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Led by lived experience: what happens when we prioritise relationships over traditional approaches?  
2026 National Multiple Disadvantage Summit Workshop Write Up  
Speakers:   
· Sarah Copsey, Peer Support Worker Service Lead, SIFA Fireside 
· Logan Rainbow, Peer Support Worker, SIFA Fireside 
· Hana Bloedel (Chair) 
This workshop had four key objectives:  
· Explore what changes when services are designed around relationships 
· Contrast relational practice with traditional system-led approaches 
· Understand implications for system design and commissioning  
· Learn from lived experience and frontline practice  
This interactive workshop highlighted how systems and services often unintentionally create additional barriers for people rather than supporting them and how lived experience and relational working combats this. For example, changes to school drop-off and pick-up policies—intended to reduce neighbourhood disruption—have introduced rigid time slots that can result in families being marked as late. This illustrates how seemingly small systemic decisions can have disproportionate impacts, reinforcing challenges rather than alleviating them. There is a definitive need for institutions to respond with understanding and flexibility, rather than penalising individuals already navigating complex circumstances. 
We started with an activity mapping a clients community support system (formal and informal) and then overlaying that map with a map of the current systems’ support. Naturally, the client’s community support system did not match up with what the system prescribed. The system too often focuses on the wrong things. One of the main themes throughout the workshop was the importance of relational work and that outcomes should be seen as a product of strong, trusting relationships—not the primary driver of services. Short-term commissioning and rigid objectives were identified as key barriers, undermining trust and the workers themselves. In contrast, relationship-based approaches were described as both impactful and preventative, with SIFA providing “the best preventative service in the city.” 
The value of lived experience is not just a “nice to have” but truly necessary to doing this work. Those who have navigated complex systems themselves bring unique knowledge about why services fail and how they could be improved. Co-production was highlighted to harness expertise and design services that work better for everyone. However, it was acknowledged that it can be a significant emotional and practical ask for individuals who have been negatively impacted by systems to then contribute to improving them. 
Finally, the workshop highlighted the importance of community and ongoing networks of care, especially in the context of our often time-bound support models. One attendee mentioned that their service is only able to give 12 months of support per client and that individuals often struggle once that support ends, particularly when navigating issues that people experiencing multiple disadvantage face. Without ongoing connection, people may become overwhelmed and revert to previous patterns, especially when trust has been built with a particular worker. When open-ended support isn’t an option, it is paramount to help clients build a sustainable network of friends, neighbours, and community connections that provide long-term, consistent support beyond the lifespan of formal services and logistical constraints. Because none of us are truly “independent”; we all rely on support in various forms.  
Overall, the workshop reinforced that prioritising relationships and lived experience often lead to more effective and preventative systems. 
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