to attend the
mobilisation course. She has always pepped me and
supported me….Then you stood there, you two, you
and Marcus, friendly professors and listened to me,
you probably don’t understand how much it meant
to me….The actual work on the mobilisation course,
I don’t know if I can put it into words, but you got a
completely different kind of self‐esteem… suddenly
you meant something… my group was important…
yes, I actually felt like a real human being… and not
just an old drug addict. It was at the mobilisation
course that I got in touch with you….It was a com‐
pletely different world for me.

Bertha’s statement shows the importance of the mobil‐
isation course as a niche that enabled and empowered
Bertha to believe in the power of the group and that gave
her new confidence about who she was. Being acknowl‐
edged and approved by fellow students and teachers
had a gap‐mending effect that also affected her self‐
confidence and trust after the course. Bertha was sub‐
sequently employed as a support worker in one of the
housing options and had many representative assign‐
ments within the network of the commissioned course.
The value system and the institutional norms between
the course and theHousing First projectweremore in line
than other housing options in their vision of enabling and
listening to marginalised groups. However, as enabling
niches, both the commissioned course and the Housing
First project depended on the surrounding institutions,
which also limited the effects for the participants.

Even though it was more difficult to transform the
housing options in the social housing programme, a few
significant transitions can be noted. Therewas a stronger
focus on housing retention, i.e., that the residents would
not be evicted if they relapsed. One critical aspect of the
project was that the staff who worked with Housing First
found it hard to be involved in implementing the Housing
First principles in the other parts of the social housing
programme. According to a social worker:

There was never anything, there was talk, but many
of us were ready to board this ship. I compared it
to a large ship… that we were ready to board, but
it became a ship with a lone sailor and I was not
allowed to join and I had loads of ideas about how
to work. Finally, we would get to do something use‐
ful and there were many more than me who were
excited about it, but it became only a word, housing
retention, and it was interpreted differently, depend‐
ing on the housing option.

Even though the ambition was to implement the core
principles of Housing First in the social housing pro‐
gramme, the experience and knowledge of the Housing
First support workers were not used. One of the support
workers told us that “our boss wanted to call Stockholm
and learn about how they worked with Housing First,
when everyone else [within the organisation and from
other municipalities] called us and asked us [about how
to work with Housing First].” This led to a niche shift,
whichmeant that some of the Housing First staff decided
to leave their jobs and start their own businesses. In this
way, they created a newplatformwhere they couldmake
the most of their potential and experience.

7. Conclusion

When we look at the outcome of the different measures,
they all created enabling niches. The problemwas that it
was much more difficult to sustain the enabling niche in
the more congregate housing options in the social hous‐
ing programme than in the Housing First programme.
These findings support a more housing‐led approach to
ending homelessness since having your own apartment
is an enabling niche in itself. Even though housing is
essential, having a job or having something to do and
feeling a sense community is also important. In this con‐
text, creating spaces (both physical and virtual) that are
enabling can enhance the options. The results suggest
that the potential of enabling niches lies in between
cross‐sectoral collaborations rather than within specific
services. It is not impossible to transform more congre‐
gate housing options into enabling niches, but it is a lot
harder due to competing institutional logics. The results
show the importance of social workers identifying and
supporting missing heroes—service users and staff who
want to participate and be involved in co‐producing
change. The results also show that if an organisation is
not prepared for the initiated changes, there is a risk of
disappointment due to awakened expectations that are
not fulfilled. Building trust is also an important compo‐
nent to emerge from thematerial, and trustwill decrease
if what is said and what is done are two different things.
The results have also shown that change processes can
be initiated that continue to have an impact beyond the
initial project’s goals.

The results of this study correspond with the con‐
ditions that Allport highlight as necessary in intergroup

Social Inclusion, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 3, Pages 234–244 241

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


contact. They also correspond with the concept of
enabling niches. Gordon Allport’s findings show that
under certain conditions, contacts between rival groups
could reduce prejudice and discrimination. As previously
mentioned, the conditions that were seen as important
were: equal status, common goals, intergroup cooper‐
ation and the support of authorities, laws or customs.
None of these conditions are easy to adopt, particularly
not in institutions or organisations that are characterised
by a clear hierarchy between service users and employ‐
ees. Some of the housing options that participated in
our research project could be compared to Goffman’s
total institutions. They upheld many procedures that
were disciplinary towards service users andwhich threat‐
ened their integrity (Goffman, 1991). Even if employ‐
ees and residents from these organisations were able
to develop mutual trust as students on equal grounds
within the framework of the mobilisation course, this
framework had a very limited bearing on the housing
organisation,whichwas characterised by a different insti‐
tutional norm. Both employees and tenants from these
organisations testified that they had been disillusioned
by the difficulties they faced in their joint efforts to
change their organisation in order to better respond
to the needs of those people who lived there. Allport
specified that unless the contacts were characterised
by informal personal interaction and cross‐group friend‐
ships, the contacts would risk becoming superficial and
would cause people to resort to stereotypes. In envi‐
ronments that resemble total institutions, the gaps tend
to be upheld and cross‐group friendships will be disci‐
plined and punished. However, our study also showed
that enabling niches can enhance the effect of empow‐
erment for marginalised groups that use one niche as
a steppingstone to another niche. Some students were
empowered by the mobilisation course and were subse‐
quently employed by other organisations, such as the
Housing First programme, which acknowledged their
growth and potential.

This article has analysed a case that shows that
both staff and service users can become motivated and
build mutual trust in enabling niches, characterised by
more equal status and which enable cooperation and
the development of common goals. However, if these val‐
ues are not supported by the larger institutional setting,
they have limited sustainability and can lead to renewed
prejudice and disappointment. It also shows that insti‐
tutional change takes both time and long‐term commit‐
ment on the part of management at all levels of the
involved organisations.
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