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Alžběta Candia is the creator and director of Home Start organization in Czech Republic
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In 2003, at an age of just 23, Alžběta Candia
Munoz started an organisation whose goal
was to help poor and at-risk families. “I got
interested in social-welfare charity work during my studies and through a job I had with a
charity that worked with people with mental
disabilities,” Munoz says.
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The next step came after Munoz learned that HomeStart, a British group that works with disadvantaged
families, was looking to expand to other countries. Together with a couple of friends, Munoz went to London
to attend an informational meeting.
Almost immediately after the meeting was over she got
started setting up a Czech chapter of Home-Start. That
was 15 years ago. Today, the organisation she still runs
employs a staff of highly specialised social workers, and
can call on a large pool of volunteers, to help hundreds of underprivileged families deal with a variety of
problems.
Home-Start was founded in Leicester, England, in 1973
by Margaret Harrison. Her children had moved out
and she wanted to keep her life meaningful. She started
by helping families that were going through rough
times. Eventually, other people, typically middle-aged,
middle-class housewives who had the time and the
energy to help out, were asking to volunteer. Before she

knew it, her private effort had become an official charity. In the years that followed, chapters opened in other
cities in England and its work became known nationally and internationally.
For Munoz, attending the London meeting turned out
to be precisely the catalyst she needed.
“At first, my friends and family thought the idea was nice
and all, but also a little nuts. At that point, that way of
doing things was rare in the Czech Republic. Volunteers
were normally students who worked for free on a temporary basis,” she says.
The housewives that Munoz spoke with all found the
idea of parents helping other parents with their problems to be utterly foreign.
“But my friends and my family all believed I could make
it work. They all knew that I am incredibly stubborn. I
don’t give up in the face of a challenge.”

Volunters in Home Start receives a good education before and during their work with clients / photo: ida holtet
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Alžběta Candia instructs her volunteers in how to use the dolls in the work with vulnerable families / photo: ida holtet

For the next two years, Munoz worked to get her idea
off the ground. She started by working to help troubled
families on her own and by getting her friends to help
out.
“Everything was unpaid. Even though the work was rewarding, I quickly came to the realisation that we needed
money if we wanted to grow the organisation and become
more professional,” she says.
When you are young and run a relatively unknown
organisation, getting funding for social services is no
easy task, Munoz says.
“I have to admit that at one point I was about to give up.
I wrote the Home-Start office in the UK and explained
that I wasn’t going to be able to continue running the
Czech branch.”
The home office saw things differently. They believed in
Munoz and sent two employees to Prague to give her a
hand. They also sent her to family-counselling classes in
the UK.

“That gave me the self-confidence and the strength I needed
to go on,” she says.
Now, she needed to find someone who could provide
financial support to help her keep the branch going.
During the course of her work, she had been in touch
with the Prague Child Protection Department, which
had put her in contact with families that needed help.
They were impressed by her results and offered to give
her a recommendation, which she used to help secure a
grant of 500,000 koruna (€17,000) from the Employment Ministry to help develop the organisation.
“That was a huge amount for us. It meant that, for the
first time, we could start to see ourselves as a permanent
organisation,” Munoz says. But being permanent wasn’t
to change the basic idea that the work of helping
parents was primarily to be done by other parents on a
voluntary basis.
“Still, the money meant we could rent office space and hire
social workers who could recruit the volunteers we needed,
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train them and offer them advice as they worked with
parents.”
The grant gave Munoz and Home-Start the self-confidence it needed to begin expanding its programmes
and reaching out to more families. The money was
soon spent, but the grant was renewed the next year.
As Home-Start’s accomplishments piled up – and its
fund-raisers got better at their job – the money started
coming in from more sources: charitable foundations,
local authorities, individuals.
One of the mainstays of Home-Start’s work has been
its partnership with Prague’s Child Protection Department. As the group expanded, city officials remained
helpful identifying families that needed help, and by
providing Home-Start staff with the information they
needed to address their issues.
Home-Start, for its part, reported back about its results
and made recommendations for how child-welfare
authorities could best help families. All of the families
Home-Start works with are poor, many of them Roma,
and more than a few are so burdened by their problems
that the family risks breaking up and the children being
taken out of the home.
Poverty, lack of education and unemployment plague
many of the families; substance abuse, physical and
psychiatric illness and domestic abuse, often in combination, follow in their wake. Parents tend to lack basic
information about nutrition, and meals often consist
of fast-food or biscuits. Basic parenting skills are also
lacking. In many cases, mothers have little emotional
contact with their children. Worst of all are the families
that are burdened by domestic violence.
When the volunteers from Home-Start contact a family, the first step is to win their confidence. Eventually,
they can start talking about how best they can help
with practical matters. Typical focus areas include cooking, cleaning, sewing, grocery shopping and personal
finance. If all goes well, the families, and the mothers in
particular, start opening up about their personal problems. The approach results in noticeable improvements.
For the women, getting practical and emotional help
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means improved self-confidence. In the best cases, the
families’ situations improve so much that Child Protection Department stop considering whether removing
the children from the home is necessary.
Sociological studies have shown that the Home-Start
method of using female volunteers who families trust
to provide emotional and practical help in a familiar
setting is one of the most effective ways to improve
families’ situations, create more confident parents and
make it possible for them to get through their days with
fewer setbacks.
Volunteers can only do so much, however. In some
cases, families’ problems are so great that little improvement is made; the parents don’t seem to grasp
the seriousness of their situation or how they can help
themselves through it.
“In cases like that,” Munoz says, “we consider it a success
if things don’t get worse.”
Sometimes, though, things do get worse: problems
deepen, families collapse or are split up. Being a volunteer in situations like this is hard, but Home-Start
seeks to make sure that it can provide the professional
training, coaching and feedback its volunteers need to
cope. Should things get too bad, Home-Start can decide to break contact between a volunteer and a family.
One instance when this was done, according to Munoz,
involved a mother who fled with her children.
“The husband was a substance abuser. He was physically
and mentally abusive – he wouldn’t let his wife leave the
house, for example. The woman managed to flee with her
children to a shelter for abused women, where she was put
in contact with one of our volunteers. Their relationship
got off to a good start, but before long the woman – against
all advice – gets back together with her husband, who in
the meantime has been charged with a number of crimes.
The next thing we know, he’s waiting outside of the shelter
for her and the kids. In a situation like that, we break
off contact. There’s little we can do. Worse, our volunteer
would only be putting herself in danger by being in the
same house as an unstable, possibly even psychopathic,
man. It can be hard for a volunteer to know when to let
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go, but that’s all the more reason why we, as managers,
need to be ready to make a difficult decision.”
To help prepare the volunteers for situations that might
wind up beyond their ability to help, Home-Start regularly brings them together in small groups to talk about
their experiences and to give each other the encourage-

ment they need to continue their work. Munoz and her
staff present various case studies during the meetings.
Several times a year, Home-Start holds a meeting for all
the volunteers to address a specific theme.
Since its early days, Home-Start’s Czech branch has
been aware of the need to compile its results, and the

Volunters and leadership assembled for a course in how to work with families
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experiences of its volunteers. Each time a family is contacted, it is logged in a journal, which is kept with the
regular reports the volunteers submit. Their experiences
form the basis for Home-Start’s formalised guidelines
for working with families. Those guidelines, which
form a handbook of sorts, also include recommendations for things like initial and follow-up training, as
well as the sort of coaching Home-Start’s staff psychologists and social workers should provide.
“This, together with the social bond between our volunteers, is one of the main reasons why we’re able to keep
them with us for so long, which, in turn, is why we can
continue to provide high-quality help whenever a family
needs it,” Munoz says.
By 2014, Home-Start had gradually grown to a staff of
seven full-time employees, and a stable group of highly
trained volunteers active in Prague and another city.
Munoz, however, is not one to rest on her laurels.
“We need to constantly improve, constantly get better
and reach out to more people in need,” she says with an
enthusiasm that causes her to stumble over some of the
words, only underscoring the importance she places the
work Home-Start does, and her position as the energetic leader of an organisation that, during its existence,
has put forward any number of new initiatives, and
nearly as many successes.
Even with all that success, 2014 was to be one the most
important for Home-Start. Until that point, its funding
came primarily from small grants and donations. That
all changed thanks to the help of Irena Tomešová, the
head of National Training Fund, a group that among
other things works with unemployed young people and
at-risk children. Tomešová’s work has given her a wealth
of experience raising money that she was able to pass
on to Munoz.
“She put us in contact with THE VELUX FOUNDATIONS,” Munoz says. “They showed an interest in our
work and we applied for and received our first multi-year
grant, which was also the biggest amount we had ever
received. All of a sudden, entirely new opportunities were
open to us.”
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The following years saw the organisation improve the
quality of its work and expand its operations to an
additional three cities, giving it a presence in the Czech
Republic’s five largest cities. The funding made it possible to hire new employees, formalise its method and
improve the sort of training that volunteers receive.
Munoz’s ambitions don’t stop here. She believes it is
possible to further refine the way Home-Start works.
Doing so will require a new way of doing things, which
is why she is working with academics and others in the
Czech Republic who are involved with social services to
develop a system called Family by Play, which uses dolls
to identify families’ strengths and weaknesses. The aim
is for the volunteers to observe families as they play,
and then team up with social workers and psychotherapists to develop appropriate approaches for helping the
family.
The process requires a greater effort on behalf of the
volunteers, but the whole thing takes place under the
supervision of trained Home-Start staff.
Funding to develop Family by Play comes from a grant
from THE VELUX FOUNDATIONS.
“Maybe we’ll even be able to begin offering an accredited
training programme for the volunteers. Maybe we can even
make it a university-level course,” Munoz says.
The work Home-Start has been doing in the Czech
Republic has not gone unnoticed abroad. Munoz, for
example, advises Home-Start branches in other easternEuropean countries. The handbook is being translated
to English so that volunteers in other countries can
benefit from it, and Munoz receives multiple invitations each year to speak at international conferences.
Today, that enthusiastic but inexperienced 23-year-old
has become an internationally recognised leader in
her field who can draw on the expertise of a well-run
charity that makes a difference for thousands of Czech
families.
n
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Dolls are used when the psychologists and the volunteers work with vulnerable families
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