Exploring Homelessness through Arts-Based Participatory
Action Research at the YMCA Homeless Shelter in Malta

INTRODUCTION

The YMCA is an international voluntary organisation, which works to end homelessness and support youth
development. This arts-based, Participatory Action Research (PAR) project was about a community of people
learning to better understand each other and the social and material reality in which we were living and
learning. The 21 participants included residents, staff and volunteers at the YMCA shelter in Malta.
Participants voluntarily engaged with each other in action learning, dialogue and art-making to verbally and
visually explore reality, knowledge and lived experience, based upon the generative theme of ‘housing and
homelessness in Malta’.

The pedagogical approach used aimed to support community strengthening and stimulate a desire among
participants to work together towards positive change. As a participatory and arts-based praxis, it entailed
engaging people in a creative process of action and reflection to engage critically with the world around us.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1) What is life and learning like with people experiencing homelessness in Malta?
2) What affordances do arts-based Participatory Action Research (PAR) methods offer as praxis?

METHODOLOGY AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This small-scale qualitative research project utilised a flexible research design. As a Participatory Research
project, the workshops were not about teaching shelter residents, but about learning from and with each-
other as people. The study was exploratory, participatory and inductive. “PAR offers a radical alternative to
knowledge development as a collective, self-reflective inquiry for the purpose of improving a situation in a
community or in a marginalised group of individuals” (MacDonald, 2012: 37). Nygreen (2009) confirms that
PAR is a research approach that “emphasises participatory democracy — including the democratic production
of knowledge as essential to realising social justice” (p. 16). PAR is inherently hopeful and rooted in a belief
that people have the capacity to learn, to know, and to act.

Methods of data collection included participant observation (field-notes and photographs), ethnographic
conversations and visual data gathered during arts-based action learning workshops, in which participants
created visual data, such as art and photographs. Data were analysised through thematic analysis. This study
is not simply about reading images or decoding data but is about a process of conscientization and creation of
(visual) data, reminding us that “data is not found but constructed” [...] The data are generative, emergent, a
“formative approach to the visual” (Canhman-Taylor, 2017: 100). Coghlan & Coughlan (2010) note that the
knowledge generated through action-oriented research is “particular, situational and out of praxis” (p. 194).

New Materialist and Post-humanist research has highlighted how social-constructionism is limited as an
epistemological framework as it does not easily support the idea that we are not just social beings. The arts-
based methods used in this educational study are entangled with things that are not social in nature e.g.
materials and spaces. The people living in this shelter are living in a context of material deprivation,
something which is not a social construct.
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LIVING CONDITIONS AND HOUSE PRICES IN MALTA

Malta has an established culture of home-ownership. According to Malta’s most recent Household Budgetary Survey (2015), only
16.5% of the population rent, compared to 70.9% home-owners. Vakili-Zad and Hoekstra’s research (2011) on house vacancy rates
shows that there is no lack of housing in Malta yet paradoxically “housing prices have been rising [...] for decades, unabated” (p.441).
The most recent data on house prices from the National Statistics Office (2018a) show a rise of 5.2% between 2017-18. This increase is
driven by 1-2 bedroom apartments and maisonettes, which are the kinds of properties most sought after by the residents in the
homeless shelter in which this study was conducted.

The YMCA report a significant year on year increase in demand for shelter, from 3,223 bed nights in 2015 to 8,283 bed nights in 2017
(YMCA, 2018). CEO Anthony Camilleri explains that the YMCA turns down “five referrals a day [...] because we are full" (quoted in
Grech, 2019). It is important to note that the YMCA is not the only shelter in Malta.

The people living in the shelter at the time of conducting this research (March-June 2019), represent a diverse cross-section of Maltese
society). Despite speaking several languages and some residents having tertiary education or professional backgrounds, those who are
in employment work minimum wage jobs (cleaners, child-carers, labourers, kitchen staff), or, in the case of people whose legal status
is disputed, work for less than this, with some reporting €2 per hour. For the shelter residents who work minimum wage jobs, the
increasing cost of living (NSO, 2019) and rent prices are significant obstacles contributing to housing exclusion and social
marginalisation.

AN EXAMPLE OF WHAT WE MADE (TWO SIDES OF THE REALITY CUBE)
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“Rent is too much for a Mum with two kids. [Landlords/Developers]
are not caring for social situation.”
“Hanzir is the Maltese word for pig ... someone who is greedy.”

The residents defined what help means: “believing in us and
giving opportunities”. Residents expressed a strong desire to be,
and to feel, listened to.

WHAT WE DID

Staff and volunteers participated in an Action Learning process, in which we prepared and facilitated a series
of five two-hour workshops with shelter residents over two months. Staff and volunteers were involved as
much as they wanted, and each person contributed by taking on different roles in the workshops. We used
dialogue and arts-based methods like photo-elicitation, free-drawing and crafts to give people the chance to
express their thoughts and feelings regarding their lived experience of homelessness in Malta. We created a
safe space, where people attended voluntarily and could leave if they needed to. The working language was
English, with Maltese interpretation and translation. Workshops 1-5, in brief:
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WHAT WE LEARNED

This project encouraged people of diverse backgrounds to work together on an issue of common importance. Through dialogue, as a
truly mutual exchange, the pre-conceived categories of ‘facilitators’ (who had something to offer) and ‘residents’ (who had something
to receive, as ‘beneficiaries’) began to erode. Learners — people — “need to feel as though their identity is accepted, valued, and
appreciated by their peers in order to socially and emotionally express themselves” (Phirangee and Malec, 2017: 161). In PAR and in
the shelter, the issue of identity was of great significance for the shelter residents, whose current living situation forced them to
confront how they saw themselves, individually and in relation to the wider society. Through dialogue and arts-based PAR, we created
a space in which people could push boundaries safely, exploring a reconfiguration of self — selves — within our sometimes confusing,
sometimes comforting environment.

Some shelter residents expressed that shelter life feels like being in a “cage” or in a “prison”. With the notable exception of one
person, who does “not feel homeless”, the experience of homelessness can negatively impact a person’s self-esteem, resulting in a
sense of ‘less-ness’ that takes significant resilience, self-efficacy, and support to work through. Perhaps ironically in the sometimes
claustrophobic ‘cage’ we were in, the complexity and depth of people’s emotions, intelligences, and needs in this learning
environment felt at times hard to contain. There is an intensity to life and learning in this context which presented practical, ethical
and emotional challenges for those involved.

The arts methods used were effective in stimulating dialogue and creative expression for people of diverse backgrounds, which
promoted inclusivity in the learning environment as people who might not have chosen to or been able to speak in words had the
opportunity for their visual/artistic input to impact the group learning process. The visual symbols and the personal objects people
connected with carried meaning which transcended linguistic/cultural barriers.

The mapping activity in Workshop 4 helped situate us and helped us appreciate our diverse journeys to being ‘here’ (in the shelter, in
Malta). Through sharing personal ‘Journeys to Here’, residents, staff and volunteers had the opportunity to connect on a personal
level, in a way their usual roles did not always allow. Paradoxically, by visually marking some of our differences on a map, participants
in this workshop began to recognise what we had in common. One of the participants, a migrant to Malta, marked their roots as “the
world”, explaining that they were “more than” the country they came from.

The presence of former residents encouraged an organic and helpful process of peer support and learning to emerge. Peers
introduced a more nuanced form of scaffolding and modelling to the PAR workshops, acting as a ‘bridge’ between workshop
facilitators and shelter residents.

As the PAR project developed, it became apparent that the learning materials, personal possessions, and creative artefacts with which
we “intra-acted” (Barad, 2003) were becoming increasingly powerful d/artaphacts (Renolds, 2018). The physicality of this arts-based
PAR process shaped the learning as participants held photographs, learning materials and personal objects, passing them around for
others to connect with.

The arts methods used in workshops contributed to tacit understanding, which helped affirm each other. Finding this common ground
helped us connect in new ways; where people — alone — might have felt a ‘less-ness’, through supporting each other as we ‘figured
stuff out’ together, each participant was able to offer something, with some demonstrating increased confidence as the weeks passed.
As we challenged internalised stereotypes and learned hopelessness through arts-based PAR and dialogue, residents began to show
an increasing desire to “show our human side”, demonstrating the radical transformative potential of arts-based PAR praxis.

IMPLICATIONS / POSSIBLE DIRECTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

Recognition is required of both the material and social needs of people experiencing homelessness, in order to tackle this issue.
Homelessness comprises a material need and the psychological needs of safety, belonging and affirmation. The shelter community
offers these things only partly; a shelter is a transitional space, which can be considered a pit-stop or a purgatory, as people find ways
to move on. Much as the execution of this PAR project showed it is possible to create meaningful learning opportunities for people
living in institutional settings, our experience of this work confirms Clover’s (2016) assertion that such work is “not a panacea” (p. 5).
The diverse paths that led individuals in this shelter to experience homelessness point to homelessness being a societal issue,
requiring intersectional analysis and cross-sectoral collaboration.

In a context of material deprivation and social inequality, practitioners and researchers wishing to engage in PAR need to be mentally,
ethically, and emotionally prepared to engage with complex, sometimes volatile expression, in a psychologically-, perhaps trauma-
informed way. A useful line of inquiry to pursue in future research would be with PAR practitioners themselves, identifying and
assessing professional development needs and possible skills blind-spots.
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