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Abstract

Daily life in a child and youth home is created jointly by staff, children, youth and 
leaders. However, three important resources often remain unavailable for the 
development of the organisation and its promotion of the young people: (1) the 
knowledge of the organisation, and different perspectives on the organisation, that 
these persons hold, (2) the energies freed when they perceive the quality of the 
child and youth home as a matter of shared interest and join forces to develop it, 
and (3) the organisation and the processes of shaping it as learning opportunities 
in themselves, especially for children and youth. By participating in shaping the 
organisation that they live in, they not only make a contribution to its quality that only 
they can make, but also strengthen important competences for their independent 
lives. Examples from practice and research in Brazil, Hungary and Switzerland 
illustrate the three resources and how they can benefit both the organisation and 
all the persons in it, especially the children and youth. Readers are encouraged to 
harness the ‘hidden treasure’ that these resources represent, for the benefit of the 
child and youth homes as well as the children and youth in their care. 
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A treasure lies hidden in child and youth homes. Recognised, shared and translated 
into action, it is a powerful driver for the stability and development of the 
organisation as well as for the development of the children and youths. Hidden, it 
is a resource unused, an opportunity missed. 

‘When a young person comes to our youth home, we know exactly what they need 
and offer it to them. But they do not want to collaborate. ’ (leader of a youth home)

‘We always are asked to give our opinions. And we do give them. But then, nothing 
changes. ’ (youth in the same youth home)

I remember the real distress and exasperation in both voices vividly. Both 
leader and youth express motivation to bring their viewpoints and expertise to 
shape some aspects of everyday life and practice in the youth home. Each, youth 
and leader, wants buy-in from the other and is exasperated at not being heard and 
not gaining collaboration. Each of them ends up feeling frustrated and demotivated. 
Important resources remain unused or are used without the desired effect. An 
opportunity has been missed. 

It is on purpose that I do not mention the country where this story happened. 
Based on my international experience, I believe it could have happened anywhere. 

The treasure that becomes visible in this story consists of three interconnected 
parts: 

1.  The knowledge of the children, youth, staff and leaders about the child and 
youth home; 

2.  the energies that are freed when leaders, staff, children and youth join 
forces; and

3.  the organisation as a learning opportunity, for all, especially for the 
children and youth. 

We should harness this treasure, these resources and potentials of individuals 
and groups and build on them to benefit both the organisation and all in it, 
especially the children and youths. 

The treasure is at our fingertips. Everybody in the child and youth home holds 
a part of it: leaders, staff, volunteers and, in a special way, the children and youths, 
since they are beneficiaries, co-producers of everyday reality in the organisation 
and builders of their own lives, all in one. 

Often, the treasure is invisible. Years ago, I presented to staff and youth the 
summary of their knowledge collected in an analysis of their organisation, the 
‘Chácara dos Meninos de Quatro Pinheiros’ (‘Chácara’), a highly participatory 
grassroots project for boys ‘of the street’. As I concluded, an educator exclaimed 
incredulously: ‘Really, this is what we found out? Look everybody, all of this we 
know. I did not even know that we know all this!’

Imagine what we could do in a child and youth home if we were more fully 
aware not just of problems to be solved and challenges to be addressed, but also 
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of all the knowledge, opinions, ideas, experiences, dreams, skills, creativity, 
hopes, dreams, energy, solidarity, critical thought and so on that every person in 
the child and youth home brings with them; if we managed to bring all these 
resources to the table to jointly address how to further develop the child and youth 
home and its everyday reality and practice to best benefit the children and youth. 
Imagine what impacts it could have, especially on the children and youths, but 
also on all staff members and further persons involved, if they understood 
themselves as experts by experience of everyday life in the child and youth home 
that they are, and all joined forces. 

I have witnessed this happening, for example, in the ‘Chácara’ in Brazil that I 
have been closely involved with for over 25 years. I see it happening in the project 
‘Creating Futures’ I currently lead, where Young Experts, leaders and staff of five 
youth homes in Switzerland and Hungary form a community of practice and 
together develop innovations to better promote youth’s self-empowerment. It has 
also been evident in the recent International Care Leavers’ Convention, initiated 
by Udayan Care from India and with strong representations of youths from Asia 
and Africa and the other continents, and continues in the Global Care Leavers’ 
Community that has grown out of it. 
Here is how I see the three parts of the treasure. 

The Knowledge of the Children, Youths, Staff and 
Leaders About the Child and Youth Home

All persons in the child and youth home have useful knowledge about what it is, 
how it works and what challenges and effects it has. They all experience the 
organisation on a daily basis. They use this knowledge to work and live together 
in the home on a daily basis, and, in doing so, further develop it. When I 
interviewed the boys of the ‘Chácara’ aged 8–23, they were able to explain amply 
and clearly how the different institutions they had already been to worked, what 
was good, what not, and why, as well as why they had run away everywhere else 
but were resolved not to do so in the ‘Chácara’. 

Much of this knowledge by experience is implicit, not conscious to its holders. 
The experienced and visibly competent Brazilian educator who said to me, ‘I 
cannot explain to you how I work. But I know how to do it. You have to come 
watch how I am doing it’, illustrates this. Part of my role as an organisational 
psychologist in in this field is to help raise this knowledge so that it can be shared 
and consciously used for further development. In ‘Creating Futures’, the Young 
Experts, staff and leaders together have identified 11 organisational dimensions 
that influence self-empowerment of young people, have used this knowledge to 
analyse the aspects that, in their organisations, already contribute positively or 
require improvement and, currently, are trying out concrete innovations. 

Another reason why knowledge by experience may be overlooked is because 
the focus is on knowledge from formal education. It is clear to me, however, that 
those with formal knowledge, too, profit much from tapping into their own 
experiential knowledge. 
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In some cases, the knowledge of certain persons may beconsidered less 
relevant. At a conference on quality in residential care in São Paulo, Brazil, the 
expert audience was visibly struck when a young speaker emphasised that we 
must remember that children and youth are not only ‘becoming somebody’, but 
they already are somebody. 

Last but not least, different parts of the organisation are visible to the different 
persons in it. When I researched the ‘Chácara’, it was clear that the research team 
of six boys aged 14–18 was addressing different topics from staff or the coordinator. 
After intense periods of voluntary work, I myself had started off thinking that I 
knew the organisation very well. I ended up seeing and understanding it in totally 
new ways. 

Since then, I have subscribed to ‘learning from practice for practice’ and 
‘learning from each other and with each other’. The Brazilian liberation pedagogue 
Paulo Freire’s dialogical, non-hierarchical relationship, in which the teacher also 
becomes pupil, and the pupil also becomes teacher, has shown itself as a very 
fruitful approach. The staff, leaders and Young Experts in ‘Creating Futures’ are 
fascinated by all that is brought up when they adopt this approach in the community 
of practice. It has a visible impact on self-worth and motivation to participate, 
particularly in Young Experts. 

Young people building up their lives under challenging circumstances, and 
child and youth homes working in challenging circumstances to promote them 
have complex tasks at hand. We need all the knowledge we can get. 

The Energies that Are Freed When Leaders, Staff, 
Children and Youth Join Forces

Knowledge without energies will not achieve anything. Scientific and management 
literature may mention the more modern view that organisations are not structures 
into which we press people but are in fact made up of people and constructed by 
them on a daily basis. However, it seems to refer very little to what all these 
humans may bring to an organisation. 

I firmly believe that the energy is in all those involved in the child and youth 
home themselves but often cannot express itself to its full extent within the 
confines of organisational structures, habits and attitudes. All persons in the child 
and youth home are bearers of hopes and dreams, solidarity, affection and 
friendship, the will to learn, the wish to be useful and lead a life of value, creativity, 
ideas, resilience, a sense of fun, cooperation, critical thought, trust, belief, 
dedication, engagement and so on. 

Many years ago, a boy in the ‘Chácara’ named Nei wrote repeatedly on a sheet 
of paper: ‘I want to be somebody in life. Here, I am somebody. Here they need 
me’. I have a photo of Nei, some months off the streets, working on the accounting 
report of the Chácara. Wanting to feel relevant and needed and striving for a 
common goal beyond our individual selves is inherent not only in Nei, but in all 
human beings. It would be an interesting discussion in any child and youth home 
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of the many ways in which all the persons there, especially the young people, are 
actually needed. 

Much of the energies that I have mentioned is freed when a common goal that 
needs everybody’s help is set jointly, and when everybody gives their best to 
pursue it together. I had an academic colleague who was very critical of the fact 
that I did not plan every single minute of the workshops of the ‘Creating Futures’ 
community of practice and, even worse, often let the community take its own 
course within the agreed topics and goals rather than insisting on the exact course 
I had thought up. How would I have the project under control and guarantee its 
quality?

Well, that certainly would be a way of killing rather than freeing the energies of 
the diverse, knowledgeable, creative and engaged members of the community of 
practice, energies that they bring into the project because they have co-designed it 
towards a goal they have chosen and consider important and urgent: to develop and 
try out organisational innovations by which their organisations will be able to 
promote the self-empowerment of young people more effectively. In such a project, 
everybody is needed, and everybody has something valuable to contribute. These 
facts alone free the energies which enable the Young Experts, staff and leaders to 
collaborate in the community of practice, making the project flourish despite the 
ongoing pandemic. It is visible when they describe that staff, leaders and Young 
Experts now see each other differently, and that this encounter and collaboration of 
very diverse people from two countries is simply ‘good for the heart’. 

The Organisation as a Learning Opportunity

Child and youth homes do not ‘make’ the young people in their care. It is the 
young people themselves who develop their personalities, who strengthen their 
skills, interests and opinions, who learn at school and in professional training, 
build friendships and a personal network and take concrete steps towards 
independence, for example, by entering into relationships, living in semi-
independent accommodation and working.  The organisation is the main living 
space of the young persons over a shorter or longer period of time and, hopefully, 
succeeds in facilitating and nurturing their development. 

Building up an independent life as a person and member of society has much 
to do with knowing one’s context, understanding how it works, interacting with it 
and shaping it, as well as one’s life in it. Young people who participate in matters 
of the organisation in the child and youth home find an excellent ground for 
displaying, acquiring and training important competences as well as for 
experiencing self-efficacy and raising self-esteem. In one of the organisations 
in‘Creating Futures’, Young Experts have formed, with initial support from staff, 
a self-organised group called ‘Youth 2 Power’ where they create ideas for the 
implementation of improvements in the youth home. They coordinate meetings, 
voice opinions, document results and survey employees’ opinions by means of 
questionnaires. They strengthen a series of skills that are useful for their lives and 
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visibly gain confidence in their own strengths. Of course, this is an advanced 
development. In Brazil, the coordinator of the ‘Chácara’ used to simply take a few 
boys along to every single meeting he ever went to, be it with policymakers, 
judges, university students or teachers. In the ‘Chácara’ itself, the boys would 
explain the organisation to visitors. 

The organisation is a learning ground for staff and leaders also. Widening the 
focus from socio-pedagogical action to all the organisational conditions needed 
for it to be done well gives staff and leaders new and interesting perspectives on 
their daily practice. When we trial led focus group discussions with adolescents 
and young adults, staff members were also queuing up hoping to participate, 
pointing out the value of discussing about the organisation among colleagues 
from a variety of roles and areas. Do we sometimes have a stronger focus on the 
participation of young people than of staff? 

Concluding, I know that some of my friends from residential child and youth 
care will tell me that perhaps I am overly positive in my thinking, and that I 
neglect the difficulties and constraints they experience in everyday practice. 
Indeed, maintaining a positive view, or finding time for more than ‘emergency 
actions’, as one staff member put it, are challenges at the end of a long workday, 
or when interaction with colleagues has been conflictive, or there are not enough 
financial resources, or when youths have been quarrelling or not going to school 
or using drugs. I have lived through much of this myself. 

Nor does what I describe happen easily. What an experience of hope, of 
inspiration and of simple, down-to-earth, positive steps for the organisation and 
the children, youth, staff and leaders can we make though, when we manage to 
crack the lock of that treasure chest!
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