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Mayday Trust is a network of passionate social 

activists working to bring about systemic change 

with people going through tough times such as 

homelessness, leaving care, coming out of prison or 

experiencing emotional trauma. 

Originally established over 40 years ago and 

operating as a traditional housing support provider, 

Mayday radically transformed as an organisation in 

2011 by prototyping a new strengths-based way of 

working and modelling a person-led response that 

exposed the need for a paradigm shift in the 

systems as a whole. 

Working on the basis of ‘influencing through doing’ 

from the grassroots up, we model a person-led 

response and share our learning and findings with 

others, walking alongside those who buy in to ‘the 

hard stuff’ to grow a UK wide movement for 

systemic changes.  

The problem we are trying to solve is not 

‘homelessness’ but rather the ‘systemic 

institutionalisation of people accessing support 

services’ which was developed as a result of deeply 

listening to individuals’ experiences of services and 

the system as a whole and hearing what was really 

going on for people. 

 

 

Summary 

Listening and reflecting- Starting at the 
grassroots- listening to people’s experiences 
of services and systems prompting critical 
reflection and inform the need for change 
toward a person-led response. 

Challenging- prototyping a completely new 
strength-based way of working where the 
individual leads the way, exposing systems 
barriers and challenging these to model a 
whole new person-led system. 

Changing-Radically transforming our 
organisation as a result to create the right 
environment for person-led work to 
develop. Influencing through doing to 
prompt wider systems change alongside 
other organisations, commissioners across 
systems and silos. 

Mayday Trust 

| Overview 
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We explore a Human Learning Systems (HLS) 

approach through our Person-led, Transitional and 

Strength-based Response (PTS), working alongside 

people experiencing tough times. It emerged 

following years of prototyping a new way of 

working that ensured power was passed back to 

the individual and uncovered the many systemic 

barriers people face when accessing services. The 

PTS believes that tough times should be a brief 

transition in a person’s life, not an identity and 

certainly not a life sentence. 

The PTS is delivered by a team of PTS Coaches who 

work alongside people going through tough times. 

This is a voluntary relationship, which offers the 

right support at the right time for each individual. 

Importantly, a PTS Coach works without an agenda, 

solely focusing on the person in front of them, 

building on strengths rather than fixing perceived 

problems. 

People are encouraged to focus on what’s strong 

and go from there; exploring passions and interests 

and creating positive networks away from services. 

People will also be supported to overcome external 

and internal barriers created by the systems and 

processes that are in place when a person accesses 

services. 

Alongside a PTS Coach an individual will build up 

evidence that they can achieve, gain a deeper 

understanding of their situation and ultimately 

work towards the future they want. 

By focusing on the individual, their strengths and 

unique context, people can utilise their existing 

skills, access the appropriate resources and build 

the right network to ensure they are prepared for a 

life away from services. 

Our approach to HLS is to firstly listen, we see 

everything through the lens of ‘what if it were 

me?’, continually reflecting and evolving our 

approach and culture based on what we learn and 

influencing through sharing our findings. We 

provide a platform for like-minded people to come 

together to model a new system and collectively 

disrupt through the doing.  

One of the most significant transformations that 

Mayday Trust went through after listening to 

people’s experiences was changing our mission.  

We went from defining ourselves as a 

homelessness charity whose mission and purpose 

was to end homelessness, to a agency for social 

change that aimed to prevent the systematic 

institutionalisation of people experiencing services. 

This highlighted a shift in thinking from trying to fix 

people deemed as having complex needs within a 

deficit-based system, towards modelling an entirely 

new person-led system.  

How we listen is critical- it’s about intelligent 

listening, not just creating literal responses to what 

people say which can create a perverse incentive. 

An example of this is when people experiencing 

homelessness didn’t access medical help as they 

felt uncomfortable in the waiting rooms and other 

people felt uncomfortable too, the sector response 

was to create ‘the homeless GP’ surgery. This may 

have solve an immediate discomfort but had the 

long term impact of further segregation and 

exclusion of people from their communities.   

This radical redirection was reached by listening to 

people and hearing individuals defining their own 

problems, not assuming what the problem was on 

their behalf. It gradually became apparent when we 

listened to people that currently the most 

significant problem in their lives was the system 

barriers which got in the way of their ability to 

transition themselves out of their situations. These 

system barriers presented themselves in many 

ways such as structural (e.g. Housing allocations 

policies and welfare reform) or economic (e.g. the 

| Story of Change 
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gig economy) or psychological (e.g. the deficit 

informed system not listening to their stories). 

These systemic barriers, instead of being 

recognised and removed, were becoming further 

hidden and deflected as many charities and 

providers increased the focus on pathologising 

people’s experiences and making these the 

problem of the individual and not of the system. 

When we flipped this narrative and responded by 

creating a completely different way of thinking and 

responding which listened to individual problems as 

defined by people themselves, we found that by 

challenging and removing these systems barriers 

and giving people more power and control, they 

were able to quickly and sustainably transition to 

more positive lives outside of services. 

We don’t codesign with others to develop new 

service approaches, as our person-led way of 

working co-designs an individual response with 

each person we work with, so no two responses are 

ever the same. When we experiment, it is based 

upon something that has come out of our learning 

or informed by systemic barriers that are 

uncovered during the practice and experience. To 

test new ways of working, we listen to people to 

identify the right problem and create an 

autonomous, curious and learning environment 

where prototyping something different is possible 

and meaningful. Through consistent reflection, we 

listen to what the ‘doing’ is showing us and either 

run with it and continue or fail quickly, adapt and 

change. 

In a nutshell, our story can be outlined as: 

■ Testing a strength-based approach based on 

listening and reflecting on what wasn’t working 

and exploring globally for what worked. We 

began by testing a strength-based approach but 

found this wasn’t enough and was quite ‘fluffy’ 

on its own. The woman whose kids were being 

taken away didn’t want to talk about what she 

was good at!? It didn’t encompass the realities 

of where people were in their lives. 

Organisationally we transformed every aspect 

from HR and recruitment, to how we market/ 

communicate, raise investment, collect and 

manage data and evidence. This led to huge 

changes- losing 50% of our staff as we moved 

toward a different approach to working with 

people and handing back contracts where 

commissioners were unwilling to work in a 

person-led way, reducing the size of our 

organisation by half in order to stay true to our 

mission.  

■ Testing the Person-led, Transitional and 

Strength-based Response- Instead, we began 

prototyping a new person-led, transitional way 

of being, which was informed by strength-based 

principles. This allowed coaches to work with 

whatever the individual brought to the 

conversation and responded to the real world 

nature of people’s lives, providing the right 

intervention at the right time.  

■ Identifying the need for system change- We 

organically stumbled across systems change 

whilst trying to model the alternative! Modelling 

a person-led response within a traditional deficit 

based system highlighted many clashes and 

difficulties which exposed/ made visible the old 

system and the need for full paradigm shift.  

■ Identifying specific system barriers- This is what 

we exposed whilst walking alongside people. 

Through this new lens, we were able to reflect 

upon what was being uncovered through the 

new response to help to identify what needs to 

change. 

■ Beginning to uncover the impact of system 

barriers and system failures- through continual 

deep listening with people we work with, 

thinking systemically and ensuring practitioners 

and those working within Mayday are politicised 

to influence and challenge more widely.  
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The learning process is governed by everyone 

within Mayday who live the learning culture of 

constant reflection and ‘challenge and be 

challenged’. The process of listening, reflecting, 

challenging and changing is continuous and 

underpins everything we do.  

Our way of working, through modelling the change 

and sharing the learning, calling out the system 

barriers and highlighting what we hear, we aim to 

influence through our doing/sharing learning rather 

than having a set engagement strategy. This bags 

the enthusiasts and likeminded people who are 

willing to also model the change around a shared 

vision of full paradigm shift.  

Most of our learning and insight has been informed 

through listening and learning from our action, 

from the doing! We listened to people and balance 

the power dynamic so choice and control is with 

the person and we learned from what unfolds. We 

don’t ask people to help us to co-produce or co-

design the work as we felt that was our job, and it 

has become much more valuable that people 

experience our new ways of working and 

continually feedback so we learn and adapt. The 

nuances of what works and doesn’t work are easily 

missed in planning meetings and focus groups but 

not so when you are working alongside people and 

continually hearing their feedback. People 

experience the adaptions as positive listening 

which is why we advocate for less co design and 

more prototyping.  

We discovered that many people who have become 

institutionalised in the system have adopted similar 

narratives and world views of those working within 

it. Therefore, when both come together 

collaboratively to try to coproduce new approaches 

to bring about systems change, what we find is 

‘system efficiency’ where the system remains the 

same, but strategies are developed to make the 

navigation of the system work better. This is the 

type of tweaking response that we know from our 

experience isn’t enough. What is needed is a wholly 

new response that can only emerge through 

prototyping and learning from real time 

experiences of people at the grassroots.  

The Wisdoms methodology of listening prompts us 

to hear as many voices as possible to identify the 

systemic barriers that people are experiencing. We 

listen to people’s feelings as well as their 

experiences. It is essential that people feel valued, 

in control, respected and given dignity in every 

aspect of the approach and not as an expert in a 

bad time in their lives so they are able to transition 

away from their tough time without becoming 

trapped by a continued label or identity. 

Through working in this way since 2011, we 
identified the barriers to an HLS approach as: 

■ Focus on weaknesses- this removes hope and 
motivation by continual focus on problems  

■ Fixing- distances people from their own 
strengths and resilience by constant external 
interruption and fixing of their ‘problems’.  
People internalise the failure to be ‘fixed’ as 
their own failure, not our failure to listen 

■ Segregation- creates almost insurmountable 
psychological barriers to leave services by 
creating environments where your identity, 
status, human warmth and familiarity all happen 
within services and silos 

■ Pathologising- medicalising people’s perfectly 
understandable reactions to difficult situations 
resulting in more labels, more barriers to 
services. 

Through our work with PTS Partners, eight other 
organisations across England who have modelled 
the new response with us from 2017, we have 
uncovered the following wider barriers and 
tensions when trying to do this work in practice: 

| Current approach 

| Barriers and Tensions 
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■ The approach can get diluted as everyone says 
they are doing strength-based/ HLS work 
without understanding the level of change that’s 
really involved.  

■ Balancing the new emerging systems and 
learning that comes with working in a person-
led way, with the old power dynamic and 
traditional hierarchies of the old system. 

■ Traditional structures and power dynamics of 
organisations- there is a risk that if we don’t 
transform our organisations or work in a way 
outside of them, we run the risk of being part of 
the deficit system we aim to change. 

■ Working in a person-led way on the ground can 
expose tensions between other providers and 
services who are working in a more traditional 
way. 

■ Funding and commissioning based on pity 
stories, silos and restrictive outputs. 

■ The natural condition of fear of the unknown! 
The comfort of co-production and service user 
involvement strategies, as opposed to potential 
mess of prototyping and the vulnerability of 
deeply listening. 

 

■ A more human approach for working with 
people who are able to transition out of their 
situations, becoming part of the communities on 
their terms with their own networks with their 
dignity intact. 

■ Developed a robust, asset-based way of 
capturing and measuring data in a strength-
based way. 

■ Developed a tried and tested methodology for 
involving the voices of people in a psychological 
and trauma informed way through the 
‘Wisdoms’. 

■ A PTS Accreditation that captures the learning 
and experiences of other organisations and 
commissioners around the areas of person-led 
approach, organisational culture change and 
external disruption. 

■ A level 4 PTS Qualification with Coventry 
University for practitioners looking for personal 

development around strength-based and 
person-led work on the ground. 

■ An evolving movement for change based on 
social activism embedded in and grown from the 
‘doing’ on the ground.  

■ The need for strong, learning partnerships with 
dynamic investors, moving away from the 
traditional ‘charity fundraising’ slog. 

 

Why work in an HLS way - who benefits and 
how do you know? 

■ Working in this way, to practically model a 
person-led alternative to the deficit system aims 
to attract people to it rather than wasting 
energy convincing the sceptics or tweaking what 
doesn’t work. It takes systems change from 
being an academic response to being a very real 
and raw grassroots experience.  

■ Practitioners, when working within a person-led 
organisation with a strong learning culture or 
outside of organisational structures, are able to 
work with people in a way that is free of the 
weight of outcomes and contracts and do what 
is needed for the individual without fear of 
performance management and blame. 

■ Funders and commissioners benefit (when 
willing) from having a genuine insight into what 
works, meaningful data and a new way to 
inform their funding practice and culture.  

Mayday was able to transform the organisation 
toward a person-led response in such a radical way 
because of a committed Board with a healthy 
appetite for innovation and risk; a strong leadership 
team focused fully on the vision; an organisational 
culture that supported prototyping, failure and risk; 
motivated and mission-driven teams, the ability to 
invest reserves, the commitment from open 
minded funders and investors who are willing to 
learn in partnership, not hold to account for 
performance. 

| Enablers and successes 

| What taking an HLS 

approach requires 
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It also requires: 

■ An environment that encourages and supports 
grassroots autonomy 

■ A culture of reflection, learning and challenge 
■ Learning partnerships (with other providers, 

funders and commissioners). To quote one of 
our investors who has been alongside us since 
2014 ‘we don’t fund your work, we purchase 
your learning’ (love them!) 

■ Bravery- the willingness and acceptance of being 
in a permanent state of discomfort and 
challenging safe spaces in favour of brave spaces 

■ Nerve giving from others- being part of a 
movement 

■ Real world impact and evidence that is based 
around what’s meaningful to people 

■ Strong leadership and full buy-in from the Board 
■ Positively disrupt ourselves, our own 

organisations and the deficit system as a whole
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Transitions Pilot- We are working with commissioners from different commissioning silos to 

model a person-led, transitional approach through the PTS Response to inform a totally 

new way of commissioning. A completely blank sheet, regular reflection and challenge to 

respond to what emerges. 

PTS Network- Modelling a person-led response outside of an organisational structure and 

geographical setting. Embedding independent practice within communities to reimagine 

the role of person-led and practitioner-led responses.  

Growing the PTS systems change movement across the UK through the New System 

Alliance 

So much to say about COVID-19- best summed up in this blog! 

https://maydaytrust.org.uk/people-just-do-nothing/ 

In a nutshell, because of our person-led approach, we were able to respond to the person, 
not the crisis. 


