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VOICES of Lived Experience Dufferin  is a community-based advocacy group composed of people with 
lived experience, and a facilitator /coordinator. 

A community-based group of people with lived experience (PWLE) is a diverse and inclusive collective 
made up of individuals who have personally navigated a wide range of life circumstances. Members 
may include those who have experienced mental health challenges, substance use, homelessness, 
incarceration, domestic violence, poverty, trauma, chronic illness, disability, or systemic discrimination. 
Others may come from backgrounds of refugee or immigrant status, involvement in the child welfare 
system, or have lived through marginalization due to race, gender identity, or sexual orientation. This 
rich diversity of experience fosters a supportive environment rooted in empathy, peer connection, and 
shared resilience.

The VOICES Framework is a dynamic tool designed to guide organizations and communities in 
working more effectively with people with lived experience (PWLE). Each of the twelve  chapters within 
the framework represents a distinct lens or tool that can be applied to shape programs, policies, and 
services that engage and support individuals and families. 

This document is one of 12 chapters from The VOICES Framework. 
The full framework and additional materials, as well as references and 
works consulted on this topic, can be found on the VOICES website.  
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Chapter



Group Discussion Question Prompts

INTERCONNECTION
APPROACH
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The VOICES process involves question prompts that guide the group discussion. These are the 
question prompts for this chapter's group discussion.

Understanding how everything is connected is important when working with PWLE in an 
organization because…

I want interconnected issues like poverty and ecological sustainability to be considered at 
the organizational level because…

As a person who lives in poverty, it is hard to contribute to broader social and environmental 
issues because…

Another example of interconnection is when thinking about mental health – It’s never just a 
single mental health problem. Mental health is often a response to trauma, poor food, 
stress from lack of money, etc. An organization should know this and respond accordingly. 
I also think that…

We want wrap-around support because…

We want services that support PWLE to make connections such as also think about 
other intersecting issues like mental health, disabilities, isolation, race, colonialism, 
and environmental exploitation because…

We want PWLE to be a part of these broader ecological and social conversations because…



Understanding interconnections is essential when working in social services. Complex systems 
thinking reveals how various elements in a system influence and interact with each other, like pieces of 
a puzzle creating the whole picture. This approach is vital because social, economic, and ecological 
issues are deeply intertwined and mutually reinforcing. Addressing one issue without considering the 
others can lead to unintended consequences and limited long-term impact (Sterman, 2006; Bar-Yam, 2004). 
Each one of us at VOICES has experienced being treated without a broader interconnected context or 
understanding of the complex issues we are facing, which has often led to a lack of much needed 
wrap-around supports that considers us as a whole person with a more complex system of needs.

INTRODUCTION
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Adopting an integrated approach allows 
non-profits and other service providers to create 
more sustainable solutions that address the root 
causes of problems and promote holistic 
well-being in their communities. For instance, 
considering the environmental impacts of poverty 
can help prevent resource depletion and protect 
vulnerable communities (Smith & Johnson, 2021). 
Similarly, incorporating social considerations into 
environmental initiatives ensures inclusivity and 
equitable distribution of benefits (Adams & Turner, 
2019). Ultimately, this approach enhances the 
effectiveness, resilience, and lasting positive 
change of community work and non-profit 
efforts (Lee & Williams, 2020).

Personal and Collective Insights
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“When I realized the interconnected nature of social issues, it changed how I viewed the support I 
needed. My struggles with housing, health, and employment were not isolated problems; they were all 
connected. Understanding this made me realize people like me need more integrated support systems. 
I also feel like there are lots of ideas about the poor that are just putting people into 
digestible-easy-to-understand-boxes. Like everyone expects us to be dumb. I used to lead a 
professional life. And I have certainly met some unintelligent rich people along the way. Poverty can 
impact anyone and when it does, we need to be looked at as whole people with lots of valuable things 
to offer. And we are often people who often need more than just one service that is working in a silo with 
often well-meaning overworked and underpaid support staff with limited power and resources.”
 
– VOICES Member



Key Points of the Framework
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Poverty and Environmental Sustainability

A strong example of the need for an interconnected approach is seen in the interconnections 
between poverty and environmental sustainability. Research suggests that poverty can have 
significant environmental implications, driving people to rely on basic and inefficient resources, 
leading to overexploitation of natural resources, deforestation, and biodiversity loss (Brown et al., 2019). 
Poor communities often lack proper waste management, resulting in pollution and harmful 
chemicals leaching into the environment (Jones & Williams, 2020). Addressing these interconnected 
challenges requires community-based sustainable development that balances economic, social, 
and environmental concerns to ensure that current and future generations can thrive without 
compromising the health of the planet (Smith, 2021).

“Living in poverty made me see how environmental issues impact poor people 
the most. We talk a lot at VOICES about what is happening in the environment, 
how we are scared to see food prices going up, how we see in the news that 
when extreme weather hits, poor people all over the world are the ones who 
suffer the most. Globally the homes of people who are poor like us are not built 
to withstand problems, and we don’t have the resources to recover. It is scary to 
think about climate change for people on low income. It is overwhelming to even 
think about how climate change will impact us. We are already struggling.”

– VOICES Member"



Engaging in Food System Work as a Form of Poverty Reduction

In our meetings we talked about the importance of food and local food systems. One meeting our 
coordinator asked us what it would mean to our lives if we had stable, safe housing and a garden. We 
started to visualize this as a group. Many of us cried at the relief that image provoked and the pain of 
it feeling like a dream that is not going to come true. What was most powerful about this visualization 
was that we all realized how drastic the quality of our life would improve if housing and food 
insecurity were solved. And yet, many of us are on waiting lists in our community for a garden plot or 
have looked and realized it is not easily obtainable. 

Our research and discussions highlight also that engaging vulnerable populations in local food 
initiatives is essential for promoting local food security, community empowerment, and sustainable 
practices. We feel that local organizations should see the importance of interconnection and begin to 
work from that understanding. For example, they can create meaningful connections to local food by 
establishing community gardens, organizing seed share programs, and collaborating with local 
farmers (Smith & Johnson, 2021). These initiatives address environmental issues and food insecurity 
collectively which are needed in our community. Providing educational workshops on gardening, 
cooking, and nutrition can empower clients with skills and knowledge for healthier food choices (Jones 
& Williams, 2020). Implementing food recovery programs that rescue surplus food reduces food waste 
while supporting those in need are other examples of interconnected programming (Lee & Davis, 2019). 
This is not to say that there aren’t wonderful people in our community working at this. They are and 

that brings us hope, but as broader community these 
community initiatives are not the norm. It is gut 
wrenching to see food waste for example when there 
are hungry people among us, and the climate is 
threatened. It is upsetting to see garbage and people 
living on the streets like no one cares for them. It’s 
like people are trashed too. We need to connect the 
dots. What we have determined after 1.5 years of 
sharing personal stories at VOICES, doing research, 
and attending workshops, is that we need an 
interconnected approach both locally and globally 
to create solutions to poverty.
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Establishing (more) community gardens allows community members to grow 
fresh produce, fostering self-reliance and nutrition (Smith & Johnson, 2021). In our 
community there are not enough garden plots available to meet the need. 

Seed share programs enable clients to exchange and save seeds, preserving 
traditional knowledge and biodiversity (Adams & Turner, 2018). 

Providing educational workshops on gardening, cooking, and nutrition empowers 
clients with healthier food choices (Jones & Williams, 2020).

Implementing food recovery programs that rescue surplus food, reduce waste, and 
support vulnerable populations (Lee & Davis, 2019).

Partnering with local farmers through farmers' markets or CSAs offers affordable 
access to fresh, locally sourced foods (Brown et al., 2019).

Example for Engaging Vulnerable Populations 
in Local Food Initiatives
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Importance of Understanding Colonialism and Racism in 
Intersectional Approaches to Community Work 

Understanding colonialism and racism is also crucial in intersectional approaches to community 
work as these systems of oppression intersect and compound with other forms of discrimination. We 
learned in our diversity training as a group that intersectionality recognizes that individuals may 
experience multiple layers of disadvantage and privilege based on their social identities (Crenshaw, 1989). 
By acknowledging the impacts of colonialism and racism, service providers can address the specific 
needs and challenges faced by indigenous and racialized communities, ensuring inclusivity and 
equitable outcomes. Understanding these power dynamics enables community workers to challenge 
structural barriers and advocate for systemic change, fostering social justice and transformative 
impact (Kormos & Krasny, 2018).

The importance of an interconnected approach in community work, especially related to colonialism 
and the need for truth and reconciliation, lies in acknowledging the complex and intertwined historical 
and contemporary impacts of colonial policies on marginalized communities. An interconnected 
approach recognizes how colonialism continue to influence social, economic, and environmental 
disparities in indigenous and marginalized groups (Kormos & Krasny, 2018). By understanding the 
multifaceted nature of these issues, community work can address the root causes of historical 
injustices and foster inclusive and healing processes. Emphasizing interconnections allows for a 
comprehensive understanding of the past, present, and future, promoting truth-telling, and fostering 
transformative change that aims for reconciliation and social justice (Tuck & Yang, 2012).



INDIGENOUS LAND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS: Organizations can acknowledge the traditional territories 
and the history of colonization during public events and meetings. This gesture demonstrates respect 
and awareness of the ongoing impacts of colonialism on indigenous communities. Land 
Acknowledgments should then be viewed as living documents. A land acknowledgement is a living 
document because it evolves through concrete actions and initiatives that support Indigenous 
communities. This involves regular updates, building partnerships, supporting Indigenous causes, and 
integrating Indigenous knowledge into community and organizational practices.

Example for Canadian Organizations 
to Adopt an Interconnected Approach:
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INCLUSIVE HIRING AND REPRESENTATION: Organizations should prioritize diversity and representation 
in their workforce and leadership positions. By ensuring diverse voices are heard, organizations can better 
understand the unique challenges faced by different communities and make more informed decisions. This 
includes prioritizing PWLE from varying communities including from Indigenous, LGBTQ2S+ and BIPOC 
communities.

CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE SERVICES: Service providers should offer culturally sensitive programs and 
services that recognize and respect the traditions, languages, and needs of indigenous and racialized 
groups. This approach ensures that the services are more effective and inclusive for the target 
communities.

ELIMINATING DISCRIMINATION AND BIAS: Organizations must actively work to identify and eliminate any 
discriminatory practices or unconscious biases within their policies, procedures, and interactions. This 
includes addressing systemic racism and colonial attitudes that may perpetuate inequalities.
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COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND CONSULTATION: Canadian organizations should actively engage 
and consult with indigenous and racialized communities when designing programs or initiatives that 
directly affect them. This approach ensures that decisions are made collaboratively and reflect the 
needs and aspirations of the affected communities.

We feel that adopting an interconnected approach is essential for addressing the complex challenges 
faced by non-profits and community organizations. Recognizing the interdependence between social 
and ecological issues, such as the disproportionate impact of climate change on people living in 
poverty, is crucial. Addressing these interconnected challenges simultaneously helps prevent 
unintended consequences and fosters sustainable solutions. Engaging vulnerable populations in 
initiatives like community gardens highlights the importance of responding to interconnections to 
create holistic, empowering solutions.

Incorporating these practices while acknowledging the impacts of colonialism and racism promotes 
inclusivity, reconciliation, and social justice. Understanding intersectionality and the layered 
disadvantages experienced by individuals is vital for effective community work. This approach 
enhances problem-solving, resilience, and the overall well-being of communities (Sterman, 2006; 
Bar-Yam, 2004; Hicks & Johnson, 2021; Smith & Johnson, 2021).

TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION INITIATIVES: Organizations can support truth and reconciliation 
efforts by participating in events, initiatives, and educational programs that promote understanding 
and healing among all Canadians.

ADDRESSING HEALTH AND SOCIOECONOMIC DISPARITIES: Organizations need to address the 
health and socioeconomic disparities faced by indigenous and racialized communities. This may 
involve advocating for policy changes, providing resources, and collaborating with other stakeholders 
to create more equitable opportunities.

ANTI-RACISM TRAINING AND EDUCATION: Training staff and volunteers on anti-racism and 
decolonization principles is essential for creating a more inclusive and understanding 
organizational culture.



Organizational Reflection Questions 

1 How does understanding the interconnected nature of social, economic, and ecological 
issues enhance our work with people with lived experience (PWLE)?

2

3

These questions can help ensure that you are taking an Interconnected Approach at 
your own organization.
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Why is it important for our organization to consider interconnected issues like poverty and 
ecological sustainability in our strategies and actions? How can we do so?

How can our organization better address the interconnected nature of mental health issues, 
such as the impact of trauma, poor nutrition, and financial stress?

4 How can our services more effectively address intersecting issues such as mental health, 
disabilities, isolation, race, colonialism, and environmental exploitation?

5 Why is it important for PWLE to be involved in broader ecological and social discussions, and 
how can we facilitate their participation?

6 How can we adopt a more integrated approach which can lead to more sustainable and 
effective outcomes for the communities we serve?

7
How can our organization better implement interconnected approaches such as land 
acknowledgements, inclusive hiring, culturally responsive services, and community 
engagement?



Walk in Our Shoes:
Personal Stories from PWLE

“Being intersectional means that I recognize how different aspects of my identity, like my 
race, gender, class, and sexuality, intersect and influence my experiences. This became 
clear to me especially through VOICES and the diversity training we did as a group. It 
allowed me to put words to my experience. I now understand that these overlapping 
identities shape how I navigate the world and how I'm treated by society. It is also getting 
worse as I get older – for example, I am struggling to find work because of my age when 
the younger demographic is more wanted even though I am a skilled worker. Instead of 
seeing myself through just one lens, I now acknowledge that my unique combination of 
identities creates specific challenges and privileges. This perspective helps me 
understand the complexities of discrimination and privilege, both in my own life and in the 
lives of others. Living in poverty and going in and out of services I have often not been met 
with integrated supports that consider all the different aspects of my experience and 
identity. I wish that it did and does for others like me. I think we would end up with more 
effective supports and services if we understand interconnection.” 
 
– VOICES Member

WALK WITH US... 

This is one chapter from a framework of 12. 
Find more resources at DCEC.CA. 

Please credit VOICES of Lived Experience Dufferin when you 
use or reference this material in any way.
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