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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

I think it is essential that a sensitivity-centered approach is taken in organizations that work 
with PWLE because…

My own experience of being treated insensitively taught me that…

Being met with compassion and sensitivity makes me feel like…

We want the issue of sensitivity in our community to be…

Working with PWLE
 from a Place of Sensitivity 

We believe in individualized support for people with lived experience because…

We think that all communities in Canada need to work harder to provide sensitivity 
training and treat people with compassion so that…
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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.



Sensitivity is key when it comes to PWLE and social services. Sensitivity is especially needed when you 
are interacting with people who have been disadvantaged by mental health issues or by racism or hate 
crimes or by trauma (CMHA, 2023). Health care and social service workers must have a deep 
understanding of the emotional and psychological needs of individuals impacted by poverty and other 
compounding experiences. Sensitivity training helps staff apply this level of empathy when working 
with people with lived experience, ensuring that people are treated with dignity and respect (CMHA, 2023). 
But what does it mean to be sensitive?

INTRODUCTION

"
“When I first sought help, I was met with indifference and impatience. It felt like I 
was just another case file to be managed, not a person in need of support. That 
experience deepened my sense of isolation and hopelessness. It wasn’t until I 
encountered a social worker who truly listened and showed genuine care that I 
began to feel hopeful again. Her sensitivity and compassion were a lifeline.”

– VOICES Member
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In the work we do at VOICES, we recognize 
that working with PWLE requires a deep 
understanding of an individuals unique 
challenges and experiences within a broader 
analysis of the systems we live in and how that 
system impacts us disproportionally. Many of 
us have walked through doors where some 
workers seemed not to care about our real 
needs and struggles. We’ve felt disrespected. 
Too often, we were treated in ways that made 
it harder for us to better our lives and recover. 
Recent research indicates that a 
compassionate and sensitive approach can vastly enhance outcomes in social services clients (Smith 
et al., 2018). We want to feel like we’re cared for and met like we matter to our community. This kind of 
care has respect for our humanity, and it is not the same as pity. 
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"
“When I was treated with sensitivity and respect, it made a huge difference in my 
journey. I felt seen and heard, and it gave me the strength to keep going. 
Sensitivity in service delivery isn’t just about being nice – it’s about recognizing 
the humanity in each person and responding to their needs with empathy and 
kindness. We are all just people doing our best with our circumstances and life 
experiences.”

– VOICES Member

Personal and Collective Insights
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Key Points of the Framework

Improved Trust and Rapport
Sensitivity training helps build trust 

between service providers and 
clients, leading to more effective 

support and better outcomes 
(Thompson & Harris, 2019).

Sensitivity training is essential for all social service providers. It equips them with the skills to 
understand and respond to the emotional and psychological needs of PWLE. Sensitivity training 
emphasizes active listening, empathy, and the importance of a non-judgmental approach (Jones & 
Brown, 2017). We found that being people who live in poverty makes you feel deeply judged. Every 
one of us has felt like we must look or behave a certain way to be worthy of support. Being met with 
sensitivity humanizes the experience and helps to remove any judgement we feel towards us. 

Benefits of Sensitivity Training

Enhanced Service Delivery
Sensitivity training enhances the 
overall quality of service delivery, 
making it more responsive to the 

needs of PWLE (Miller, 2018).

Reduced Stress and Anxiety
When individuals feel understood 

and respected, their stress 
and anxiety levels decrease, 

promoting better mental health
 (Williams et al., 2020).



Individualized Support

Providing personalized support that considers the unique 
experiences and needs of each individual is crucial. This 
approach, supported by research, emphasizes the 
importance of understanding each person's history, 
challenges, and strengths (Smith et al., 2018).

Trauma-Informed Care

Creating a supportive environment that avoids 
re-traumatization and promotes healing is a 
cornerstone of effective service delivery. Trauma-informed care recognizes the pervasive impact of 
trauma and incorporates practices that foster safety, trust, and empowerment (Harris & Fallot, 2001). 
Please refer to our chapter Trauma-Informed Care Approach in our framework for more on the 
importance of trauma-informed care.

Empowerment and Advocacy

Involving PWLE in decision-making processes and advocating for their rights is essential for fostering 
a sense of agency and self-determination. Empowerment and advocacy help ensure that the voices 
of those with lived experience are heard and respected (Kloos et al., 2012). Part of being sensitive to us is 
advocating for real systems change. 
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Understanding Needs

Sensitivity training helps service providers understand the specific needs of PWLE and tailor their 
support accordingly. This approach ensures that the unique experiences of each individual are 
acknowledged and respected, promoting a sense of dignity and empowerment (Robinson & Grant, 2019). 
This upholds the dignity and respect of the person needing support from the start. However, we are 
also aware that a training session(s) may not always guarantee the desired behavioural and 
attitudinal change among staff. Even highly trained staff or volunteers might not always act as 
expected/desired. We need to have organizational supports and processes that are on-going and 
treat sensitivity as a living, breathing, foundational experience that needs regular tune-ups, check-in, 
and infrastructure to thrive. Sensitivity is also not just for the “client” but also something that should 
be apart of every organization which includes a sensitive and kind environment for staff and 
volunteers. 
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Cultural Sensitivity

Cultural sensitivity is a critical component of effective support for PWLE. It involves recognizing and 
respecting the diverse cultural backgrounds and experiences that individuals bring to the table. 
Cultural sensitivity ensures that service providers do not inadvertently perpetuate biases or 
stereotypes, and it helps create an environment where all individuals feel valued and understood. 
Many of us in VOICES have experienced a lack of cultural sensitivity wherein we have experienced 
racism or discrimination for cultural reasons on top of poverty – leaving us to feel a compounded 
sense of vulnerability and hopelessness. 

Practical Example: The Importance of Room Setup
One member of VOICES shared an experience of intense anxiety when meeting a social worker in a 
small office. The worker told them to sit down and then left the door open, causing the client to have 
their back against the open door. Years of living on the streets had taught them never to expose their 
back. This situation heightened their anxiety and mistrust. Service environments should be arranged 
to allow clients to see all exits and entrances, acknowledging their need for safety and control over 
their surroundings. Thinking like that of a service recipient is an example of how to be sensitive. 

“Every time I had to walk into this small office for a meeting, I got this tight feeling in my chest. The 
worker didn’t understand why I keep looking over my shoulder. It’s because I’ve been taught by life on 
the streets to always watch my back. I can’t relax if I feel like I’m exposed. I need to see all the exits and 
know what’s happening around me. I am not just being difficult.” – VOICES Member



Implementing sensitivity training effectively in social 
service organizations requires considering various key 
elements such as organizational culture, leadership 
engagement, and community involvement.

Practical Insights for Sensitivity
Training in Social Services
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Creating a Supportive Culture

For sensitivity training to be successful, it's crucial to 
foster a supportive organizational culture. Leaders play 
a vital role by modeling empathetic behavior and 
making sensitivity a priority in their service delivery 
(Jones & Brown, 2017). When leaders are visibly committed 
to sensitivity, it encourages staff members to adopt these values in their interactions with clients. 
Sensitivity training should be adaptable and straightforward to implement. Programs need to be 
flexible enough to address the diverse needs of people with lived experience (PWLE) and the varying 
contexts of different service providers (Thompson & Harris, 2019). This adaptability ensures that the training 
remains relevant and impactful.

Incorporating Empathy and Compassion

Empathy and compassion are critical for improving service delivery. Evaluating these qualities in 
service providers can be done through various strategies:



9 VOICES OF LIVED EXPERIENCE DUFFERIN // DCEC.CA

Incorporating Empathy and Compassion

Empathy and compassion are critical for improving service delivery. Evaluating these qualities in 
service providers can be done through various strategies:

ENGAGE WITH THE COMMUNITY
Building strong relationships with local leaders, healers, and community members 
ensures that training programs are culturally relevant (Thompson et al., 2019).

INCORPORATE CULTURAL PRACTICES
Integrating cultural practices and alternative healing methods alongside traditional 
services can improve service delivery effectiveness (Jones & Brown, 2017).

ADOPT AN ETHNOGRAPHIC MINDSET
This involves ongoing learning about and engagement with the community's history, 
culture, and social dynamics to gain a deeper understanding (Robinson & Grant, 2019).

BUILD TRUST
Initial interactions should focus on building trust and rapport to facilitate meaningful 
and productive follow-up visits (Smith et al., 2018).

Implementing sensitivity training and fostering a compassionate approach are essential in social 
services. By treating people with lived experience with sensitivity, we can create a more supportive 
and effective service environment that meets people where they are at. These strategies not only 
improve individual outcomes but also promote a culture of compassion within the community. By 
integrating these personal insights and comprehensive strategies, social service providers can 
significantly enhance their engagement with PWLE, fostering an environment of trust, safety, 
and healing.
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Organizational Reflection Questions 
These questions can help ensure that you are taking a Working with People with Lived Experience 
from a Place of Sensitivity Approach at your own organization.

1 How can we ensure that sensitivity is integrated into all levels of our organizational policies 
and practices to better support PWLE?

2 In what ways do our current programs or services promote or hinder sensitivity in our 
interactions with clients/participants, and how can we improve these practices?

3 How do we provide individualized and culturally sensitive support that acknowledges the 
diverse experiences of those we serve?

4 What steps can we take to create a trauma-informed and sensitive environment that 
minimizes re-traumatization and fosters trust among clients and staff?

5 How can we involve PWLE in the development and delivery of sensitivity training to ensure it 
aligns with their lived experiences?

6 What strategies can we implement to encourage empathy and compassion as foundational 
values within our organization?

7 How do we evaluate and measure the effectiveness of our sensitivity training programs, and 
how do we use this feedback for continuous improvement?

8 What resources and ongoing support do our staff and volunteers need to sustain a sensitive 
and empathetic approach in their work?

9 How do we create a supportive and sensitive work environment for our staff and volunteers, 
recognizing their own challenges and needs?

10 What are the biggest barriers to implementing a sensitivity-centered approach in our 
organization, and how can we address these challenges effectively?
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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.

Walk in Our Shoes:
Personal Stories from PWLE

“Sensitivity wasn’t there when I walked in and asked for help. First, I was told to go away 
and come back on a different date. Then we went back, and we were told we needed to be 
homeless for two weeks before they could help us. When I said my family and I would 
have to live in a tent for two weeks I was just looked at with a blank stare. We were so 
afraid and partly living in our car. 

We were also told that if we were on a friend’s couch it did not count for the two weeks – 
we would be considered housed. Families are living in vehicles. What if you don’t have a 
tent or a car? It is so easy to have tiny homes or housing. It is amazing what people can 
do with even storage containers these days! There is no excuse for lack of housing and 
even less excuse to lack of sensitivity when people are desperate for support and 
kindness. The lack of options, sensitivity, and housing left us terrified, confused, and 
frantic. I feel sick just remembering that time.”
 
– VOICES Member


