
Kick off European project on loneliness
Joining forces with European colleagues 

to help clients fight loneliness
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THE NETHERLANDS

Tessa Hamers (Discus team, HVO-Querido in Amsterdam), 
recently discussed with a client who was terminally ill, her 
wishes for her fune ral. ‘At her funeral, the only people 
who were going to say a few words, were professionals 
– a social worker from Discus, a minister from the drugs 
ministry and a budy who came to see her occasionally. 
Friends and family were not in the picture’. Hamers 
notices this often in the lives of her clients: ‘many of them 
are lonely’. 

Hamers’ client used to live in the streets and got the 
keys to her own apartment through the Housing First 
approach. In this approach, clients receive first the keys 

to their house and only then additional help. HVO-Querido 
discovered the Housing First method ten years ago in the 
United States and introduced it in Amsterdam. Over the 
years, many other organisations throughout Europe have 
followed. 

Hamers: ‘Housing First is very successful, but lonelyness 
is a problem that keeps resurfacing. Once clients move 
into their apartments, they often cut of all contact with 
their network of friends who are living in the streets. Their 
former friends, often addicted and homeless, may cause 
problems with the neighbours. Our clients are thoughtful 
of not causing a disturbance, because they may loose 

HOUSING FIRST

1,000 CLIENTS
1,000 HOMES

Housing First is a successful approach in which homeless people first receive housing and then additional 
help. Housing First is not only successful in the Netherlands, but also in other countries. Housing First teams 
experience that their clients run into a dogged problem: loneliness. To find a solution, HVO-Querido and six 
European partners started an initiative with funding from the Erasmus+ programme. Tessa Hamers
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their entitlement to the appartment in case of nuisance 
to neighbours. This is a condition to receiving housing 
though the Housing First programme. 

At the samen time, Hamers notices that many clients 
have alienated their families and former friends while they 
were living in the streets. ‘As a consequence, our clients 
often find themselves all alone in their new appartment 
with their social workers being their only visitor. We hear 
that our colleagues in other European countries face the 
same problem.’ 

To reduce loneliness not only in the Netherlands, but 
also in other countries, Discus took the initiative for an 
international project. With a grant from Erasmus+, a 
financial support programme of the European Union, 
the project brings together social workers from several 
countries – Czech Republic, Hungary, France, Belgium, 
Spain and Macedonia. At the end of this January, the first 
joint meeting was held at the Discus offices in Amsterdam. 

‘During these two days, we have gotten to know each 
other better’, says Hamers, who combines her work as 
a soial worker in the Discus team with managing the 

Erasmus+ Project. ‘We have exchanged experiences and 
layed out the framework for our project.’ 

One of the goals of the project is developing a training 
manual and organizing training sessions for social 
workers on how to recognize and tackle loneliness. The 
other concrete result is developing a website that enable 
social workers across the participating countries to share 
experiences, tools and possible solutions.

In some countries, teams work completely according 
to the Housing First approach, in other countries, social 
workers have developed their own version. Hamers ‘in 
Macedonia, there is no government support and people 
may be housed in run down squats without furniture, 
water or gas. What unites us, is that we all work with 
homeless people who leave the streets to find a roof 
somewhere. 

A common thread that Hamers noticed in the stories of her 
collegues from across Europe, is that loneliness is often 
not recognized and dealt with. ‘Often, people face urgent 
problems, for instance lack in income or debts, which 
cause a lot of work for a social worker’. For this reason, 
HVO-Querido is working together with the Regenboog 
Groep who will introduce a buddy to someone who 
receives the keys to his or her appartment. Hamers: ‘we 
will certainly introduce this idea in the project and share it 
with our European colleagues on the website. 
 
Something that makes things more difficult, is the taboo 
on loneliness. Both clients and social workers may find 
it difficult to discuss the topic of loneliness, because it 
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suddenly affirms that someone is lonely. It then becomes 
a problem in need of a solution, while ready made 
solutions may not be available. 

Like her European colleagues, Hamers is aware that 
loneliness is a complex problem. ‘Once people receive 
the keys to their house, they are no longer part of the 
homeless community, but neither do they feel immediately 
part of the rest of society, where every one, looking from 
an outsider’s perspective, seems so very successful. 
Loneliness is a deep rooted emotion, a feeling of not 
belonging, of being less worthy than others. One can 
meet other people on a daily basis, and yet feel lonely. 
It takes more than a buddy or an activity in a community 
centre to change that. 

Hamers wants the Erasmus+ Project to offer hopeful 
perspectives. ‘The Euroepan care organisations that 
we are working with, have many inspiring examples. In 
Macedonia, for instance, our colleagues have signed 
an agreement with a factory that produces mining 
equipment. That factory will hire twenty people who are 
currently almost entirely cut off from society. In this way, 
these people will become part of society again’. 

Hamers and her colleagues do not wish to reinvent the 
wheel. ‘in the coming months, social workers will draw 
up a list of tools that are available in their own country 
to reduce loneliness’. This may include personal and 
creative solutions. ‘I once put an add in a paper. It was 
in a section where people who are in need of help can 
request a modest amount to fulfill a long cherished wish. 

One of my clients was very keen to see his daughter who 
was living in Germany and whom he had not seen in 
many years. A generous reader paid for the travel costs 
and since that first meeting, they have been exchanging 
video messages through Facebook on a weekly basis. 

In half a year, all the social workers participating in the 
Erasmus+ programme, will meet again in Budapest. ‘We 
will then make a final decision on the contents of the 
training manual that will help social workers recognise 
and tackle loneliness’. 

When will the project be a success? Hamers: ‘when all 
social workers, at the beginning of 2020, will be trained 
and feel capable of tackling loneliness with their clients 
and when our website will be up, running and consulted’. 
Hamers and her colleagues want the results of the 
Erasmus+ programme to be tangible. ‘We have made 
decisions on how many social workers we train and 
how many clients we aim to reach. We will measure the 
impact in each of the countries through interviews and 
questionnaires.’ 

Hamers knows full well that the project will not solve 
the problem of loneliness within one or two years. ‘The 
problem is much too complex. But it is feasible to reduce 
loneliness. And that is what we will go for’. 
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SPAIN

Paloma Sánchez 
Works in: Madrid, Spain

‘If you are homeless in Spain, most people will say you 
only have yourself to blame. Especially when you are using 
drugs or show criminal behaviour, the general opinion is 
that you should pay for your mistakes and that you are 
not worthy of support. Working according tot he Housing 
First principles in Madrid, which imply that people 
directly receive housing, often meets with resistance. The 

fact that these people may also experience loneliness, 
receives no attention whatsoever. In Spain, loneliness is 
often associated with elderly people, not with our clients 
who are ofte much younger. By talking a lot about this 
topic, we try to raise awareness in the local community. 
We really have to change a culture of miscomprehension 
and incomprehension. 

Social workers from several countries met in Amsterdam in January 2019 within the context of the Erasmus+ 
Project. All social workers involved in this project work with homeless people according to the Housing First 
approach. What are their experiences and how do they tackle loneliness? 

Paloma Sánchez 
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CZECH REPLUBLICMACEDONIA

Toni Stankovski
Works in: Skopje, Macedonia

‘We would love to introduce the Housing First approach 
in Macedonia, but we do not receive any financial 
support from our government. We do all our work with 
volunteers, some 200 in total. We distribute meals every 
week and help homeless people find housing in, for 
instance, squats. We find volunteers through Facebook 
campaigns. We regularly post video’s, photo’s, stories 
from people we help and that works very well. We see a 
lot of loneliness. In addition ot organising birthday parties 
and meetings, we try to offer people a more long term 
perspectieve. We help people put together a CV, so they 
can apply for a job. Just like them, we want people to be 
fully part of society. ‘ 

Karel Novák
Works in:  Brno and other cities across the  

Czech Republic

‘The fact that we could start Housing First in Brno a few 
years ago, is an almost unbelievable story from a Czech 
perspective. With support from the government, 50 
families received housing. Over half of them are Roma 
families who are socially underprivileged in our country. 
Loneliness is an issue with many of these families. They 
often receive housing in a neighbourhood were they may 

Toni Stankovski

Karel Novák

not be easily accepted. They sometimes end up in social 
isolation. Tackling loneliness is simply an issue we have 
not come around to yet. Starting with Housing First was 
already a big step forward for us. We are very pleased 
that Housing First will also start in other cities across the 
Czech Republic. 
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