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Abstract. Homelessness is a long-standing issue, but only recently has it become rel-
evant on the Italian and international political agenda. The latest data show that the
phenomenon is growing and that policies to combat it have often proved ineffec-
tive. The traditional responses in our country have been limited to the provision and
organisation of low-threshold reception services (staircase model). Only recently have
some alternative services based on the “Housing First” model been trialled. The lit-
erature emphasises that the complexity of the homeless situation requires an integrated
approach to the individual, which can create a stable network of multi-professional
interventions. At the same time, interventions must promote the recovery or develop-
ment of people’s skills and abilities when these are limited or compromised. In this
context, in 2015, Caritas Rome launched the “Accoglienza diffusa” (Widespread Recep-
tion) project. The initiative is based on the principle that the path to inclusion involves
building stable social networks that support personal empowerment. This contribution
presents the initial results of this initiative. These show that the project is developing
Welfare Communities in some areas of Rome, characterised by a stable local network
of support and assistance for vulnerable individuals, involving public institutions,
social enterprises, families and parishes.
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1. THE HOMELESS

The presence of homeless people! in our urban contexts is not a recent
phenomenon. In the 1980s, the attention to this issue began to grow, together
with the crisis of modern Western welfare systems after the so-called Trente
Glorieuses (Fourastié 1979). Since then, an extensive body of literature on

!In general, but not for everyone, the term “homeless” refers to an individual who does not have
a fixed, regular and adequate place to sleep at night. Conversely, “homelessness” refers to the phe-
nomenon of not having stable and permanent accommodation. “Homelessness” will be preferred
here, since it is a structural condition and not the result of individual responsibility and (even
less) individual choices.
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this subject (e.g., Blau 1992; Kozol 1988; Rossi 1989;
Shinn and Weitzman 1990; Stern 1984) has demonstrat-
ed the worsening presence of homeless people?, especial-
ly in wealthier urban contexts®.

In Italy, too, the interest for homelessness became
significant during those years (Caritas Diocesana Roma
1987; Guidicini and Pieretti 1988; Negri and Saraceno
1996; Sarpellon 1991), although it only emerged as a fac-
tor in the political agenda at the beginning of this cen-
tury. In fact, until 2011, there had never been a system-
atic survey on homelessness in the country*. Data show
how it has become a growing problem, accompanied by
urbanisation and migration, which have transformed it
into a real social emergency.

It is hard to give a clear definition of homelessness,
since it can be referred to different kind of people and
situations. In literature, many terms are used to describe
people without a home, since it is difficult to identify
homogeneous characteristics in a wide and diverse range
of situations and disadvantages (Lavanco and Santi-
nello 2009: 19-20). In English, the range of terms used
includes «tramps, hoboes, bums, idle and disorderly,
poor and indigent, rogues and vagabonds, incorrigible
rogues, vagrants, idle and dissolute, mendicants, beg-
gars, casuals, dossers, of no fixed abode» (Gerrard 2017).

This explains why there is no shared definition at
European level, since different countries use different
criteria to describe the phenomenon. However, cross-sec-
tional analyses carried out by international organisations
such as FEANTSA (Fédération Européenne d’Associations
Nationales Travaillant avec les Sans-Abri) show that, in
general, the category of homelessness includes people
without accommodation; in temporary accommodation
(provided by the public services or NGOs), and those in
marginal accommodation (well below standard) (Mau-
ceri and Di Censi 2024: 20).

However, the proliferation of terminology and the
difficulty in reaching a shared definition of homelessness
is the consequence - and not the cause - of the diffi-
culty to grasp its many facets. Historically, homelessness
has been surrounded by prejudices and beliefs that are
difficult to eradicate. For example, contrary to popular
belief, some of the most recent studies on the relation-

2 A distinction between the various degrees of severe housing exclusion
and homelessness is provided by the ETHOS classification developed
by FEANTSA.

3 The first official report on homelessness in the United States was pub-
lished in 1984 under the Reagan administration, authored by Margaret
Mary Heckler. The 1980 decennial census was the first official estimate
of the extent of homelessness.

* At the time of writing, the IIT Homeless National Survey was under-
way. On January 2026, a survey investigated the presence of homeless
people in 14 major Italian cities.
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ship between homelessness and mental illness or drug
addiction have concluded that it is not true that the lat-
ter are prevalent among the majority of homeless people
(O’Sullivan et al. 2020).

Conversely, homelessness could typically take the
form of a long-term, episodic or temporary condition.
In fact, a research in the US in the 1990s shows that
approximately 80% of shelter users are temporary, with
very short stays or even a single one, while a further 10%
are episodic users, and the remaining 10% are long-term
users, who account for about half of all overnight stays
(Kuhn and Culhane 1998). Substantially similar evi-
dence, ceteris paribus, has been found in studies on oth-
er areas of the global North (Bairéad and Norris, 2022;
Taylor and Johnson 2019; Waldron et al. 2019).

Furthermore, homeless families are not randomly dis-
tributed across the population (Bramley, Fitzpatrick 2018),
but belong to a larger set of disadvantaged families (Bat-
terham 2019; OECD 2024), for whom housing insecurity
is a pervasive and semi-permanent dimension of existence
(DeLuca and Rosen 2022). Therefore, the phenomenon
takes different forms and characteristics depending on the
territory (e.g., northern or southern Europe) and marital
status (single or families). As a consequence, the concep-
tualisation of what constitutes the “homelessness phenom-
enon” in much of north-western Europe includes dimen-
sions that elsewhere would not necessarily be defined as
such (Busch-Geertsema et al. 2014).

In short, homelessness is not a fixed state (Pleace
and Hermans 2020). Instead, it varies in terms of its
characteristic dimensions, dynamics and outcomes. The
extent of homelessness is determined by structural fac-
tors that involve the social system as a whole: the level of
poverty and social exclusion; accessibility to the housing
market; the degree of generosity and extent of welfare
systems; the intensity of labour market contraction (Ben-
jaminsen 2023; Bramley and Fitzpatrick 2018; Headly et
al. 2023). These elements can essentially be traced back
to the concept of “poverty regime” (Saraceno et al. 2020).

Individuals and families experiencing homelessness
are therefore those who find themselves at the intersec-
tion of unfavourable structural circumstances at the
macro level and personal vulnerabilities at the micro
level, i.e. those who are «both the wrong kind of per-
son and in the wrong kind of place» (O’Flaherty 2004).
The discriminating factor lies in the availability of
social, economic and emotional resources for individu-
als and families (Hastings 2021; 2023). Consequently,
the families who are most at risk of losing their homes
«are more likely to be impacted by sudden, unexpected
events, have one or more personal vulnerabilities, lack
adequate social support, or be alumni of an institutional
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setting» (Lee et al. 2021: 13). For example, both in Italy
and abroad, single-parent families are more exposed to
the risk of experiencing one or more episodes of home-
lessness compared to two-parent families (Morelli et al.
2022; Istat 2025; Saraceno et al. 2020).

Differently from what we might expect, the phenom-
enon affects a much larger segment of the population,
partly because poverty has fluctuating characteristics
(Alcock and Siza 2003). Recently in Doha, during the
World Summit for Social Development®, it was stated
that according to the latest UN-Habitat estimates, 318
million people are homeless, while 2.8 billion people
- over a third of the global population - lack access to
adequate housing. In 2011, the Italian National Institute
of Statistics (ISTAT) recorded 47,648 homeless people
in 158 municipalities, which rose to 50,724 three years
later and to over 96,000 in 2021 (last census Istat 2022),
although all irregular situations could not be detected.

Only a small number of people remain “trapped”
in emergency accommodation services. For them, the
evaluations focus on their individual characteristics, on
the cumulative effect of prolonged periods of homeless-
ness that reduce the likelihood of leaving, or on contin-
gent factors which refer to “bad luck” A crucial finding
emerging from the research is that «[a]lmost everyone
who will be homeless two years from today is housed
now, and almost everybody who is homeless today will
be housed two years from now» (O’Flaherty 2010: 143).

The multifaceted conditions of homeless people and
the difficulties in addressing the phenomenon point to
another and more general problem, which cuts across
social policies (Ferrera and Jessoula 2025): the fact that
the characterisation of fragility is conditioned not only
by objective factors, but also by the different perspectives
of researchers, on one hand, and (above all) legislators,
on the other, as well as by the resulting intervention pol-
icies undertaken.

2. POLICY RESPONSES

A central function of welfare systems is to ensure
that people in vulnerable situations receive adequate
social support. Historically, attitudes towards homeless-
ness have been shaped by persistent ambivalence, deter-
mined by the interpretative dilemma linked to its mani-
festation and persistence: is it an expression of genuine
need or an attitude resulting from instrumental manipu-
lation (Camporesi 2003)? This symbolic distinction con-

> The World Social Summit, Doha 4-6 November 2025: https://social.
desa.un.org/world-summit-2025/blog/300million-people-homeless-
worldwide.

tinues to be applied in contemporary societies (Paugam
2005), accentuated by the fact that homelessness tends to
be concentrated in metropolitan areas, which are more
impersonal and depersonalising®.

Given that, as mentioned above, homelessness arises
from the interaction between structural, systemic, inter-
personal and individual risk factors, the ability of welfare
systems to fulfil their support function, and the meth-
ods of intervention adopted, which vary significantly not
only between different national contexts, but also within
individual countries (Edgar and Meert, 2005; Fitzpat-
rick 2005). This depends on the different characteristics
of welfare systems (Esping-Andersen 1990), which allow
to understand the (sometimes profoundly) different out-
comes in terms of preventing and reducing homelessness
(Benjaminsen 2023). The structural differences between
systems produce a strong heterogeneity in the scope of
benefits, the availability of housing, and the quality of
support services for vulnerable population groups. In
countries where universalistic and decommodified mod-
els prevail, homelessness takes on a more homogeneous
and residual profile. Conversely, in countries where the
services are more commodified and selective, homeless
populations tend to be larger and more heterogeneous
(Stephens et al. 2010; Benjaminsen 2023).

However, the relationship between welfare systems
and the extent of homelessness cannot be interpreted in
simplistic or linear terms. The structural and systemic
factors that influence patterns of homelessness are in fact
manifold, interdependent and constantly evolving. Fur-
thermore, welfare systems, in their concrete implemen-
tation, often tend to deviate from the ideal-typical char-
acteristics outlined by Esping-Andersen, as they present
significant differences even between countries that for-
mally belong to the same regime.

Although recent research indicates - both in the EU
and US - an increase in spending on services for home-
less people, institutional responses continue to favour
emergency-oriented interventions rather than preven-
tion and elimination of the phenomenon (Parsell 2023;
Pleace et al. 2018). In addition, such interventions are
also based on the so-called “staircase model”, accord-
ing to which people should first resolve any psychosocial
issues before accessing stable housing (Pleace et al. 2021;
Culhane and An 2021). As a result, a significant portion
of resources is still allocated to passive and reactive ser-

¢ In Italy, Milan and Rome account for 38.9% of homeless people:
23.7% in the former (slightly decreasing from 27.5% in 2011), and
15.2% in the latter. Palermo is the third municipality with the highest
number of homeless people (5.7%) (down from 8% in 2011), followed
by Florence (3.9%), Turin (3.4%), Naples (3.1%, up from 1.9% in 2011)
and Bologna (2%) (Istat 2015: 2-3).
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vices — such as emergency shelters, day services or sub-

sistence interventions — which are aimed more at man-

aging the most acute effects of homelessness rather than
at its structural resolution.

Researchers have interpreted this approach as the
result of a historical trajectory in which services for
homeless people have been primarily conceived as emer-
gency responses, focused on providing temporary shelter
(Culhane 2008). Moreover, a static and individualising
political view of the phenomenon is common: it under-
estimates its dynamic and transitory nature and favours
the expansion of emergency shelters (Culhane and An
2021). At the same time, a significant body of evidence
has been accumulated on effective and ineffective inter-
ventions in combating homelessness for specific popu-
lation groups (Munthe-Kaas et al. 2018; Cortese and
Consoli 2022; Lakshminarayanan et al. 2023). However,
these interventions are mainly focused on the individual
level and rarely address the systemic causes of the phe-
nomenon.

In Italy, too, traditional responses have focused
mainly on organising low-threshold reception servic-
es, which can offer temporary shelter to large numbers
of people but are often fragmented, discontinuous and
poorly tailored to individual needs. This trend can be
attributed, among other things, to:

- The limited availability of dedicated accommodation
facilities;

- Consequently, the tendency to concentrate guests in
facilities that offer uniform services in response to
diverse needs;

- The lack of municipal housing, which would allow
to create more personalised cohousing solutions tai-
lored to the different situations and needs of users;

- The lack of collective awareness of the phenomenon,
which leads to portray homeless people as individu-
als in an irreversible condition. At the same time,
this view drastically reduces, or even eliminates,
their opportunities for social reintegration.

Only recently, we have been witnessing to greater
openness towards alternative approaches based on inte-
grated hospitality models that combine access to accom-
modation with pathways towards employment and pro-
gressive empowerment (Cortese and Consoli 2022). How-
ever, the complexity of the living conditions of homeless
people requires integrated and holistic approaches that
are capable of enhancing individual resources and skills,
even when these are limited or compromised. Effective
intervention must combine individual strategies with
multi-level ones, aimed at reforming public policies,
strengthening institutions, and improving the quality of
social services (Matei et al. 2025).
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According to this perspective, restoring a sense of
community belonging and fully protecting social rights
are essential starting points for any process of empower-
ment and social reintegration. The starting point for a
process of empowerment and promotion of social rein-
tegration is the restoration of a sense of belonging to a
community and the protection of rights. In this context,
the “Accoglienza diffusa” (“Widespread Reception”) pro-
ject was launched by Caritas Roma in 2015, involving
parishes, religious institutions and families.

The aim of this work is to understand the strengths
and challenges, obstacles and benefits encountered in
implementing this initiative, in order to assess how it
fits within the broader landscape of interventions aimed
at supporting the homeless. The central hypothesis of
the study is that “Widespread Reception” represents an
intermediate level of intervention that fits within the
Welfare Community model. It cannot clearly be defined
as an Housing First example, nor as a cohousing one.
The hypothesis is that this initiative represents a com-
munity-based intervention aimed at building a local
safety net to facilitate the process of reintegration for
people who have experienced homelessness.

The project is divided into two areas of intervention:
- Reception of asylum seekers: aimed at individuals or

families.

- Secondary reception: aimed at Italian and foreign
individuals or families who have already undergone
an initial reception phase and have begun a path
towards independence.

The following chapter presents the initial results of
this initiative based on a survey - largely already under-
way — which proceeds along two lines:

- The socio-demographic characteristics of the recipi-
ents of the intervention, taken from the service’s
database;

- The results of three focus groups conducted with
participants in the initiative: Caritas workers, parish
volunteers, parish priests.

In particular, the focus groups involved:

- 4 parish priests, representing the same parishes that
have been involved in the project throughout its
10-year duration;

- All six Caritas staff members involved in the project
- graduated in different disciplines: sociology, social
work and education - who act as mentors to both
service users and the facilities, serving as mediators
between guests and the host community;

- 12 volunteers, once again selected on the basis of
their length of service. They have been involved in
the reception project from the start and have there-
fore participated in it throughout the years.
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The focus groups were led by a moderator, assisted
by an observer, with whom the findings were subse-
quently discussed and analysed. The discussion was
recorded with prior consent from the participants.

The results of the focus groups were transcribed in
full, since the aim was to thoroughly analyse the con-
tent in order to compare the various emerging positions.
To this end, only the parts relevant to this study were
analysed (Krueger 1988), using the Content Encoding
Analysis as the analytical strategy (Acocella and Cataldi
2021).

3. THE “ACCOGLIENZA DIFFUSA”
[“WIDESPREAD RECEPTION”] PROJECT

In a world affected by increasingly widespread
migration’, on 6 September 2015, during the Sunday
Angelus, Pope Francis urged parishes and religious
institutions around the world to welcome refugee fami-
lies fleeing war and violence. This message was further
elaborated on about a year later (on 21 February 2017)
during the International Forum on Migration and Peace,
where the Pope explained the principles underlying hos-
pitality, articulated around four actions: welcoming, pro-
tecting, promoting and integrating.

This marked the start of the “Accoglienza diffusa”
(“Widespread Reception”) project, aimed at creating
opportunities for homeless who are asylum seekers and
refugees to help them find accommodation in parishes,
religious institutions and Roman families.

Over the past 10 years, 128 local organisations have
been involved in the network. These include the social
and registry services of nine municipalities in Rome,
which register and provide social support to some fami-
lies, as well as the enrolment of minors in nurseries and
compulsory schools.

The data presented below were elaborated for the
purposes of this contribution from the project’s data-
base, made available by Caritas Romana®.

There are currently 26 facilities providing accom-
modation. More than half of them (16) are parishes, 3
are religious institutions, 2 are associations and 2 are
families. Their distribution within the municipal area
is fairly uniform: two municipalities (Municipi) (III and

7 The World Migration Report 2024 (by International Organisation for
Migration) estimates that in 2020 the number of international migrants
was around 281 million (3.6% of the world’s population), of which 28
million were children.

8 Here a first analysis of data relating to the “Accoglienza diffusa” pro-
ject is presented. The data were provided directly by the project manag-
ers. Any inaccuracies or inconsistencies is the sole responsibility of the
authors of this paper.

LA

@ Sannita

Figure 1. Distribution of facilities providing accommodation
among the Municipalities. Source: elaborated and adapted from
©Sannita on Wikimedia.

X) have 3 facilities, three have 2 and six have 1 (Fig. 1).
Most of them have provided an accommodation within
the facility itself and with a separate entrance, while in 6
cases the living space is outside the facility. The number
of beds varies from one to five: two-thirds of the facili-
ties have a capacity of at least three beds. In 6 cases, the
facilities have provided users with the registration for
residence (iscrizione anagrafica per residenza), which
is necessary to guarantee the full exercise of civil and
political rights and to access numerous social services.

A total of 88 households - all of them foreign — were
accommodated in 45 reception facilities, involved in five
different projects. The most numerous countries of ori-
gin were Nigeria (11), Ivory Coast (10) and Afghanistan
(9). Over a quarter of the households (24) consisted of
two people, while a third (33) of three. Two-thirds of the
facilities (16) accommodated families with minors (half
of the households (43) were single-parent families), while
the remaining third accommodated single individuals
(6 men and 2 women). The average length of stay was 1
year and 4 months (16 months). The facility of Casa S.
Giacomo welcomed the majority of guests (8).

A total of 352 individuals were hosted (the vast
majority of whom were men): 135 Italians and 209 for-
eigners. The most common nationalities were Ukrain-
ian (21 people), Afghan (19), Nigerian and Senegalese
(18 each). The average length of stay was 8 months.
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The reception facilities involved were 72 (including 4
families). Ten of these had more than 10 guests. The
facility that hosted the most people was the parish of
Sant’Andrea Corsini (39). The reception took place with-
in two main projects: Emergenza Freddo (Cold Emergen-
cy, 233 people) and Centri di Accoglienza Straordinaria
(CAS) (Extraordinary Reception Centres, 91 people).

“Widespread Reception” was created with the aim of
guaranteeing reception in order to re-include excluded
individuals. This was achieved through the construc-
tion of social networks within stable local communities,
by means of a well-defined plan characterised by clear
objectives and guiding principles, aimed at ensuring the
protection and promotion of individuals - either single
persons or families — affected by multidimensional fra-
gility. The ultimate goal is to bring these people to full
social inclusion in its various forms (housing, work and
social), through the building of relationships that can
be maintained over time and represent a point of refer-
ence for those involved. From a territorial point of view,
this means activating a stable social protection network,
based on cooperation between volunteers, nonprofit enti-
ties and institutions.

The project can be considered a social intervention
that fits perfectly within the Welfare Community model
(Barnes 1997; Raineri 2013; Di Santo 2022). Such mod-
el is based on structured cooperation between public
institutions and civil society actors - including private
companies, citizens and social economy organisations
- aimed at improving the “civitas” and enhancing the
common good (Rossi and Zamagni 2011). This para-
digm is rooted in the so-called “horizontal subsidiarity”,
which implies a redistribution of welfare responsibilities
and presupposes the pooling of material and immate-
rial resources, as well as the development of innovative
forms of governance. In this perspective, collective well-
being is no longer considered the exclusive prerogative of
the State, but a task that involves the entire community.

In analytical terms, it is possible to identify cer-
tain constituent elements of the welfare community: a)
the development of public-private and private-private
partnerships; b) the extensive involvement of local soci-
ety actors and active citizens, understood in the broad-
est sense of the term; c) the adoption of a self-activating
approach by the local community, which contributes to
collective well-being through the mobilisation of its own
resources — first of all, time, but also organisational and
economic resources (Ponzo 2014).

Each of these elements can be found in the “Wide-
spread Reception” experience. In particular, with regard
to the first aspect, this initiative involves a mix of inter-
ventions carried out and financed partly through the use
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of professional expertise and public funds (Municipal
Social Services, Regional Funds, CAS centres, and the
Emergenza Freddo project), and partly through reception
activities carried out in facilities owned and/or managed
by private social organisations (Caritas Romana in this
case), which provide support and empowerment interven-
tions involving volunteers, tutors and guests.

As a group of volunteers, we learned how to network with
different public and private organisations, such as the
local soccer club. We learned to look around and collabo-
rate with schools, institutions, medical centres, local health
authorities, and so on. We learned how to create a network
with them. We realised that we cannot do it alone, we can-
not do everything by ourselves (Parish priest of a parish
involved)®.

It is something we insist on, again and again: the actors in
the project are the guests, the community, and the tutors.
They are the three pillars of the project: if one of them is
missing, the project does not work. In other words, if the
tutor is not present, the project is very fragile. If the guest
does not take responsibility, the project is useless, i.e., it is
stuck, and the objectives are not achieved. If the community
is not present, the project is not effective, and the result is
very poor. (Caritas worker).

With regard to the involvement of the various
“actors” in the community (in the broadest possible
sense), Law 328/00 and the integrated system of social
interventions and services have to be mentioned. From
this perspective, a functioning welfare system is not pos-
sible without a “civic” community capable of building a
culture of solidarity that gives rise to widespread social
capital (Putnam 1994; 2001). This civic community is
socially balanced and includes “high levels of coopera-
tion, trust, reciprocity, civic engagement and collective
well-being” (Putnam 1994: 209).

In my opinion, the parishes themselves - that is, priests and
communities — changed their approach. It is not just about
giving money. It is about directly and fully committing
yourself and your life, your family and the parish spaces in
an experience of hospitality that is different from what we
have experimented up to this point.

“Widespread Reception” is something that lasts over time:
it keeps you very busy and then it is no longer something
occasional, even for the community. It becomes like a per-
sonal project, a real ongoing commitment (Caritas worker).

Finally, with regard to the “self-activating approach”
of the local community, this welcoming experience has

° The testimonies are taken from three separate focus groups, one con-
ducted with the participation of all Caritas operators involved, and the
other two with a self-selected sample of volunteers and parish priests.



Collaborative Housing Strategies: The Case of “Widespread Reception” by Caritas Diocesana in Rome 53

succeeded in stimulating initiatives and solutions that
have led, at the same time, to growth for both the com-
munity and its guests.

What this project highlights is your experience as a Chris-
tian when faced with the difficulties of others. And then,
obviously, it brings out the best in you, so that you can
approach the person in a certain way and according to their
characteristics, because you cannot behave in the same way
with everyone. Everyone has their own identity and plans,
and you have to be attentive to that identity and those
plans, in order to bring out the best from the person you are
helping (Volunteer).

I think it is very important for the community to recognise
and reflect the guests’ personal growth. As said earlier, the
community recognises their progress. It is like to say: “Look,
you've done this!”. It gives value to them, recognising that
they have value and that they are discovering it, or rather,
that the community and the guests are discovering it togeth-
er (Caritas worker).

The creation of this “integrated system of interven-
tions” is important not only for generating a public-pri-
vate support network, but also in terms of cost reduction
in an era of shrinking welfare funding.

In my opinion, this is important not only for individuals
and the community, but also for the State, since this model
saves public money and, what’s more, the community covers
part of the costs. In fact, in CAS (Extraordinary Reception
Centres) projects the State invests much less than usual:
now the State only covers the cost of keeping people alive.
So, people who are lucky enough to be included in a CAS
with us still benefit from a whole range of integration tools
that they would not have elsewhere (Caritas worker).

A central dimension of community welfare lies in
the ability to enhance social ties and interdependent
relationships between the actors involved. The territo-
rial and relational nature of the “Widespread Reception”
project, based on the idea of proximity, allows for the
construction of social networks within which individu-
als, through mutual interaction, become part of a shared
relational system. In this perspective, the community
takes on a dual function: it represents both the ultimate
goal of welfare action and the preliminary condition that
makes its implementation possible.

“Widespread Reception”, therefore, is a service
that closes the gap between the function of large cen-
tres (which provide a first and essential response) and a
Housing First experience. Given the immediate availabil-
ity of accommodation, people are involved in a process
of community integration, since it is the community that
takes responsibility for their reception.

I have always said - long before “Widespread Reception”
— that for years in our society we have treated these adults
as if they were under guardianship, as if they were minors
under guardianship. And then suddenly, from one day to
the next, it is decided that reception is over and, without
knowing how and on the basis of what skills, these people
should be able to move independently in the outside world,
which they do not know, because no one has really intro-
duced them to it (Caritas worker).

Usually, in the centre there is this logic that you have a
single operator who has to take care of a number of peo-
ple. In this case, we completely reverse this logic, because
sometimes you have one or two guests, or a family unit, but
around these people, you have an entire community. The
guests are at the centre, and around them revolves a whole
series of people who have various roles, who then take care
of the person. You have the operator, who in this case may
be the tutor or the parish priest; you have the volunteers;
and then you have the whole local network that you can
activate, i.e., the local associations. In the case of families
with minors, there are schools and sports associations where
the child plays soccer or goes swimming, and then you acti-
vate the local social services. You completely change this log-
ic and put the person at the centre of a circle, with different
rays which can activate different resources (Caritas worker).

Another strength of this project is the central role
played by the implicit alliance between users and opera-
tors, which typically characterises guidance and sup-
port interventions. In fact, the agreement clearly refers
to the “contract” (Fargion 2013) that is established in
social services between operator and guest. This agree-
ment calls on tutors, guests and the community to take
responsibility, so that the reception is productive for all
parties and is not reduced to welfare dependency.

There is also the fact of giving them responsibility right
from the start, which can be done when they have their own
accommodation, and then they can really begin to under-
stand how to manage their own accommodation. Because
families and individuals who have their own mini-apart-
ment — even if it is the community that brings them food -
they still have tasks to do in that space, which is their own
space (Caritas worker).

There is a tool used by tutors that I think is very useful,
which is the “reception agreement”. It is a very effective tool
for promoting the guest, because it is a tangible element in
which the guest is given responsibility. It is not taken for
granted that he or she is in that place and has no role, but
rather he/she is given a central role (Caritas worker).

It is precisely this approach that allows to create
lasting bonds, which extend over time and space, going
beyond the duration of participation in the project.
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These relationships demonstrate the success of the indi-
vidual’s path towards autonomy, but also the protective
value of the community, beyond the explicit mutual rec-
ognition of this bond.

The guests usually do not thank you explicitly, but in my
opinion they do it anyway by calling you every now and
then or telling you things like... for example, once a guy
who left the centre and moved to England called me and
said: “My second daughter was born, I'll send you a pic-
ture”. If someone sends you a picture, you are not just the
person who helped them. No, in many cases, you are their
anchor. You are a point of reference, you understand? For
example, one of these guys called us and said: “Can I come
over for lunch?” I mean, he invited himself! [Laughter]
He said: “I need to talk to you”, because he had to choose
between going to live in England, where he had a girlfriend,
or staying here, right? So, since he did not have parents or
anyone to talk with, he asked us for advice... (Volunteer).

At a first evaluation, the “Widespread Reception”
project seems to be positioned precisely between low-
threshold forms of reception - still very common in
Italy - and the Housing First experiences that are begin-
ning to spread in the country (Cortese and Consoli
2022). Therefore, the project seems to provide a further
response to the severe marginalisation of individuals and
families without secure housing: it is capable of integrat-
ing the advantages of Housing First with those typical of
community experiences lamented by Putnam.

The advantage of the project lies in “reversing” the
typical logic of low-threshold structures. In those struc-
tures, a small number of operators deal with a large
number of people. The need, in this case, is to pro-
vide immediate support to those who have experienced
extreme marginalisation and homelessness, and there-
fore need immediate help to reconnect with a life that
suffered a more or less sudden collapse (Bonadonna
2001). “Widespread Reception”, instead, gives operators
the opportunity and time to devote themselves to the
guests and their personal growth. It is not a question
of determining whether one approach is better than the
other, but rather of reaffirming the importance of hav-
ing diversified interventions, adapted to different stages
of life and people’s different resources. Some people need
immediate help and a facility that is sometimes, but not
always, as impersonal as the Ostello [“Hostel”], where
they can blend in with others. Before making a fresh
start, they need to “find themselves”. Others need to set
their lives in new directions, therefore finding them-
selves at the centre of a community that can help them
start again becomes a powerful tool for assistance.

However, structures and functions must not be con-
fused.
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The Hostel is not only functional for those who need
an impersonal structure, it can also help a person’s plans
if they feel more comfortable in a structure that accom-
modates many people at the same time. It is not the type
of structure itself that defines the efficacy of the service.
It is the centrality of the person’s needs and characteris-
tics that makes the difference.

Of course, the “Widespread Reception” scheme is
affected by weaknesses and problems. First and foremost,
the turnover of parish priests determines whether or not
the project can be implemented in the community.

That’s how it works: it’s a cyclical process. From time to
time, a parish gets a new priest: when the leadership chang-
es, the dynamics often shift completely, and in many cases
we’ve seen that when a priest moves on, the programme or
course comes to an end and things do not continue (Caritas
worker).

This highlights the central problem that has charac-
terised the initiative along the years, at least until recent-
ly: its still unstructured nature. Only lately, “Widespread
Reception” has taken on a more formal organisational
structure. In the past, the project used to operate infor-
mally, with its own mission, but without a formal defini-
tion of objectives, roles and methods, or a clear alloca-
tion of budgets and resources. This meant that the ini-
tiative, whilst laudable, was all too often at the mercy of
events. The turnover of parish priests is just an example.

Another highlighted limitation concerns the lack of
training received by participants in the initiative. As a
matter of fact, the role of tutors, as well as the potential
contribution of volunteers, is most likely affected by the
very absence of a formal structure that clarifies the char-
acteristics of these roles.

In summary, as one of the project coordinators likes
to say, “Widespread Reception” is many things at once:

It is an opportunity that people can voluntarily seize in
terms of community, in terms of people who are on a path
towards emancipation. And it is certainly an experience of
relationship. I also insist a lot when I talk about “Wide-
spread Reception” and its potential for beauty. What we see
and perceive from the testimonies of the people who have
taken part in the project and give us feedback is precisely
that feeling of having experienced “something beautiful”.
Finally, another word that comes to mind is development,
in the etymological sense of removing anything that may
hinder human growth. The project is an opportunity that
allows people to grow in many ways — humanly, relation-
ally, spiritually — and has a strong potential to promote
humanity itself (Caritas worker).
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4. FINAL REMARKS

In conclusion, and despite the limitations just high-
lighted, “Widespread Reception” represents an innova-
tive approach within the landscape of policy responses
to homelessness, which distinguishes it from other hous-
ing models. Indeed, differently from the Housing First
approach, there is not a direct placement in independ-
ent flats: “Widespread Reception” follows the staircase
model, since the guest is initially hosted in other facili-
ties. Instead, in the Housing First model, the aim is first
and foremost to provide the individual with a stable
accommodation (minimising not only the time spent on
the streets but also in hostels), while, at the same time,
people are initiated to a personalised support pathway
(Pleace and Bretherton 2012).

From this perspective, the “Widespread Reception”
model seems closer to the Communal Housing First
(CHF) than to the Housing First Light Services (HFL)
model. In fact, the former represents a kind of applica-
tion of HF principles to the staircase model, since it pro-
vides forms of shared accommodation in former hostels
or social housing, but maintains some HF principles
(self-determination, contribution to rent, harm reduc-
tion). The latter, on the other hand, was developed in
countries such as the United Kingdom, where homeless-
ness is addressed through light support services, which
do not involve the direct provision of assistance, but
only act as an intermediary between the person experi-
encing housing difficulties and local services.

This initiative also differs from the Social Hous-
ing model, which is aimed at middle-class families and
couples who cannot afford a home at market prices, but
whose income is too high to qualify for council housing.
In this case, the prerequisite of vulnerability and social
exclusion is absent. Furthermore, Social Housing is based
on the principle of housing sustainability, both in terms
of community (shared spaces, green areas) and energy
efficiency (construction of buildings according to the
principles of bio-architecture).

As already highlighted, the “Widespread Reception”
model falls within the Community-Based Welfare para-
digm, the fundamental premise of which is to recognise
the local community -conceived as a collective of citi-
zens, associations and third-sector organisations — as an
active player in promoting social well-being. From this
perspective, these actors complement or integrate tra-
ditional public intervention, helping to move beyond a
purely provision-based conception of welfare in favour
of a generative model, geared towards making the most
of the resources available in the local area (Fondazione
Emanuela Zancan 2015). Within this framework, hous-

ing takes on a meaning that transcends the purely mate-
rial dimension of accommodation: the home is under-
stood as a relational space and a community context,
capable of supporting pathways towards autonomy and
integration, including through initiatives such as Hous-
ing First and cohousing.

As highlighted in the introduction of this paper,
social sciences have shown that the experience of home-
lessness should be conceived as a dynamic process
rather than a static condition. In particular, guarantee-
ing stable access to housing and adequate forms of sup-
port requires overcoming structural obstacles, such as
the lack of affordable housing, as well as facing organi-
sational challenges, such as the fragmentation of social
and health services and the difficulty of integration
between different sectors. The systems effectively ori-
ented to overcoming homelessness are called upon to
prioritise systemic interventions - by intervening on
the set of policies and services facing homelessness —
rather than approaches focused on “individual changes”.
This approach is based on the empirical evidence that
homelessness can be tackled and potentially resolved
through the adoption of appropriate policies and prac-
tices, as well as through broader cultural and organisa-
tional change (Jones et al. 2021; Kaakinen 2023) aimed
at designing integrated service delivery models, as in the
case of “Widespread Reception”. A model of integrated
strategic governance makes it possible to overcome frag-
mented approaches and ad hoc interventions, thus pro-
moting coordinated management of responses and more
effective mitigation of negative impacts.

However, the implementation of holistic pro-
grammes and interventions for homelessness requires
broader processes of transformation - which are often
complex and difficult to achieve - of welfare systems and
organisations at the local level. The inability to com-
plete these transitions helps explain why many innova-
tions remain limited to small-scale experiments and do
not have a significant impact on reducing the phenom-
enon as a whole. In this sense, the reconfiguration of
local welfare systems towards integrated and long-term
responses, rather than emergency interventions, requires
profound and interconnected changes in housing provi-
sion, as well as in support mechanisms and welfare ser-
vices, including health and income support, in which the
activation of the wider community plays a crucial role.

As highlighted by the “Widespread Reception” expe-
rience, welfare systems characterised by diversified ser-
vices, the presence of public or privately-provided social
housing, and a high level of integration between services
specifically geared towards homelessness tend to have a
more effective impact on mitigating the phenomenon.
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This is due to the existence of multiple overlapping safe-
ty nets, each of which responds to different dimensions
of human needs (Banjaminsen 2023).
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