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The aim of this text is to describe concisely the essence of the methodology experience expert in poverty and social exclusion. In the first place we try to formulate this essence itself as pithy as possible. But sometimes we spend our attention to what this methodology is not standing for, hoping that, by focussing on this as well, we can come to an even clearer and stronger picture of what the essence factually is.
1. The why of the concept experience expert

Poverty has been found to be a persistent problem in practice. The world the generation-poor is living in, is to such an extent different from the world of the middle class-man, that it causes lots of difficulties for them to join society. In spite of a number of efforts of social workers and social providers, the actual ways to combat generation poverty show little effective. Here lies the reason for existence of the concept experience experts.
People in poverty are separated from the rest of society on all domains of life by a deep gap. By the structural and participation gap, people in poverty stay deprived of all basic rights and they lose their grip on their own lives and on social decision process. Poverty installs in the feelings of people a deeply injured inside and an unrelievable longing to belong to community. By the influence of poverty basic knowledge and basic skills necessary to maintain oneself in society, are not acquired. Moreover, the power these people radiate is not appreciated, often even not mentioned. 
Ignorance of the environment of the poor, or better, the phenomenon of the missing link, is a logic consequence. Only people with a deep experience of poverty know what it means, how it feels to live in poverty. Trained experience experts get, trough their experience and their training, the outstanding position to point the missing link and the perception of poverty by the methodology of the dialogue. By this, De Link expresses its believe in the power of the poor and the methodology joins in with the ideas of empowerment.
The missing link is about the mutual ignorance of each other, each other’s environment, each others feelings and expectations, each others values and norms, each others way of thinking and strategies to come to solutions, each others obviousness, and so on. The missing link is about the fact people are not aware of the lack of knowledge about al these aspects of each others environment.
This brings misunderstanding, incomprehension, because, if one starts from obvious thoughts and suppositions, it gets hard to give room in these thoughts to the perspective of the other. Attempts to understand and to give room to other people’s perspective are apparently often given up after a while.
Understanding can only arise where dialogue is possible, where you can set yourself free from the ideas you are fixed on. Dialogue is the basic condition for this methodology. If there is no room for dialogue, it is useless to bring in an experience expert.
2. Who is this training intended for?
The training is intended for people with a generation poverty background, or people who lived from childhood in poverty and social exclusion. To be an experience expert, you have to have lived in it since childhood, and you must have experienced poverty and exclusion both in the family and in the society. The formation is meant for those people who, by their life in poverty, did not develop the necessary knowledge, skills and attitudes in order to join society. It is intended to those who live in this typical fundamental distrust and impotence, the feeling you won’t come through anyway, in spite of your strong will and your intense efforts. 
For the other this training is not meant. The formation is not intended to people who joint the world of poverty by circumstances only later, after childhood, nor for those who experienced only poverty on a financial level. It is not meant for people who got deeply injured in their family of origin, but lived through neither poverty nor exclusion.
People who fulfil these admission requirements and have the desire to join the training, are expected to be willing and able to self-reflection, they are expected to agree to go a personal process, to deal with their own history, and to have the intention to dedicate themselves to combat poverty. In order to follow the course successfully a minor ability to reason in the abstract, to find connections between things and to acquire basic knowledge of reading and writing, are essential.
3. What is the essence of the training?
One of the most essential attitudes an experience expert has to acquire in this training is to keep aware of the fact that all concerned parties do their best in their own ways. Through this attitude the experience expert can keep on touch with his own willingness to keep on investing in entering the dialogue, in giving chances and in the activating processes of changes. 
The content of the training can be classified in following blocks:
· Live-stories: both their own story, where a personal process is started up, and the widening of their view by the story of the others
· Communicative skills: active listening, how to ask questions, to reflect, to check, to coop with conflicts. The dialogue is here essential.

· Psychological aspects, based on the system- and contextual visions.
· Knowledge of society. Society’s view on poverty and its way to combat poverty, the different gaps typical for the poverty-problem, knowledge of the rights of poor people and the skills you need in order to claim these, are contents of this part of the training.
· Knowledge of the content of the task and function of an experience expert. It is very important that experts under training get profound knowledge about this because they often end up in a work setting which is not familiar with the methodology. 
In order to prepare the student the best possible, the training is very practically-oriented and a range of 800 hours of practice is provided. Dialogue, insights, skills and attitudes can be tried out, checked, corrected in cooperation with the trainee posts.
The process-coaches and instructors work during the whole training together with a trained experience expert. The training has a strong impact on the personal process and is experience-oriented. It is neither patronizing nor aimed at solutions; on the contrary, it is emancipation-oriented. Typical for this training is it’s accent on depth and on the development of self-reflection, and it’s focus on all aspects of poverty. The integration of skills and attitudes are central. 
There is no room for contents that are not associated with the very essence of the function of the experience expert. Knowledge and skills in function of advising in specific fields or administrative tasks as such are not included, nor social insurance administration nor general formation subjects. Also specific social workers techniques and methodologies, such as making up activity plans or keeping files in the social assistance, are not coming up. This training prepares the experience expert for a polyvalent mobilization. More specific forming is a matter of the field itself.
4. The essence of the function experience expert.
The essence of the function of experience expert lies in the fact of the missing link. The expert will first of all bring this fact to the fore and bring in the poor’s perspective. He/she will make people aware of this and open the dialogue on the question. In that way the experience expert will be able to contribute to the poverty combat from an own point of view, where the involved himself gets the opportunity to speak up for himself, for other people in poverty and for a more fair society.

The cooperation between the experience expert and other professionals often takes the shape of tandem-formula, while this formula places the dialogue expressly on the forefront.
Essential aspects of the function of the experience expert are:

· making visible the missing link and the environment of the poor, to the persons who are immediately concerned as well as on the organisation level and even to society as such. Contributing elements are among others: to support people in poverty, to keep a close watch on their rights, to keep the person of the poor on the foreground, to make meanings clear, to give recognition to people in poverty by a shared experience, to increase the autonomy of people in poverty by the fact that the experience expert has an intuitive feeling with them, and that he/she is able to make his affinity with them clear.
· contribute to bridge the missing link, in order to make communication between service and client more smoothly and mutual understanding grow. The experience expert will keep on presenting and watching the poor’s perspective, both when the poor is present himself and when he is absent. In that way he will gain respect for the environment of the poor. The bridge-function requires of the experience expert a multilateral partiality towards all persons involved, what makes it a linking job. About the bridge-function: the experience expert is in such rather a builder of bridges then a bridge himself.
· drawing on his own, though enlarged, experience, is the most essential source of knowledge for the experience expert and therefore the basic feature of this function. To keep the feeling with the group aimed at and with the problems of the poor is necessary on order to keep this broader knowledge of experience alive. 
This text is a concise description of the essence of the methodology and the training of experience experts. More information is to be found in the “Lines of Force” of VZW De Link or in the book “Experience Experts in Poverty and Social Exclusion. An introduction to the methodology” Leuven, Acco, 2005.
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