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Catching Lives is a homelessness charity serving Canterbury and East Kent. Our day centre on Station Road East, Canterbury opens 7 days a week to support people who are homeless or insecurely housed with essential facilities, one-to-one support, and an activities programme. We applied to the Kent Community Foundations’ Learning Journey Fund so that members of our client-facing team could visit other homelessness day centres, to see how other charities deliver this type of service and use this learning to reflect on what we do. It was also a rare chance for colleagues to step away from the busy drop-in and spend some time together off-site thinking about the role of day centres.
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We chose London day centres so that each visit could cover more than one service. The team went in three groups, with 6 staff visiting 7 day centres covering various models, sizes and locations: The Passage and Connection at St Martins in Westminster, New Horizon Youth Project in Camden, Barons Court Project in Hammersmith & Fulham, 240 Project in Kensington & Chelsea, Dellow Centre in Tower Hamlets and the 999 Club in Lewisham. Afterwards, Ellie Mullin from Homeless Link facilitated a session to help draw out our learning and reflections.

The team were struck by the wide range of day centres that exist – there are so many differences in buildings, opening hours, services and ethos. Some use more structure, for example delivering specific activities at set times in the day, rather than an open drop-in. There were services with a strong focus on work and learning, on creativity, on social enterprise, and on health and well-being. We felt each had merit, although the availability of space and staffing have a big impact on what might be possible to replicate at Catching Lives.
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Services at Catching Lives

Buildings and physical spaces were a key theme, especially how they affect the feel of a service. Our day centre is in an old warehouse and feels quite functional, with a lot of hard surfaces. Colleagues described the contrast with Barons Court Project being in a four-storey terraced house, with cosy living-room style space. While this would be hard to do in our more open-plan building, we can use this example when choosing new furniture and lighting to create a more psychologically informed environment that promotes feelings of safety and ‘home’. A lot of the day centres used plants and artwork to create a pleasant, calm environment. We’ve been inspired to add more plants to the Centre, bringing the benefits of nature into our indoor space. We’re also exploring how to display more of our clients’ artwork.
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Art at Catching Lives

A key difference we noted is Catching Lives’ being open over the weekends. The London centres open on fewer days but have bigger staff teams, which creates more opportunities for support. For example, the team were impressed that New Horizon’s work with young people includes a lot of off-site work, such as visits and appointments. This has prompted us to think about what we might do with funding for a bigger staff team can do, and to consider the 7-day service model (the pros continue to outweigh the cons).

It’s hard to get a true feeling of a day centre during a single visit – every day is different, and often each part of the day is different too. But we really enjoyed seeing such a varied range of provision and meeting our peers in other day centres. It opened our minds to alternative ways of working, which will help us to design projects and to make improvements in future. We’ve extended invitations to the teams we met to come and visit Catching Lives in Canterbury, and hope these learning journeys will be the first of many.
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