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AN INVITATION TO EXPLORE

Dear Reader,
Welcome to Empowerment – Making it Happen, a 

handbook that takes you on a journey through the 
different phases of working practically with empower-

ment. 

This handbook was prepared by the partners of the EU-funded 
project “Social Empowerment in Rural Areas” (SEMPRE), for 

whom empowerment is a philosophy – an inspiring framework for 
working with service users, social service providers, stakeholders and 

decision-makers. The empowerment concept is closely linked to participa-
tion, ownership, recognition, sharing and democratisation, values that are at 
the heart of the SEMPRE partners’ work via micro-projects, networking and 
advocating.

Initiating, designing and delivering services with and not for service users, 
as practiced by SEMPRE, is an innovative approach to improving services 
and meeting service demands that are not being met. The experiential 
knowledge of service users is a highly valuable asset that is urgently needed 
if we want services to be available, accessible, affordable, sustainable and of 
good quality – the kind of services we would want if we were in need of help 
ourselves, whether we live in a rural or urban area.

What’s more, working with and not for service users addresses everyone 
who works in social service provision, not only because it helps us in our en-
deavours to provide better, more targeted social services, but also because 
it brings us closer to a more inclusive society.

As the lead partner of the SEMPRE project I am honoured and privileged to 
invite you to explore all the project outcomes – the Organisational Roadmap, 
the SEMPRE Guidebook for Empowerment Training, the brochure present-
ing our micro projects and the policy recommendations. These publications 
highlight the complexity and challenges we face when we work with em-
powerment but, more importantly, they illustrate the high level of commit-
ment, creativity and inspiration that becomes available when we are open to 
empowerment as a working principle.

I hope that by working with this handbook and exploring SEMPRE’s prod-
ucts you will be invigorated and motivated in your work in the same way 
that our own work has been invigorated and motivated by engaging with 
empowerment. 

Sincerely yours, 
Heiko Naß 

Heiko Naß 
Landespastor 
Head of the Diaconie 
of Schleswig-Holstein
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6  Empowerment – Making it happen

01  
What is this handbook about? 
This handbook presents tools and methods to make service delivery 
innovative and involve the service users in the process. This is based 
on the idea of empowerment – giving people, especially those be-
longing to vulnerable groups, more of a say in their future and en-
hancing their ability to get involved in the process of social renewal.

This handbook describes when and how particu-
lar empowerment tools can be used, supported 
by practical examples from the SEMPRE project 
partners in the Baltic Sea Region. This project 
was based on the hypothesis that actively involv-
ing users in service innovation will lead to more 
tailored and more sustainable social services, par-
ticularly in rural areas.
The first section of the handbook explains the 
concept of empowerment and service-user in-
volvement in the design and delivery of social 
services and is meant as background. 
This is followed by a chapter describing the pro-
ject logic that SEMPRE has worked with and that 
could serve as a model for forming successful 
services. The main body of the handbook de-
scribes the different tools for needs assessment 
and service design that social service providers 
and social workers can use to involve service us-
ers in the design, development and delivery of a 
new or improved social service. Finally, the overall 
recommendations on how social service provider 
can support user initiatives and social enterprises 
are presented.

WHAT’S IN IT FOR YOU? 
This handbook is aimed at social service providers 
and social workers who:
• would like to develop new or improve existing 

social services with the active involvement of 
service users 

• already have a project/service up and running 
and are looking for tips on how to further de-
velop or consolidate the solution through the 
active involvement of service users

• would like to find out more about the benefits 
and challenges of service-user involvement and 
empowerment.

This handbook provides useful instruments for 
involving service users in different stages of de-
veloping a social service, from the identification 
of their needs to designing, developing, imple-
menting and scaling-up the social service. The 
handbook is therefore relevant for service provid-
ers who are at different stages of the service-de-
velopment process. SEMPRE does not suggest a 
one-size-fits-all approach but rather highlights 
the choices made by the SEMPRE project part-
ners. Unlike a book or report, the handbook does 
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not need to be read from cover to cover. Rather, 
it serves as a reference document you can turn to 
for answers to specific questions.
As budget cuts and the lack of a skilled work-
force become more urgent challenges for pub-
lic, private and civic social service providers, it 
will become increasingly difficult to maintain a 
high-quality social service infrastructure. Involv-
ing service users in service innovation, and even 
helping some of them to become social entrepre-
neurs, might alleviate some of this pressure and 
provide social workers with new perspectives and 
opportunities in their daily work.

HOW DID THE HANDBOOK COME ABOUT? 
This handbook is one of the outcomes of the 
SEMPRE project1, which was funded by the In-
terreg BSR Programme 2014–2020. SEMPRE pro-
motes service-user involvement (namely the in-
volvement of members of disadvantaged groups 
such as single parents and migrants in the devel-
opment and delivery of social services) as an es-
sential element of service innovation. By empow-
ering service users to participate in service design 
and delivery, the project strives to improve the 
social service infrastructure in rural areas while 
at the same time enhancing the ability of the 
groups concerned to influence both society and 
their own lives. Although the key focus of the pro-
ject has been on rural areas – where demograph-
ic challenges and structural shortcomings make 
it particularly difficult to provide high quality ser-
vices – the findings from the project are applica-
ble to a wider spatial context. 
The lessons learned and recommendations 
presented in this handbook are based on the 
knowledge and experiences developed from the 
SEMPRE project partners, including diaconal 
centres, civil society organisations, associations 
and universities. 
The empowerment methods chosen were adapt-
ed according to the possibilities and needs of 
each specific service user group in the SEMPRE 
project. Service-user involvement has varied sig-
nificantly depending on the characteristics of 
the group, such as their qualifications, available 
time, health conditions and language skills. This 
has two important consequences for this hand-
book. On the one hand, it was neither possible 
nor desirable to identify and deliver one-size-fits-
all solutions that work with all user groups in all 
regions. On the other hand, this handbook in-
cludes a wealth of perspectives and experiences 

Social services are servic-
es provided by society to people 
who are particularly vulnerable or 
experience difficulties. The servic-

es cover areas such as individual and family 
care, support for people with disabilities, 
care of the elderly, and support for migrants, 
ex-offenders and the unemployed, to name 
but a few. Social services can be provided 
as public, private and civil society initiatives. 
The services can be established as short-
term and long-term activities.

Social service innovation is 
the development of new or improved public 
services to better address social needs (e.g. 
increased user-friendliness and efficiency). 
It often implies new or improved ways of de-
signing and delivering services through, for 
example: greater involvement of service us-
ers; empowerment of service users through 
more information, knowledge, recognition 
and greater voice or power; transformed 
social and power relations among service 
providers and users, and so on (Lindberg, 
2018). 

The service user is somebody who 
uses a social service. In the SEMPRE pro-
ject, they are single parents, families with 
low incomes or children with special needs, 
older adults, people with disabilities, dis-
advantaged youth, people with addictions, 
ex-prisoners and the long-term unemployed, 
as well as (young) refugees, asylum seekers 
and migrants.

that have been achieved by working with various 
user groups in the very heterogeneous socio-eco-
nomic settings of different EU member states 
of the Baltic Sea Region. This handbook should 
therefore not be interpreted as a collection of 
blueprints, but rather as an inspiration to social 
workers and service providers to consider tools 
and methods they might not have used before.

DO YOU NEED ANY PRIOR KNOWLEDGE?
No, but you need to be open to learning, exper-
imenting and working with an empowering ap-
proach to user involvement.

http://www.sempre-project.eu
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02  
What are empowerment  
and service-user involvement 
all about?

REVISITING THE CONCEPT OF EMPOWERMENT

ROOTS AND IMPACT
The concept of empowerment is rooted mainly in 
social movements such as the civil rights move-
ment in the United States in the 1950s, the cam-
paigning of people with disabilities, and com-
munity-based developments (Beresford, 2016; 
Herriger, 2014).
These movements borrow from Paulo Freire, a 

Brazilian educational theorist, his reflections on 
the “pedagogy of the oppressed” and his lived ex-
periences, which are based on his work with land-
less peasant workers and small farmers in Latin 
America (Freire, 2000). 
The crucial elements of his concept are dialogue, 
reflection, conscientisation and action. These ele-
ments interact with each other in such a way that 
they build a continuous loop of transformation 
(figure 1).
 

Lived
experience Dialogue

Conscien-
tisation

Action

Reflection

The action learning process. If you want to 
find out more about action learning please 
go to the training modules (see page 51).

This process is meant to continue. It 
is based on a learning process which 
enables people to change their life 
situations through new actions.

For Freire, it is essential that people perceive their 
own life reality and engage with it critically. During 
the process through which this happens, people 
(re-)discover and experience their own creativity 
and power, by using their own words to name the 

world and reclaiming the right to do so. This con-
scientisation is the driver for action and transfor-
mation. “To exist humanly, is to name the world, 
to change it. […] Human beings are not built in 
silence, but in word, in work, in action-reflection” 

© Gundi Schrötter Johannsen

Fig. 1 Transformation cycle of empowerment.
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(Freire, 2000: 88; author’s italics). This naming of 
the world is an “act of creation” for Freire (p.89,) 
and “authentic reflection” focuses “on people in 
their relations to the world” (p.81). Freire’s reflec-
tions draw our attention to SEMPRE’s points of 
departure, one of which is creating opportunities 
for dialogue with and amongst service-users on 
their concrete life-situations and for transforming 
social services as a result of these reflective pro-
cesses.
For adult educationist Stephen D. Brookfield, the 
aim of critical thinking is to identify and chal-
lenge our basic assumptions, which are “…those 
taken-for-granted ideas, common-sense beliefs 
and self-evident rules of thumb that inform our 
thought and action” (Mezirow, 1990: 177). The 
critical reflection of these assumptions has in 
the SEMPRE project been supported by train-
ing courses based on action learning. For further 
information about critical reflection and action 
learning, please look at the SEMPRE Guidebook 
for Empowerment Training. 
Paulo Freire’s book was first published in 1968 
and has lost none of its relevance today. Em-
powerment is a multi-disciplinary, cross-border, 
international concept and can be traced in dis-
courses of various kinds. For instance, Norbert 
Herriger, a German sociologist who has a strong 
focus on empowerment, defines “empowerment” 
as encouraging processes of self-enabling when 
people who are in situations of deprivation, dis-
advantage or social exclusion begin to manage 
and decide their own affairs (Herriger, 2014). 

Peter Beresford, a British researcher and expert 
on citizen participation and social policy, argues 
that empowerment processes must aim at the 
“redistribution of power and control” (Beresford, 
2012: 26). For Mark A. Zimmerman, a US psycholo-
gist, conceptual reflections on empowerment 
“suggest that participation with others to achieve 
goals, efforts to gain access to resources, and 
some critical understanding of the socio-political 
environment are basic components of the con-
struct” (Zimmerman, 2000: 44).
This includes people’s right to articulate their 
own opinions, wishes and expectations and to 
make them heard and give them weight in pub-
lic political processes (Otto et al., 2010: 159–160).

WHOSE KNOWLEDGE IS VALUED?

This particular challenge, raised by Otto et al. 
(2010), touches on the question of the nature of 
legitimised and valued knowledge and expertise. 
Until the 1970s/1980s, the positivist research par-
adigm went almost unchallenged. Only in the 
last decades have qualitative research methods 
entered the acknowledged circle of research ap-
proaches, and lately participatory and user-led 
research designs have gained more acceptance 
(e.g. Denzin and Lincoln, 2013: 1–42; Norvoll, 2013: 
13–36). This shift in research methods does not 

mean that the positivist paradigm has been over-
thrown, but it indicates that different ways of 
knowing begin to influence research agendas. 
Different kinds of knowledge are being reas-
sessed, and “growing bodies of Feminist, Black, 
Queer, Disability and Mad Studies literature ex-
plore the significance of subjective and stand-
point knowledge” (Beresford & Carr, 2018: 8). 
Experiential knowledge has not only entered aca-
demic discourse but also plays a more important 
role nowadays in service design and delivery. This 

Conscientisation –
or developing consciousness – is 
a dialogic process through which 
people become aware of their life 

situations and the sources of their disem-
powerment. For Freire, dialogue itself is a 
cooperative activity, which means that people 
are working with each other respectfully in 
order to change or transform their reality. 
In SEMPRE, for instance, we have fostered 
the process of conscientisation with needs 
assessment tools, and we observe the wish to 
impact on life realities in micro projects, which 
address specific needs of service users.
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development is accompanied by service users’ 
perspectives, as they are directly involved and 
on the receiving end of services. “The knowledge 
and experience of service users and their organ-
isations are likely to have a helpful role to play 
in supporting better integrated and coordinat-
ed practice in human services” (Beresford, 2017: 
68). The new discourse concerning what can be 
defined as valued knowledge is also a key point 

in research regarding rehabilitation work and is 
well known from the psychiatric field, especial-
ly in relation to recovery processes. In relation to 
recovery and empowerment, different forms of 
knowledge – evidence-based, practice-based and 
experience-based knowledge – should cooperate 
in order to produce the best service which meet 
concrete user needs.

SERVICE-USER INVOLVEMENT IN SOCIAL SERVICE INNOVATION

Societal and demographic challenges, exacerbat-
ed by welfare cuts, have driven social service pro-
viders (whether public authorities, welfare organ-
isations, NGOs or social enterprises) to reassess 
their situations and their strategies for the future; 
if they did not do this, the delivery of social servic-
es, especially in rural and remote areas, could not 
be sustained in the long run (Copus et al., 2017). 
Addressing these challenges requires innovative 
approaches for sustained and improved welfare 
services, in terms of both solutions to address the 
challenges and the process of addressing them 
(e.g. the new ways of involving concerned actors) 
(Lindberg, 2018). 
User involvement in the service design process 
has been widely promoted as a central approach 
in the social service innovation paradigm, for its 
potential to play a key role in adapting in a quick-
er and more flexible way to changing demands 
and in making social services more effective, in-
clusive, efficient and sustainable (Copus et al., 
2017). 
There are two perspectives on user involvement. 
The first is supported by New Public Manage-

ment, which emphasises efficiency and cost-ef-
fectiveness. According to this line of thought, 
service users are customers of the public sector, 
following the market logic of choice, but without 
sufficient mechanisms of monitoring, control and 
decision-making concerning resources, design 
and delivery. The second has a strong democrat-
ic/citizenship orientation and aims at erasing/di-
minishing exclusion and oppression, and at redis-
tributing power (Beresford, 2016). 
On the one hand, by designing services and solu-
tions with the service users and not for them, bet-
ter results can be expected, including improved 
outcomes for service users, improved design 
and accountability, ownership and sustainability 
of solutions, increased efficiency of services and 
use of resources, potentially lower cost of service 
provision and/or improved capacity to meet ser-
vice users’ needs. On the other hand, active in-
volvement of users in service design is perceived 
as important in the process of identifying and 
addressing unfulfilled needs that contributes to 
increasing their ability to influence both society 
and their own lives (Lindberg, 2018). 
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INDIVIDUAL EMPOWERMENT 
Empowerment on the individual level is seen as 
an identity empowerment. The aim is to change 
a negative self-perception based on experienc-
es with oppression, powerlessness and learned 
helplessness into a more positive and resource-
ful self-perception. With reference to Michel Fou-
cault (1986), individual empowerment can be 
seen as a conflict between “the picture I have of 
myself” and “the picture others have of me”. This 
level contains individual’s right to name their own 
reality and to decide and do what they want with 
their lives. The purpose is for individuals to (re-)
gain power over their own lives. Zimmerman sees 
individual empowerment as a psychological em-
powerment that “includes beliefs about one´s 
competence, efforts to exert control and an un-
derstanding of the socio-political environment” 
(Zimmerman, 2000: 46).

GROUPS AND EMPOWERMENT
Empowerment on the group level is seen as a 
strength empowerment. By joining a group, indi-
viduals have the opportunity to share their experi-
ences with others who are in the same or a similar 
situation. The empowerment here can be identi-
fied on several levels: when sharing your problems 
and needs with others, the personal, individual 
aspect in some sense becomes public; members 
of the group can help each other with mutual sup-
port; and the group can be helpful in preventing 
problem-solving and solutions being decided by 
service providers rather than the people involved. 

When working with empowerment, the group’s 
goal is for participants, who share the same con-
ditions, to experience the fact that joint action can 
create change (Lundemark Andersen et al., 2000: 
110).
There are some necessary competences that 
need to be developed when working with group 
empowerment. The members of the group must 
develop skills to enter a group relationship, to de-
velop the dialectic in the group and to create and 
strengthen social supporting networks. 

ORGANISATIONS AND EMPOWERMENT
Organisations are an important factor in our 
everyday lives. They frame our life world (education, 
health, work etc.) and in modern societies they are 
often regarded as instruments to solve problems 
(Pohlmann, 2016: 13). Social service provision is 
tied closely to organisations, which are usually the 
means by which such provision is delivered. Finan-
cial pressures and new management ideas around 
centralising, scaling up and growth have impacted 
on social service providers, often leading to them 
becoming uniform with strict hierarchies and dis-
empowering regimes for staff and service users. 
Each organisation is “unique with its own culture, 
environment and web of living individuals” (Mc-
Millan in Beresford, 2016: 340). Organisational cul-
tures and their values form systems of belief that 
attach meaning to the work delivered by staff and 
the services received by users. These belief sys-
tems support socially accepted, taken-for-grant-
ed concepts of “users” that often are deficit-ori-

DIFFERENT LEVELS OF EMPOWERMENT
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entated and manifest disempowerment regimes. 
Such organisational belief systems have devel-
oped over many years and shape the identity and 
behaviour of staff and users, and therefore are 
very resistant to change. 
But environmental pressures (demographic, 
f inancial, political etc.), increasingly self-asser-
tive service users and a growing number of us-
er-led organisations underline the necessity for 
change. One element of change can be seen in 
professional and user collaboration. The weav-
ing of user involvement, experience and knowl-
edge into service design and delivery demands 
that staff and management engage in critical 
reflection in order to establish participatory and 
empowering organisational structures. Service 
users not only articulate critiques of existing or-
ganisational practices but also offer their solu-
tions to overcoming barriers faced by collabora-
tive approaches. Collaborative practice changes 
the role and perspective of staff and manage-
ment, enriching rather than diminishing their 
professional identity. Supported by “experts of 
experience”, social service provider staff extend 
their task portfolio (becoming facilitators, men-
tors, supporters and so on) and acquire new or 
deepen existing competences (communication, 
networking, cooperation, critical reflection). In 
order to accommodate empowered staff, organ-
isational set-ups need to be reviewed: empow-
erment needs to be embedded in structures, 
processes and practice (Laloux, 2015: 139; The-
unissen, 2009: 96). For instance, organisations, 
including service providers, have to rearrange 
their workflows, reallocate their resources, cre-
ate spaces for critical reflection and dialogue, 
initiate communities of inquiry and rethink de-
cision-making processes (Reason & McArdel in 
Cummings, 2008: 123–135).
Thus, power, which is usually connected to hier-
archies and management, becomes less relevant 
or redundant. For Theunissen, empowerment is 
professional practice which is ready to give up its 
traditional hierarchical, paternalistic dimension of 
work for processes of bargaining and negotiating, 
joint explorations and discoveries (Theunissen, 
2009: 29). Professional expertise understood as the 
only way of knowing and the right way of design-
ing and delivering services becomes obsolete. In 
their reflections, Beresford (2016: 341) and Laloux 
(2015) doubt that empowered social practice can 
actually thrive in traditionally organised organisa-
tional formats. They argue for more diversity in or-

ganisational forms, which may lead to a growth of 
empowered and empowering organisations. 

SOCIETY AND EMPOWERMENT
To bring about change is one of the objectives 
of empowerment; and if change is meant to be 
sustainable, it needs to be owned by people. This 
assumption is related not only to the personal but 
also to the other three levels (group, organisation-
al and societal) we look at in this handbook. The 
personal, group, organisational and societal levels 
interact, and on the societal level empowerment 
addresses wider structural and political dimen-
sions. “The personal is political” was a slogan of 
the women’s movement in the 1960s and 1970s, 
and its relevance still shows in political social pol-
icy planning, which is often blind or unreceptive 
to people’s needs. Voicing users’ needs and per-
sonal matters, and advocating, is a process that 
user-led organisations take into the public and 
political arenas. This “going public” (for example, 
people with physical disabilities blocking access 
to public buildings, such as local council offices, 
because they have no ramps for wheel chairs) 
illustrates the interdependence of the personal 
and the political spheres. 
For the UK, Beresford states that “mainstream so-
cial policy is still frequently administrative in its 
nature, charting policy developments and legisla-
tion, framing them in its own ‘expert’ theorising, 
offering its own recipes for solution” (Beresford, 
2016: 359). This observation applies to many coun-
tries, and it indicates that experiential knowledge 
and user perspectives are not yet part of social 
policy design. Empowered or participatory social 
policy has its roots in different types of knowledge 
and ways of understanding; furthermore, it needs 
innovative design and implementation process-
es that involve service users at an analytic, struc-
tural and socio-political level. Thus, the struggle 
of many user-led organisations for the assertion 
of individual social (welfare) rights is not only a 
struggle for social policies that are user-orient-
ed but also fosters a new approach to innovative 
kinds of analysis, evaluation and theory (cf. the 
emergence of “mad studies” in Canada and oth-
er countries in Beresford, 2016: 350). Zimmerman 
(2000:  58) concludes that empowerment “con-
nects individual well-being with the larger social 
and political environment, and suggests that 
people need opportunities to become active in 
community decision-making in order to improve 
their lives, organisations and communities.”
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A wish  
of creating 
change  

(The process)

To act in  
another way  
as before  

(The product)

Knowledge

Realizing

Learning

Competences

EMPOWERMENT: AN OPEN PROCESS OF CHANGE

Working with empowerment in a professional 
context will always be an unpredictable process 
where the service provider needs to adopt a hum-
ble and respectful attitude. Empowerment starts 
with people’s wishes, needs and dreams to make 
a change in their lives. A crucial point in empower-
ment is that you cannot empower others; people 
can only empower themselves. In the same way,  
people must re-conquer power in their lives;
 
Fig. 2 Empowerment – an open process of change.

power cannot be given to them. In order to sup-
port people to act in a different, more liberat-
ing way, the service provider must build an en-
vironment based on opportunities for increased 
knowledge, self-realisation, learning and compe-
tences, and must have the professional courage 
to work in an open and unpredictable way. The 
elements of the open process is shown in figure 2:

EMPOWERMENT IN SEMPRE 

In remote regions that are not well connected 
to urban centres and strongly affected by demo-
graphic change, the social service infrastructure 
is often poor and deteriorating further. The basic 
hypothesis of SEMPRE was that empowering us-
ers of services will help to improve social services 
in these areas.
For the purposes of SEMPRE, we define empow-
erment as a process that enables service users 
to develop their confidence and innate poten-
tial, and to build the capacity to take control 
of their lives and circumstances by playing an 
active part in the design and delivery of social 
service solutions. Empowerment in this sense is 
seen as a process and desirable outcome that en-
ables social services to be designed and delivered 
in a way that better meets service users’ needs.

The concept of empowerment deployed by 
SEMPRE is based on processes whereby peo-
ple who are in a weak position can acquire the 
strength and power to take control over their own 
lives by handling the material, structural, social 
and cultural factors that keep them in a power-
less and oppressed position (Elstad & Johanssen, 
2017). Defined in this way, empowerment is at the 
same time a process and a product; that is, work-
ing with empowerment makes the service users 
realise their situation, and they learn and gain 
competences in order to change their life situa-
tion (see figure 2). This understanding of empow-
erment indicates there are different dimensions 
that interact, communicate and need to be con-
sidered if empowerment is to realise its full po-
tential: empowerment impacts on the individual, 
group, organisational and societal dimensions. 

© Gundi Schrötter Johannsen
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03 
The SEMPRE project logic 
The idea and set-up of the SEMPRE project mir-
rored the different levels of empowerment intro-
duced previously in this handbook. The starting 
point for developing new or improving existing so-
cial services is clearly the users’ needs. Each of the 
partner organisations therefore decided on be-
tween one and three user groups that they want-
ed to work with. They engaged these groups in an 
empowerment-based service development pro-
cess, thereby addressing the individual and group 
levels of empowerment (read more about the dif-
ferent levels of empowerment in chapter 02). Local 

social service providers were also involved in this 
process, and they also participated in pilot em-
powerment training conducted by the SEMPRE 
partners. These trainings addressed the organi-
sational level and are supported by the organisa-
tional roadmap, another SEMPRE project output. 
And finally, the service development process was 
accompanied by local and regional networking 
and communication with public and private ac-
tors as well as civil society, covering the societal 
level of empowerment.

THE SERVICE DEVELOPMENT PROCESS IN THE  
SEMPRE PROJECT

At the outset of the project, it was envisaged that 
an empowerment-based service development 
process would follow a rather linear approach 
comprising three distinct stages (see figure 3):
1. Needs assessment: Gathering service users in 
a group setting and working out and prioritising 
their service needs and wishes in a participatory 
manner.
2. Service design: Developing ideas for new social 
services that address the needs compiled in stage 
1, initiating user-driven “micro projects” that have 
the aim of delivering these new services.
3. Entrepreneurial support for micro projects: 
Assisting and consulting the initiators of the mi-
cro projects in finding the right organisational 

format (e.g. social enterprise, cooperative, NGO) 
and setting up a business plan, enabling the mi-
cro projects to operate independently and with-
out external financing in the long run.
This service development process was to be car-
ried out by the SEMPRE partners in distinct lo-
cal settings, involving members of vulnerable 
groups as well as local social service providers. 
The SEMPRE partners’ task was to facilitate this 
process and moderate between service providers 
and users. For this purpose, they tested a varie-
ty of “empowerment tools” that are presented in 
this handbook.
Micro projects (see definition below) were re-
garded as the key outcome of this process. The 

Micro projects are defined in SEMPRE as small-scale initiatives at the local level 
that aim to improve the living situations of members of disadvantaged target groups. 
To be considered as a micro project in SEMPRE, initiatives must fulfil the following 
criteria:

• They must be initiated at least partly by service users (members of a disadvantaged group).
• They must react to specific needs of this disadvantaged group.
• They must deliver a service that was not previously available or follow a newly developed  

approach. 
The service users thus become co-producers of social services, while the traditional social service 
providers act as facilitators rather than drivers of this process.
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expectation was that in the best-case scenario, a 
micro project might end up becoming a service 
user cooperative or a social enterprise run joint-
ly by service users and service providers. In some 
cases, this expectation became reality (see the ex-
ample of the tailors’ cooperative on page 18). But 
many other micro projects did not reach this level 
of maturity within the project’s lifetime of three 
years. As might be expected, turning service us-
ers into social entrepreneurs is an endeavour that 
requires time and resources. 

Moreover, it turned out that the service devel-
opment process did not always follow the linear 
structure described above. Sometimes, estab-
lished social service providers adopted ideas that 

Fig. 3 SEMPRE project logic.

were elaborated in stages 1 and 2, to improve their 
service portfolio and offer more targeted services 
to user groups. In other cases, it turned out that 
it was enough to bring individuals in contact with 
each other, as they developed informal self-help 
initiatives that provided ad hoc, low-threshold 
solutions to service user needs.

Even though these types of outcome of the ser-
vice development process did not fulfil our own 
criteria for micro projects, we considered them 
very valuable results of the SEMPRE project. To-
gether with the “proper” micro projects, they 
build up social capital (i.e. networks, relationships 
and trust among actors) in rural areas and im-
prove the life circumstances of vulnerable groups.

© REM Consult



Tailors’ cooperative: a micro project from Luleå, Sweden

The timeline below illustrates the process 
by which a tailors’ cooperative was devel-
oped in Luleå, northern Sweden, from day 
one. The process started by establishing a 
Local Empowerment Network consisting of 
different stakeholders with a mutual interest 
in supporting migrants on their way towards 
self-sufficiency and employment (September 
2016). This was followed by the needs assess-
ment of a group of migrant women (Feb-
ruary 2017) and developing ideas for a joint 
service or project development. One of the 
women’s ideas for a potential future activity 
was to start up their own business in handi
crafts or sewing. By a lucky coincidence, 
Coompanion Norrbotten (a SEMPRE project 
partner providing business advisory services) 
was approached by a local tailor, who

suggested they start up a tailor cooperative 
together (March 2017). Over the next four 
months, Coompanion Norrbotten facilitated 
a series of meetings where a business plan 
was developed together with the migrant 
women and the local tailor, and assisted 
in looking for partners and financing. The 
tailors’ cooperative started up as a micro 
project with financial and other support 
(e.g. marketing) provided by the stakehold-
ers from the Local Empowerment Network, 
Luleå municipality and the Swedish Public 
Employment Service. The cooperative now 
employs six people and is run and developed 
by the end users with continuous support 
provided by the mentors, including educa-
tion on social entrepreneurship.

Fig. 4 The process of creating a Tailors’ cooperative.
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Example of an LEN in Liepaja, Latvia 
by Martin Urdze

Who are the actors in your LEN and what are their motives for being 
involved? 
“Our LEN in Liepaja, Latvia, brings together representatives from differ-
ent NGOs and local government institutions that work with people with 
disabilities or are interested in supporting them. In our LEN we have rep-
resentatives from four local authority social services, the University of Liepaja 
and the support groups we have initiated. Journalists and politicians have also 
taken part. We meet in a big group every three or four months. We have also smaller meetings 
in the region with the leaders of the support groups for people with disabilities. It is an open 
network where the participants take part depending on their time and interest.”

“The LEN is a forum where it’s possible to meet people who are working in different organisa-
tions and contexts. The LEN offers our support groups the opportunity to present their achieve-
ments or difficulties to a wider public. It is important for them that somebody shows interest in 
the work they do and that they can learn from each other.”

What have been the main benefits and challenges of cooperation within the framework of 
LEN, in your opinion? 
“The LEN has helped the participants to get to know each other and share activities. Also, the 
LEN offers a different view of social work, where the service users have a much bigger role 
than in their everyday working context. One challenge is that many social service providers 
do not see any opportunity to change the consumer mindset of service users in their own 
work and are simply tired of the negative attitudes from service users that they experience 
in their own institutional settings. We’ve tried to engage in some bigger issues as well, for ex-
ample we invited representatives from the local transport company to speak about problems 
people with disabilities experience when using public transport. Unfortunately, we didn’t get 
very far because of legal issues that can only be solved on the national level.”

How will the cooperation continue after the end of the project?
“The LEN will continue to meet regularly. One idea is for other organisations to host meet-
ings, not just the Diaconal Centre Liepaja.”

INVOLVING STAKEHOLDERS THROUGH LOCAL EMPOWERMENT 
NETWORKS 

this reason the LENs were based locally, either in a 
local or county council.
Employees of one or several partner organisations 
who operate in a particular location coordinate the 
LEN and assume the role of facilitator in the service 
development process and the testing of the em-
powerment tools. Each of the LENs concentrates on 
one or several disadvantaged groups. Together with 
the service users, LEN staff identified service users’ 
service needs and ideas and developed micro pro-
jects with the support of the empowerment tools.

To facilitate the service development project, each 
SEMPRE project partner created one or several Lo-
cal Empowerment Networks (LENs) consisting of 
representatives from social service providers, public 
authorities, and private and third-sector actors. The 
task of the LEN was to bring together service-user 
representatives and the public and private service 
providers, and to test the empowerment tools in 
practice. The fact that direct communication be-
tween these different actors was possible on a reg-
ular basis was an important success factor, and for 
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Overall, 16 LENs were established in different Bal-
tic Sea Region countries. Each of these LENs fo-
cused on a particular service user group, and be-

tween 5 and 20 local social service providers and 
other stakeholders were involved in each LEN.

Table 1 An overview of established LENs, their service user groups and the project partners involved 

LEN location Service user group Project partner involved

County of Dithmarschen, town 
of Meldorf (DE)

Single parents Diaconie of Schleswig-Holstein

County of Plön (DE) Long-term unemployed and their families KDA/Nordkirche

County of Nordfriesland (DE) Migrants and refugees Academy of Economics  
Schleswig-Holstein

City of Vaasa, region of  
Ostrobothnia and Turku  
area (FI)

Older adults (65+) Novia University of Applied 
Sciences

Kokkola and Pietersaari 
local authority areas (FI)

Unemployed migrants Kokkola University Consor-
tium

Liepaja and surrounding 
counties (LV)

People with disabilities Diaconal Centre Liepaja

Cities of Pagegiai and  
Jurbarkas (LT)

1. People suffering from addiction diseases 
(Pagegiai)
2. Single parents (Jurbarkas)

Lutheran Diaconia

Counties of Võru, Põlva,  
Viljandi and Harku  
county (EE)

Harkujärve community church (strengthen-
ing community coherence); godparents

Estonian Evangelical Lutheran 
Church

Counties of East Viru, West 
Viru, Järva and Harku (EE)

Families with children with special needs and 
very old or ill patients in hospitals. Ex-prisoners

Foundation for Social Action

Ryczywół (PL) Rural youth (11–25+) The Foundation for Lifelong 
Learning PERITIA

Cities of Övertorneå and 
Luleå (SE)

Migrants with a permanent residence permit Coompanion Norrbotten

City of Luleå and Boden 
local authority area (SE)

Young refugees, asylum seekers and young 
people with mental and physical disabilities

Sunderby Folk High School

Varde & Tønder local authority 
areas (DK)

Refugees/migrants University College South 
Denmark

Vidzeme county (LV) Disadvantaged youth, lonely parents, people 
with intellectual disabilities

Vidzeme University of Ap-
plied Sciences
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04 
The empowerment tools 
WHAT DO WE MEAN BY EMPOWERMENT 
TOOLS? 
The empowerment tools in this handbook are 
the means and methods to involve service users 
actively in the design, development and delivery 
of a new or improved social service. The empow-
erment tools strengthen the interaction between 
the providers and service users, with the aim of 
developing innovative or improved social ser-
vices. The process of mobilising and engaging 
service users to take an active part in service de-
velopment contributes to boosting their self-con-
fidence and building their knowledge and com-
petences. It also enables them to take part in 
developing project ideas and, even more impor-
tantly, bringing these ideas to fruition. The em-
powerment tools primarily address the individual 
and group level of empowerment (you can read 
more about this in Chapter 2).

Based on the SEMPRE project’s approach, the 
empowerment tools introduced in this handbook 
are divided into two broad categories or stages:

(i) Needs assessment – determining service needs 
in a way that promotes the active involvement of 
service users and allows them to articulate their 
needs themselves instead of prescribing what is 
considered best for them 

(ii) Service design – encouraging service provid
ers and service users to step outside their usual 
thought patterns and work together in order 
to create new ideas that meet concrete social 
needs, and to initiate resourceful relations, net-
works and cooperation.

This chapter presents an overview of the select-
ed empowerment tools that have been tested 
by the SEMPRE project partners and found most 
useful in the context of the Local Empowerment 
Networks and micro projects. Please note that 
the list of tools presented in this chapter is not 
exhaustive. The descriptions are intended to in-
troduce tools and techniques rather than provide 
“the definitive explanation” on how to use them. 
The partners’ feedback, tips and lessons learned 
in the process of applying these tools have been 
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Purpose of the 
empowerment 
tool

Stage of the 
social service 
innovation  
process *

Description Level of  
empowerment

Methods  
(examples of  
the tools)

Needs assessment 
of service users

Early stage, contin-
uously repeated

Individuals are 
asked to identify 
their needs for a 
social service and 
to assess the exist-
ing challenges they 
experience 

Individual and 
group level

• Future Workshop
• Backpack method
• Focus group 

interviews
• Problem and 

Solution Tree 
• Kitchen Talks 

(Participatory 
Rapid Appraisal)

Service design (e.g. 
idea development 
and design of a 
new service/pro-
ject)

After the needs 
assessment and at 
later stages of the 
service develop-
ment process

Stimulating the 
development of 
new ideas for social 
services, innovative 
means of social 
service delivery or 
adaptation of exist-
ing services

Individual and 
group level

• Theory of Change
• Business Model 

Canvas
• Double Diamond

* Note: There is no clear-cut division between different stages of the service design process. The distinction 
between the stages of service innovation is made for the purpose of a better understanding of the process. In 
real-life situations, the application of empowerment tools may cut across different purposes and stages of a 
service development process. For instance, the Theory of Change method may already be used in the needs 
assessment stage. Similarly, the Problem Tree might turn into a Solution Tree in the service design stage. In 
general, working with the empowerment tools should be seen as an integrated process where different tools 
can be used to achieve different purposes at different times depending on the context. 

documented in order to provide useful insights 
and learning for a wider audience of social ser-
vice providers. 
You may need to customise the tools for your 
organisational context. In some cases, it may be 

advisable to apply several needs assessment or 
service design tools, or to combine different ele-
ments of various tools to better suit the purpose. 
You may come back to using some of the tools, 
for example in order to refine the goals, address 
the risks, reassess the service users’ needs or 
improve the project plan. You may also skip the 
needs assessment phase and start with service 
design tools if it is considered more appropriate 
in a specific context. 

Table 2 Overview and a short description of the empowerment tools
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(i)   TOOLS FOR NEEDS ASSESSMENT 

In order to develop and provide services that are 
meaningful (i.e. they meet the actual needs of 
the service-user groups), effective (i.e. they im-
prove the life situation of the service user) and 
cost-eff icient, it is important that service provid-
ers have a clear picture of the real needs of dis-
advantaged groups, and update and revise this 
picture constantly. Too often, services are based 
on traditional and outdated assumptions about 
the situation of disadvantaged groups rather 
than a dialogue with the users of the services. 
Participatory forms of needs assessment not only 
provide for better communication between ser-
vice providers and service users, but also give the 
members of the disadvantaged groups the feel-
ing that they are being acknowledged and taken 
seriously. Changing their needs assessment rou-
tines also allows service providers to tap into new 
sources of ideas for innovative social services and 
forms of delivery. 

Performing a needs assessment is helpful for 
testing the assumptions of the service providers 
about the needs of the service users, or for prior-
itising needs in order of relevance. This process 
helps to build trust and develop relationships 
with the service-user groups. 

“Needs assessment helps to 
recognise the heterogene-
ity of service users, and the 
significance of the back-
ground and experiences 
that they bring with them.”

Doris Scheer, project leader,  
Diaconie of Schleswig- 
Holstein, Germany

One user of the social service, who participated in 
the needs assessment process in 2017, said: 
“It is important for me that the initiative and top-
ics come from the group. It was a very important 
point for me to be able to contribute.” 
One of the lessons the SEMPRE project partners 
learned was that needs assessment is a continu-
ous process and should be implemented several 

times throughout the service development pro-
cess. It may take some time for the group to real-
ise and formulate their needs. Also, it is likely that 
some of the participants and thus the needs of 
the group may change. 

 “Before we started the 
needs assessment pro-
cess we expected that we 
would know the needs 
of the service users. Our 
expectations have been 
met – the service provid-
ers knew about the needs 
of the single parents. But 
single parents asked for 
more flexible services than 
service providers can offer 
today.”

Cläre McDaniel, a project  
partner from the Diaconie of 
Schleswig-Holstein, Germany

Another lesson was that it may be helpful to com-
bine different tools and methods of working (e.g. 
in groups and on an individual basis) in order to 
gain a deeper understanding of the service users’ 
needs (see the example from Denmark on page 
35).

The project partners have tested a number of 
needs assessment tools, on their own and in 
combination. The most popular ones – the Future 
Workshop, the Backpack method, Focus group 
interview, Kitchen Talks (part of the Participatory 
Rapid Appraisal) and Problem and Solution Tree – 
will be described below. 
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Tool 1.1   The Future Workshop

The Future Workshop is a method that was devel-
oped by Robert Jungk in the 1970s with the idea 
of increasing people’s participation in solving 
collective or shared problems. It allows a group 
of people to discover what an ideal future might 
look like and enables them to develop new ideas 
or solutions to jointly defined needs, problems or 
challenges.
Future Workshops are held in groups with a 
trained moderator or facilitator. The Future Work-
shop is composed of three phases: (i) the prob-
lem phase; (ii) the fantasy phase; and (iii) the 
realisation/visionary phase. The problem phase 
is intended to identify the problems and needs, 
while the fantasy and realisation phases are used 
for generating ideas and possible solutions to 
meeting the needs. The Future Workshop meth-
od can therefore be used both for needs assess-
ment (problem phase) and as a service develop-
ment tool (the fantasy and realisation phases). 
These are often complemented by a preliminary 
preparation phase and a subsequent trial phase. 
The workshop starts with a short presentation 
by the facilitator, outlining ground rules and the 
schedule for the workshop. Participants are then 
put into smaller groups, preferably with a good 
and mix of people. Each group is given paper or 
post-its on which to write their ideas. The partic-
ipants first consider the issue on their own, tak-
ing notes, and the ideas are then organised into 
groups based on their similarity.
In the fantasy phase the focus shifts from the 
problem to the solution, with each small group 
brainstorming about desires and dreams for the 
future in regard to the common problem/issue. 

The central question is: “What would you do if 
there were no restrictions in terms of resources 
and opportunities?” The ideas are then evaluated 
and prioritised. In the realisation phase the most 
promising ideas are selected and an action plan 
for realising the vision is made (Vidal, 2006).

“The Future Workshop tool 
is very suitable for carry-
ing out needs assessment. 
At the end of the process, 
you get concrete results 
on which further work can 
be built. We presented 
the results to some social 
service providers in our 
network and received a lot 
of positive feedback. The 
participants of the Future 
Workshop were involved in 
the presentation.”

Maike Hagemann-Schilling, 
LEN coordinator in the County 
of Plön, Germany

Read more at: Finland Futures Research Centre 
(2014)2

Needs assessment	 Service design

• Complexity: Low–medium
• Time required: Preparation – several hours to several days; implementation – 3 hours to 1 day
• Size of the group: 10–20 participants
• Skills needed by facilitator: Training and knowledge about the tool/flexibility/ability to sim-

plify; some prior knowledge and insight about the end users’ group and their challenge
• Used with target groups in SEMPRE: Refugees and migrants, older adults, single parents, 

people with addictions

https://www.utu.fi/fi/yksikot/ffrc/kehittamispalvelut/futuresfocus/Documents/futures-workshops.pdf
https://www.utu.fi/fi/yksikot/ffrc/kehittamispalvelut/futuresfocus/Documents/futures-workshops.pdf
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EXAMPLE OF HOW THE FUTURE WORKSHOP 
TOOL WAS APPLIED IN ÖVERTORNEÅ, SWE-
DEN

The Future Workshop was chosen as a method for 
identifying the needs of migrants in Övertorneå, 
Sweden. There were 13 service users participating 
in the workshop, as well as five local service pro-
viders, one language teacher, one interpreter and 
two SEMPRE team members who acted as facil-
itators. For needs assessment purposes, only the 
problem phase of the Future Workshop was used, 
which took approximately four hours.
The participants were put into groups depend-
ing on their native language. There was one lo-
cal service provider in each group taking notes. 
The interpreter knew several of the languages 
being spoken and supported the discussions in 
the groups and in the plenary. The fact that the 
service users had met before facilitated the im-
plementation of the workshop, as they felt more 
comfortable sharing their stories and needs. The 
needs that the participants rated the highest 
were those concerning language, health, intern-
ship and education, and the ability to get/feel 
motivated.

FEEDBACK FROM THE SEMPRE PROJECT PARTNERS ON THE FUTURE WORKSHOP METHOD

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

+ Suitable for a group of people who are meeting for 
the first time and who share a common problem 
or issue to be solved or addressed

+ Saves time in comparison to individual interviews
+ Good for generating ideas, seeking possible new 

directions and collecting images of the future
+ It is a flexible tool (e.g. you can choose to use just 

one or two of the phases)
+ The tool is easy to understand and explain

– Time-consuming
– Requires good language skills; may be difficult to 

use with migrants and refugees
– Requires a trained moderator

“One thing that could have been done differently was to give more space 
for reflection and analysis and to make sure that we (the facilitators) have 
interpreted and summarised the end users’ thoughts correctly before we 
ask them to select and prioritise among the identified needs.”

Helen Nilsson, a project partner from Coompanion Nord, Sweden
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Tool 1.2   The Backpack method

The Backpack method is a tool that helps a group 
of people to reflect on the resources available to 
an individual (human, social, economic) and his/
her challenges (internal and external), now and in 
the past. 
The group is given backpacks and asked to name 
a few things they would like to put into a back-
pack, including things that are appreciated from 
the past and can be taken into the future. They 

Needs assessment	 Service design

• Complexity: Low
• Time required: Preparation and implementation – 1 working day or 3–10 group meetings
• Skills needed by facilitator: Flexibility, understanding of group processes
• Used with target groups in SEMPRE: Refugees, migrants 
• Other: Requires a backpack

also name some things they would like to take 
out of it  – things that are not so useful and can 
be left behind. This method helps to reveal: what 
the desired future looks like; how the things in 
the backpack can be used; what things should 
be left out; and what needs to be added (e.g. re-
lationships, education, material resources, social 
support).

EXAMPLE OF HOW THE BACKPACK TOOL 
WAS APPLIED IN KOKKOLA, FINLAND 
The Backpack method was chosen as a tool for 
identifying the needs of a group of young refu-
gees in Kokkola, Finland. The group met once 
a week for five weeks, each meeting lasting for 
about two hours. A five-day workshop can be car-
ried out in one day if the group knows each other 
prior to the meeting.

FEEDBACK FROM THE SEMPRE PROJECT PARTNERS ON THE BACKPACK METHOD

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

+ Gives a deep understanding of the individual’s 
needs and their context

+ Enables different time frames (from a single meet-
ing to weekly or monthly group meetings over six 
months)

+ Helps to bring to light group members’ compe-
tences and skills that may be valuable if they are 
also involved in service design

+ It gives everyone the space they need
+ Good for building trust in a group and getting to 

know each other
+ Enables building a positive narrative for the future

– May be difficult in a larger group
– Moderator needs to express sensitivity to past trau-

mas (when working with migrants and refugees in 
particular)

First meeting: The Backpack method was intro-
duced and explained to the group, and back-
packs were handed out to the participants. The 
main focus of the first meeting was on getting 
to know each other and building trust. The more 
homogenous the group is, the easier it is to build 
trust and delve deeper during the process. Ho-
mogeneity may mean education, language and 
ethnicity. The moderator asked each participant 
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to bring something positive/negative from their 
past to the next meeting (for example, an object, 
an image, something written or a drawing). 

Second meeting: All participants were given 
space to tell the group something about their 
past and what they needed to take into the future 
with them. It was possible for them to keep some 
things private; not everything needed to be said 
out loud. Some things could be kept in the back-
pack. Creating a safe atmosphere was crucial. 

Third meeting: Each participant was asked to 
reflect on their current situation (social rela-
tions, support, health condition, leisure activities, 
school/education, etc.) in terms of pros and cons, 
and what was in the backpack: how light/heavy 
was the backpack? At this point, participants 
were starting to think about their future plans.

Fourth meeting: Each participant began to de-
velop concrete future plans. This process started 
with them reflecting on their own wishes and 
dreams. It was important to emphasise that atten-
tion should be paid to their own wishes and not 
those of their parents or community. After that, 
the concrete tools were gathered in the backpack 
(relationships, education, support, skills, etc.). 

Fifth meeting: In this session, the group reflect-
ed on the process by looking at what the back-
pack included. It was still possible to add/take out 
something. The entire group was asked to sup-
port this. 

The key questions that the refugees were asked 
during the meetings were:
• What things in your backpack have you taken 

from your home country? Show some of these 
that are important for you. (These could also be 
symbolic, ideas etc.)

• What would you pack in your backpack today? 
What are you collecting now/what is important 
for you now? 

• What do you need for your future? 
• What will you be in five or ten years? 
• What is stopping you from realising your plan?

“The overall feedback from the participants was very positive because 
the method is concrete. Support from the other participants is seen as 
important and encouraging. The method also enabled us to identify 
needs and possibilities that had not come to mind earlier.”

Kati Turtiainen, a project partner from Kokkola University Consortium 
Chydenius, Finland
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Tool 1.3   Focus group interview

Focus groups are group interviews, typically in-
cluding six to ten participants who share a similar 
background. It is a method that has been much 
used in marketing (to understand customers) and 
in research and social work. Focus groups are led 
by a trained moderator who leads the discussion 
without interfering too much. The moderator fol-
lows a guide rather than conducting an interview 
as such (Greenbaum, 1998). Those participating 
in focus group interviews are selected because 
they are knowledgeable and have something to 
say about the topic. It is therefore not only about 
getting a representative selection. The advantag-
es of focus groups include that you can interview 
many people at the same time, you get to hear 
different views and you can make participant 

observations (Rabiee, 2004). Challenges include 
steering the group so that everyone gets the 
chance to talk and to keep the group “on track”. 
The role of the moderator in focus groups differs 
between research and social work contexts. In 
social work, the moderator can be seen more as 
a helper or mediator rather than a data gather-
er. The moderator has an important role and it is 
therefore advisable to have an assistant moderator 
as well, if possible (Gaižauskaitė, 2012). In order to 
prepare the participants, it is helpful for them to be 
given some written questions in advance that can 
guide the discussions. It can also be a good idea 
to tell them beforehand how long the process will 
take and not to exceed a maximum of two hours, 
as participants will be less attentive after that.

Needs assessment	 Service design

• Complexity: Medium
• Time required: 90–120 minutes
• Size of the group: 6–10 participants
• Skills needed by facilitator: Moderating skills
• Used with target groups in SEMPRE: People with disabilities, ex-prisoners, single parents

FEEDBACK FROM THE SEMPRE PROJECT PARTNERS ON THE FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

+ Multiple people can be interviewed at once
+ Can help in prioritising identified needs 
+ People feel encouraged to speak when there are 

others who have similar problems/issues
+ Requires little time

– Getting information from the group can be chal-
lenging if the discussion diverts from the original 
theme

– Participants may not feel comfortable sharing 
sensitive information or views in a group, especially 
if they do not know each other

– Requires a skilled facilitator who is able to main-
tain structure and control throughout the process

EXAMPLE OF HOW THE FOCUS GROUP TOOL 
WAS APPLIED IN SOUTH-WEST LATVIA 
Focus groups were used as a needs assessment 
tool by the Diaconal Centre in Liepaja, which 
works with people with disabilities in south-west 

Latvia. People with disabilities are often very iso-
lated because of accessibility problems and the 
distance from their home to the nearest town or 
village. The first challenge was therefore how to 
gather together the service users. By contacting 
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local service providers and working with NGOs 
and parishes, the Diaconal Centre managed to 
reach service users and arrange for their partici
pation in a conference and focus group. In total, 
four focus group interviews were held in different 
localities. 
The focus group interview started with discus-
sions about living conditions, obstacles faced by 
participants, and what could be done to improve 
their lives. One common need that was highlight-
ed was the desire to meet other people and have 
a place where they felt welcomed. As a result of 
the focus group, five support groups were formed 
(this was one of SEMPRE’s micro projects). Most of 
the support groups now meet once a month and 
have started doing different activities together.
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Tool 1.4   Problem and Solution Tree  
(part of the Logical Framework Approach)

The Problem and Solution Tree method forms a 
part of the Logical Framework Approach method. 
The “problem tree” is the first phase, during 
which understanding of the problems and their 
causes is developed. The facilitator puts the au-
dience into smaller groups in order to discuss 
the causes and consequences of the problems 
from the perspective of the service users. The re-
sults are written down on post-it notes. One note 
stands for each cause and consequence. 
All notes are stuck on a wall to create a “problem 
tree”. The roots, written as negatives, are the caus-
es of the problem; the leaves are the consequences 
of the problem; and the problem itself forms the 
trunk of the tree. For example, “a decreasing popu-

lation in rural areas” can be identified as a problem; 
“lack of job opportunities” and “unsatisfactory in-
frastructure” as the causes; and “lower tax income” 
and “brain drain” as some of the consequences.
The tree is used to visualise how causes and prob-
lems are connected. It helps to develop a better 
understanding of complex life situations and the 
context in which a project is to occur. It also helps 
to illustrate the fact that in order to be able to 
solve a problem, its roots need to be addressed – 
the causes of the problem. 
Once the problem and its causes are identified, 
the focus shifts toward the next phase – the solu-
tions. The “solution tree” aims to develop alterna-
tive approaches to achieving a desired change.

Needs assessment	 Service design

• Complexity: Low-medium
• Time required: Preparation – 1 hour; implementation and evaluation – 2.5 – 3 hours
• Number of participants: 10–20
• Skills needed by facilitator: Moderation skills
• Used with target groups in SEMPRE: Single parents

FEEDBACK FROM THE SEMPRE PROJECT PARTNERS ON THE PROBLEM AND SOLUTION 
TREE METHOD

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

+ Good visual expression of problems and solutions – 
has a symbolic meaning

+ Good for initiating reflection, debate and sharing
+ Helps in networking and forming alliances
+ Easily adaptable to different participants
+ Each branch can be developed into its own tree in 

follow-up workshops

– Needs two good moderators who are able to shift 
the two groups of participants from thinking about 
“problems” to thinking about “solutions”.

EXAMPLE OF HOW THE PROBLEM AND 
SOLUTION TREE TOOL WAS APPLIED IN 
DITHMARSCHEN, GERMANY 
A LEN working with single parents, in Dithmar-
schen district, Germany, deployed the Problem 
and Solution Tree at the outset of the SEMPRE 

process in the region. This tool had been chosen 
carefully in order to generate the best possible 
results, to visualise problems and solutions in an 
appealing and immediate way, to share respon-
sibilities and to carry on working with the re-
sults. The Problem and Solution Tree reflects the 
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The problem and solution tree developed during the workshop Photo: © Wiebke Hinz

SEMPRE approach, which aims to concentrate on 
solutions, not on deficits. 
Based on the results of a previous research pro-
ject on single parents, the LEN coordinators fo-
cused their problems/solution questions around 
the life-world dimension of “health”:
• What effects does the social status of “single 

parent” have on the health and well-being of 
single parents?

• What can we identify as the elements that have 
a negative impact on the health and well-being 
of single parents?

• What does it take to improve the well-being of 
single parents?

• How can we support stability and reliance as 
relevant stress-reducing factors in single par-
ents’ lives?

A group of 30 people was split into four subgroups 
and each concentrated on one question, taking 
45 minutes to discuss problems and solutions and 
make notes on flipcharts. After this reflection and 
discussion session, the flipcharts were displayed in 
the conference room and the major points were 
briefly outlined to other participants. 
To illustrate the binding nature of the solutions, the 
LEN team then gave participants little watering 
cans and asked them to write on the watering cans 
a single idea they wanted to take away from the 
meeting, for which they would feel responsible  –  
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“The problem/solution tree is a good tool to initiate reflection, debate and 
sharing. The dimensions ‘problem’ and ‘solution’ are related: the prob-
lem needs to be identified but it is essential to tackle it. The tool moti-
vates us to look to the future and to realise that change is possible.” 

Doris Scheer, project leader, Diaconie of Schleswig-Holstein, Germany

in other words, an idea they would water like a tiny 
plant and watch it grow.
As shown in the photographs here, the tree and 
watering cans are used as tools to foster sustaina-
bility and act as reminders. They can be displayed 
at follow-up meetings and help to recall specific 
solutions/ideas. 
The tool is easily adaptable for use with differ-
ent participants: stakeholders, service users, 
and so on. It is essential to have a set of focused 
questions at the beginning in order to make the 
group-work efficient, and a good team of mode
rators (preferably at least two people). This tool 
also helps to network and to form alliances: in or-
der to work towards an effective solution, you will 
need stakeholders and supporters with different 
resources and competences.

“A particular challenge was to 
connect solutions to respon-
sibilities. Our trick was the 
watering cans: a visible item 
with a key word (solution) 
to ensure one of the partici-
pants takes it on board and 
follows it up. We wanted to 
make sure that good solu-
tions did not evaporate.” 
Doris Scheer

Watering cans that can help to follow-up and recall specific solutions/ideas. Photo: © Wiebke Hinz
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Tool 1.5   Kitchen Talks (part of the Participatory Rapid Appraisal) 

Needs assessment	 Service design

• Complexity: High
• Time required: Preparation phase – several days; training for the interviewers – 1–2 days; con-

ducting interviews – 3 days; interpretation and presentation of results – 2 days
• Skills needed by facilitator: Process management, presentation skills

FEEDBACK FROM THE SEMPRE PROJECT PARTNERS ON THE KITCHEN TALKS METHOD 

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

+ Allows a comprehensive and relatively quick analy
sis of the main problems and needs of the service 
users

+ Obtains information from a large group of people
+ Respondents get the results quickly and are in-

volved in the discussion of the results
+ The presentation of results creates a favourable 

environment for communication between service 
users and social service providers

+ Engagement of students raises interest and is 
seen positively by the service users 

– Time-consuming and resource-demanding. Prepa-
rations take a long time, especially establishing 
cooperation with university, and finding students 
and respondents

– The realisation phase depends on the university’s 
timetable (curriculum/terms) 

– Translating the results of analysis into concrete 
steps depends on the interest and motivation of 
the social service providers

The Participatory Rapid Appraisal (PRA) com-
bines several methods and approaches for devel-
oping a preliminary, qualitative understanding of 
a situation. In short, PRA enables vulnerable and 
marginalised groups to share, examine and an-
alyse their own knowledge of life, problems and 
conditions, thereby allowing them to plan, set 
their own goals and act. There are numerous par-
ticipatory techniques and tools that can be used; 
what is common for all PRA methods is that they 
enable information to be gathered from a large 
group of people and enable quick results – hence 
the name, “rapid appraisal”. 
One of the PRA techniques is semi-structured 
interviews, dubbed “Kitchen Talks”, conducted 
by trained students. The process starts with the 
training of 12–20 students as interviewers and 
the development of a semi-structured question-
naire. The objective of the questionnaire is to find 
out how the respondents perceived their life cir-
cumstances, and identify their problems, needs, 
dreams and goals. 

The students usually conduct about 45 interviews 
in total. The respondents are selected randomly 
and officially informed about the process in ad-
vance. In most cases, the interviews are conduct-
ed at the interviewees’ homes, hence the name 
“Kitchen Talks”.
Every evening during the process, the students 
meet up to share their results. After three days 
of interviews, they have two days to evaluate and 
interpret their results; then, on the final evening, 
they present the results to the respondents (ser-
vice users), university teachers, social service pro-
viders and other stakeholders (e.g. regional part-
ners). Some of the results could be presented in a 
creative way. The evening ends with a discussion 
and planning the next steps. 
The preparation phase for a PRA is rather 
time-consuming, as it takes time to find a con-
tact person at the university, find and mobilise 
students as interviewees and find the interview-
ees. 
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EXAMPLE OF DIFFERENT NEEDS ASSESS-
MENT TOOLS BEING COMBINED IN TØNDER, 
DENMARK
To create an environment conducive to refugees 
being able to formulate their needs and wishes, 
and thus empower them to become active partic-
ipants in the creation of their future lives, a mix-
ture of three types of needs assessment tool was 
chosen by the project partners in Tønder, Den-
mark. Engaging refugees across different ethnic 
backgrounds can be more productively done by 
focusing on the resources they have brought with 
them from their country of origin rather than on 
the barriers they have encountered in their new 
country or the scars they have from conflicts or 
other past events. 
The unpacking of positive past experiences and 
resources was inspired by the Backpack meth-
od. The SEMPRE team hoped that refugees’ past 
experiences could serve as a starting point for 
them to develop ambitions for the future, which 
was the primary focus of the Future Workshop. 
The third approach used was the appreciative 
inquiry3. To integrate the three approaches, the 
SEMPRE team used focus group interviews to 
construct three phases: the first focused on past 
positive experiences and resources; the second 
explored dreams and ambitions; and the third 
debated a possible roadmap to realise those am-
bitions. The first two phases were divided into 
five subthemes: learning Danish; education/work; 
free time; family and friends; and home. The par-
ticipants were asked to reflect on a theme and 
then write about its key aspects.

Participants in the Parents Night, a  
micro project with migrants in  
Tønder, Denmark.  
Photo: © Margrethe Cæsar Bjerg
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(ii)   TOOLS FOR SERVICE DESIGN 

Service design tools help service providers and 
service users develop new ideas for social ser-
vices, innovative means of social service delivery 
or adaptation of existing services. 
These tools may help to clarify problems, make 
them tangible and develop possible solutions 
with clear goals and targets, milestones and ac-
tivities. Further, these tools are helpful in identi-
fying the resources needed for the project or ser-
vice to succeed, as well as the stakeholders who 
should be included. 
The SEMPRE partners note that service devel-
opment tools help to create an environment in 
which dialogue is enabled, and new relationships 

and trust are built among service users and social 
service providers. In this sense, service develop-
ment tools also help to initiate resourceful rela-
tions, networks and cooperation. The partners 
also observed the “developing effects” on service 
users through their self-confidence being boost-
ed and the development of new skills such as 
project work and strategic thinking.
The project partners have tested a number of 
service development tools, on their own and in 
combination. The three most popular – Theory of 
Change, Business Model Canvas and Double Dia-
mond – will be described on the following pages. 

© Katarzyna Grabowska – unsplash.com



37

Tool 2.1   Theory of Change
 

Theory of Change (ToC) is a tool that helps to 
structure project development into logical steps. 
The tool is used to create milestones and targets 
while showing the logical process of how activ-
ities lead to the desired impact. This tool offers 
structure (Nesta, 2013) and helps to:
• frame the goals and see wider benefits of the 

new or adapted service
• describe and illustrate the logical steps needed 

for developing new services
• understand what the focus needs to be
• define and think ahead about the impact and 

economic viability of the initiative
• identify and understand bottlenecks and 

barriers that can emerge during the develop-
ment stage of the initiative, and create effective 
pathways

• reflect on particular steps, together with the 
service users

• visualise how daily activities relate to the overall 
mission and long-term goals

• clarify the objectives and outputs (for whom, 
and in what context, is value created?)

• achieve better planning and better evaluation 
(possibly to measure progress towards achiev-
ing the goal)

• apply for funding.

ToC is composed of a template that includes a 
set of boxes representing the principle elements 
of the solution (including problem definition, 
key audience, entry point to reach the audience, 
steps towards change, measurable effects, long-
term change, key assumptions) and their inter-
woven relationships.
You can read more and download ToC template 
at: Development Impact and You by Nesta4 

Needs assessment	 Service design

• Complexity: Medium
• Time required: Preparation – about 4 hours; development – about 3–5 hours; follow-up – con-

tinuous 
• Skills needed by facilitator: Leadership, group work, project management experience, spe-

cific social worker education/ skills, or experience working with people with low motivation, 
group therapy skills

• Used with target groups in SEMPRE: Long-term unemployed, NEET parents with low level of 
skills, single parents, people with intellectual disabilities

FEEDBACK FROM THE SEMPRE PROJECT PARTNERS ON THE THEORY OF CHANGE TOOL 

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

+ Helps to narrow down the aim and stay focused 
on it

+ Provides a good structure
+ Step-by-step approach is motivating and helpful, 

as progress and a logical way forward can be seen
+ Helpful for reflecting on and (re)assessing the cho-

sen steps for reaching the goals
+ Quite easy to use; does not take much prior knowl-

edge to work with it

– The template and questions need to be simplified 
for certain target groups

– Requires a skilled facilitator

https://diytoolkit.org/tools/theory-of-change/?cn-reloaded=1
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EXAMPLE OF HOW THE THEORY OF CHANGE 
TOOL WAS APPLIED IN VIDZEME, LATVIA
The ToC was chosen as a tool for mobilising and 
engaging single parents in the process of a new 
service development in Vidzeme, Latvia. The prob-
lems had already been defined during the needs 
assessment phase with the service users but re-
quired prioritisation. Overall, the process of de-
veloping the ToC framework required about 15 
meetings. As the group had a low level of edu-
cation and included people with intellectual dis-
abilities, the facilitators tried to simplify the task 
by using drawings. Together, they tried to under-
stand whether the problems faced by the service 
users  – unemployment, social isolation, loneli-
ness, lack of or very limited support from social 
service providers – could somehow be structured 
and prioritised. It was quite easy to get the service 
users to acknowledge problems at community 
level but it required patience to encourage them 
to recognise such problems as low self-esteem, 
low level of education and lack of work experi-
ence, and this took several meetings. Identifying 
common problems that were common to the 
majority of the group was a real challenge. 
With the help of the ToC tool, the group came to the 
conclusion that the key common problems were 
social isolation and lack of work/practice/training 
opportunities (key assumptions). The group came 
up with an idea to establish a coffee shop where 
the service users would have the opportunity to 
socialise, engage in different activities, create their 
own working and training space and be the first in 
this rural area to put this into practice. 
Describing the steps needed to bring about the 
change was found useful for clarifying how ex-

actly the goal would be reached. To begin with, 
it was crucial to motivate the service users to be-
come fully engaged in the process and raise their 
self-esteem. Facilitators played a crucial role in 
this process. Together with the service users, the 
facilitators identified the steps forward. It was es-
pecially important to identify the missing know
ledge and skills to be developed and how to do it. 

“With the help of the ToC tool the group [single parents] came to a 
conclusion that the key problems are social isolation and lack of 
work and training opportunities […] Describing the steps needed 
to bring about the change was found useful for clarifying how 
exactly the goal will be reached. ”

Anna Broka, LEN coordinator in Vidzeme, Latvia
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Tool 2.2   Business Model Canvas 

The Business Model Canvas is a strategic man-
agement and entrepreneurial tool that is applica-
ble to both commercial and not-for-profit initia-
tives. There are a number of different variations of 
the Business Model Canvas, including the Social 
Business Model Canvas. Regardless of the varia-
tion, the canvas helps to describe a new or exist-
ing business model in a more tangible, holistic 
and visual way. 
While not quite as comprehensive as the busi-
ness plan, the Business Model Canvas allows a 
briefer, easier to read version of a business plan 
to be developed, which can be revisited and re-
worked later. The Business Model Canvas is also 
a communication tool; it helps to communicate 
goals to stakeholders and clients and can be used 
to attract funding. 
The Business Model Canvas consists of nine ba-
sic building blocks, thereby breaking a business 
model down into easily-understood segments: 

key partners; key activities; key resources; value 
propositions; customer relationships; channels; 
customer segments; cost structure; and revenue 
streams. 

The guiding principles of working with the Busi-
ness Model Canvas (Strategyzer, n.d.) include:
• using post-it/sticky notes (one idea per note) 

to make it possible to move things around or 
remove elements from the canvas

• creating sticky notes for each of the nine build-
ing blocks

• using different coloured sticky notes to high-
light certain aspects of your business model

• avoiding describing too many different ideas in 
the same Business Model Canvas, as it can lead 
to confusion

• creating multiple canvases to map out business 
model options; this allows different opportu-
nities to be mapped, then the most promising 

Needs assessment	 Service design

• Complexity: Medium
• Time required: 2 hours or more
• Skills needed by facilitator: Leadership, group work, project management experience, spe-

cific social worker education/skills or experience working with people with low motivation, 
group therapy skills

• Used with target groups in SEMPRE: Migrants and refugees, single parents, NEET parents 
with low skills levels, and long-term unemployed

FEEDBACK FROM THE SEMPRE PROJECT PARTNERS ON THE BUSINESS MODEL CANVAS 
TOOL 

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

+ Advantages are similar to those of the Theory of 
Change (read more on page 37)

+ Easy to change
+ Visual
+ Useful for tracking validation of hypotheses
+ Easy and quite quick to create
+ Helpful in presenting and explaining ideas to other 

stakeholders

– Not detailed enough, does not provide priorities 
and does not take competition into consideration.

– It can help to conceptualise, but further analysis is 
needed

– The template and questions need to be simplified 
for certain target groups

– Requires a skilled facilitator
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ones to be picked out and validated step by 
step, instead of simply going with the first idea 
(Orgler, 2018) 

• revisiting the canvas regularly – it needs con-
stant updating! 

• making the canvas visible for the team (e.g. by 
hanging it on the wall).

 
You can read more and download the Business 
Model Canvas at Strategyzer5. Social Business 
Model Canvas is available here6.

EXAMPLE OF HOW THE BUSINESS MODEL  
CANVAS TOOL WAS APPLIED IN BODEN, 
SWEDEN
Sunderby Folk High School set up a two-hour 
workshop with local stakeholders and service us-
ers (asylum seekers). The facilitator had prepared 
a large drawing of a Business Model Canvas on a 
whiteboard and all participants were given print-
ed blank canvases. The facilitator explained the 
model (this is most easily done by giving a con-
crete example). The preliminary idea for a micro 
project had been agreed beforehand. The idea 
was to start a cooperative that would organise 
the picking and selling of berries by asylum seek-
ers. As a second step, the cooperative would de-
velop a processing business to produce jam, mar-
malade and lemonade. 
During the workshop, the participants went 
through the different boxes one by one, starting 
with the value proposition. First, they thought 
about it by themselves for a couple of minutes 
and then everyone shared their thoughts and the 
facilitator filled in the canvas on the whiteboard. 

The facilitator’s role is to make sure that every as-
pect is thought about and that everything corre-
lates. Throughout the process, things were added 
and changed, and this had consequences for oth-
er boxes on the canvas. Because of this, it is best 
to work with a whiteboard, post-its or both. If it 
seems realistic, the canvas can serve as a basis for 
a business plan (see figure 5). 

“We found the Business Model Canvas very helpful. It gives 
you an idea of what aspects you need to think about and if 
the idea is realistic or not – all on one page. It is also helpful 
when explaining your idea to others. One piece of advice 
when you have filled in your canvas is to take another look 
at it after a day or two to see if there is something wrong or 
missing.” 

Helen Nilsson, project partner, Coompanion Nord, Sweden

https://strategyzer.com
http://www.socialbusinessmodelcanvas.com/wp-content/uploads/SBMC-v2.png


Fig. 5 The Business Model Canvas for a micro project on berry picking involving asylum seekers. 
       Source: Sunderby Folk High School 2017.
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Tool 2.3   Double Diamond
 

The Double Diamond is a simple visual map of 
the design process that could be applied to social 
work and other fields. It is divided into four phas-
es: discover, define, develop and deliver. The first 
two phases focus on problem definition, while 
the third and fourth phases focus on developing 
ideas and refining and narrowing them down 
until the best idea is arrived at. This tool helps to 
structure the work and keep focused during the 
process. The ideas are developed, tested and re-
fined a number of times, in order to select the 
strongest idea with the highest potential for im-
plementation (DesignCouncil, 2018).
Discover: This phase of the Double Diamond 
model involves looking at the context and get-
ting insights into the problems. It is an explora-
tory phase and includes identifying service-user 
needs and problems that could be addressed. 
Define: In this phase, the group tries to define 
specific areas to address and focus on – which of 
the problems and needs identified in the discover 
phase matter most? The group is encouraged to 
use “convergent thinking” to narrow the options 

down to the most relevant or feasible challenge 
or need to address. The questions to be answered 
in this phase include: What is feasible and which 
challenge or need should we act on first? 
Develop: This is the phase in which solutions or 
concepts are created and tested. It is a process 
of trial and error that essentially helps to improve 
and refine the ideas and solutions. It starts with 
gathering broad ideas for a new service. During 
this phase, “divergent thinking” is used, in which 
all creative solutions are welcome. The aim is to 
generate lots of possible ideas and think outside 
the box. 
Delivery: In this phase, the solutions that work 
best are selected (e.g. by voting). In this last step, 
“convergent thinking” is used again, focusing 
on what can actually be delivered and the best 
solutions to address the service users’ needs. The 
questions to be answered in this phase include: 
What is feasible and what ideas should we act 
on? Finally, the solutions are put into practice.
You can read more and download the Double Di-
amond template at Design Council website7. 

Needs assessment	 Service design

• Complexity: Low
• Time required: 60–120 minutes 
• Skills needed by facilitator: No particular skills 
• Used with target groups in SEMPRE: Refugees, migrants

FEEDBACK FROM THE SEMPRE PROJECT PARTNERS ON THE DOUBLE DIAMOND TOOL

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

+ Easy to understand and use
+ Can be easily combined with other more advanced 

service development tools and methods (e.g. Theo-
ry of Change)

+ Fits well in working with, for example, refugees 
and migrants, who often have poor foreign lan-
guage skills, so it can be an advantage when there 
are only small amounts of text 

– Low flexibility and quite basic outcomes 
– Does not provide a good framework for identifying 

and handling the obstacles and risks

https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/asset/document/Design%20methods%20for%20developing%20services.pdf


43

EXAMPLE OF HOW THE DOUBLE DIAMOND 
TOOL WAS APPLIED IN NORDFRIESLAND, 
GERMANY 
The Double Diamond was chosen as a service devel-
opment tool in working with refugees and migrants 
in Nordfriesland, Germany (see figure below). The 
starting (discover) stage took about two months 
and included workshops with service users where 
needs and problems were identified. In the next 
stage (define) the group moved from definition of 
problem to development of ideas. Potential ideas 
for the joint projects were discussed and listed.
In the development stage, the most feasible and 
promising ideas were selected with the service 
users. This included developing work-integrat-
ed training in the field of business development 
supported by mentors and coaches. Two coaches 
were employed to work with the group. The pro-
ject idea was promoted during the integration 
courses and among various stakeholders in the 
region. It took about a month to find participants 
for the project. The SEMPRE team realised that 
there was a need to simplify the paperwork and 
training material for the service users due to the 
often poor language skills of the participants.
In the delivery phase, the solution was imple-
mented and received support from the Job Cen-
tre and the Employment Agency.

Fig. 6 Completed Double Diamond in Nordfriesland, Germany.
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ENGAGEMENT OF SERVICE USERS IN NEEDS ASSESSMENT  
AND SERVICE DESIGN: TIPS FOR SUCCESS 

of use up to a certain point and participants 
should be given the opportunity to voice their 
opinions and needs through debate and dia-
logue. Other tools for communication, such as 
music and role-playing, have not been used 
within SEMPRE but might be effective ways of 
expressing needs. 

• Choose the right location for the meeting. 
You should try to be adaptable in making sure 
the location meets the needs of the specific 
service-user group. For example, you might go 
to the service users’ own meeting or organise 
a meeting in a convenient location for them 
instead of organising it in your office. 

• In terms of the frequency of the meetings 
with service users, it is best not to leave too much 
time between them, otherwise it may be difficult 
to keep the service users interested and com-
mitted to the process. Responsibilities for certain 
tasks can be handed over to the users in order to 
increase their motivation and commitment.

By working with various user groups in the differ-
ent socio-economic settings across the Baltic Sea 
Region, the SEMPRE project partners obtained 
different perspectives and experiences. Present-
ed below are the general observations and les-
sons learned with regard to the implementation 
of needs assessment and the service design pro-
cess. Please note that the recommendations only 
reflect the experiences of the SEMPRE partners 
and may require adaptation for different contexts. 
What follows are some tips for the successful en-
gagement of service users in needs assessment 
and service design from SEMPRE partners:
• Plan some extra time for the process of build-
ing social networks, building trust and creating 
engagement, preferably before starting the 
needs assessment. This helps to create fertile 
ground for developing further activities and 
commitment. Also, because service users com-
prise diverse and heterogenous groups, getting 
to know each other and building relationships 
takes time – often more time than expected. We 
advise not to underestimate the importance of 
ice-breaking and trust-building exercises. 

• Some of the service users may be hard to reach, 
especially during the starting phase of the activi-
ties. The importance of using the right outreach 
channels and “door-openers” is emphasised. 
A door-opener can be an anchor person in the 
local community (a trusted individual or a com-
munity leader) or a respected organisation, who 
may help to publicise the workshop, establish 
first contact and bring people together, espe-
cially if service providers have not had any direct 
prior contact with the service users’ group. 

• Involve a trained and experienced facilitator 
who knows about the empowerment methods 
and tools chosen and has knowledge of both 
the process and the target group (read more 
about this in text box). Make sure that the fa-
cilitator or social service provider does not take 
over the discussion.

• When working with certain target groups, 
visual help tools, such as posters and drawings, 
were found to be a useful way of expressing 
opinions during the workshops. For instance, 
visual tools helped to minimise language barri-
ers when working with newly arrived refugees 
or migrants. However, such an exercise is only 

Finding the right  
facilitator is extremely 
important

“In Varde, Denmark, the facilitator has been 
the key to the success of the youth group. 
One of the reasons the youth group has 
strong ties and relationships is because the 
facilitator really believes in them and this 
is an important quality for empowering the 
group.” (Anette Nielsen, a project partner 
from the University College South Denmark)

Competencies: Empathy; openness; accept-
ance; patience; the ability to build trustful 
relationships but also motivate and inspire 
others; “simple speaking”; strong leadership 
qualities but not taking over the discussion.
Skills: Experience in social work and an un-
derstanding of the working method.

How to develop these competencies and 
skills? See: The SEMPRE guidebook for  
Empowerment Training at 
www.sempre-project.eu/training

http://www.sempre-project.eu/training
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05  
How can social service pro
viders support user initiatives 
and social enterprises? 
Support tools are activities and measures that help to build service 
users’ capacity, self-confidence and entrepreneurial competences. 
Such skills and competences are important for implementing and 
sustaining social services or projects in the long-term. 

For SEMPRE, the primary objective of applying the 
support tools is to ensure that the service users 
assume ownership of the micro projects and that 
the micro projects continue even after the end of 
the SEMPRE project. This may require additional 
help from the social service providers and exter-
nal actors, and therefore the support activities also 
address a wider group of stakeholders.
The great variety of support activities reflects the 
differing needs of the service-user groups and 
the objectives of new social services. The sup-
port activities may be applied throughout the 
whole service development process but are espe-
cially important at the later stages, in particular 
when a new service has been developed and the 
challenge is to make it sustainable and self-sup-
porting. Some of the support tools are directed 
primarily at service users while others, such as 

funding and external networks, address the social 
service providers as well. 
The aim of this chapter is to inspire social service 
providers in their work to support user-driven initi-
atives. Hence, unlike the previous chapter, the de-
scription of the support activities is rather general 
and less formalised, and leaves space for different 
interpretations and adaptations to different con-
texts. It is important to note that this chapter does 
not aim to provide an exhaustive list of support ac-
tivities, but rather to highlight the most relevant 
ones in the context of the SEMPRE project and de-
scribe the experiences of the project partners.

FACILITATE LEARNING AND TRAINING  
ACTIVITIES
Learning and training activities are pivotal for 
raising service users’ self-esteem and building 
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their individual strengths and competences in or-
der to bring about change, not only in their own 
life situations but also in those of other people. 
Learning activities are relevant for increasing 
service users’ capabilities, motivating them and 
engaging them, in order for them to become in-
volved in a service or project in the long run.
Publicly funded learning and training activities 
(e.g. courses offered by the public employment 
agencies and relevant ministries) and a broad va-
riety of existing online and onsite training offered 
by NGOs and other agencies were found useful 
by the SEMPRE project partners. Depending on 
the needs of the service users and the theme of 
the micro project, the learning activities ranged 
from language courses, handicrafts, writing a CV 
and improving IT skills to fundraising, (social) en-
trepreneurship, business development and sales 
strategies, project management and leadership. 
For some micro projects, more specific courses 
were relevant, such as cooking and hygiene in the 
case of Liepa Coffee Shop.
Several project partners designed their own 
learning courses and training, responding to the 
needs of the service users and relevant to their 
micro projects. For instance, a course for social 
entrepreneurs has been developed by Coompani
on, Sweden. It consists of 15 comprehensive work-
shops, each focusing on a different theme, from 
leadership and cooperative values to customers, 
marketing and selling norms. Another example is 
the Diaconal Centre Liepaja, Latvia, which has de-
veloped a course for support and assistance per-
sonnel. The course provides basic knowledge on 
how to support people with disabilities, including 
medical and psychological aspects. It is primari-
ly targeted at people with disabilities who would 
like to become “support people”, as well as rela-
tives of people with disabilities. The course is run 
by local professionals.
Of course, if new working methods and approach-
es are to be applied successfully, social service 
providers themselves must engage in continuous 
learning and training. Lectures on empowerment 
and social entrepreneurship have been delivered 
to social workers by several project partners. So-
cial service providers have also participated in 
training on mentoring, supervision and group 
conflict therapy.
Action learning (see text box) was considered a 
valuable approach in several of the support activ-
ities carried out by the SEMPRE partners, in rela-
tion to both service users and service providers.

Tips for success:
• It is important to make sure that learning and 

training activities are adapted to the needs and 
possibilities of the service users. For example, 
consider timing, distance to travel and so on.

• Learning and training activities should be 
based on the different forms of communication 
that can work for different people.

• Involve service users in co-creating and run-
ning the training and learning activities. The 
best results can be achieved if training is run by 
and for service users.

• Encourage learning about empowerment and 
service users’ involvement in order to build up 
interest, experience and expertise.

• Think about knowledge transfer and power 
sharing. As Anna Broka, a project partner from 
Vidzeme University of Applied Sciences, says: 
“In order truly to work with the empowerment 
process, the wise group leader will transfer 
knowledge and encourage the group to take 
the initiative. Power sharing is important. It 
is not an easy task for the facilitator, as they 
should still provide guidance but in a less visi-
ble way.”

ENCOURAGE SOCIAL NETWORKING 
Social networks can be defined as the ties be-
tween individuals or groups and can take the 
shape of “formal” networks (e.g. voluntary organi-
sations and associations) or “informal” structures 
(e.g. family, friends and leisure groups) (Afridi, 
2011). In evaluative interviews with the SEMPRE 
project partners, it was emphasised that local 
networks gave people a way to practice voluntary 
work and share their time, knowledge and skills 
with people who could benefit from this. The 
feeling of empowerment and making an impact 
was mutual. 
By sharing information, peer-like interactions and 
mutual support, social networks help strengthen 
ties and build trust within a group, which are im-
portant preconditions for the success of any us-
er-driven initiative. Further, social networks can 
strengthen the community feeling of belonging, 
which in turn increases people’s commitment, 
engagement and motivation to get involved in 
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Action learning as an overarching support framework for  
service users engagement 

Action learning (AL) is a type of participatory research that is grounded in the core  
values of human rights, social justice, the dignity and worth of persons. AL deliberately sets out  
to create social change and is conducted in collaboration with and for those taking the action.  
AL endorses interaction and social dynamics and is characterized by the incorporation of stake-
holders as co-researchers and co-subjects in the entire process. Its process consists of planning, 
acting, observing, reflecting and moving into a new planning phase (Reason and Bradbury, 2008).  
A key principle of AL is that it is grounded in lived experiences and addresses concrete problems 
and challenges.
Action learning was used as an overarching support framework for carrying out the activities in the 
SEMPRE project by several project partners and could be a relevant approach to use in other pro-
jects and contexts as well. AL can be applied in all stages of the service development process (read 
more about how to apply AL in practice in the the SEMPRE Guidebook for Empowerment Training).

Participants of the SEMRE Mid-Term Conference in Tallinn, Estonia. Photo: © Urmas Roos
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a project or initiative. The youth group in Varde, 
Denmark, is a good illustrative example of this. 
Anette Nielsen, project partner from Universi-
ty College South Denmark, explains: “The young 
people are using the strength of their network to 
arrange activities for others in need so it becomes 
possible for them to change their self-image and 
be part of the group or form a new network. For 
example, the young people have arranged a 
farm holiday for both Danish and ethnic minori-
ty single parents. This has created new networks 
among the participants and some of those who 
took part joined the group afterwards.” Here, the 
Varde community has benefitted from the social 
capital that has grown because of the engage-
ment of the youth group in community matters. 
User-led social networks have an important func-
tion for vulnerable groups in society through pro-
viding psychological, emotional, social and prac-
tical support. These networks are also important 
for building users’ self-confidence, creating en-
gagement and building trust in the group, which 
can spur the development of other activities and 
initiatives. These networks contribute to empow-
erment on a group level (read more in chapter 2). 
One example of such user-led networks is the 
so called “self-help groups” that are formed by 

service users with shared experiences and take 
into account the impairments that people have 
and the barriers they may face. Several self-help 
groups were established as part of the micro 
projects in the SEMPRE project. Here, social net-
works bring participants together to provide and 
exchange services such as childcare and oth-
er forms of support (e.g. teaching, learning and 
sharing) and welfare. 
Four rural local authorities in Latvia set up sup-
port groups to provide organised help for people 
in need. The groups are composed of people with 
disabilities and their relatives, who help each other 
solve everyday problems such as arranging a lift to 
the doctor’s surgery or borrowing a wheelchair. In 
the County of Plön, Germany, a self-help group for 
the long-term unemployed called “Wirkstatt” was 
formed. The group’s members set their own agen-
da and objectives (e.g. setting up a mediation body 
with the local job centre), which they pursued with 
support from social service providers. 
A number of volunteers were trained as to pro-
vide assistance to ex-offenders in Ida-Viru and 
Lääne-Viru Counties in Estonia. This service plays 
an important role in helping ex-offenders reinte-
grate in society, find accommodation and a job, 
and so on. The idea for the service stems from 

Meeting of the micro project “Locally Produced Joy in Life” in Korsholm, Finland. Photo: © Ann-Britt Pada
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ex-offenders’ need for social contact and some-
one to guide them and help them become accus-
tomed to a life of freedom. 
Local networks were also seen as crucial in work-
ing with single parents. Mindaugas Kairys, a pro-
ject partner from Lutheran Diaconia, Lithuania, 
says: “Creating space for single parents to talk 
and share experiences was needed in Jurbarkas. 
The project enabled connections between peo-
ple who wanted a change. They can now start 
making that change. Now they know where to 
get the support. In the long-term, we hope to 
create a ‘club’ where single parents can come to-
gether and get support and professional training 
on management and entrepreneurship.”

Tips for success:
• Provide a safe space for respectful dialogue. 

Joint activities that participants experience as 
relevant or meaningful, preferably on a reg-
ular basis, are an incentive to participate and 
get engaged. Offering a mix of formal and less 
formal meetings with varied agendas could 
increase motivation for service users to par-
ticipate. The real issue however, is that end 
users are involved in networks, on equal terms, 
in organising, decision-making and financial 
matters.

• Social service providers should be careful not to 
take over too much control of the process of net-
work building and only provide as much help as 
is needed. It is advisable that service providers 
start with a more active involvement and then 
reduce their involvement incrementally.

• Let the service users decide themselves if they 
would like to continue their network in an 
informal manner or develop into NGOs or other 
formalised organisational forms. If the network 
is less formal, it does not mean that it has a 
less empowering effect on the service users. 
Doris Scheer, a project partner from Diaconie 
of Schleswig-Holstein, says: “It is important to 
realise that various kinds of networks are need-
ed. Some people do not want to participate 
if too much formal and official involvement 
is expected of them; others want regular and 
established activity.”

REACH OUT TO EXTERNAL STAKEHOLDERS 
The power of people-to-people contact goes be-
yond the inner circle network composed of the 
service users and service providers. Projects and 
initiatives have a bigger chance of long-term suc-
cess if they are anchored in a good network of 
local or even national partners. Creating connec-
tions and reaching out to external stakeholders – 
such as public authorities, business networks, 
non-commercial organisations and the local 
community – plays a crucial role in developing a 
self-sustaining initiative. This collaboration can 
open up new avenues for funding and coopera-
tion and facilitate the sharing of power and re-
sponsibility. 
Local authorities and their networks can play an 
important role. They may offer access to available 
premises free of charge, as in case of the Tailor Co-
operative in Sweden. In Harkujärve in Estonia, an 
empty church was taken over and given new life 
and meaning as a community centre. In Rakvere, 
also in Estonia, a local church provided meeting 
facilities and support in organising handicraft 
lessons and training courses for parents and their 
children with autism spectrum disorder. The local 
authorities in southern Estonia also helped find 
transport solutions. 
In addition, engaging volunteers can bring mean-
ingful results. For instance, the Harkujärve Com-
munity Centre benefitted from the involvement 
of a number of volunteers when it was renovating 
and setting up community church activities. To-
day, the community centre provides babysitting 
and day care services to children with severe and 
profound disabilities, and support person servic-
es to their families, as well as other activities that 
increase the well-being of the local community 
(e.g. language courses, dancing lessons, garden-
ing and concerts). 
The involvement of a broad network of actors via 
Local Empowerment Networks (LENs) is an inte-
gral part of the SEMPRE project logic (read more 
in Chapter 3). Forming an LEN is seen as a way to 
mobilise a number of important stakeholders. Co-
operation within the framework of LEN has been 
appreciated by the stakeholders themselves, who 
might not necessarily get an opportunity to meet 
otherwise – even though they are operating in 
the same geographical area and with the same 
user groups. 
LEN cooperation yielded positive results in es-
tablishing a migrant-driven tailor cooperative in 
Luleå, Northern Sweden. Mobilising a broad net-
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work of committed actors involved in the process 
was among the key factors for its success. The LEN 
was set up with stakeholders who had a mutual in-
terest in supporting migrants on their way towards 
self-sufficiency and employment. The network 
brought together the local government in Luleå, 
the Swedish Public Employment Service, civil so-
ciety actors and the service users – a group of un-
employed women from various countries outside 
Europe. Today, the actors in the LEN continue to 
support the tailor cooperative, both financially 
and by other means.

Tips for success :
• The establishment of Local Empowerment 

Networks is one of the approaches tested in 
the SEMPRE project that has proved to bring 
positive results in the long-term and that can 
be copied by other local and regional service 
providers (read more in Chapter 3).

• In the experience of the SEMPRE project part-
ners, the early involvement of various relevant 
stakeholders makes them more supportive of 
the end product. As a result, it may be useful to 
identify those key stakeholders who could be 
important to engage or reach out to, before or 
during the service development process (e.g. 
by conducting a stakeholder analysis and filling 
in key stakeholders into the Theory of Change 
or Business Canvas templates). The SEMPRE 
project partners found this process useful, as it 
helped them discover what kind of resources 
were available and could be mobilised in their 
project’s initiatives. Moreover, activities like 

completing a Business Canvas template were 
found to be useful in communicating with ex-
ternal stakeholders, as it meant the project was 
taken more seriously.

• Increasing collaboration and coordination 
among the stakeholders could help in identify-
ing linkages and complementarities, as well as 
service gaps. Even small local authorities can 
find it difficult to maintain a good overview 
of all the available social services provided by 
public, private and third sector organisations. 
Bringing together different stakeholders with 
different expertise and knowledge may result 
in new partnerships and unexpected positive 
outcomes, a first step towards innovation (see 
the example in the text box).

BE CREATIVE AND STRATEGIC ABOUT HOW 
YOU SOURCE FUNDING 
Finding funding to carry out activities can be an 
exhausting task but is essential if the solution is 
to continue after the pilot phase. While some ac-
tivities only require a limited amount of funding – 
for instance, covering the expenses of a meet-
ing  – many non-profit initiatives depend largely 
on outside funding from grants to continue oper-
ating. The successful management of non-profit 
organisations requires the ability to fundraise ef-
fectively to finance their activities. 
There are different types of funding available for 
social and non-profit initiatives during differ-
ent stages of development, both public and pri-
vate. The service providers are generally well in-
formed about funding opportunities, such as EU 
structural funds, micro credit loans and support 
mechanisms for social enterprises in EU member 
states and business incubator support, as well as 
national and regional programmes.
Some SEMPRE micro projects have received sup-
port from private companies through sponsor-
ship, as well as from philanthropic organisations, 
foundations and investment funds. Alternative 
funding is also not to be disregarded – why not 
try crowd funding (e.g. Kickstarter)? Several foun-
dations, organisations and authorities also pro-
vide co-funding support for those participating 
in EU-funded projects.
In general, the funding possibilities for informal 
networks are often limited. In most cases, having 
an established organisational form (e.g. a NGO, a 

What do SEMPRE  
partners say about 
Local Empowerment 
Networks?

“The stakeholders are relevant because they 
are a wider audience and a multiplier. LENs 
are useful for anchoring the projects.”

“Involving LEN in the project makes the 
stakeholders more supportive of the end- 
product.”
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World Café on social innovation at the SEMPRE Mid-term Conference in Tallinn, Estonia, Photo: © Urmas Roos

social enterprise or a cooperative) is a precondi-
tion for funding; or, as was the case for the NGO 
for Afghan refugees in Kokkola, Finland, grants 
are made available to set one up. Although this 
requirement has been heavily criticised by the 
SEMPRE project partners, it is important to ac-
knowledge this general rule. Some exceptions to 
this general rule are found in Sweden, where “fast 
cash” (snabba pengar) financing is available for 
individuals and youth groups to organise small-
scale activities.

Tips for success:
• Pool financial resources with other service pro-

viders to offer some financial support
• Act as door-openers to potential financial 

supporters: foundations, private sponsors and 
others

• Act as mentors and offer your office infrastruc-
ture to micro projects for a limited time

• Consider different funding possibilities. A piece 
of general advice is to use a diverse mix of 
income sources as this helps to lower the risk of 
dependency on one particular source

• Include potential financiers in the LEN from 
the start, and activate stakeholders who might 
be interested or know about ways of obtaining 
financial support

• Have a clear business plan – the Business Can-
vas tool may be of great help here. The business 
plan is a first step to success, as it encourages 
the identification of potential funding sources 
during the service-development process. It is 
also a good way to visualise the project plan, 
increasing the chances of sourcing funds

• Engage in fundraising training. Writing funding 
applications is hard work but it is often a ne-
cessity and it requires special skills. Grant-writ-
ing may also be an empowering experience 
for the service users, especially if the outcome 
turns out to be positive. Several partners in 
the SEMPRE project participated in training in 
fundraising and grant-writing. For instance, the 
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LEN in Dithmarschen in Germany organised a 
workshop on fundraising for one of its micro 
projects. A professional fundraiser explained 
the concept of fundraising, fundraising strate-
gies and first steps into practical implementa-
tion. This workshop also included issues around 
legal and informal organisational forms that are 
relevant for fundraising activities.

FACILITATE MENTORING
Mentoring can be described as a process of indi-
vidual training, guiding and supporting a mentee 
by an experienced mentor (Ross-Sheriff & Orme, 
2017). Mentoring schemes focus on personal 
growth and skills development as a means of ad-
dressing disadvantage and exclusion.
In the SEMPRE project, mentorship was used for 
giving guidance and advice, providing practical 
support, engaging in problem-solving and en-
hancing empowerment.
Mentoring was assigned a particular importance 
in work with young migrants in Varde, Denmark, 
where an experienced social worker served as a 
mentor for a group of young people from ethnic 
backgrounds. She has been a mentor, a role mod-
el and a support person for the youth group for 
more than two years. She gives the young people 
more and more responsibility and they now run 
some of the activities.
In Liepa, Latvia, the mother of a child with intel-
lectual disability (a social worker herself) was in-
volved as a mentor for other mothers in the area. 
This mum/mentor was a good source of informa-
tion and knowledge about different social, sup-
port and child care services available for children 
with disabilities and their parents. Being both an 
end user and a mentor was found to be more ef-
fective and personal than inviting a social worker 
to take on the role. It also made it easier to create 
a supportive environment and the mum/men-
tor’s experience was empowering for the group.
In Plön, Germany, service users (the long-term un-
employed) took part in a mentoring programme 
to become leaders and mentors themselves. This 
meant they were trained to perform specific 
tasks within the framework of the micro project. 
For example, three service users were trained as 
spokespeople for the group and representatives 
for the project at press conferences, workshops or 
other events. Others were trained as leaders for 

Two practical exam-
ples of the impor-
tance of collaboration 

One of many examples of the 
value of collaboration across stakeholders 
comes from Korsholm, Finland. In working 
with older adults and social service provid-
ers in the area, the SEMPRE project partners 
realised that although there are various 
social events and get-togethers organised 
for the older adults in the municipality, infor-
mation about them does not always reach 
the service users. Also, there is a limited 
knowledge about available offers among 
the social service providers themselves. The 
service providers started to coordinate their 
efforts, developing a calendar of events 
(digital and printed) as a micro project. The 
calendar combines activities that are offered 
in the municipality and allows for a better 
coordination and planning among the ser-
vice providers (e.g. in the timing of services).

An example of a failed micro project shows 
the other side of the coin: How a lack of 
cooperation and stakeholder support slows 
down and ultimately stalls used-led initia-
tives. In a rural municipality in Wielkopolska 
region in Poland a SEMPRE partner set up 
a local empowerment network and invited 
youth for workshops on needs assessment 
and service development. A group of youth 
wanted to fill derelict walls in the munici-
pality with lego bricks, thereby demonstrat-
ing that they care for their enviroment and 
are eager to have a say. However, the local 
public authority that had initially approved 
of  the initiative and even signed a coopera-
tion agreement, reduced its support. Several 
social service providers in the LEN followed 
suit, leaving the youth on their own. Without 
the feeling of being heard and taken serious, 
motivation of the youngsters to carry out 
the micro project soon dwindled. This expe-
rience raised the question whether public 
authorities and NGOs are really ready to 
share power with service users. In the long 
term “citizens’ budgets” and other instru-
ments to support and finance bottom-up 
initiatives could be a solution.
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the group and other organisational tasks. A group 
member who had special knowledge of these 
tasks and the manager of a local social service 
provider acted as mentors in this case.
A training firm providing professional mentoring 
and coaching was involved in working with refu-
gees in Nordfriesland, Germany. The aim was to 
facilitate access for this group to the regional la-
bour market. The participants worked out struc-
tures for a company. Supported by two lecturers/
mentors they then learned and implemented the 
operational procedures. The participants tried 
their hand in the different departments (e.g. 
stores, sales, purchasing) and benefitted by gain-
ing knowledge, skills and experience in commer-
cial areas and in the tourism industry.

Tips for success: 
• Engage service users (or former ones) as men-

tors or role models
• Make sure that both sides (mentor and men

tee) are committed to the process and the rela-
tionship is based on trust and engagement

• Finding the right mentor might not be easy! 
Look for qualities like patience, perceptive-
ness, optimism, emotional intelligence and 
self-awareness, along with skills in building 
relationships, communicating, coaching and 
teaching (Boddy, 2012).

MAKE USE OF MEDIA AND COMMUNICATION
The impact of media and communication in 
contemporary society cannot be underestimat-
ed. The media offers a powerful tool that can be 

used to communicate with large audiences, raise 
awareness and engage them in change.
Media involvement can be useful during different 
stages of developing initiatives, starting with ad-
vertising to attract service users to local workshops. 
In the rural settings of SEMPRE’s Local Empower-
ment Networks, local newspapers and radio were 
generally found to be more useful media channels 
than the mass media and social media.
Furthermore, the media can be a useful tool for 
raising awareness and drawing attention to the 
sensitive issues in the society, and even changing 
perceptions of specific groups in public opinion. 
Ex-offenders and migrants, for instance, are often 
labelled as problematic groups. Their difficulties 
may be compounded by prejudice and social stig-
ma. Clearly, there is no quick fix, but part of the 
solution is to educate authorities and the gener-
al public. Articles and interviews are among the 
tools that can help to tackle prejudice, distrust 
and discrimination, and these have been used by 
SEMPRE partners working with ex-offenders, mi-
grants and the long-term unemployed.
Media attention may have an empowering effect 
on the service users. For instance, the participants 
in a micro project, “Wirkstatt”, in the county of Plön, 
Germany, and the members of a youth group in 
Varde, Denmark, were asked to give interviews to 
the local newspaper and talk about their life situa-
tions and the activities of the micro projects. Being 
acknowledged and noticed by the media contrib-
uted to raising the service users’ self-esteem and 
self-awareness, and was important in increasing 
motivation and engagement in the activities. It 
also created awareness of the actual activities by 
advertising the micro projects.
Several micro projects used the media both as a 
support tool and as an end result. In Nordfriesland, 
Germany, a bilingual website and newspaper were 

Stress relief balls produced by a micro project in Estonia. Photo: © Urmas Roos
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developed as an outcome of a micro project with 
refugees. The articles are written in both Arabic  
and German and the newspaper is available in 
print and online. Having an online platform and 
newspaper has an empowering effect on the ser-
vice users, as it gives them an opportunity to make 
their voices heard, while at the same time provid-
ing them with an opportunity to connect with oth-
er members of the community and contributing 
to intercultural understanding.
In Kokkola and Pietarsaari, Finland, the migrants 
were involved in producing short films in which 
they told stories of their experiences of living in 
a rural area in Finland. These short films are now 
used by providers of social services as a support tool 
to educate new migrants about Finnish society.

Tips for success:
• When trying to reach service users, find out 

what media they typically use
• Think about combining digital and traditional 

communication channels (e.g. work with social 
media and articles in a local newspaper)

• Use media and communication channels that 
are suitable for specific groups of service users.

STUDY VISITS
Learning from good practices can be motivat-
Learning from good practice can be motivating, 
inspiring and educational. Study visits can be 
useful support tools in further developing pro-
jects or initiatives. During a study visit, you can 
ask practical questions, learn about how certain 
challenges were overcome and learn new skills. 
Both social service providers and service users 
who have participated in study visits to other pro-
ject partners found the experience inspiring and 
enlightening. One SEMPRE project partner noted 
that study visits provided good input on organ-
isational issues, inspiration for product and ser-
vice development, and valuable contacts.

MONITOR AND EVALUATE 
Monitoring and evaluation (or follow-up on and 
assessments of) activities and their results, is 
necessary. Evaluation helps to assess whether 
the original aims and objectives defined during 
the planning stages of the service development 

process were achieved. It helps to identify what 
can be improved and how to avoid pitfalls in the 
future and can be used to celebrate success (rec-
ognising the achievements and contributions of 
the service users and other staff members). Fund-
ing bodies often demand evaluations and they 
help motivate stakeholders to continue support-
ing an activity. Feedback and evaluation can give 
service users and service providers the possibility 
of exerting real influence on the product /service. 
Better utilisation of existing monitoring and eval-
uation methods can be a good way to describe/
highlight the impact of an initiative, which may in 
turn make it easier to attract clients and/or fund-
ing. It is a way to identify skills gaps, detect com-
munication challenges or give feedback to each 
other.
An example of an evaluation conducted within 
micro projects in the SEMPRE project was the 
evaluation strategy adopted by the micro project 
Guest at School in the secondary school in Kor-
sholm, Finland. The evaluation was conducted as 
three separate focus group interviews with three 
groups of stakeholders, including service users, 
service providers and management. The out-
come of the evaluation included suggestions for 
development from the perspectives of different 
stakeholders. The outcome was very positive, and 
the evaluative findings motivated a third party to 
become engaged in the facilitation of the acti
vities developed within the SEMPRE project on a 
nationwide scale.
Some of the empowerment tools that were pre-
sented in chapter 4 can also be used for evalua-
tion purposes. For example, the business model 
canvas or theory of change template can be used 
by the group to monitor its own progress, identi-
fy loose ends and celebrate milestones that have 
been reached.

Tips for success: 
• Involve service users in the design of the evalu-

ation and the choice of tools
• When working with questionnaires, use lan-

guage that is easy to understand
• Be mindful about time resources (service users 

may be volunteers – single mothers in the AllDi 
Group/ Dithmarschen are full time employees)

• Be clear about the purpose of the evaluation.
• Be transparent about the evaluation results. 

(Who owns them? How do they impact?)
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06 
Concluding remarks 

volvement is access. Access means that service 
users’ opinions should be valued, and their voices 
allowed and listened to. They should be ensured 
access to organisations and decision-making 
structures and have a real say in them (Beresford, 
2013). This means that it is crucial that empower-
ment and user involvement are taken seriously. If 
user involvement is mere lip-service, it may result 
in frustration and disempowerment (Beresford, 
2013; Blow, 2008) – the opposite of its genuine 
intention: to be liberating, participatory and ap-
preciative.
A final remark: if you want to learn more about the 
many examples of micro projects that are men-
tioned in this handbook, you will find a compila-
tion of all micro projects on the project website. 
And if you or your organisation would like to dig 
deeper into the concepts of empowerment and 
end-user involvement and start putting it into 
practice, we recommend that you have a look at 
the Roadmap for Organisations and the SEMPRE 
Guidebook for Empowerment Training. Both of 
these publications can be found at:
www.sempre-project.eu

Together we can reach our goal – let’s make 
empowerment happen!

The SEMPRE partnership wishes you a rewarding 
empowerment journey! 

 
The SEMPRE project provided tools and methods 
to work with empowerment and service users’ in-
volvement in service design in rural areas of the 
Baltic Sea Region. What we have learned during 
this three-year journey is that empowerment and 
user involvement are long-term change processes 
and not ad hoc or one-off approaches. This trans-
formation not only relates to individual behaviour, 
work practice, management and organisational 
change but also impacts on societal structures 
(the social capital of communities, for instance). It 
is a long journey and can be a bumpy road at times 
– therefore it is important to pause and remind 
yourself why you are doing it (have clear aims and 
objectives) and why it is so important.
Regardless of the tools chosen, continuity and 
commitment to the process are key. There is no 
right or wrong in this process and you can explore 
different practices, methods and tools, as long as 
you keep to the key principles for service-user in-
volvement, which are: support and access.
Fostering service-user involvement can mean 
many things. Support could range from adapting 
a meeting structure to make it better suited to 
service users (without jargon and easily under-
stood) to building confidence and skills, as well 
as offering practical help (for example, for people 
who need physical assistance).
Another essential element for service-user in-

The SEMPRE partnership at a 
project meeting in Esbjerg, Denmark

http://www.sempre-project.eu/ 


56  Empowerment – Making it happen

References

Afridi A (2011) Social Networks: Their Role in Addressing 
Poverty. York, UK: Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 
Available at: http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/poverty-
social-networks-full.pdf (accessed 17 October 2018).

Beresford P (2013) Beyond the usual suspects. Research 
Report. London. Available at: https://lx.iriss.org.uk/sites/
default/files/resources/beresford.pdf (accessed  
25 October 2018).

Beresford P (2016) All Our Welfare: Towards 
Participatory Social Policy. Policy press.

Beresford P (2017) Participatory Approach to 
Services. In: Eide, A. H.; Josephsson, S. & Vik, K. (2017): 
Participation in Health and Welfare Services. 1st ed. 
London & New York: Routledge. Available at:  
https://www.routledge.com/Participation-in-Health-
and-Welfare-Services-Professional-Concepts-and/Eide-
Josephsson-Vik/p/book/9781138644854 (accessed  
27 October 2018).

Beresford P and Carr S (2012) Social Care, Service 
Users and User Involvement. London: Jessica Kingsley 
Publishers.

Beresford P and Carr S (2018) Social Policy First Hand: 
An International Introduction to Participatory Social 
Welfare. Policy Press. Available at:  
https://www.waterstones.com/book/social-policy-
first-hand/peter-beresford/sarah-carr/9781447332367 
(accessed 7 November 2018).

Blow B (2008) Empowering to disempower: a dilemma 
when working with adults with learning difficulties. 
Anthropology Matters 10(1). Available at:  
https://www.anthropologymatters.com/index.php/anth_
matters/article/view/43 (accessed 18 October 2018).

Boddy J (2012) Mentoring in social work: Key 
findings from a women’s community-based 
mentoring program. Journal of Social Work Practice 
26(3). Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/
publication/263185931_Mentoring_in_social_work_
Key_findings_from_a_women’s_community-based_
mentoring_program (accessed 9 October 2018).

Copus A, Perjo L, Berlina A, et al. (2017) Social 
innovation in local development: Lessons from the 
Nordic countries and Scotland.

Denzin N and Lincoln Y (2013) The Landscape of 
Qualitative Research. 4th ed. Los Angeles: SAGE Inc.

DesignCouncil (2018) The Design Process: What  
is the Double Diamond? Available at:  
https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/news-opinion/design-
process-what-double-diamond (accessed 16 May 2018).

Elstad T and Johanssen G (2017) Mental Heath, 
Participation and Social Identity. In: Eide, A. H.; 
Josephsson, S. & Vik, K. (2017): Participation in Health 
and Welfare Services. 1st Edition (Hardback)-Routledge. 
Available at: https://www.routledge.com/Participation-
in-Health-and-Welfare-Services-Professional-Concepts-
and/Eide-Josephsson-Vik/p/book/9781138644854 
(accessed 27 October 2018).

Foucault M (1986) The Care of the Self. London: Pinguin 
Books.

Freire, P. (2000) Pedagogy of the Oppressed: 30th 
Anniversary Edition. Anniversary. Translated by M. B. 
Ramos. New York: BLOOMSBURY ACADEMIC US.

Gaižauskaitė I (2012) The Use of the Focus Group 
Method in Social Work Research. Social Work 11(1): 19–30.

Greenbaum T (1998) The Handbook for Focus Group 
Research. 2455 Teller Road, Thousand Oaks California 
91320 United States of America: SAGE Publications, Inc. 
DOI: 10.4135/9781412986151.

Herriger N (2014) Empowerment in Der Sozialen Arbeit: 
Eine Einführung. 5th ed. Stuttgart: Kohlhammer Verlag.
Laloux F (2015) Reinventing Organizations: Ein 
Leitfaden Zur Gestaltung Sinnstiftender Formen Der 
Zusammenarbeit. München: Franz Vahlen.

Lindberg M (2018) Promoting and sustaining rural 
social innovation. European Public & Social Innovation 
Review 2(2): 30–41.

Lundemark Andersen M, Nørlund Brok P and 
Mathiasen H (2000) Empowerment på dansk. 
Frederikshavn. Dafolo. Available at: https://www.saxo.
com/dk/empowerment-paa-dansk_maja-lundemark-
andersen-pernille-noerlund-brok-henrik-mathiasen_
epub_9788771600353 (accessed 27 October 2018).

Mezirow J (1990) Fostering Critical Reflection 
in Adulthood: A Guide to Transformative and 
Emancipatory Learning. Jossey-Bass Publishers.

Nesta (2013) Theory of change. Available at:  
https://www.nesta.org.uk/toolkit/theory-change/
(accessed 16 October 2018).

Bibliography

http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/poverty-social-networks-full.pdf
http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/poverty-social-networks-full.pdf
https://lx.iriss.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/beresford.pdf
https://lx.iriss.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/beresford.pdf
https://www.routledge.com/Participation-in-Health-and-Welfare-Services-Professional-Concepts-and/Eide-Josephsson-Vik/p/book/9781138644854
https://www.routledge.com/Participation-in-Health-and-Welfare-Services-Professional-Concepts-and/Eide-Josephsson-Vik/p/book/9781138644854
https://www.routledge.com/Participation-in-Health-and-Welfare-Services-Professional-Concepts-and/Eide-Josephsson-Vik/p/book/9781138644854
https://www.waterstones.com/book/social-policy-first-hand/peter-beresford/sarah-carr/9781447332367 
https://www.waterstones.com/book/social-policy-first-hand/peter-beresford/sarah-carr/9781447332367 
https://www.anthropologymatters.com/index.php/anth_matters/article/view/43
https://www.anthropologymatters.com/index.php/anth_matters/article/view/43
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/263185931_Mentoring_in_social_work_Key_findings_from_a_women’s_community-based_mentoring_program
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/263185931_Mentoring_in_social_work_Key_findings_from_a_women’s_community-based_mentoring_program
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/263185931_Mentoring_in_social_work_Key_findings_from_a_women’s_community-based_mentoring_program
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/263185931_Mentoring_in_social_work_Key_findings_from_a_women’s_community-based_mentoring_program
https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/news-opinion/design-process-what-double-diamond
https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/news-opinion/design-process-what-double-diamond
https://www.routledge.com/Participation-in-Health-and-Welfare-Services-Professional-Concepts-and/Eide-Josephsson-Vik/p/book/9781138644854 
https://www.routledge.com/Participation-in-Health-and-Welfare-Services-Professional-Concepts-and/Eide-Josephsson-Vik/p/book/9781138644854 
https://www.routledge.com/Participation-in-Health-and-Welfare-Services-Professional-Concepts-and/Eide-Josephsson-Vik/p/book/9781138644854 
https://www.saxo.com/dk/empowerment-paa-dansk_maja-lundemark-andersen-pernille-noerlund-brok-henrik-mathiasen_epub_9788771600353
https://www.saxo.com/dk/empowerment-paa-dansk_maja-lundemark-andersen-pernille-noerlund-brok-henrik-mathiasen_epub_9788771600353
https://www.saxo.com/dk/empowerment-paa-dansk_maja-lundemark-andersen-pernille-noerlund-brok-henrik-mathiasen_epub_9788771600353
https://www.saxo.com/dk/empowerment-paa-dansk_maja-lundemark-andersen-pernille-noerlund-brok-henrik-mathiasen_epub_9788771600353
https://www.nesta.org.uk/toolkit/theory-change/


57

Norvoll R (2013) Samfunn og psykisk helse. Oslo.: 
Gyldendal Akademisk. Available at: 
https://www.gyldendal.no/Faglitteratur/Samfunnsfag/
Sosiologi/Samfunn-og-psykisk-helse (accessed  
27 October 2018).

Orgler M (2018) What are the cons of a business model 
canvas? Available at: https://www.quora.com/What-are-
the-cons-of-a-business-model-canvas (accessed  
16 October 2018).

Otto H-U, Scherr A and Ziegler H (2010) Wieviel und 
welche Normativität benötigt die Soziale Arbeit? Neue 
Praxis, Zeitschrift für Sozialarbeit, Sozialpädagogik und 
Sozialpolitik (2010/2): 137–163.

Pohlmann M (2016) Soziologie Der Organisation: Eine 
Einführung. Stuttgart: UTB.

Rabiee F (2004) Focus-group interview and data 
analysis. The Proceedings of the Nutrition Society 63(4): 
655–660.

Reason P and McArdel KL (2008) Action Research 
and Organisation Development. In: Handbook of 
Organisation Development. London: Sage Publications.

Ross-Sheriff F and Orme J (2017) Mentoring and 
Coaching. Encyclopedia of Social Work. DOI: 10.1093/
acrefore/9780199975839.013.1146.

Strategyzer (n.d.) The Business Model Canvas 
Instruction Manual. Available at:  
https://assets.strategyzer.com/assets/resources/the-
business-model-canvas-instruction-manual.pdf.

Theunissen G (2009) Empowerment Und Inklusive 
Behinderter Menschen Eine Einführung in 
Heilpädagogik Und Soziale Arbeit. 2nd ed. Freiburg: 
Lambertus-Verlag.

Vidal RVV (2006) The Future Workshop: Democratic 
problem solving. Economic Analysis Working Papers 
(2002-2010). Atlantic Review of Economics (2011–2016) 
5: 1–25.

Zimmerman M (2000) Empowerment Theory. 
Psychological, Organizational and Community Levels 
of Analyses. In: (2000): Rappaprot, J. & Seidman, J. (edt.) 
(2000): Handbook of Community Psychology. Available 
at: https://www.springer.com/us/book/9780306461606 
(accessed 27 October 2018).

1 http://www.sempre-project.eu
 
2 https://www.utu.fi/fi/yksikot/ffrc/kehittamispalvelut/

futuresfocus/Documents/futures-workshops.pdf

3 Appreciative inquiry (AI) is part of an action research 
approach. It is rooted in the idea of positivity as 
opposed to more traditional research methods that 
focus on deficits or problem-solving. AI begins by 
identifying something positive about the situation, 
something that energises people and that they most 
care about, in order to produce and sharpen a vision 
and inspire action for change.

4 https://diytoolkit.org/tools/theory-of-change/ 
?cn-reloaded=1

5 https://strategyzer.com/

6 http://www.socialbusinessmodelcanvas.com/ 
wp-content/uploads/SBMC-v2.png

7 https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/
asset/document/Design%20methods%20for%20de-
veloping%20services.pdf

Endnotes

https://www.gyldendal.no/Faglitteratur/Samfunnsfag/Sosiologi/Samfunn-og-psykisk-helse
https://www.gyldendal.no/Faglitteratur/Samfunnsfag/Sosiologi/Samfunn-og-psykisk-helse
https://www.quora.com/What-are-the-cons-of-a-business-model-canvas
https://www.quora.com/What-are-the-cons-of-a-business-model-canvas
https://assets.strategyzer.com/assets/resources/the-business-model-canvas-instruction-manual.pdf
https://assets.strategyzer.com/assets/resources/the-business-model-canvas-instruction-manual.pdf
https://www.springer.com/us/book/9780306461606
http://www.sempre-project.eu
https://www.utu.fi/fi/yksikot/ffrc/kehittamispalvelut/futuresfocus/Documents/futures-workshops.pdf
https://www.utu.fi/fi/yksikot/ffrc/kehittamispalvelut/futuresfocus/Documents/futures-workshops.pdf
https://diytoolkit.org/tools/theory-of-change/?cn-reloaded=1
https://diytoolkit.org/tools/theory-of-change/?cn-reloaded=1
http://www.socialbusinessmodelcanvas.com/
wp-content/uploads/SBMC-v2.png
http://www.socialbusinessmodelcanvas.com/
wp-content/uploads/SBMC-v2.png
https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/asset/document/Design%20methods%20for%20developing%20services.pdf
https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/asset/document/Design%20methods%20for%20developing%20services.pdf
https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/asset/document/Design%20methods%20for%20developing%20services.pdf
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1  �Diaconie of Schleswig-Holstein (DE)
2  �Evangelical Lutheran Church in Northern 

Germany (DE)
3  �Academy of Economics Schleswig-Holstein (DE)
4  �Novia University of Applied Sciences (Fl)
5  �Kokkola University Consortium Chydenius (Fl)
7  Diaconal Centre Liepaja (LV)
8  University of Latvia (LV)
9  Lutheran Diaconia (LT) 

10  �Estonian Evangelical Lutheran Church (EE)
11  �Foundation for Social Action (EE)
12  �The Foundation for Lifelong Learning PERITIA 

(PL)
13  �Coompanion Norrbotten (SE)
14  �Sunderby Folk High School (SE)
15  �University College South Denmark (DK)
16  Nordregio (SE)
17  �Vidzeme University of Applied Sciences (LV)
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The SEMPRE Guidebook for Empower-
ment Training describes training mod-
ules that were jointly developed and pi-
loted in several SEMPRE partner regions. 
It can be used for inhouse trainings and 
education of future social workers in em-
powerment and user involvement. 
www.sempre-project.eu/training

The SEMPRE policy recommendations 
address policy makers in the fields of 
social affairs, regional development and 
innovation. They highlight the impor-
tance of promoting social innovation and 
listening to marginalised groups, particu-
larly in rural areas.
www.sempre-project.eu/recommendations

The Roadmap for Organisations is meant 
to be used by leaders of organisations in 
the social sector. It provides inspiration 
and guidance to implement user involve-
ment as an organisational practice.
www.sempre-project.eu/roadmap

The compilation of micro projects that 
were initiated in the Local Empowerment 
Networks of the SEMPRE project shows 
the variety of user-driven initiatives and 
the value of co-creation in service design.
www.sempre-project.eu/micro-projects
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How can we build empowering environments that value the experi-
ential knowledge of service users and foster the co-production of in-
novative and sustainable services? This handbook builds upon three 
years of cooperative work in the transnational project SEMPRE and 
provides practical advice and inspiration for everyone who works 
with and within social services.
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