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Abstract 
The advantages of outreach have been widely documented, however little research has been done about 
educator’s profile in sex work setting. This paper has two major purposes: 1) to identify the characteristics of 
the outreach worker; 2) to understand the role of training and continuous education in this context. This study 
has adopted a descriptive and analytic qualitative methodology. Semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with 6 members of an outreach team that provide services for street-based female prostitutes, in the city of 
Coimbra, Portugal. Data was analyzed regarding their level of experience. We concluded that outreach teams 
might be considered communities of practitioners; and the outreach worker is a reflective educator in street-
based sex work setting, with two types of skills: social and personal; theoretical and practical. Additionally, a 
profile and a professional identity definitions are required as well as more training and continuous education. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Community-based outreach intervention models are associated with an epidemiological 
tradition, and focus mainly on blood borne infections. Outreach models were developed in the 
United States (USA) and Europe before the advent of AIDS, and introduced in the USA in the 60s 
as a response to heroin users (Needle et al., 2005). Outreach encountered successive changes and 
adaptations, and nowadays it is mostly associated with harm reduction among hard-to-reach 
populations, including intravenous drug users, homeless and sex workers.  

Outreach has an educative and informative role (Rhodes, 1996). It tends to encourage behavior 
change, through provision of material, such as syringes, needles and condoms; and by dismantling 
barriers with health and social services. It helps people to gain access to services and treatment, 
promote voluntary and confidential HIV testing, and counseling (National Institute on Drug Abuse 
(NIDA), 2002; Needle et al., 2005; Rhodes, 1996). In addition, outreach is also considered a tool 
for gathering information and knowledge about the population, ways of living, needs and 
perceptions, giving voice to its clients (Mikkonen, Kauppinen, Houvinen, & Aalto, 2007; Porter & 
Bonilla, 2010; Whowell, 2010).  

Outreach in sex work context was first used in the 80s, focused on safe sex and HIV prevention, 
and today offers a variety of services in addition to those related with health care (Whowell, 2010). 
Outreach aims are the following: a) to establish contact with people involved in sex work, who 
might be an hidden population, due to stigma, criminalization and fear of judgmental attitudes; b) to 
establish relationships, which could ensure reference and access to formal services, c) to provide 
harm reduction, information, health and other services; and d) to identify potential sexual 
exploitation situations (UK Network of Sex Work Projects (NSWP), 2008). Regarding to migrant 
population, Mikkonen et al. (2007) suggest that outreach should also provide information on legal 
issues, encourage and support the development of confidence and self-esteem; and inform 
politicians and legislators about the situation of migrants. To implement the outreach strategy, UK 
Network of Sex Work Projects (NSWP, 2008) and TAMPEP (2009) recommend a professional 
competence-based approach (e.g. respect for human rights, opinions and options; non-interference; 
establishment of a trustful, empathic and non-judgmental relationship; confidentiality; adaptation to 
diversity and specificity, taking into account the needs of sex workers); cooperation and 
coordination with formal services; education and training of outreach staff, and supervision; safety 
instructions; guidelines to deal with complex situations (e.g. children and people in coerced 
prostitution, violence); insurance of an holistic intervention that aim to empower and encourage sex 
workers’ participation (Mikkonen et al., 2007; TAMPEP, 2009; UK Network of Sex Work Projects 
(NSWP), 2008).  In this sense, outreach is not only a method but also a personal attitude (Mikkonen 
et al., 2007). For that reason, according to Mikkonen et al. (2007), the outreach worker must have 
some personality qualities (e.g. tolerant, confidant, courageous, tough, sensitive, non-judgmental, 
open minded) to establish a relationship with others (Rogers, 1985), as well as should acquire 
competence, knowledge (analyses, understand, report), and know-how (practical and theoretical 
knowledge, communication and cooperation skills).  

Competence can be understood as the ability to operationalize a set of knowledge, attitudes and 
skills in a complex and unique situation, in order to give an effective response (Perrenoud, 1996); 
or as a combination (not a sum) of resources that a professional mobilizes and takes place in action 
(Le Boterf, 2003). According to Le Boterf (2003), resources can be personal and environmental, 
including knowledge (theoretical, professional context, procedures); know-how (formal, empirical, 
relational, cognitive); skills or qualities; emotional and physiological resources. A competent 
professional is a person who knows how to manage a complex situation, so it is expected that 
he/she knows how to act and react with relevance; combine resources and mobilize them in a 
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specific context; transposed to other situations; learn and learning to learn; and become emotionally 
involved. 

In sex work scene, as in others real-world scenarios, situations are rarely straightforward and 
clear. Outreach workers face complex socio-educational issues, so they must be prepared to deal 
with situations of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness and value conflict. Since there are no magical 
formulas, in fact, to deal competently with those matters, improvisation, invention and strategies 
testing are required (Schön, 1983). Schön (1990) pointed out that beginner practitioners should be 
helped to acquire certain skills, which can be used in those kind of situations. He argued for a 
reflective practice that involves: knowing-in-action, reflection-in-action, and reflection-on-
reflection-in-action. The former refers to know-how, it is tacit, implicit in our patterns of action; the 
second is learning by doing, when we think about what we are doing and understand it while we do 
it; the last one occurs when the action is mentally reconstructed. This implies reflective thinking, 
defined as an active, persistent and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of 
knowledge, taking into account the rationale and the conclusions to which it leads. It is about 
evidence questioning, in order to introduce new information to confirm whether or not the 
hypotheses (Dewey, 1997). Reflective thinking in professional education is the way to prepare 
future professionals to take action in case where established theories do not apply. Schön (1990) 
believes that giving real situations to trainees can prepare them better to deal with emerging 
challenges and make decisions under uncertainty, unique and value conflict that characterized real 
life situations. Beginner practitioners must learn in action, guided by experienced practitioners 
(coaching), in a protect environment, with low risk of failure.  

In this way, people learn from their experience. Forms of experience-based education have been 
widely accepted and used in the curriculum of undergraduate and professional programs (Kolb, 
1984). Lave and Wenger (1999) add that learning is not an isolated act, it occurs in communities of 
practitioners. Learners are full participants in their communities, in a sociocultural practice. This 
social process includes the learning of knowledgeable skills.  

Along with Schön (1983, 1990), many other authors (Alarcão, 2001; Barbier, 1996; Freire, 
1972, 1996; Morin, 1999; Nóvoa, 1992; Parker, 1997; Zeichner, 1993) advocate the importance of 
reflective and critical thinking on training beginner practitioners to become reflective practitioners; 
and construct a professional identity. Further, others authors (Canário, 1999; Cornu, 2003; Kolb, 
1984) stress practice and professional experience as a source of learning and knowledge; and 
production of competence and transformation of identity (Barbier, 1996). 

Since outreach workers have an educator role in sex work context, we intend to apply this 
theoretical framework to design a profile definition of the outreach worker in street-based sex work 
setting. 

2. Problem Statement 
 

The advantages of outreach have been widely documented (Mikkonen et al., 2007; National 
Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA), 2002; Needle et al., 2005; Rhodes, 1996; UK Network of Sex 
Work Projects (NSWP), 2008), however little research has been done about educator’s profile in 
sex work settings (exceptions are Marques, Queiroz, Santos, & Maia, 2013; Mikkonen et al., 2007; 
TAMPEP, 2009; UK Network of Sex Work Projects (NSWP), 2008). 

 
3. Research Questions 

 
For this study, we designed the following research question: What are the social skills, 

theoretical and practical knowledge, attitudes and beliefs that the outreach worker should have?  
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4. Purpose of the Study 

 
The study discussed in this paper is embedded in an ongoing PhD action research project. This 

study has two major purposes: 1) to identify the characteristics of the outreach worker; 2) to 
understand the role of training and continuous education in this context. We aim to understand the 
outreach staff opinions, regarding their personal professional experience: beginner (less than one 
year), intermediate (3 years), advanced (more than 10 years). 

 
5. Research Methods 

 
5.1. Participants  
For this study, we interviewed 6 professionals (4 female and 2 male) of an outreach team that 

provide services for street-based female sex workers, in the city of Coimbra, Portugal. The 
respondents had between 22 and 44 years old, and less than one year up to 21 years of outreach 
experience with sex workers. They were from different areas of expertise, as shown in Table 1. 

 
Tabel 1. Respondents' academic background 

 
Academic Background N=6 

Psychology 2 
Nursing 1 
Education 1 
Social work 1 
Engineer 1 

 
5.2. Data collection and analysis  
This study has adopted a descriptive and analytic qualitative methodology. Data were collected 

from July to October 2013, through semi-structured interviews. The interviews were recorded, with 
the permission of the professionals, and transcribed. We used content analysis to analyze the data, 
following the principles and procedures described in the specialist literature on this technique 
(Amado, Costa, & Crusoé, 2013; Bardin, 2004; Ghiglione & Matalon, 2005; Strauss & Corbin, 
2007). We sorted the data into a range of categories, as reported below. We also took care to ensure 
that the respondents were not identified. We also used the WebQDA software. 

 
6. Findings 

 
6.1. Academic background and professional experience  

Most respondents have expertise on social and health field. They consider that their academic 
training is not enough to deal with their professionals’ challenges. Academic knowledge does not 
address the issue of prostitution, has not a practice dimension, focuses predominantly on formal 
contexts and does not include outreach (table 2). 
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Tabel 2. Quality of academic training 
 

 
Experience level  

 Insufficient training   Beginner Intermediate Advanced Total 
It does not address prostitution 2 1 2 5 
It does not prepare for professional practice 2 1 2 5 
Focuses on formal contexts 0 0 2 2 
 
Beginners’ practitioners even consider prostitution a taboo subject, as evidenced by the 

following testimonials: 
“We don´t have any subject that addresses prostitution or drugs addiction. Those are 
hard-to-reach population, the most difficult to work with and we needed to have more 
knowledge to deal competently.  All that I know about prostitution, I only get to know now 
because I needed for my dissertation. I never talked about it and none of my colleagues, 
that take counseling classes, talked about these subjects.  It seems like it is a taboo.” 
(Respondent 1). 
 
“[…] we talk a lot, for instances, about AIDS, people with AIDS, but we never talked 
about prostitution […]” (Respondent 5). 
 

Furthermore, they consider that there is a gap between what they learnt at college and practice; 
and their knowledge is far away from reality.  

 
“How to do was one of my main difficulties. I was afraid of doing something wrong, 
because I don´t know enough to understand different kinds of situations. I don´t know what 
to say in that moment, I don´t know how to deal with it.” (Respondent 1). 
 
“We weren´t ready to work with this population (…) we have some competencies for 
design a project, educational projects, projects according with the population, with their 
needs, although, when I got into the field, after established relationships, I noticed 
difficulties. College does not prepare us for that.” (Respondent 5). 

 
This feeling is shared by those who are more experienced. For them, college:  
“It is not enough.  It is absolutely insufficient. College does not prepare future 
professionals to work on the street, or to work with these populations.  Also, they prepare 
people to work in offices and the teachers do not understand or know nothing about field 
work. "(Respondent 6). 
 

6.2. Training needs 
Once they considered that there is a lack in academic training, we tried to understand which 

areas were identified as priority at this level. Table 3 shows three kinds of needs: theoretical, 
practical and communication skills. The latter refers to personal development as a way to establish 
a relationship with sex workers. 
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Tabel 3. Training needs 
 

 
Experience level  

 Training needs Beginner Intermediate Advanced Total 
Theoretical         
Counseling  1 0 0 1 
Prostitution  2 0 0 2 
Mental Health  0 1 0 1 
Practical 

    Role-play 2 0 0 2 
Learning by doing   2 0 1 3 
Assessment of risk situations 1 0 1 2 
Communication Skills 1 1 1 3 

 
Respondents identify needs focus mainly on practical issues and communication skills. The 

theoretical and practical needs are most identified by the beginners’ practitioners. One 
respondent, from advanced category, believes that coaching is important, because not 
everything must be learned by trial and error:  
"[...] know how to react in situations of possible risk I think it is also important. And in 
this case is not good to learn only from experience." (Respondent 4). 
 

For beginners’ practitioners, sharing experiences, solving problems by using active techniques, 
including role-playing, are considered good ways of learning by doing:  

"[is important] to have training. They [outreach workers] can give us, for example, case 
studies. Situations’ examples that happened to them, and says to us: 'In this situation we 
did that, in other we used other strategy'. They could give us options for us to become 
aware of different scenarios. Because we don´t know nothing, I don´t know what to do… 
as a trainee, I feel a bit panicky sometimes, in some situations ... "(Respondent 1). 
 

For the respondents it is especially in non-formal education, continuous education in work 
context, that technical skills are further improved. Formative moments in team and professional 
experience are considered more important than academic training. This aspect is most valued by 
those in advanced category. These formative moments are reflection and action, in which we can 
identify a reflective practitioner.  

More experienced practitioners supervise and coach beginner practitioners, encouraging 
reflexive thinking: 

"[...] When I came to [institution], first, the [outreach worker] took care of giving me a lot 
of information and said what was important for me to know. Then, realizing that I haven´t 
a clear idea about the subject, I asked to attend the [institution] training sessions that take 
place in high school. I wanted to learn more, to be with people who really know better, 
because I think that sometimes read is not enough hmmm obviously I got something very 
basic, but at least I clarified some ideas. I can ask anytime to anyone of them [the staff 
team] if I have any doubts."(Respondent 1).  

 
On other hand, respondents from advanced category also consider coaching a way of self- 

questioning and improvement. Coaching lead to an interactive reflective thinking, in which 
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practitioner question about that (s)he is doing, and develops ability to transmit to other know-how. 
In this sense, coaching is considered a way of learning as well:  

“The volunteers and trainees that came after me have helped me thinking and learning. 
New people leads me to think about the work. Maybe it [coaching] also turns out to be a 
way for me of learning… it helps myself thinking differently or to question other issues 
[...] "( Respondent 4). 

 
However, it is practice experience that gives expertise: knowledge is achieved by doing, as 

attested two of the most experienced respondents: 
 
"[...] Much of that I learned -  although it is also important common sense and one or 
another concept learned during the degree - was in day-to-day with people (...) 
characteristics of good sense and wellbeing with them." (Respondent 6). 
 
“[…] I think that theoretical questions can be framed later in practice, but the practical 
knowledge is more important, I think, for this kind of work.” (Respondent 6). 
 
"[...] When I began working in this area I had no academic training, I fell from the sky 
[...] No, I do not know about academic knowledge. In my opinion personal experience is 
the most important, not academics. My training is more experience than 
academic."(Respondent 2). 
 

6.3. The ideal profile and outreach worker handicaps  
At this point we discuss the characteristics that respondents identified as ideal for outreach 

workers. We grouped into two categories: social and personal; theoretical and practical skills. The 
handicaps identified by respondents are also located in these two categories, as shown in Table 4. 

 
Tabel 4. The ideal profile and outreach worker handicaps  

 
Experience level 

 Profile of the outreach worker  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Total 
Skills     
Social and personal  2 1 3 6 
Theoretical and practical  2 1 3 6 
Handicaps          
Social and personal skills         
Lack of profile  0 1 0 1 
Fear 0 1 0 1 
Professional insecurity  1 1 0 2 
Theoretical and practical skills         
Lack of experience  1 0 0 1 
Lack of theoretical background 0 1 0 1 
“Superhero syndrome” 2 0 0 2 
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The respondents stress the following characteristics: empathy, non-judgmental, strength, 

authenticity and spontaneity, not prejudiced, believing in what you do, self-confident, willingness 
to learn, patient, communicative, ability to improvise, etc. In the theoretical and practical skills are 
included technical skills that allow know-how and expertise in various areas including health - 
mental, sexual and reproductive - legal or psychosocial, as the following example illustrates: 

"[...] I use to say that [outreach worker] must be a very special person, a great person. In 
what sense do they must be great? First, they are people who don´t have prejudiced that I 
had when I started. If they had prejudice, they should be aware of that and have training 
before they go to the field. They should be prepared in order to deal with that. Then I think 
they must be an excellent communicator. Communication leads to people [...]" 
(Respondent 3). 
 

However, some respondents recognize their limitations, especially the less experienced, who 
consider that they do not have the profile required for this work. They feel afraid and insecurity 
about their own capacities. According to respondent 3:  

"Probably, I'm occupying a place that is not… (pause) I'm not the best person for the job. 
But I always also said, that when I find the right person, I will resign and give my place 
for that person.” (Respondent 3). 
 

In addition, respondents point out lack of practical experience and theoretical background as 
handicaps. Moreover, we add “superhero syndrome” item to designate statements that excessively 
value the academic degree, in detriment of clients’ knowledge. It seems a paradox, since it appears 
among trainees, but, on the other hand, seems to refer to enhancement of their knowledge and a 
desire to be helpful. Probably, trainees are not aware of the dangerousness of this believe in 
relational terms. In opinion of trainees, professionals are fundamental because they have the 
answers that people need, without which clients would not be able to get autonomy: 

“[…] those people really need to talk with us, to tell us their problems and are waiting 
that we show others perspectives […] different perspectives that sometimes they cannot 
see. They need someone to tell them:’ it could be like that but it could also be in a different 
way’.” (Respondent 1). 
 
“If it we were not here, who would help them? […] we, as professionals, help sex workers 
to access formal services they need. […] sometimes they have difficulties, they do not have 
studies that allow them to manage themselves and to reach services. In that sense, 
professionals are important.” (Respondent 5). 
 

Finally, we transcribe an excerpt that seems to more clearly illustrate this paradox “superhero 
syndrome”. Here is present a need for work recognition of the work by the clients:  

"I think the professional is not going to be there forever. The professional is important. I 
do not know if I'm explaining well. We have to be there for them, but also have to enable 
them to have autonomy, do things by their own and follow their own path. We will not be 
with those people forever.  In few years, I would like they remember that we helped them, 
developed their skills. Because an outreach worker is like this, not only solve others’ 
problems but also empower people to solve their own problems. We are not doing things 
for them, we help them achieve something.” (Respondent 5). 
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7. Conclusions 

 
A good agreement is generally found between respondents, regarding the definition of skills 

required.  Respondents identify two types of skills that an outreach worker should have: 1) social 
and personal (attitudes and beliefs). In this category, we find communication skills that streamline 
interpersonal relationship. These skills appear to drawn on work of Carl Rogers (1985); 2) 
theoretical and practical knowledge. In order words, know-how or expertise in various fields of 
knowledge. The less experienced reveals a lack of practical and theoretical background as 
handicaps, which seems to interfere with self-confidence and outreach perception. The lack of 
professional self-confidence was already brought to discussion by Schön (1983). In his words:  

The crisis of confidence in the professions, and perhaps also the decline in professional 
self-image, seems to be rooted in a growing skepticism about professional effectiveness in 
the larger sense, a skeptical reassessment of the professions’ actual contribution to society 
‘s well-being through the delivery of competent services based on special knowledge. 
(Schön, 1983, p. 13). 

Therefore, we believe that this allows us to conclude that a profile definition, as well as a 
professional identity definition are required, not only to give more confidence to outreach workers, 
but also to improve the service delivered.  

Regarding the role of training and continuous education, the respondents argue for a 
competence-based education which is associated with experience-based (Kolb, 1984). According to 
Kolb (1984, p. 41), “learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the 
transformation of the experience. Knowledge results from the combination of grasping experience 
and transforming it”. In this sense, outreach teams might be considered communities of 
practitioners (Lave & Wenger, 1999), once the beginner practitioners learn in action, guided by 
experienced ones. One the other hand, more experienced practitioners learn from the beginners, 
which reveals an horizontal and democratic relationship between them, as stressed by Freire (1972).  

The findings are consistent with the literature that argues for reflective and critical practice 
(Barbier, 1996; Freire, 1996; Nóvoa, 1992; Parker, 1997; Schön, 1983; Zeichner, 1993);, 
professional experience as a source of learning and knowledge; and production of competence and 
transformation of identity (Barbier, 1996; Canário, 1999; Cornu, 2003; Kolb, 1984; Lave & 
Wenger, 1999; Schön, 1990). Moreover, these findings are consistent with the guidelines provided 
by Mikkonen et al. (2007); TAMPEP (2009); or UK Network of Sex Work Projects (NSWP) 
(2008).  

On the basis of the findings generated by this study, it is concluded that outreach worker is a 
reflective educator in street-based sex work setting. Academic knowledge is defined as important, 
but not enough, because it is not always applied in situations of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness 
and value conflict, namely, real life situations. A reflexive attitude might allow bridging the gap 
between academic knowledge and professional practices, since reflecting in and on action brings 
together numerous dimensions of knowledge, as well as helps to develop interpersonal skills to deal 
with situations of complexity. The street is a place of learning and teaching, in a dynamic and 
reciprocal interaction, and the outreach worker is an interpersonal relationship professional.  

The main contribution of this research is to map an outreach worker’ profile as educator at the 
street level, however non-formal education in this context remains little studied. Therefore we 
suggest further research in order to improve the discussion about the need and possible modalities 
of teaching-learning programs, as well as to help the construction of professional identity of the 
outreach worker in sex work settings.  
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