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Abstract

Housing First was developed as an alternative model of support for adult rough sleepers,
but has since been expanded to other client groups, including young people (aged 18-
25). Yet, there is a lack of research around Housing First for Youth in a UK context. This
paper seeks to support the development of a UK-specific Housing First for Youth model,
and to provide insight more generally into how ‘helpful’ support can be enabled, through
undertaking a qualitative case study of a Housing First for Youth programme. The
research finds six elements which interact to create ‘helpful’ support: 1) Separation of
housing and support; 2) Choice and control; 3) Relationships; 4) Consistency; 5)
Responsiveness; 6) Attentiveness. Drawing on psychosocial theory, the paper argues
that there are two critical components underpinning these elements: 1) A relational
approach that aligns with Jessica Benjamin’s notion of ‘thirdness’ (Benjamin, 2017); 2)
Supportive working conditions for staff. The paper ultimately highlights the importance
of a relational approach to both staff and young people if services are to effectively
engage and support young people.

Keywords: Housing First for Youth; youth homelessness; homelessness working
conditions; psychosocial welfare research; critical social policy.

Introduction

There has been a rising interest in Housing First as a potential panacea to ending
homelessness in contrast to ‘housing ready’ models. ‘Housing ready’ models provide
time-limited housing and support that is conditional on compliance with behavioural
regulations and rent payment, with an ultimate goal of preparing clients for
independence (Stewart, 2019; Hoolachan, 2022; O’'Shaughnessy & Greenwood, 2021).
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In contrast, Housing First provides housing as a non-conditional right alongside open-
ended, person-centered support that centres client autonomy (O’Shaughnessy &
Greenwood, 2021). Due to the model’s success with street homeless adults (Mackie et
al., 2019), it has since been expanded to other client groups, leading to the development
of Housing First for Youth (HF4Y).

Canadian scholar Gaetz (2019) developed five guiding principles for HF4Y (1) Right
to housing with no conditionality, though the housing model itself is not prescribed; (2)
Youth empowerment and choice; (3) A focus on wellness and development; (4)
Individualised support that is not time limited; (5) Promotion of social inclusion and
community integration. These principles form the basis of HF4Y services in the UK
(Housing First Europe Hub, 2025; Homeless Link, 2023). There are at least nineteen
HFA4Y services across England, Scotland and Wales (Housing First Europe Hub, 2025;
Rock Trust, 2026; Homeless Link, 2023).

However, the majority of available research on HF4Y originates from North America.
This is problematic where the North American application of HF4Y varies from the UK
application in terms of client group; the housing model; and the baseline intervention it
operates against (Woodhall-Melnik et al., 2025; Wood et al., 2024). The application of
HFAY in the UK varies particularly in terms of service size and the type of accommodation
it is delivered in (Housing First Europe Hub, 2025). Nevertheless, research and
practitioner knowledge indicate the most common housing model is dispersed social
housing tenancies (Blood et al., 2020; Dixon et al., 2021), against a baseline intervention
of supported accommodation. In contrast, in North America, HF4AY has often been
applied in private rented accommodation or transitional housing (Woodhall-Melnik et al.,
2025), the latter of which operates similarly to supported accommodation (Munson et
al., 2017), against baseline interventions which include no access to housing (Wood et
al., 2024). Further, HF4Y in the UK is predominantly used for those with multiple and
complex needs for whom other interventions have been unsuccessful (Housing First
Europe Hub, 2022; Blood et al., 2020; Dixon et al., 2021). In contrast, in Canada HF4Y
is universal practice for all young people experiencing homelessness with varying levels
of support need. Thus, the available research from North America lacks applicability in a
UK context.

This paper is a piece of insider research, originating from the author’s experience
working with a HF4Y service in a London borough. This service was recognised by both
the author and other professionals as able to engage and meaningfully support young
people (aged 18-25) with histories of non-engagement with services. Beyond supporting
the development of a UK-specific HF4Y model, the paper intends to provide insight more
generally into how support becomes experienced as ‘helpful’ by clients.

The research consists of observation of staff office days, and qualitative semi-
structured interviews with four clients and four staff members to examine the critical
components that enable a support interaction that clients experience as ‘helpful’. The
paper finds six interlinking elements: 1) The separation of housing and support; 2) The
embedding of both client and staff members’ choice and control to deliver support in a
tailored way; 3) Positive and egalitarian relationships between clients and staff; 4)
Consistency; 5) Responsiveness to clients’ needs, and risks; 6) Attentiveness (Helleren,
2021), referring to the ability to understand clients as individuals with struggles and
strengths, through staff being curious. The paper identifies attentiveness as the critical
element for ‘helpful’ support which enables clients to experience a fundamental
transformation in their relation to themselves and others.

Drawing on psychosocial theory, the paper identifies two key components crucially
underpinning these six elements. Firstly, a relational approach aligning with Jessica
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Benjamin’s notion of ‘thirdness’ (Benjamin, 2017), that accepts the reality of clients as
agentic individuals who are capable of defining their own lives and are separate to, but
in mutual relation with, the support worker. Secondly, staff working conditions, in
particular staff having autonomy, low caseloads, and receiving peer support. These key
components interact, whereby a relational approach between staff enables staff to feel
supported. A supportive environment in turn enables staff to avoid falling into psychic
defences and instead maintain a relational approach to clients. These findings ultimately
highlight the criticality of a relational approach, and the key role of supporting staff both
structurally and relationally to work through the inevitable complexities of supporting
work.

Literature review

The housing-rights approach underpinning Housing First is linked to the notion of
‘ontological security’. ‘Ontological security’ is a concept originally articulated by
psychiatrist R.D. Laing to describe a state where ‘identity and autonomy are never in
question’ (Laing, 1960, as cited in Gurney, 2021). This concept has since been adopted
by Housing Studies scholars to suggest that secure tenure provides a stable ‘material
and social context’ that enables the development of identity and autonomy (Padgett,
2007, as cited in O’'Shaughnessy & Greenwood, 2021, p.345). Housing First follows this
logic, based on the assumption housing enables wider recovery. Yet, the lack of research
within the UK and the inconsistency of the housing model in the research from North
makes it difficult to assess the role of housing in HF4Y.

The assumption that home creates ‘ontological security’ also makes normative
assumptions about ‘home’ as an uncomplicated, safe space of identity formation (Baxter
& Brickell, 2014; McCarthy, 2020). Yet, young people utilising H4FY services often have
histories of institutional environments that can be experienced as both ‘home’ and
‘unhome’ (Hoolachan, 2022; Clark et al., 2014; Littman et al., 2024). Research indicates
even once in social housing young people may have ongoing fears of homelessness
(Palmer et al., 2022), suggesting these past experiences and ongoing precarity may
inhibit the construction of ontological security.

Beyond housing, evidence indicates non-conditionality, autonomy and tailored
support are crucial elements for support to be experienced as ‘helpful’. Conditionality,
regulations, and prescriptive support in supported accommodation can constrain the
development of the psychological and practical skills needed to live independently
(Hoolachan, 2022; Munson et al., 2017). Young people can respond to constrained
autonomy by developing ‘self-reliant’ identities, mistrusting and disengaging from
services (Hébert et al., 2016; Natalier & Johnson, 2015; Torrénen et al., 2023; Pryce et
al., 2017 as cited in Barratt et al., 2020, p.870; Prendergast et al., 2024; Helleren,
2021). Both evaluations of UK HAFY programmes found the flexibility, non-conditionality,
and tailored nature of services was crucial to enabling relationships and in turn enabling
positive outcomes for clients (Blood et al., 2020; Dixon et al., 2021).

Young people with histories of relational disruption also find it particularly difficult to
trust people and have developed defence mechanisms to protect against further loss
(Ward, 2011; Natalier & Johnson, 2015; Hébert et al., 2016; Torrénen et al., 2023). High
caseloads, administrative demands, and staff turnover can also constrain the ability to
build meaningful relationships between support staff and clients (Helleren, 2021), and
leads to inconsistent support, which in turn has been linked to disengagement
(Prendergast et al., 2024). In comparison, HFAY workers have low caseloads, enabling
time to build relationships through persistent support. The persistence and consistency
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of support has been linked to the success of HF4Y in the UK (Blood et al., 2020; Dixon
etal., 2021). More generally, continuity of support and a strong relationship with a caring
worker has been linked to engagement in support (Prendergast et al., 2024; Munson et
al., 2017; Helleren, 2021). In summary, whilst existing research indicates some critical
elements of a UK HF4Y model, further research is thus needed to interrogate the role of
housing in creating a ‘helpful’ support interaction, and thus to define an appropriate UK
HF4Y model.

Methodology
Theoretical approach

Psychosocial scholars recognise the psychic and the social as deeply imbricated, and
productive of one another (Froggett, 2012). Particularly critical to psychosocial theory is
Kleinian object relations theory (Hoggett, 2008; Hunter, 2015; Froggett, 2002, 2012).
Klein suggested everyone has both loving and destructive impulses. For Klein, external
objects (people) become internalised and imbued with these impulses, producing
internal representations of others (internal objects), which shape one’s ongoing relation
to the self and others. Klein theorised two key object relations: the paranoid-schizoid and
the depressive position. The paranoid-schizoid position is a state produced by intense
anxiety resulting both from the baby’s vulnerability at the hands of its mother, and its
destructive feelings toward its’ mother when the mother inevitably cannot meet all its
needs. To defend itself, the baby splits the mother into the ‘good’ breast, which feeds
and loves, and the ‘bad’ breast, which withholds food and causes pain. Because the baby
fears its own destructive urges toward the ‘bad’ breast, it projects these into the ‘bad’
breast, which becomes experienced as persecuting. And, the baby projects loving
feelings into the ‘good’ breast, thus protecting it. In contrast, in the depressive position,
the baby begins to reconcile that the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ breast belong to the same mother.
This in turn allows the baby to reconcile its own internal objects, recognising it both loves
but also sometimes wishes to destroy the mother (Segal, 2004; Segal, 197 3).

Psychosocial theory draws attention to the role of ‘splitting’ within the support
encounter. On an individual level, projected defences against ones’ own ‘bad’ objects
can manifest in staff desiring to destroy the bad ‘other’ (i.e. the client) by either cleansing
them into normative modes of living, or violently excluding them (Scanlon & Adlam,
2006). On a systemic level, ‘bad’ elements in a service likewise can be projected out,
creating a narrative that the service in question is unique in defending the ‘good’ client,
whereas the wider system and other professionals are ‘bad’ and persecuting (Scanlon &
Adlam, 2012). On both an individual and systemic level, such splitting ultimately
operates to preserve the illusion of a ‘good’ inside and defend against feelings of
helplessness (Hunter, 2015; Scanlon & Adlam, 2012).

Jessica Benjamin’s (2017) notion of ‘thirdness’ offers a mechanism to overcome this
splitting. Benjamin suggests ‘thirdness’ requires ‘intersubjectivity’, whereby
psychoanalyst and patient recognise one another as a distinct ‘like subject’ to ‘be with’
rather than destroy or resist (Benjamin, 2017, p.22, 24). Critical to this is the analyst
and patient integrating their own and one anothers’ internal objects. This reconciliation
ultimately breaks down binaries between ‘knower’ and ‘known’, ‘doer’ and ‘done to’,
recognising instead that the analyst as fallible and the patient is capable. This
recognition enables a ‘two-way directionality’ between analyst and patient, allowing the
co-construction of the analytical encounter (Benjamin, 2017, p.33, 23). Whilst intended
within psychoanalytic practice, Benjamin's work can provide a path to overcoming
psychic defences in other supported/supporter binaries.
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A psychosocial approach also captures the complex positionality of staff. Rather than
simply conceptualising frontline workers as enforcers or resistors of oppressive top-down
policies (Dobson, 2015, 2020), the concept of ‘relational identity’ (Hunter, 2003)
recognises workers have dynamic identities that are shaped by a range of factors
including lived experience, identity position, institutional position, and the unconscious.
This concept likewise highlights that workers can traverse positions of authority and
subordination at the same time (Hunter, 2015; Dobson, 2020). This is particularly fitting
for homelessness workers, who are both precarious: low-paid; non-professionalised; and
marginal to statutory services (Helleren, 2021), but equally in a position of authority over
clients. ‘Relational identity’ thus highlights the dynamism of the support encounter.

Psychosocial scholars understand the researcher too is driven by unconscious
defences (Lewis, 2010). This approach thus moves away from positivist notions of the
researcher as an objective outsider (Furlong & Marsh, 2010). Yet, rather than eschewing
objectivity, this paper draws on Haraway’s (1991) ‘feminist version of objectivity'.
Feminist objectivity requires a deep understanding of a specific context that the
researcher is accountable to, and that is co-constructed with participants (Haraway,
1991, p.186; Spencer et al., 2014). Drawing on critical social realism, the paper also
seeks to establish the existence of ‘real’ generative mechanisms underlying a ‘helpful’
support encounter (Sayer, 1992).

Research and analysis methods

A qualitative case study approach has thus been selected to provide depth; capture
dynamism; enable knowledge co-creation with participants; and ultimately illuminate
underpinning mechanisms. A psychosocial approach in turn enhances this account
through acknowledging the psyche as ‘real’ and potentially generative of, and generated
by, the social world.

The service, LHF4Y, operates in a London borough and is delivered by a youth
homelessness charity. LHFAY works with young people (clients), aged 18-25. Clients are
referred by the local authority and are either accommodated under the Housing Act
(1996) as homeless or are care leavers, and have histories of struggling in mainstream
support services. The model is delivered in social housing tenancies which are not tied
to engagement in support. Tenancies are dispersed across the borough, and landlords
vary from the local authority to various Housing Associations. At the time of writing,
LHF4Y worked with fifty-six clients, and employed twelve Housing First officers (HFOs),
alongside a Deputy Manager and a Manager. Each HFO has a caseload of five clients.
HFOs have minimum weekly contact with clients, providing support around tenancy
sustainment and wider needs such as wellbeing. The team are supported by a range of
in-house services, including an embedded psychology and psychotherapy service and a
specialist employment support team.

This study drew on interviews with four clients using LHF4Y: Rubina, Leah, Ocean and
Joe, and four HFOs: Julie, Em, Jack and Duncan?, in addition to observation of four weekly
team office days. Clients were recruited through support workers, with the exception of
one client who was approached directly, based on a criterion of clients who were working
well with LHF4Y but had negative past experiences of support. Of the clients recruited,
one was a care leaver and the remainder had previously been homeless. Clients had
been supported by LHFAY for a varying range of time, from six months to two and a half
years, and all had experience of ‘housing ready’ services as well as a range of other
voluntary and statutory services. HFO interviewees were selected for their diversity in
length of service, ethnicity, gender, and employment backgrounds, and approached
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directly to participate in an interview. These staff members all had experience in
supported accommodation and other voluntary and statutory services. Their length of
service ranged from six months to having worked in LHF4Y since its inception two and a
half years ago. Demographic data was not requested from participants. Ethical approval
for the project was granted through Birkbeck, University of London.

A semi-structured approach was utilised for all interviews. Interviews with clients
focused on current and past experiences of support. Interviews with staff focused on
what they felt ‘worked’ in LHF4Y. Following initial interviews, clients were offered the
opportunity for a follow-up interview to clarify initial analysis. Ocean and Rubina took part
in a follow-up unstructured interview. Clients were paid incentives for partaking in
interviews: £15 vouchers for the first and £25 vouchers for the second. Interviews took
place in person, at locations ranging from LHF4Ys’ offices, to clients’ homes, to clients’
workplaces, with the exception of one interview with an HFO which took place online.
Interviews were recorded and auto-transcribed using Microsoft Teams and then edited
for accuracy. Observation data consisted of fieldnotes.

Data was analysed using thematic analysis, with themes developed through the data
and literature (Braun & Clarke, 2006 and 2013, as cited in Bryman, 2021, p.538).
Identifying psychic processes requires attending to affective states accompanying
discourse (Lewis, 2010; Dobson, 2020). Thus, analysis focused both on what
participants said but also how it was said. When analysed in conjunction with theory, this
data thus indicated underpinning psychic mechanisms. Following analysis of individual
datasets, analysis was then amalgamated, which led to the refining of themes and the
mapping of relationships between them to reveal underpinning generative mechanisms.

Positionality

Psychosocial research implores reflexivity about the researchers’ psychic defences
(Lewis, 2010). | had worked with LHFAY for several years as a commissioner prior to
undertaking this research. Through learning about object relations theory, it became
clear that the research had originated out of splitting, whereby LHF4Y became the ‘good
object’, against ‘bad’ mainstream services. This splitting acted as a defence against my
own anxieties about my inability to make change in an unwieldy system. | thus had to
critically attend to my defensive desire to protect LHF4Y, in order to gain an accurate
understanding of my participants’ experiences, including where support had fallen short.

Though | was not undertaking the research for commissioning purposes, the power
dynamics of my role were inevitably present during the research encounter. For example,
staff may have tried to present a particularly positive image of LHF4Y. Likewise, clients
may have been wary to provide negative feedback, or equally may have been more open
about challenges due to a hope this will lead to change. Nevertheless, whilst my
positionality inevitably influenced the data collection process, collecting multiple forms
of data enabled triangulation to increase internal validity.
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Findings

Figure 1: Model of components enabling helpful support2
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Housing model

Clients experienced their social housing as ‘peaceful’, providing stability and privacy.
This contrasted with supported accommodation and residential care, which were mainly,
though not exclusively, experienced as restrictive, unsafe and unhomely due to
nonsensical rules; lack of privacy; lack of, or poor relationships with staff and other
residents; and sharing with people experienced as scary. For Leah, her flat enabled her
to ‘mature... see things in a different perspective’. And, being happier due to her living
conditions allowed her to ‘engage better in support. For Joe, his flat allowed him to
reconnect with his family because he ‘was able to present myself sort of in a better way
to them’. Thus, clients’ experiences of their social housing did indicate a move toward
‘ontological security’, acting as a space for identity formation and better connection to
others.

Yet, the home also brought challenges. The amount of space was experienced as
overwhelming for some clients, as were the responsibilities of tenancy management. One
client had been without heating and hot water for two years. Some clients remained
aware of the ongoing conditionality of their tenancy on complying with their tenancy
agreement. There was also a perception from HFOs that some clients were not ready to
manage a tenancy, which led to risky situations. The local authorities’ approach of
providing ‘lettable but not liveable’ flats (Jack), and the inadequacy of allocated funds to
provide fully furnished flats was also a challenge. Despite all clients being appreciative
of their tenancies, it was only Joe who understood his housing as ‘the landmark’ of
LHF4Y. For the others, relationships appeared more crucial: (it’s) definitely more about
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the people’ (Ocean). The independent tenancy therefore did not appear to provide
complete stability, nor did clients inherently link it to changes in their lives, thus
complicating the assumption of a straightforward link between the material tenure and
‘ontological security’.

Nonetheless, the separation of housing and support was important for relationships.
The conjoining of housing management and support work responsibilities in supported
accommodation had created a conflict between the role of ‘supporter’ versus ‘enforcer’:
‘the person handing them the notice when they told you | can't afford it, or I'm going
through a situation’ (Em). On a systemic level, the setup of supported accommodation
conflicted with purported goals. For example, high rents conflicted with the goal of getting
clients into employment. For Em, this created the feeling of being ‘stuck in a loop where
we weren’t actually helping’. Staff in supported accommodation thus traversed identities
of both ‘subordination’, enforcing rules they had not set, and ‘dominance’ (Hunter, 2015,
p.26).

The ‘enforcer’ responsibility constrained relationships between staff and clients.
Rules and regulations were experienced by clients as dis-trusting: ‘You almost feel like
I've done something wrong. Like what am | doing for you not to trust me?’ (Rubina). In
turn, unannounced room checks led to Leah and Rubina feeling ‘unsafe’ and perceiving
staff as ‘untrustworthy’, and for Joe, being ‘watched’ through CCTV contributed to his
paranoia. Distrust of staff meant clients felt unable to reach out for support.
Powerlessness and mistrust thus appeared to be the ‘dominant and enduring ‘structure
of feeling” in supported accommodation (Fortier, 2017, p.8), circulating between clients
and staff (Hunter, 2015). In comparison, in LHF4Y the removal of the ‘enforcer’ role
increased autonomy for clients and staff alike. This in turn created mutual trust, meaning
clients opened up more. The removal of the ‘enforcer’ responsibility also enabled staff
to be less ‘stressed’ and more ‘present’, allowing them to be more attentive.

Choice and control

The separation of housing and support also removed the requirement to receive
support in the building, enabling clients to have more choice. HFOs described support as
being ‘led’ by clients, referring to clients having choice over where they wanted to meet,
how often, and what they wanted support with. Staff equally described rejecting the
position of ‘expert’: ‘as a professional it's not like I'm the one, | know everything... The
young person is the one who's teaching me how they want to be supported’ (Julie).
Clients appreciated the flexibility to receive support in a range of ways and experienced
choice as trusting: ‘You trust them and they trust you’ (Rubina). Increased trust was
linked to clients engaging in support more, and being more open: ‘because it's always
been on my terms, it makes it a lot easier to open up. Because | don't feel pushed’
(Ocean). In embedding clients’ control, LHF4Y thus moved beyond a ‘doer’ and ‘done to’
dynamic, instead allowing the construction of a ‘co-created reality’ between staff and
clients (Benjamin, 2017, p.23, p.24), in turn facilitating trusting relationships.

Choice and control also included involving clients in making decisions at a service
level. For Ocean, being involved in shaping the service allowed them to see themselves
as an equal subject with value to offer: ‘I don't feel like I'm just another person they're
helping. | also feel like I'm giving something back, which is quite nice’ (Ocean). Equally,
moving beyond the ‘doer’ position transformed staff’'s professional identities: ‘[clients]
don't feel so forced to have to do things because they know you can switch this off at
any point, you take the lead. So | think that helps as well for both of us’ (Em). Thus, both
clients and HFOs identities were deeply relational (Hunter, 2003), shaped through the
promotion of autonomy, which shifted the dynamic between them.

© 2026 The Author People, Place and Policy (2026): Early View, pp. 1-17
Journal Compilation © 2026 PPP



p. 9. From staff to young people, transcending through both of us”: What enables ‘helpful support’: A case
study of a UK Housing First for Youth service

Nevertheless, there were tensions around the reality of enabling full choice and
control in a conditional world. Some HFOs understood their role as ‘teaching’ clients ‘to
do things that sometimes we as adults take for granted’, and many HFOs felt clients
should be prepared better before accessing their tenancy, suggesting some hangovers
of a ‘housing readiness’ approach and normative ideals about what ‘success’ looked
like. HFOs at times struggled with feeling that through centering choice and being
responsive to clients’” immediate needs, they were potentially inhibiting people from
developing the normative independence skills they needed: ‘there's a bit of me that feels
that just with, not just my presence, but our services presence, she's allowed to sort of
not do as much’. Equally, some clients felt it was important they were uniformly taught
skills around tenancy management and healthy eating, suggesting clients also felt there
should be limits to choice and control.

Relationships

However, relationships enabled clients and staff to navigate these tensions and cope
with the conditionality of the world. Rubina described her relationships with staff and
being ‘in their presence, good energy, good vibes’ helped her during ‘a stressful meeting
about shit that | gotta do’. Duncan described how he’d slip in questions about paying
bills during discussions about video games with a client: ‘he's more likely to give me an
honest answer. Because he wants to get that question out of the way so he can talk to
me about call of duty’. Authenticity was key to these relationships, with HFOs bringing
‘that person side’ as well as the ‘professional side’ (Rubina). This authenticity was
enabled by staff sharing that they too struggled, creating a feeling of equality: ‘Reminding
us that we're not below them. Yeah, that everyone goes through stuff. So | love that.
Because, like, I've always felt really very equal’ (Ocean).

Staff autonomy also appeared crucial to forming authentic relationships. In services
with authoritarian management, this constrained the creation of authentic relationships:
‘if a staff can't feel like free, like or they feel like, | don't know if they’ll get in trouble or
whatever, maybe, it's like they're more restricted with you’ (Rubina). The separation of
housing and support also enabled staff to do activities with clients. For clients and HFOs,
these opportunities for bonding were important to relationship-building. Staff having
greater autonomy to shape their interactions with clients thus enabled a move toward
an authentic relationship between equal ‘like subjects’ (Benjamin, 2017, p.22). It was
thus through ‘intersubjective’ (Benjamin, 2017, p.22) relationships within LHF4Y, that
both staff and clients coped with the world’s conditionality.

Consistency

The consistency of support was also crucial for relationships, in contrast to
experiences in services with high staff turnover. High caseloads and a lack of training
and support for staff were understood by clients and staff to have caused staff turnover
in other services. This contrasted with the significant support HFOs described, and |
witnessed. ‘Supportive structures’ such as the allocation of second lead workers for each
young person, and a duty system that provided out of hours support also enabled
consistent support. These structures mitigated the potential negative impact of staff
leaving on clients, and enabled responsiveness to clients’ immediate needs. Likewise,
these structures allowed staff to receive support if they’d ‘just left the mental health
hospital at 7:00 at night’ (Jack), and offered reassurance that ‘someone backs me up
when I'm either on annual leave or off or I'm sick’ or even ‘overwhelmed and maybe |
need to take a break’ (Julie).
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Beyond consistency, clients also appreciated the proactivity of support, particularly
during periods of struggle and disengagement. This experience contrasted with other
services where clients had reached out for support and not been responded to: ‘It's like
the support is right there. And even when you don't want it. It’s there [laughs]’ (Ocean).
Staff’'s low caseloads were likewise linked to persistent support: ‘We manage our own
time. If we need to knock on someone's door, four five times a week... we can do it’
(Jack). Staff working conditions therefore crucially enabled staff to persevere in
supporting clients, in turn enabling consistent and persistent support which allowed
trusting relationships to form.

Responsiveness

Responsiveness was also key for developing trusting relationships, referring to the
ability to respond quickly and appropriately to clients’ needs. Clients all described other
services’ lack of responsiveness when they reached out for support, which ultimately led
to mis-trust and disengagement. Clients particularly felt failed by services not having
protected them, whether from other people or themselves. For Joe, whilst staff in his
supported accommodation service had been ‘friendly’ and he felt they ‘cared’, ultimately
their inability to protect him from another resident meant he felt let down. Comparatively,
for Leah, Ocean and Rubina, a lack of responsiveness from other services was
fundamentally experienced as uncaring.

In contrast, clients reported LHF4Y was quick to respond to their requests for support
and acted to protect them. HFOs were experienced as ‘on the ball’ (Joe). Clients
appreciated LHF4Y’s ability to offer holistic support, from emotional support, to tenancy
management, to the practical setting up of their home. The ability to respond to needs
was enabled through the team being knowledgeable, and having access to a wide range
of resources. The removal of housing-related responsibilities also enabled
responsiveness. For Ocean, their requests for support in supported accommodation had
not been met in part because of staff’s building-related responsibilities: ‘Can | speak to
someone? And they're like, yeah, we've only got two people on the reception right now,
no one can come out.’

In turn, for clients, having their needs met by their HFO was experienced as caring.
Past experiences of inconsistent and uncaring support were linked to poor self-worth;
mis-trust of professionals; and disengagement from support. In comparison, for Rubina,
Leah and Ocean, the experience of having their needs met was linked to improved self-
feeling and perceptions of others. Rubina and Leah described restored ‘hope’ in services
and other people: ‘she’s, like, changed the narrative that | had that like services like they
don't care. They don’t take responsibility’ (Leah). Restored hope in turn improved mental
health, increased motivation, and allowed clients to feel able to assert their needs. HFOs
were thus provided an alternative relational model which re-formulated clients’
relationships to external objects and themselves.

Attentiveness

Responsiveness crucially required attentiveness to clients. ‘Attentiveness’ (Helleren,
2021), refers to the ability to see people as they are, to ‘be with’ difficulty and paradox,
and thus respond to clients as individuals, based on their context and history (Helleren,
2021, p.129). Clients appreciated staff’s ‘patience’ and tenacity to understand them.
Understanding a client required understanding their history, including their trauma, and
being attentive to their ongoing distress, going beyond a clients’ surface-level
presentation. In contrast to their experience in other services where they felt staff
deliberately ignored their distress, Ocean described their HFO’s non-judgemental
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curiosity: ‘I drank all night and she'll be like, OK, why? But not in a judgemental way.
What made you want to drink all night?’ For Ocean, this also offered an opportunity for
self-reflection and enabled them to gain greater insight into themselves.

Being attentive enabled appropriate responsiveness. It was through taking the time
to understand Ocean that their HFO was able to provide a person-centered response.
Rather than seeming overwhelmed by their distress, as Ocean had experienced from
staff in the past, Ocean’s HFO focused on practical solutions that were specific to their
passions: ‘like they remember, you know, that sport really helps me. They remember that
music is literally like my escape.’. For Ocean, their HFOs ability to see beyond their
distress, and recognise their strengths, was crucial: ‘did you go to the studio this week?
No, I didn't. They're like, well did you go to football? Actually, | did... And they're like, well,
that's a step.’

This attention to clients’ strengths contrasted with experiences of other services,
where clients felt their efforts were not acknowledged. Joe described his frustration when
his supported accommodation keyworker accused him of not engaging, which ‘did really
mess up my head because you know, every time | was told there's a key session, | was
there if 'm in the house... | always try and, you know, greet the staff' . This damaged Joe's
relationship with his keyworker, leading him to perceive her as dishonest, suggesting a
critical link between attentiveness and relationships.

In LHF4Y, this attention to strengths also allowed staff to persevere in difficult
circumstances. For Julie, the fact that her client had begun cooking meals for her baby
was a strength, even if she was in high rent arrears: ‘we don't focus on the young person's
negative side, right? We sort of like trying to promote them’ (Julie). In attending to clients’
strengths as well as struggles, HFOs instead held the reality of clients as a distinct and
complex ‘like subject’ (Benjamin, 2017, p.22) and moved past destructive desires to
absorb the ‘other’ into normative modes of living (Scanlon & Adlam, 2006). In turn, this
approach enabled clients to integrate their own internal objects, increasing self-esteem:
‘ves, | have a lot of stuff going on, but it doesn't mean that | can't have fun at the same
time’ (Ocean).

On the other hand, this attentive approach was inconsistent. For Joe, whilst his HFO
understood he had dis-engaged with an employment support service because he was
unable to secure employment quickly, Joe identified his dis-engagement as related to
past trauma regarding school and employment. A lack of understanding of Joe’s needs
and the role of trauma had therefore led to the provision of inappropriate support that
did not address the underlying issues: ‘[past experiences] sort of knocked my
confidence... sort of felt like | wouldn't need that sort of support.” When | asked why he
hadn’t shared this information with LHF4Y, Joe suggested this was linked to his ‘bad
memory’ and his head being ‘a bit fast-paced and... a bit all over the place’.

However, | believe it was the attentiveness a qualitative interview offers that enabled
Joe to share. It was only after multiple questions and pauses that Joe disclosed his
perception of the link between his past experiences and his dis-engagement.
Observation indicated Joe’s HFO drew a clear boundary between ‘support worker’ and
‘therapist’, suggesting anxiety about uncovering and holding distress, perhaps inhibiting
the curiosity needed to fully understand Joe’s dis-engagement with employment support.
Joe did not describe the same close relationship with his HFO as other participants. And,
whilst he appeared able to reconcile the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ in others, recognising people
could ‘care’ but still let him down, Joe was self-critical during the interview. Thus, it
appeared Joe had not experienced the same integration of his internal objects as Ocean.
Joe’s experience therefore indicates consistency and responsiveness alone were
ultimately inadequate to build a trusting relationship without attentiveness. And, without
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an attentive relationship, Joe was unable to experience a reformulation of his object
relations.

Supported: from staff to young people

‘It’'s the whole feeling of being supported and we’re trying to get it from staff to
young people, transcending through both of us’ (Jack).

Attentiveness was crucially enabled by the support staff received. HFOs described an
‘ethic of care’ within LHF4Y, with consistent and proactive support from managers,
peers, and the embedded psychology and psychotherapy service. It was through this that
staff were able to sustain support for their clients. For example, in one team meeting an
HFO discussed their struggle maintaining compassion for a client, and their desire to
withdraw support from this client, who they felt unable to help. Here, the HFO
demonstrated a desire to exclude the client (Scanlon & Adlam, 2006). As Jack noted,
clients’ dis-engagement was challenging for the team ‘who are desperate to help. We're
all rescuers. We're all fixers.” Thus, the HFO’s perceived inability to help challenged their
self-image, creating a defensive response that projected the ‘bad’ helplessness out and
created a desire to shut out the client (Scanlon & Adlam, 2006; Hunter, 2015).

Yet, rather than disavow these tensions, through the support of their colleagues the
HFO was able to work through these difficulties. The officer’'s colleagues allowed them
to speak openly, without judgement, showing compassion both for them and the client.
One staff member reframed the clients’ actions in a strengths-based light. Peers also
offered practical support, such as joint visits. By the end of the discussion, the officer
stated they were feeling compassionate again and spoke about liking the client. Thus,
their colleagues’ support enabled the HFO to reconcile the good and the bad in their
client and themself, thus enabling them to move beyond their defensive desire to exclude
the client.

Similarly, through peer support, staff were able to avoid systemic splitting whereby
LHF4Y would become the uniquely ‘good’ service, ‘with’ the clients and ‘against’ other
‘persecuting’ services (Scanlon & Adlam, 2012, p.77-8). Interviews and observation
indicated that the unique nature of LHF4Y could indeed result in ‘professional isolation’
for staff. At times, staff felt that services were abandoning them and their clients, leaving
them to hold risk. Yet, staff likewise worked through these feelings. In one team meeting,
a HFO discussed their frustration with another service. Their colleagues listened with
empathy and provided practical guidance, but also encouraged perseverance. Interviews
indicated HFOs conceptualised their role as being the ‘bridge’ with other services, and
had supported clients to re-engage with other services. Therefore, rather than becoming
isolated, HFOs built positive relationships with other services which enabled their clients
to access the support they needed. The acknowledgement and working through of the
challenges inherent in their work thus enabled staff to resist stagnating in psychic
defences against helplessness and instead reconcile the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ internally
and systemically to persevere in supporting clients.

The promotion of staff autonomy also enabled the resolution of tensions within
LHF4Y. For example, during a discussion about clients’ lack of tenancy preparation,
managers both reminded HFOs that Housing First is not contingent on housing
readiness, but also encouraged HFOs to create solutions, leading to an agreement to
embed pre-tenancy work with clients while they waited for their flat. This alleviated
anxieties about clients’ lack of ‘readiness’ whilst maintaining Housing First principles of
non-conditional access to housing. Thus, staff autonomy facilitated the continued
promotion of autonomy for clients, enabling staff to resist the urge to coerce the other
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and instead hold them as ‘like subject’ (Benjamin, 2017, p.22) deserving of housing
regardless of tenancy readiness.

Concluding discussion

In summary, then, attentiveness emerged as the crucial element of a ‘helpful’ support
encounter. Through attentiveness, HFOs demonstrated an alternative relational model
which enabled clients to acknowledge and integrate their strengths and their struggles,
and transformed their perceptions of others. For Ocean, Leah and Rubina, it was thus
primarily through an attentive relationship that they constructed psychic security.
Ontological security, then, is fundamentally relational rather than simply about bricks
and mortar (McCarthy, 2020; Hoolachan, 2022). Where attentiveness was not fully
realised, this appeared to constrain the development of trusting relationships, and did
not enable LHF4Y to adequately respond to clients’ needs. These findings align with
wider literature that emphasises the criticality of attentiveness (Helleren, 2021), and
indicate relationships provide a basis for self-development, feelings of belonging; and
the creation of ‘home’ for this cohort (Térrénen et al., 2023; Ward, 2011; Dallas-Childs
& Henderson, 2020; Natalier & Johnson, 2015). Policy-makers should thus consider the
importance of long-term, trusting relationships over ‘quick fix’ interventions (Hoggett,
2008, p.81), and the criticality of relational outcomes.

Whilst there was not a straightforward link between social housing and ‘ontological
security’, the separation of housing and support appeared important. The restrictive
nature of supported accommodation had constrained the development of positive
relationships between staff and clients, and appeared to inhibit the development of
ontological security, aligning with literature on the contradictory nature of supported
accommodation (Hoolachan, 2022; Munson et al., 2017; Stewart, 2019). The separation
of housing and support instead enabled LHF4Y to move toward ‘two-way directionality’
where clients were acknowledged as autonomous and capable of co-construction
(Benjamin, 2017, p.23), constructing a dynamic of mutual trust. Nevertheless, the
findings are ambiguous about the housing model itself, and further research is needed
to understand whether attentiveness and autonomy can be enabled in other forms of
housing to define an appropriate UK HF4Y housing model.

Underpinning attentiveness was a relational approach that closely aligned with
Benjamin’s notion of ‘thirdness’ (Benjamin, 2017). In moving away from the position of
‘expert’ and in acknowledging their struggles, HFOs ‘surrendered’ to their inherent
vulnerability and recognised clients as a distinct ‘like subject’ with strengths and
struggles (Benjamin, 2017, p.48, 22). This recognition in turn enabled staff to move
beyond destructive desires toward the client, toward ‘being with’ Benjamin, 2017, p.24).
Particularly important to ‘being with’ was taking a strengths-based approach that
recognised clients as capable of defining their own lives, thus centering clients’
autonomy to define their support. Consideration should thus be given to embedding
‘being with’ difference and centering client capability in policy and practice. This requires
moving away from broad, pre-defined outcomes toward co-creating individual-level
outcomes.

There were nevertheless tensions in enabling full choice and control for clients, as
has been noted in other Housing First services (Blood et al., 2020; Hansen Lofstrand &
Juhila, 2021). These tensions at times resulted in staff falling into psychic defences,
desiring to ‘shut out’ their clients or isolate themselves from other professional networks
to protect their own and LHF4Y’s ‘goodness’ (Scanlon & Adlam, 2006, 2012; Hunter,
2015). Yet, through the support of their colleagues, HFOs were able to confront the
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challenges inherent in their work, working through feelings of helplessness, resisting
defensiveness to sustain ‘two-way directionality’ (Benjamin, 2017, p.23). And, through
gaining more autonomy, staff were better able to personalise the support they provided,
and to reconcile some of the tensions of delivering Housing First in a conditional world.
The mirroring between staff and client experience further highlights the fundamentally
relational nature of the support interaction (Hunter, 2003; Dobson, 2015).

Yet, there is a surprising lack of research about the link between staff and client
experiences, and more generally on working conditions and challenges for staff in
homelessness services, with some exceptions (McGrath & Pistrang, 2007; Helleren,
2021). Further research is thus needed on this area. Nevertheless, services should learn
from LHF4Y in maximising staff autonomy and practically creating a supportive
environment that allows staff to directly confront contradictions in their work and ensuing
psychic defences.

In conclusion, these findings both build on existing knowledge and provide novel
insights to support the development of a UK HF4Y model and future research in this
area, in addition to deepening insights into supporting young homeless people, care
leavers, and people with complex trauma more widely. In relation to UK HF4Y specifically,
the paper indicates the criticality of a separation of housing and support, although the
findings are ambiguous about the role of social housing. More widely, the paper
highlights the importance of an attentive relationship in constructing a ‘helpful’ support
encounter, and its transformative potential on clients’ relation to themselves and others.
Through the application of psychosocial theory, this paper has enabled a deeper
analysis, revealing the criticality of the working through of psychic defences to allow staff
and clients to work together to co-construct a ‘helpful’ support encounter.

Notes

1. All names have been changed.

2. A component that ‘enables’ makes another component possible, whereas a
component that ‘facilitates’ supports the other component but is not
fundamentally required for the other component to be possible.
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