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Dilemmas
Over the past two years, the Correlation Network 
identifi ed several  dilemmas in the fi eld of outreach 
and early intervention: 

Gap between the requirements for 
evidence-based programmes and the 
needs of practice-based interventions 

Even though the need for evaluation is widely recog-
nised, both by outreach projects and at policy level, 
there is a considerable gap between the requirements 
for ‚evidence-based‘ programmes and the needs for 
practical, intervention-oriented programmes, which 
take into account obstacles and pull-backs in daily 
practice. Evidence-based and manual-based pro-
grammes seem to be increasingly popular among 
decision makers. These concepts may be effective 
and promising, but only on a short term, as they do 
not consider the necessity of a long-term involvement 
and a trust-building relationship between health or 
social worker and target group.

Although standardised programmes can be imple-
mented and evaluated more easily, they often lack 
fl exibility and the possibility to adapt the practical 
work to specifi c situations. The advantage of outreach 
workers is that they are fl exible and able to choose 
different approaches from their “tool box”, adapting 
and fi tting their interventions to specifi c local needs. 

Background
Outreach work is an important and successful method 
in early intervention strategies. It is particularly valuable 
for contacting and working with underserved groups, 
such as drug users and young, marginalised people. 
There is a broad range of meanings and defi nitions of 
outreach work. Background, aims and settings of out-
reach work need to be distinguished, in order to cre-
ate a better understanding and a common ground for 
future discussion. 

In general, fi ve main aims of outreach work can 
be distinguished: 

• to identify and contact hidden populations
• to refer and link the target group to existing 

services 
• to initiate activities aimed at preventing or re-

ducing harmful drug use
• to promote safer sex and safer drug use
• to analyse living conditions and describe 

needs of under-served groups and report 
these to decision makers 

By intervening early, outreach work can be a cost-ef-
fective strategy to recognise or prevent marginalisation, 
criminal activities and problematic drug use among 
young people. Outreach workers are close to young 
people over a longer period of time. Therefore, they 
can play a crucial role regarding advice and support 
on youth-related problems, such as school drop-out, 
criminality, drug use, violence, family problems, psychi-
atric disorders, sexual crimes, self-harm and suicide.

It is important to keep investing in strong and compe-
tent outreach teams, that are able to respond quickly 
to emerging issues on the streets, adapting methods 
and approaches when necessary and support young 
people where needed. 
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Alarming tendency to consider outreach 
workers as ‚task-forces‘ in problem 
areas, instead of seeing them as builders 
of local communities, together with the 
local population

While public health and prevention interventions were 
important policy priorities in the past, security issues 
and public nuisance control seem to dominate social 
policies now. This policy shift – even though it may be 
understandable – does not contribute to long-term 
solutions in the fi eld of marginalisation and drug use.

If outreach workers degenerate into public nuisance 
task forces, they will not be able to develop a trust-
worthy relationship with the target group. Young peo-
ple will unmask the role of outreach workers and feel 
managed and controlled, instead of supported. 

Increasing marginalisation of young peo-
ple, due to school drop-out and increas-
ing unemployment rates. 

Young people are at risk of becoming in-
creasingly vulnerable and need specifi c 
attention and appropriate approaches, 
which do not further stigmatise and mar-
ginalize, but emphasize the competenc-
es and skills of young people ( to avoid 
permanent dropping out of society?). 

Decreasing quality of youth work, youth 
clubs, outreach services etc, due to the 
economic recession and budget cuts for 
youth services. 

There is a recent development to cut or skip services 
targeted at youth and other at risk groups which may 
rise problems and – fi nally - costs in other areas in 
the nearer future (labour market, social security, law 
enforcement).

Outreach services have to respond to an 
increasing number of young drop-outs, 
while resources become tighter. 

One of the challenges for the coming years will be to 
develop and implement minimum standards for out-
reach services. These standards will help to ensure 
that high-quality outreach work can be realised in the 
future, in particular when it concerns young people 
at risk.←
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