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SÓNIA ALEXANDRA DE BARROS RITO NUNES NOBRE 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

There is a paucity of research dedicated to women´s homelessness worldwide and, 

certainly, in Portugal. This doctoral dissertation is the outcome of an exploratory, in-depth 

research of 34 women experiencing homelessness or housing exclusion in the Northern 

Lisbon Metropolitan Area (Portugal). The European Typology of Homelessness and 

Housing Exclusion was adopted in this study, enabling the inclusion of situations that 

would have remained concealed if the narrower national definition of homelessness had 

been deployed. 

Grounded on an ecological approach, this study addressed women´s homelessness in a 

contextualized and comprehensive manner. Different theoretical lenses - including the 

life course perspective and perspectives focused on identity work, the presentation of self 

and the management of stigma - have guided the analysis of several dimensions of 

homelessness. 

This qualitative study integrated biographical interviews with ethnography and fieldwork 

spanned from 2015 to 2018. The collected data enabled the characterization of this group 

of women experiencing homelessness or housing exclusion, and the analysis of their paths 

into and through homelessness, their understanding of homelessness, the issues related to 

their access to housing, how they negotiate and cope with homelessness, and their 

perceived needs and views of the future. 

The findings of this research demonstrated regularities and singularities in the 

characteristics and life histories of the participants and exposed several gender issues. The 

study highlighted the relational dimension of participants´ lives and, in particular, the 

relevance of motherhood. The diverse paths into the women´s homelessness were 

examined in detail and revealed that they are the culmination of events and circumstances 

that unfolded over time and frequently dated from childhood. Participants´ trajectories 

through homelessness and the dynamics underpinning their multiple transitions between 

varied living situations were documented. Furthermore, the opportunities and barriers 

these women confront in an attempt to find a place to live were identified. 

The study has also portrayed these women´s experiences in various contexts, revealing 

the complexity and multiplicity of their representations and relations with spaces such as 

the street, shelters, rooms and the homes of family members. The diverse meanings 

attached by the participants to homelessness and home, and the varied ways in which they 

positioned themselves in relation to homelessness, underline the ambiguity and 

subjectivity of the concepts of homelessness and home. Despite the hardships they 

endured throughout their lives and during periods of homelessness, these women 

endeavour to maintain their dignity and retain a sense of personal worth and purpose, 



which they do through several strategies and a myriad of internal resources and forms of 

identity work. 

The findings of this study have enabled the development of recommendations that focus 

on the prevention of women´s homelessness and on interventions in the lives of homeless 

women which are aimed at serving their specific needs. 

 

KEYWORDS: Women´s homelessness; European Typology of Homelessness and 

Housing Exclusion; Ecological approach; Life course perspective; Northern Lisbon 

Metropolitan Area; Portugal 

 

 

RESUMO 

A investigação dedicada às mulheres em situação de sem-abrigo é escassa a nível 

internacional e, ainda mais, em Portugal. Esta tese de doutoramento resultou de uma 

investigação exploratória, em profundidade, que incluiu 34 mulheres em situação de sem-

abrigo ou exclusão habitacional na Área Metropolitana de Lisboa Norte (Portugal). 

Adotou-se a Tipologia Europeia de Situação de Sem-Abrigo e Exclusão Habitacional, 

mais abrangente, o que permitiu englobar situações que a definição nacional de situação 

de sem-abrigo, mais restrita, não considera. 

Assente numa perspetiva ecológica, este estudo abordou a situação de sem-abrigo no 

feminino de um modo contextualizado e compreensivo. Abordagens teóricas distintas 

guiaram a análise de várias dimensões da situação de sem-abrigo, como a perspetiva de 

curso de vida e abordagens centradas em questões identitárias, na apresentação do eu e 

na gestão do estigma. 

O estudo, de natureza qualitativa, englobou entrevistas biográficas e etnografia, tendo o 

trabalho de campo decorrido entre 2015 e 2018. Permitiu recolher informação para 

caracterizar este grupo de mulheres em situação de sem-abrigo ou exclusão habitacional, 

e analisar os seus percursos rumo a uma situação de sem-abrigo e nessa situação, as suas 

representações sobre a situação de sem-abrigo, as questões relacionadas com o acesso à 

habitação, a forma como lidam com a situação de sem-abrigo e as suas necessidades e 

perceções sobre o futuro.  

Os resultados desta investigação evidenciaram regularidades e singularidades nas 

características e nas histórias de vida das participantes e expuseram diversas questões de 

género. O estudo salientou a dimensão relacional das vidas das participantes e, em 

particular, a importância da maternidade. Os diversos percursos rumo à situação de sem-

abrigo foram analisados detalhadamente e mostraram que são o culminar de 

acontecimentos e circunstâncias que se desenrolaram ao longo do tempo, remontando 

frequentemente à infância. As trajetórias das participantes em situação de sem-abrigo e 

as dinâmicas subjacentes às suas múltiplas transições entre diferentes situações 

habitacionais foram documentadas. Para além disso, foram identificadas as oportunidades 

e as barreiras com que estas mulheres se deparam na sua procura por um lugar para viver.  

O estudo retratou ainda as experiências destas mulheres em vários contextos, revelando 

a complexidade e a multiplicidade das suas representações e relações com espaços como 

a rua, centros de alojamento, quartos e casas de familiares. Os diversos significados que 

as participantes atribuíram à situação de sem-abrigo e a uma casa e a disparidade de 

formas como se posicionaram relativamente à situação de sem-abrigo são reveladores da 

ambiguidade e da subjetividade destes conceitos. Não obstante as dificuldades que 



enfrentaram ao longo das suas vidas e em situação de sem-abrigo, estas mulheres 

procuram manter a sua dignidade e reter um sentido de valor e de propósito, usando 

diversas estratégias e uma miríade de recursos internos e formas de trabalho identitário.  

Os resultados desta investigação permitiram elaborar recomendações focadas na 

prevenção da situação de sem-abrigo no feminino e em intervenções destinadas a 

responder às necessidades específicas das mulheres nesta situação. 

 

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Mulheres em situação de sem-abrigo; Tipologia Europeia de 

Situação de Sem-Abrigo e Exclusão Habitacional; Abordagem ecológica; Perspetiva de 

curso de vida; Área Metropolitana de Lisboa Norte; Portugal 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Queria pedir-lhe se posso ficar aqui de noite a dormir ao pé de si. 

És puta ou quê? Perguntou ele desconfiado, a acabar de saborear o pão. 

Não sou puta, não, Linhaças. Sou só uma pessoa a quem a vida correu mal e esta foi a 

minha primeira noite na rua. Queria que você me ensinasse como é que se faz e me 

deixasse ficar aqui para eu não ter medo. 

O velho olhou-me com uma tristeza infinita, os seus olhos tinham lágrimas que eu não 

sei se eram de velhice ou de pena … 

 

 

Terei de entreter a insónia a pensar mais uma vez onde é que a minha existência deu o 

nó cego que me trouxe aqui, sim, que as coisas não são só aquilo que está à vista de 

todos, vêm de trás, muito lá de trás … 

 

 

 

Rosa Lobato de Faria, Romance de Cordélia 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

As Halberstam asserts, “there are selves behind the projects” (as cited in Hook, 

2015, p. 983). Behind this research project there is a woman who has a medical 

background and worked as a doctor for some years. I interrupted my medical career for 

several reasons, following a long and conflicting period of decision-making. With the 

passing of time, I gradually understood that my disenchantment with my profession was 

also rooted in deeper questionings. I was aligning with a different positioning in the 

world, in which I was increasingly acknowledging the pertinence of contexts and social 

constructs in situations that I had observed and experienced in my recent past. In this way, 

my interest in social sciences unfolded and I decided to conduct a PhD in human ecology. 

This decision was grounded in my deliberate search for a discipline in which I could 

expand my intellectual horizons and explore what I found fascinating in social sciences, 

which was the possibility of analysing phenomena from broad, nuanced and 

contextualized lenses.  

Researchers may need to consider how they became interested in particular 

themes, in order to articulate their influence on the research (Dickson-Swift, James, 

Kippen, & Liamputtong, 2009). This research project is dedicated to women experiencing 

homelessness and housing exclusion in the Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area 

(Portugal). There were several reasons for choosing this theme and some intersected with 

my biography. Back in 2011, I volunteered to work in an organization dedicated to 

providing medical care to vulnerable and/or deprived people, including the homeless 

population. I took part in an outreach team designed to provide primary health care in 

street-based settings in Lisbon city. Volunteering in this organization stemmed from my 

uneasiness towards homelessness and my willingness to confront my own discomfort. I 

also volunteered because I was concerned with homeless persons, I wanted to get a closer 

insight into homelessness and I was prepared to devote my time, attention and care to 

someone in need. In the following years, I established relationships with women who 

were experiencing homelessness or housing instability and they had some influence in 

the choice of this theme. Then I began questioning if, and to what extent, our interventions 

were improving these people´s lives. I became more critical about these matters, which 

has further contributed to my interest in this theme. Other reasons for embarking on a 

study on homeless women emerged subsequently, were informed by the literature, and 
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included a growing awareness of gendered experiences of homelessness, a clearer 

perception of the relevance of this (under-researched) theme and assessments of the study 

feasibility. 

The conduct of this PhD can be viewed as a journey which was largely grounded 

on a predisposition and a commitment towards an enterprise involving time, 

perseverance, resilience and reflection about every step to be made. This journey was 

permeated by a vast spectrum of feelings, psychological states, ongoing decisions and 

demanding experiences in personal and professional terms. This journey was labour-

intensive and time-consuming and was inevitably enmeshed in my own life trajectory. 

This journey was co-constituted by those persons who were directly involved in this 

process and those who have contributed to it with inspiring insights and valuable 

assistance in several crucial domains. This journey was based in Portugal, specifically in 

the Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area, but involved a four-month stay in Dublin 

(Ireland) with the purpose of working directly with the co-supervisor of this research 

project. Besides benefiting from close co-supervision, I had the opportunity to share and 

discuss topics and experiences with other researchers in this and other related fields, 

which was extremely useful and enriching.   

The journey metaphor is also helpful to portraying my encounters with the study´s 

participants. We have crossed at junctures where I was acting as a researcher and they 

were experiencing homelessness or housing exclusion. I was interested in knowing about 

their lives, they allowed me to capture something of their worlds and worldviews, and I 

built on this joined knowledge to write this dissertation. In the meantime, the continuous 

flow of life passed through us all and our lives drifted apart. Several women who 

participated in this study may have experienced interactions or events that may have 

shaped differently (or not) the course of their lives. A small number of women deceased 

and I wish to pay them a respectful tribute. With a few others I am still in contact and our 

relationships evolved beyond the roles of researcher and participant. 

With this dissertation, I am hoping to contribute to a deeper and comprehensive 

understanding of women´s homelessness. I am hoping to emphasize the blurred 

boundaries between “the homeless” and “everyone else” since it was apparent from my 

interactions with these women and from their life stories that distances and distinctions 

between homeless and housed people are far from clear or rigid. I am also hoping to be 

worthy of the trust these women placed in me and to make justice to their voices, 
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experiences and lives. It was a privilege for me to work with these women, I am touched 

by the way they welcomed me and I am grateful for what they taught me. 

This dissertation is organized as follows. Chapters 1 to 3 provide a theoretical 

framing based on an extensive literature review covering multidisciplinary research and 

a documental analysis focused on other sources of information, such as official reports 

and policy statements, among others. Chapter 1 focuses on a conceptual debate on 

homelessness and particular attention is given to uncovering the difficulties and 

shortcomings that lie at the heart of homelessness definitions, meanings and 

measurement. The European Typology of Homelessness and Housing Exclusion is also 

discussed and the reasons for its adoption as a guiding definition of homelessness in the 

current study are explained. A gender perspective on homelessness is introduced in 

Chapter 2. The importance of a gendered analysis of homelessness is discussed, even 

though there is a paucity of primary research on female homelessness worldwide. 

Homeless women´s invisibility is examined back from its historical roots up to the 

present, its multifaceted nature is exposed, and its entrenchment in traditional gender 

ideologies is highlighted. The causes of female homelessness, the women´s experiences 

of homelessness, and the intersection of homelessness and gender with respect to 

women´s use, experiences and perceptions of the service sector and their support needs, 

are revised. Two specific issues within the homelessness literature which have received 

little research attention but were salient in this study, that is, long-term and recurrent 

homelessness among women and female homelessness in later life, are also discussed. In 

Chapter 3, attention turns to women´s homelessness in the Portuguese context. The 

analysis of available evidence on homeless women in Portugal demonstrates a dearth of 

robust and comprehensive knowledge on this matter. In this chapter, women´s 

homelessness is contextualized in wider Portuguese realms of poverty, education, 

employment, welfare provision, housing issues and gender inequality. A critical overview 

of official data and national policies on homelessness is offered. Attention then turns to a 

characterization of the Portuguese homeless service sector, which is further analysed from 

a gender perspective. 

Chapter 4 discusses the combination of theoretical perspectives applied in this 

study and the contribution of previous research using these perspectives to address 

homelessness in general and women´s homelessness in particular. Being conducted 

within the scope of human ecology, this study is heuristically grounded on an ecological 
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approach. Furthermore, the study utilizes the life course perspective, a strengths-based 

approach, the identity work framework, and Goffman´s essays on the presentation of self 

and management of stigma. The use of these theoretical perspectives - all of which are 

consistent with an overarching ecological approach - is aimed at providing theoretically 

informed insight into several facets of women´s homelessness which are examined in the 

study. 

Following this, Chapter 5 provides a thorough account of the research 

methodology, which is supplemented by detailed information offered in the 

corresponding appendices. At the outset, the research background is set and an overview 

of the research process and the approach to the theme under study is provided. The 

research questions and objectives are then explained. The production of knowledge and 

the inclusion of the study in a qualitative research tradition are scrutinised, and the study´s 

methodological approach is discussed. The study area and the approach to the field are 

detailed. The data collection process is depicted in-depth, with emphasis placed on 

explaining the steps and decisions associated with accessing, sampling and recruiting 

research participants. A comprehensive account of the conduct of biographical interviews 

and ethnographic observation and engagement is offered. Data management and analysis, 

ethical issues and the limitations of the study are also discussed. 

Chapters 6 to 9 are concerned with presenting the research findings. A detailed 

characterization of the 34 female participants in the study is presented in Chapter 6. 

Following this, in Chapter 7, an in-depth account of the diverse paths which propelled 

women´s homelessness is provided. Consideration is given to the women´s histories of 

early life and, also, to examining the women´s paths into homelessness according to age 

groups and through a life course lens. Chapter 8 explores the women´s homeless and 

housing trajectories and documents the factors and processes that influenced their living 

situations and transitions. In this regard, particular attention is given to analysing the role 

of the service sector in women´s homeless and housing trajectories. The women´s 

experiences and perceptions of the most commonly reported living arrangements (i.e. 

rough sleeping, hidden homelessness, shelter accommodation and rooms paid for by a 

social service) are also examined. Attention then shifts to examining women´s 

understanding of homelessness and home, in Chapter 9, which also explores women´s 

internal coping resources and the identity construction processes they draw upon that 



5 

 

yield a sense of purpose and self-worth. The women´s perceived needs and their views 

on and aspirations for the future are also examined in this chapter. 

Chapter 10 concludes the dissertation by summarizing the key elements of the 

study, offering a comprehensive discussion of the main research findings, and 

highlighting the contributions of the study to knowledge of women´s homelessness. The 

implications for policy and service provision arising from the study´s findings are 

discussed and some suggestions for future research are presented. 

Several appendices are attached to the dissertation, which supplement and enrich 

its content. Appendices were considered important to further contextualize and illustrate 

particular issues, and to provide detailed information on relevant topics discussed in the 

dissertation. The appendices are diverse. For example, a host of statistical data and 

information gathered from official documents and policy statements is offered. A 

thorough characterization of the homeless service sector in the study area is presented. 

Overviews and historical reviews of particular topics are also provided. Importantly, the 

appendices include a research diary, in which the many lessons gleaned from the field 

and the complex experience of preparing and conducting fieldwork are discussed. 

Furthermore, the appendices show several documents used in the conduct of the research 

(e.g. informed consent form). Taken together, the significant investment placed on the 

development of these appendices represents an attempt to provide detailed and rigorous 

information, and there was a concern with presenting them with clarity.  

To conclude, the following summary offers an overview of the content of the 

dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 1. HOMELESSNESS REVISITED: CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS 

 

1.1. Introduction 

This chapter is dedicated to a conceptual debate on homelessness. At the outset, 

the contested processes of defining and measuring homelessness are explored, and the 

elusive meanings of homelessness and home are discussed. Consideration is given to the 

prevailing explanations of homelessness and attention then turns to a critical analysis of 

some trends in homelessness research and theoretical debate. The chapter concludes by 

presenting the European Typology of Homelessness and Housing Exclusion and 

explaining the rationale for its adoption in this study. The key aims of this chapter are to 

provide a theoretical backdrop to the core theme of the study, which is homelessness, and 

to present and justify the guiding definition of homelessness used in the study. 

 

1.2. Homelessness definition and measurement: challenges and drawbacks 

Across different epochs, individuals placed at the margins of social and economic 

life, without a fixed domicile, were called “beggars” and “vagrants”, among other 

designations (Bernardo, 2019; Pimenta, 1992). In the late 19th century and early 20th 

century, the term “homeless” emerged as a sociological descriptor and started to replace 

these designations (O´Brien, 2018). These individuals´ situation was addressed with both 

assistance and repressive measures, which may have coexisted in the last centuries 

(Bastos, 1997; Pinto, 1999). At the time of writing, in the early 21st century, homelessness 

is conceived as a social problem and inscribed in policy agendas across Western 

countries. A vast range of organizations, charities, advocates, researchers and training 

courses, to name a few, is nowadays involved with homelessness, which Ravenhill (2008, 

p. 14) coins as the “homeless industry”. 

This brief overview serves to draw attention to the fact that homelessness came 

into existence as a social problem at some point in time. According to a constructionist 

perspective, an issue becomes a problem when identifiable groups in society - especially 

people in positions of power and influence - perceive it and then define it as a problem 

that needs to be handled in a particular manner. The ability to set an issue as a social 

problem paves the way to the construction of social policies and to the creation of 

organizations designed to ameliorate such problem. Social problems like homelessness 
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can be redefined in research and policy agendas, as different interests succeed in 

establishing priorities on these agendas (Jacobs, Kemeny, & Manzi, 1999). Several actors 

- including academics, state organizations, charities and homelessness advocacy 

organizations - have contributed to the constitution of homelessness as a social policy 

concern by funding and participating in homelessness research (Farrugia & Gerrard, 

2016). In fact, much homelessness research in Western countries has been commissioned, 

for example, by governments and charities (Jacobs et al., 1999; Pleace, 2016a). 

Homelessness is a relative concept which is socially determined and embedded in 

specific historical, cultural and political contexts (Moore, 2007; Watson & Austerberry, 

1986). Williams and Cheal (2001, p. 251) argue that homelessness is a “quintessentially 

complex and non-linear system” and cannot be viewed as a discrete entity. Järvinen 

(1995, p. 11) emphasizes that homelessness is not unequivocal or absolute and can be 

best understood as “an open social field that is constantly being shaped and reshaped”. 

Attempts to define, measure and explain homelessness are difficult and contested 

enterprises, and warrant an understanding that they are shaped by narratives established 

by specific actors at particular points in time and space (Jacobs et al., 1999; Löfstrand & 

Quilgars, 2016). 

There is no global consensus on how homelessness is defined (Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development [OECD], 2019; Tipple & Speak, 2005) 1. It 

might be argued, as McNaughton (2008, p. 7) suggests, that a universal definition of 

homelessness risks being inadequate and leading to a form of “housing essentialism - 

whose definition should be used to judge how much homelessness exists in any one place 

at any one time, or the nature of that homelessness?”. Homelessness has been defined 

according to individuals´ place of residence (or lack thereof) despite being, sometimes, 

conceptualized as more than a lack of abode (Somerville, 1992) 2. The least controversial 

definition of homelessness involves being literally without a roof over one´s head, that is, 

rough sleeping. Rooflessness receives the greatest attention from the general public and 

the media but it is “only the ´tip of the iceberg´” (Busch-Geertsema, 2010, p. 25). In other 

words, representations of homeless people typically involve images of rooflessness and 

do not include more nuanced and wider forms of homelessness (McCarthy, 2013). 

 
1 For a brief overview of some definitions of homelessness used worldwide see Appendix 1. 
2 Somerville´s (1992) multidimensional conceptualization of homelessness is summarized in Appendix 2. 
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Definitions of homelessness can be seen as “ideological or methodological 

conveniences” (Williams & Cheal, 2001, p. 241). Homelessness is experienced by some 

individuals and conceived or imagined by others. These “imaginings (or ideological 

constructions) tend to take on a life of their own, for example, in terms of legislation” 

(Somerville, 2013, pp. 384-385). Indeed, homeless categories exist because they were 

created by researchers, policymakers or service providers. It must be recognized, 

however, that these categories are artificial divides in the sense that homeless people are 

not apart from society at large and occupy a housing continuum alongside the housed 

population (Aldeia, 2013). 

The political dimension of homelessness definitions is inescapable (Aldeia, 2013). 

As Farrugia and Gerrard (2016, p. 270) note, “definitions of homelessness have varied 

according to the political claims made by governmental bodies, charities and advocacy 

agencies engaged in its construction and contestation”. Definitions of homelessness are 

also subject to the availability of resources required to tackle this phenomenon and to the 

expectations bestowed on governments and policymakers (Jacobs et al., 1999). In general, 

governments have an interest in defining homelessness as narrowly as possible in order 

to downplay the problem (Aldeia, 2013). Furthermore, narrow definitions tend to focus 

on the most visible manifestation of homelessness - which is rooflessness - and this allows 

governments to make a policy agenda concentrated on addressing the real (or visible) 

needs of homeless persons (Jacobs et al., 1999). On the contrary, non-governmental 

institutions tend to use and/or advocate broader definitions of homelessness, which is 

underpinned by their interest in justifying their existence, continuity and funding (Aldeia, 

2013). 

Definitions of homelessness influence the measurement and the extent of the 

phenomenon (Löfstrand & Quilgars, 2016). Narrowly defined groups of homeless people 

(i.e. rough sleepers and shelter users) lead to reduced numbers of homelessness. When 

broader definitions of homelessness are used, more living situations are included and the 

extension of the phenomenon is expected to increase (Bretherton, 2017; Pleace, 2016b) 

3. If it is important to count homeless people, namely to guide and monitor public policies 

on homelessness, then robust and reliable forms of measurement are required (Williams 

 
3 Broadening the definitions of homelessness potentially entails new layers of complexity and, 

consequently, it might be more difficult to create clear and consistent categories of homeless people or 

pathways into homelessness (Pleace, 2016a).  
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& Cheal, 2001). However, quantification of homelessness is exceedingly “problematic, 

to say the least, if not impossible” (Aldeia, 2013, p. 68). This is because there are unique 

challenges in attempting to measure the homeless population. Firstly, homeless people 

often do not have a fixed abode and, as a result, tend to have a significant geographical 

mobility. Secondly, homelessness is not a fixed condition since people enter, exit and 

possibly re-enter homelessness, meaning that the homeless population may shift in 

composition and fluctuate in size (Bretherton & Pleace, 2018; Williams & Cheal, 2001). 

Finally, homelessness measurement often relies on counts of people identified as 

homeless in the streets and/or on administrative data produced by support services 4. This 

means that individuals who are missed in street counting and who are not in contact with 

service systems will not be included in homelessness measurement and statistics. Since 

these individuals are virtually impossible to contact and to count, it is not possible to 

know how many are they. Therefore, quantification of homelessness tends to be limited 

to traceable individuals, which makes it difficult “to accept that it is possible to obtain 

representative figures for the “homeless population”” (Aldeia, 2013, p. 68). 

 

1.3. The elusive meaning of homelessness: beyond the divide home-homelessness 

In the Portuguese language, homelessness is called “situação de sem-abrigo”, 

which means having no shelter or refuge. This designation refers to a lack of a place 

where to go for safety and protection. In the English language, the term homelessness is 

more clearly positioned as a lack of home on a semantic level (McNaughton, 2008) 5. 

Home tends to be presented positively in the literature. Home has been equated to a 

heaven, depicted as a refuge from the outside world (Mallett, 2004), portrayed as a 

romanticized ideal (Peled & Muzicant, 2008) and “mythified as an almost universal site 

of utopian longing” (Moore, 2007, p. 148). In contrast, homelessness is typically 

 
4 Point-in-time counts of homeless persons in the streets have several shortcomings. These counts often 

have a limited temporal and geographical coverage and tend to stick to the visible homeless and not look 

for those who are deliberately hidden (Baptista, Benjaminsen, Pleace, & Busch-Geertsema, 2012; Pleace, 

2016b). Furthermore, anyone who is usually a rough sleeper but is not sleeping rough on the night of the 

count will be missed. This may happen, for example, when people find other living arrangements, walk 

around or ride on public transportation. Therefore, street counts can produce an inaccurate picture of 

homeless people (Bretherton & Pleace, 2018). 
5 Home can be distinguished from house. A house is the physical structure that literally provides shelter 

while a home is a multidimensional concept. The house accommodates home but a home is not necessarily 

confined to a house. A home fulfils social, cultural, emotional and symbolic roles, being invested with rich 

and complex meanings that are produced and reproduced by individuals under the influence of normative 

discourses and ideologies of home, family and tenure (Clapham, 2005; Mallett, 2004).  
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positioned negatively, regarded as the antithesis or absence of a home (Moore, 2007; 

Somerville, 1992), typified as the “terrifying outside world” (McCarthy, 2015, p. 15), and 

has connotations of difference and deviation from the norm and social expectations 

(Moore, 2007; Wardhaugh, 1999). In this way, the concepts of home and homelessness 

are often fixed at opposite poles of the housing spectrum (Moore, 2007) 6. 

However, the divide between home and homelessness does not address the 

tensions and overlaps within and between each concept, and limits the analysis and 

understanding of homelessness (Moore, 2007). The notion of a home-to-homelessness 

continuum, which was introduced by Watson and Austerberry (1986), is useful to 

overcome the idea of sharp divisions between well-defined typologies and draws attention 

to a succession of living situations between the two poles of the spectrum, which are being 

housed in secure accommodation and sleeping rough. This continuum enables to consider 

the whole range of living conditions that homeless people navigate, which are of varying 

standards and occupied with different degrees of (in)security, and often do not fit into 

rigid definitions of homelessness (Marpsat, 2008). 

Some research on the meanings and lived experiences of home and homelessness 

reveals a degree of complexity and ambiguity that does not resonate with a fixed 

dichotomy of home-homelessness. One difficulty in conceptualizing homelessness is 

precisely the contested and elusive meaning of home (Watson & Austerberry, 1986). In 

a critical literature review about the dominant notions of home, Mallett (2004, p. 84) 

concludes that “the term home functions as a repository for complex, inter-related and at 

times contradictory socio-cultural ideas about people´s relationship with one another, 

especially family, and with places, spaces and things” 7.  

 
6 Underpinning these views of home and homelessness are rigid separations between private/public realms 

and the inside/outside world. The private realm and the inside world are usually associated with a home - a 

confined, comfortable, secure and safe space offering privacy, scope for intimacy and a context for close 
and caring relationships. Conversely, the public realm is associated with work engagements and non-kin 

relationships and the outside world is more diffuse and often perceived as an imposing and possibly 

threatening or dangerous space (Mallett, 2004; Wardhaugh, 1999). 
7 It is worthy quoting Mallett at length in order to give an idea of the vast and nuanced meanings of home 

that are found in the literature. Home “can be a dwelling place or a lived space of interaction between 

people, places, things; or perhaps both. The boundaries of home can be permeable and/or impermeable. 

Home can be singular and/or plural, alienable and/or inalienable, fixed and stable and/or mobile and 

changing. […]. It can or can not be associated with family. Home can be an expression of one´s (possibly 

fluid) identity and sense of self and/or one´s body might be home to the self. It can constitute belonging 

and/or create a sense of marginalisation and estrangement. Home can be […] an atmosphere and/or an 

activity, a relevant and/or irrelevant concept. It can be fundamental and/or extraneous to existence” (Mallett, 

2004, p. 84).  
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Ideally, a home is a restful space that enables a sense of well-being, safety, security 

and control over one´s life, and provides a base from which to nurture a sense of self 

(Clapham, 2005; Mallett, 2004). However, the real experience of home is often 

ambiguous (Wardhaugh, 1999) and a sense of home may be “neither wholly absent nor 

present” (Moore, 2007, p. 152). The ideal of home is not the reality for people who are 

visited by debt collectors or for people who experience abuse, violence and/or uncaring 

relationships within the home space. In these cases, home can signify stress, risk, 

suppression of self, imprisonment and/or isolation; in these cases, home is not the 

supposed or expected refuge from the threats of the outside world but it is, rather, the 

main source of danger (McCarthy, 2015; O´Campo, Daoud, Hamilton-Wright, & Dunn, 

2016; Peled & Muzicant, 2008; Wardhaugh, 1999). These types of experiences can 

generate a feeling of being homeless at home (McCarthy, 2015; Wardhaugh, 1999). For 

some people, home can harbour difficulties in the face of which homelessness can 

constitute a better living alternative (Machado, 2012; Moore, 2007; Radley, Hodgetts, & 

Cullen, 2006). In this way, a sense of homelessness can occur long before a person is 

officially considered homeless and homelessness does not necessarily means being 

without a house (McCarthy, 2015; Wardhaugh, 1999). In other words, “a person does not 

need to be house-less to feel home-less” (McCarthy, 2015, p. 14, emphasis in original). 

In a similar vein, O´Campo et al. (2016) suggest that housing instability can be viewed in 

material and psychological terms. When the home is no longer a safe, regenerative and 

benevolent space, people can experience housing instability in psychological terms even 

if they live in materially stable housing. 

Some homeless persons never experienced a sense of home or had mostly negative 

experiences at home but still refer to home to indicate the family house, a desire or goal 

for the future, or their search of a positive home (Kellett & Moore, 2003; McCarthy, 2015; 

Parsell, 2012; Peled & Muzicant, 2008). Some people experiencing homelessness view 

home as a panacea for their broader life problems (Parsell, 2012), as a sign of their 

belonging to the mainstream society (Barros, 2010; Parsell, 2012), or as a “route back 

into the social and cultural ordinariness of life” (Kellett & Moore, 2003, p. 137). For 

others, home is rooted in selective memories of the past that can be returned to in 

remembrance. Even when family environments were unhomely, homeless persons can 

dwell on past homes as sources of comfort in difficult times. In this sense, home 

represents more a feeling or a memory, rather than a concrete place (McCarthy, 2015). 
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The evidence discussed above suggests that home and homelessness exist in a 

dynamic and dialectic relationship, and that boundaries between home and homelessness 

can be blurred. Housed settings can convey a sense of homelessness and homelessness 

settings can communicate a sense of home. Home and homelessness can be seen as 

complex and shifting experiences that are lived subjectively and experienced differently 

by social actors (Moore, 2007; Wardhaugh, 1999). Attention now turns to a discussion of 

how women experiencing homelessness view themselves and conceptualize 

homelessness and home. Through these women´s perceptions of what it means to be 

homeless and at home it is possible to further explore the relativity of these concepts.  

Some women challenge definitions and public perceptions of homelessness by 

asserting that they do not consider themselves to be homeless despite being officially 

designated as such (Gonyea & Melekis, 2017; May, Cloke, & Johnsen, 2007; Thörn, 

2001; Tomas & Dittmar, 1995; Wardhaugh, 1999; Watson & Austerberry, 1986; 

Williams, 1998). A number of these women do not think of themselves as homeless 

because they do not fit into their own conceptualization of homelessness. Most 

commonly, they understand homelessness as being literally on the streets and having 

nowhere to go, and do not see themselves as homeless because they are not rough sleepers 

and live somewhere, typically in accommodation for homeless people (May et al., 2007; 

Tomas & Dittmar, 1995; Watson & Austerberry, 1986). For other women, however, the 

meaning of homelessness extends beyond the physical dimension of a dwelling. For them 

it encompasses material deprivation, a lack of emotional and physical well-being, the 

absence of privacy and control over one´s life and/or a lack of relationships with family 

members (McCarthy, 2015; Watson & Austerberry, 1986). 

Even though several women do not identify themselves as homeless, they do not 

feel that their current accommodation (e.g. a shelter) is their home because it lacks one or 

more of the criteria through which they define a home (Thörn, 2001; Watson & 

Austerberry, 1986). Homeless women´s definitions of home vary and include its material 

conditions, the social relations within the home (namely a connection to family) and a 

sense of emotional well-being related to comfort, warmth, security, safety, calmness and 

belonging. Several women associate home with a place of their own and emphasize that 

control, autonomy and privacy are crucial elements of a home (Barros, 2010; Thörn, 

2001; Walsh, Rutherford, & Kuzmak, 2009; Watson & Austerberry, 1986). Many women 

refer to a door as a metaphor to be at home. A locked door represents the ability to control 



14 

 

and exercise power over one´s private sphere, having privacy, deciding what one can or 

cannot do, and giving or restricting access to others (Burlingham, Andrasik, Larimer, & 

Marlatt, 2010; Thörn, 2001; Walsh et al., 2009). Therefore, homeless women do not 

consider their current accommodation to be home because of insufficient emotional or 

physical well-being, a lack of social relations, poor material conditions and/or a lack of 

privacy and control over their lives. In this way, some women (officially designated as 

homeless) do not consider themselves neither homeless nor housed persons, reinforcing 

the difficulty in establishing boundaries between being homeless and having a home 

(Watson & Austerberry, 1986). Some of these women think of themselves as being in 

transition (Williams, 1998). Others reflect on their stays in homelessness accommodation 

as a “liminal space” (Salsi et al., 2017, p. 233) between their lives prior to entering the 

service sector and their future (uncertain) life trajectories. 

Other women, on the contrary, find or forge key qualities of home in homelessness 

settings. Feelings of control and independence and the establishment of social 

relationships are valued in homelessness accommodation (Kellett & Moore, 2003). For 

some women rough sleepers, peer networks can operate as a home base. An intimate 

relationship, for instance, can provide women with protection, emotional support and 

practical assistance (e.g. pooling of resources, belongings being entrusted to the partner). 

In addition, having an intimate relationship means that there is someone to whom one 

returns each day. This constitutes a point of reference in homeless women´s daily paths 

and creates some level of time-space continuity (Rowe & Wolch, 1990) 8. 

This discussion is important to a better understanding of homelessness and may 

have implications for policy and service provision insofar as a deeper and nuanced 

knowledge of homelessness can potentially inform more adequate responses (Moore, 

2007; Wardhaugh, 1999). One concept of particular relevance in this regard is 

homemaking, which refers to an active, reflexive, complex and developing relationship 

between individuals and domestic spaces. The process of homemaking differs across 

individuals and throughout lifetimes and does not come automatically or in a 

straightforward manner with a roof over a person´s head (Rivlin & Moore, 2001). This 

notion contributes to understand why homelessness might not be adequately solved by 

simply providing an individual with shelter (McCarthy, 2015; Moore, 2007; Rivlin & 

 
8 Time-space continuity refers to the degree to which successive daily paths resemble one another and occur 

in the same locale, which contributes to shape personal identity (Rowe & Wolch, 1990). 
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Moore, 2001). Secure and adequate housing can be a key factor in people´s transitions 

out of homelessness. However, these transitions are complex processes that involve 

subjective (psychological and emotional) factors and cannot be restricted to the provision 

of housing or material changes (McNaughton & Sanders, 2007; Ravenhill, 2008). 

 

1.4. Prevailing explanations of homelessness  

Explanations of homelessness have been polarized around individual versus 

structural approaches (Neale, 1997; Pleace, 2000) 9. Individual explanations relate to 

personal characteristics, experiences and behaviours of individuals including, for 

example, low educational level, limiting mental or physical illness and problematic 

substance use. Such factors can lead to homelessness by jeopardizing people´s access to 

financial resources and/or reducing their skills to cope and self-care. Structural 

explanations, on the other hand, locate the causes of homelessness in wider structural 

factors beyond the individual. Structural factors relate to the social, economic, cultural 

and political factors that influence, for example, the functioning of welfare systems, 

health care, and housing and labour markets (e.g. economic recession, cuts to welfare 

systems, a lack of affordable housing) (Fitzpatrick, 2005; Neale, 1997; Pleace, 2016a). 

One of the reasons for the disjuncture between studies that highlight individual or 

structural explanations of homelessness is the unit of observation. Research focused on 

homeless individuals tends to highlight personal inadequacies whereas research dedicated 

to rates of homelessness tends to emphasize structural factors (O´Sullivan, 2008). The 

early social scientific work on homelessness, which was conducted around the first half 

of the 20th century in the United States of America (USA), concentrated almost 

exclusively on individual traits of people sleeping rough or in shelters, with little or no 

reference to the contexts in which they were situated (O´Sullivan, 2016). This has 

contributed to portray people experiencing homelessness as a group of individuals 

“drunken, deviant, damaged, disaffiliated” (O´Sullivan, 2016, p. 17), “stoned, crazy, and 

sick” (Snow, Anderson, & Koegel, 1994, p. 462). Under this “rhetoric of disability” 

(Snow et al., 1994, p. 467) individual problems were taken as sufficient to explain 

 
9 This discussion focuses on individual and structural explanations of homelessness and their evolution 

towards the new orthodoxy given their historical relevance and strong influence on homelessness research 

up to the present (Pleace, 2016a). Some other theoretically informed attempts to explain homelessness are 

summarized in Appendix 3. 
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someone´s homelessness. A dominant concern with personal problems and pathologies 

of homeless persons can lead to a partial and distorted depiction of homelessness (Snow 

et al., 1994). Moreover, it does not contribute to understand or to solve homelessness, and 

renders invisible important features of the real lives of homeless persons such as 

stigmatization and survival strategies (Aldeia, 2013). A failure to consider the contexts in 

which certain behaviours occur and a medicalized view of homelessness contribute to an 

over-pathologized picture of homeless people that should be questioned (Aldeia, 2013; 

Snow et al., 1994). For example, it is pertinent to ask: “Is the disheveled appearance of 

some homeless women a sign of functional impairment or of a lack of access to bathroom 

facilities or even a conscious strategy for avoiding the unwanted, predatory attentions of 

men?” (Snow et al., 1994, p. 466). 

The way in which homelessness is explained (and defined) is critical to determine 

how it is viewed and addressed by society in general and by policymakers (Jacobs et al., 

1999). Structural versus individual explanations of homelessness may be linked to a 

“victim-blaming approach” (Neale, 1997, p. 49). Structural explanations of homelessness 

are more aligned with a view of homelessness as a social problem in need of systemic 

measures. These types of explanations are more likely to engender sympathy and 

understanding where people are being seen as victims of structural circumstances and 

deserving of assistance. By contrast, individual explanations tend to obscure the structural 

causes of homelessness and place the responsibility for the solution of homelessness on 

the individual. Under individual explanations, homeless persons tend to be considered 

responsible for their homelessness and subjected to a judgment that makes them 

blameworthy and less deserving of support (Aldeia, 2013; Farrugia & Gerrard, 2016; 

Jacobs et al., 1999; Neale, 1997) 10.  

Individual and structural approaches were criticized for their a-theoretical and 

simplistic character since homelessness is too complex to be explained by either a set of 

individual or structural factors (Neale, 1997). In the 1990s, it was evident that these 

explanations were unsatisfactory and homelessness was redefined as a result of an 

assemblage of individual and structural factors, which was called new orthodoxy (Pleace, 

 
10 Another strand of individual explanations states that homelessness is a result of personal failure or 

inadequacy for which homeless persons are not entirely responsible and, therefore, they are considered to 

be in need of assistance (e.g. psychiatric treatment) (Neale, 1997). Regarding the victim-blaming approach, 

Ravenhill (2008) notes that the role of victim can be used by homeless persons to gain advantage as they 

learn how to behave and what to say in order to receive help or raise public sympathy. 
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2000). The new orthodoxy asserts that homelessness develops when someone experiences 

a disadvantageous combination of individual and structural factors (Fitzpatrick, 2005; 

Pleace, 2000, 2016a). According to the new orthodoxy, there are three sets of support that 

work in combination - personal capacity and access to informal and formal support - and 

their failure creates different probabilities of homelessness. The risk of homelessness 

increases in the absence of personal capacity, which corresponds to the individual factors 

outlined above. In these cases, homelessness may be avoided if the individual is offered 

informal support, for example, by a partner, family members or friends. In the absence of 

personal capacity and informal support the risk of homelessness is higher but can be 

countered by formal support provided, for example, by homelessness services and health, 

welfare and social housing systems. Finally, homelessness is almost inevitable if the three 

sets of support fail (Pleace, 2016a). 

The new orthodoxy has been subjected to critiques. First, individual and structural 

factors are not clearly specified (Somerville, 2013) and some can operate at an individual 

or structural level. For example, the breakdown in marriage can be seen as an individual 

problem or as a symptom of a trend towards family fragmentation (Fitzpatrick, 2005). 

Second, the new orthodoxy lacks a conceptualization of causation because it fails to 

explain how exactly the interaction of individual and structural factors operates and leads 

to homelessness (Fitzpatrick, 2005; Pleace, 2016a; Somerville, 2013). Third, it does not 

account for why, among certain persons who have similar individual or structural factors, 

some do experience homelessness while others do not (Ciapessoni, 2016). Finally, the 

new orthodoxy fails to acknowledge the agency of homeless people (does not recognize 

them as agents whose decisions and actions may influence their trajectories into, through 

and out of homelessness) and contributes to disempower these persons (by positioning 

them as passive and powerless victims confronted with their vulnerabilities or with 

structural forces impinging on their lives) (Pleace, 2016a). 

Homeless people may indeed at times be constrained to choose from among a 

limited and unappealing range of options, but to deny their capacity to exercise 

choice and construct their identities is to deny them status as full human agents. 

(Amster, 2008, p. 7). 
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1.5. A critical thinking about homelessness research and theoretical debate 

A number of commentators have contributed to a critical insight into some trends 

in homelessness research and theoretical debate. Somerville (2013, p. 389) asserts that 

much homelessness research adopts an “epidemiological approach”, in which an attempt 

is made to identify a relationship between independent variables (including individual 

and structural factors) and a dependent variable (in this case, homelessness). The 

problems with this type of approach are twofold. Firstly, there is not a general agreement 

on the specification of the independent variables. Secondly, the enumeration of individual 

and structural factors does not enable an understanding of how did they operate in a 

particular life history in order to propel someone´s homelessness. Lee, Tyler, and Wright 

(2010, p. 511), on the other hand, consider that there is a growing awareness that “causal 

thinking requires greater sensitivity to homeless dynamics and to the micro and macro 

influences that shape pathways not only into but through and out of homelessness”. 

Several authors argue that, at present, there is room and a need to develop the theoretical 

debate on homelessness. This can be done, for example, by reframing the causation of 

homelessness and attempting to explain how potential causal factors unfolded in 

homeless people´s lives and propelled their homelessness (Pleace, 2016a; Ravenhill, 

2008; Somerville, 2013). In this regard, Pleace (2016a) observes that it is important to 

avoid assumptive research on homelessness, i.e., research that assumes homelessness to 

be a relatively simple and clearly defined social problem whose causes are perfectly 

understood. This type of research does not contribute to further knowledge about the 

nature of homelessness. 

According to Pleace (2016a), European evidence base on homelessness is limited, 

namely because it tends to focus on people sleeping rough and residing in shelters. The 

remaining persons “living without their own space, without privacy and without security 

of tenure in Europe are, at best, partially mapped and partially understood” (Pleace, 

2016a, p. 29). Gaps in data make it difficult to theorize about the homeless population. 

These limitations in the knowledge about homelessness led to a tendency among 

European researchers to use data and theory produced in countries such as Canada, 

Australia and USA 11. However, this evidence may not be relatable to European contexts 

 
11 European homelessness research has been influenced particularly by North American work because most 

of the research and thinking about homelessness have been produced in the USA. For example, the new 

orthodoxy was conceptualized in the USA over two decades ago (Pleace, 2016a). However, differing 

research traditions (and consequent understandings of homelessness) were found in the USA and United 
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and there is a risk of projecting external taxonomies and theories about the nature of 

homelessness onto homeless people in Europe without critical analysis. It can be argued, 

therefore, that research attempting to understand as much as possible the persons who 

experience homelessness and the environment in which homelessness occurs requires a 

“new neutrality, an openness, leaving behind preconceptions and ideas and theories about 

what we think homelessness is, who we think homeless people are and how we situate 

homelessness within the wider social and economic context” (Pleace, 2016a, p. 37). 

 

1.6. The European Typology of Homelessness and Housing Exclusion 

This research project involves a compromise between the theoretical debate on 

homelessness outlined above and pragmatic considerations (Williams & Cheal, 2001). 

Similar to McNaughton´s (2008, p. 9, emphasis in original) reflection about her research, 

this study “engages with the fact that a tension exists between homelessness as an 

objective phenomenon relating to housing circumstance or need, and as something that is 

also understood and experienced discursively and subjectively”. While acknowledging 

the complex and nuanced issues pertaining to homelessness definitions, an operational 

definition of homelessness was required for this study. The current study follows the 

European Typology of Homelessness and Housing Exclusion (ETHOS). This is a 

typology of living situations that is used as a tool for charting participants´ living 

situations and is not intended to override other dimensions of homelessness that 

participants experienced and that are also explored in this research (McNaughton, 2008). 

The ETHOS definition was presented by the European Federation of National 

Associations Working with the Homeless (FEANTSA) in 2005 12. ETHOS is based on a 

 
Kingdom (UK). In the USA, researchers tend to have academic backgrounds in psychology, medicine and 

social work, resulting in a predominance of quantitative studies and an emphasis on structural factors 

underpinning homelessness. In the UK, researchers on homelessness tend to have academic backgrounds 
in social policy and housing, producing prominently qualitative studies and highlighting the individual 

needs of homeless persons “alongside a clear policy message that homelessness is more than simply a 

housing problem” (O´Sullivan, 2008, p. 80). 
12 FEANTSA is a European Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) that focuses on the fight against 

homelessness and is supported financially by the European Commission (Fédération Européenne 

d´Associations Nationales Travaillant avec les Sans-Abri [FEANTSA] webpage). The creation of ETHOS 

has to be framed within the European Union (EU) social inclusion strategy, which was launched by the 

European Council of Lisbon in 2000. At the time, all EU countries agreed to invest on coordinated national 

policies in the field of social inclusion, including the prevention of homelessness. A definition of 

homelessness capable of addressing the diversity of experiences, governance and policy frameworks across 

Europe was needed in order to allow national governments and the European Commission to monitor 

progresses in this policy arena. In this sense, ETHOS emerged as a policy tool (Edgar, 2012). 
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conceptual model of home that incorporates three domains - physical, social and legal. 

According to this model, an adequate home involves: an appropriate dwelling or space to 

live (physical domain); being able to enjoy social relations in a private and safe personal 

space (social domain); and having legal tittle to occupation, secure occupation and 

exclusive possession (legal domain). Living situations missing one or more of these 

domains represent homelessness or housing exclusion (Busch-Geertsema, 2010). The 

ETHOS definition is presented in Table 1 and is further explored in Appendix 4. 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Busch-Geertsema (2010) and FEANTSA (n.d.)     

      
a Without housing available prior to release, which may delay discharge from these institutions (Busch-Geertsema, 
2010; FEANTSA, n.d.). Requirement of tenancy rights and the level of personal space that private dwellings should 

offer do not apply to hospitals or prisons, for example, which are considered institutional settings (Amore, Baker, & 
Howden-Chapman, 2011). 
 
b Living temporarily in conventional housing with family and/or friends where the accommodation is used due to a lack 
of housing and is not the person´s usual place of residence (Busch-Geertsema, 2010; FEANTSA, n.d.).         
  
c According to the national legislations or building regulations (Busch-Geertsema, 2010; FEANTSA, n.d.).          

Table 1. European Typology of Homelessness and Housing Exclusion 

Conceptual 

category 
Operational category Living situation 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 H

o
m

el
es

sn
es

s 

Roofless 
1 People living rough 1.1 Public space or external space 

2 People staying in a night shelter 2.1 Night shelter 

Houseless 

3 
People in accommodation for the 
homeless 

3.1 

3.2 

3.3 

Homeless hostel 

Temporary accommodation 

Transitional supported accommodation 

4 People in women´s shelter 4.1 Women´s shelter accommodation 

5 
People in accommodation for 

immigrants 

5.1 

  

 5.2 

Temporary accommodation, reception 
centres 

Migrant worker´s accommodation 

6 
People due to be released from 

institutions a 

6.1 

6.2 

6.3 

Penal institutions 

Medical institutions 

Children´s institutions/homes 

7 
People receiving longer-term 

support due to homelessness 
(usually for more than one year) 

7.1 

 

7.2 

Residential care for older homeless 
people 

Supported accommodation for formerly 
homeless persons 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

H
o
u
si

n
g
 e

x
cl

u
si

o
n
 

 

Insecure 
housing 

8 
People living in insecure 

accommodation 

8.1 

8.2 

8.3 

Temporarily with family/friends b 

No legal (sub)tenancy 

Illegal occupation of land 

9 
People living under threat of 
eviction 

9.1 

9.2 

Legal orders enforced (rented) 

Repossession orders (owned) 

10 
People living under threat of 
violence 

10.1 Police recorded incidents 

Inadequate 
housing 

11 
People living in temporary/non-
conventional structures 

11.1 

11.2 

11.3 

Mobile homes 

Non-conventional building 

Temporary structure 

12 People living in unfit housing 12.1 Occupied dwelling unfit for habitation c 

13 
People living in extreme 
overcrowding 

13.1 Highest national norm of overcrowding                                
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As shown in Table 1, homelessness includes roofless and houseless categories. 

The roofless category indicates the absence of the three housing domains - physical, social 

and legal. People are considered roofless if they do not have a usual place of residence 

and are living rough or making use of night shelters. People are categorized as houseless 

if they reside in places where the social and legal domains are missing (e.g. women´s 

shelters or refuges for victims of domestic violence). Housing exclusion includes the 

categories of insecure housing and inadequate housing, covering the remaining 

combinations of one or two missing domains. For instance, insecure housing refers to the 

absence of the legal domain; inadequate housing corresponds to an inadequate dwelling, 

meaning that the physical domain is inappropriate; and insecure and inadequate housing 

indicates that the physical and legal domains are inappropriate and non-existent, 

respectively (Busch-Geertsema, 2010; FEANTSA, n.d.). 

ETHOS is an approach to defining and classifying homelessness, has contributed 

to harmonize the terminology of homeless living situations and is considered a useful 

framework for comparing data on homelessness across European countries, which is 

crucial to implement policies and monitor their efficacy. This typology is widely accepted 

in Europe as a conceptual and operational tool to guide or refine definitions of 

homelessness at national level (Busch-Geertsema, 2010; Edgar, 2012). However, not all 

European countries agree on every category being part of the homeless population. For 

example, provision for women in refuges for victims of domestic violence is part of the 

homeless service sector in some countries, such as the Netherlands, while it is strictly 

separated in others like Portugal (Busch-Geertsema, 2010; Grupo para a Implementação, 

Monitorização e Avaliação da Estratégia [GIMAE], 2009) 13. Other controversial 

 
13 Policy orientations and responses to homelessness and domestic violence are largely distinct across 

Europe and in the USA, with homelessness and domestic violence service systems being separate in their 

foundations, funders, aims, structure and functioning (Baker, Billhardt, Warren, Rollins, & Glass, 2010; 

Mayock, Bretherton, & Baptista, 2016). This divide has several consequences. For example, most 

homelessness services are not equipped with specialist staff and support for victims of domestic violence 
and may not fully recognize or record women´s experiences of domestic violence. On the other hand, most 

domestic violence services do not recognize and record women´s homelessness (Baker et al., 2010; Maki, 

2017; Mayock et al., 2016). This distinction between services can also reinforce the view that homelessness 

and domestic violence are separate processes despite the fact that these experiences are interrelated in some 

women´s lives. This matter will be discussed throughout the dissertation. In addition, academic literature, 

service providers and the women themselves often make a distinction between “battered” and “homeless” 

women. This distinction is not straightforward or absolute given the huge similarities in women´s reasons 

for seeking domestic violence and homelessness services (Tutty et al., 2014; Williams, 1998). However, 

women who experience domestic violence tend to be considered victims (deserving assistance) or survivors 

(who had the strength and the skills to live through violence), and these identities do not hold them 

responsible for using service systems (Mayock et al., 2016; Williams, 1998). Culturally, these women are 

congratulated for turning to services insofar as leaving home in order to escape violent partners is seen, 
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categories refer to people staying in institutions without available housing prior to release 

and those under threat of eviction. It is debatable if these persons should be defined as 

homeless or if they should be considered likely to become homeless and, therefore, at risk 

of homelessness (Amore et al., 2011; Busch-Geertsema, 2010).  

The ETHOS definition has been criticized in some aspects. ETHOS addresses 

people´s places of residence at a given time and not the circumstances surrounding their 

living situations. The argument underpinning this critique is that a person living in a 

dwelling classified as “not a home” by ETHOS may not be homeless. The additional 

criterion to define such a person as homeless should be his/her lack of access to minimally 

adequate housing, which is not explicitly acknowledged in ETHOS (Amore et al., 2011; 

Amore, 2013) 14. Moreover, the line drawn between homelessness and housing exclusion 

in ETHOS is seemingly arbitrary. According to this typology, homelessness corresponds 

to living situations where residents are excluded from at least two of the three housing 

domains, but only if these domains are social and legal. The other possible combinations 

(e.g. physical and legal domain missing) are relegated to housing exclusion, rather than 

homelessness, and the rationale is not explained. Furthermore, some connections between 

the conceptual model and the stated operational categories are not clarified. For instance, 

living temporarily with family or friends is classified as insecure housing, but it seems 

reasonable to consider that it could satisfy the homelessness criteria in many contexts. 

This is because people residing in this form of accommodation do have an adequate 

dwelling (physical domain present) but do not have security of tenure (legal domain 

missing) and possibly do not have a private personal space (social domain missing) 

(Amore et al., 2011; Sahlin, 2012).  

Despite these critiques, there were sensible reasons for adopting ETHOS as a 

guiding definition of homelessness in this study, rather than the Portuguese official 

definition of homelessness. As Clapham (2005) observes, the most applicable definition 

varies according to the purpose for which it is used. The national definition is based on 

ETHOS but is limited to rooflessness and accommodation provided by the homeless 

 
positively, as an act of helping themselves (Williams, 1998). In contrast, homeless women are often 

presumed to be substance users, are not perceived as victims (Mayock et al., 2016), are hardly represented 

as survivors (despite their struggles to survive), and their use of homelessness accommodation tends to be 

viewed as a sign of laziness and living off the system (Williams, 1998). 
14 For example, living in a caravan is classified as inadequate housing by ETHOS (Busch-Geertsema, 2010). 

However, someone who lives in a caravan may have access to more secure or adequate housing and may 

have adopted this living arrangement as part of a lifestyle. Consequently, this person may not be 

experiencing housing exclusion in spite of living in a structure that is considered inadequate housing. 
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service sector. According to the national definition, a homeless person can be classified 

as roofless or houseless. Rooflessness refers to: sleeping rough (e.g. in parks, metro 

stations, bus stops, sidewalks); being accommodated in emergency shelters; and residing 

in precarious places such as stairways and abandoned cars or buildings. Houseless persons 

are those who live in shelters or other responses for homeless people, where the period of 

stay is short-term, and do not have access to long-term housing; and those who live in 

rooms paid for by social services (Grupo de Trabalho para a Monitorização e Avaliação 

da Estratégia Nacional para a Integração das Pessoas em Situação de Sem-Abrigo 

[GTMA ENIPSSA], 2020a). This narrow definition was not considered adequate to 

capture the broader range of temporary or precarious living arrangements of women who 

lack stable housing (O´Sullivan, 2016). In contrast, the ETHOS definition extends the 

range of living situations that are considered homelessness and can, therefore, include 

living arrangements where women without stable housing are likely to be found. In this 

sense, the use of ETHOS can contribute to an encompassing analysis of women´s 

homelessness (Baptista, 2010; European Consensus Conference on Homelessness, 2010; 

Savage, 2016; SIIS Centro de Documentación y Estudios [SIIS CDE], 2016). As Savage 

(2016, p. 46) asserts in her reflection about homelessness definitions and gender: 

… when considering the value of a broader understanding of homelessness, it is 

also important to recognize that it only exists to the extent that all categories of 

homelessness, in particular the more hidden forms, are incorporated into research 

designs and definitions of homelessness. 
 

Finally, there were two more reasons for adopting ETHOS in this study: ETHOS 

is conceptually based; and was developed for the European context, enabling adaptation 

of the categories according to the circumstances of each country (Edgar, 2012).  

 

1.7. Conclusion 

This chapter outlined that homelessness definitions are constructs reflecting 

assumptions held by particular actors and must be situated in wider social, cultural, 

historical and political contexts. Homelessness is often represented as rough sleeping but 

there are many others - not so visible - forms of homelessness. It was discussed that 

homelessness measurement is challenging, depends on the definitions used to count 

homeless persons, and usually sticks to individuals identified as homeless in street counts 

or who are in contact with services. The current study follows the ETHOS definition as a 



24 

 

tool for charting participants´ living situations. ETHOS seemed to be more appropriate to 

a study dedicated to women´s homelessness than the national definition of homelessness, 

particularly because ETHOS includes an extended range of living situations where 

women without stable housing can possibly be found. In this way, the utilization of 

ETHOS can propitiate a broad analysis of female homelessness. 

A reflection about the elusive meanings of homelessness and home was provided. 

Some literature places homelessness and home in the extreme ends of the housing 

spectrum and depicts them as static and antithetical concepts. Another strand of evidence 

unveils the complex, nuanced and subjective experiences of homelessness and home, 

addressing the tensions and overlaps within and between these concepts and emphasizing 

their relativity. In this respect, it is notable that women who are officially designated as 

homeless persons present so many, varied and conflicting views of homelessness and 

home. The meanings these women attach to homelessness and home contribute to further 

disrupt the boundaries of these concepts and to reinforce their subjectivity and ambiguity. 

The chapter also focused on individual and structural explanations of 

homelessness and traced their evolution towards the new orthodoxy. The new orthodoxy 

asserts that homelessness develops under nefarious combinations of individual and 

structural factors, but does not explain how these interactions operate and actually lead to 

homelessness. The nature and causes of homelessness should not be taken as if they were 

clearly understood, particularly in the European context, where the evidence base on 

homelessness is limited. At present, there is room and a need for contributions to 

knowledge about the nature of homelessness, about who are the homeless persons, and 

about the unfolding of homelessness in their lives. 
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CHAPTER 2. TOWARDS AN UNDERSTANDING OF WOMEN´S 

HOMELESSNESS 

 

2.1. Introduction 

This chapter provides a literature review of salient issues pertaining to women´s 

homelessness that bear connection to the study. The chapter opens by discussing the 

importance of a gendered analysis of homelessness. Attention then turns to the 

measurement of women´s homelessness and a thorough reflection about the invisibility 

of homeless women is presented next. Following this, the causes of female homelessness, 

women´s experiences of homelessness and their relationships with the service sector are 

explored. The chapter concludes by examining two relevant but poorly documented issues 

related to female homelessness, which are long-term and recurrent homelessness among 

women and older women´s homelessness. This chapter aims to offer a comprehensive 

review of multidisciplinary evidence on several of the most significant dimensions of 

women´s homelessness and to present the bulk of knowledge on which the current study 

is grounded. 

 

2.2. Homelessness from a gender perspective 

The concept of gender emerged in the discourse of social sciences in the 1970s 

(Amâncio, 2003). Gender refers to social roles, values, norms and models that are socially 

constructed over time in each place. Overall, gender relates to the sociocultural 

dimensions that are built upon biological differences inherent to sex (Lisboa, Barroso, 

Patrício, & Leandro, 2009). Gender identities are produced and reproduced through 

power relations, institutional frameworks, and organizations and groups such as family 

and school (Amâncio, 2003; Lisboa et al., 2009). The adoption of a gender perspective in 

social sciences is relevant, particularly because gender determines power relations, 

opportunities and life conditions throughout men and women´s lives as well as 

interactions and social expectations (Torres et al., 2018). As McCarthy (2013, p. 52) 

observes, even if “gender stereotypes have little relation to people´s actual behaviour or 

identities, they are very real in the sense of how they might affect how people are seen 

and how they are expected to behave”. 
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Globally, homelessness literature has given little attention to homeless women in 

comparison with homeless men (Phipps, Dalton, Maxwell, & Cleary, 2018). Writing in 

the USA, in the early 1990s, North and Smith (1993, p. 424) describe “a consensus that 

the concerns of women have been under-represented in the literature on homeless 

populations”. The first picture of the nature, causes and trends of women´s homelessness 

across Europe was published in 2001 and, back then, a considerable gap in gender-

specific research on homelessness was recognized (Edgar & Doherty, 2001). The state of 

knowledge on several features of women´s homelessness across Europe was reviewed 

and compiled in a publication 15 years later (Mayock & Bretherton, 2016). In the 

foreword of this publication, Doherty (2016, p. vi) states that “too frequently, […] gender 

today is merely imbricated - ´layered on´ - rather than integrated and assimilated in 

homelessness research, policymaking and practice”. Writing in 2018, Reeve (2018) 

asserts that the understanding of female homelessness did not improve substantially while 

Bretherton and Pleace (2018) note that the evidence base is still patchy since studies 

dedicated to homeless women have been infrequent and have often involved small scale 

qualitative approaches. Nonetheless, there is a growing body of evidence around (female) 

gendered perspectives on homelessness in some European countries, particularly in 

England and Ireland (e.g. Casey, Goudie, & Reeve, 2008; Jones, 1999; May et al., 2007; 

Mayock & Sheridan, 2012; Watson & Austerberry, 1986). Aside from Europe, research 

on women´s homelessness has been published predominantly in the USA, Canada and 

Australia (e.g. Biederman & Nichols, 2014; Huey & Berndt, 2008; McFerran, 2010; 

Sharam, 2008; Walsh et al., 2010). 

Existing research demonstrates that homeless women share some features and 

experiences with their male counterparts, including a high prevalence of low educational 

attainment, unemployment, income poverty and antecedents of a poor family background 

(e.g. Evans & Forsyth, 2004; North & Smith, 1993). However, available evidence also 

emphasizes various ways in which female gender can shape routes and experiences into 

and through homelessness. It must be recognized that the experience of homelessness 

among women reflects their subordinate and disadvantaged position in society compared 

with men (Edgar & Doherty, 2001) 15. Gendered features of homelessness include some 

 
15 A study of women´s homelessness risks using essentialist representations of gender, which are sometimes 

presented in feminist arguments that assume that “women belong to a homogeneous static category with 

essential characteristics that separate them from men” (Savage, 2016, p. 52). The problem with using static 

gender categories in research on homelessness is that “one explanation is then said to fit all members of a 

group uniformly” (Savage, 2016, p. 52). In reality, however, women´s access to housing is gendered but 
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causes of homelessness, experiences through homelessness, and patterns and experiences 

of service use (e.g. Bowpitt, Dwyer, Sundin, & Weinstein, 2011; Bretherton, 2017; Edgar 

& Doherty, 2001; Evans & Forsyth, 2004; Mayock & Bretherton, 2016; Mayock, Parker, 

& Sheridan, 2015a; Moss & Singh, 2015), as shall be discussed throughout the 

dissertation. Overall, gender must be taken into account in the analysis and understanding 

of homelessness because it can be “associated with gender-differentiated tendencies in 

causation and experiences” (Bretherton, 2020, p. 267). 

Relational and affective spheres are also salient features of women´s 

homelessness. Savage (2016, pp. 56-57) argues that the affective domain is a key site for 

“understanding the importance of the more acutely gendered capitals and the role they 

play in influencing women´s journeys into, through and out of homelessness”. Research 

from Europe, USA, Canada and South-America (e.g. Biscotto, Jesus, Silva, Oliveira, & 

Merighi, 2016; Dotson, 2011; Hutchinson, Page, & Sample, 2014; van den Dries et al., 

2016) demonstrates that motherhood is of utmost importance for homeless women. Of 

relevance for this study is the issue of mother-child separations among homeless women 

because it focuses on women unaccompanied by their children. This particular issue has 

been acknowledged in some literature but rarely discussed in detail. Some research 

suggests that a large number of women who access homelessness services are mothers 

separated from their minor children, who are typically living in relative or state care (e.g. 

Dotson, 2011; Hutchinson et al., 2014; Mayock & Sheridan, 2012) 16. These women are 

categorized as single because they are not accompanied by their children and their status 

as mothers is not generally recognized and responded to by service sectors (van den Dries 

et al., 2016). Mother-child separations can be either voluntary or involuntary. A mother 

may act in the best interest of her children by asking a relative or a friend to take care of 

her children in order to protect them, for example, from the trauma of homelessness. 

Involuntary separations mean that the decision to remove a child from the care of a mother 

is made by child welfare services, which can be underpinned, for example, by mother´s 

 
also depends on other factors such as age, marital status, social class, history of paid employment and so 

on (Savage, 2016). Likewise, Watson (2011, p. 640) argues that “there is no universal woman” and gender 

interacts with other areas. 
16 Currently there are no available or reliable estimates of the number of women who are separated from 

their children during periods of homelessness. However, the findings of several studies suggest that this 

number is likely to be significant. For example, in the USA, Dotson (2011) reported that 30% of the women 

registered in a database of a homeless shelter (n=359) were separated from at least one child. In Ireland, 

Mayock and Sheridan (2012) found that only 14 of 40 studied mothers (35%) who accessed homelessness 

and domestic violence services were caring for their children full-time. 
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substance use or incarceration (Dotson, 2011; Hutchinson et al., 2014; van den Dries et 

al., 2016). Separation from their children is a devastating experience (Dotson, 2011; 

Enders-Dragässer, 2010; Hutchinson et al., 2014) and some women describe a sense of 

shame and guilt for failing their expected roles as mothers (Biscotto et al., 2016; 

Hutchinson et al., 2014). Homeless women who are separated from their children 

frequently express a strong desire to reconnect or reunite with their children. However, 

for some, this might be difficult or impossible to achieve, particularly when the legal 

system is involved or when they lost custody of a child permanently (Dotson, 2011; 

Hutchinson et al., 2014).  

Intimate relationships also feature prominently in homeless women´s accounts of 

their lives and can intersect with female homelessness in complex and varied ways. For 

example, an intimate relationship can strongly contribute to a woman´s homelessness by 

diminishing particular resources available to her (e.g. social networks, employment) and 

increasing her economic vulnerability, as in contexts of domestic violence (Wesely & 

Wright, 2005). On the other hand, an intimate relationship can provide a woman with 

material and logistical support, personal safety and emotional stability during periods of 

homelessness, and can be crucial to the restoration of a positive and valued identity (Rowe 

& Wolch, 1990; Watson, 2011; Wesely & Wright, 2005). Some women, however, do not 

ask their partners for help and assume the management of their homelessness as an 

individual responsibility. These women subvert gendered discourses that depict them as 

“either vulnerable and in need of protection or as manipulative in order to secure material 

support” (Watson, 2011, p. 650). 

Finally, some homeless women express a desire to nurture or rebuild their social 

networks and their roles as daughters, grandmothers, friends and/or helpers to others. 

Even if the conditions of homelessness are not conducive to maintain connection with 

loved ones, affiliation and concern for their relationships are salient in these women´s 

lives (e.g. Butler, 1993; Russell, 2011; Salsi et al., 2017; Sheridan, 2017). The importance 

that women place on their social roles cannot be dissociated from prevailing caring 

ideologies, which are deeply gendered in the sense that care responsibilities rely primarily 

on women and are enforced with a sense of moral obligation. Care is, in turn, integral to 

a sense of purpose, value and belonging, and is intimately connected to the identities 

people hold in life (Lynch, Baker, & Lyons, 2009).  
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2.3. Measurement of women´s homelessness 

At present, the precise scale of women´s homelessness in Europe is unknown 

because there is a paucity of reliable and comparable data across European countries. This 

also makes it difficult to draw robust conclusions about change in the scale of women´s 

homelessness over time. The measurement and the extent of women´s homelessness are 

strongly shaped by homelessness definitions. Broadly speaking, it is estimated that 

women are likely to constitute up to one-third of the total homeless population when 

narrow definitions of homelessness are used, that is, rough sleeping and shelter use 

(Löfstrand & Quilgars, 2016). Counts of homeless people on the streets tend to replicate 

a male profile of homelessness because women are less likely to sleep rough in a visible 

and continuous manner. When homelessness counts include shelter users, women remain 

outnumbered by men because, in general, they tend to avoid these services or make less 

use of them compared with their male counterparts (Bretherton & Pleace, 2018).  

Female homelessness is more likely to be recognized and enumerated when 

broader definitions of homelessness are used, in which case the proportion of women may 

increase considerably (Bretherton, 2017; Pleace, 2016b), as illustrated in Table 2. 

 
Table 2. Proportion of women among the homeless population: some examples 

Source Country  Methodological notes Main findings 

SIIS 

CDE 
(2016) 

Spain 

(Basque 
Autonomous 
Community) 

Counting of homeless people 

according to ETHOS and based on 
several sources (particularly from 
2011 to 2014).   

Increasing numbers of women in the categories 

of houseless, insecure housing and inadequate 
housing. Final count: 120034 women and 
114105 men. 

Lace 
(2019) 

Latvia Counting of homeless people in 
shelters (in 2017). 

Feminization rate of around 20% 
(approximately 1375 homeless women). 

Urbé 

(2019) 
Luxembourg Counting of homeless people in 

several types of homelessness 
accommodation and women´s 
refuges for victims of domestic 
violence (in 2014). 

Feminization rate of 52% (approximately 1070 

homeless women). This higher feminization 
rate compared with the one from Latvia derives 
from a broader definition of homelessness, 
including refuges for victims of domestic 
violence (which are female-dominated). 

 

As shown in Table 2, the utilization of broader definitions of homelessness tends 

to include a higher proportion of women. The figures on female homelessness also 

increase substantially when particular forms of homelessness, such as family 

homelessness, are considered. Family homelessness is highly gendered in the sense of 

being experienced by lone women with their children at disproportionate rates (Baptista, 

Benjaminsen, Busch-Geertsema, & Pleace, 2017; Bretherton & Pleace, 2018; van den 

Dries et al., 2016). For example, data from a survey conducted in Stockholm (Sweden), 
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in 2011, showed that 60% of homeless families were headed by lone mothers (van den 

Dries et al., 2016). In summary, the prevailing use of narrow definitions of homelessness 

contributes to the women´s under-representation among the homeless population and to 

their invisibility. But there are other reasons for the invisibility of homeless women, as 

the following section discusses. 

 

2.4. The invisibility of women´s homelessness  

As Caplow observes, “homeless women have been something of a sociological 

mystery” (as cited in O´Sullivan, 2016, p. 18). The historiography of homeless women is 

not vast, but available data strongly suggest that women´s homelessness is not a recent 

phenomenon. Research spanning from the 18th century to the middle 20th century in 

Europe, North and South America, Canada and Australia acknowledges the existence of 

women who could be categorized as homeless according to today´s terminology (e.g. 

Abelson, 2003; Bastos, 1997; Cresswell, 1999; O´Brien, 2018; O´Sullivan, 2016; Relvas, 

2002) 17. Bassuk and Franklin (1992, p. 67) observe that “homelessness is in many 

respects timeless, and the needs of homeless persons continually mirror those of the most 

economically and socially disadvantaged”. Women´s homelessness, however, was 

largely concealed in light of the prevailing ideologies of femininity. Women have been 

bound to the home by moral conventions and idealized notions of motherhood and family. 

Traditionally, home has been associated with the private realm, femininity and women´s 

nurturing role while the public sphere has been described as mobile and masculine 

(Abelson, 2003; Guinote, 1997; Pimentel & Melo, 2015; Wardhaugh, 1999) 18. Therefore, 

women without a home were outside of female normative spaces and roles, and did not 

fit into known categories and social expectations. A “representational silence” (Abelson, 

2003, p. 122) surrounded these women or, alternatively, they were categorized with 

 
17 Appendix 5 offers a detailed account of these studies´ findings. 
18 However, some authors argue that private and public spheres are indeed permeable, that these binaries 

are often discussed from a white middle-class perspective, and that women have played public roles in 

various ways (Cresswell, 1999; Guinote, 1997). There is evidence in Portugal and elsewhere of many 

women working outside of home in order to fend for themselves or to supplement the household´s income 

(Guinote, 1997; Lamas, 2002; Poutanen, 2002). Speaking of the Portuguese context in the early 20th 

century, Guinote (1997) explains that many working-class women worked outside of home as a means of 

survival (theirs and/or of their families) and not as a result of a right established against dominant social 

conventions. Likewise, Lamas (2002) provides an exhaustive portray of the hard life conditions of 

Portuguese women during the first half of the 20th century. She found that there were almost no homemakers 

among women from low socioeconomic strata. These women had to work outside of home to provide for 

themselves and their families, and their crude daily lives did not fit into a romanticized idea of a loving 

mother-wife dedicated to her home. 
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known labels such as “vagrant” and “prostitute” (Abelson, 2003; Cresswell, 1999; 

O´Brien, 2018). Women without a home have been “conceptualised as something other 

than homeless” (O´Sullivan, 2008, p. 72). A lack of an imagined alternative to the home 

(where women belonged) and the labelling of particular female groups according to 

dominant ideologies about how and where women were supposed to live, have 

contributed to render many homeless women invisible (Abelson, 2003; O´Brien, 2018). 

Women´s homelessness has been responded to by ignoring or denying its existence or by 

criminalizing the experience (seeing it as social deviance or a flaw in need of correction) 

(Oudshoorn, Berkum, & Loon, 2018), and has been managed accordingly (e.g. through 

institutions designed to handle their problematic situations such as female refuges to 

reform sex workers) (O´Brien, 2018; O´Sullivan, 2016). Overall, women´s homelessness 

has not been recognized and has remained silenced and hidden from the public view, 

obscuring the real needs of women without a home (O´Brien, 2018). 

The cultural link between femininity and the private sphere is also related to lower 

numbers of women rough sleepers. It has been argued that the presence of women in the 

streets is highly disruptive of public/private boundaries and that society at large is less 

tolerant towards female rough sleeping (Bento & Barreto, 2002; Martins, 2017; Watson, 

2000). As Watson (2000, p. 168) asserts: 

… homeless women´s bodies can be seen to represent a challenge to the feminine 

body, the mother or wife located in the home, cooking in the kitchen, going about 

her daily domestic tasks. In a sense she comes to be the feared ´other´, held up as 

a counterpoint to happy ´normal´ life.   
 

On the other hand, women perceive the streets as dangerous and threatening 

spaces, where hostile attitudes and victimization can take place, which are often 

perpetrated by men, who can be known or unknown to them and either homeless or 

housed (Bretherton & Pleace, 2018; Goodman, Fels, & Glenn, 2006; Hellegers, 2011; 

Huey & Berndt, 2008; Radley et al., 2006; Vanneuville, 2010; Watson, 2011; Wesely, 

2009). Therefore, women attempt to avoid rough sleeping for safety reasons (Bruto da 

Costa & Baptista, 1999) 19. 

A low female presence among the homeless population is also interpreted as a 

result of women being prioritized for support by homelessness services and public welfare 

 
19 However, the study conducted by Bowpitt et al. (2011) shows that both women and men are familiar with 

the perils of rough sleeping and are equally exposed to risks of harassment and violence on the streets. 
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systems (Marpsat, 2008). Cramer (2005) studied the treatment of homeless men and 

women by local authority housing officers. She found that officers openly favoured 

women and dedicated more time and effort to support and progress their cases. The 

officers´ reported reasons for doing so included: women´s significantly lower numbers; a 

general perception of female vulnerability; the fact that they had greater domestic 

responsibilities and were more likely to be with their children; and the reasons they gave 

for being homeless (a high proportion of women were fleeing domestic violence and were 

seen as blameless victims). In these cases, gender was an important factor in the 

assessment of claimants and worked to women´s advantage 20. 

 Furthermore, women can use other responses that are not intended primarily for 

homeless people nor accessible to men, such as accommodation for young mothers (Bruto 

da Costa & Baptista, 1999; Marpsat 2008). Indeed, one of the reasons for the historical 

invisibility of homeless women was their reliance on female-only services that were not 

formally designed for homeless people, including convents, refuges and asylums 

(O´Sullivan, 2016). These responses are deeply rooted on a classic gender construction 

in which women are represented as fragile, dependent, frightened, worthy of sympathy 

and compassion, more prone to rehabilitation than men and/or in need of being looked 

after (Bruto da Costa & Baptista, 1999; Marpsat, 2008; Menezes, 2012; Passaro, 1996). 

Embedded in protectionism, the mechanisms created to assist these women have been 

designed to provide them with some kind of accommodation. However, these types of 

responses generate side-effects. First, they re-inscribe women´s place in the private sphere 

and domestic environment. This can be valuable for women who accept and conform with 

the ideal of femininity, but not for those who reject such dominant notions (Passaro, 

1996). Second, maintaining these women protected from the public view reinforces the 

assumption that homelessness is a male-dominated phenomenon and contributes to 

obscure an understanding of female homelessness (Abelson, 2003). 

It has also been argued that women rely on greater informal support than men, 

particularly from family members, friends and acquaintances (Bretherton & Pleace, 2018; 

Marpsat, 2008). This informal support enables them to avoid or delay street homelessness 

and/or contact with services, contributing to their lower visibility among rough sleepers 

 
20 The overall impact of this special treatment was lessened by a shortage of accommodation for women 

and, particularly, for single women. This study was conducted in England but the issues of favoured 

treatment and gendered restrictions to secure accommodation may be widely generalisable (Cramer, 2005).  
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and service users (Bretherton & Pleace, 2018). Women may be capable of mobilizing 

informal support networks by virtue of a generalized perception of their enhanced social 

utility compared with men. This may be related to a greater diversity of roles and 

competencies achieved throughout women´s lives within private and professional spheres 

(Instituto da Segurança Social, I. P. [ISS IP], 2005). 

Homeless women with children may benefit from formal and/or informal support 

to a larger extent than single women and men (Bowpitt et al., 2011; Löfstrand & Quilgars, 

2016; Marpsat, 2008; Moss & Singh, 2015; North & Smith, 1993; Passaro, 1996) 21. The 

greater level of support available to these women may derive, essentially, from the 

presence of children and not from their status as mothers (Löfstrand & Quilgars, 2016). 

This means that women with children tend to be protected from extreme homelessness by 

multiple systems set to protect their children (Bretherton & Pleace, 2018). On the other 

hand, not having accompanying children adds to homeless women´s invisibility in 

physical and political terms. As a single person with no dependents, it is easier for a 

woman to move around, go unnoticed and being physically invisible. The absence of 

children means that the state has no obligation of child welfare and protection, which 

renders single women less visible politically (Robinson & Searby, 2006).  

Women´s invisibility can also be related to the strategies they adopt in order to 

avoid street homelessness. In attempting to self-manage their housing precariousness or 

homelessness (Robinson & Searby, 2006), some women perform tasks in the homes of 

family members in exchange for accommodation (Ciapessoni, 2016) or resort to live-in 

housekeeping or care roles (which allow them to be accommodated in employers´ homes) 

(Fernández-Rasines & Gámez-Ramos, 2013; ISS IP, 2005; Sharam, 2008). It must be 

noted, however, that to lose live-in jobs means to lose one´s place to live (Liebow, 1995). 

In addition, survival sex can be one of the few resources at women´s disposal for securing 

accommodation (Bruto da Costa & Baptista, 1999; Pimenta, 1992). Survival sex is 

understood as the exchange of sex for material support 22. Women may engage in different 

 
21 A different point is made by Zugazaga (2008). She studied 162 shelter users (54 single men, 54 single 

women and 54 women with children), in the USA, and did not find significant differences in the number of 

social supports (family and nonfamily support) between these three subgroups of homeless people. 
22 The term “survival sex” (which is often linked to situations of extreme need) (Purser, Mowbray, & 

O´Shields, 2017; Walls & Bell, 2011) has been distinguished from prostitution or commercial sex work 

(which refers to an exchange of sex for payment that occurs on a more or less professional basis) (Walls & 

Bell, 2011). Homeless women´s involvement in survival sex relates to economic hardships, operating as a 

way of meeting basic needs such as food, money or clothing (Duff, Deering, Gibson, Tyndall, & Shannon, 

2011; Greene, Ennett, & Ringwalt, 1999; Reeve, 2018; Warf et al., 2013). Other reasons for embarking on 

survival sex include: the need to pay for drugs (Harding & Hamilton, 2009; Reeve, Casey, Batty, & Green, 
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forms of survival sex in order to secure housing, including: seeking out someone with 

whom to spend the night; reuniting with ex-partners to ensure accommodation; using 

commercial sex work while looking for clients who will allow them to stay the night; or 

developing relationships with housed men that are primarily motivated by securing 

housing (Reeve, 2018). This deliberate partnering in order to get accommodation was 

similarly described by other authors (Evans & Forsyth, 2004; Sharam, 2008). 

The evidence discussed above resonates with the assertion of Thörn (2001, p. 220) 

that “while men´s homelessness is public and visible, women´s homelessness tends to be 

private and hidden”. Passaro (1996, p. 2) argues that “although women are patronized, 

they can and do strategize and capitalize on their available options in order to survive”. 

This occurs in a context in which they are given more resources to strategize with in 

comparison with homeless men. These men often feel - and so does society at large - that 

they failed their role of breadwinner, which means “to fail at manhood” (Passaro, 1996, 

p. 48), and that they are positioned at the bottom of priorities and sympathies. In this 

sense, Passaro (1996) contends, gender contributes to perpetuate the homelessness of 

particular groups of people and, especially, to explain the overwhelming presence of male 

rough sleepers.  

However, the apparent advantage of women in avoiding street homelessness 

should not be conflated with secure or stable accommodation. Women´s living 

arrangements are often extremely precarious - particularly when they are unemployed and 

lack a consistent support network (Marpsat, 2008; Mayock, Sheridan, & Parker, 2015b) 

- and can expose them to insecurity and violence (Lee et al., 2016; Riley et al., 2007). The 

issue is that they remain out of sight compared with their male counterparts (Marpsat, 

2008). The ability of women to hide their homelessness “demonstrates an effective coping 

strategy but also has the potential of disguising the full extent of the problem from public 

gaze, and hence as a welfare issue” (Edgar & Doherty, 2001, p. 19). 

 
2009; Warf et al., 2013; Weiser et al., 2006); influence of friends or peers who are themselves involved in 

survival sex (Warf et al., 2013); and coercion exercised by someone such as a partner (Harding & Hamilton, 

2009; Warf et al., 2013). Some studies report that only women resort to survival sex (Bowpitt et al., 2011; 

Evans & Forsyth, 2004) while others indicate that homeless men engage in survival sex as well (Greene et 

al., 1999; Purser et al., 2017; Walls & Bell, 2011; Weiser et al., 2006). According to Watson (2011), 

homeless women´s engagement in survival sex correlates with the forms and degree of capital available to 

them. Those women with substance use problems, not involved in education or the workforce and/or with 

limited social networks were more likely to do so. 
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Finally, academia can reinforce and perpetuate the invisibility of homeless 

women. The early social scientific research on homelessness focused on the world of 

“tramps” and “hobos” and on skid rows in North America 23. Those studied populations 

and environments were heavily dominated by men and women were largely ignored in 

this domain. In contemporary studies, many research methodologies contribute to render 

women invisible because they rely on the homeless service sector, where women are less 

likely to be found (O´Sullivan, 2016). Moreover, when women are identified, their 

presence tends to be simply noted rather than examined in depth (Bretherton, 2017). But 

the fact is that homelessness settings are merely a fraction of a broader spectrum of 

accommodation used by people without housing. It is thus necessary to look beyond the 

homeless service sector in order to capture the living arrangements of women who lack 

housing and to gain a deeper understanding of female homelessness (O´Sullivan, 2016). 

 

2.5. Causes of female homelessness  

This section discusses the complex and multi-layered causes of female 

homelessness, with particular attention being given to the structural context for women´s 

homelessness and to gender-specific issues propelling homelessness. 

 

The structural context for women´s homelessness 

Feminization of poverty is one of the major structural factors hindering women´s 

ability to access and maintain independent housing, which contributes to an increased 

vulnerability to homelessness (Edgar & Doherty, 2001) 24. Income poverty among 

homeless women is consistently reported in research dedicated to female homelessness 

(e.g. Reeve, Goudie, & Casey, 2007; Russell, 2011; Sheridan, 2017). However, 

establishing a clear connection between income poverty and homelessness may not be 

 
23 “Tramps” and “hobos” were social types who appeared around 1870 in the USA. Tramping was a 

response to massive under-employment and unemployment that was made possible by the railroad 

technology (Cresswell, 1999). Skid rows were decaying urban areas where former “tramps” and “hobos” 

resided (O´Sullivan, 2016). 
24 The term “feminization of poverty” was introduced by the sociologist Diana Pierce, in 1978, to draw 

attention to the increasing levels of poverty among women in tandem with their growing participation in 

economic activities (Pereirinha et al., 2008). However, the historiography of homeless women demonstrates 

that the relationship between women´s poverty and homelessness existed throughout history. Importantly, 

the production of poverty is not gender-neutral but cannot be explained solely with reference to gender. 

The risk of poverty is different according to other features such as age, education and employment, as shall 

be discussed throughout the dissertation. 
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straightforward. On the one hand, almost everyone experiencing homelessness is poor 

and homeless persons are likely to come from impoverished backgrounds. On the other 

hand, there are far more poor people than homeless people across Europe. This suggests 

that there are other variables at play that may influence someone´s risk of becoming 

homeless (Bretherton, Benjaminsen, & Pleace, 2016). Nevertheless, it has to be 

recognized that “[a]t the bottom line, the inability to gain access to housing is 

fundamentally related to income” (Watson, 2000, p. 163). A gender gap in poverty is 

present in all European countries (except in Finland) and at-risk-of-poverty rate is higher 

among women in most countries, except in Spain, Poland and Serbia (European Anti-

Poverty Network [EAPN], 2017). Globally, women remain in a disadvantaged 

socioeconomic position in comparison with men (EAPN, 2017; European Institute for 

Gender Equality [EIGE], 2017, 2018; Torres et al., 2018; World Economic Forum, 2018) 

25. At the EU level, there are still significant gender gaps to the detriment of women in 

terms of: political and economic representation in decision-making positions; educational 

attainment and participation in education; unequal time-sharing allocated to unpaid work; 

participation in the labour market and segregation and quality of work; and financial 

resources and economic situation (EIGE, 2017, 2018). 

In the current context of globalization, changes at a wider level can impact local 

housing markets and affect directly or indirectly local homelessness (Watson, 2000). 

Across Europe, a host of housing-related factors, operating at national and transnational 

level, can propel some people (particularly on low-income) into homelessness. These 

factors involve the design of housing policies and the operation of housing markets, 

including changes in tenancy laws, shortage of social housing, mismatch between demand 

and supply of social housing, overall imbalances in the housing market, scarcity of 

affordable housing and increases in property and rental prices (Baptista & Marlier, 2019). 

Although these factors can adversely impact the housing security of individuals on low-

income of both gender, women may be more disadvantaged because of their domestic 

responsibilities and because they tend to be poorer (Bretherton et al., 2016; Watson, 

2000). Writing in the 1980s and speaking of the English society in particular (and Western 

society in general), Watson and Austerberry (1986, p. 7) argue that “patriarchal social 

relations, the sexual division of labour and the dominant family model in a capitalist 

 
25 Gender gaps are monitored in the EU and at broader international level by the Gender Equality Index and 

the Global Gender Gap Index, which are detailed in Appendices 6 and 7, respectively. 
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society all serve to marginalize women in the housing sphere”. More recently and also 

referring to the English context, Bowpitt et al. (2011, p. 540) note that “relationship 

breakdown in the context of a gendered housing market is more likely to leave women 

without tenancy rights than men”. 

Drawing on a comparative international analysis of papers on homelessness, 

Shinn (2007, p. 657) asserts that “[s]ocial policies that reduce inequality and provide 

income and other supports to those at the bottom of the income distribution are associated 

with lower levels of homelessness across nations”. There is some evidence that European 

countries with extensive and generous welfare systems (such as Nordic countries) do have 

less homelessness, particularly linked to poverty. However, the relationship between 

better welfare systems and less homelessness cannot be conclusively evidenced at present 

because of a lack of comparable data in European countries. Another complicating factor 

is that welfare systems are themselves shaped by a range of variables, including cultural 

influences, how other related public sector systems operate in each country, and wider 

economic and social changes. A gender perspective on the relationship between 

homelessness and welfare systems adds another level of complexity to this matter. 

Women at risk of homelessness or experiencing homelessness may have contact with 

homelessness services at lower rates or at a later point compared with their male 

counterparts. These services can create a conduit between users and welfare services that 

might otherwise be difficult to reach. Therefore, women´s low level of contact with the 

homeless service sector holds the potential for disconnection between women and welfare 

systems. This means that if women tend to have low levels of engagement with services 

across different types of welfare systems, the supposed advantage of a generous welfare 

system will not necessarily benefit them to a great extent (Bretherton et al., 2016). 

The risk of homelessness for women, particularly on low-income, has to be framed 

in societal changes in Western countries, including a greater access to education and 

employment opportunities for women, a growing female participation in the labour 

market, a lower predominance of nuclear family, higher rates of marriage break-up, 

formation of single and lone-parent female-headed households, and women´s lower 

dependence on the protection offered by a male breadwinner. Many women have 

benefited from this emancipation and greater independence but others, particularly those 

in poorly paid and insecure employment, were exposed to the risk of homelessness in this 

context (Edgar & Doherty, 2001; Sikich, 2008; Watson, 2000). 
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Marital status is important in determining women´s economic and housing 

circumstances (Edgar & Doherty, 2001; Kliger, Sharam, & Essaber, 2010). Marriage 

protects many women from poverty and, upon its dissolution by divorce, separation or 

death of a partner, women may have a reduced ability to build up and secure a net of 

savings, becoming vulnerable to poverty to a greater extent than men (Denton & Boos, 

2007). For impoverished women who live alone, it is not possible to pool resources and 

share costs of rents, mortgages or utilities (Denton & Boos, 2007; Kisor & Kendal-

Wilson, 2002), which exacerbates their vulnerability to homelessness in the advent of a 

crisis such as a health problem or unemployment (McFerran, 2010). 

Lone parenthood can place a woman at risk of homelessness (Schwartz, Chapman, 

González, & Lindley, 2010; Watson, 2000). As outlined earlier, lone women with their 

children constitute the bulk of family homelessness (Baptista et al., 2017; Bretherton & 

Pleace, 2018; van den Dries et al., 2016). Lone mothers tend to have a higher risk of 

poverty than lone fathers (van den Dries et al., 2016) and are often worse affected with 

respect to unfit housing (Fondation Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA, 2019) 26. Several interrelated 

factors can contribute to a greater socioeconomic disadvantage among lone mothers. They 

may struggle with a lack of financial resources insofar as they rely on a single income 

(Lynch et al., 2009) and are more likely than other household types to be in precarious 

employment and unemployed (Löfstrand & Quilgars, 2016). Lone mothers may have less 

opportunities for labour market participation because of limited availability of affordable 

childcare services and support, which can prevent them from seeking and maintaining 

employment (van den Dries et al., 2016). Furthermore, lone mothers may be less flexible 

in terms of working hours because they are sole caregivers and, therefore, may be 

discriminated in the labour market (Löfstrand & Quilgars, 2016). 

On the other hand, lone mothers tend to be singled out for specific policy attention 

across Europe, for example, being prioritized for social housing. Moreover, welfare and 

housing policies tend to be protective of some categories of homeless women, particularly 

those with children in their care (Löfstrand & Quilgars, 2016). As Bretherton et al. (2016, 

p. 86) put it: “Welfare states respond to a woman´s homelessness within frameworks that 

 
26 Several Eurostat indicators demonstrate particular difficulties for lone-parent families with regard to 

housing exclusion issues. For example, lone-parent families are more overburdened by housing costs than 

families as a whole. In 2017, in the EU, one in five lone-parent families (21%) spent more than 40% of 

their income on housing (versus 9% of all families with children). Furthermore, in 2017, damp housing 

affected lone women with children at a higher rate than lone men with children and the rest of the population 

in 13 EU countries (Fondation Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA, 2019). 
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still define women in terms of their place within a family structure, as mother and carer”. 

Therefore, lone parenthood may lead to homelessness but may, equally, contribute to 

leave homelessness (Löfstrand & Quilgars, 2016). In a similar vein, North and Smith 

(1993) note that children may be both a source of support and distress for homeless 

women. For example, homeless mothers may have privileged access to welfare benefits 

but have the additional concern of supporting themselves and their children. 

In summary, the evidence discussed above suggests that macro-level factors 

related to sociocultural contexts, welfare provision and labour and housing markets, can 

negatively impact low-income groups, particularly women, and contribute to propel their 

homelessness (although having dependent children can also operate otherwise). Attention 

now shifts to the precipitating causes of women´s homelessness, which are often deeply 

interwoven with the aforementioned structural context. 

 

Precipitating causes of women´s homelessness 

When homeless individuals are asked to explain their homelessness, they often 

refer to what they perceive to be the immediate or precipitating cause of their 

homelessness (Marpsat, 2008). The reasons women provide for becoming homeless are 

many and varied, including: poverty in their families of origin; income poverty; poor 

school education; disadvantage in employment; harassment from landlord; eviction or 

loss of tenancy; discharge from prison; care leaving; return from abroad; parental alcohol 

or drug problems; family conflict; thrown out by family; abuse perpetrated by a family 

member; bereavement; relationship breakdown 27; domestic violence; physical/mental 

illness; problematic substance use; and discharge from hospital, psychiatric unit or 

detoxification unit (e.g. Bowpitt et al., 2011; Enders-Dragässer, 2010; Jones, 1999; 

Reeve, Casey, & Goudie, 2006; Russell, 2011; Sheridan, 2017; SIIS CDE, 2016). 

Many studies stick to a more descriptive account of the women´s reported reasons 

for their homelessness. Less often, researchers offer a comprehensive view of women´s 

trajectories into homelessness, particularly by discussing the causes of homelessness in 

relation to the women´s biographies, which enables a far more nuanced and detailed 

 
27 Family or marital disruptions were common factors propelling homelessness for both women and men 

in the study conducted by Bowpitt et al. (2011). However, significant gender differences were found, as 

women reported relationship breakdown, abusive relationships and domestic violence, whereas men were 

far more likely to describe emotional events connected to their families that they felt were out of their 

control. Therefore, “men were walking away from what they saw as intolerable or complex family 

problems, while women were actually fleeing in order to protect their safety” (Bowpitt et al., 2011, p. 539). 
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understanding of the processes which lead to women´s homelessness. Research 

conducted in England (Reeve et al., 2006) and Ireland (Mayock & Sheridan, 2012; 

Sheridan, 2017) demonstrates that female homelessness is the “culmination of a complex 

range of experiences and events which together bring women to the point of losing their 

accommodation” (Reeve et al., 2006, p. 4). Reeve et al. (2006) argue that homelessness 

“triggers” - or precipitating causes - are underpinned by a host of complex, multifaceted 

and often interrelated issues, circumstances and experiences that, ultimately, culminate in 

women becoming homeless. The cause of a person´s homelessness is, in fact, a complex 

series of circumstances and events that span the person´s lifetime (Russell, 2011) and it 

may be difficult to disentangle these various underlying issues (Reeve et al., 2006). 

The relationship between domestic violence and homelessness - which is a highly 

gendered dimension of homelessness - is illustrative of the complex and multilevel 

processes underpinning domestic violence as a “trigger” of women´s homelessness. 

Research on female homelessness conducted in Europe, USA, Canada, Australia and 

South-America identifies intimate partner violence/domestic violence as a common 

feature of the lives of homeless women (e.g. Ciapessoni, 2016; Hellegers, 2011; Jasinski, 

Wesely, Mustaine, & Wright, 2005; Moss & Singh, 2015; Robinson & Searby, 2006; 

Sev´er, 2002) 28. Homeless women are more likely to be victims of intimate partner 

violence/domestic violence than their male counterparts (Jasinski et al., 2005). Domestic 

violence is a commonly cited reason given by women for their homelessness and some 

studies document extremely high rates of women becoming homeless due to domestic 

violence. For example, Moss and Singh´s (2015) research on women rough sleepers in 

four European countries reveals that 100% of Spanish, 92.8% of Swedish, 70% of UK 

and 50% of Hungarian women reported that their homelessness had been a direct result 

of domestic violence. A problem with some studies that claim a direct relationship 

between domestic violence and homelessness is that they assume that violence is the 

central cause of women´s homelessness and “de-emphasize structural causes such as 

 
28 According to the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence against Women 

and Domestic Violence, domestic violence relates to “all acts of physical, sexual, psychological or 

economic violence that occur within the family or domestic unit or between former or current spouses or 

partners, whether or not the perpetrator shares or has shared the same residence with the victim” (Council 

of Europe [CE], 2011, p. 3). Domestic violence is a form of gender-based violence, i.e., “violence that is 

directed against a woman because she is a woman or that affects women disproportionately” (CE, 2011, p. 

3). Gender-based violence is socially built upon a complex matrix of historical, social, cultural and 

economic factors (Lisboa et al., 2009), is a manifestation of unequal power relations between men and 

women, and constitutes a mechanism by which women are forced into a subordinate position compared 

with men. Gender-based violence is a violation of human rights and human dignity (CE, 2011). 
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income inequality and lack of affordable housing” (Shinn, 2011, p. 585). Williams (1998) 

argues that domestic violence is sometimes mentioned as a reason for women´s 

homelessness but the underlying processes are not examined. In their critical review of 

research reporting links between domestic violence and homelessness, Mayock et al. 

(2016, p. 135, emphasis in original) similarly outline that “while an association between 

domestic violence and homelessness among women is relatively well documented, 

understanding of the nature of the relationship is far from complete”. 

Some commentators argue that the link between domestic violence and 

homelessness is non-linear and not experienced by all women in the same way, and that 

the paths from violence to female homelessness can vary (Jasinski et al., 2005; Mayock 

& Sheridan, 2012; Wesely & Wright, 2005). The mechanisms by which domestic 

violence can contribute to women´s housing instability or homelessness frequently 

overlap and some date from the period when women were in violent relationships. For 

example, controlling and manipulating behaviours of violent partners around money can 

cause damage to women´s finances and hinder their financial independence (O´Campo et 

al., 2016). Women experiencing domestic violence can face employment instability as a 

result of the abuse, for example through job loss or on-the-job harassment 29. Considering 

that employment status is key to accessing income and financial independence, women 

who cannot maintain employment or stable employment can be at higher risk for poverty 

(Showalter, 2016). Additionally, a poor employment history can jeopardize the prospects 

of getting well-paid employment in the future (O´Campo et al., 2016). Violent partners 

can also interfere with women´s support networks, leading to their social isolation and 

consequent lack of assistance if needed (O´Campo et al., 2016; Williams, 1998).  

Women´s risk of housing instability or homelessness is likely to increase after 

they leave violent partners (O´Campo et al., 2016). It should be noted, however, that 

leaving violent partners does not necessarily mean making residential moves. Women 

who do not move in this context tend to have greater economic security and had 

experienced lower levels of violence than those who moved (Ponic et al., 2011). For the 

women who leave abusive home situations, the period immediately after leaving is the 

most disruptive in terms of arranging a place to live (O´Campo et al., 2016). At the point 

 
29 On-the-job harassment refers to abusive behaviour perpetrated while a victim is at work with the aims of 

interfering with work duties and sabotaging employment (e.g. an abusive partner showing up unexpectedly 

at one´s workplace) (Showalter, 2016).  
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of exiting home, women can experience increased material hardship, for example by 

losing their household possessions (Bostock, Plumpton, & Pratt, 2009). They may be 

unable to pay for housing and other living costs independently due to unemployment, 

low-wage jobs or insufficient social benefits (Ponic et al., 2011; Williams, 1998). Women 

may have no family safety net (e.g. lack of family, family too impoverished to help) and 

no other support networks due to their social isolation (Tutty, Ogden, Giurgiu, & Weaver-

Dunlop, 2014; Williams, 1998). They might have to deal with their own (and potentially 

their children´s) physical and mental health problems resulting from abuse and this can 

impair their ability to work and seek out housing solutions (Baker et al., 2010) 30. These 

women can face other barriers to secure stable housing such as limited availability of low-

income and affordable housing, discrimination in the housing market and long waiting 

lists for subsidized or social housing (Baker et al., 2010; Maki, 2017; Sev´er, 2002; 

Williams, 1998). Even when women use formal support, such as refuges for victims of 

domestic violence, the length of stay in these settings usually does not accommodate the 

real time required to apply, locate and obtain housing (Maki, 2017; O´Campo et al., 2016; 

Williams, 1998). Employment and financial stability, which is crucial to maintain stable 

housing, also takes longer than the duration for which many supports are available 

(O´Campo et al., 2016). This means that women continue to be at risk for housing 

instability or homelessness when accessing formal support and at the point of exiting 

refuge accommodation (Maki, 2017). 

The living situations of women who flee domestic violence vary and include shifts 

to social housing, temporary stays with family, friends or acquaintances, refuge 

accommodation, shelters and rough sleeping (Ponic et al., 2011; Sev´er, 2002; Tutty et 

al., 2014). Only a small number of women with experience of domestic violence access 

refuge accommodation and they tend to have low income (Ponic et al., 2011; Williams, 

1998). Women who move multiple times between different living situations are those 

who had experienced higher levels of violence and greater financial vulnerability, 

reflecting their lower control over access to housing. Finally, some women return to 

violent partners and one of the underpinning reasons is their inability to secure 

independent housing (Maki, 2017; O´Campo et al., 2016). 

 
30 Domestic violence can have several physical, psychological and emotional impacts, including injury, 

depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety and low self-esteem (Mayock et al., 2016). 
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To summarize, international evidence about the relationship between domestic 

violence and homelessness suggests that these experiences intersect within a matrix of 

complex and overlapping interpersonal, social, health, economic, political and 

institutional factors rendering women (particularly on low-income) vulnerable to housing 

instability or homelessness. These processes can be traced back to when women were in 

violent relationships, intensify immediately after they leave domestic units to escape 

violence, and continue as they exit service-led accommodation. 

 

2.6. Women´s experiences of homelessness  

Women who lack housing can navigate a host of living situations, including rough 

sleeping and hidden homelessness (Jones, 1999; Mayock et al., 2015b; Reeve et al., 

2007), which are discussed in detail given their relevance for this study. 

 

Rough sleeping 

The streets have been depicted as the “quintessential male space” (Wardhaugh, 

1999, p. 104) in the homelessness literature and it is “almost a truism” (Casey et al., 2008, 

p. 901) that women are a minority among rough sleepers. However, several studies 

demonstrate that women sleep rough in considerable numbers and sometimes repeatedly 

or over prolonged periods of time (e.g. Jones, 1999; Mayock & Sheridan, 2012; Reeve et 

al., 2006). For example, one study based on surveys conducted with 144 homeless women 

and in-depth interviews with 44 homeless women, across 19 towns and cities in England, 

found that 62.2% had slept rough, which was the most frequently cited living situation. 

Furthermore, rough sleeping was the most common entry point to homelessness for the 

women in this study, challenging the notion that women have other options they use and 

exhaust before resorting to rough sleeping (Reeve et al., 2006). Jones´ (1999) qualitative 

study of 77 homeless women, also in England, found that 64.9% (n=50) had slept rough, 

16 of whom had experienced more than one episode of rough sleeping, which sometimes 

lasted for years. The women in this study slept rough across all age groups, including 

older women (aged 50-59 years). 

The perils and hardships of rough sleeping among women are frequently reported 

in the literature, including: a feeling of vulnerability and insecurity; difficulties in meeting 

basic needs such as sleep, warmth, food and personal hygiene; deterioration of health 



44 

 

condition associated with exposure to the elements; mental health issues; heavy use of 

alcohol or drugs; and experiences of abuse and violence (e.g. having their belongings 

stolen, being harassed for sex, being spat, urinated and vomited on, experiencing physical 

violence or sexual exploitation) (Biscotto et al., 2016; Bowpitt et al., 2011; Bretherton & 

Pleace, 2018; Jones, 1999; Mayock & Sheridan, 2012; Moss & Singh, 2015; Reeve & 

Batty, 2011). Nevertheless, some women describe a few acts of kindness and generosity 

on the part of passers-by, shopkeepers and others, including the provision of items such 

as money, food and clothing (Jones, 1999; Reeve & Batty, 2011). 

Some commentators emphasize that women tend to have a low visible presence 

while sleeping rough (Moss & Singh, 2015; Reeve, 2018; Vanneuville, 2010) and 

“typically disappear into the shadows” (Wardhaugh, 1999, p. 103) 31. Women often seek 

safe, quiet, concealed or sheltered settings such as cars, buses with night service, 

doorways, sheds, car parks, launderettes, public toilets, gardens, backyards and airports 

(Bretherton & Pleace, 2018; Casey et al., 2008; Hellegers, 2011; Jones, 1999; Mayock & 

Sheridan, 2012). Walking around, instead of remaining fixed on one site, is mentioned by 

some women (Jones, 1999; Reeve & Batty, 2011) and can work out to render them less 

visible (Bretherton & Pleace, 2018). Women rough sleepers can remain hidden as a 

deliberate strategy to avoid the stigma of being homeless (Thörn, 2001), because of guilt 

and shame for not accomplishing social expectations related to femininity (Vanneuville, 

2010) and/or as a way of preserving their physical and psychological integrity and safety 

(Bretherton & Pleace, 2018; Moss & Singh, 2015; Wardhaugh, 1999) and their 

independence and privacy (Casey et al., 2008). 

Keeping clean and taking care of personal appearance is important for many 

homeless women (Jones, 1999; Radley et al., 2006) and makes them feel like “normal” 

people (Thörn, 2001). In the foreword of his book, Liebow (1995) argues that homeless 

women´s appearance and demeanour are particularly relevant in how they are treated by 

society in general. This is because these women hold “little more than themselves to offer 

for evaluation” (Liebow, 1995, p. xvi), in the sense that they are not likely to have money, 

formal credentials or useful social connections, among other resources. Moreover, being 

clean enables women to counteract the conventional image of a homeless person as 

 
31 Wardhaugh (1999, p. 102) argues that “[l]acking access to that second skin, the home, the homeless body 

becomes the first and often only line of defence against a dangerous world”. In this context and specifically 

while sleeping rough, women tend to contract their bodies and the space they occupy, disappearing in the 

city landscape and hiding from the public view (Wardhaugh, 1999). 
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someone who is dirty and dishevelled. In this way, women can render their homeless 

status invisible to the public view (Thörn, 2001). Casey´s et al. (2008) research 

demonstrates that women´s strategies of survival and resistance are played in and beyond 

the streets in an attempt to meet their needs and purposes. Libraries, museums, bookshops, 

public toilets, airports and car parks are among the spaces that women use for eating, 

sleeping, resting, washing, protecting themselves from bad weather, changing clothes, 

charging their mobile phones and engaging in leisure activities. Resourcefulness and 

ongoing negotiation of their presence in these spaces is paramount for them to blend in 

with the general public, disguise their homelessness and go unnoticed. These women 

preserve a neat appearance, reject paraphernalia associated with homelessness, use spaces 

for their intended purposes, at particular times and for limited periods and, sometimes, 

rely on the tacit or explicit collusion of professional staff such as librarians, security staff 

or toilet attendants. For example, women can sleep upright in a bench (rather than laying 

down) or spend the night in the airport with a bag resembling a holiday luggage, ensuring 

that they will not be distinguished from someone else who is about to travel. 

While many women depict rough sleeping as a terrible experience, a small number 

of others describe it as liberating (e.g. after leaving an abusive partner) or worthwhile (in 

the sense that they learned something valuable and proved themselves that they could 

cope) (Jones, 1999). Some women sleep rough alone (Casey et al., 2008) and others seek 

protection by joining a male companion or forming a group with other rough sleepers 

(Bretherton & Pleace, 2018; Wardhaugh, 1999). While some stay in the outskirts of the 

cities (May et al., 2007), others prefer to sleep near busy places or police stations and fear 

places devoid of people (Radley et al., 2006). Many women remain intentionally hidden 

from the public view or distance themselves from homelessness settings (May et al., 

2007). Others, in contrast, join street communities or encampments which offer them 

opportunities for social interaction and daily life activities, as well as mutual support and 

protection (sometimes supplemented with dogs that are valued for protection and 

companionship) (Bukowski & Buetow, 2011; Rowe & Wolch, 1990). 

In summary, available evidence suggests that homeless women may be likely to 

sleep rough “but we do not see them” (Reeve, 2018, p. 169). Women´s experiences and 

views of rough sleeping are diverse but often involve strategies of invisibility and, in this 

sense, they tend to sleep rough differently than their male counterparts (Reeve, 2018). 

The studies discussed above show the many ways in which women rough sleepers cope, 
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emphasizing their agency and resilience in extremely hard circumstances and, often, 

unsafe or violent street-based environments. 

 

Hidden homelessness  

There is no agreed definition of hidden homelessness and there is little consistency 

about whether people are defined as hidden by virtue of their physical invisibility, 

residential situation, exclusion from official statistics or some combination of these 

features (Reeve & Batty, 2011). Nevertheless, the term “hidden homelessness” has been 

largely used to refer to people without a home who are residing in places arranged 

informally, such as squats or living temporarily with family and friends (Edgar & 

Doherty, 2001; Löfstrand & Quilgars, 2016; Mayock & Sheridan, 2012; Peters, 2012). 

Since hidden homeless situations are provided informally, rather than by services, these 

people are often invisible to the homeless support system and excluded from 

homelessness counts and statistics (Mayock & Sheridan, 2012). It is difficult to estimate 

the size of the hidden homeless population because it is not counted in most censuses and 

many of these persons are not in contact with services. However, some data suggest that 

the hidden homeless population is probably much larger than the population living in 

visible places such as shelters (Peters, 2012). Yet, there is little dedicated research to the 

experience of hidden homelessness (Peters, 2012; Reeve & Batty, 2011). 

Hidden homelessness is commonly reported among women (Edgar & Doherty, 

2001; Enders-Dragässer, 2010; Jones, 1999; Mayock & Sheridan, 2012; Reeve et al., 

2007; Sheridan, 2017). However, “what that actually means in terms of numbers and the 

collective experience of homeless women remains unclear” (Bretherton et al., 2016, p. 

96). Some studies show that many women rely on their relatives and friends when they 

first become homeless, spend considerable periods of time in these living arrangements, 

and return to hidden homeless situations on several or multiple occasions over time 

(Jones, 1999; Reeve et al., 2007; Sheridan, 2017). As Sheridan (2017, p. 150) puts it: 

“Hidden homelessness was a recurring pattern and a strategy that provided women with 

a short-term solution to an ongoing and unresolved housing crisis”. 

Living with family and friends ensures a roof over one´s head, can represent a 

safe, comfortable and familiar environment, and may be preferable to service-led 

accommodation (Reeve & Batty, 2011; Sheridan, 2017). However, these informal 

arrangements invariably break down or, alternatively, are not seen as a long-term solution 
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to the women´s lack of housing (Jones, 1999; Sheridan, 2017). Women´s accounts of 

hidden homelessness often highlight distressing situations and a range of difficulties, 

including: a lack of space and privacy; poor living conditions; overcrowded 

environments; and strained relationships or arguments with members of the household 

(Jones, 1999; Reeve & Batty, 2011; Sheridan, 2017). While living in hidden homeless 

situations, women can suffer violence or economic exploitation, feel overloaded with 

domestic duties or have their belongings stolen (Enders-Dragässer, 2010; Reeve & Batty, 

2011; Riley et al., 2007). Women´s exits from hidden homeless situations can be 

motivated by the home-based difficulties outlined above. In other cases, women leave 

because they feel that they are causing disruption in the household (Jones, 1999; Sheridan, 

2017) or as an attempt to avoid becoming a burden for their hosts and retain access to 

these arrangements at a later point (Peters, 2012). 

Peters (2012) found that people living in hidden homeless situations use five main 

strategies to reduce tension created by their presence in the household and protect their 

ability to stay or come back at a later point. These strategies include: minimizing their 

presence in the household (e.g. leaving the house during the day); providing services such 

as cleaning, cooking and child or elder care; moving often and circulating through other 

living arrangements and rough sleeping; contributing financially towards the household 

budget; and eating little (sometimes going hungry) or eating elsewhere to ensure that they 

do not overload the household´s grocery budget. These strategies demonstrate “enormous 

agency and an ability, willingness and rationality to make the best out of an extremely 

difficult situation” (Peters, 2012, p. 334), which is permeated by a high degree of 

socioeconomic marginalization (Peters, 2012; Sheridan, 2017). 

  

2.7. Homeless women and the service sector 

Relatively little is known about the intersection of gender and homelessness in 

relation to women´s service use practices and the manner in which they perceive and 

respond to the services designed to meet their needs (Mayock et al., 2015a). But there is 

some evidence in this regard, which can be structured around four topics: access to 

services; women´s experiences within service sectors; their interactions with service 

providers; and their perceived support needs. 
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Several barriers to women´s approach to services are known, including limited 

knowledge or awareness of available services (Jones, 1999; Mayock et al., 2015a; Reeve 

et al., 2007). Women may avoid contact with homelessness services which are perceived 

to be unclean, intimidating, frightening and/or unsafe (Mayock et al., 2015a). Reluctance 

to access some mixed gender services may be related to the fact that they are usually 

male-dominated (Bretherton & Pleace, 2018; Reeve et al., 2007). Disputes with other 

service users and widespread substance use in some of these settings may deter women 

from seeking services (Bretherton & Pleace, 2018). Past experiences related to a lack of 

effective or appropriate assistance can result in a sense of disillusionment and jeopardize 

further engagement with services (Jones, 1999; Reeve et al., 2007). Some women´s 

uneasiness in approaching homelessness services relates to their rejection of a homeless 

identity (May et al., 2007). Others feel a lack of personal motivation and capacity to seek 

assistance due to their chaotic lives and deeply entrenched problems; paradoxically, these 

women are most likely to need assistance at these junctures (Reeve et al., 2007). Homeless 

women with problematic substance use report the following barriers to the utilization of 

drug and/or alcohol treatment services: feeling discouraged or not up to going to 

treatment; waiting lists; costs of services; being too busy; unawareness of available 

services; and assistance perceived to be ineffective or inappropriate to meet their needs 

(Upshur, Jenkins, Weinreb, Gelberg, & Orvek, 2018).  

Many women present to services at a crisis point in their lives when they had 

exhausted their personal and financial resources in an attempt to self-manage their 

homelessness. Consequently, they remain invisible to the services for prolonged periods 

of time (Mayock et al., 2015a). Some women seek assistance due to health problems 

(Jones, 1999). Others access service-led accommodation after being advised by family or 

friends, when they know about services from other homeless persons, or when they are 

approached by outreach workers or come into contact with someone knowledgeable or 

capable of directing them to the service system (Reeve et al., 2007). Several women report 

a cyclical use of the service system, in which they move back and forth between a 

multitude of services, institutional settings and exits to precarious and temporary 

accommodation with subsequent returns to services (Mayock et al., 2015a, 2015b). 

Women´s experiences within the service system are complex and diverse. The 

initial entry to services can be a distressing transition, for example due to difficulties in 

adjusting to communal living arrangements (Mayock et al., 2015a). Co-habiting with 
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people coming from different cultural and social backgrounds and/or with mental illness 

or previous trauma can be particularly challenging and some women long for segregated 

facilities, for example for people with mental illness (Salsi et al., 2017). Homelessness 

accommodation can involve a lack of privacy, security and hygiene, no space to store 

possessions, a paucity of occupational activities, and disagreements among residents 

(Jones, 1999; Liebow, 1995; Russell, 2011; Salsi et al., 2017). Some women express 

concerns related to victimization and/or intimidation by other service users (Mayock et 

al., 2015a) and may experience vulnerability, stress and anxiety in male-dominated 

accommodation, particularly when they had been victims of domestic violence (Baker et 

al., 2010; Mayock et al., 2016). Many women prefer female-only services or female-only 

floors in mixed gender accommodation, which they perceive to be safer environments 

(Bowpitt et al., 2011; Cameron, Abrahams, Morgan, Williamson, & Henry, 2016; 

Mayock et al., 2015a; Walsh et al., 2010). 

On the other hand, the experience of living in shelter accommodation can be seen 

as supportive and positive in material, relational and emotional terms, and be preferable 

than sleeping rough (Liebow, 1995; Russell, 2011). Many women recognize and/or feel 

grateful for the shelter, amenities and safety provided by service-led accommodation 

(Mayock et al., 2015a; Russell, 2011; Salsi et al., 2017). Reeve et al. (2006) showed that 

homeless women are more likely to feel relatively content with accommodation that is 

closer to their perception of home, particularly in terms of providing them with privacy, 

clean facilities, ability to cook, independence and their own space. Some structures and 

rules have helped the women to re-establish a routine that they consider to be useful to 

support daily living and enhance their stability. Nevertheless, rules and control governing 

some services can be a source of dissatisfaction, impair women´s sense of autonomy, and 

result in feelings of being institutionalized and dependent on the service system (Mayock 

et al., 2015a; Salsi et al., 2017). Some women emphasize that rules and procedures within 

services should be reasonable, consistent and helpful, rather than make their lives harder. 

These women value services capable of promoting their dignity, autonomy and self-

determination (Paradis, Bardy, Diaz, Athumani, & Pereira, 2012). 

Homeless women´s interactions with service providers are conceptualized by 

Biederman and Nichols (2014) as a humanizing-dehumanizing continuum, which is 

detailed in Appendix 8. Humanizing themes include feeling cared for, trusted and 

empowered. Dehumanizing issues refer to unmet expectations, being judged or 
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minimized by service providers, and having a sense of alienation and powerlessness. 

Other studies describing the interactions of homeless women with service providers are 

largely consistent with the humanizing-dehumanizing continuum. Positive experiences 

with staff members involve feeling cared for and being treated with compassion, respect 

and as a full human being (Hoffman & Coffey, 2008; Mayock et al., 2015a). Being cared 

for and treated with dignity can foster a stronger sense of autonomy and control over 

one´s life. Positive relationships with service providers include receiving practical 

assistance and psychological and emotional support (Mayock et al., 2015a). Women value 

workers who are non-judgemental, empathetic, knowledgeable and practical, and 

appreciate continuity of support and person-centred approaches that are tailored to 

individual needs (Cameron et al., 2016; Walsh et al., 2010). By contrast, negative 

interactions with service providers include rude treatment, a lack of compassion, 

incompetence, dehumanization, infantilization and objectification. Infantilization and 

objectification involve feelings of not being treated as fully recognized adults or respected 

as equal citizens but, rather, as children or numbers. In response to these experiences, 

many opt out of the service system in order to maintain a sense of dignity and self-respect 

(Hoffman & Coffey, 2008). Infantilizing interactions have been depicted as humiliating, 

alienating and dehumanizing. Many women express the need to be consulted about 

several issues related to their present and future lives. For some, feeling judged and/or 

treated badly reinforces the stigma attached to homelessness and a sense of marginality 

(Mayock et al., 2015a). 

In generic terms, homeless women may have different needs than their male 

counterparts, for example related to motherhood, pregnancy, contraception and 

cleanliness (namely during menstruation) (May et al., 2007; Wolf, Anderson, van den 

Dries, & Hrast, 2016). Homeless women´s needs vary according to their age groups. 

Homeless women can express low or high and complex support needs. Low support needs 

tend to focus on financial, training, employment and/or housing needs (Sharam, 2008). 

High and complex support needs can involve these needs in addition to others related to 

one or more of the following: physical and/or mental illness; problematic use of alcohol 

and/or drugs; history of abuse or violence and related trauma; and/or having 

accompanying children (Löfstrand & Quilgars, 2016; Robinson & Searby, 2006; Sharam, 

2008). Low support needs should not be conflated with single needs. In reality, homeless 

women often report multiple needs, including accommodation, financial resources, 
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education, training and/or employment (Mayock et al., 2015a; Reeve et al., 2006; 

Sheridan, 2017) 32.  

Some women realize that their needs are not being adequately addressed, 

particularly over time, resulting in a sense of disempowerment. The perceived barriers to 

housing can be a source of anxiety and stress for many women (Mayock et al., 2015a). 

Those with high and complex support needs can face more barriers to service provision 

and accommodation than those with low support needs, for example because some 

shelters do not enable the admission of people with mental illness or alcohol/drug users 

(Järvinen, 1995; Löfstrand & Quilgars, 2016; Moss & Singh, 2015; Robinson & Searby, 

2006). Some homeless women suggest a range of improvements within services. Some 

features making homelessness accommodation resemble a home are important, such as 

access to a kitchen and quiet areas, the ability to decorate or personalize one´s space, and 

design aspects contributing to create welcoming and comfortable environments. Features 

promoting a sense of security are also relevant, including 24-hour surveillance, security 

cameras, locks on main and room doors and a secure storage space. Access to the internet 

and a communal phone are considered useful, particularly in order to find necessary 

resources, apply for jobs and housing, and keep in contact with relatives (Walsh et al., 

2010). Some women mention the need for more staff in homelessness accommodation 

and specialized professionals that could help them handle complex and overlapping issues 

in their lives (Jones, 1999; Mayock et al., 2015a; Walsh et al., 2010).  

 

2.8. Long-term and recurrent homelessness among women 

Homelessness can be regarded as existing in two broadly defined forms: short-

term and long-term or recurrent homelessness (Pleace, Bretherton, & Mayock, 2016). 

Short-term homelessness refers to a relatively short, single episode of homelessness 

 
32 Homeless women describe several barriers to find paid employment, including: lack of a fixed address 

to provide to employers; having no phone; lack of access to transportation and childcare services; and 

stigma related to homelessness, other stigmatized aspects of their identities (e.g. age, disability status, past 

criminal record) and their personal appearance (e.g. limited access to appropriate clothing) (Groton et al., 

2017; Liebow, 1995; Reeve et al., 2006). In the study of Groton et al. (2017), barriers related to 

transportation, childcare and access to professional dress existed irrespective of women´s homelessness. 

One possible interpretation for this finding is that several barriers to employment predate and possibly 

contribute to women´s homelessness. These authors also argue that social services can act both as a barrier 

and a support for women seeking employment. For example, internet service can be provided (enabling to 

look for jobs online) but a limited availability of computers and a lack of other services, such as printing, 

can hinder the job-seeking process.  
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(Busch-Geertsema, 2010). There is no global consensus on how to define long-term or 

recurrent homelessness, but it is generally understood as a prolonged and/or repeat pattern 

of homelessness (Busch-Geertsema, 2010; Mayock et al., 2015b) 33. Data from the USA 

and Europe suggest that long-term and recurrent homelessness is experienced by a 

relatively small number of individuals among the homeless population (Busch-

Geertsema, 2010; Lee et al., 2010), who often have high and complex support needs 

(Mayock et al., 2015b; Pleace et al., 2016) 34. This form of homelessness can severely 

undermine individuals´ health condition, well-being and social integration, and lead to a 

cyclical use of a host of service systems such as accommodation, health, drug treatment 

or criminal justice services.  

Pleace et al. (2016) observe that long-term and recurrent homelessness is 

associated primarily with men in homelessness statistics and research. Mayock et al. 

(2015b, p. 2) also note that “as with much homelessness research generally, explorations 

of long-term homelessness have tended to reflect a largely male experience”. Women´s 

long-term and recurrent homelessness can be under-represented because most data on this 

form of homelessness are gathered among populations living rough and residing in 

emergency accommodation (where men predominate) and because women´s 

homelessness can be hidden by their use of informal living arrangements. In addition, 

women´s homelessness may not be recorded or counted by services outside the 

homelessness sector, such as domestic violence services, which contributes to conceal the 

extension of their prolonged or repeat homelessness (Pleace et al., 2016). Female 

homelessness has also been described as shorter in duration and less likely to be repeated 

than is the case for men (Marpsat, 2008; Watson & Austerberry, 1986). Furthermore, a 

paucity of research dedicated to women´s homeless and housing histories and to the 

dynamics of prolonged homelessness among women has contributed to women´s ongoing 

invisibility among the long-term homeless population (Mayock et al., 2015b). 

Nonetheless, there is growing evidence of female long-term and recurrent 

homelessness and that women´s experiences of, and responses to, this form of 

 
33 For example, the Irish definition of long-term homelessness relates to the amount of time spent in 

emergency accommodation (longer than six months) (Mayock et al., 2015b). In the USA, long-term or 

chronic homelessness refers to “an unaccompanied homeless individual with a disabling condition who has 

either been continuously homeless for a year or more OR has had at least four (4) episodes of homelessness 

in the past three (3) years” (Zlotnick, Tam, & Bradley, 2010, p. 471, capital word in original). 
34 It should be noted that these data tend to draw on homelessness services utilization. Therefore, these data 

may not fully capture the experience of homeless persons who do not use services or, alternatively, resort 

to other types of services (Busch-Geertsema, 2010; O´Sullivan, 2008). 
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homelessness can differ from those of men (Jones, 1999; Mayock et al., 2015b; Mayock 

& Sheridan, 2012, 2020; Reeve et al., 2007; Zlotnick et al., 2010). For example, Reeve et 

al. (2007) used the biographies of 29 homeless women, in England, to map their housing 

and homeless situations alongside significant events and experiences in their personal 

lives and their interactions with services. All of these realms combined, interrelated and 

shaped the women´s paths through homelessness. These women often experienced 

prolonged periods of homelessness (spanning for years) and described diverse and 

complex patterns of movement between different living situations, including rough 

sleeping, squats, temporary stays with family and friends, service-led accommodation 

and/or institutional settings such as prison. In a recent paper, Mayock and Sheridan (2020) 

examined women´s trajectories through and out of homelessness based on a qualitative 

longitudinal study of women´s homelessness in Ireland. At phase 1 of the study, 34 of the 

60 participating women (56%) had experienced homelessness for more than two years. 

At phase 2 of the study, 57% of the tracked women had continued to experience ongoing 

homelessness or housing insecurity 35. Most of the women´s trajectories through 

homelessness were characterized by high levels of mobility between different living 

places, including moves in and out of homelessness services, a host of institutional 

settings and situations of hidden homelessness. By the time of follow-up, 43% of the 

women had transitioned to stable housing. These women were more likely to have 

children in their care and to report lower levels of need related to substance use, mental 

health and/or criminal justice contact (Mayock & Sheridan, 2020). Importantly, some 

commentators observe that the access to homelessness services may not have a positive 

impact on women´s homeless trajectories and may not provide them with a way out of 

homelessness (Mayock et al., 2015b; Reeve et al., 2007).  

On the other hand, an analysis of women´s trajectories through homelessness 

based on data from a longitudinal evaluation of an employment, education and training 

programme for homeless adults, in the UK, described relative success in women´s exits 

from homelessness. Thirty-three of the 47 women who were tracked over a two-year 

period had become housed or were moving towards settled housing. However, this study 

also raises questions about what constitutes an exit from homelessness since women who 

had exited homelessness were often experiencing financial hardship relative to high rent 

 
35 There was a three-year time lapse between phases 1 and 2 of the study (Mayock & Sheridan, 2020). 
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levels and were on short-term tenancies. In other words, these women´s transitions to 

housing may not be necessarily sustainable (Bretherton, 2020). 

In summary, the experience of female long-term and recurrent homelessness is 

poorly documented and understood (Pleace et al., 2016), but some evidence suggests that 

this form of homelessness occurs among women and possibly in a different way than 

men. Essentially, these women may not be permanently found in the largely male 

populations living rough or residing in emergency accommodation. Rather, women tend 

to move between these and other living situations - in which they are not securely or 

adequately housed - for prolonged periods of time and/or on a repeat basis (Jones, 1999; 

Mayock et al., 2015b; Mayock & Sheridan, 2020; Reeve et al., 2007). 

 

2.9. Female homelessness in later life 

Some international homelessness literature focuses on a subset of persons who are 

or become homeless in later life 36. Homelessness among older people is expected to rise 

due to population ageing (Grenier, Barken, & McGrath, 2016a) and might be female-

dominated given women´s greater longevity compared with men and contemporary trends 

increasing their likelihood of living alone in old age (Denton & Boos, 2007; Hightower, 

2009; Watson, 2000). Older homeless women are under-researched and under-

represented in homelessness statistics (Australian Association of Gerontology [AAG], 

2018; Burns & Sussman, 2018; Kliger et al., 2010) 37. 

The literature acknowledges two patterns of homelessness among older people: 

those who are homeless and continue to experience this situation as they age in the context 

of chronic or episodic homelessness; and those who become homeless for the first time 

in later life (late life homelessness) (Grenier et al., 2016a). Burns and Sussman (2018) 

describe gradual and rapid pathways into late life homelessness. Individuals with gradual 

 
36 The lower age limit used to define elder homelessness is debatable but there is a growing consensus 

among researchers, policymakers and service providers that 50 years is an appropriate age threshold to 

distinguish older homeless people. This is because of the premature ageing of homeless people, high rates 

of early mortality among rough sleepers, and a feeling of being old reported by some homeless people over 

50 years (Cohen, 1999; Gonyea, Mills-Dick, & Bachman, 2010; Grenier et al., 2016b).  
37 Older homeless women have often been depicted as “bag ladies”, a figure that does not reflect the reality 

of a large majority of these women (Cohen, 1999; Kisor & Kendal-Wilson, 2002). “Bag ladies” refer to 

homeless women who are laden with belongings and carry them everywhere. According to Wardhaugh 

(1999), “bag ladies” materialize a process of bodily expansion coupled with a myriad of utilitarian and 

symbolic objects that amplify women´s space and create a sense of home and personal protection. This 

phenomenon is almost exclusively linked to older women.   
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pathways endured housing instability for extended periods of time (up to years), with little 

or no social support and high levels of distress (e.g. related to conflict with landlords), 

and often attempted to maintain their houses (e.g. applying for subsidized housing). By 

contrast, people with rapid pathways tended to have stable work and housing conditions, 

but multiple unanticipated events (such as a health issue and job loss) overturned 

dramatically their circumstances and propelled their homelessness within short periods of 

time (e.g. within one year). This group had more social networks that might help them 

buffer these losses but did not ask for their help because this would have threatened their 

sense of independence and self-sufficiency. 

Some of the factors that render older women vulnerable to homelessness are 

similar to those of younger women while others are associated with their life stage. For 

example, the risk of poverty among elderly people depends on structural dimensions of 

vulnerability, sensitive to gender, that unfold throughout the life course. These 

dimensions include: women´s traditional roles in the domestic sphere, leading to lifelong 

unpaid work or interrupted employment careers; precarious, low skilled and poorly paid 

jobs during lifetime; a lack of contributory careers rendering older women dependent on 

exiguous social benefits; having been socialized towards dependence on males regarding 

finances; and having been raised in eras where family laws were unfavourable to women 

in terms of property settlements. These conditions restrict women´s ability to build up 

assets over the life course and limit the generation of monetary resources for their future, 

such as savings or complementary schemes for retirement, undermining their financial 

stability in later life (AAG, 2018; Davis-Berman, 2011; Denton & Boos, 2007; Grenier 

et al., 2017; Kliger et al., 2010; Lopes, 2015; Pereirinha et al., 2008; Perista, Gomes, & 

Silva, 1992; Worts, Corna, Sacker, McMunn, & McDonough, 2016). Women on fixed 

incomes can become more insecure in financial terms, when they grow older, because 

they are no longer able to earn wages, often outlive pensions and savings, and have few 

opportunities to re-enter mainstream economic structures (Kisor & Kendal-Wilson, 

2002). Precarity in later life is unique because there is a “shortage of ´time left´” (Grenier 

et al., 2017, p. 12) to change people´s circumstances through labour market and they are 

more likely to need assistance, for example due to health problems (Grenier et al., 2017; 

Lopes, 2015; Pereirinha et al., 2008). 

Weak family ties, domestic violence and lack or exhaustion of support networks 

related to family conflict, neglect or abuse are implicated in younger and older women´s 
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homelessness (Davis-Berman, 2011; Hightower, 2009; Kisor & Kendal-Wilson, 2002; 

Kliger et al., 2010). Issues that are more likely to be connected to ageing include women´s 

adult children being unable to provide them with assistance when struggling with 

financial hardships (McFerran, 2010) and reduced support networks as family and friends 

decease (Hightower, 2009; Lopes, 2015). 

Policies limiting access to disability and pension benefits can impact older 

women. It may be difficult for them to qualify for disability benefits, in spite of having 

serious health problems, and these payments may be insufficient to afford everyday items. 

Women aged between 50 years and the age threshold to qualify for retirement pensions 

cannot access these benefits (Davis-Berman, 2011; Grenier et al., 2016b) and it might be 

exceedingly difficult for them to find a job because of age discrimination or physical 

limitations to take on particular occupations (Hightower, 2009; Pereirinha et al., 2008; 

Salem & Ma-Pham, 2015). These women are too old for the labour market but not old 

enough to qualify for entitlements or services available to legally seniors (Cohen, 1999; 

Gonyea & Melekis, 2017; Grenier et al., 2016a). 

Older homeless women may feel uncomfortable, ashamed and/or intimidated 

when approaching services tailored for the general homeless population (AAG, 2018) and 

may be reluctant to access shelters due to fear of physical or sexual abuse (Kisor & 

Kendal-Wilson, 2002). Older women may be at higher risk of being stolen or victims of 

physical or sexual assault than their younger counterparts (Dietz & Wright, 2005). They 

may find it difficult to adjust to the shelter system because of its chaotic environment, 

uncleanliness, disorganization and having to live together with younger women 

(Bottomley, Bissonnette, & Snekvik, 2001; Davis-Berman, 2011; McLeod & Walsh, 

2014). For a number, navigating the service system is difficult, confusing and frustrating 

(Davis-Berman, 2011). Some older women long for housing alternatives designed for 

older persons who do not have children, informal support, employment or income to 

maintain stable housing (McLeod & Walsh, 2014). Back in 2001, a lack of services 

designed for older women was one of the gaps in service provision identified across 

Europe (Edgar & Doherty, 2001). The needs of older people in terms of housing, income, 

support and care are still not being adequately met (Grenier et al., 2016a; Kisor & Kendal-

Wilson, 2002).  
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2.10. Conclusion 

This chapter highlighted that research on homelessness focuses primarily on men 

but it is paramount to approach homelessness from a female gendered perspective. At the 

outset, it is necessary to acknowledge the existence of homeless women. Depicted as a 

minority among rough sleepers and shelter users, women are more likely to be recognized 

and enumerated when broader definitions of homelessness are used and when particular 

forms of homelessness, such as family homelessness, are considered. A historical review 

shows that homeless women existed in the last centuries but were largely concealed in 

the face of traditional gender constructs and ideologies which, essentially, placed women 

in the home space. Women without a home did not fit into existing categories and 

challenged social expectations. In the main, they were classified with known (pejorative) 

labels or criminalized or ignored, rather than considered homeless persons. A host of 

factors - past and present - have contributed to the invisibility of homeless women, 

including the manners in which they have been represented, classified, enumerated and 

managed by society at large, policymakers, relief organizations and academia. On the 

other hand, women have rendered themselves invisible to the public view through their 

responses to homelessness, either employing strategies to avoid street homelessness, 

disguising their homeless status or hiding themselves while sleeping rough (which may 

occur more often among women than is usually stated). 

Several gendered features of homelessness were discussed throughout the chapter. 

Women´s (overall) socioeconomic disadvantage and traditional (and changing) 

sociocultural domains, particularly women´s roles in the household, their marital status 

and motherhood, are deeply connected to female homelessness. Domestic violence, as 

well as family and relationship breakdown, are salient gender-specific issues propelling 

women´s homelessness. Women´s trajectories through homelessness are frequently 

punctuated by hidden homeless situations (especially living with family members or 

friends), but these informal arrangements do not constitute a long-term solution to their 

housing crisis. For a series of reasons, women may seek formal support and present to 

services at a lower rate or at a later point compared with their male counterparts. Women 

tend to value service-led accommodation that provides them with privacy, clean facilities, 

a sense of safety, independence, practicalities and more homely environments. Finally, 

irrespective of the differences among women in their reported needs, some diverge from 

those of men, namely with respect to motherhood, reproductive issues and cleanliness. 
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Female long-term and recurrent homelessness and older women´s homelessness 

feature prominently in the many gaps on women´s homelessness research. Nevertheless, 

there is growing evidence that women may experience long-term and recurrent 

homelessness albeit differently than men. Essentially, women may endure prolonged 

and/or repeat patterns of mobility between different living situations - more or less 

concealed from services and the public view - that do not represent secure or adequate 

accommodation. A focus on older women emerged recently in the homelessness 

literature, beginning to reveal singularities - related to their life stage - in their reasons for 

becoming homeless, experiences through homelessness and reported needs. More 

research is needed on older women´s homelessness, a phenomenon that is expected to 

rise and which is embedded in a unique context of vulnerability. 
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CHAPTER 3. WOMEN´S HOMELESSNESS IN THE PORTUGUESE 

CONTEXT 

 

3.1. Introduction 

This chapter examines female homelessness in the Portuguese context. Firstly, 

existing knowledge about homeless women in Portugal is reviewed. Following this, 

homelessness in general, and women´s homelessness in particular, are framed in wider 

realms of poverty, education, employment, welfare provision, housing issues and gender 

inequality. A critical insight into the Portuguese official data on homelessness and into 

national homelessness policies is then provided. The chapter concludes by depicting the 

Portuguese homeless service sector and analysing it from a gender perspective. This 

chapter is aimed at discussing significant issues related to homelessness in Portugal, 

situating homelessness in the macro-level national context, and providing a critical 

reflection about the situation of homeless women in the domains under consideration. 

 

3.2. Existing knowledge about homeless women in Portugal 

Homeless women are under-researched in Portugal. This may be related to a 

dominant view of homelessness as rooflessness, which can lead to a misguided 

impression that homelessness affects primarily men (Bruto da Costa & Baptista, 1999). 

Indeed, the Portuguese public opinion tends to perceive homeless persons (predominantly 

men) as rough sleepers (Albino, 2009; Miguel, Ornelas, & Maroco, 2010) 38. Three 

further studies have focused on the representations of homeless people in the Portuguese 

press online across several periods of time (Bernardo, 2019; Caeiro & Gonçalves, 2015; 

Silva, 2011) 39. According to Bernardo (2019) and Silva (2011), homeless women were 

mentioned only in a minority of the news published online and were typically depicted in 

a pejorative manner (e.g. mentally ill, heavy users of alcohol). These studies highlight 

that the media can play a role in the social construction of reality and in disseminating 

 
38 Data provided by two studies about the Portuguese public opinion on homelessness, which were based 

on inquiries applied by phone, at national level, to 200 respondents (Miguel et al., 2010) and 300 

respondents (Albino, 2009), respectively.  
39 Bernardo (2019) analysed 557 news published online by the newspaper Diário de Notícias between 1994 

and 2014. Caeiro and Gonçalves (2015) examined the news related to homeless people between 2009 and 

2013, covering 69 online newspapers. Silva (2011) analysed 542 news released online between October 

2005 and April 2009. 
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stereotypical representations of homeless people. Referring to the images that accompany 

the textual content of the news, Caeiro and Gonçalves (2015, p. 109) state that “iconic 

pictures show only the bottom of the anonymous bodies of homeless people in public 

spaces, clearly […] reinforcing the stereotype of a homogenous group that must 

ultimately be removed from public spaces”. The pictures to which these authors refer tend 

to portray male or indistinct figures. In depicting homelessness as a relatively 

homogenous phenomenon composed of rough sleepers (typically men), the media render 

invisible a host of other persons who experience homelessness (Bernardo, 2019), 

contributing to obscure an understanding of homelessness, in general, and female 

homelessness, in particular. 

Another reason for the paucity of research on homeless women in Portugal may 

be linked to the fragmented nature of women´s studies, which lack a broader perspective 

capable of connecting issues such as domestic violence, for example, with female 

homelessness (Bruto da Costa & Baptista, 1999). The dearth of national research on 

female homelessness may also be associated with the fact that gender issues are a 

relatively recent topic in the Portuguese social sciences. Gender issues emerged slowly 

and irregularly after the revolution of April 1974, which brought about the fall of a 

dictatorial political regime lasting for four decades (Amâncio, 2003). 

Nevertheless, it was possible to gather nine studies with information on homeless 

women. These studies include seven master´s theses (Barros, 2010; Gomes, 2002; Lopes, 

2017; Machado, 2012; Marques, 2012; Martins, 2017; Quintas, 2010), one doctoral 

dissertation (Carrinho, 2012) and one study coordinated by the Institute for Social 

Security (Baptista, A. Silva, M. J. Silva, & Quintal, 2005). In addition, one national report 

on female homelessness was produced for the European Observatory on Homelessness 

(Bruto da Costa & Baptista, 1999). Only five of the master´s theses and the national report 

were dedicated to homeless women 40.  

Broadly speaking, researchers in Portugal focused on women rough sleepers, users 

of support services and/or residents in shelters. Most studies provide descriptive 

 
40 In the remaining four studies, data was collected from homeless men and women, and some findings 

were disaggregated by sex. These 10 references are summarized in Appendix 9. Despite having performed 

several rounds of searches over time and explored different sources (e.g. Google search, universities 

repositorium), in order to gather information as complete and updated as possible, the researcher might not 

have found all studies on female homelessness conducted in Portugal. Particular attention was given to 

research produced in the last two decades. 
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information about sociodemographic details of homeless women, the causes of their 

homelessness, their living situations, social networks, mental health and substance use 

profile, and reported needs. Only three of the studies dedicated to homeless women adopt 

a more in-depth and comprehensive view of female homelessness. These studies explore, 

for example, the unfolding of homelessness in the women´s lives, their experiences 

through homelessness and engagement with services, and the meanings they attach to 

home and homelessness (Barros, 2010; Lopes, 2017; Machado, 2012). However, these 

studies samples are small, comprising 15 homeless women in total, which raises concern 

about the generalisability of the findings (Herbert, 2000; Hoolachan, 2016). Table 3 

summarizes the characteristics of homeless women generated by the studies outlined and 

by other scattered sources. 

 

Table 3. Characterization of homeless women in Portugal 

Features Main findings 

Age Varies according to the studies. For example, 85.8% of female users of the organization 
Assistência Médica Internacional (AMI), in Lisbon, from 2003 to 2006, were aged between 21 
and 49 years (Martins, 2017). In the study conducted by Gomes (2002), which included women 
rough sleepers and users of support services and shelters, in Lisbon, 42% were over 50 years. 

Among women residing in rooms paid for by social services, in Lisbon and Porto, 38.5% were 
over 50 years (Baptista et al., 2005). 

Nationality Mostly Portuguese. A small number of women came from Portuguese-speaking African countries 

and, rarely, from Brazil and Spain (Carrinho, 2012; Gomes, 2002; Lopes, 2017). Some research 
indicates that most non-Portuguese homeless population was born in Portuguese-speaking African 
countries, Brazil and Eastern European countries, but these data are not disaggregated by sex (ISS 
IP, 2005; Martins, 2017). 

Birth-place In a study conducted in Lisbon, 42% of the women were born in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area 
(Gomes, 2002). 

Educational 

attainment 

Most homeless women have basic education and a few are illiterate (Carrinho, 2012; Gomes, 2002; 

Marques, 2012; Martins, 2017). 

Training and 

employment 

Most women are unemployed and some report long-term and very long-term unemployment a. 

Others are retired or, alternatively, are students or are attending training courses (Bruto da Costa 
& Baptista, 1999; Carrinho, 2012; Gomes, 2002; Lopes, 2017; Marques, 2012; Martins, 2017).  

Sources of 
income 

Some women do not report sources of income. Others receive social welfare payments or support 
from family and friends. Homeless women can also resort to begging, parking cars or survival sex 
as a means of living (Bruto da Costa & Baptista, 1999; Gomes, 2002; Lopes, 2017; Marques, 2012; 
Martins, 2017; Quintas, 2010).  

Marital status 
and intimate 
relationships 

Most women are single, separated/divorced or widows (Carrinho, 2012; Gomes, 2002; Lopes, 
2017; Marques, 2012; Martins, 2017). Homeless women report that they are in an intimate 
relationship more often than men, regardless of their marital status (Quintas, 2010). 

Motherhood 
and children 

Most homeless women are mothers. They are often separated from their children, who live with 
relatives or in residential care settings (Barros, 2010; Carrinho, 2012; Gomes, 2002; Lopes, 2017; 
Martins, 2017). These findings corroborate international literature suggesting that a large number 
of homeless women accessing services are mothers unaccompanied by their children (e.g. Dotson, 

2011; Mayock & Sheridan, 2012). The reasons underpinning these mother-child separations and 
the women´s views about this experience are rarely described in Portuguese research. Available 
evidence corroborates international literature in that separation from their children is a painful 
experience (Barros, 2010; Dotson, 2011; Enders-Dragässer, 2010; Hutchinson et al., 2014) and 
some women wish to reunite with their children (Barros, 2010; Carrinho, 2012; Dotson, 2011; 
Gomes, 2002; Hutchinson et al., 2014). 

Six of the nine homeless women in the study conducted by Lopes (2017) were lone mothers. These 
women were particularly vulnerable to poverty in a context of low educational attainment, low 
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income, weak or absent support networks, inadequate social protection and a dearth of childcare 

services. This research suggests that lone parenthood may be salient in the lives of homeless 
women in Portugal, which was similarly described at international level (e.g. Schwartz et al., 2010; 
van den Dries et al., 2016; Watson, 2000). In Portugal, there is a lack of information about 
homeless families, but stakeholders consider that lone-parent families are particularly vulnerable 
to homelessness (Perista, 2019). 

Social 
networks 

A number of studies mention that homeless women rarely maintain contact with family members 
and their social networks are absent or scarce (Barros, 2010; Carrinho, 2012; Gomes, 2002; Lopes, 
2017; Marques, 2012). By contrast, other studies reveal that women keep in contact with family 
members (Baptista et al., 2005; Bruto da Costa & Baptista, 1999; Martins, 2017) and their social 
networks extend beyond service providers and other homeless persons, including family, friends 

and acquaintances (Quintas, 2010). 

Mental health 
and substance 

use profile 

Some studies show a higher prevalence of mental illness among women, compared with their male 
counterparts, including depression, schizophrenia and psychosis (Carrinho, 2012; Marques, 2012; 

Quintas, 2010). The rates of drug use among homeless women vary between 14% (Carrinho, 2012) 
and 33.3% (ISS IP, 2005), occurring predominantly in younger age groups. Alcohol abuse or 
dependence among homeless women ranges from null (Marques, 2012) to 45% (Bento & Barreto, 
2002). These findings mirror international research with respect to a high rate of mental illness 
and problematic substance use among homeless women, but also demonstrate a considerable 
heterogeneity across studies. At national and international level, the role played by these features 
on women´s homelessness is debatable and poorly documented. Essentially, it is argued that these 
features may be either cause or consequence of homelessness. A detailed review of these topics is 

presented in Appendix 10 and shows that, at present, no robust conclusions can be drawn on these 
matters (e.g. Duke & Searby, 2019; Hossain et al., 2020; Phipps et al., 2018; Wolf et al., 2016).   

 
 

a Legally, an individual who is registered in the Institute for Employment and Professional Training for more than 12 
months is considered long-term unemployed. Very long-term unemployed individuals are over 45 years and registered 

in the Institute for Employment and Professional Training for more than 25 months (Decreto-Lei n.º 72/2017 de 21 de 
junho).  
 

As documented in Table 3, low educational attainment, unemployment and 

income poverty are striking features of homeless women in Portugal. These findings are 

consistent with international literature (e.g. Jones, 1999; Reeve et al., 2006; Sheridan, 

2017) and represent an important background for their vulnerability to homelessness. This 

vulnerability may be accentuated by the formation of single-person households or 

marriage breakdown (Edgar & Doherty, 2001; Watson, 2000), which must be taken into 

account because most homeless women in Portugal are single, separated/divorced or 

widows, according to available data. As discussed in the previous chapter, relationship or 

marital status is a significant determinant of women´s economic and housing conditions. 

Women, particularly on low-income, poorly paid or insecure employment, may be more 

vulnerable to homelessness without the protection offered by another breadwinner (e.g. 

Denton & Boos, 2007; Edgar & Doherty, 2001; Watson, 2000). 

Portuguese research echoes international literature with respect to the women´s 

perceived reasons for becoming homeless, which are diverse and include: family conflict 

or rupture; loss of affective relationships (e.g. separation, death of a partner); intimate 

partner violence/domestic violence; being asked to leave home; health issues; problematic 

substance use; unemployment; a lack of income; high-level rents; running into debt; lack 
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of support from the state; and judicial problems (Barros, 2010; Bruto da Costa & Baptista, 

1999; Carrinho, 2012; Gomes, 2002; Lopes, 2017; Machado, 2012; Marques, 2012; 

Quintas, 2010). These reasons - or precipitating causes of homelessness - are typically 

presented in a descriptive manner and the underlying processes are not discussed in 

relation to the women´s biographies. Therefore, there is a paucity of knowledge on how 

exactly did these “triggers” propel women´s homelessness. In this way, the complex 

combination of events, experiences and interactions that lead to homelessness among 

women (Mayock & Sheridan, 2012; Reeve et al., 2006; Sheridan, 2017) remains largely 

unexplored in the Portuguese context. Furthermore, very little is known about subgroups 

of homeless women in Portugal and the unfolding of homelessness in their lives, 

including youth (Casanova & Menezes, 2009) and older women (Baptista et al., 2005; 

Gomes, 2002).  

Portuguese data are conflicting in what regards female rough sleeping (Assistência 

Médica Internacional [AMI], 2012-2019; Barros, 2010; Gomes, 2002; Marques, 2012; 

Martins, 2017). For example, reports released by AMI between 2012 and 2019 document 

relatively low rates of women rough sleepers, oscillating between 11.7% and 19.4% of 

female users of AMI services. Gomes (2002), on the other hand, describes that 30% 

(n=15) of the women in his study had slept rough. These data provide a static picture of 

female rough sleeping, which is limited to the period of data collection. In contrast, Barros 

(2010) reconstructed women´s housing and homeless trajectories, and demonstrated that 

four of the five participants in her study had slept rough at some point in their lives and 

one of them experienced rough sleeping on two separate occasions. This study offers 

relevant insight into the women´s patterns of movement between living situations such as 

rough sleeping, squats, shelters, refuge accommodation and residential settings run by 

faith-based services. These findings are consistent with international research that 

emphasizes a high degree of mobility between different living situations among women 

who lack housing (Jones, 1999; Mayock et al., 2015b; Reeve et al., 2007). The women´s 

experiences of rough sleeping are under-researched in Portugal, but existing evidence 

corroborates international research in terms of: a variety of places that women use while 

sleeping rough (e.g. doorways, abandoned vehicles, hospital waiting rooms) (Marques, 

2012; Martins, 2017); a feeling of vulnerability and victimization in street-based settings 

(Barros, 2010; Carrinho, 2012; Machado, 2012); and one account of rough sleeping as a 

liberating experience after leaving an abusive partner (Machado, 2012). 
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Portuguese research did not focus on particular forms of homelessness, such as 

hidden homelessness and long-term or recurrent homelessness. A few studies and 

statistics reveal that women rely on their family and friends, in order to secure 

accommodation, to a considerable extent and more often than men. For instance, reports 

released by AMI show that staying with family and friends was the most commonly cited 

living situation of female users of AMI between 2012 and 2019 (AMI, 2012-2019). 

However, there is no knowledge about the experience of hidden homelessness among 

women in Portugal. Regarding the duration of women´s homelessness, available data are 

scarce and unclear. Moreover, there is no official definition of long-term homelessness in 

Portugal, making it difficult to decide what should be considered short-term or long-term 

homelessness 41. Some studies and reports describe lengthier periods of homelessness, 

particularly rooflessness, among men (Bruto da Costa & Baptista, 1999; Carrinho, 2012; 

Quintas, 2010). For example, in the sample analysed by Bruto da Costa and Baptista 

(1999), the average duration of women´s homelessness was nine months versus 27.6 

months for men. Others, on the contrary, indicate that many women remain homeless for 

prolonged periods of time (AMI, 2012-2014; Gomes, 2002; Martins, 2017). For instance, 

reports released by AMI between 2012 and 2014 demonstrate that 66.7% up to 69.9% of 

female users of AMI services (ranging from 95 to 130 women per year) experienced 

homelessness for more than one year (AMI, 2012-2014). In summary, there is no robust 

understanding of the prevalence, patterns and experience of long-term or recurrent 

homelessness among women in the Portuguese context. 

Portuguese research provides relevant data on homeless women´s use and 

experiences of support services and their reported needs. More than 70% of the women 

studied by Gomes (2002) and Marques (2012) were in contact with the homeless service 

sector. Some women depicted their interactions with service providers as positive and 

supportive while others mentioned a lack of appropriate support (Barros, 2010). Some 

expressed a need for earlier intervention on the part of services and improvement in 

service provision (e.g. more staff, specialized services, service providers being more 

 
41 Nevertheless, one report created by the Working Group for Intervention of the National Strategy on 

Homelessness 2017-2023 (which will be discussed ahead) designates long-term homeless persons as those 

who experience homelessness for more than one year (Grupo de Trabalho para a Intervenção da Estratégia 

Nacional para a Integração das Pessoas em Situação de Sem-Abrigo, 2018). According to the most recent 

characterization of homeless people in Portugal (referring to December 2018), 53.13% of the 6044 

homeless persons counted at national level (n=3211) experienced homelessness for more than one year. 

However, these data were not disaggregated by sex (GTMA ENIPSSA, 2020b). 
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human, kind and competent) (Bruto da Costa & Baptista, 1999; Lopes, 2017). Shelters 

were criticized for their inflexible schedules (namely because they are closed during the 

day), rigid rules, a lack of privacy, occurrence of robbery, limited period of stay (despite 

being often exceeded), and a mixture of people with different problems (Barros, 2010; 

Lopes, 2017). Some women prefer female-only accommodation (Barros, 2010) while 

others do not express concern with the gender neutrality of services (Lopes, 2017) 42. 

Some women suggested that shelters should remain open all day (especially during the 

winter), have a more welcoming environment, and provide occupational activities. 

Finally, women who experienced rough sleeping explained that female public bathhouses 

are needed (Barros, 2010).  

The perceived needs of homeless women invariably focus on accommodation, a 

job and financial resources (Barros, 2010; Carrinho, 2012; Gomes, 2002; Marques, 2012; 

Martins, 2017). Women studied by Barros (2010) wished to move to permanent housing, 

rather than staying temporarily in shelters or guesthouses. These women were aware that 

they needed a reliable source of income and affordable housing provision if this was to 

happen (in this regard, long waiting lists for social housing were considered problematic). 

Women tend to express combined needs (sometimes referring to the needs of their 

children too) and wish to maintain some autonomy in an attempt to solve their situations. 

Moreover, they are motivated to participate in the solution of their problems to a greater 

extent than their male counterparts. Overall, these findings seem to question conventional 

images of homeless women as vulnerable and dependent on services (Bruto da Costa & 

Baptista, 1999).  

 

3.3. The structural context of women´s homelessness in Portugal 

In this section, homelessness in general, and female homelessness in particular, 

are situated in wider contexts of poverty, education, employment, welfare provision, 

housing issues and gender inequality. Considerations are given to the situation of women 

across these realms, the links with female homelessness, and how these realms are 

addressed in the policy domain.  

 

 
42 According to Lopes (2017), women do not recognize their gendered vulnerability to homelessness and 

resign themselves to meeting basic needs in a context of extreme suffering and deprivation. 
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3.3.1. Poverty, education, employment and family life 

Poverty is a structural and extensive social problem in the Portuguese context 

(Capucha, 2005; Perista & Baptista, 2010) 43. This can be related, to a significant extent, 

to a host of dynamics associated with the Portuguese dictatorial regime which spanned 

from the early 1930s to the early 1970s. These dynamics encompassed, for example, an 

under-developed economic system, a disinvestment in education, the fact that social 

protection was mainly left to the responsibility of families, and a lack of public policies 

focused on the fight against poverty (Capucha, 2005). The democratic revolution of April 

1974 brought about a reduction in the levels of poverty. This stemmed from several 

factors, including: growth of wages; relatively low unemployment rates; modernization 

of economy; and policy measures such as the establishment of a minimum wage, 

improvement in education and health care, creation and successive reformation of a 

universal system of social protection, and the introduction of social welfare payments 

such as the solidary complement for elderly people and the social insertion income 

(Capucha, 2015). The process of globalization of the Portuguese economy begun after the 

democratic revolution and expanded since 1986 with membership of the European 

Economic Community (Capucha, 2005). 

After a period of economic growth, the international crisis of 2007/2008 hit 

Portugal. In response to the consequent economic crisis and following EU orientations, 

Portugal implemented austerity measures since 2010. These measures were reinforced 

after the memorandum of understanding signed in May 2011 with the Troika (European 

Central Bank, European Commission and International Monetary Fund). Short-term 

measures designed to provide immediate increases in receipts and cuts in public 

expenditure jeopardized many of the political and socioeconomic achievements in the last 

decades (Capucha, 2015; González, 2014). At-risk-of-poverty rate increased between 

2011 and 2013 (Alves, 2015) but, in recent years, there is a trend towards poverty 

reduction (EAPN Portugal, 2018b; Instituto Nacional de Estatística, I. P. [INE IP], 2017, 

2018a). In 2018, 2.2 million people were at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion (21.6% of 

 
43 Poverty can be understood as a situation of deprivation due to a lack of resources. The concepts of poverty 

and social exclusion are interconnected but are not equivalent (Bruto da Costa, 2015). Social exclusion can 

be viewed as a process of successive ruptures with core systems (i.e. social, economic, institutional, 

territorial and symbolic systems) whereby individuals become excluded from social participation. Poverty 

implies social exclusion but some forms of social exclusion do not necessarily mean or reflect poverty 

(Perista & Baptista, 2010). Appendix 11 details the indicators of poverty and social exclusion that are 

mentioned in this section. 
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the resident population in Portugal), representing a reduction of 1.7% compared with 

2017 (INE IP, 2018a). However, Portugal has one of the highest rates of poverty, 

persistent poverty and inequality in income distribution in the EU (Alves, 2015; EAPN 

Portugal, 2018b; González, 2014). The risk of poverty affects different groups of the 

population to varying degrees and there is a gender gap in poverty and persistent poverty 

to the detriment of women (EAPN Portugal, 2018b; INE IP, 2017, 2018a). 

Portugal is a singular case in terms of illiteracy compared with other European 

countries. In the late 19th century, a large majority of the population was illiterate. Deeply 

entrenched in conservative Catholicism and traditional gender roles, the rates of illiteracy 

were higher among women (Pimentel & Melo, 2015). A significant and consistent growth 

of female educational levels occurred in the last decades. However, the rate of feminine 

illiteracy is still 6.8% (versus male rate of 3.5%), according to 2011 census (INE IP, 2012) 

44. In Portugal, older women (aged between 50-65 years) are particularly affected by low 

levels of education (Torres et al., 2018). Available evidence suggests an association 

between low educational attainment and disadvantage in the labour market. Low 

educational attainment was linked to an early entry in the labour market in the study 

conducted by Sagnier et al. (2019), in which 78% of women with basic education started 

to work under the age of 18 years. This study also shows that women´s low educational 

attainment is related to high unemployment rates, low wages and more exits from the 

labour market due to family duties. In a similar vein, González (2014) describes low 

employment rates among individuals with limited education and a gender gap to the 

detriment of women in this population sector. Low educational levels lead to less 

favourable segments of the labour market, which are commonly characterized by 

professional disqualification, low wages and job precarity (Perista et al., 1992; Perista & 

Baptista, 2010). This does not mean, however, that women´s higher levels of education 

necessarily lead to secure and well-paid employment (Torres et al., 2018). 

In the Portuguese labour market, there is an overall trend towards women´s 

disadvantage, particularly in terms of high unemployment rates (in spite of a significant 

female participation rate in the labour market), temporary contracts, part-time work, and 

gender pay and gender pension gaps (EAPN Portugal, 2018a; EIGE, 2018; European 

Parliament [EP], 2016; Fundação Francisco Manuel dos Santos [FFMS], 2018a; 

 
44 For a brief review of the female educational profile in Portugal see Appendix 12. 
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González, 2014; Torres et al., 2018) 45. Female participation in the labour market must be 

contextualized in the household´s distribution of domestic and care chores, which is 

unequal since women dedicate more time than men to unpaid work (EAPN, 2017; EIGE, 

2018; Torres et al., 2018). Assuming more responsibility and spending more time with 

domestic and care duties can contribute to women´s disadvantage because of a lower or 

intermittent participation in the labour market and a higher vulnerability to poverty 

(EAPN, 2017; EP, 2016). Women are further penalized because domestic work is not part 

of economic and productive circuits, being socially devalued and left at the margins of 

social protection schemes (i.e. does not count to retirement) (Perista et al., 1992).  

Traditional gender roles may affect the labour market participation of poor women 

to a greater extent. Domestic environments remain essentially feminine in impoverished 

families, with women being responsible for domestic chores, raising children and taking 

care of elderly and/or sick family members. Under this family model, female paid jobs 

may be downplayed and women´s participation in the labour market may be jeopardized 

(Perista et al., 1992; Teixeira, 2018). Some poor women stay at home taking care of their 

children because they cannot access or afford childcare (EAPN, 2017; Perista et al., 

1992). Moreover, families with higher levels of deprivation, lower educational resources, 

less professional qualifications and lower incomes tend to receive less informal and 

family support in financial, emotional and practical terms (Pereirinha et al., 2008). Many 

of the poor women´s social networks are also deprived and cannot assist them with 

material or financial support (Teixeira, 2018) 46. 

In Portugal, homeless women are notoriously absent from research on female 

poverty (Martins, 2017). Yet, available evidence demonstrates striking similarities 

between poor and homeless women with respect to low educational attainment, 

disadvantage in the labour market, financial hardship and a pattern of intergenerational 

reproduction of poverty. Little is known about homeless women´s school trajectories, but 

existing data mirror poor women´s schooling in terms of premature disengagement with 

the school system and reported reasons for leaving school, including: poor family 

backgrounds (meaning that parents could not afford these women´s education and/or they 

had to supplement the family income or stay at home taking care of youngest siblings or 

 
45 Appendix 13 provides a characterization of the Portuguese labour market and its gendered analysis. 
46 Drawing on a comparison between deprived and homeless people, including women, Carrinho (2012) 

showed that homeless persons had lower levels of informal support (reporting less family members and 

close friends as well as lower emotional, affective and logistical support) compared with deprived people.  
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performing domestic chores); a feeling of incapacity to proceed with their education; and 

depreciation of the importance of education in their families and social contexts (Baptista 

et al., 2005; Castro, Costa, Santos, Antunes, & Guerra, 2012; Perista et al., 1992; Teixeira, 

2018). These findings illustrate some of the factors related to family life that can 

negatively impact children´s educational attainment (Schoon & Lyons-Amos, 2017). 

Employment trajectories of poor and homeless women are also quite similar in that they 

are typically characterized by: an early and low skilled entry in the labour market 

(frequently between the ages of 12 and 16 years); instability and precarity; irregular 

participation in the labour market; and poorly paid occupations such as cleaning, ironing, 

dressmaking, waitressing and taking care of elderly people (Baptista et al., 2005; Barros, 

2010; Castro et al., 2012; Gomes, 2002; Marques, 2012; Perista et al., 1992; Teixeira, 

2018). Too often, these occupations do not involve work contracts and do not enable 

women to make contributions to the social protection system (Martins, 2017; Serviços de 

Assistência Organizações de Maria [SAOM], 2007). Homeless women may be more 

likely to find employment in cleaning than men (Martins, 2017; SAOM, 2007), but they 

find it difficult to obtain well-paid jobs because of a low educational attainment, poor 

health condition and personal appearance (e.g. lack of teeth) (Barros, 2010; Carrinho, 

2012; Gomes, 2002; Marques, 2012; Martins, 2017). In summary, available evidence 

suggests a common backdrop of socioeconomic disadvantage experienced by poor and 

homeless women in the Portuguese context. 

In Portugal and across Europe, homelessness has been addressed by social policies 

aimed at combating poverty and promoting social inclusion (European Commission [EC], 

2013). Illustrating this point, homelessness was addressed in the four successive National 

Plans for Social Inclusion (from 2001 to 2010) 47. The analysis of these plans shows that 

homeless persons are seen as a group vulnerable to poverty and social exclusion, and their 

social inclusion is a key area for intervention. However, most of the measures to tackle 

homelessness are oriented towards obtaining more information on homelessness or 

responding to homeless people´s basic needs and health care. In her analysis of the 

National Plan for Social Inclusion 2006-2008, Ferreira (2015) argues that there is a focus 

on individual characteristics of homeless persons and a lack of references to structural 

 
47 Appendix 14 documents how homelessness and female homelessness are presented and addressed in 

these plans. The idea of creating National Plans for Social Inclusion in EU Member States emerged after 

the European Council of Lisbon, in 2000, in which the fight against poverty and social exclusion was 

considered a central element of the European social policy (GIMAE, 2009). 
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drivers of homelessness, such as policies undermining employment and their contribution 

to extreme poverty. This trend is similarly found in the remaining three plans (Estratégia 

Nacional para a Protecção Social e Inclusão Social [ENPSIS] 2008-2010; Resolução do 

Conselho de Ministros n.º 91/2001 de 6 de agosto; Resolução do Conselho de Ministros 

n.º 192/2003 de 23 de dezembro). 

A critical analysis of the National Plans for Social Inclusion through a gender lens 

reveals several shortcomings. All of these plans depict homelessness as a male-dominated 

phenomenon, which is rooted in a narrow vision of homelessness that focuses on 

rooflessness and shelter use. In total, homeless women are mentioned twice in these plans. 

On one occasion, it is stated that women are a minority among the homeless population. 

On other occasion, a growing presence of women among rough sleepers is noted. These 

plans assume, in principle, a gender perspective on the analysis of social problems, 

implementation of adequate responses and evaluation of results. In practice, however, 

they fail to recognize a gender perspective on homelessness. Furthermore, there are no 

references to structural drivers of female homelessness. These plans address some of the 

structural factors that may contribute to women´s poverty and vulnerability to 

homelessness (e.g. gender disparities in labour market participation). However, these 

structural factors are not connected to female homelessness. This means that homeless 

women are mentioned in a decontextualized manner, which contributes to obscure the 

structural background that places them at risk for homelessness (ENPSIS 2008-2010; 

Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 91/2001 de 6 de agosto;  Resolução do Conselho 

de Ministros n.º 192/2003 de 23 de dezembro; Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 

166/2006 de 15 de dezembro). 

 

3.3.2. Welfare provision 

As discussed in the previous chapter, countries with less extensive and generous 

welfare systems, such as the Southern European countries, are expected to have more 

homelessness driven primarily by poverty (Bretherton et al., 2016). The Portuguese 

welfare system is characterized by late development compared with other European 

countries, inefficiency of welfare-state institutions, and social assistance schemes marked 

by low levels of income (which do not enable individuals to rise above the poverty 

threshold). Moreover, there is a prevailing view of family as the primary locus of 



71 

 

solidarity, particularly in terms of provision of care and support (Baptista & O´Sullivan, 

2008; Silva, 2013). A family network capable of assisting its members in terms of 

accommodation may counteract some inefficiency of weaker welfare systems. In this 

context, women (and men) with frail family ties or without family may be even more 

vulnerable to homelessness (Bretherton et al., 2016). 

In addition, Portuguese social security is based on the duration of professional 

activities, levels of wages and lifelong contributory careers, which entails the promotion, 

reproduction and intensification of social asymmetries (Baptista & O´Sullivan, 2008; 

Silva, 2013). Women, particularly on low-income, may be more vulnerable within this 

type of welfare system, benefiting from lower levels of social protection in the advent of 

critical circumstances such as unemployment, disability and retirement. This is because 

they are more likely to interrupt their professional activities due to an unbalanced work 

distribution (male productive and paid work versus female reproductive and unpaid 

work), as explained earlier. Consequently, they may have irregular, short or non-existing 

contributory careers. Sometimes, employers do not proceed to these women´s registration 

in the Institute for Social Security, as in the case of housekeepers. Other women do not 

make contributions to social security because they cannot prescind of part of low wages 

that do not even cover daily expenses (Perista et al., 1992). 

 

3.3.3. Housing issues 

In Portugal, as in other European countries, housing-related factors can propel 

homelessness among some people (particularly on low-income), and restrict preventative 

approaches and sustainable ways out of homelessness. The main housing-related factors 

associated with homelessness in the Portuguese context are a shortage of social housing, 

a mismatch between demand and supply of social housing, a lack of affordable housing, 

rising housing costs, and a failure of programmes designed to increase social rental 

market solutions (Baptista & Marlier, 2019; Perista, 2019). These factors are discussed 

next while a broad contextualization of housing in Portugal is presented in Appendix 15. 

Only 2% of the housing stock is allocated to social housing in Portugal, 

representing approximately 118000 units (Antunes, 2019), which is one of the lowest 

figures in Europe (Xerez, Rodrigues, & Cardoso, 2018). There is a mismatch between 

available social housing units and the number of families in need of social housing in 
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most municipalities (Perista, 2019). Long waiting lists for social housing are documented 

(extending from two to seven years) and some housing units are in a state of neglect and 

disrepair (Farha, 2017; Kenna, Benjaminsen, Busch-Geertsema, & Nasarre-Aznar, 2016). 

In addition, Portuguese social housing policies have been characterized by a lack of 

effectiveness, continuity, and medium and long-term strategic views (Aires, Cruz, Santos, 

& Estivill, 2012; Antunes, 2019; Pimenta, 1992). Social housing is not the only response 

to housing deficits but it is part of the solution (EP, 2016; Kenna et al., 2016). A proper 

social housing stock can offer secure and affordable housing to people on low-income, 

unemployed or in precarious employment, people unable to compete in housing markets, 

and people requiring support to maintain tenancies (Kenna et al., 2016). In Portugal, 

homeless people have not been prioritized to the allocation of social housing because 

housing programmes have focused on diminishing the number of shanties and supporting 

economically vulnerable people living in very low-quality housing (Aires et al., 2012; 

Baptista, 2013). 

A lack of affordable housing and rising housing costs are risk factors for 

homelessness in the Portuguese context (Perista, 2019) 48. Housing affordability, 

particularly in Lisbon city, must be contextualized within several trends occurring in the 

last decade, including: a touristic boom and an increase in the tourist industry; the 

commodification of housing in a growing globalized and financialized market; and a 

neoliberal turn in housing and urban rehabilitation policies (Farha, 2017; Mendes, 2017; 

Morais, Silva, & Mendes, 2018). The revitalization of Lisbon historic centre (largely 

grounded on tourism and transnational mobility) is being associated with studentification, 

touristification and gentrification (Baptista, Nofre, & Jorge, 2018; Viegas, 2019) 49. Such 

processes are developing rapidly and at a larger scale than in the past, involving a wide 

range of actors such as foreign investors (Mendes, 2017). Portuguese property market is 

attractive to foreign buyers for several reasons. For example, transaction costs are cheaper 

 
48 According to the European Housing Exclusion Index, Portugal is one of the countries where inequality 

increased in housing expenditure (Fondation Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA, 2019), as detailed in Appendix 16. 

Furthermore, the National Poverty Watch Report from September 2018 (the latest available) calls attention 

to the rising costs of housing in the first quarter of 2018, compared with the same period in 2017, 

particularly in the cities of Porto (plus 22.7%) and Lisbon (plus 20.4%) (EAPN Portugal, 2018a). 
49 Studentification is a process through which particular neighbourhoods become dominated by student 

residential occupation (Anderson, n.d.). It is noteworthy that Lisbon is a major destination for European 

Erasmus students (Baptista et al., 2018). Touristification refers to a significant expansion of tourism in a 

given territory. Such expansion involves a demand of the territory as a touristic destination and an increased 

supply of services and equipment related to tourism. Finally, gentrification is a phenomenon of social 

change and appropriation of popular/traditional urban areas by wealthier people, which can lead to 

displacement of poorer households, particularly due to rising costs of housing (Mendes, 2017).  
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in Portugal than in other European countries, there are no restrictions on ownership for 

foreign investors, and incentivising measures to attract foreign investment are in place 

(e.g. Golden visas) (Farha, 2017; Fondation Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA, 2019). In this 

context, housing becomes a commodity subjected to transnational demand and flux of 

capital (Morais et al., 2018). Property owners may choose to sell their properties to 

foreign investors or convert them to units for short-term touristic rentals, which is more 

lucrative than long-term rental contracts with tenants. The negative consequences for 

local residents and tenants include a reduction of the stock of available units to rent, less 

opportunities for long-term rental contracts, increased property speculation, rising 

housing costs and evictions (Farha, 2017; Mendes, 2017; Morais et al., 2018). 

There is a paucity of national data on evictions, the profile of people evicted, and 

the pathways from eviction to homelessness. These pathways may involve the inadequacy 

of the social support system and weak or absent family networks 50. The alternatives in 

terms of accommodation for households who have been evicted are scarce and largely 

rely on people´s informal support networks. This is because municipalities and support 

mechanisms do not have the capacity to permanently rehouse these persons (Kenna et al., 

2016). 

Portugal has a limited rental market, which is polarized between low rents (often 

related to low-quality houses) and very high rents (inaccessible to the poorest sectors of 

the population) (Aires et al., 2012; Baptista, 2013). The so-called social rental market, 

launched in 2012, was aimed at facilitating access to housing for low-to-average income 

families who had difficulties in accessing the regular housing market. However, this 

initiative did not succeed because the number of units made available by the programme 

partners was very limited. In April 2019, there were 105 units available for social rent in 

the country and only 19 of these were located in Lisbon and Porto Metropolitan Areas 

(Perista, 2019), which are the most populous national territories (INE IP, 2018b).  

A concern with people´s access to housing is becoming apparent in national 

housing policies in recent years (Viegas, 2019). The National Housing Strategy 2015-

2031 is aimed at ensuring people´s access to housing, largely based on urban 

rehabilitation and dynamization of the rental market (Resolução do Conselho de 

 
50 According to data from the inquiry European Statistics of Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC), 

10542 individuals were evicted between 2007 and 2012. However, this figure may be underestimated 

because the sample was based on households living in regular housing and the individuals who became 

homeless after eviction were much less likely to be included in the inquiry (Kenna et al., 2016). 
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Ministros n.º 48/2015 de 15 de julho). The so-called New Generation of Housing Policies, 

launched in 2018, represents an effort to address the main weaknesses of the housing 

market and protect the most vulnerable sectors of the population in terms of access to 

housing (Perista, 2019; Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 50-A/2018 de 2 de maio). 

The first National Housing Framework Law, created in 2019, establishes the right to 

housing and the state´s role in order to guarantee this right to all citizens (Lei n.º 83/2019 

de 3 de setembro). Importantly, the Portuguese Constitution, in its article 65, establishes 

the right to adequate housing. This article states that everyone has the right, for oneself 

and for one´s family, to a house of adequate size enabling the preservation of personal 

intimacy and family privacy (Constituição da República Portuguesa, 2005). 

In Portugal, homelessness has been seen through the lens of social exclusion, 

rather than housing exclusion, and has been addressed primarily by social policies. This 

has contributed to a failure in recognizing that homeless persons need permanent housing 

besides social services (Baptista, 2013). In recent years, however, in Portugal and across 

Europe, there is an increasing concern with the provision of housing solutions for 

homeless people (Baptista & Marlier, 2019). At present, homelessness is included in the 

national housing policies and there is an effort to coordinate policy orientations on 

homelessness and housing, which is a precondition for effective delivery (EC, 2013). For 

the first time in Portugal, central authorities in the field of housing are committed with 

promoting permanent accommodation for homeless people (Baptista, 2018). Broadly 

speaking, current housing policies focus on: offering housing solutions for homeless 

people (e.g. through the provision of social housing); and resettling individuals at risk of 

homelessness, including victims of domestic violence, individuals who are about to be 

evicted and people who are about to be discharged from institutional settings, like 

hospitals or prisons, and do not have housing. Other measures that can contribute to the 

prevention of homelessness include: the regulation of the housing market; an increase in 

the social housing stock; and support in accessing housing for subgroups of the population 

with higher levels of socioeconomic and housing vulnerability (e.g. youth, elderly 

persons, lone-parent families) (Lei n.º 83/2019 de 3 de setembro; Resolução do Conselho 

de Ministros n.º 50-A/2018 de 2 de maio) 51. 

 
51 Housing policy orientations in which homelessness is addressed are detailed in Appendix 17. With 

respect to preventative measures, Portugal has a very limited provision of services aimed at supporting 

households at risk of homelessness. For example, there is a social emergency fund for households at risk 

of becoming homeless, which is run by some municipalities and consists of a temporary payment of part of 
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The housing policies mentioned above can contribute significantly to the fight 

against homelessness (Perista, 2019). Since they have only recently been taken, no 

concrete evidence of their results is available at the time of writing. However, there are 

concerns in this regard. These policy orientations may be inoperative and unable to 

respond to persistent and structural housing problems. Moreover, it may be difficult to 

implement these policies as housing is embedded in a globalized and financialized market 

(Mendes, 2017; Morais et al., 2018). Their implementation may also be hindered by 

insufficient budgets, a lack of resources, and contradictory policy orientations at local 

level (Morais et al., 2018; Viegas, 2019). Moreover, monitoring and evaluation of housing 

policies and programmes in Portugal needs to improve (Xerez et al., 2018). 

Finally, in Portugal, as in other European countries, policy discourse and 

orientations on homelessness and housing adopt a gender-neutral perspective that fails to 

recognize gender-specific issues (Löfstrand & Quilgars, 2016). Portuguese legislation 

and housing policies establish a system of full equality between men and women (Bruto 

da Costa & Baptista, 1999). Yet, women may find it more difficult to secure housing 

because of higher levels of poverty and socioeconomic vulnerability (Bretherton et al., 

2016). According to data from 2014 (the only information available on this matter), there 

is a gender effect to the detriment of poor women, who have an added risk of experiencing 

severe housing deprivation of 1% compared with poor men (Fondation Abbé 

Pierre/FEANTSA, n.d.). Severe housing deprivation is, in turn, associated with a risk of 

homelessness (Farha, 2017). Moreover, lone-parent families are more disadvantaged with 

respect to housing exclusion indicators (Fondation Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA, 2019). 

Considering that most lone-parent families are female-headed (PORDATA webpage), 

these data suggest that lone mothers may be more vulnerable to homelessness than lone 

fathers. Furthermore, data from qualitative studies on female poverty document housing 

precariousness throughout women´s lives and their strong reliance on someone (e.g. 

parents, husband) in financial and housing terms (e.g. Castro et al., 2012). It must be 

recognized, however, that housing policies pay attention to the victims of domestic 

violence and to lone-parent families (which are highly female gendered situations), and 

 
their monthly housing costs. However, the budget available per year and per household may be insufficient 

to cover the rents in some municipalities. Households with rent arrears or difficulties in meeting their 

housing costs can use the welfare system; in these cases, solutions such as temporary benefits are decided 

on a case-by-case basis by social workers (Perista, 2019). 
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can potentially benefit this subset of women experiencing homelessness or at risk of 

homelessness (e.g. Lei n.º 83/2019 de 3 de setembro). 

 

3.3.4. Gender inequality 

The unprivileged situation of women, compared with men, that was discussed 

above, cannot be dissociated from gender equality issues because it is grounded on a 

prevailing model of patriarchal society (in which women are responsible for reproductive 

work) and gender discrimination (which is deeply rooted in social prejudices, attitudes, 

norms and values based on traditional gender roles) (EAPN, 2017). Gender inequality 

translates into different access to, and distribution of, resources such as education, 

employment and money (Torres et al., 2018). The official mechanisms for the promotion 

of gender equality in Western Europe were largely influenced by international initiatives 

and directives in this field. A progressive introduction of women´s issues on the 

international political agenda dates from the 1950s (Ferreira & Monteiro, 2013), as shown 

in a brief historical review presented in Appendix 18. In 1995, the IV International 

Conference of the United Nations on Women resulted in the approval of the Beijing 

Declaration and Platform for Action, which are foundational tools for the promotion of 

gender equality. The Beijing Platform for Action is an extensive programme designed to 

empower women that identifies 12 critical areas for priority intervention including, for 

example, poverty and violence against women (Plataforma Portuguesa para os Direitos 

das Mulheres [PpDM], n.d.). Moreover, it advocates a gender mainstreaming approach, 

which means the “integration of a gender perspective into the preparation, design, 

implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies, regulatory measures and spending 

programs, with a view to promoting equality between women and men, and combating 

discrimination” (EAPN, 2017, p. 13). 

In Portugal, public policies for the promotion of women´s rights and gender 

equality emerged between 1970 and 1980, and two public entities were created with this 

endeavour. The Commission for the Feminine Condition, which is currently designated 

Commission for Citizenship and Gender Equality (CIG), was legally established in 1977 

(Ferreira & Monteiro, 2013). CIG is responsible for the implementation and monitoring 

of the measures aimed at promoting gender equality, and coordinates and monitors the 

National Plans for Gender Equality, which are instruments of public policies designed for 
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the promotion of gender equality (Lopes, 2017; PpDM, n.d.). The Commission for 

Equality in Labour and Employment emerged in 1979 with the aim of enhancing the fight 

against discrimination and promoting gender equality in the areas of employment, 

professional training and labour market (Ferreira & Monteiro, 2013). Importantly, the 

Portuguese Constitution establishes equality between women and men in all domains 

(Constituição da República Portuguesa, 2005). 

Despite some decades of policy and institutional commitment towards the 

promotion of gender equality at national level, gender gaps persist and the implementation 

of a gender mainstreaming approach is not yet an operational reality in Portugal (PpDM, 

n.d.). Several obstacles to the implementation of a gender mainstreaming approach 

continue to exist, namely those related to a prevailing patriarchal matrix in political and 

sociocultural terms (Lopes, 2017). The operationalization of a gender mainstreaming 

approach requires several conditions, including: a strong political will; mechanisms and 

instruments designed for the implementation of legislation; accomplishment of 

international directives in this field; promotion of knowledge and training on gender 

issues; and allocation of resources for the effective implementation of measures aimed at 

promoting gender equality (PpDM, n.d.).  

Of the six plans for gender equality approved in Portugal since 1997, only the 

latest - the National Strategy for Equality and Non-Discrimination 2018-2030 - refers to 

homelessness (Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 61/2018 de 21 de maio). This 

strategy is composed of three action plans, two of which include homelessness: the Action 

Plan for Equality between Women and Men; and the Action Plan to Prevent and Combat 

Violence against Women and Domestic Violence 2018-2021 (which will be discussed 

ahead). The Action Plan for Equality between Women and Men aims to promote gender 

equality in the fight against poverty and social exclusion. Two concrete measures 

addressing homelessness are presented: training on gender equality for professionals 

working with vulnerable groups such as homeless people; and development of 

information, tools and diagnosis of the situation of especially vulnerable women and men, 

including the conduct of a study about the high masculinization rate of homelessness 

(Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 61/2018 de 21 de maio). These measures are 

important because training on gender equality can increase the awareness of professionals 

about the relevance of a gender perspective on homelessness, and research on 

homelessness can expand the existing knowledge about this phenomenon in Portugal. 
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However, the proposal of conducting a study about the high masculinization rate of 

homelessness denotes an assumption that homelessness is a male-dominated 

phenomenon. This assumption reflects a narrow view of homelessness and a limited 

understanding of homelessness from a gender perspective. 

 

3.3.5. Domestic violence 

In Portugal, domestic violence is included in social and political agendas since the 

1990s (Lisboa et al., 2009), as detailed in Appendix 19. Statistics on domestic violence 

are consistently published in recent years and enable to depict the following portray of 

victims of domestic violence. 

Sex: Feminine (more than 80% of cases) 

Age: Average age = 42 years 

Nationality: Mostly Portuguese 

Marital status: Married or partnership (32.3%-46%) 

Type of family: Nuclear family with children (37.7%-41.9%) 

Level of education: Basic education (60%-65%) / secondary or higher education (32%-36%)  

Relation to employment: Employed (35.2%-55%) 

Type of violence: Mostly psychological and physical violence 

Perpetrator of violence: Men (more than 85% of cases); often (ex-)husband or (ex-)intimate partner 

Number of incidents of domestic violence recorded by police forces: 27011 (year 2016) → 26746 (year 2017) 
→ 26432 (year 2018) 

   
Sources: Associação Portuguesa de Apoio à Vítima (2018, 2019), Ministério da Administração Interna [MAI] (2017, 2018, 2019) 

 

In the Portuguese context, domestic violence affects women of every age and 

social condition (Lisboa et al., 2009) but the impacts of domestic violence can vary. 

Coincident with international evidence, Portuguese research shows that women who 

leave abusive home situations and use refuge accommodation often come from low social 

strata and do not have alternatives to live independently (Baptista, n.d.; Guerreiro, 

Patrício, Coelho, & Saleiro, 2015). Most of these women have basic education, are 

unemployed and receive social welfare payments. Their prior professional activities were 

mainly low or non-qualified. In addition, many of these women describe contexts of social 

isolation and economic control perpetrated by aggressors. These findings suggest that 

women may be at a particularly disadvantaged position when domestic violence is 

compounded by a lack of economic and social resources (Guerreiro et al., 2015). 

In Portugal, there is a dearth of research on the relationship between domestic 

violence and homelessness. Some studies on female homelessness identify domestic 
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violence as a reason for women becoming homeless but do not explore the nature of this 

relationship (Barros, 2010; Gomes, 2002; Lopes, 2017; Machado, 2012) 52. Studies on 

domestic violence sometimes acknowledge women´s lack of housing subsequently to 

fleeing violent partners and their difficulties in securing accommodation, but this is not 

viewed as a form of homelessness. Women living in refuge accommodation experience 

barriers to access housing, including high costs in the rental market, a lack of affordable 

housing and long waiting lists for social housing. Furthermore, women´s integration in 

the labour market after exiting refuges is often precarious as they have low or non-

qualified occupations, low wages and short-term work contracts. Women´s economic 

vulnerability at the point of exiting refuges is a key area of concern because it may hinder 

their autonomy and ability to secure housing (Guerreiro et al., 2015). 

Women´s lack of housing as a result of domestic violence is also recognized by 

services working in this field and in the policy domain - as demonstrated by the measures 

designed to provide them with accommodation - but, again, this situation is not regarded 

as a form of homelessness (Lopes, 2017) 53. A connection between domestic violence and 

female homelessness was only recognized in the sixth national plan to combat domestic 

violence, in 2018. These plans are produced since 1999 (Resolução do Conselho de 

Ministros n.º 55/99 de 15 de junho) and are detailed in Appendix 20. The Action Plan to 

Prevent and Combat Violence against Women and Domestic Violence 2018-2021 sets 

the implementation of a mechanism of cooperation between local homelessness units and 

the national network of support for victims of domestic violence, which is aimed at 

preventing new cases of female homelessness arising from domestic violence (Resolução 

do Conselho de Ministros n.º 61/2018 de 21 de maio). 

 
52 In addition, one study of homeless people residing in rooms paid for by social services found that six of 

the 13 female participants fled domestic violence (Baptista et al., 2005). Furthermore, one report by AMI 

states that, in 2014, 17% of women victims of gender-based violence who were attended in AMI services 

became homeless. These women were living in rented rooms/guesthouses, shelters, refuge accommodation, 
temporarily with family/friends or sleeping rough (AMI, 2014). 
53 Domestic violence services can assist women in seeking housing, for example by providing them with 

logistical and financial support to enable them to secure social housing or rented housing (Guerreiro et al., 

2015). In the policy domain, several measures have been established in order to address these women´s 

limited access to housing. For example, the Law n. 112/2009 of 16 September establishes that victims of 

domestic violence are entitled to support for rented housing (Lei n.º 112/2009 de 16 de setembro). A 

network of solidary municipalities was created in 2012, with the aim of prioritizing victims of domestic 

violence to low-income housing, but the number of available houses has been small. Financial support 

provided by CIG has been helpful in securing housing, being used to pay for rental contracts, house 

equipment or utility bills (Guerreiro et al., 2015). Moreover, recent housing policies set a commitment 

towards the promotion of housing solutions for victims of domestic violence (Lei n.º 83/2019 de 3 de 

setembro; Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 50-A/2018 de 2 de maio). 
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3.4. Portuguese official data on homelessness 

In Portugal there is no official data collection strategy for homelessness (Perista, 

2019). Existing data are scattered, insufficient and do not enable a clear and accurate 

picture of homelessness nor its evolution over time 54. Several constraints in gathering 

robust information on homeless people were identified, including: available data are 

based on different definitions of homelessness and generated through various 

methodologies; data have not been collected on a regular basis; it is difficult to obtain 

information from several entities; and there is a paucity of resources to manage data, 

which are released with some delay (ISS IP, 2017). 

Nevertheless, point-in-time street counting of rough sleepers and counts of shelter 

users have been conducted, on a sporadic basis, at national and municipal level, 

particularly in Lisbon city. In 2005, a national count of rough sleepers found 467 persons 

in these circumstances, with a feminization rate of 10% (45 women rough sleepers). 

Counts of rough sleepers and shelter users performed in 2004, 2013 and 2015, in Lisbon 

city, revealed between 818 and 931 homeless persons, mostly men. These types of counts 

consistently show a high masculinization rate among the homeless population (ISS IP, 

2005; Rede Social Lisboa [RSL], 2009, n.d.). However, caution is needed when 

interpreting these data because these counts are limited to rough sleepers and shelter 

users, concentrating on the forms of homelessness more visible and easier to count but in 

which women are less likely to be found (Pleace, 2016b).  

The population census conducted in 2011 released information on homeless 

persons for the first time in Portugal, following a recommendation of the European 

Commission (Baptista et al., 2012). According to this census, there were 696 homeless 

persons among 10562178 inhabitants, representing 0.007% of the population. These 

persons were found predominantly in Lisbon city (n=143) and most were Portuguese, 

single and had low education levels. Women represented 18% of the homeless population 

(n=123) and their average age was 41 years (ISS IP, 2017). A non-register-based system 

was used, in which census officers worked in cooperation with homelessness service 

providers. Data derived from a night count of rough sleepers across the country and from 

a survey covering some shelters. This decision was taken for logistical reasons as there 

 
54 In 2018, only 12% of the Portuguese municipalities (n=33) used software to collect information on 

homeless people. In some other municipalities, records of homelessness are made without computer-based 

programmes (GTMA ENIPSSA, 2020a). This trend is not restricted to Portugal. In general, poorer 

European countries tend to have limited data on homelessness (Bretherton et al., 2016). 
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were no resources to count other groups of homeless people. The inclusion of homeless 

persons in this census was considered a step forward for allowing a national count of the 

homeless population. However, 2011 census did not improve the understanding of the 

nature of homelessness in Portugal because of the focus on a few forms of homelessness 

and the limitations of the survey (Baptista et al., 2012; Busch-Geertsema, Benjaminsen, 

Hrast, & Pleace, 2014). Furthermore, by sticking to the most visible manifestations of 

homelessness, this census replicated a male profile of homelessness and contributed to 

the statistic under-representation of homeless women.   

Administrative data on homeless people can be a useful source of information 

about this population. The key limitation is that people will be recorded if and when they 

use services and specifically those services collecting data on the homeless population. 

Therefore, those persons who are not in contact with particular services will be missed 

(Bretherton & Pleace, 2018; Pleace, 2016b). This type of data is released sporadically in 

Portugal. A national survey coordinated by the Institute for Social Security, in 2009, 

documented 2133 homeless persons (rough sleepers, shelter users and people living in 

rooms paid for by social services) and 16% were women (n=341) (ISS IP, 2017). More 

recently, the Working Group for Monitoring and Evaluation of the National 

Homelessness Strategies coordinated two national surveys referring to December 2017 

and December 2018, respectively. The latest one counted 6044 homeless persons, 

according to the national definition of homelessness, including 2428 roofless individuals 

and 3616 houseless individuals. Most of these persons were living in the Lisbon 

Metropolitan Area (n=3242; 53.6%). The feminization rate was 16.15%, translating into 

976 homeless women (GTMA ENIPSSA, 2020b). In summary, it is still difficult to 

estimate the number of homeless women (and men) in Portugal, despite the improvement 

of the statistical knowledge about this phenomenon (GTMA ENIPSSA, 2020a).  

The national survey of December 2017 included living situations considered at 

risk of homelessness and counted 11113 persons in these circumstances, mostly in the 

Lisbon Metropolitan Area (n=5146) (GTMA ENIPSSA, 2020a). These 11113 persons are 

not classified as homeless according to the national definition of homelessness, but would 

be considered people experiencing homelessness or housing exclusion according to the 

ETHOS definition. These data illustrate to what extent the definitions of homelessness 

influence the measurement of the phenomenon. If a broader definition of homelessness 

would be used in Portugal, an extended spectrum of people without housing would be 
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covered and homelessness figures would increase. In addition, women would more likely 

be enumerated as homeless and included in the homeless population (Bretherton, 2017; 

Pleace, 2016b). For example, this survey counted 3701 individuals living temporarily 

with family or friends due to a lack of housing (GTMA ENIPSSA, 2020a). These data 

were not disaggregated by sex, but considering that women who lack housing are more 

likely to be found in these living situations than in more visible settings, the use of a 

broader definition would expectedly include a larger number of women in comparison 

with the existing figures of female homelessness 55. 

 

3.5. National policies on homelessness  

Until recently, homelessness was absent of the Portuguese political agenda 

(Baptista, 2009) and the role of the state was minimal in policy orientation in this field 

(Baptista & O´Sullivan, 2008) 56. The measures to address homelessness have been 

fragmented and characterized by a lack of common guidelines, integrated approaches, 

strategic cooperation, information sharing between organizations, and evaluation and 

monitoring mechanisms (Baptista, 2009, 2013). In this context and considering a lack of 

a robust and long-established welfare system, the first strategic approach to homelessness 

in Portugal represented a “breakthrough in the Southern European approach to tackling 

homelessness” (Baptista, 2009, p. 53) 57. 

The National Strategy for the Integration of Homeless People 2009-2015: 

Prevention, Intervention and Follow-Up was launched by the Ministry of Labour and 

Social Solidarity (Baptista, 2009). Underpinning this strategy was the recognition of a 

lack of national integrated policies capable of preventing and tackling homelessness 

efficiently given its complexity and multidimensionality (GIMAE, 2009). The national 

strategy sought to: 

… strengthen the evidence-based nature of homelessness practices and policy 

making, enhance interagency cooperation and mutual responsibility, strengthen 

the focus on housing needs and responses, ensure the continuity and diversity of 

 
55 Appendix 21 offers detailed information on the official data on homelessness presented in this section. 
56 Appendix 22 presents a historical review of the representations and management of “beggars” and 

“vagrants” in Portugal, and traces the evolution of the Portuguese political discourse on mendicancy and 

vagrancy. This is relevant because many of these individuals would be categorized as homeless according 

to today´s terminology (Pimenta, 1992; Pinto, 1999). 
57 Portugal was the first Southern European country to develop a national strategy on homelessness, in 

2009. Following this, in 2015, a national strategy on homelessness was developed in Spain (Lopes, 2017). 
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support and shift the state´s role towards more strategic control over the provision 

of services. (Baptista, 2009, p. 61). 

 

This strategy established two axes of intervention, as follows: 1) gaining more 

evidence-based knowledge on homelessness (in this regard, the official definition of 

homelessness was created and advocated); and 2) promoting the quality of service 

provision for homeless people, with emphasis placed on ensuring people´s support and 

accommodation upon discharge from institutional settings and promoting their autonomy 

by using resources in the fields of housing, employment, social benefits and health care 

(GIMAE, 2009). 

However, several obstacles to the implementation of the strategy were identified, 

including: a lack of political endorsement and institutional drive; a lack of transparency 

in resource allocation and funding in order to operationalize the measures foreseen; weak 

horizontal coordination; difficulties in changing a sector composed of disperse 

organizations operating under different philosophies and working practices; and a failure 

to implement monitoring and evaluation procedures. Furthermore, the national strategy 

2009-2015 was set in a wider social and financial context marked by austerity and a 

political change to a right-wing coalition government in the mid-2011. This political 

change entailed a withdrawal of the state from policies promoting social inclusion and an 

ideological shift concerning the role of social policies (e.g. reinforcement of the 

emergency side of homelessness service provision) (Baptista, 2013, 2018). The 

coordinating team of the strategy and the functioning of institutions working in this field 

were impacted by this political change and the process of delivering a national strategy 

on homelessness was interrupted in 2013 (Baptista, 2018). 

A renewed interest of the state for a strategic approach to homelessness arose in 

early 2016 as a result of intersecting factors, including: a government change to a left-

wing coalition and the (re)emergence of a political agenda centred on rights-based 

approaches towards social problems and on a more active role of the state in cooperating 

with homelessness service providers; the direct involvement of the Portuguese Parliament 

and the President of the Republic in pushing forward the need for a new national strategy 

on homelessness; the push from civil society organizations and other non-governmental 

stakeholders involved in the first homelessness strategy; and the recognition of progresses 

made at local level in the intervention on homelessness, such as positive developments in 

the provision of homelessness services (Baptista, 2018). 
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The group responsible for drafting the strategy (GIMAE) was formally reactivated 

in early 2017 and the preparation of the new strategy was initiated, resulting in the 

National Strategy for the Integration of People Experiencing Homelessness 2017-2023. 

The strategy was converted into a legal document through the Resolution of the Council 

of Ministers n. 107/2017 of 25 July. The current strategy preserves the former definition 

of homelessness and many of the principles and strategic objectives of the previous 

strategy. It is aimed at consolidating a strategic and holistic approach towards 

homelessness prevention and intervention, centred on the needs of people experiencing 

homelessness (Baptista, 2018). The national strategy 2017-2023 is structured around 

three axes of intervention, as follows: 1) promoting knowledge, information, awareness 

and education on the phenomenon; 2) strengthening intervention aimed at promoting the 

integration of homeless persons (a concern with people´s needs and long-term support, 

through a case management approach, and the promotion of permanent housing solutions 

for homeless persons are noteworthy); and 3) coordination, monitoring and evaluation of 

the strategy (Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 107/2017 de 25 de julho) 58. 

Several achievements were noteworthy following the implementation of the 

Portuguese homelessness strategies. For example, the issue of homelessness was brought 

into local policy agendas, an increased collaboration among local service providers was 

noted, service provision for the homeless people has been delivered in a more integrated 

manner, and an effort to improve statistical information on homelessness has been made 

(Baptista, 2013, 2018; Bernardo, 2019). However, a critical analysis of the national 

homelessness strategies reveals interrelated shortcomings. The official definition of 

homelessness stated in the strategies is based on ETHOS but has a narrow focus, which 

is limited to rooflessness, some categories of houselessness and occupation of abandoned 

buildings (GTMA ENIPSSA, 2020a). The problem with this definition is twofold. First, 

the adopted definition lacks an empirical basis, reflecting the fact that the strategies were 

built upon a limited knowledge on homelessness in terms of statistics and in-depth 

research (Ferreira, 2005; Lopes, 2017). Indeed, both strategies recognize this lacuna and 

are aimed at promoting updated information on homelessness (GIMAE, 2009; Resolução 

do Conselho de Ministros n.º 107/2017 de 25 de julho). Second, this definition sticks to 

the most visible forms of homelessness, namely rough sleeping and shelter use, in which 

women are less likely to be found. Therefore, this definition reproduces and reinforces a 

 
58 The national strategies on homelessness are presented in detail in Appendices 23 and 24, respectively. 
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prevailing view of homelessness as a male-dominated phenomenon. This contributes to 

the invisibility of homeless women in Portugal (Lopes, 2017) and perpetuates a limited 

understanding of homelessness, in general, and female homelessness, in particular 

(O´Sullivan, 2016).  

In her analysis of the national strategy 2009-2015, Lopes (2017) concludes that a 

gender perspective is confined to one orienting principle, which is the promotion of 

gender equality. The strategy lacks a gender perspective in all topics, including the causes 

of homelessness, the strategic axes and the measures foreseen, in spite of the involvement 

of CIG in the drafting process. The same conclusion applies to the analysis of the national 

strategy 2017-2023. A gender perspective is stated in some of its general principles 

(promotion of non-discrimination and equality between men and women, recognition of 

gender specificities among the homeless population and the need to intervene 

accordingly) but is not reflected in the measures foreseen (Resolução do Conselho de 

Ministros n.º 107/2017 de 25 de julho). The current homelessness strategy covers the 

period from 2017 to 2023, which means that no evidence on its overall results is available 

at the time of writing. However, it should be noted that a strategy based on a definition of 

homelessness that fails to recognize women´s homelessness will expectedly make less 

provision to prevent and reduce it (Bretherton et al., 2016). 

A lack of a gender perspective on homelessness has been pervasive in European 

policy documents and directives in this field (e.g. EP, 2011; FEANTSA, 2010). However, 

a recognition of the distinctive character of female homelessness is becoming evident in 

European policy debates, particularly in recent years. For example, in a publication from 

2013, FEANTSA stressed that homeless women have received relatively little attention 

in Europe and identified salient research questions on female homelessness (FEANTSA, 

2013). In 2016, the European Parliament called on the European Commission, the 

European Institute for Gender Equality and Member States to undertake research on 

female homelessness since the phenomenon has been inadequately captured in current 

data (EP, 2016). Gender-specific issues merit significant attention at policy and service 

level if the support needs of women are to be appropriately met (Mayock et al., 2015a). 

This is important because it is recognized that housing and social welfare provision for 

homeless women across Europe is often inadequate in relation to the size of the problem 

and inappropriate in relation to women´s expressed needs (Edgar & Doherty, 2001). 
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The emergence of national strategies on homelessness cannot be dissociated from 

the influence of EU policy orientations in this field. The strategies respond to national 

and European agreements on housing and social inclusion domains, and reflect the EU 

role in an evolving understanding of homelessness and how to tackle it (Baptista, 2009; 

GIMAE, 2009). Homelessness is now firmly established on the EU agenda as a political 

priority. At European policy level, a broad understanding of homelessness such as the one 

presented in the ETHOS definition is advocated. The need for emergency responses to 

homelessness is acknowledged while strategic and integrated policies with a long-term 

view and a focus on preventative measures are recommended (Baptista, 2018). It is 

recognized that, in order to be effective, homelessness strategies must fit national and 

local contexts and coordinate with welfare, housing, education, employment, gender and 

health policies, to name a few. Moreover, partnership work is considered a key element 

of a strategic approach (e.g. EC, 2013; EP, 2011; FEANTSA, 2010) 59. 

Finally, the European Commission recommends the adoption of housing-led 

homelessness policies, but they are not widespread in Europe at the time of writing 

(Baptista & Marlier, 2019). A housing-led policy approach means that “homelessness 

strategies should be geared towards securing permanent accommodation for the homeless 

as quickly as possible and thus minimizing the human and social costs of homelessness” 

(EC, 2013, p. 23). This approach can translate into measures designed to prevent the loss 

of permanent housing and provide assistance in (re)housing homeless persons. Portugal 

adopted a housing-led strategy in principle, insofar as the homelessness strategies 

emphasize that housing is a key response to homelessness, access of homeless people to 

housing is to be promoted, and permanent housing solutions are to be found (GIMAE, 

2009; Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 107/2017 de 25 de julho). However, this 

is not yet an operational reality in the country (EC, 2013; Perista, 2019). 

 

3.6. The homeless service sector in Portugal 

This section offers a characterization of the homeless service sector at national 

level and an analysis of support services from a gender perspective.  

 

 
59 Appendix 25 presents some of the main European directives on homelessness and female homelessness. 



87 

 

3.6.1. Characterization of the homeless service sector 

The national strategies on homelessness should be implemented at local level, 

being informed by local plans designed according to diagnoses of local needs. These local 

plans are created and implemented within local Social Networks 60. Local homelessness 

units (designated Nucleus for Planning and Intervention with Homeless People or 

NPISA) emerged in territories where homelessness is more extensive, that is, major urban 

areas where the population density is higher, such as Porto, Coimbra, Lisbon, Setúbal and 

Faro 61. NPISA are developed within local Social Networks and composed of the entities 

intervening with the homeless population in a given territory (Baptista, 2009; GIMAE, 

2009). NPISA coordinate the intervention with the homeless population at local level and, 

where NPISA are absent, this coordination is carried out by Local Councils for Social 

Action 62. In municipalities where NPISA are operating, the organizations working with 

homeless people are more likely to use the official definition of homelessness, the 

intervention with this population tends to be planned, and the entities operating in the 

field of social action are more aware of the national strategy on homelessness (GTMA 

ENIPSSA, 2020a). 

In Portugal, the main service providers in the homelessness sector are Private 

Institutions of Social Solidarity, NGOs (including charities) and municipalities (Baptista, 

2009; ISS IP, 2005; Perista, 2019). Municipalities are involved in planning, coordinating, 

regulating and/or funding the provision of services in this sector (Baptista & Marlier, 

2019). NGOs, some services and/or particular programmes are usually funded by local 

authorities, public entities or the social security system and, to a lesser extent, they may 

get private financing (Perista, 2019). Traditionally, homelessness service provision in 

Portugal has provided for basic needs of homeless persons and psychosocial support, 

 
60 Social Networks are understood as a “series of diversified ways of mutual help, particular non-profit 

entities and public organisms that work in the field of social action and coordinate between themselves and 

with the government their intervention, which is intended to eradicate or attenuate poverty and social 
exclusion and promote social development” (Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 197/97 de 18 de 

novembro, p. 6253, translated from Portuguese by the researcher).  
61 In September 2020, there were 22 NPISA operating in the country, according to the webpage dedicated 

to the national homelessness strategy (ENIPSSA webpage).  
62 Local Councils for Social Action are composed of local municipalities, non-profit private entities and 

local representatives of the government namely in the sectors of Justice, Education, Health, Labour and 

Solidarity. The activities carried out by Local Councils for Social Action include: implementation and 

coordination of local Social Networks; provision of responses to tackle poverty and social exclusion; 

preparation of social diagnoses and local plans for social development; promotion of an integrated approach 

to social intervention involving local agents; and mapping social services and equipment available in each 

municipality (Despacho Normativo n.º 8/2002 de 12 de fevereiro; Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 

197/97 de 18 de novembro).  
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which is a type of intervention focused on emergency assistance (ISS IP, 2005; Pimenta, 

1992). This trend persists nowadays across the country, with most of the responses 

available for homeless people being concentrated on basic needs, including: soup 

kitchens, laundry, personal hygiene, clothing, support with medication, monetary support 

and interventions by outreach teams. The lowest number of responses are those providing 

homeless individuals with access to temporary or permanent accommodation (GTMA 

ENIPSSA, 2020a) 63.  

Pleace, Baptista, Benjaminsen, and Busch-Geertsema (2018) developed the 

Typology of European Homelessness Services, in which two dimensions of support 

services intersect: high versus low intensity support and housing focused versus non-

housing focused services. Table 4 summarizes the main characteristics of these types of 

services and Appendix 26 provides a more detailed explanation of this typology. 

 

Table 4. Typology of European Homelessness Services: characterization of services 

High intensity support services Low intensity support services 

Services providing intensive and comprehensive support 
including, for example, targeted treatment programmes. 

Services providing low intensity and basic support, 
without care or treatment, such as food distribution. 

Housing focused services Non-housing focused services 

Services that use ordinary housing. One example is the 
Housing First model, which is based on the principle that 
homelessness is best addressed by providing people with 
suitable housing and mobile support according to their 
needs. Under this model, the first support measure is the 
provision of housing (i.e. housing comes first).  

Services aimed at making people ready to live 
independently in their housing through support and 
treatment. One example is the staircase model, in which 
different supports are provided to homeless people until 
they are ready to live independently in their own housing 
(i.e. housing comes last). 

Sources: Baptista and Marlier (2019), Pleace et al. (2018) 
 

According to the Typology of European Homelessness Services outlined in Table 

4, Portuguese homeless service provision is low to medium intensity support and non-

housing focused. The dominant approach to addressing homelessness in Portugal is the 

staircase model described above. Nevertheless, there are small-scale housing-led 

initiatives through Housing First programmes (Baptista & Marlier, 2019). At the time of 

writing, there are four Housing First programmes operating in Portugal, all of which are 

designed for homeless people with high and complex support needs related to mental 

illness and/or addictions (Pleace, Baptista, & Knutagård, 2019). 

 
63 Moreover, some municipalities develop contingency plans for cold weather spells (i.e. temperature below 

3° Celsius for at least two days). These plans usually involve the opening of a pavilion to provide homeless 

persons with shelter, meals and clothing/blankets. Whenever possible and needed, referrals to emergency 

accommodation are made. In Lisbon and Porto, some metro stations remain open during the night while 

these plans are operative (Perista, 2019).  
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There are no regulatory standards or legislation that define the quality of 

homelessness services in Portugal (Fondation Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA, 2019). Broadly 

speaking, there is a need to significantly strengthen the monitoring and evaluation of 

homelessness policies and services and their effectiveness, which requires: strong 

political and institutional commitment; shared responsibility; extensive cooperation and 

coordination among the entities involved in this sector; adequate resourcing, for example 

in human and financial terms; and robust data collection and reporting mechanisms 

(Baptista & Marlier, 2019; Perista, 2019). 

 

3.6.2. Support services from a gender perspective  

The Portuguese homeless service sector is marked by over-masculinity in the 

sense that service provision is particularly geared towards the male population. In Lisbon 

city, for example, there are eight shelters, which are mixed-gender (n=5) or male-only 

(n=3) 64. These eight shelters can accommodate a total of 520 individuals, approximately 

460 men and 60 women (Câmara Municipal de Lisboa [CML], 2015). In Lisbon there is 

no female-only accommodation, except for a centre dedicated to homeless women with 

dependent children, with capacity for 16 persons. This centre is managed by Santa Casa 

da Misericórdia de Lisboa (SCML) (RSL, 2009, 2010; Silva, 2011), which is the main 

social welfare institution in Lisbon city (Baptista et al., 2005). 

Writing in the Portuguese context, Lopes (2017) asserts that female homelessness 

tends to be neglected at institutional level in that a gender dimension is not recognized as 

significant and women´s specific needs are not identified. She argues that this lack of a 

gender perspective derives from several factors, including: a dearth of knowledge about 

this phenomenon; the use of a narrow definition of homelessness that only includes the 

most visible forms of homelessness; a lack of political interest and commitment towards 

a gender mainstreaming approach in public policies; and a tendency to maintain a gender-

neutral paradigm, which is accepted by society in general. Across Europe there is also a 

tendency for services to be male-oriented and significant gaps in service provision for 

homeless women have been identified, such as a paucity of female-only accommodation 

(Bretherton & Pleace, 2018; Edgar & Doherty, 2001; Mayock et al., 2015a). 

 
64 Shelters are residential units designed to provide emergency or temporary accommodation to adult 

individuals experiencing a situation of social vulnerability, including homeless people. Emergency and 

temporary accommodation should last up to 72 hours and six months, respectively (RSL, n.d.). 
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Mirroring international data (e.g. Jones, 1999; Mayock et al., 2015a; Reeve et al., 

2007), women are consistently a minority in a host of services used by homeless people 

in Lisbon, including a soup kitchen (Pimenta, 1992), services managed by SCML (Bruto 

da Costa & Baptista, 1999), a Nucleus of Local Support (Belchior, 2014) and a public 

bathhouse (Figueiredo, Resende, Ferrito, Rabiais, & Caldeira, 2016; Rebelo, 2013). There 

is also a small number of women among the users of mobile food services operating at 

night in Lisbon (RSL, n.d.). Furthermore, between 2012 and 2019, feminization rates 

among the users of AMI services were consistently 24%-25%, meaning that between 335 

and 421 homeless women resorted to AMI services per year. In the same period, between 

34 and 76 women contacted technical outreach teams of AMI in Lisbon and Porto/Gaia, 

per year, translating into feminization rates of 14%-19% (AMI, 2012-2019).  

Notwithstanding the under-representation of women in the homeless service 

sector, data from AMI reveal a growing - albeit fluctuant - pattern of female users of AMI 

services, at national level, between 2000 and 2006. In 2000, feminization rate in AMI 

services was 11%, increasing to 31% in 2006 (Martins, 2017). Similarly, the report from 

2014 indicates a growing proportion of homeless women in AMI services, with an 

increase of 116% in the last 15 years (AMI, 2014). According to Martins (2017), these 

figures do not necessarily mean that women´s homelessness is growing but, rather, that 

this phenomenon is more visible. She describes three possible reasons for this higher 

visibility: changes in stereotypical perceptions of gender weakened the assumption of 

male-only use of public spaces, and street-based settings became an option for women 

who lack or exhaust other living alternatives; problematic substance use can drive some 

women away from home and render them more visible; and a growing number of women 

use AMI services because other responses are insufficient for an increasing demand. 

In Portugal, homeless or potentially homeless women can use specialized female 

services in addition to the homelessness sector. Specialized services are grounded in 

religious backgrounds or feminist concerns and are separated from the homeless service 

sector, which means that women accessing these types of services are not seen or counted 

as homeless. Services with religious inspiration have an earlier origin and concentrate on 

women experiencing vulnerable situations, including young mothers, sex workers and 

former convicts. Priority is given to the provision of temporary shelter, namely for women 

with dependent children, in small units for 10 to 20 persons with childcare facilities. 

Women´s participation in daily tasks (e.g. cooking, laundry), education and vocational 
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training is promoted (Bruto da Costa & Baptista, 1999). Feminist oriented services 

primarily address prostitution and domestic violence. Their interventions involve the 

provision of information and professional training as well as psychological, social, 

medical and juridical support. Typically, these services do not provide accommodation, 

except for the refuges for victims of domestic violence (Bruto da Costa & Baptista, 1999; 

Guerreiro et al., 2015) 65.  

Only a few studies in Portugal examined the perceptions of service providers 

about homeless women and they corroborate international research discussed in Chapter 

2. In the Portuguese context, service providers report a social pressure to solve the 

situations of women rough sleepers, which they relate to a prevailing view of a woman 

as someone who is vulnerable and generates more compassion than men (Menezes, 2012). 

Bruto da Costa and Baptista (1999) state that service providers tend to portray homeless 

women as extremely vulnerable and psychologically fragile or at risk of marginalization 

unless they are protected and looked after. Service providers interviewed by Lopes (2017) 

consider that women tend to receive more informal support because they are fewer in 

number, viewed as fragile, and able to perform domestic chores in the homes of those 

who provide them with accommodation. This is related to a gender construction rendering 

women who are unemployed more easily accepted than their male counterparts. Men are 

expected to be self-sufficient and play the role of breadwinner and, as a result, their 

unemployed status is socially devalued and reproved to a greater extent than women´s 

unemployment (ISS IP, 2005; Lopes, 2017). Some professionals consider that homeless 

women with children receive more support than single women and men. Finally, some 

service providers acknowledge gendered paths into homelessness (e.g. through domestic 

violence) but do not seem to be aware of the structural determinants of women´s poverty 

and unemployment, and do not recognize women´s specific needs (Lopes, 2017). 

 

3.7. Conclusion 

This chapter revised available research on homeless women in Portugal and 

situated female homelessness in official data on homelessness and wider socioeconomic, 

 
65 Refuges for victims of domestic violence are residential units designed to accommodate victims of 

domestic violence, accompanied or not by their children, on a temporary basis (up to six months), with the 

aim of ensuring their physical and psychological integrity and safety (Decreto Regulamentar n.º 2/2018 de 

24 de janeiro).  
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cultural, political and institutional contexts at national level. Overall, there is a lack of 

recognition of female homelessness across these realms. Research dedicated to homeless 

women is scarce and most of the existing data are descriptive in nature. While available 

evidence is largely consistent with international research, very little is known about: the 

processes leading to women´s homelessness; subgroups of homeless women; women´s 

experiences of homelessness; and particular forms of homelessness, such as long-term 

and recurrent homelessness among women. In addition, homeless women are omitted in 

research on female poverty and domestic violence, in spite of an intimate connection 

between these types of experiences. In a country with protracted and unresolved problems 

related to education, employment, income poverty, welfare provision, housing and gender 

inequality, women (especially on low-income) can be particularly disadvantaged and 

confront a higher risk of homelessness than men. Nevertheless, women are consistently 

represented as a minority among the homeless population in Portugal. This fact is linked 

to dominant views and counts of homelessness that are limited to its most visible 

manifestations, which are further reinforced by the narrow definition of homelessness 

adopted at national level. 

A lack of a gender perspective on homelessness is pervasive in the wide-range of 

analysed documents. Considerable effort and improvement occurred in Portugal, in recent 

years, towards a better statistical information on homelessness and an integrated approach 

to address this phenomenon. The national homelessness strategies are testaments to this. 

However, gender-specific issues remain subsumed in a generalist framework of 

homelessness in policy orientations in this field.  

Portuguese service provision is low to medium intensity support and non-housing 

focused. There are small-scale housing-led initiatives through Housing First programmes, 

which are geared towards homeless persons with mental illness and/or addictions. The 

Portuguese homelessness sector is male-oriented and male-dominated. Women who 

experience homelessness or who are at risk of homelessness can use specialized female 

services, which are separated from the homeless service sector. Consequently, women 

who access these types of services are not regarded or counted as homeless, which 

contributes to their under-representation among the homeless population and to their 

invisibility in the Portuguese context. 
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CHAPTER 4. THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES APPLIED IN THE 

RESEARCH 

 

4.1. Introduction 

This chapter discusses the theoretical perspectives used in this research. As 

outlined earlier, homelessness is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon. Consequently, 

“no single theory adequately encapsulates the whole of the problem of homelessness. 

Different theories offer great insight into specific facets” (Ravenhill, 2008, p. 45). A 

combination of theoretical perspectives was applied in an attempt to produce a 

theoretically informed understanding of several of the facets of women´s homelessness 

which were examined in the study. The key aim of this chapter is to present the theoretical 

underpinnings of the study and discuss previous research utilizing these perspectives to 

approach homelessness, in general, and women´s homelessness, in particular. 

 

4.2. An overarching ecological approach 

This research project was conducted within the realm of human ecology. Human 

ecology is a scientific discipline that studies the relationships and interdependencies 

between human beings and their multiple environments, for example in physical, social 

and cultural terms (Alvim, 2014; Carvalho, 2007; Nazareth, 1993; Pires & Craveiro, 

2010). Human ecology can be placed at the interface between natural and social sciences 

and is marked by a multidisciplinary character, which is evidenced in its roots on 

disciplines such as biology, sociology, geography, anthropology and psychology (Pires 

& Craveiro, 2010). Human ecology employs an interdisciplinary approach to the study of 

a variety of phenomena, enabling their analysis from a broad and contextualized lens 

(Alvim, 2014). These characteristics render human ecology particularly suited to deal 

with complex themes and to accommodate several complementary perspectives of the 

phenomena under study (Carvalho, 2007; Pires, 2014). In this way, research grounded on 

human ecology can contribute to knowledge about a number of intricate issues in a 

comprehensive and holistic manner. Moreover, this type of research can provide valid 

contributions to inform policy and decision-making by adopting a critical, multilevel and 

encompassing view of the phenomena under study (Pires & Craveiro, 2010). 
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The current research uses an ecological approach to the analysis and 

understanding of women´s homelessness, rather than a narrower ecological model. An 

ecological approach is best defined as a heuristic device or set of ideas utilized to guide 

research and practice. Ecological models, on the other hand, are formalized 

conceptualizations of individual and contextual determinants of specific behaviours or 

outcomes (Richard, Gauvin, & Raine, 2011). An ecological approach takes into account 

the interactions and interdependencies between individuals and their contexts or 

environments (McLaren & Hawe, 2005; Richard et al., 2011; Toro, Trickett, Wall, & 

Salem, 1991). These contexts or environments are regarded in their broadest sense, 

encompassing cultural beliefs concerning the definition of problems, social norms, 

policies shaping access to services, the availability of supportive structures and broad 

economic trends, among others (Toro et al., 1991).  

Several commentators have discussed the issue of homelessness from an 

ecological approach (e.g. Haber & Toro, 2004; Nooe & Patterson, 2010; Toro et al., 

1991). This type of approach emphasizes that homelessness involves person-environment 

transactions (Haber & Toro, 2004; Toro et al., 1991). Toro et al. (1991, p. 1208) stress 

the importance of “disentangling the effects of networks, services, living arrangements, 

and macrosocial influences, such as the availability of affordable housing, on the lives of 

homeless people”. The complex and multiple causes, experiences and consequences of 

homelessness, warrant a comprehensive and ecologically sensitive lens focusing on the 

transactions between homeless individuals and their multivariate environments (Haber & 

Toro, 2004; Kilmer, Cook, Crusto, Strater, & Haber, 2012; Piat et al., 2015; Toro et al., 

1991). The adoption of an ecological approach to the study of homelessness requires the 

use of research methods capable of addressing person-environment transactions. Toro et 

al. (1991, p. 1215) argue that ethnography, for example, “can offer a rich understanding 

of the experience of homeless individuals as they confront the social structures and 

constraints of their daily lives”. Furthermore, an ecological approach draws attention to 

the need for a careful assessment of the various contexts in which interventions and policy 

orientations in the field of homelessness operate. This type of approach also 

acknowledges the multiple and diverse needs of people experiencing homelessness. In 

addition, it recognizes the personal resources of homeless individuals as well as the 

resources available in the community and how they can be developed and better utilized 

in policy and practice (Haber & Toro, 2004; Toro et al., 1991). 
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An ecological approach permeates this research in an attempt to capture as far as 

possible the complex nature of female homelessness. It is also used to guide the analysis 

of homeless women´s interactions with their surrounding, multilevel environments. 

Furthermore, this approach is valuable to the discussion of the implications of the study´s 

findings for policy and service provision. The ecological approach is employed in this 

research as an overarching line of thought about the phenomenon under study. This type 

of approach is overly generalized and inclusive, lacking sufficient specificity to guide 

conceptualizations of concrete problems (Ungar, 2002). Indeed, “[r]ather than attempting 

to reduce large amounts of data to a simple explanatory model, it recognizes and attempts 

to describe the complexity of social phenomena in context” (Haber & Toro, 2004, p. 145). 

For this reason, more operational theoretical perspectives were needed in this research, 

which are presented next. 

 

4.3. The life course perspective 

The life course perspective was created more than five decades ago and has been 

used in several scientific disciplines, including sociology, history and psychology, and 

various fields of research, such as ageing and health behaviours and outcomes. The 

sociologist Glen Elder Jr. and his colleagues were among the authors behind its 

development. The life course perspective can be viewed as a theoretical orientation for 

the contextualized study of human lives (Elder, Johnson, & Crosnoe, 2003). This 

framework looks at the relationships between the person, the time and the multivariate 

environment in which the person is situated, and is thus aligned with human ecology and 

the ecological approach permeating this study (Carvalho, 2007; McLaren & Hawe, 2005; 

Nazareth, 1993; Pires & Craveiro, 2010; Richard et al., 2011). Furthermore, this 

framework is consistent with a multifaceted and multi-theoretical approach to the 

phenomena under study (Hutchison, 2011). The life course perspective uses a number of 

key concepts that deserve consideration and are summarized in Table 5. 
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Table 5. Key concepts of the life course perspective 

Trajectories Trajectories refer to long-term patterns of stability and change in people´s lives. 

People´s lives are made up of multiple and intersecting trajectories, including family, 

educational, work, housing and health trajectories, to name a few. 

These trajectories are not expected to be straightforward or to follow a predictable 

route. Rather, trajectories involve discontinuities, turns and reversals. 

Transitions Transitions are changes in people´s status or roles including, for example, leaving 

parental home, getting married, getting a job and retiring. 

Transitions are embedded in trajectories and trajectories are made up of transitions. 

Transitions in early life may have lifelong implications for people´s trajectories, 

shaping later events, experiences and transitions. 

Life events Life events are significant occurrences involving relatively abrupt changes that can 

produce serious and long-lasting effects, which can be either positive or negative. 

Life events designate the happenings themselves and not the transitions that occur 

because of such happenings. For example, a wedding is a life event that precipitates a 

transition (getting married) leading to a marital trajectory. 

Turning 

points 

Turning points are substantial and lasting changes in the life course trajectories, either 

positive or negative and subjective or objective. 

Transitions can become turning points when: they occur along with a crisis or are 

followed by a crisis; involve family conflict; generate unexpected negative 

consequences; and do not happen at a typical stage in life (e.g. the death of a parent is 

considered “off-time” for a child). 
Life events can become turning points when: they impact the opportunities available 

to individuals; produce lasting changes on people´s environments; and modify 

people´s self-concepts, beliefs or expectations. People make subjective assessments of 

life events and, therefore, a life event becomes a turning point depending on how the 

individual appraises its presence and relevance. 
 

 

Sources: Elder et al. (2003), Hutchison (2011), Kennedy, Agbényiga, Kasiborski, and Gladden (2010),  

Padgett, Smith, Henwood, and Tiderington (2012) 
 
 

The life course perspective is characterized by five principles, as follows: life-

span development; historical, social and personal time; geographical and social location; 

linked lives; and human agency (Elder et al., 2003; Hendricks, 2012). These principles 

are explained in Table 6. 

 

Table 6. The five principles of the life course perspective 

Life-span 

development 

Human development is a lifelong process that extends from birth to death. It is 

composed of biological, psychological and social dimensions and implies both 

gains and losses (Elder et al., 2003; McDonald, 2011). 

Historical, 

social and 

personal time 

Time operates at distinct but interconnected levels on human lives: historical, 

social and personal. 

The historical period in which individuals live impacts their life courses. 
Social time refers to temporal benchmarks based on the norms or expectations of 

a given society. Social time influences people´s lives by structuring their pace, 

which is related, for example, to school attendance, labour market participation or 

formal retirement age (Hendricks, 2012). However, there is room for diversity in 

the sequencing and timing of several domains. The family domain, for example, 

can be more flexible than educational and work domains (Hutchison, 2011). 

Personal time indicates that the impacts of events and experiences can vary 

according to their timing in a person´s life. In part, this is because the meanings 

attached to such events and experiences can change at different developmental 
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stages and people of various ages bring different views and resources to their lived 

situations (Elder et al., 2003; Hendricks, 2012). 

Geographical 

and social 

location 

People´s life courses are embedded in, and shaped by, the geographical places 

where they are situated over their lifetime (Elder et al., 2003; Hendricks, 2012). 

People´s social location can be equated to their socioeconomic strata and affects 

their daily practices and how their lives are experienced and unfold. The social 

location influences the spectrum of available opportunities and resources at 

people´s disposal and constrains individual agency at different levels. According 

to the life course perspective, opportunities and constraints both affect and are 

affected by people´s life courses (Hendricks, 2012). 

Linked lives An emphasis is placed on the interdependence of human lives and the ways in 

which people are inextricably connected to each other at several levels (Elder et 

al., 2003; Hutchison, 2011). 

This principle underlines the importance of social interactions in that they operate 

as resources or challenges and shape people´s life courses (Hendricks, 2012; 

McDonald, 2011). Social interactions are established between the individual and 

family members, school peers, colleagues at work and any other affinity group, to 

name a few (Hendricks, 2012). Nevertheless, family is considered “the primary 

arena for experiencing and interpreting wider historical, cultural, and social 

phenomena” (Hutchison, 2011, p. 21). Family is understood as a key relational 

context (Kennedy et al., 2010), a potential source of support, and a main provider 

of social capital in terms of role models and provision of networks. In addition, the 

lives of family members are linked across generations, holding the potential for 

positive and negative intergenerational impacts (Hutchison, 2011). 

Human 

agency 

The principle of human agency recognizes that the life course is also influenced by 

the active role of the individual. Agency can be defined in various ways but, from 

a life course perspective, refers to the choices and actions taken by people that can 

shape their life courses. These choices and actions are based on the alternatives 

perceived by individuals and taken within the opportunities and constraints of a 

given historical, cultural and social range of circumstances (Elder et al., 2003; 

Hutchison, 2011). 
 

 

According to the life course perspective, the experience of life is a continuous and 

ongoing process whereby early life events and circumstances have long-term outcomes 

(Hutchison, 2011). This perspective acknowledges the diversity and multidimensionality 

of human lives. The realms of people´s activity, such as family, education, work and 

health, are not seen as separate spheres but, rather, as interdependent and impinging 

simultaneously on people´s lives. The core idea behind the life course perspective is that, 

“in order to make sense of any given period, we need to consider whole lives in the 

contexts in which they unfold” (Hendricks, 2012, p. 231). Likewise, Schoon and Lyons-

Amos (2017, p. 36) consider that any point in the life course can be understood as a 

consequence of past experiences and the “launch pad of subsequent experiences”, 

benefiting from an analysis guided by the life course perspective. 

Research explicitly, or implicitly, guided by the life course perspective outlines 

that homelessness is a process resulting from combinations of different factors in several 

dimensions of life that occur over time and have lifelong and interlinked consequences 
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(e.g. Kennedy et al., 2010; McDonald, 2011; Padgett et al., 2012; Ravenhill, 2008). 

Adverse events and circumstances can date from the early lives of homeless persons and 

thus it is important to analyse these people´s trajectories since childhood (Kennedy et al., 

2010; Ravenhill, 2008; Tyler & Schmitz, 2013). International studies on female 

homelessness consistently report a host of demanding, difficult or traumatic experiences 

during women´s childhood and/or adolescence. These experiences include poverty, 

bereavement, caregiver abandonment or rejection, conflict or strained relationships at 

home, parental substance abuse or illness, neglect, witnessing domestic violence, being 

victim of physical, emotional and/or sexual abuse, care history and/or frequent moves 

between different living situations (e.g. Enders-Dragässer, 2010; Jasinski et al., 2005; 

Jones, 1999; Kennedy et al., 2010; Reeve et al., 2006; Sheridan, 2017; Tyler & Schmitz, 

2013; Wesely & Wright, 2005). Indeed, “as children, these women faced issues many 

adults never do” (Wesely & Wright, 2005, p. 1087) 66. In Portugal, scant research 

attention has been given to the early lives of homeless women. To the researcher´s 

knowledge, no study adopted the life course perspective to the analysis of female 

homelessness in Portugal. Portuguese data on this matter are scarce but, essentially, point 

to the same adversities in the early lives of homeless women described internationally 

(Barros, 2010; Bruto da Costa & Baptista, 1999; Lopes, 2017; Martins, 2017). 

International literature provides insight into some of the mechanisms through which early 

life adversities can contribute to homelessness, which are summarized in Appendix 28 

(Enders-Dragässer, 2010; Green et al., 2012; Jasinski et al., 2005; Kennedy et al., 2010; 

Mayock & Sheridan, 2012; Ravenhill, 2008; Reeve et al., 2006; Sheridan, 2017; Stein, 

Leslie, & Nyamathi, 2002; Tyler & Schmitz, 2013; Wesely & Wright, 2005). One 

example is leaving the family home prematurely, in order to escape abuse or conflict, 

which can negatively impact the family safety net and the resources and skills (such as 

education) available for these women to become self-sufficient adults.  

The experiences outlined above often co-occur and intersect, exposing many 

women to cumulative adversity and disadvantage from an early age. Wesely and Wright 

(2005, p. 1085) observe that “[n]o one of these factors need be particularly consequential 

considered in isolation; when experienced in combination throughout the childhood 

years, the aggregate effect can be devastating”. However, the exposure to cumulative risk 

 
66 Ravenhill (2008) identified predictor factors and reactions indicating children and youth at risk of 

homelessness such as, for example, child abuse, domestic violence in the family home or frequently moving 

house and changing school. For a summary of these factors and reactions see Appendix 27. 
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is not deterministic. Protective factors at personal, family or community level can lead to 

different outcomes. For example, a high educational attainment, strong and positive social 

networks or a benign influence of support services can minimize or counterbalance the 

influence of nefarious factors. In this way, protective factors can represent turning points 

capable of redirecting individuals towards more positive outcomes (Kennedy et al., 2010; 

Ravenhill, 2008). In addition, different outcomes can be related to the manner in which 

people react to these types of experiences and to their impact on each individual 

(Ravenhill, 2008). Nevertheless, it must be emphasized that people´s choices and actions 

are taken within the opportunities and constraints of the historical and social 

circumstances in which they are situated (Elder et al., 2003). 

In summary, the life course perspective seemed appropriate to guide an in-depth 

analysis of women´s trajectories into and through homelessness at any age (Schoon & 

Lyons-Amos, 2017). This theoretical framework can contribute to revealing the 

interdependent nature of the factors propelling and perpetuating a lack of housing among 

women (Ciapessoni, 2016). Furthermore, this framework takes into account the wider 

environment in which women´s lives and housing trajectories are situated, their relational 

contexts, and the role played by human agency in their life courses (Elder et al., 2003; 

Hendricks, 2012; Hutchison, 2011). Under a life course perspective, attention is given to 

the examination of people´s early lives, which is a key element to consider in a 

comprehensive analysis of female homelessness (e.g. Kennedy et al., 2010; Tyler & 

Schmitz, 2013). The adoption of the life course perspective can contribute to expand the 

(scarce) evidence about the unfolding and persistence of homelessness among women in 

Portugal. The use of this theoretical perspective holds the potential for a deeper 

understanding of many aspects of these women´s lives, since their childhood, which is 

largely missing in the Portuguese literature. 

 

4.4. A strengths-based approach  

In a recent scoping review that maps the available evidence on female 

homelessness, Phipps et al. (2018) show that studies have usually taken a deficit 

approach, focusing on problems, pathologies and barriers to exiting homelessness. 

Examples of these studies include those exploring health issues, substance abuse and 

trauma histories. This type of research is useful in understanding this phenomenon but so 
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is research adopting a strengths-based approach (Phipps et al., 2018; Zufferey & Kerr, 

2004). A strengths-based approach assumes that people have strengths and resources they 

are able to use, and that individuals change and grow through their capacities and have 

expertise in solving their own problems. This approach is intimately linked to processes 

of coping, resilience and empowerment (Pulla, 2017) 67. A strengths-based approach is 

consistent with an ecological viewpoint insofar as it takes into account the person-

environment transactions and the resources and opportunities available in every 

environment that can provide individuals with solutions for their problems (Haber & 

Toro, 2004; Pulla, 2017). These resources and opportunities include, for example, the 

nature and extent of social networks, the availability of particular services, and the local 

and national policies which define, create and support an array of resources (Toro et al., 

1991).  

The benefits flowing from a greater knowledge of the perceived strengths among 

homeless people are manifold. First, this knowledge may guide service providers on 

which types of strengths to affirm in this population. Building up self-perceived strengths 

may, in turn, enhance self-confidence and well-being. Second, strength recognition is a 

key motivating factor that can facilitate an exit from homelessness. Finally, a focus on 

their strengths may contribute to balance societal misconceptions about homeless people. 

This is relevant because such misconceptions can undermine the processes of integration 

of homeless people (e.g. via employment or housing) and, consequently, hinder positive 

changes in the lives of these persons (Tweed, Biswas-Diener, & Lehman, 2012). 

The importance of using a strengths-based approach in the current research 

stemmed from a recognition that participants often identified strengths that have helped 

them to cope with adversity. This is not intended to downplay women´s accounts of 

pathologies or traumatic experiences or to deny their existence. These issues are also 

explored in this study and, to a large extent, it can be argued that while each participant 

“showed amazing survival abilities and was able to create a meaningful life in spite of 

circumstances, they were also plagued by continuing problems and emotional sequelae” 

(Montgomery, 1994, p. 43).  

Women´s ability to manage homelessness is not limited to dealing with the 

practicalities of daily life but also relies upon psychological and emotional coping 

 
67 Coping involves “an active approach to dealing with one´s situation and is based on an appraisal of the 

demands, opportunities, threats and expectations in the social context” (Toro et al., 1991, pp. 1209-1210). 
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strategies (Liebow, 1995; Reeve et al., 2006). Some research on homeless women 

identified sources of strength, meaning and hope that enabled these women to persevere 

and overcome their homelessness. In the early 1990s, in the USA, Montgomery (1994) 

studied former homeless women and categorized their strengths as personal, interpersonal 

and transpersonal. Personal strengths refer to the qualities that the women draw from 

within themselves to go through hardships, which contribute to their determination to 

cope and improve their life circumstances. Personal strengths include a sense of pride, 

holding on their dignity, maintaining independence, having a positive or optimistic 

orientation, and adhering to moral principles to guide their lives. Interpersonal strengths 

relate to forging a sense of connection, which is facilitated by supportive services and 

wider communities that provide a context for women to rebuild their lives. A second axis 

of interpersonal strengths is women´s commitment to significant personal relationships, 

particularly their children. Finally, transpersonal strengths go beyond women´s personal 

resources and relationships with others and have to do with the meanings they develop in 

order to make sense of their life circumstances. Transpersonal strengths consist of, for 

example, religious beliefs, being tested through trial and finding purpose in helping 

others. 

Subsequent studies either corroborate many of Montgomery´s (1994) findings 

(e.g. Casey et al., 2008; Hellegers, 2011; Reeve et al., 2006; Russell, 2011) or expand 

existing knowledge on homeless women´s sources of strength and coping strategies. 

These studies show, for instance, that some women need to spend time alone (Klitzing, 

2004) or to engage in various occupations, such as reading, listening to music, doing yoga 

or cooking. These occupations operate as a means of distraction, a respite from stress, a 

way to counteract boredom or an attempt to develop resilience (Klitzing, 2004; Salsi et 

al., 2017). Furthermore, one Canadian study of 82 men and 34 women experiencing 

homelessness showed that all but two participants were able to describe self-perceived 

strengths. Character categories such as kindness, persistence, authenticity and humour 

were relevant components of participants´ identities. Some gender differences in self-

reported strengths emerged in this study; men were more likely to mention skills and 

intelligence whereas women commonly indicated forgiveness and persistence. One 

possible interpretation for this finding is that “the women in the study may have more 

often found identity in their relationships, and so valued the relationship repairing strength 

of forgiveness” (Tweed et al., 2012, p. 488). The matters highlighted in this section 
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remain largely unexplored in Portuguese research on female homelessness. In the main, 

the evidence discussed above emphasizes that, even if constrained by the “apparently 

rigid social and spatial boundaries that delimit homelessness” (Wardhaugh, 1999, p. 105), 

women can and do express strengths, agency and determination in an attempt to manage 

homelessness, to cope psychologically and emotionally with a lack of housing, and to 

seek a meaningful life beyond homelessness. 

 

4.5. Presentation of self, management of stigma and identity work 

Throughout the conduct of this study, it was apparent that participants 

endeavoured to preserve their dignity and self-worth amid strained circumstances. These 

women´s identities emerged as a significant factor that influenced their daily lives, the 

use of public and sheltered spaces, and the overall experience of homelessness (Casey et 

al., 2008; Reeve et al., 2006). The importance of this issue prompted a search of available 

evidence dedicated to this matter and any theoretical perspectives that could be useful in 

making sense of these findings. Goffman´s (1963, 1993) essays on the management of 

stigma and presentation of self and the identity work framework developed by Snow and 

Anderson (1987) seemed pertinent to understand some of the processes by which the 

study´s participants positioned themselves in relation to homelessness. These theoretical 

perspectives are consistent with an ecological approach which takes a broad view on the 

nature of people´s surrounding contexts and the “multiple levels of the environment that 

influence behavior” (Toro et al., 1991, p. 1211). 

The identity-related concerns of homeless people have received little attention in 

academia compared with the practicalities of daily life. Yet, identity issues are as crucial 

in the lives of homeless persons as their material existence and survival (Casey et al., 

2008; McNaughton, 2008; Snow & Anderson, 1987). As Snow and Anderson (1987, p. 

1365) state: 

… the attempt to carve out and maintain a sense of meaning and self-worth seems 

especially critical for survival, perhaps because it is the thread that enables those 

situated on the margins or at the bottom to retain a sense of self and thus their 

humanity. 
 

Some research demonstrates that homeless people can and do construct and enact 

multiple and fluid identities on occasion (Parsell, 2011; Snow & Anderson, 1987; 

Zufferey & Kerr, 2004), all of which are “valid representations of the self” (Parsell, 2011, 
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p. 446). Identity enactment is an act of agency in that it is worked at and purposefully 

displayed. On the other hand, identity enactment is influenced and constrained by the 

physical environment and by people´s social and interactional contexts. For example, 

homeless people can enact an identity characterized by the display of gratitude, humility 

and submission while in receipt of charity, and present an assertive and confident self in 

a café, where they assume the status of costumers (Parsell, 2011). 

Identity can be divided into personal and social identity. Personal identity refers 

to the individual´s own subjective understanding of the self, whereas social identity 

relates to other people´s perceptions of the individual. Social identities associate 

individuals with socially constructed groups or categories and locate them within social 

structures. These two dimensions of identity interact with one another in diverse, complex 

and often conflicting ways. Identity is constantly negotiated and redefined in the course 

of daily interaction while, at the same time, behaviour is oriented to the preservation of 

social roles and constrained by social structures (Goffman, 1963). In the realm of 

homelessness, one major question is how homeless individuals negotiate their personal 

identities as they confront the “stereotypical and stigmatized manner in which they are 

regarded as a social category” (Snow & Anderson, 1987, p. 1340). In other words, what 

self-protective strategies are employed by homeless individuals to create congruence 

between their personal identity and the social, stigmatized identity? Homelessness is 

assumed to be the core feature through which people experiencing homelessness are 

understood and defined (Parsell, 2011). This assumption relies on emphasizing 

stigmatized attributes attached to homeless people and overlooking the whole range of 

traits and experiences that these persons share with everyone else (Parsell, 2010). A 

“homeless identity”, which is typically associated with personal inadequacies or 

devaluing traits, becomes the defining characteristic of these persons, overshadowing all 

other axes of identity (McCarthy, 2013) 68. In this way, homeless people tend to be 

classified as “the other”, that is, someone who is intrinsically different from the norm 

(Parsell, 2010). 

Goffman (1963) identified two main strategies for managing stigma, i.e., an 

attribute that is deeply discrediting. One such strategy is passing, which means concealing 

or withholding information about the stigma and pass as “normal” before others. The 

 
68 According to McCarthy (2013, p. 46), a “homeless identity” does not exist per se; it is, rather, “socially 

constructed through several discourses and consists of an amalgam of stereotypes”. 
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other strategy is covering, which is a process of deflecting attention away from the stigma 

by making it less obvious. Passing and covering are displayed as strategies for managing 

the stigma attached to homelessness (Gonyea & Melekis, 2017; Rayburn & Guittar, 

2013). However, these strategies may be difficult or impossible to accomplish for 

individuals who live or spend time in street-based settings (visible to the general public) 

or for those who utilize services where their stigma (homeless status) is known to service 

providers and other users and, therefore, cannot be concealed or disguised (Goffman, 

1963; Snow & Anderson, 1987). For this reason, homeless people may have to devise 

other strategies in order to generate and maintain a measure of self-worth (Snow & 

Anderson, 1987). 

In his dramaturgical model, Goffman (1993) articulates a theory of social 

interaction in everyday life as performance. He argues that most individuals - 

conceptualized as performers who project particular images of themselves to their 

audiences - want to appear credible to others and wish (or need) to create a good 

impression. This is carried out through impression management, which refers to how a 

person might adjust facial expressions, posture or clothing in a given situation. This 

theoretical perspective seemed especially useful to examine how the study´s women 

present themselves before a vast audience (e.g. the general public, service providers, other 

homeless persons, members of local communities) while living in circumstances which 

represent “stigma symbols” (Goffman, 1963, p. 60), such as rough sleeping and shelter 

accommodation (Deward, 2007). 

Snow and Anderson (1987) advance empirical and theoretical understanding of 

how homeless individuals generate personal identities that yield a measure of dignity and 

self-worth. These authors define identity work as a “range of activities individuals engage 

in to create, present, and sustain personal identities that are congruent with and supportive 

of the self-concept” (p. 1348) 69. Identity work involves several complementary activities, 

including: finding or arranging physical settings and props; arrangement of personal 

appearance; selective association with other individuals or groups; and verbal 

 
69 These authors distinguish among personal identities and self-concept. Personal identities are understood 

as “self-designations and self-attributions brought into play or asserted during the course of interaction” 

(Snow & Anderson, 1987, p. 1347). Self-concept refers to the overarching view or image one has of 

him/herself in physical, social, spiritual or moral terms. The empirical concern of these authors is with 

personal identities. They argue that “[p]resented personal identities provide a glimpse of the consistency or 

inconsistency between social identities and self-concept, as well as indications of the latter” (Snow & 

Anderson, 1987, p. 1348). 
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construction and assertion of personal identities, which is also called identity talk. 

Whenever the definition of one´s personal identity contradicts one´s imposed social 

identity, cognitive incongruence emerges. Employment of identity talk strategies 

represents an attempt to reduce feelings of stigmatization and (re)establish congruence 

between one´s personal identity and the social, stigmatized identity (Deward, 2007). The 

identity work framework seemed relevant to analyse the ways in which the study´s 

participants assert their personal identities and strive to reconcile their desired personal 

identity with the imposed social identity associated with homelessness.  

However, the research of Snow and Anderson (1987) focused on people living 

rough who were predominantly men, and the authors failed to address gender in their 

analysis. Deward (2007) explored the identity talk strategies used by sheltered homeless 

women, explicitly testing the identity talk framework developed by Snow and Anderson 

(1987). She found that homeless women actively employ identity talk strategies to 

disavow stigmatized identities, but these strategies diverged from those reported by Snow 

and Anderson (1987). Such distinction is likely a function of gender and living situations 

(i.e. street-based settings versus shelter accommodation). The identity talk strategies of 

homeless women studied by Deward (2007) were permeated by gendered components, 

such as mothering narratives and embracement of identities devoid of stigmatized 

attributes (e.g. mother, friend, respectful shelter resident). Research on the identity-

making processes of other groups of stigmatized women, such as those who are 

incarcerated, also demonstrates that they “embraced motherhood as a valued identity” 

(Aiello & McQueeney, 2016, p. 43). Indeed, motherhood is one of the few sources of 

status and social recognition available to incarcerated women (Aiello & McQueeney, 

2016). The patterns of identity talk identified by Snow and Anderson (1987) are described 

in Table 7, which also summarizes the findings from Deward (2007) and highlights the 

commonalities and divergences between these studies. 
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Table 7. The identity talk framework and its transferability in analysing the verbal identity construction strategies used by sheltered homeless women 

Generic patterns of 

identity talk 
 Varieties of identity talk  Examples provided by Snow 

and Anderson (1987) 
 Findings from the study of Deward 

(2007) 
 Notes 

Distancing 

Refers to people´s 
attempts to distance 
themselves from 
associating with other 
homeless persons, 
enacting roles or 
using institutions that 
imply social identities 

inconsistent with their 
actual or desired self-
concept. 

 Associational distancing 

Dissociation from the homeless as 
a general social category and 
dissociation from specific groups 
of negatively evaluated homeless 
persons. 

 Claims of being different from 
other less desirable homeless 

people (e.g. being more 
resourceful and independent 
from services). Criticism of 
attitudes of others, namely in 
relation to service provision. 

 Homeless women used this type of identity 
talk primarily through: claims of being 

different (e.g. from women with low 
personal hygiene); the use of “us” and 
“them” language; and judging the attitude 
and service worthiness of other residents in 
the shelter. 
 

 Associational distancing strategies were similar in 
both studies. 

 Role distancing 

Involves an active attempt to foster 
the impression of a lack of 
commitment or attachment to a 
particular role in which the social 
identity implied is not consistent 
with the actual or desired self-
concept. 
 

 Distancing from the general role 

of the rough sleeper or from 
specific occupational roles, 
which are typically low-status 
and negatively evaluated (e.g. 
“panhandler”, “vagrant”). 

 Homeless women employed role distancing 

strategies that were primarily associated 
with their feelings about shelter 
accommodation. For example, several 
women stated that they were able to 
accomplish more than shelter residence or 
that they deserved better than the shelter had 
to offer. 

 Role distancing was described in both studies but 

the nature of the statements diverged. This 
divergence can be related to the type of living 
situation (that is, street-based settings versus 
shelter accommodation) and overall life 
circumstances. 

 Institutional distancing 

Derogation of the institutions that 
respond to the needs of homeless 
persons. This derogation enables 

one to gain some distance from the 
self implied in using such 
institutions, and to secure a certain 
degree of personal autonomy. 

 Negative characterization and 
criticism of the institutions used 
to meet basic needs. This type of 
distancing from an institution 
allowed some regular users to 

deal with the implications of 
their dependence on it, and to 
sustain a more self-respecting 
personal identity. 
 

 Homeless women used institutional 
distancing through criticizing shelter staff 
and policy (e.g. complaining about shelter 
rules). 

 Institutional distancing through criticism of the 
institutions used by homeless persons was 
noteworthy in both studies. 

Embracement 

Verbal and expressive 
confirmation of one´s 
acceptance of, and 
attachment to, the 
social identity 
associated with social 
relationships, a 
general or specific 

role, or an ideology. 
Implies a consistency 
between the self-
concept and the 
imputed social 
identity. Personal and 
social identities are 
congruent and there is 

 Associational embracement 

Involves reference to oneself as a 
friend or as an individual who 
takes his/her social relationships 
seriously, acknowledging the 
norms of reciprocity. There is an 
understanding of the social 
importance of personally 
identifying as “friend”. 

 Self-identification as someone 
who willingly shares resources 

such as cigarettes and alcohol. 
Another example is one´s “self-
identification as protector or 
defender of one´s buddies” 
(Snow & Anderson, 1987, p. 
1356). 

 Homeless women employed associational 
embracement to create social networks with 

other shelter residents in order to gain 
information about housing and employment 
opportunities. In some cases, there was an 
intersection between associational 
embracement and institutional distancing 
through solidarity with other shelter 
residents against the shelter staff and policy.  

 Both studies describe associational embracement 
strategies but the narratives diverge, which may be 

related to the type of accommodation and the life 
circumstances of each sample. Deward notes that, 
within the shelter, basic needs of homeless women 
were met and they were relatively safe. Therefore, 
bartering or protecting each other was 
unnecessary. However, these women perceived 
other resources as important, such as information 
about housing and employment. 
 

 Role embracement 

Represents an avowed social and 
personal identity which is 
associated with an activity. 

 Avowal and acceptance of street 
roles such as the “tramp” or the 
“bum”. Another example is 
claiming expertise in dumpster 
diving. 

 Role embracement was primarily related to 
the shelter. Most women did not avow the 
identity of shelter resident but, rather, 
reframed shelter residence in a positive way 
(e.g. agreeing with shelter bureaucracy). 
Only a few women fully integrated in the 

 Contrary to the findings of Snow and Anderson, 
most women in the study of Deward did not merge 
their personal identities with the social, 
stigmatized identities. Rather, they reframed the 
negative situation of shelter residence by talking 
about it in a positive way. On the other hand, the 

study of Deward provides several examples of 
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avowal of the social 
identity associated 
with homelessness. 

shelter life, thereby avowing the identity of 
shelter resident. 

women´s embracement of non-stigmatized roles 
and identities such as mother, friend and respectful 
shelter resident. Another distinction is that most 
examples provided by Snow and Anderson are 

specific to individuals living rough, which do not 
resonate with the reality of women residing in a 
shelter that meets their basic needs. 
 

 Ideological embracement 

Involves the acceptance of a set of 

beliefs or ideas that enable to gain 
congruence between the desirable 
personal identity and the 
undesirable social identity. 

 Avowed commitment to a 
particular religion or to a set of 
religious beliefs and, less 

commonly, to occult and 
supernatural beliefs. 

 Religious ideological embracement was 
used by sheltered homeless women to create 
congruence between personal and social 

identities. Their faith was used to explain 
their undesirable circumstances or as a way 
of coping with homelessness. 

 Both studies report religious ideological 
embracement. However, homeless women studied 
by Deward referred to their faith as providing an 

explanation for their circumstances and as a 
coping strategy, which was not mentioned in the 
study of Snow and Anderson.   
 

Fictive storytelling 

Involves the narration 
of stories about one´s 
past, present or future 
experiences and 
accomplishments that 
have a fictive 
character. 

 Embellishment 

Involves the exaggeration of past 
or present experiences with 
fanciful and fictitious details. 
Embellished stories are only partly 
fictional insofar as they involve 
overstatements. Embellishment 
serves to assert a positive personal 
identity and is related to how one 

prefers to be perceived socially 
(typically in a favourable or 
desirable way). 
 

 Most commonly, participants 
provided exaggerated claims 
regarding past or current 

occupations and wages. 

Other examples include 
embellished tales about sexual 
and drinking activities, and the 
accomplishments of one´s 
children.  

 Most women used mothering embellishment 
strategies, highlighting their identities and 
roles as mothers and focusing on their 

children. Another example of an 
embellishment theme relates to women´s 
identities and roles as wives or partners. 

 The most common embellishment themes reported 
by Snow and Anderson reflect a hegemonic 
masculinity, which is perhaps unsurprising 

considering that men represented 86% of their 
sample. On the contrary, embellishment narratives 
of women studied by Deward concentrated on 
displaying hegemonic femininity, particularly 
through motherhood and marriage.  

 Fantasizing 

Involves “future-oriented 

fabrications about oneself” (Snow 
& Anderson, 1987, p. 1360). This 
refers to fanciful constructions that 
place the narrator in positively 
framed situations that seem 
distantly removed from, if at all 
connected to, his/her past or 
present circumstances. 

 Future-oriented, fanciful talk 
among the participants in the 
study of Snow and Anderson 

was organized around four main 
themes: self-employment 
(particularly in terms of forging 
business schemes); financial 
wealth (e.g. the fantasy of 
becoming rich); material 
possessions; and encounters 
with the opposite sex. 

 Sheltered homeless women engaged in 
fantasizing in minor ways and none 
“discussed being rich, starting a business, 

obtaining large sums of money, or sexual 
conquests” (Deward, 2007, p. 54). However, 
they did mention improbable or unrealistic 
future aspirations concerning the timeframe 
established for finding housing or 
employment. This type of strategy allowed 
the women to remain hopeful for a future life 
outside the shelter. 

 The degree of eccentricity in which participants 
talked about their future was markedly different in 
these studies. Deward argues that this divergence 

may be related to the fact that sheltered women 
were accompanied by shelter staff and other 
residents who could call into question seemingly 
implausible narratives. By contrast, rough sleepers 
studied by Snow and Anderson were not 
embedded in groups or relationships that could 
question the authenticity or credibility of their 
narratives. Furthermore, the fantasizing themes 

diverged significantly in both samples, with 
participants in the study of Snow and Anderson 
displaying fanciful narratives largely grounded on 
hegemonic masculinity. 
 

Sources: Deward (2007), Snow and Anderson (1987) 
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Besides Deward (2007), only a small number of authors addressed homelessness 

and identity among women (e.g. Casey et al., 2008; Huey & Berndt, 2008; Sheridan, 

2017). In Portugal, no research dedicated to this topic was found. Available evidence 

shows that homeless women project different images and embrace distinct identities 

depending on their purposes, the times of the day, the context in which they are situated 

and/or the individuals with whom they interact. Huey and Berndt (2008), for instance, 

showed that homeless women use four distinct gender performances as strategies of 

survival intended to reduce the risk of victimization in the streets. The femininity 

simulacrum designates the display of a set of behaviours socially defined as feminine, 

such as girlishness, flirtatiousness, emotionalism and/or maternalism. The masculinity 

simulacrum refers to performing as masculine through assertiveness, aggressiveness, 

toughness or fearlessness. A third strategy is genderlessness, which means obscuring or 

hiding elements associated with a gender. Finally, some women attempt to pass as 

homosexual when approached sexually by men. This study highlights that gender does 

not only structure homeless women´s lives; gender can also be “cleverly and creatively 

performed as a strategy of survival” (McCarthy, 2013, p. 52, emphasis in original). 

A number of women reject the label “homeless”, which is often linked to 

individuals “mentally ill or drug addicted, unwashed, helpless, and hopeless” (Williams, 

1998, p. 149). This is because they do not see themselves as someone in need of charitable 

care, are able to provide for themselves, have not lost the hope of changing their life 

circumstances, or consider that homeless people have distinct problems (May et al., 2007; 

Williams, 1998). Several women hold negative perceptions of the homeless population, 

believe that people become homeless because of individual characteristics or pathology, 

attempt to hide their own homeless status, and/or distance themselves from other 

homeless persons, particularly those to whom a greater stigma is attached (e.g. drug users, 

sex workers) (Casey et al., 2008; Gonyea & Melekis, 2017; Groton et al., 2017; Williams, 

1998). This differentiation from other homeless individuals is classified as associational 

distancing by Snow and Anderson (1987), as explained earlier.  

Finally, some women embrace identities that give them a purpose and a valued 

sense of self, such as being a caregiver. Some play the role of nurturer or helper to others, 

for example, serving as mother figure to younger women and taking care of other 

residents in shelters (Davis-Berman, 2011; Gonyea & Melekis, 2017). From the 

perspective of the identity talk framework discussed above, these findings are consistent 
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with those of Deward (2007), which demonstrated that sheltered women avowed these 

types of roles and identities, representing one form of role embracement. A similar picture 

emerges from studies drawing attention to homeless women´s desire to be productive and 

helpful, either through paid employment or engagement in occupations such as education 

or volunteering. Being occupied can contribute to shape these women´s identities and 

helps them to achieve a sense of purpose (Groton et al., 2017; Salsi et al., 2017).  

 

4.6. Conclusion 

This chapter presented and justified a combination of theoretical perspectives 

underpinning the study, which were aimed at providing theoretically informed insight 

into various facets of women´s homelessness in a complementary manner. The study was 

conducted within the scope of human ecology and was heuristically grounded on an 

ecological approach, which attempts to capture as far as possible the complexity and 

multidimensionality of female homelessness. The life course perspective, which is 

aligned with an ecological approach, provides a lens and a guidance to further exploring 

the women´s trajectories and experiences into and through homelessness. A strengths-

based approach, Goffman´s essays on the management of stigma and presentation of self, 

and Snow and Anderson´s identity work framework, seemed appropriate theoretical tools 

to guide the analysis of day-to-day interactions of women who experience homelessness, 

their sense of self, and the internal resources and strategies they draw upon to cope and 

negotiate their life circumstances. All of these theoretical perspectives are, in turn, 

consistent with an overarching ecological approach. 
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CHAPTER 5. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter is dedicated to the research methodology. Methodology “is 

concerned with why, what, from where, when and how data is collected and analyzed” 

(Scotland, 2012, p. 9). This chapter addresses these questions and aims to provide a 

comprehensive account of the research methodology. At the outset, the background of the 

research is traced and an overview of the research project is offered. The research 

questions and objectives are then presented. Consideration is given to the construction of 

knowledge in this research project and the study´s methodological approach is discussed 

in terms of the research design, eligibility criteria for participation in the research and the 

methods of data collection. Following this, the study area is presented, the approach to 

the field is discussed, and the process of data collection is explained in detail. Attention 

then turns to a discussion of how data were managed and analysed in this project. Ethical 

issues are discussed and the chapter concludes by outlining the limitations of the study. 

Considering the length and complexity of the preparatory phase of the study and the 

conduct of fieldwork, it seemed relevant to discuss in detail the many issues, challenges 

and practicalities they involved. Due to limitations of space, some topics are presented in 

the form of a research diary, in Appendix 29, which supplements and enriches the 

information provided in this chapter.  

 

5.2. Setting the research background 

This section aims to respond to why is it important to conduct a study on women´s 

homelessness in Portugal. Broadly speaking, scant research attention has been given to 

women´s homelessness at international level and, certainly, in Portugal. To the 

researcher´s knowledge, this is the first doctoral dissertation dedicated to women´s 

homelessness in the Portuguese context. The current study builds upon a considerable 

lack of recognition of women´s homelessness in Portugal, which was extensively 

documented in Chapter 3. For this reason, one major challenge of this research is the 

assertion that women experiencing homelessness do exist and that it is vital to gain a 

deeper understanding of their lives and experiences. The main gaps in the literature on 

women´s homelessness that were discussed in the previous chapters are revisited and 
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summarized in this section. Particular attention is given to the lacunae in the knowledge 

of several dimensions of women´s homelessness in the Portuguese context. The 

anticipated contributions of this study in an attempt to fill the identified gaps are also 

outlined, as follows. 

 

Main identified gaps in the literature    Potential contributions of the current study 
  
Gender and definitions of homelessness 
 
One reason for the statistical under-representation of 
women among the homeless population, for their 
invisibility, and for a limited knowledge of female 
homelessness, is a focus on the most visible forms of 
homelessness, such as rough sleeping and shelter 
use, in which women are less likely to be found.  
 

 
 
 
The use of ETHOS, which is a broad definition of 
homelessness, can contribute to include a host of living 
arrangements where women without housing can possibly 
be found. This, in turn, can propitiate a greater recognition 

and a more encompassing analysis of women´s 
homelessness. 

 
Causes of female homelessness 
 
There is a dearth of comprehensive research on the 

processes propelling homelessness among women, 
particularly in the Portuguese context. 

 
 

Informed by an ecological approach and a life course 

perspective, this study can contribute to knowledge of the 
processes culminating in homelessness among women in 
the Portuguese context. 

  
Trajectories and experiences of homelessness 
 
In the Portuguese context, very little is known about 
women´s homeless and housing histories, the factors 
influencing their trajectories through homelessness, 
and their lived experiences of homelessness. 

 
 

The theoretical perspectives applied in this research can 
guide a comprehensive analysis of women´s homeless and 
housing trajectories and how these trajectories intersect 
with other realms of their lives, and shed light into the 
experience of homelessness among women. 

  
Homelessness, gender and support services 
 
A comprehensive analysis of homeless women´s 

access and use of services and an assessment of the 
impact of support services on their homeless 
trajectories are largely missing in the Portuguese 
context. 
 

 
 

This study may add to the existing knowledge about the 

intersection of homelessness, gender and support services 
in Portugal by addressing specifically these two under-
researched topics. 

 

 
Negotiation of homelessness and sense of self 
 
At international level, scant research attention has 
been given to homeless women´s psychological and 
emotional coping strategies, to their strengths and to 
their identity-related concerns. These matters are 
virtually unexplored in the Portuguese literature. 

 
 

This study is expected to unpack the women´s internal 
coping resources and the identity work they may draw 
upon that yield a measure of dignity, purpose and self-
worth. In this way, the study addresses these under-
researched topics in the literature on women´s 
homelessness worldwide and, certainly, in Portugal. 

 

 

5.3. Overview of the research project 

A flowchart of the research project is presented in Figure 1. This flowchart depicts 

the research steps (necessarily) in a simplified manner. It is intended to provide an 

overview of the research process and contribute to the clarity of further discussion of the 

research methodology. 
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Figure 1. Flowchart of the research project 
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In this research, the approach to the theme under study was made on theoretical 

and empirical grounds. The theoretical contribution of this research was based on 

extensive literature review and documental analysis, which were aimed at contextualizing 

as thoroughly as possible the theme under study. In keeping with an ecological approach, 

particular attention was given to describing the broad context or environment surrounding 

women´s homelessness. From an ecological perspective, this contextualization is 

regarded as vital “to understanding the current state of the social phenomena under 

consideration” (Toro et al., 1991, p. 1213). A discussion of the complex and multifaceted 

nature of women´s homelessness was privileged in the literature review. Women´s 

homelessness was addressed from various angles, in a complementary manner, using a 

wide range of sources, including: studies from many disciplines (e.g. sociology, 

geography, history, anthropology, economy, psychology) and fields of research (e.g. 

gender, poverty, housing studies); as well as official statistics and reports, policy 

statements and orientations, and legislation on homelessness and related areas. This 

theoretical contribution was discussed in Chapters 1 to 3 and in the corresponding 

appendices (Appendices 1 to 26). Furthermore, a combination of theoretical perspectives 

was used to guide the overall research and to make sense of particular facets of women´s 

homelessness which were examined in the study, as explained in Chapter 4. 

A detailed account of the empirical contribution of this research is provided in this 

chapter and in the corresponding appendices (Appendices 29 to 39). The empirical 

contribution of this research was informed by a lengthy and intense fieldwork in which 

biographical and ethnographic approaches were used to collect data from women 

experiencing homelessness or housing exclusion (according to the ETHOS definition) in 

the Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area. Throughout the conduct of the study and during 

the writing up of this dissertation, an effort was made to unpack and expose the dialectic 

relationship between theoretical and empirical knowledge of women´s homelessness. 

Figure 2 summarizes the approach to the theme under study that was deployed in 

this research, as explained above. This is a simplified overview, for the purpose of clarity, 

but an attempt was made to render it as complete and comprehensible as possible.  
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Figure 2. Approach to the theme under study 
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5.4. Research questions and objectives 

As discussed earlier, there is a paucity of robust research on women´s 

homelessness in Portugal. Consequently, very little is known about the lives of women 

who experience housing precariousness and homelessness. The current research is 

exploratory in nature and, in broad terms, asks: 

 
•  Who are the women experiencing homelessness in Portugal? 

•  How did these women become homeless? 

•  Where and how do these women live subsequent to becoming homeless? 

•  What are these women´s perspectives on their situations, past and present? 

 

At the core of the research was the aim of extending knowledge and understanding 

of women´s homelessness in Portugal through a detailed exploration of the lives and 

experiences of women confronting homelessness or housing exclusion in the Northern 

Lisbon Metropolitan Area. The research focused on women´s lives prior to becoming 

homeless and also sought to examine their daily lives and experiences of being homeless. 

The specific objectives of this research were as follows: 

1 To identify and characterize, in sociodemographic terms, a diverse sample of women 
experiencing homelessness or housing exclusion in the Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area. 

 

2 To explore the women´s paths into homelessness. 

 
3 To examine the women´s homeless and housing trajectories and identify the factors and 

processes that influenced their homeless and housing transitions. 

 
4 To explore the women´s interactions with the service sector and any impact that these 

interactions may have on their homeless and housing trajectories. 

 

5 To examine how women experienced and negotiated the experience of homelessness. 
 

6 To explore the women´s conceptualization of homelessness and home. 

 
7 To examine women´s internal coping resources and the identity construction processes they 

may draw upon to assert a sense of purpose and self-worth. 

 

8 To explore the women´s perceived needs and their views on and hopes for the future. 

 

5.5. Reflections on the construction of knowledge 

The so-called reflexive turn in the social sciences has contributed to a deeper 

understanding of the processes of knowledge construction (Mauthner & Doucet, 2003), 
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recognizing that research “is never undertaken in a vacuum” (Amster, 2008, p. 126) but 

it is, rather, contextually embedded. This reflexive turn has resulted in an increased 

awareness that knowledge is culturally, socially and historically grounded (Mauthner & 

Doucet, 2003). If knowledge is “marked by its origins” (Rose, 1997, p. 307) and by the 

specific circumstances from where it emerges, it follows that knowledge is situated and 

therefore limited and partial (Cloke, Cooke, Cursons, Milbourne, & Widdowfield, 2000; 

Rose, 1997). 

The situatedness of the production of knowledge is recognized in this research, 

which was framed by, and materialized within, a specific time and place, that is, the early 

21st century in the Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area. This study is situated and 

contextualized within the current historical, cultural, political, socioeconomic and 

organizational realms of Portugal and the Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area. Moreover, 

Portugal is embedded in Western culture and values, which adds a contextual layer to the 

positioning of the research. In recognizing that the knowledge produced was situated, this 

research also attends to its limits and partiality and, therefore, makes no claims about 

universality or the generalisability of the study´s findings (Rose, 1997), particularly to 

non-Western countries 70. This does not preclude the possibility, however, that several of 

the study´s findings may resonate with those documented in the existing literature on 

female homelessness. 

The reflexive turn entailed an increased recognition that researchers are part of the 

social world they study (Mauthner & Doucet, 2003); that they have a real presence in the 

research process and are active producers of knowledge (Roberts, 2002). The traditional 

conceptions of objectivity, neutrality, authority and distance between the researcher and 

research participants and settings (Cloke et al., 2000; Roberts, 2002; Snape & Spencer, 

2003) are gradually giving way to an embodied, situated and subjective stance on social 

 
70 The understanding of homelessness may differ across Western and non-Western countries (Tipple & 

Speak, 2005). In some non-Western countries (e.g. South Korea) the idea of homeless women is 

inconceivable or unacceptable (Sikich, 2008). There is a dearth of research on female homelessness in non-
Western countries (Haile et al., 2020), but there may be commonalities among women experiencing 

homelessness in Western and non-Western countries (e.g. an association between domestic violence and 

homelessness). There may be differences as well, including a lack of education and inadequate or non-

existing employment opportunities for women, insufficient legal rights (e.g. property rights), and no formal 

social welfare programmes in several non-Western countries (Sikich, 2008). Cultural singularities may also 

exist, as demonstrated in a study on women´s homelessness conducted in Addis Ababa (Ethiopia). The 

studied women became homeless in contexts of poverty, a lack of access to affordable housing, adverse 

events in the family home or domestic violence (among others), which are similarly identified in Western 

countries. However, the study also draws attention to the practice of child marriage, from which several 

women endeavoured to escape, representing a predisposing factor to their homelessness (Haile et al., 2020). 
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research (Mauthner & Doucet, 2003). Increasingly, researchers are seen and accepted 

within the academia as human beings who bring their personal characteristics, values, 

interests, biographies, assumptions, epistemological stances and so on to the whole 

research process, which in turn influences the production of knowledge (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 2007; Roberts, 2002). In this context, researchers are being encouraged to be 

more reflexive about their research practices (Gringeri, Barusch, & Cambron, 2013; 

Mauthner & Doucet, 2003; Snape & Spencer, 2003). 

Reflexivity can be understood as a way of identifying and taking account of the 

range of influences shaping the different stages of the research (Mauthner & Doucet, 

2003) in order to shed light into the process of constructing knowledge (Roberts, 2002). 

Reflexivity necessitates the scrutiny of the researcher her/himself (Cloke et al., 2000) and 

the monitoring of self-involvement and position as researcher and her/his relationship to 

the study (Roberts, 2002; Scerri, Abela, & Vetere, 2012). The limits to reflexivity include 

the profound level of consciousness required to produce accounts of the self, which may 

undermine at least some of the researchers´ self-understanding. Reflexive accounts are 

themselves influenced by researchers´ worldviews. Moreover, the extent to which they 

can be cognisant of the influences on their research can depend on the passing of time 

and some degree of intellectual and emotional detachment from the projects (Mauthner 

& Doucet, 2003; Scerri et al., 2012). In addition, reflexive research has been criticized 

for privileging the researcher´s own story over that of the participants (Cloke et al., 2000; 

Roberts, 2002; Scerri et al., 2012) and, as Parker has asserted, can contribute to a “never-

ending spiral of relativism” (as cited in Moser, 2008, p. 384).  

While recognizing the drawbacks and risks of conducting reflexive research, 

reflexivity can provide insightful analyses (Moser, 2008), and it is important to situate 

the knowledge that is produced (Widdowfield, 2000) and to enable readers to evaluate 

the project “on its merits-in-context” (Gringeri et al., 2013, p. 57). By exposing 

vulnerabilities and uncertainties through reflexive accounts, researchers do not undermine 

their credibility or the validity of the research (Punch, 2012; Widdowfield, 2000); on the 

contrary, reflecting on these may increase the integrity and trustworthiness of the research 

process (Scerri et al., 2012). Reflexivity is pertinent in this study given the sustained and 

intense nature of the fieldwork, the deep level of engagement with participants required 

to collect the data, the sensitivity of some of the research topics addressed, the 

vulnerability of the study population and the fact that the researcher was the primary 



118 

 

research instrument (Punch, 2012). Attention now turns to a reflexive account of some 

perceived influences of the researcher in the research process, in terms of epistemological 

underpinnings, social categories, and emotional and embodied ways of knowing 71. 

Epistemology is concerned with the nature, forms and justification of knowledge 

(Carter & Little, 2007; Scotland, 2012). Researchers are increasingly encouraged to be 

explicit about their epistemological assumptions (Gringeri et al., 2013), namely because 

epistemology is foundational and it is intricately connected with methodology and 

methods (Carter & Little, 2007). We believe that the relationship between the researcher 

and the social world is interactive and that the findings produced or generated are 

influenced by the researcher´s perspectives and values, thus making absolute objectivity 

and value-free research unattainable (Slevitch, 2011; Snape & Spencer, 2003). In our 

view, the social world “is not governed by law-like regularities” (Snape & Spencer, 2003, 

p. 17) that can be captured by the methods of natural sciences, but it is mediated through 

meaning (which is context bound) and human agency. Finally, we do not conceive a 

unique and ultimate truth concerning the study of the social world; instead, we think about 

truth, in this context, as “a matter of socially and historically conditioned agreement” 

(Slevitch, 2011, p. 77). These epistemological stances place this research project firmly 

in the realm of a qualitative research tradition (Slevitch, 2011; Snape & Spencer, 2003).  

The production of knowledge is often scrutinised in relation to the researcher´s 

positionality, which tends to focus on social categories such as age, gender, nationality, 

education and class (Moser, 2008; Punch, 2012; Rose, 1997). I can picture myself as a 

middle-age woman, Portuguese, with higher education and a middle-class background. I 

believe it was my age, my gender and my nationality that mostly influenced my 

positioning in this research project. This study was conducted when I was 39-42 years 

old, which gave me the maturity to understand and to deal with the highly personal and 

often sensitive topics narrated by participants and/or observed within the scope of our 

interactions. On the other hand, I was positioned in between the age groups of the sample, 

which facilitated my engagement with younger and older women. I also think that I have 

benefited from gender-matching (Cloke et al., 2000), which favoured the openness of 

women to my presence (especially in secluded places such as their rooms inside shelters) 

 
71 For this reason, it is necessary to write in the first person by using the personal pronoun “I”, since it 

indicates the presence, reflections and the uniqueness of the researcher´s experiences during the research 

process (Lumsden, 2009; Scerri et al., 2012; Widdowfield, 2000). The use of “we” relates to the iterative 

process of dialogue and advice between the study´s supervisors and the researcher (Scerri et al., 2012). 
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and may have positively influenced my relationships with them, the depth of their views 

and life stories, and the disclosure of intimate issues or difficulties 72. Finally, my 

nationality and socialization in the Portuguese context may have facilitated my 

understanding of some topics that emerged along the research process, such as the 

socioeconomic realm of the country at the time of the study, which was obviously 

important in facilitating open communication with the study´s participants.  

The role of emotions and embodied research is largely omitted in academic work 

(Dickson-Swift et al., 2009) 73. However, a growing recognition of the subjective nature 

of much social research has emerged in recent years and several researchers write openly 

and reflexively about their experiences in this matter (Blix & Wettergren, 2015; Emerald 

& Carpenter, 2015; Robinson, 2008; Sharma, Reimer-Kirkham, & Cochrane, 2009; 

Wainwright, Marandet, & Rizvi, 2018; Widdowfield, 2000). In this study, emotional and 

corporeal dimensions of the research process were taken as ways of knowing more about 

participants and their real lives, which can enrich understandings of female homelessness 

(Hubbard, Backett-Milburn, & Kemmer, 2001) and “might be valued precisely for the 

different insights they provide” (Robinson, 2008, p. 97). Moreover, participants´ 

emotions were used as data in the sense that observing their emotions, in addition to 

listening to their words, enabled a contextualized understanding of the significance of 

some topics and events in their lives (Emerald & Carpenter, 2015; Hubbard et al., 2001). 

 

5.6. The study´s methodological approach 

This section is dedicated to a discussion of the design of the research, the 

eligibility criteria for participation in the research and the methods of data collection.  

 

5.6.1. The design of the research  

This research project was conceived taking account of the design most likely to 

yield informative data and practical issues were also pondered (which will be discussed 

ahead) (Gilbert, 2008). A qualitative approach was considered appropriate to 

 
72 Nevertheless, I established contact with many homeless men along the research process and observed a 

tendency for men to be more receptive to talk about themselves than women. Writing about Coimbra city, 

in Portugal, Lopes (2017) also noted some reluctance of homeless women in taking part in her study. 
73 This omission may be related to researchers´ concerns about exposing vulnerabilities and being judged 

by their colleagues about the trustworthiness and scientific value of their work (Dickson-Swift et al., 2009). 
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accomplishing the research aims since we were interested in exploring and understanding 

the events and circumstances that propel women into homelessness as well as their views 

of, and lived experiences within, these situations (Ritchie, 2003). Qualitative approaches 

enable a better understanding of the interplay of factors leading to homelessness and of 

the experience of lacking a home (May, 2000). Moreover, the phenomenon of 

homelessness has features that make it especially suitable to be studied from a qualitative 

standpoint, including its complexity, sensitive nature and numerous under-researched 

dimensions (Ritchie, 2003), which were outlined in the previous chapters. 

There are several characteristics that place this study firmly within the realm of a 

qualitative approach. Firstly, the research was interested in the perspectives and 

worldviews of the individuals under study, privileging the meanings they attach to 

phenomena within their social worlds; our purpose was to understand women´s lives and 

experiences as expressed by them in their own words and from their personal standpoints. 

The study aimed to generate an in-depth, contextualized and interpretative understanding 

of participants´ stories and experiences. Secondly, a flexible research strategy was 

adopted and was one that aimed to study social life in the real world rather than in artificial 

settings. Thirdly, the methods of data collection were sensitive to the social context of the 

research and involved close contact and interaction between researcher and researched. 

Fourthly, the study privileged the generation of detailed and rich information and the 

identification of emergent categories of significance from the data, rather than 

formulating or imposing a priori categories (inductive approach). Finally, consideration 

was given to the presence and influence of the researcher throughout the research process 

(Moreira, 2007; Roberts, 2002; Slevitch, 2011; Snape & Spencer, 2003). 

At the outset, a cross-sectional study was designed, meaning that data would be 

collected at one point in time rather than longitudinally. Nevertheless, the researcher´s 

presence in the field was intended to be prolonged and, whenever possible, to involve 

more than one meeting and interaction with the study´s participants (Gilbert, 2008). While 

the merits of a longitudinal qualitative approach were acknowledged, the transience of 

homeless populations makes it challenging (May, 2000) and not realistic for a lone 

researcher working to achieve research goals within a relatively short period of time.  

This research project acknowledged the temporal nature of homelessness in two 

ways. Firstly, it was possible to conduct a lengthy fieldwork and maintain close and 

regular contact with some of the participants over a considerable time period (Herbert, 
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2000). This enabled to capture the dynamics of some aspects of their lives and the impact 

of a variety of factors on their living transitions and how they understood and responded 

to these 74. Secondly, the use of a biographical interviewing approach addressed 

temporality by allowing participating women to recount their life experiences since 

childhood, thus enabling the construction of their trajectories into and through 

homelessness (May, 2000).  

 

5.6.2. Eligibility criteria for participation in the research 

To be eligible for participation in the research, individuals had to be: female; 18 

years or over; single; currently experiencing homelessness or housing exclusion 

according to the ETHOS definition; living in the Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area at 

the time of data collection; and proficient in the Portuguese language. 

In Portugal, the civil majority is set at 18 years. The decision to work with adult 

women stemmed from the research aims and was also related to practical considerations. 

For example, obtaining consent from parents or caregivers of minors would necessitate 

the implementation of procedures that would have delayed the research progress very 

considerably. No upper age limit was imposed during the recruitment process. 

In this study, the term “single” means that participating women do not have 

children in their care, although they may be mothers with children living elsewhere 

(Reeve et al., 2006). The decision to focus on single participants was taken for several 

reasons. As discussed in Chapter 2, having dependent children may facilitate homeless 

women´s access to formal and informal supports (e.g. Bowpitt et al., 2011; Löfstrand & 

Quilgars, 2016; Marpsat, 2008; Passaro, 1996) and may, in addition, influence women´s 

decisions about their living situations as they prioritize the needs of their children 

(Goodman et al., 2006; Zlotnick et al., 2010). Furthermore, homeless women with 

dependent children face specific challenges related to their parenting roles and 

responsibilities (van den Dries et al., 2016). Overall, homeless women with and without 

dependent children may have distinct experiences and trajectories into and through 

 
74 The duration of my contacts with the participants varied and depended upon a series of contingencies 

that will be mentioned ahead. In one case, there was a single contact. The period of contact with the 

remaining 33 participants ranged from: less than one month (n=5); between one and six months (n=10); 

more than six months until one year (n=12); and more than one year (n=6), up to a maximum of two years 

approximately. During these time periods, contact with participants was not necessarily regular and they 

therefore relate, more precisely, to the timeframe between my first and final contact with each participant. 
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homelessness, which may not be comparable and require separate consideration 

(Robinson & Searby, 2006). 

The study aimed to include both Portuguese and non-Portuguese participants. 

However, in order to be eligible for participation, individuals were required to have a 

level of Portuguese language proficiency that would enable them to understand the 

research aims and what participation involved; participants also had to have sufficient 

command of Portuguese to communicate in the context of the interview, which required 

an ability to communicate clearly based on an understanding of the interviewer´s role 

(Langness & Frank, 1995; Silva, 2007). There was no budget available to enlist the 

assistance of an interpreter but, even if this was the case, it may be difficult to ensure that 

all concepts and words are properly translated and the presence of a third element could, 

arguably, be constraining and intrusive (Langness & Frank, 1995). 

 

5.6.3. Biographical interviewing 

The biographical interview, which is a qualitative method for garnering in-depth 

information on people´s lives (Atkinson, 2002), was the core method of data collection. 

When undertaking this method, one collects people´s life stories 75. Life stories are 

understood as: 

… the story a person chooses to tell about the life he or she has lived, told as 

completely and honestly as possible, what the person remembers of it and what he 

or she wants others to know of it, usually as a result of a guided interview by 

another. (Atkinson, 2002, p. 125).  
 

Biographical research has been employed in several scientific disciplines and can 

be applicable to a multitude of social issues (Atkinson, 2002; Roberts, 2002). A 

biographical approach was used previously in the conduct of research on homelessness 

generally (May, 2000; Ravenhill, 2008; Torri & Tosi, 2004) and on women´s 

homelessness, specifically (Mayock et al., 2015b; Sheridan, 2017).  

Biographical research is useful in gaining an understanding of people´s life 

experiences within their broader contexts and generates insights into social processes and 

the individual´s interpretation and reaction to them, thereby unveiling the intersection 

 
75 A common distinction is made between life story (i.e. the story narrated by the individual) and life history 

(which refers to the later interpretive and writing work performed by the researcher) (Roberts, 2002). 
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between structural and individual processes and possibly their mutual dependence 

(Ravenhill, 2008; Roberts, 2002). As regards the theme of the study, this aspect of 

biographical research is relevant insofar as it may illuminate people´s trajectories, giving 

proper consideration to their agency within the range of opportunities and constraints 

placed on their lives (May, 2000; Ravenhill, 2008). The importance of a contextualized 

approach to the study of homelessness is also emphasized by Snow et al. (1994), who 

argue that relegating biographies and influences of the environment on the lives of 

homeless persons can distort the understanding of homelessness. 

A biographical approach enables to capture a sense of temporality, dynamism and 

multidimensionality that is crucial to a deeper understanding of how the experiences of 

homelessness unfold in a person´s life. A life story brings about the links that connect 

several parts of a person´s life, from childhood to adulthood, highlighting sequences of 

events as well as changes and transitions over the course of a lifetime (Atkinson, 2002). 

Moreover, biographies can draw attention to the multiplicity of dimensions that comprise 

human existence and elucidate how they interconnect and shape people´s trajectories 

along the various stages of their lives (Torri & Tosi, 2004). By enabling the construction 

of those trajectories and the sequences of events and circumstances propelling 

homelessness, biographical research can contribute in a valuable way to an understanding 

of homelessness that embraces its complexity and evolving nature, in the sense that this 

is about a process rather than a static condition (Lee et al., 2010; Nooe & Patterson, 2010; 

Torri & Tosi, 2004). As Mayock et al. (2015b, p. 6, emphasis in original) put it, when 

explaining the use of biographical interviewing when researching women´s homelessness 

in Ireland, “rather than tracing only a person´s housing and homeless history, the 

[biographical] interview attempted to construct multiple biographies by capturing 

transition and change, along the same timeline, in the women´s personal, social and 

economic circumstances”. Taking account of the biographies of homeless people can 

further elucidate where those factors propelling homelessness are located within each 

person´s life history. In other words, this is about gaining a deeper understanding of how 

exactly certain factors emerge in people´s lives, how they are perceived, and how and to 

what extent they actually relate to their homelessness (Somerville, 2013). 

Biographical research can enable a better understanding of the experience of 

homelessness, insofar as it draws attention to the subjective meanings through which 

people make sense of their everyday lives (Roberts, 2002; Torri & Tosi, 2004). 
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Biographical interviewing contributes to an understanding from an insider perspective by 

asking to those who actually experience homelessness how it is perceived, felt, acted upon 

and, indeed, lived (Ravenhill, 2008; Torri & Tosi, 2004). By allowing the diversity of 

people´s experiences, desires, motivations and reasoning for certain choices and decisions 

to emerge, biographical research acknowledges the individuality of homeless people and 

contributes to seeing them beyond uniformizing categories that obscure their 

heterogeneity (May, 2000; Torri & Tosi, 2004).  

 

5.6.4. Ethnographic approach 

At the outset of the research, it was planned that ethnography would be used to 

supplement and triangulate the data gathered from biographical interviews, with the aim 

of enriching understanding of the phenomenon under study through the use of different 

types of readings of that same phenomenon (Ritchie, 2003). As the research process 

progressed, however, it became clear that data collection methods ought to be applied 

with flexibility and adjusted appropriately and sensitively to the characteristics of 

participants and their life circumstances. In fact, the aim of conducting a biographical 

interview would have been unrealistic in the case of a number of women living in street-

based settings. Some others refused to be interviewed formally but were prepared to speak 

informally with the researcher. Each of these cases was assessed individually alongside 

the learning about their daily lives and living situations arising from time spent with the 

women. These women´s decisions about how they wished to participate in the research 

were respected at all times. In these cases, ethnographic observation and engagement was 

the key source of data. 

Ethnography is firmly rooted in a qualitative research paradigm and involves the 

researcher interacting in close proximity to, and for an extended period of time, with the 

people under study in their everyday environments. The objectives of ethnography are to 

understand people´s actions, motivations and experiences of their social worlds. Several 

techniques of data collection can be used in ethnography, namely participant observation 

and relatively informal conversations, in order to access social meanings, observe 

behaviours and work closely with participants. Data collection is relatively unstructured, 

in the sense that it does not involve a fixed research design, and the categories used to 

interpret social actions emerge from, rather than being imposed on, the field. Importantly, 

the focus is typically on a small number of cases, which facilitates richness and depth in 
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understanding the phenomenon under study (Brewer, 2000; Hammersley & Atkinson, 

2007; Hoolachan, 2016; Moreira, 2007). 

Ethnography connects what people say with what they do, enables the observation 

of events, behaviours and interactions between social actors in loco and in the moment 

when they unfold; it captures change as it occurs over time and explores everyday lived 

experiences in its richness and complexity. Ethnography enables an analysis of daily life 

moments when people´s actions and narratives interact with broader social structures 

(Herbert, 2000; Hoolachan, 2016). Ethnographers “are concerned with how people 

perceive, construct and interact within their social and economic environment” 

(Hoolachan, 2016, p. 34), and assume that meaning systems are crucial to understanding 

human action. Meanings are context dependent and created intersubjectively and through 

ongoing interactions between agents. In other words, ethnography enables a 

contextualized exploration of the processes and meanings by which everyday life is 

maintained. It can thus provide “understandings of how daily life is connected to - or 

disconnected from - the broader structural imperatives that create the horizon of 

possibilities for human agents” (Herbert, 2000, p. 564). In brief, ethnography is capable 

of disentangling the interconnections between macro-level social structures and micro-

level human agency (Herbert, 2000). 

The distinctive features outlined above make ethnography especially suited to 

exploring women´s homelessness since it embraces and examines richness, complexity, 

dynamism, temporality, multidimensionality, and people´s ongoing interactions with 

others and with surrounding environments. Indeed, previous ethnographic studies of 

homeless women have enabled the unveiling of women´s social networks, their daily lives 

and interactions, and their concerns, strengths and sense of self (Liebow, 1995; Rowe & 

Wolch, 1990; Russell, 2011). Ethnography, which incorporates lengthy fieldwork that 

enables the development of rapport and strong relationships with participants, is also 

appropriate when working with vulnerable populations, who may be prone to distrust. 

This, in turn, may facilitate collaboration and openness on the part of participants and the 

collection of data on a deeper level (Hoolachan, 2016). 

Importantly, both ethnography and biographical research are aligned with the 

theoretical underpinnings of the study, which were discussed in Chapter 4. Furthermore, 

these methods of data collection can play a role in bringing to the forefront neglected 
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aspects of social issues and giving voice to those who are largely unheard or marginalized 

such as homeless persons (Hoolachan, 2016; Roberts, 2002).  

 

5.7. The study area 

At the outset of the project, the study area was confined to Lisbon city, and the 

rationale for this decision was twofold. First, homelessness is more extensive in Lisbon 

than in other regions of the country, according to official data (GTMA ENIPSSA, 2020a, 

2020b; ISS IP, 2005), and a higher pool of potential participants was anticipated. In 

addition, the dimension of the homeless service sector and the scope of service provision 

are wide-ranging in Lisbon (CML, 2015; RSL, 2009). These were important aspects to 

consider because recruitment through organizations working with homeless people was 

planned since the beginning of the project. Second, the decision to focus on Lisbon city 

was based on assessments of feasibility, including time limitations related to research 

deadlines, budgetary constraints and logistics of transportation to the field of research. 

The bulk of exploratory research and fieldwork took place in Lisbon city, 

including the areas coincident with the geographical location of homelessness services 

and stopping points of mobile food services. In addition, other parts of the city were 

explored independently by the researcher. However, with the research progress and 

ongoing approaches to recruitment, the study area had to be expanded, which was 

prompted by the need to encompass dispersed settings outside Lisbon city. These settings 

were located in the municipalities of Cascais, Amadora and Sintra. In the end, the study 

area extended to the Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area because this is the administrative 

division currently in use that includes the municipalities outlined 76. The geographical 

location of the Lisbon Metropolitan Area in inland Portugal is shown in Figure 3. The 

municipalities included in the study are located in the northern part of the Lisbon 

Metropolitan Area, which is situated in the northern margin of Tagus River. The 

geographical location of the municipalities of Lisbon, Cascais, Amadora and Sintra in the 

northern part of the Lisbon Metropolitan Area is shown in Figure 4. 

 

 
76 Lisbon Metropolitan Area is an administrative division composed of several municipalities, which is 

centered in the Portuguese capital (Lisbon city). It is the most populous Portuguese Metropolitan Area. In 

2017, there were 2833679 inhabitants in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area (INE IP, 2018b).  
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Figure 3. Geographical location of the Lisbon Metropolitan Area in inland Portugal 

 

 

Source: Retrieved from https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:LocalNUTS3GrandeLisboa.svg 

 
Note: In the map depicted in Figure 3, the Lisbon Metropolitan Area is marked in red. As shown in this 

map, the Lisbon Metropolitan Area is composed of northern and southern parts, which are separated by 

Tagus River. 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Geographical location of the municipalities included in the study  

(Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Adapted from INE IP (2018b); the municipalities included in the study were marked in grey 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:LocalNUTS3GrandeLisboa.svg
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The municipalities included in the study are distinct in terms of the extension of 

homelessness and the organization and delivery of service support in this field, as 

summarized in Table 8.  

 

Table 8. Municipalities covered in the study: counts of homeless persons and responses for the 

homeless population 

Municipality Inhabitants 
Homeless 

persons 
NPISA 

Local plans 

dedicated to 

homelessness 

Other local plans 

addressing 

homelessness 

Available 

responses 

Lisbon 506088 2473 Yes Yes Yes 
Residential and 

non-residential 

Cascais 211714 106 Yes Yes Yes 
Residential and 

non-residential 

Amadora 179942 176 Yes No Yes 
Only non-

residential 

Sintra 386038 86 No No Yes 
Residential and 

non-residential 
 

Sources: Câmara Municipal da Amadora [CMA] (2017, 2019), Câmara Municipal de Sintra [CMS] (2014), CML (2015), Conselho 

Local de Ação Social de Sintra [CLAS Sintra] (2009), GTMA ENIPSSA (2020a, 2020b), INE IP (2018b), Plano Municipal para a 

Pessoa em Situação de Sem Abrigo [PMPSSA] 2019-2021, PMPSSA 2019-2023, Rede Social Amadora [RSA] (2018), Rede Social 

Cascais [RSC] (2019a, 2019b), RSL (2009, 2017) 
 
 

Note: The number of homeless persons indicated in Table 8 for the municipalities of Lisbon and Cascais refers to 
December 2018 (national survey on homeless people) (GTMA ENIPSSA, 2020b). The number of homeless persons in 
Amadora municipality refers to 30 September 2019 (most recent counting of homeless people performed in Amadora) 

(CMA, 2019). The number of homeless persons in Sintra municipality refers to December 2017 (national survey on 
homeless people) (GTMA ENIPSSA, 2020a). These data were not disaggregated by sex. 
 
 

Appendices 30 to 33 provide a detailed examination of the information presented 

in Table 8. Particular attention was given to a thorough characterization of the homeless 

service sector in each municipality and to the analysis of the local plans which address 

homelessness. Overall, the information presented in Appendices 30 to 33 demonstrates 

that homelessness service provision across the study area focuses primarily on meeting 

basic needs of homeless persons, which is similarly found at national level, as discussed 

in Chapter 3. Nevertheless, there is a growing concern with the adoption of broader 

measures to address the situation of homeless people (e.g. housing provision), which is 

particularly evident in Lisbon and Cascais municipalities. For example, 36 homeless 

individuals were rehoused through the Municipal Programme of Social Housing, between 

2014 and 2018, in Cascais municipality (RSC, 2019a). Broadly speaking, service 

provision for the homeless people across the study area can be divided into residential 

responses (e.g. shelters, Housing First programmes) and non-residential responses (e.g. 

soup kitchens, outreach teams). Finally, local homelessness plans across the study area 

lack a gender mainstreaming approach and women´s homelessness is subsumed within a 
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generalist perspective of homelessness (CLAS Sintra, 2009; CML, 2015; PMPSSA 2019-

2021; PMPSSA 2019-2023; RSA, 2018; RSC, 2019a, 2019b; RSL, 2009, 2017). 

 

5.8. The approach to the field  

At the outset, the priorities were to gain access to the field, to enlist the cooperation 

of service settings and professionals who could provide access to potential recruitment 

routes, and to map the homelessness landscape in Lisbon city. Initial efforts to gain access 

to the field were based on a search of homelessness services in Lisbon and informed by 

my knowledge of some organizations and policy documents (CML, 2015; RSL, 2009). I 

also established contact with a researcher with long-standing knowledge about the 

homeless service sector in Lisbon, who provided valuable advice at different stages 

during the planning and conduct of fieldwork. 

Contact with a vast array of services within the homeless service sector was 

established via phone and/or e-mail and, in most cases, it was necessary to seek to make 

contact with these services again and again. On some occasions, the gap between making 

first contact and arranging a meeting was several months. This was frustrating and led to 

feelings of powerlessness and concern about the feasibility of recruiting participants 

through organizations. Patience and tenacity were hence required. Being tolerant and 

understanding the service providers side, in face of being overloaded with work and other 

priorities, facilitated our contacts and negotiations. Overall, these obstacles subsided 

considerably as the research progressed, although contacts were made sequentially and 

other ways of exploring the field were pursued while waiting, sometimes for protracted 

periods, to set up appointments to meet with relevant service providers.  

Getting in contact with homelessness services involved having informal meetings 

and conversations as well as more formal interviews with service providers. This process 

allowed the incremental creation of a network of relevant field contacts, which in turn 

enabled the development of a broader perspective on the homeless service sector; it also 

helped to capture the perspectives of service providers on female homelessness and 

related circumstances (e.g. domestic violence). The advice and suggestions of service 

providers on how and where to reach homeless women were also obtained, which in turn 

informed the selection and recruitment of participants (Mayock, Corr, & O´Sullivan, 

2008). Establishing personal contacts with service providers, visiting the organizations, 
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learning about how they functioned and exploring the surrounding areas were also 

important in assessing their viability as research settings and recruitment sites 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). Following these contacts, several constraints and 

opportunities emerged, which impacted the conduct and progress of the research. 

Constraints were mostly related to reluctance or refusal on the part of organizations to 

collaborate with the researcher and to the dismantlement of one outreach team that had 

been contacted. Opportunities were related to some organizations welcoming the research 

and promptly agreeing to collaborate, which opened up avenues for further immersion in 

the field and/or for the recruitment of participants. In the end, I established contacts, 

arranged meetings and/or conducted informal conversations or interviews with 

approximately 40 services/service providers. 

In addition to engaging with service providers, it was important to have a vivid 

and personal experience of the research landscape. This meant taking countless walks in 

Lisbon city, covering as much areas as possible, in an effort to locate homeless women 

and to assess the viability of recruiting some of them independently. This exercise was 

also extremely valuable in terms of gaining a broader picture of visible homelessness in 

the city. It also enabled a more realistic perspective on the matter of independent 

recruitment in street-based settings. Some challenges quickly became apparent; these 

were associated with the transience of homeless women and the fact that some of them 

were in the company of partners, which constrained me because I feared being intrusive. 

Some others were busy (e.g. parking cars) and I found it inappropriate to disturb them in 

their activities. Moreover, some women seemed inaccessible because of their presumed 

psychiatric conditions and/or long-term substance abuse. I was aware of my personal 

assumptions in these cases and concerned about pathologizing and perpetuating 

stereotypes about homeless people (Snow et al., 1994). Relatively quickly, I found out 

that establishing contact and getting access to people in public settings can be a difficult 

and protracted process (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Wright, 2005). 

 

5.9. The data collection process 

This section focuses on the access, sampling and recruitment of research 

participants, an overview of homeless women who did not take part in the study, and the 

conduct of biographical interviews and ethnographic observation and engagement. 
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5.9.1. Accessing, sampling and recruiting research participants 

Gaining access, selecting and recruiting participants were complex processes that 

involved constant negotiation and re-negotiation over a prolonged time period. These 

processes were intimately connected to a range of methodological, contextual, logistical 

and ethical considerations. The iterative nature of these processes necessitated regular 

reviews of decisions and approaches in consultation with my supervisors in order to 

respond sensitively and appropriately to contingencies and learning from the field.  

A first approach to recruitment was planned and implemented over a period of 

approximately 10 months, between October 2015 and July 2016. At that point, the 

necessity of recruiting through relevant organizations was clear, since they could 

potentially facilitate access to homeless women, provide meeting spaces and make 

available a more readily accessible pool of potential participants. Recruiting through 

organizations is common in research with “hard to reach” populations such as homeless 

people. However, this strategy tends to exclude the perspectives of individuals who are 

not in contact with organizations and a combination of approaches may therefore be 

required (Abrams, 2010; Ritchie, Lewis, & Elam, 2003a). A street-based recruitment 

approach could lead to contact with the most at-risk individuals, although increased 

difficulties in locating, establishing rapport and retaining participants could be expected 

(Abrams, 2010). A decision was made to implement both approaches in order to 

circumvent their limitations and to bring diversity to the sample. Besides being a key 

feature of qualitative sampling (Ritchie et al., 2003a), diversity was crucial to 

understanding the potential range of circumstances surrounding these women´s paths to 

homelessness and to gaining a broader understanding of their lived experiences.  

The organizations selected as routes for recruitment at this stage included: three 

shelters; a technical outreach team and a food distribution team, both operating in street-

based settings; a service focused on women involved in prostitution; and a service 

concentrated on domestic violence. The decision to select these services as recruitment 

sites was informed by the following criteria: a variety of philosophies, supports provided, 

admission criteria and geographical locations, which could lead to distinct service users 

and, therefore, to different voices and experiences of homelessness; a higher probability 

of providing a larger pool of potential participants; the characteristics of the facilities and 

their capacity to provide spaces for conducting interviews and/or ethnographic 
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observation and engagement; the willingness and availability of staff to collaborate with 

the researcher; and gaining formal permission from service directors. 

Being the only researcher in the field, it would be unrealistic to try to recruit from 

a very extensive range of settings. On the other hand, concentrating on a smaller number 

of carefully selected organizations would provide more time to gain access to potential 

participants since entering in a setting was by no means a guaranteed route of access to 

participants. Moreover, sufficient time was required to establish rapport with participants 

and to understand the contexts of their experiences, which was essential given the in-

depth nature of this study. Practicalities related to travels, limited financial resources and 

research deadlines were also considered since pragmatic issues are important to decision-

making about the research process (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007).  

A second approach to recruitment emerged during April and May 2017. After 

several months of fieldwork, my reflections on the sample and the data collected and 

learning arising from the field led to a renewed strategy, which was driven by three main 

considerations. Firstly, recruiting younger women to the study had proven difficult for 

the following reasons: the age profile of residents in shelters was relatively high; most 

younger women staying in services such as women´s refuges had dependent children and 

this study focused on single women; there was a tendency for younger women to be less 

receptive to participation in the research; and opportunities for establishing rapport with 

younger women through street-based recruitment were low. However, given the aim of 

achieving diversity, it was considered important to have a spread of age ranges in the 

study´s sample (Ritchie et al., 2003a). Secondly, the exhaustion of the available pool of 

participants in some services and increased reliance on service user turnover to reach new 

women who may have been willing to take part in the study were slowing down the 

recruitment progress. Thirdly, a broader understanding of female homelessness was 

gradually emerging and I was able to confirm that women were a minority among the 

users of homelessness services. Additionally, the life stories of women already 

interviewed pointed to precarious living conditions that could not be captured by limiting 

access routes to settings such as shelters. The need to expand the gaze beyond 

conventional homelessness services and to reach women in hidden homeless situations 

was clear at this point, if a more encompassing analysis of female homelessness was to 

be made (O´Sullivan, 2016; Pleace, 2016b). 
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The renewed approach to recruitment involved an intensification of independent 

contacts with younger homeless women in street-based settings and by phone calls 

whenever they had given me their contact details. However, this did not prove to be an 

effective strategy because of the difficulties in establishing a first contact, their transience 

and/or the unreliability of phone service. In addition, snowballing was persistently 

attempted among younger women being contacted or taking part in the study, but was 

mostly unproductive. Moreover, a new round of contacts with services was established, 

including churches, social and parochial centres, university residences for female 

students, religious establishments providing accommodation, services providing support 

to young adults leaving care, and more services concentrated on domestic violence and 

prostitution. In the end, the most effective strategies were expanding the range of settings 

used to recruit participants and indicating to service providers who were establishing 

initial contacts with potential participants that I was interested in younger women. In 

retrospect, it would have been wise to have devised and implemented a recruitment 

strategy focused on a broader spectrum of places at earlier stages of the research. 

A final phase of recruitment occurred between February and April 2018. Ongoing 

reflections about the sample and the data collected led to the identification of a subgroup 

of homeless women (i.e. rough sleepers or squatters with high and complex needs) who 

were among the most “difficult to reach” and whose views and circumstances were, to a 

certain extent, missing in the study. Specific efforts were made to reach and recruit these 

women, including establishing contact with drug treatment services and persistent 

attempts to recruit in a particular neighbourhood that could lead to some of the women 

that we intended to approach. Following some investment of time, it was possible to 

establish contact with services operating in that neighbourhood and to gain their 

collaboration in due course, which was crucial to recruit the final participants in the study. 

The study´s sample, which comprises 34 women, might be deemed to be small, 

but it is nonetheless appropriate to the study´s aims and to a context where in-depth 

research on women´s homelessness is largely missing. The adequacy of the sample size 

is also informed by other reasons. First, this research did not aim to provide prevalence 

estimates or to make statistical inferences about women who experience homelessness. 

Second, the methods of data collection were intensive, and managing and analysing the 

detailed and complex information yielded by the depth of the study was labour-intensive 

and time-consuming. Third, since there was only one researcher working in the field, 



134 

 

operating alongside time constraints related to research deadlines, it would have been 

unrealistic to recruit a larger sample (Ritchie et al., 2003a). Recruiting a larger sample 

would have also meant that more relationships would have required management in the 

field (Wright, 2005). Finally, several obstacles in reaching and recruiting homeless 

women were anticipated from the outset, and it was expected that it would be realistic to 

aim to recruit 20 women to the study. However, the final sample exceeded these 

expectations. Achieving this sample size was undoubtedly related to the level of 

investment and persistence during the conduct of fieldwork, which led to new avenues of 

access and, critically, to the inclusion of participants who may otherwise have remained 

hidden and have been excluded from the research. This study´s sample, the composition 

of which was heavily informed by “on the ground” realities and learning, can be 

legitimately argued to capture diversity in terms of the age of participating women and 

their experiences of homelessness. 

Table 9 summarizes the settings where the study´s participants were recruited and 

the geographical location of the recruitment across the study area 77. 

 

Table 9. Summary of the recruitment settings and their geographical location 

Settings where the study´s participants were recruited Number of participants recruited  

Three shelters 17 

Several street-based settings 11 

One service providing support to young adults leaving care 2 

One female refuge for victims of domestic violence 1 

One service focused on women involved in prostitution 1 

One residential setting run by a faith-based service 1 

One university residence for female students 1 

TOTAL 34 

Geographical location of the women´s recruitment  Number of participants recruited 

Lisbon city 24 

Amadora municipality 7 

Cascais municipality 2 

Sintra municipality 1 

TOTAL 34 
 
                                                                                                                  Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 

 

Sampling was accomplished in an emergent manner in which strategies and goals 

were subject to review and change based on ongoing reflections. Underpinning the 

sampling strategy were deliberate attempts to bring a diverse range of views, contexts and 

 
77 A decision was made not to identify the recruitment settings in order to further protect the identities of 

the study´s participants. 
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experiences to the sample. Purposive sampling was planned and implemented in the field 

from the outset, with 14 women intentionally invited to participate in the study because 

they held characteristics that could enable a detailed exploration and understanding of 

homelessness. Sampling was also theoretically based in that the selection of nine 

participants arose from observations and analysis conducted during the data collection 

process. These two approaches relied on the use of selection criteria aimed at ensuring 

the inclusion of relevant events, circumstances, contexts and so on, that could illuminate 

and inform a deeper understanding of female homelessness (Abrams, 2010; Ritchie et al., 

2003a). Furthermore, snowball sampling was considered at the beginning of the research 

because of its usefulness to the study of “hard to reach” populations. This sampling 

technique involves enlisting an incremental network of individuals with the required 

characteristics to take part in the study. A disadvantage is that it only includes those within 

the network of the individuals contacted and, therefore, tends to select the most visible 

members of that same network (Moreira, 2007). Snowballing was often attempted during 

the course of the study and led to the enlistment of four participants. Finally, in studying 

“hard to reach” populations, a host of institutional and practical constraints can force 

researchers to rely on participants who are readily available and easily accessible, which 

can be designated as convenience sampling (Abrams, 2010). In this study, the array of 

circumstances and constraints already mentioned impacted the selection of participants 

and, in seven cases, it was a matter of recruiting available participants within the research 

settings and through unforeseen encounters that arose during the course of fieldwork.  

The sampling strategies used in this study are common in research with “hard to 

reach” populations such as homeless people, and their strengths and limitations should be 

assessed in the context of a qualitative research paradigm (Abrams, 2010; Ritchie et al., 

2003a). The selection of settings and participants was accomplished inductively and in a 

flexible manner, emerging from ongoing reflections and from a significant length of time 

in the field, which enhanced the deepness and trustworthiness of information and the 

judgements that oriented decision-making about sampling. The study´s sampling strategy 

was guided by the research questions; it aimed to generate rich information and to achieve 

balance in terms of age groups; it was also feasible and ethical (Abrams, 2010). 

Nevertheless, sample selection was constrained by the many factors outlined earlier, 

including institutional rules of access to potential participants and difficulties experienced 

with street-based recruitment. 
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5.9.2. The women who did not take part in the study 

While navigating the field I came across homeless women who could have been, 

but who are not, participants in this study. It is important to acknowledge the women who 

were excluded or refused to take part in the research (Abrams, 2010; Miller & Bell, 2002). 

During the course of fieldwork, contact was established with a number of women, but a 

decision was made not to invite them to take part in the study because they had cognitive 

impairments or a mental illness that would have rendered it difficult or impossible for 

them to understand the nature of the study and to give their informed consent to participate 

(Runnels, Hay, Sevigny, & O´Hara, 2009). These case-by-case judgments were based on 

our informal conversations or on the grounds of unsolicited information provided by other 

participants or service staff. Additionally, although I am not a psychiatrist, my medical 

background allowed me to strongly suspect of some psychiatric diagnoses. In some cases, 

I was also aware that these women did not have regular psychiatric support despite being 

supported by homelessness services, which further reinforced my decisions in accordance 

with the principle of non-maleficence. 

When I joined outreach teams, I met several homeless women who needed 

support. I found myself in the position of being able to provide some assistance because 

of my knowledge of the homeless service sector and my level of contact with some service 

providers, and I have interacted with some of these women as a helper. Many times, I 

thought and debated if I should approach them as researcher and invite them to take part 

in the study. I was not able to do it because they were prioritizing a solution for their 

problems and I was concerned that I might be taking advantage of their high vulnerability 

and of my role of helper, which could make them feel pressured to participate. 

Taking a critical stance on these approaches, it can be argued that some of the 

most vulnerable homeless women (given a cognitive impairment, a physical/mental 

illness or unmet basic needs) were left at the margins of this study. Attempting to protect 

them from harm or exploitation and respecting their priorities might have further excluded 

them, as their voices and experiences of homelessness are not heard in this research. 

However, decisions had to be made in the face of real-life situations and my decisions 

were based on what I deemed ethical in each individual circumstance (Wright, 2005). 

While working in the field, I have also had contact with women who I would have 

liked to invite to participate in the study. However, a host of circumstances blocked my 

efforts to recruit them and we lost contact despite several attempts on my part to (re)locate 
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them. For example, their transience and sporadic engagement with services hampered 

further contact with them; others moved accommodation and were inaccessible by phone 

while a number did not show up at our scheduled meetings. 

Finally, some women were invited to take part in the study and refused. The 

reasons for declining to participate included: unwillingness or unpreparedness to talk 

about themselves or to revisit their past; lack of time to collaborate; lack of willingness 

to participate in a lengthy interview; lack of interest in the research; and expectations that 

I could not meet as a researcher such as, for example, seeking monetary support. Some 

women did not offer any reason for refusing to participate but it was clear from their 

attitudes and body language that they did not wish to take part in the study. 

 

5.9.3. The conduct of biographical interviews 

Thirty-one biographical interviews were conducted between October 2016 and 

April 2018. These interviews were scheduled according to what was convenient for 

participants. Interviews were conducted in one part (n=18) or several parts (n=13) and 

lasted less than one hour (n=6), between one and two hours (n=10), between two and 

three hours (n=9) or more than three hours (n=6). In total, approximately 66.5 hours were 

spent in interviewing participants. The duration of the interviews depended on individual 

participants and varied in terms of their personalities, preferences, availability and life 

circumstances. Interviews were conducted in service settings (n=15), cafés (n=13), a 

room in the faculty (n=2) and on a bench in a public park (n=1). In several instances, the 

surrounding atmosphere was noisy, busy and full of stimuli and distractions, which posed 

some challenges when conducting the interviews. But these were the places chosen by 

participants and were therefore respected and accommodated. Moreover, these were the 

settings that they occupied as part of everyday life, which meant that the researcher 

needed to adapt and work within the circumstances of their real lives (Lewis, 2003). In 

addition, these were often the only available settings for the conduct of the interviews. 

Most interviews were audio-recorded, with the permission of participants, which 

was crucial to retaining all the information and to ensuring rigour 78. By tape-recorded 

 
78 Only two participants refused to have their interviews recorded. In these cases, I wanted to avoid the 

awkward and disruptive situation of breaking the conversation and making pauses to take notes and 

privileged, instead, our eye contact and my attentiveness to their non-verbal language (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 2007). I took a small number of notes in their presence and, immediately after the interview, 
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interviews the natural flow of the conversation is preserved and the interviewer can be 

attentive to non-verbal language of interviewees (Fielding & Thomas, 2008). The tape-

recorder also gave me a sense of security in terms of capturing the data, which meant that 

I could focus intensively on the narratives of respondents when conducting the interviews 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). 

At the outset of each interview, participants were invited to tell their life stories in 

their own terms, taking the time they needed and starting from their preferred point or 

phase in their lives. Allowing participants to speak about themselves first is important 

when seeking their unique perspectives and trying to understand their experiences in life 

(Atkinson, 2002). Several key topics were then prompted during the interview, including: 

• Sociodemographic information (e.g. age, birth-place, nationality) 

• Childhood and adolescence (e.g. family life, critical events, care history) 

• Family (e.g. relationships with family members, support from family) 

• Children (e.g. views and experiences of motherhood, relationships with children) 

• Intimate relationships (past and present) 

• Friendships and acquaintances (e.g. relationships and support) 

• Education and training (e.g. school history and experiences) 

• Employment (e.g. employment history, views of paid work) 

• Sources of income (past and present) 

• Homelessness (e.g. events and circumstances surrounding homelessness, coping with 

homelessness, self-identifying as a homeless person) 

• Daily life (e.g. daily activities, interactions with, and support provided by, local community) 

• Services (e.g. support provided by services, experiences related to service provision) 

• Assessment of their lives (e.g. perceived needs) 

• Future (e.g. future hopes and aspirations) 

 

An interview schedule containing the topics for discussion during the interview 

was designed and is presented in Appendix 34. If participants mentioned topics not 

included in the schedule, the researcher pursued these issues and encouraged further 

elaboration (May, 2000; Mayock et al., 2008). Conducting biographical interviews was a 

varied experience marked by adaptability in response to participants´ individual 

characteristics, behaviours and ways of telling their stories. As Atkinson (2002) argues, 

the biographical interview is a highly contextualized and personalised approach, the 

 
prepared a detailed written account of what was discussed. I met with both these participants on two 

occasions, which enabled me to verify and clarify some issues. 
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conduct of which demands many spontaneous and case-by-case judgments on the part of 

the researcher. 

 

5.9.4. Ethnographic observation and engagement 

The ethnographic component of this study extended from December 2015 to April 

2018, albeit not continuously, and was contingent on the avenues of opportunity built 

upon, or emerging from, the field. In that sense, it was characterized by diversity and 

adaptability, including scheduled and consistent meetings with participants as well as 

sporadic and unforeseen encounters. Ethnographic observation and engagement took 

place in women´s everyday living environments such as street-based settings, shelters, 

rented rooms, service settings and other places in the city where unplanned and fortuitous 

encounters occurred including, for example, bus stops and train stations. In these settings, 

the researcher engaged in informal conversations with participants and others, observed 

the nature of the interactions of those present, and also participated in some of these 

women´s daily activities such as accompanying them to a café. 

Conducting ethnography required a high level of personal investment and a 

consistent presence among participants (Hoolachan, 2016; Moreira, 2007). This led to the 

formation of close and trusting relationships, which in turn facilitated participants to 

“invite the researcher further into their social worlds” (Hoolachan, 2016, p. 43), thereby 

enriching and deepening data garnered. Ethnography enabled me to capture valuable and 

detailed understandings of the women´s experiences of homelessness, covering daily 

activities, the meanings they attach to objects and situations, their motivations for certain 

actions, nuances in their interactions with other persons, complexities and ambiguities 

regarding interpersonal relationships, and modifications in their life contexts over time. 

Aware that the quality of note taking diminishes with the passing of time, since 

details may be lost and conversations and episodes forgotten, fieldnotes were written as 

soon as possible after leaving each ethnographic field site (Hammersley & Atkinson, 

2007; Moreira, 2007; Snow & Anderson, 1987). Fieldnotes were written as descriptively 

and meticulously as possible. They included information about the date and duration of 

fieldwork as well as descriptive accounts of location, physical space, who was present, 

conversations, actions, events, interactions between people and with surrounding 

environments, and non-verbal language of intervenient. The focus was primarily on 
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participants in the study but also included people with whom they interacted. Any 

additional information that seemed significant was also recorded. Moreover, memoranda 

and analytic notes were appended to the fieldnotes and these included researcher´s 

reflections, impressions and feelings as well as preliminary theoretical ideas and literature 

related to data gathered (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Snow & Anderson, 1987). 

In the end, ethnographic observation and engagement with participants comprised 

the single source of data in three cases and was combined with a biographical interview 

in 16 cases. The biographical interview was the core method of data collection for the 

remaining 15 participants. In other words, the methods of data collection can be 

summarized as follows: biographical interview and ethnography (n=16); biographical 

interview only (n=15); and ethnographic observation and engagement only (n=3). 

 

5.10. Data management and analysis 

Data management and analysis were labour-intensive and time-consuming 

processes, as might be expected in a qualitative study involving the collection of 

biographical and ethnographic data (Spencer, Ritchie, & O´Connor, 2003). All interviews 

were transcribed verbatim by myself. This was a very consuming procedure but it was 

considered necessary to guarantee the integrity of the data for further analysis (Fielding 

& Thomas, 2008). All transcripts were reviewed, submitted to re-readings and compared 

with the audio-recording to ensure the accurateness and completeness of the final text. 

This procedure was especially useful when the quality of the recording was hampered by 

background noise and/or by certain ways of speech that were more difficult to understand. 

The non-verbal language of interviewees and the interviewer was indicated in the 

transcripts, including gestures, facial expressions, silences, voice tones and more explicit 

emotions like laughing or crying (Poirier, Clapier-Valladon, & Raybaut, 1999). The final 

transcripts also included records of the contexts of the interviews, descriptions of 

participants and their behaviours, relationships between participants and researcher, 

personal impressions, and any other note that seemed significant. These detailed accounts 

were extremely valuable later when trying to recall the entirety of these encounters and 

in extracting meaning from them (Creswell, 2007; Langness & Frank, 1995). 

Information on each participant was collated into individual files; it was organized 

chronologically and included the interview transcript in cases where these were 
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conducted and/or the ethnographic fieldnotes. This material was printed because it was 

easier and more comfortable for the researcher to work with paper. This also enabled a 

sense of control over the large volume of gathered information (Saldaña, 2009). Printed 

versions allowed me to repeatedly read the transcripts and notes entirely and in great 

detail, which enabled me to gain a strong sense of the data as a whole and become 

thoroughly familiar with the data set, which is a crucial activity at the start of analysis 

(Creswell, 2007; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Ritchie, Spencer, & O´Connor, 2003b). 

All printed information had been previously anonymised. 

Given the large volume of data gathered, several strategies were developed to 

accomplish the task of analysis. These included the preparation of a case summary for 

each participant in the study. This involved documenting key features of each of the 

women´s life stories, including a depiction of their childhood and adolescent experiences, 

schooling trajectories, relationships and levels of contact with family and friends, intimate 

relationships, children, employment, accounts of becoming homeless and experiencing 

homelessness, living transitions and engagement with service provision, among others. 

This case profiling was helpful in making sense of the women´s life stories as a whole 

and in unveiling emergent areas of analytic interest, as Mayock et al. (2008, 2015b) have 

outlined in their studies on youth and women´s homelessness. 

Timelines were also created and are exemplified in Appendix 35. Timelines are 

concise schemes in which personal life events, experiences and transitions are arranged 

in chronological order (Patterson, Markey, & Somers, 2012). It is an important tool 

because it can facilitate the organization and management of a large volume of complex 

data; ground key events in each phase of personal development; help to visualize life 

trajectories; depict the cumulative effects of adversities across time; and disentangle 

relations between specific events (Berends, 2011; Patterson et al., 2012). The 

combination of interviews and timelines may increase the quality of the data (Berends, 

2011) and illuminate some connections between individual and systemic spheres 

(Patterson et al., 2012). These advantages have been demonstrated in studies on 

homelessness that have employed timelines (e.g. Patterson et al., 2012; Reeve et al., 

2007). Finally, this tool is appropriate for studies seeking an in-depth and comprehensive 

understanding of the experiences and perceptions of social actors (Berends, 2011). 
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A thematic categorial content analysis of the texts was performed 79. This type of 

analysis involves fragmenting the text into units according to thematic criteria and, 

following this, organizing and clustering these units - around their common features - into 

broader categories (Bardin, 1991; Quivy & Campenhoudt, 2008). The procedures adopted 

in conducting the content analysis were guided by Ritchie et al. (2003b) and by Guerra 

(2008) because they operate within an inductive paradigm, are useful to analyse extensive 

material, and enable comparative analysis of the data according to key themes and a priori 

and emergent categories. Furthermore, these authors provide practical guidance on how 

to carry out this type of analysis manually, which was important as the researcher felt 

more comfortable with this manner of proceeding, rather than using software packages 

for the analysis of qualitative data. The process to which some authors call coding 

(Bardin, 1991; Saldaña, 2009), while others designate as indexing (Ritchie et al., 2003b), 

involved reading the texts in fine detail and deciding which theme was being mentioned 

within each particular section of the data and noting it down in the margins of the texts 

(Guerra, 2008; Ritchie et al., 2003b). The next step was to sort the data (so that material 

with similar content was located together) and to synthesize the original data, in order to 

reduce the amount of material to a manageable level and start the “process of distilling 

the essence of the evidence for later representation” (Ritchie et al., 2003b, p. 229). While 

going through the data systematically, a set of tables were constructed, in which a given 

main theme and its associated subtopics were plotted, with data pertaining to each 

participant (Ritchie et al., 2003b), as exemplified in Appendix 36. The themes and 

subtopics were determined by the research questions and the interview schedule, and also 

derived from the content of the interviews and fieldnotes. In this way, analytic ideas also 

emerged from data, rather than simply being imposed on them (Spencer et al., 2003). 

Attention then turned to unpacking the content and nature of particular themes and 

subtopics, involving looking within them across all the study´s cases and noting the range 

of perceptions, views, experiences, behaviours and so on which have been labelled as part 

of the theme or subtopic (Ritchie et al., 2003b). It was then possible to set out to sort and 

distil the key elements within the range and identify more refined and broader categories, 

 
79 Content analysis can be defined as “a host of techniques of analysis of communications that aims to 

achieve, through systematic and objective procedures of description of the content of the messages, 

indicators (quantitative or not) that enable inference of knowledge pertaining to the conditions of 

production/reception (inferred variables) of those messages” (Bardin, 1991, p. 42). 
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moving to a more abstract categorization (Guerra, 2008; Ritchie et al., 2003b). This 

procedure is exemplified in Appendix 37. 

In this study, content analysis encompassed descriptive and interpretative 

components (Guerra, 2008). Detecting patterns and producing explanatory accounts 

involved a mix of studying and thinking about the data, re-reading full transcripts and 

synthesized data, using explicit reasons given by participants and implicit accounts drawn 

from the data, comparing some research findings with those of other studies, and utilizing 

concepts and theoretical perspectives that seemed appropriate to make sense of some 

findings (Ritchie et al., 2003b). Despite trying to establish patterns, this study also 

recognized diversity and variation, by accounting for data contradicting dominant ideas 

and outlining evidence that challenged or expanded existing arguments and themes. 

Moreover, the use of illustrative case studies in the findings´ chapters enabled the 

presentation of various individual histories. In this way, both typical and unique 

experiences of participants were acknowledged, thereby embracing the complexity and 

multidimensionality of women´s homelessness (Mayock et al., 2008). 

 

5.11. Ethical considerations  

Ethical issues were a major concern in this project and were attended to 

thoroughly in each step of the research (Miller & Bell, 2002). This research project was 

conducted according to the deontological code of the Portuguese Sociological 

Association, namely concerning the principles underpinning data collection (Associação 

Portuguesa de Sociologia, n.d.). Ethical considerations merited special attention in this 

study since it involved the participation of vulnerable persons. Women experiencing 

homelessness are being considered vulnerable because of their socioeconomic 

disadvantage and stigmatized status. Nonetheless, we are cognisant of the fact that 

ascribing vulnerability at the outset can be a patronizing and insulting label and we were 

anxious to also recognize these women´s strengths and their agency (Ensign, 2003). 

The informed consent of each participant was obtained. Participants received an 

explanation of the purpose of the research as well as an account of what precisely their 

participation involved, either in terms of participating in a biographical interview and/or 

the researcher´s engagement with them in an ethnographic sense. The nature and content 

of the interview were explained and features related to audio-recording and the 
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management of data were also made clear (Crow, Wiles, Heath, & Charles, 2006; Lewis, 

2003; Mayock et al., 2008; Runnels et al., 2009). The voluntary nature of participation in 

the study was emphasized and reiterated, and the opportunity to decline to take part or to 

withdraw from the study at any time, without adverse consequences, was outlined (Crow 

et al., 2006; Lewis, 2003). Assurances of confidentiality were provided. However, 

participants were also informed that if they disclosed information concerning an 

immediate risk of harm for them or another person, the researcher would have to inform 

a relevant individual, after discussing the issue with them (Mayock et al., 2008). 

Information about dissemination of the research findings was also provided (Lewis, 

2003). Any additional questions on the part of participants were welcomed and answered 

by the researcher. 

A consent form was produced and is presented in Appendix 38. It was possible to 

obtain 32 written consents. Obtaining written consent was inappropriate in some street-

based settings where the life circumstances of participants were at odds with the 

requirement of signing a consent form, not least because, at a minimum, adequate time 

and space to read and sign the form would have been required. Moreover, it was 

anticipated that a written consent might be threatening to some women, which in fact 

turned out to be the case for a small number (Crow et al., 2006). Wright (2005) noted that 

this formality deterred some people living rough from collaborating in her study while 

others have argued that these kinds of procedures can exclude some groups or individuals 

(Miller & Bell, 2002). In the field, adaptability to the settings and circumstances of 

participants was crucial (Amster, 2008) and a decision was made to obtain oral consent 

in the case of two participants. Oral consent has been accepted in previous research with 

homeless people (Ensign, 2006) and entails the same ethical commitments outlined in the 

written form. 

Assurances of anonymity were given to participants. Pseudonyms were attributed 

to each woman and references to other persons and organizations were also anonymised. 

Furthermore, removing personal, geographical and other identifiers to preserve 

participants´ anonymity was scrupulously attended to during the writing up phase of the 

research (Ensign, 2003; Lewis, 2003; Runnels et al., 2009).  

In this project, special consideration was given to protecting participants from 

harm. The research aims and design posed no physical harm to participants. However, 

some emotional or psychological risks could be anticipated, since the recounting of a life 
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story had the capacity to uncover painful memories and experiences and lead to feelings 

of distress. In addition, potentially sensitive topics could be discussed during the course 

of ethnographic engagement (Lewis, 2003). This in fact happened in some cases. 

Procedures aimed at minimizing the risk of participants´ distress were planned and 

implemented in the field. These included respecting participants´ decisions about when 

to finish either an informal interaction or the interview, and making them aware that they 

did not have to answer specific questions if they preferred not to. Respect for the women´s 

privacy and well-being was paramount at all times. Potentially sensitive issues were 

typically introduced gradually during the interviews unless participants spontaneously 

disclosed them at the beginning of the interview. Moreover, these issues were not 

discussed at the end of the interviews in order to ensure that participants did not leave the 

interview feeling exposed. In the face of emotional moments, I suspended the interviews 

and respected a period of silence to allow the participants to recover and to provide me 

with the time to read their non-verbal language and anticipate their willingness to proceed 

or not (Lewis, 2003). These attitudes enabled participants to return to a normalised 

emotional and psychological state. A debriefing usually occurred, typically at the end of 

the interviews. Talking about the experience of the interview was intended to help bring 

the person to a normalised state after the intensity of the interview. This was also a useful 

way to get feedback from participants about how they felt during the interview (Scerri et 

al., 2012). Finally, there was a concern with providing the study´s participants with an 

information leaflet, consisting of a host of services that could potentially be useful to 

them, which is presented in Appendix 39. 

Turning to the issue of compensation for participation in research, this is a 

controversial matter. On the one hand, monetary payments can be an expression of 

gratitude and compensation for participants´ time and collaboration (Coy, 2006), and a 

way of overcoming barriers and balancing the unequal power relationships between the 

researcher and those who are being researched (Coy, 2006; Head, 2009). Moreover, these 

payments can facilitate access to participants, encourage their participation and make 

research feasible (Head, 2009). On the other hand, paying participants can represent a 

form of coercion and operate as an incentive, which can be problematic when conducting 

research with vulnerable groups such as homeless people (Paradis, 2000; Runnels et al., 

2009). Some researchers have addressed these issues by offering in-kind rewards such as 

vouchers (Coy, 2006; Paradis, 2000). Young homeless people studied by Ensign (2006) 
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reported that it was relevant to be provided with compensations such as small monetary 

payments, phone cards, clothing or food. 

These arguments were taken into consideration when making a decision about the 

issue of compensation for participation, what to offer and how to proceed in the field. It 

was decided to offer a gift to participants in the study, which was considered a gesture of 

gratitude and reciprocity, a way of valuing their collaboration, and a compensation for 

their time. Several gifts were pondered and their pros and cons were evaluated. The best 

option seemed to be a gift card from a specific supermarket, which was related to its 

potential usefulness for participants. Besides, this would allow them to make their own 

choices in terms of the products they might wish to purchase. The value of the gift card 

was €15, which was the amount that I could afford. In addition, personalised gifts were 

anticipated from the outset because gift cards might not be suitable to all women. 

 

5.12. Reliability, validity and limitations of the study  

As discussed earlier, there was a host of challenges related to accessing research 

settings and selecting and recruiting participants, which are acknowledged as limitations 

expected when conducting research with “hard to reach” populations such as homeless 

people (Abrams, 2010). The fact that some of the most vulnerable homeless women may 

have remained unheard in this research is also considered a limitation of the study. 

Furthermore, the study relies to a significant extent on participants´ self-reporting since 

we were interested in hearing the women´s views and perspectives about their lives and 

experiences of homelessness. These women´s narratives were not complemented by 

alternative accounts of their life stories, which might have been provided by others such 

as family members. This can be considered a limitation of the study (Tyler & Schmitz, 

2013). However, it would have been unrealistic to attempt to include other accounts of 

the women´s stories in a small-scale project with one researcher working in the field. In 

addition, this would have implied another research design and ethical concerns such as, 

for instance, how to act if the women did not wish the researcher to establish contact with 

members of their social networks. The inclusion of other sources of information, such as 

women´s institutional files, was not pondered because several constraints were 

anticipated. These constraints included, for example, the fact that gaining access to these 

types of resources would have necessitated an array of permissions and bureaucratic 

procedures that would inevitably have delayed the research progress.  
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Notwithstanding the rationale for this study´s relatively small sample size, as 

outlined earlier, this can be considered a drawback insofar as it may limit the 

generalisability of the research findings (Herbert, 2000; Hoolachan, 2016). We are 

cautious about drawing broader inferences from this study to wider populations or 

contexts since, as discussed earlier, we recognize the situatedness of the knowledge 

produced and assume a trade-off between breadth and depth of the research. Nevertheless, 

we are aware of the importance of generalisability in terms of the relevance of the findings 

beyond the sample and the context of the study as a criterion by which the research can 

be judged. Small-scale qualitative studies can be subjected to a certain degree of 

generalisation if some key principles are accomplished, which were taken into 

consideration in this project. These principles include: the appropriate use of the evidence 

base in terms of using the original data, encompassing diversity and drawing inferences 

concerning the nature of the phenomenon under study, rather than its prevalence or 

statistical distribution; making explicit the routes of analysis and interpretation of the 

data; and providing a full description of the design and conduct of the research and its 

limitations (Lewis & Ritchie, 2003). 

Another set of limitations of the study concerns those that are inherent to the 

methods of data collection. In qualitative interviews, information generated depends on 

the context of the interview and the characteristics and performance of interviewee and 

interviewer (Moreira, 2007). Some challenges may unfold during the conduct of the 

interviews including, for example, time constraints, interruptions and adverse external 

conditions. Participants may feel embarrassed, ashamed or uncomfortable during the 

conduct of the interview (Atkinson, 2002). Also, they may find it hard to express 

themselves and their discourses may be influenced by shyness or anxiety or the desire to 

make a good impression. Besides, they may give the answers they anticipate the 

researcher wishes to hear or describe just socially accepted behaviours (Fielding & 

Thomas, 2008). When these problems were noted in this study, attempts to overcome 

them included interview communication tactics and efforts to create an atmosphere of 

confidence (Fielding & Thomas, 2008; Moreira, 2007). As to researchers, they may find 

it difficult to follow and understand fragmented aspects of the narratives (Scerri et al., 

2012); over-empathise with certain issues and find it hard to manage displays of emotions 

on the part of participants, especially pertaining to the discussion of sensitive topics 

(Dickson-Swift et al., 2009). In this study, the researcher´s growing experience with the 
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conduct of qualitative interviews (Scerri et al., 2012) and the practice of emotional work 

to manage both researcher and researched interactions and emotions were helpful in 

dealing with these situations as they occurred (Dickson-Swift et al., 2009). One possible 

disadvantage of qualitative interviews is the limitation associated with a potential absence 

of an appreciation of the contexts where the actions or experiences reported unfolded, 

which are narrated in retrospect by the interviewees and rely on their memories (Moreira, 

2007). With respect to biographical interviews, an additional concern may be that 

participants can find it difficult to recall events sequentially and with a high level of detail 

(May, 2000). Despite being flexible when conducting the interviews (Atkinson, 2002), 

giving participants the chance to reflect on the timing of events and encouraging them to 

explore their biographies in the way they find easiest (May, 2000), some women in this 

study could not remember several dates and the precise chronology of some events in 

their lives or, alternatively, provided inconsistent accounts in this regard. 

With respect to ethnography, it has been criticized for being a subjective and 

idiosyncratic exercise, which can be too reliant on the orientation of the ethnographer, 

who is indeed the primary instrument of data collection. Some authors have responded to 

these critiques by acknowledging that researchers are integral to the social worlds they 

study, that interpretive practices are central to all scientific products, and that reflexivity 

is critical to enhancing the rigour of a study (Herbert, 2000; Hoolachan, 2016). In 

addition, researchers can have an effect on the people they study, which can be seen as a 

drawback, but this effect can be minimized, monitored and taken as instructive 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Herbert, 2000). In this study, the presence of the 

researcher was monitored and attempts to diminish it were accomplished in the field (e.g. 

the researcher blending into the study´s settings and putting great effort into having a 

consistent presence that could become as natural as possible, particularly over time).  

Qualitative research, more broadly, and biographical approach and ethnography, 

in particular, have been subjected to long-standing critical questions about their reliability 

and validity (Hoolachan, 2016; Roberts, 2002) 80. The concepts of reliability and validity 

emerged from the natural sciences, which raises concerns about their value and 

 
80 Reliability is concerned with the replicability of research findings and whether the same instrument 

provides the same measurement consistently, whenever and wherever it is carried out. The validity of 

findings or data refers to the correctness or precision of the measurement instruments employed in the 

production of data and explanations developed (Atkinson, 2002; Lewis & Ritchie, 2003; Roberts, 2002). In 

other words, validity concerns “the extent to which the data accurately reflect the phenomenon under study” 

(Brewer, 2000, p. 46). 
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applicability to qualitative research given their different epistemological foundations 

(Hoolachan, 2016; Lewis & Ritchie, 2003). The positivist and objectivist character of 

these parameters may not be applicable to qualitative research that is concerned with “the 

non-static experiences of human life which can be impossible to replicate” (Hoolachan, 

2016, p. 37). Some scholars, like Atkinson (2002) and Brewer (2000), have formulated 

alternative criteria to evaluate the soundness of qualitative research. 

Atkinson (2002) argues that the biographical interview can be determined to be 

reliable or valid on its own merits, by criteria that are distinct from quantitative research 

standards. The biographical interview is a personal encounter and the analysis of a life 

story entails a multiplicity of possible perspectives. In addition, what is being sought is 

not a historical truth but, instead, the insider´s point of view on what one remembers 

happened. Truthfulness involves acknowledging that life stories have their own truth, in 

the sense that they are what the participants want to tell us, which is valuable per se. In 

Atkinson´s view, it is more important that the life story be “trustworthy” than “true”. It 

follows that internal consistency or coherence, as experienced by the storyteller, should 

be emphasized as the primary quality check in life story interview, rather than external 

criteria of validity. Internal consistency means that narratives of what occurred and what 

people did should be consistent within themselves. In other words, “what a life storyteller 

says in one part of the narrative should not contradict what he or she says in another part” 

(Atkinson, 2002, p. 134). Other scholars concur with this approach but suggest two more 

techniques for checking the reliability of biographical data: observation of certain events 

may confirm the reliability or unreliability of previous information and further enrich data 

collected; and checking the accounts of one participant against that of another may be an 

indicator of reliability if the responses are consistent (Langness & Frank, 1995). In this 

research project, biographical interviews were scrutinised with respect to their internal 

consistency as advised by Atkinson (2002). On other occasions, the reliability of 

biographical data was further checked as recommended by Langness and Frank (1995), 

since it was possible to observe certain actions from participants, to hear their 

conversations with other persons and/or to be directly involved in some episodes along 

with them that enabled further discussion and corroboration of several issues raised in the 

interviews. Finally, some accounts (mainly unsolicited) from other participants or service 

providers enabled the researcher to cross-check and confirm some information gathered 
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from biographical interviewing and, in other instances, some issues were unveiled that 

might have been omitted in the narratives of some participants. 

Brewer (2000) has suggested some criteria that should underpin and guide a 

reliable and rigorous ethnographic practice, including: discussion of the wider relevance 

of the setting and topic studied and explanation of the grounds on which generalisations 

are made; the identification of the theoretical underpinnings of the study; establishing the 

integrity of the researcher by outlining the grounds on which knowledge was produced, 

one´s experiences during all stages of the research and the strengths and weaknesses of 

the research design and strategy; defining the authority of the data, for example by 

discussing the problems arising at different phases of the research, providing enough data 

extracts in the text to allow readers to evaluate the interpretations and inferences made 

from them, and discussing power relations between researcher and researched; and 

revealing the complexity of the data by discussing cases falling outside the general 

patterns and categories presented in the study, showing the multiple and sometimes 

contradictory accounts of respondents, and stressing the context surrounding participants´ 

accounts and actions. Some of these criteria address the issue of reflexivity, which 

contributes to the validity of a study using an ethnographic approach (Hoolachan, 2016). 

These criteria were pondered along the research project since they seemed appropriate to 

the phenomenon under study, to the research aims, to the epistemological underpinnings 

of this study, and to the view of the research as a process in which the researcher has an 

influence that should be discussed rather than omitted. 

To conclude, we consider that the rigour and quality of this research project are 

best evaluated within the qualitative paradigm in which it operates, according to those 

criteria mentioned, discussed and justified throughout this chapter. Overall, a clear and 

detailed explanation of the connections and coherence between the scientific discipline in 

which this study is inscribed, existing theory and literature concerning the topic under 

study, research aims, epistemology, methodology and methods, can be an appropriate 

manner to open the study to scrutiny (Carter & Little, 2007). 

 

5.13. Conclusion 

This chapter and the corresponding appendices attempted to offer a 

comprehensive account of the study´s methodology. This research project recognizes the 
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situatedness of the knowledge that is produced as well as the presence and the influence 

of the researcher throughout the research process. The study adopts a qualitative approach 

and a cross-sectional design. To be eligible for participation in the research, individuals 

had to be: female; 18 years or over; single; currently experiencing homelessness or 

housing exclusion according to ETHOS; living in the Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area 

at the time of data collection; and proficient in the Portuguese language. Approaching the 

field and gaining access, selecting and recruiting participants were processes exceedingly 

complex, demanding and prolonged in time. Overall, these processes drew attention to 

the need for flexibility and ongoing reflection about the integrity of the research within a 

context of the opportunities and constraints that emerged incrementally from the 

researcher´s contact with real-life settings, situations and social actors. The study´s 

sample comprises 34 women. An effort was made to bring diversity to the sample, to 

recruit participants independently and through different services, and to include a 

multitude of settings where women without housing could possibly live. The selection of 

participants in this study was accomplished inductively and guided purposively, with 

some theoretical consideration and by convenience and snowball sampling. 

The methods of data collection were biographical interviews and ethnographic 

observation and engagement with participants. These methods are rooted in a qualitative 

research paradigm, are aligned with the theoretical underpinnings of the study, and are 

appropriate to accomplishing the research aims. Fieldwork spanned from October 2015 

to April 2018 albeit not continuously. Fieldwork was a highly demanding enterprise that 

involved strains and concerns as well as strengths and achievements across a series of 

dimensions, including: the personal safety of the researcher; the organization of time 

between the work in the field and the registering, management and analysis of the data; 

the preservation of the integrity of the research; and the wide and complex range of human 

relationships and emotional overload that this type of research expectedly entails. 

Data management included the transcription verbatim of all interviews by the 

researcher, collating all information on each participant in individual files, and preparing 

case summaries and timelines for each participant in the study. A thematic categorial 

content analysis of the texts was performed manually. Content analysis involved 

descriptive and interpretative components. 

The informed consent of each participant was obtained (32 written and two oral 

consents). Assurances of anonymity were given to participants. Pseudonyms were 
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attributed to each woman and potential identifiers of the participants were removed during 

the writing up phase of the research. This research posed no physical harm to participants 

but some emotional and psychological distress was anticipated. Therefore, procedures 

aimed at preventing or mitigating these risks were planned and implemented in the field. 

An information leaflet with some available services was produced by the researcher to 

give to the participants. A decision was made to offer participants a €15 gift card from a 

supermarket or a personalised gift, as a gesture of gratitude and reciprocity, a way of 

valuing the women´s collaboration and a compensation for their time.  

The perceived limitations of the study include: constraints impacting the access, 

selection and recruitment of participants; the study might not have included some of the 

most vulnerable homeless women (by virtue of cognitive impairments, physical/mental 

illness or unmet basic needs); the participants´ narratives were not complemented by other 

sources of information; the relatively small number of participants may limit the 

generalisability of the research findings; and there was a set of limitations inherent to both 

methods of data collection. Biographical research and ethnography have been subjected 

to questioning about their reliability and validity. We consider that the rigour and quality 

of this research project are best evaluated within a qualitative paradigm, according to the 

criteria to evaluate the soundness of qualitative research proposed by renowned scholars 

in the fields of biographical research and ethnography. 
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CHAPTER 6. CHARACTERIZATION OF THE RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 

 

6.1. Introduction 

This chapter presents a profile of the research participants. Sociodemographic 

details are provided and consideration is given to the women´s accounts of some 

dimensions of their lives such as educational attainment, employment, relationship status 

and motherhood. The chapter concludes by explaining the living situations of the 

participants at the time they were enlisted in the study. This chapter addresses the 

objective 1 of the research by providing a detailed characterization of the research 

participants. This characterization constitutes an important contextual backdrop for the 

subsequent analysis of the women´s lives and their paths into and through homelessness. 

 

6.2. Age, nationality and birth-place 

The study´s sample comprised 34 women. The participants ranged from 18 to 68 

years, with the average age for the sample being 44.4 years. This sample represents 

significant diversity in terms of age, as shown by the age distribution of the participants, 

which is presented in Table 10. 

 
Table 10. Age distribution of the research participants 

Age groups (years) Number of participants 

18 - 29 5 

30 - 39 8 

40 - 49 10 

50 - 59 7 

≥ 60 4 

TOTAL 34 
                                                                                        

                                                                                       Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 

 
 

As outlined in Chapter 2, there is growing consensus on the use of 50 years as the 

lower age limit of older within homelessness research (Gonyea et al., 2010; Grenier et al., 

2016b). According to this age threshold, 11 participants can be considered older homeless 

women, which corresponds to approximately one-third of the study´s sample (32.4%). 

A majority of participants (n=30; 88.2%) were of Portuguese nationality. A further 

two women were non-Portuguese (one was originally from USA and the other from 

Morocco) but were granted Portuguese citizenship after their arrival to Portugal and, 
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therefore, had dual citizenship. The remaining two participants were Brazilian and 

Kazakh, respectively 81. Twenty-five women (73.5% of the sample) were born in 

Portugal. More than half of these women (n=18; 52.9% of the sample) were born in the 

Lisbon Metropolitan Area, while the remaining seven were born in other municipalities 

throughout the country, as follows: 

Northern region (total=2) 

    Municipalities of Monção (n=1) and Oliveira de Azeméis (n=1) 
 

Centre region (total=2) 

    Municipalities of Guarda (n=1) and Torres Novas (n=1) 
 

Lisbon Metropolitan Area (total=18) 

 Municipalities of Lisbon (n=13), Cascais (n=1), Amadora (n=1), Montijo (n=1), 

 Vila Franca de Xira (n=1) and other not specified (n=1) 
 

Alentejo region (total=2) 

    Municipalities of Arraiolos (n=1) and Évora (n=1) 
 

Madeira Island (total=1) 

    Municipality of Funchal (n=1) 
 
 

Gomes (2002) also described homeless women´s geographical mobility across the 

country. In his study, which was conducted in Lisbon city, only 42% of the sample was 

born in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area. The women in the current research moved from 

several regions of the country to the Lisbon Metropolitan Area during childhood or 

adolescence (which was associated with events and circumstances in their home and 

family life) or, alternatively, during adulthood (typically to continue their education or to 

seek employment). 

Nine participants were born outside of Portugal in the following countries: Brazil 

(n=2); USA (n=1); Germany (n=1); Morocco (n=1); Guinea-Bissau (n=1); Angola (n=1); 

Mozambique (n=1); and Kazakstan (n=1). These women arrived to Portugal under 

different circumstances. Six moved to Portugal during childhood or adolescence: one of 

them came to receive medical treatment in light of a protocol established between her 

origin country and Portugal; the remaining five arrived to Portugal along with family 

members who were of Portuguese origin (in two of these cases their families were 

returnees from ancient Portuguese colonies in Africa - Angola and Mozambique). A 

further three women came to Portugal during adulthood. Two of these women had joined 

 
81 These four non-Portuguese women had sufficient command of Portuguese language to communicate in 

the context of the interview (Langness & Frank, 1995; Silva, 2007). 
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their Portuguese husbands while another participant migrated to Portugal in search of 

better financial conditions and in the hope of affording her child´s education. 

 

6.3. Education and training 

The educational levels of the study´s participants are summarized in Table 11 and 

are presented according to the current organization of the Portuguese educational system, 

which is explained in Appendix 40. 

 

Table 11. Levels of education of the research participants 

Levels of education Number of participants (%) 

Basic education 23 (69.6%) 

     2 years of schooling 1 (3.0%) 

     1st cycle 7 (21.2%) 

     2nd cycle 7 (21.2%) 

     3rd cycle 8 (24.2%) 

Secondary education 3 (9.1%) 

Post-secondary non-superior education 2 (6.1%) 

Higher education 5 (15.2%) 

     Degree  3 (9.1%) 

     Master´s degree 2 (6.1%) 

TOTAL 33 (100%) 

NO INFORMATION 1 
                                                                          

                                                                        Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 
 

As documented in Table 11, a majority of the participants reported low levels of 

engagement with the school system; 23 women attended basic education only. Most 

disengaged from school during their teenage years, typically between the ages of 12 and 

15 years, at which point 12 women entered the labour market and worked in low skilled 

occupations (e.g. cleaning, working in factories). These findings are consistent with 

previous research conducted in Portugal that demonstrated a low educational attainment 

and an early and poor skilled entry into the labour market among homeless women (e.g. 

Baptista et al., 2005; Gomes, 2002). 

A further analysis of the women´s educational trajectories revealed diverse and 

sometimes interrelated circumstances surrounding their disrupted schooling, 

corroborating and expanding the knowledge of the factors that have negatively influenced 

their educational attainment (Baptista et al., 2005; Schoon & Lyons-Amos, 2017). One 

woman mentioned that she did not continue her education because her parents could not 

afford her schooling. Some others had to leave school because of a lack of logistical and 
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material support from parents or caregivers, particularly in financial terms, as Benedita 

(age 38) recounted: “[M]y mother died. […]. I had a strained relationship with my father. 

My father never helped me again and I had to work to afford the room where I was living, 

to survive”. A perceived lack of interest on the part of parents in their performance and 

experiences at school emerged in some of the women´s narratives. One woman believed 

that she did not receive adequate attention and support from her parents in the face of her 

learning difficulties, which negatively influenced her educational attainment. 

I used to come from school, [parents] asked everyone how… how did it go and when it was my 

turn - Oh, wait, I have something else to do. They never cared. […]. I failed twice in the 5th 

grade but that was because my teacher [adapted teaching] asked my mother her opinion about 

me proceeding or repeating that grade and she said - No, to me she should fail, she has no 

capacity to go on (Madalena, age 18).  

 

Some participants left school within the context of running away from the family 

home. Others were removed from school by family members who decided that they 

should remain at home to carry out domestic and/or caring duties. For example, one 

woman was removed from school by an aunt who raised her, after completing the 1st cycle 

of basic education, so that she would perform domestic tasks at home. Another woman, 

Helena (age 45), had lived with her father and other relatives since the death of her mother 

at the age of 10. Her older sister removed her from school when she was 12 years old: 

“[She] took me out of school, put me at home so that I would take care of my nephews”. 

A number found it difficult to reconcile school with events that occurred in 

adolescence such as moving in with a partner, having a child or using drugs. A few 

experiences of bullying at school became significant and traumatic enough to be a factor 

in some of these women´s withdrawal from school. One participant explained that a 

physical impairment related to a lack of vision led to learning problems and that her peers 

had rejected and made fun of her, which became unbearable to the extent that she 

withdrew from school. Lack of motivation and belief in their capabilities to continue their 

education were also mentioned by a small number of participants. Finally, some women 

explained that they had abandoned school because they did not like to study, they were 

not willing to progress with their education and, in some cases, were more interested in 

seeking and finding employment. Illustrating this point, Filomena (age 47) explained: “I 

started to work very early, it was my choice, I had 14 years old, I was tired of school”. 

However, five women had completed higher education in the areas of marketing, 

linguistics, European studies, nursing and law. The contexts surrounding these women´s 
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schooling varied, particularly in terms of family life. Two had financial and material 

support from their parents to continue their education and also described their parents as 

playing a role in encouraging or supervising their educational trajectories. The remaining 

three women reported adverse family events in early childhood. One of these women 

grew up in the care system after being removed from parental custody by a court order 

because her mother died and her father was mentally ill. Another woman was abandoned 

by her biological parents and raised by caregivers who supported her despite financial 

hardship. A further one was raised by grandparents after the death of her mother and they 

strongly encouraged her to continue her education; she also had material support from an 

uncle (e.g. school items, books, travel cards for public transportation).  

Five women spent some periods of childhood or adolescence in boarding schools. 

The reasons for being sent to boarding schools were diverse, including parents´ illness or 

poverty and a wish to offer them a thorough and high-quality education. Among the 

participants who talked about their experiences at school, a majority described them as 

positive or unproblematic. However, four women were victims of bullying, which was 

perpetrated by their peers at school, as Madalena (age 18) described: “[I] suffered 

bullying at school, when I was younger, for being fat or catching lice from other kids. 

They beat me and they put me inside the garbage can or they locked me and I stayed there 

until lunch time”. Other negative experiences at school included difficult adjustment to 

new schools located in foreign countries, particularly associated with language 

difficulties, feeling lost or missing the family. 

Over the course of their lives, seven women made an additional investment in 

education or training in foreign languages, literature, informatics, first aid, geriatric care, 

cooking, cleaning and textile painting. At the time of the study, one woman was engaging 

in young/adult education and training in tourism and hotel management, and two others 

had returned to education (one of them was also attending a training in hairdressing). 

 

6.4. Employment history  

At the time of the study, most participants (n=28; 82.4%) were unemployed. 

Those who were unemployed included women in all age groups and most (n=17) were 

unemployed for more than two years. Just three women were employed (8.8%) and were 

aged 26, 37 and 52 years, respectively. The younger woman had a master´s degree and 
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was working for approximately six years in different types of sectors (e.g. worker in 

cleaning, receptionist, preparing students for exams, assisting a professor). The other two 

participants who were employed had basic education; they had recently found jobs 

through personal contact with acquaintances and both were taking care of elderly people. 

A further two women were retired (5.9%) at the time of the study. They were aged 59 and 

61 years and had to retire due to a permanent disability caused by a severe physical illness, 

which had occurred approximately 11 years previously (at the age of 48) and five years 

previously (at the age of 57), respectively. Finally, one young woman (aged 20 years) 

was attending young/adult education and training (2.9%). 

In the past, all women had been employed at one or multiple points in their lives. 

The women´s trajectories in the labour market over the course of their lives are 

summarized in Table 12. 

 

Table 12. Trajectories of the research participants in the labour market 

Characterization of the trajectories in the labour 

market 

Number of participants 

(%) 

Duration of employment trajectories 

       < 1 year 3 (8.8%) 

       1-10 years 5 (14.7%) 

       11-19 years 4 (11.8%) 

       ≥ 20 years 10 (29.4%) 

       Not specified 12 (35.3%) 

       TOTAL 34 (100%) 

Patterns of employment 

       Fragmented 22 (64.7%) 

       Continuous until disruption 9 (26.5%) 

       Employed at one point in time 2 (5.9%) 

       Employed uninterruptedly for several years 1 (2.9%) 

       TOTAL 34 (100%) 

Work contracts 

       Never signed a work contract 4 (11.8%) 

       Had one or a small number of work contracts 16 (47.0%) 

       Always had work contracts 7 (20.6%) 

       Not specified 7 (20.6%) 

       TOTAL 34 (100%) 

Contributions to the social protection system 

       Never made contributions  6 (17.6%) 

       Contributions for less than 1 year 2 (5.9%) 

       Contributions from 1-10 years 7 (20.6%) 

       Contributions from 16-25 years 7 (20.6%) 

       Not specified  12 (35.3%) 

       TOTAL 34 (100%) 
 
                                                                                   

                                                      Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 
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Table 12 shows that 12 participants did not explain exactly how long they were 

employed but, in seven cases, it became apparent from their stories that they had been 

briefly employed (for a maximum of a few years). Among the remaining 22 participants, 

more than half (n=12) had been employed for less than 19 years. This means that 19 

women (55.9% of the study´s sample) had been employed for relatively short periods of 

time extending to a maximum of 19 years. 

The employment trajectories of the study´s participants were diverse but some 

patterns were discernible. For a majority (n=22; 64.7%), these trajectories were 

fragmented, that is, characterized by periods of employment interspersed with more or 

less prolonged periods of unemployment. In these cases, the periods of employment 

tended to be short-term, often lasting less than one year or between two and three years. 

Nine other women had employment trajectories that were more continuous as they were 

employed uninterruptedly for lengthy periods of time extending up to approximately 26 

years. At some point these trajectories were interrupted and following this disruption two 

possibilities arose: not working again (n=5) or resuming employment trajectories in a 

fragmented manner (n=4). Three of the four women who moved from a continuous to a 

fragmented trajectory in the labour market also made a transition from more qualified 

professions to the group of non-qualified workers. A further two young women had been 

employed at one point in time: one had worked for less than one month as waitress and 

quit because the schedules were interfering with the training course that she was 

attending; the other worked for approximately five years as a cleaner and quit to attend a 

course in geriatric care. Finally, another young woman had been working for about six 

years and remained employed at the time of the study. 

These women´s accounts of employment revealed a multitude of complex and 

sometimes interrelated contexts surrounding the fragmentation or disruption of their 

trajectories in the labour market. Some talked about lack of capacity or unwillingness to 

keep certain jobs, for example those involving stressful or physically exhausting tasks. A 

number of women depicted taking care of elderly people at home as an activity that could 

potentially involve events leading to unemployment, such as death or the older person 

moving to a nursing home. The temporary nature of some jobs, particularly when 

replacing staff or performing seasonal activities, also contributed to weak labour market 

participation in the case of some of the women. Some participants reported that they had 

quit jobs due to strained relationships or conflict with colleagues at work. Other issues 
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were related to employers and included the closure or change of location of a business 

and quitting or being dismissed due to conflict about low wages. 

Two women explained that they had prioritized the care of their children over 

work. One woman who was head of a lone-parent family had left a job because the 

working schedules were incompatible with those of the crèche that her child was 

attending. Another did not work for 14 years while she was raising her child and 

grandchild and her partner was the sole breadwinner of the household. 

Several participants referred to a number of circumstances in which intimate 

relationships intersected and negatively impacted their employment trajectories. One 

woman had to quit her job to be full-time caregiver of her intimate partner who became 

severely ill. Some of the women´s partners did not allow them to work outside of the 

domestic sphere while others had convinced them to quit their jobs. 

Interviewer: Why did you stop working at that time? 

Respondent: Because the father of my child was very jealous. […]. And he turned to me and 

said - Ah, instead of paying to a babysitter to take care of… of our child, you could stay at home 

taking care of the baby (Anabela, age 45). 

 

Some of the women´s partners created disturbances in their workplaces which 

hindered their ability to work, as Filomena (age 47) explained: “It was a bit complicated 

because it was like… I had jobs but then [her intimate partner] used to go there to mess 

around, so I felt ashamed and quit those jobs”. Another woman described the disruption 

of her employment trajectory within a context of fleeing domestic violence perpetrated 

by her intimate partner, in addition to his negative influence on her workplace, which 

eventually led to unemployment. 

Some women reported physical or mental illnesses that hampered their ability to 

keep jobs because of frequent hospitalizations and limitations or incapacity to work. 

Others acknowledged that substance use had jeopardized their employment trajectories 

since it limited their capacity to work, as Benedita (age 38) recounted: “I left work 

because I fell asleep, I spent the nights smoking [drugs]”. 

Finally, some of these women´s employment trajectories were negatively 

impacted by a series of life events, including periods of incarceration and moving home, 

which sometimes involved re-location to a different country. A further woman described 

having been robbed as a turning point which led to the disruption of her employment 
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trajectory. This was because she was an emigrant and the loss of her documents led to 

bureaucratic problems that prevented her from resuming her former job. 

Returning to Table 12 and looking at work contracts, a majority of the women 

(n=20; 58.8%) had signed a single or a small number of work contracts or had never 

signed a work contract over the course of their lives. As to the women´s contributions to 

the social protection system, in 12 cases the duration was not specified but, in five of 

these cases, it was apparent from the women´s narratives that their contributory records 

were very short, extending to a maximum of a few years. Therefore, most women (n=20; 

58.8%) never made contributions or had short-term contributions - up to 10 years - to the 

social protection system. Six out of the seven women with the longest contributory 

records - from 16 to 25 years - had employment trajectories that were more continuous; 

these participants had different levels of education and their professions were included in 

a variety of professional groups. 

Overall, the participants reported over 30 different professions. Nevertheless, 

some professions featured prominently across the study´s sample since a significant 

number of participants performed them at some point in their lives. Table 13 presents the 

most commonly reported professions according to the Portuguese Classification of 

Professions 2010 (INE IP, 2011) 82. 

 

Table 13. The professions most commonly reported by the research participants 

Professions Number of participants (%) 

Worker in cleaning (e.g. private houses, hotels, other establishments) 22 (64.7%)  

Waitress 14 (41.2%) 

Kitchen maid 11 (32.4%) 

Technician of secretariat or office assistant 6 (17.6%) 

Helper in health care or patient care 6 (17.6%) 

Seller in commercial establishment 5 (14.7%) 

Helper in the care of children 4 (11.8%) 
 
                                                                                                                                  

Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 
 

The full range of the women´s professions over the course of their lives comprised 

seven professional groups, according to the Portuguese Classification of Professions 

2010, which are indicated in Table 14. 

 

 
82 The figures in this table do not add up to 100% because some participants reported more than one 

professional activity throughout their lives, which also applies to Table 14. 
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Table 14. Participants´ professional groups and professions over their lives 

Professional groups / Professions Number of participants 

Specialists of intellectual and scientific activities 

E.g. lawyer, nurse, teacher, singer, specialist in public relations 
7 

Administrative personnel 

Technician of secretariat, office assistant, receptionist 
7 

Technicians and professions of medium level 

Ambulance personnel 
1 

Workers of personal services, protection and security and sellers 

E.g. waitress, helper in health care or patient care, seller in commercial 
establishment, helper in the care of children 

23 

Operators of installations and machines 

Forklift operator 
1 

Qualified workers of industry, construction and artisans 

E.g. operator of printing, worker in sewing, baker 
5 

Non-qualified workers 

E.g. worker in cleaning, kitchen maid 
25 

                                                                                                                                   
Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 

 

Table 14 shows that most women worked in two professional groups at least at 

some point in their lives: non-qualified workers (n=25) and workers of personal services, 

protection and security and sellers (n=23). This is not surprising since the professions 

which enable these categorizations do not require high levels of education and 

qualification, which corresponds to the low educational attainment of a majority of the 

study´s sample. In addition, most women (n=28; 82.4%) changed professions and moved 

between professional groups during their lives. A majority of these women made 

transitions within the less qualified professional groups (e.g. working as waitress, kitchen 

maid and in cleaning). Some others had high levels of education and qualified professions, 

accordingly, but some of the circumstances outlined earlier disrupted their employment 

trajectories. From that point forward, they had few available options in their professional 

areas and, therefore, took up employment in less qualified activities. One example is a 

woman who was a teacher in her origin country; she moved to Portugal to join her 

Portuguese husband but reported that he did not allow her to work. After their separation, 

which was preceded by domestic violence, this woman could not find a job as a teacher 

due to difficulties in getting her academic qualifications recognized in Portugal. At that 

time, working as waitress was the only option available to her. 

In summary, these findings are consistent with Portuguese research which 

demonstrated that many homeless women had a weak, unstable, precarious and 

disadvantaged integration in the labour market (e.g. Baptista et al., 2005; Barros, 2010; 

Gomes, 2002). Within the Portuguese welfare system, this type of participation in the 
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labour market entails a low degree of social protection in the case of unemployment, 

illness and retirement (Perista et al., 1992). A detailed analysis of the women´s 

employment histories enabled an understanding of their trajectories in the labour market 

and the contexts underpinning and shaping these trajectories, some of which were gender-

related (e.g. impact of domestic violence on the ability to work in the case of some of the 

women). Furthermore, a thorough exploration of the women´s professions over the course 

of their lives exposed the salience of activities that can be seen as an extension of their 

care and domestic roles (Castro et al., 2012; Diogo, 2015) and are thus embedded in 

traditional gender ideologies. It is noteworthy, however, that seven of the study´s women 

had worked as specialists of intellectual and scientific activities, highlighting the 

heterogeneity of women experiencing homelessness (Phipps et al., 2018). 

 

6.5. Relationship status 

The marital status of the research participants is presented in Table 15. 

 
Table 15. Marital status of the research participants 

Marital status Number of participants (%) 

Single 18 (56.3%) 

Divorced 8 (25.0%) 

Married 5 (15.6%) 

Widow 1 (3.1%) 

TOTAL 32 (100%) 

NO INFORMATION 2 
  
                                                                                          Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 
 

As shown in Table 15, over one-third of the research participants were single (i.e. 

they had never been married). Of the eight divorced women, five reported a variety of 

problems that led to relationship breakdown, including their husbands´ involvement in 

illegal activities or extra-marital relationships and feeling trapped in the marriage; the 

remaining three women divorced within the context of domestic violence 83. All five of 

the married women were separated and living apart from their husbands; four separated 

from their husbands following domestic violence 84. One woman was widow for over 20 

 
83 Six women were divorced for more than 14 years (between 14 and 36 years) while the remaining two 

women got divorced approximately seven and three years prior to the study, respectively. 
84 One of them had recently separated (around three months before the interview) while the remaining four 

women were separated from their husbands for several years (between four and 25 years). 
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years. Therefore, consistent with prior research (e.g. Gomes, 2002; Lopes, 2017; Martins, 

2017), almost all of the women were single, divorced or separated, or widow. Two further 

participants with whom informal conversations and ethnographic observation were 

conducted did not provide information about their marital status. 

Most women (n=24; 70.6%) reported that they were not in an intimate relationship 

at the time of the study. Thirteen did not reveal interest, willingness or the expectation of 

having an intimate relationship in the near future. Another five women stated explicitly 

that they did not wish to have an intimate relationship; three of these drew on past 

negative experiences with intimate partners (e.g. intimate partner violence) to explain that 

they were not interested in getting involved in a romantic relationship. The remaining six 

women who were not in an intimate relationship expressed interest in having a partner. 

Two of them were thinking about resuming relationships with former partners and another 

two were expecting to have trusting relationships with someone who cared for them and 

provided emotional and/or material support. 

Getting married with someone who respects me, who trusts me, who behaves as my friend in 

good and bad moments, who provides me with whatever I need and who helps me raise my 

children, a support as well (Helena, age 45). 

 

A further two women talked about barriers to potential intimate relationships. 

Carolina (age 26) explained that her financial and housing instability were limiting factors 

when attempting to initiate a relationship of this kind: “At this point if I wanted to initiate 

a relationship it would be difficult to manage because it is about dating, in dates one 

spends money […] and where I am going to be within five months? Will I be in Lisbon?”. 

The other woman, who suffered domestic violence, feared that re-victimization could 

potentially be perpetrated by a new partner and she was not yet prepared for a relationship, 

in physical and psychological terms, although she expressed a desire to have an intimate 

partner in the future. 

Ten participants (29.4%) were in an intimate relationship at the time of the study. 

Seven of these women´s current partners were also experiencing homelessness: one 

woman had resumed an intimate relationship with a partner who was living rough; the 

other six re-encountered or met their current partners for the first time in shelters where 

they were both residing. Women´s views on their current intimate relationships varied. 

Some described conflict and instability, and a pattern of breaking up and returning to 

partners. Others highlighted the positive aspects of being in an intimate relationship, 
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including emotional, practical and material support (Rowe & Wolch, 1990; Watson, 

2011). For some, having an intimate partner meant that they had company and a person 

to spend a time with, and that they felt cared for and had the attention of another person. 

[He] wants to be my boyfriend (smiles). And so… But well, I am happy. Everyone likes to have 

attention isn´t it? (Piedade, age 59). 

 

Intimate partners were perceived by a number as providing practical support, for 

example in terms of accompanying or transporting them to medical appointments, taking 

care of their pets, providing them with items that they needed (e.g. clothes, cigarettes), or 

guarding women´s belongings in their homes. 

It seems that tomorrow he [intimate partner] will bring to [the shelter] some of the belongings 

that Ilda needs (at the moment, her belongings are guarded in the home of her partner) 

(Fieldnote, 01/07/2017). 

 

Intimate partners also provided some women with material and monetary help. 

Illustrating this point, Anabela (age 45) stated: “I go there [public space where her partner 

parked cars], he helps me, he gives me some money or else he buys something for us to 

eat, then I come back to the house [shelter]. That is how I am surviving”. 

Notwithstanding these accounts of support, most women could not rely on the 

financial, material, practical and/or housing assistance provided by an intimate 

relationship and had to fend for themselves independently (Denton & Boos, 2007; Kisor 

& Kendal-Wilson, 2002; Kliger et al., 2010). For some, marriage breakdown or the 

formation of single-person households have added to their vulnerability to homelessness 

in a wider context of economic hardship (Edgar & Doherty, 2001; Watson, 2000). 

 

6.6. Motherhood, children and grandchildren 

Over two-thirds of the study´s participants (n=26; 76.5%) were mothers. A 

majority of these women (n=15) had one or two children while eight had three or four 

children; two women had five children and a further woman had nine children. One 

woman was pregnant with her fifth child at the time of the study. Five women had minor 

children (children under the age of 18 years), 13 had adult children, and the remaining 

eight women had both minor and adult children. In total, these women were mothers to 

69 children, 24 of whom were minors (aged between less than one year and 17 years old) 

while the remaining 45 children of the study´s women were adults. 
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As explained in Chapter 5, being without dependent children was one of the 

eligibility criteria for participation in the research. Therefore, all of the women were 

unaccompanied by their minor children at the time of the study. Separation from their 

children had occurred recently (less than one year) in the case of two women while the 

remaining women had been separated from their children for lengthy periods of time 

(extending from two to 14 years) 85. The 24 minor children who were separated from their 

mothers were currently living with relatives (n=13), in residential care settings (n=5) or 

with mother´s friends (n=1). One teenager was residing in the home of her boyfriend´s 

family while a further four children had been adopted. 

The contexts surrounding women´s separations from their minor children were 

diverse and interwoven. Some separations preceded women´s housing instability and 

others occurred at the point of women becoming homeless. Several explained that they 

could not afford to live with their children and/or to provide or maintain independent 

housing, particularly when they were heads of lone-parent families and sole breadwinners 

of the household. Some of these mother-child separations occurred when the women were 

evicted or were about to be evicted. Being economically disadvantaged and lone carers 

of their children - which involved a lack of financial and practical support from others 

and difficulty of managing the logistics around paid work and caring - were critical factors 

propelling mother-child separations, as some of the following quotes illustrate.  

[M]y oldest child was already being taken care by my sister. And meanwhile my youngest 

[child] had to stay with my family too because I cannot afford having them with me, I don´t 

have a fixed job, this is complicated as the commissions [Commission for the Protection of 

Children and Young People] are after us. […]. Then I´ve been [working] in a restaurant but it 

didn´t work out because of the schedule, at the time I had my [youngest] child with me, it didn´t 

work out. Schedules sometimes… here the crèches are complicated too and when we are alone 

it´s even worse (Dora, age 31). 

 

 
85 Some of these separations had occurred shortly after birth while, in other cases, children had between the 

ages of three and seven years old when they were separated from their mothers. A further three children 
were aged between nine and 16 years when they were separated from their mothers. Six of the 13 mothers 

who had minor children reported sporadic or regular contact (e.g. meeting once a week) with all or some 

of them. This contact was typically maintained by phone and, in one case, also by Facebook. In addition, 

four women were able to visit their children or met with them in other circumstances such as when they 

accompanied a child to medical appointments. The remaining seven women were not in contact with their 

minor children at the time of the study. The reported reasons for the lack of contact with their children 

included: strained relationships, conflict and/or lack of contact with relatives with whom their children were 

living; whereabouts of children unknown after their adoption and thus being unable to establish contact 

with them; lack of financial resources that would enable them to travel to the institutions where their 

children were accommodated; and difficulties in establishing phone contact with those institutions. 



167 

 

Some of these separations took place when women fled with their children from 

domestic violence, typically to protect children from violent partners (who were, in most 

cases, these children´s fathers). Some women attempted to self-manage these situations, 

particularly in terms of finding accommodation for their children with family members. 

In some other cases, children protection services had become involved and played a role 

in separating some of these women from their children. 

It was when he [violent partner] beat the kids and I pressed charges against him with the police. 

And then we got divorced and the children went to [an institution]. […]. Meanwhile it would 

be very complicated for me to be with the four [children] isn´t it, alone, and they remained there 

[institution] until the court made a decision that they should be adopted. And I couldn´t do 

anything else because at that time I could not afford having them with me (Luísa, age 38). 

 

A number of women mentioned that strained relationships or conflict with family 

members with whom they co-habited and/or a lack of support from relatives in taking 

care of minors, for example when they were adolescent mothers, were factors that led to 

their separation from their children. 

Marta left her child in an institution when he was less than one year old […]. It was not because 

she was not willing to assume responsibility for, or take care of, her child; or because she felt 

unable to raise him. She did this because she was having a difficult time with her mother [with 

whom she co-habited]; she was extremely distressed and confused and there was nobody to turn 

to in search of help and support (Non-recorded interview, 27/05/2017). 

 

Other factors that contributed to these women´s separations from their children 

included: leaving the family home to move in with an intimate partner while the children 

were left in the care of grandparents; being kicked out by an intimate partner who retained 

child´s custody since he was the father; separation from a child due to incarceration; and 

past or present mental illness, such as depression, which was considered by social services 

to significantly restrict women´s ability to care for their children. Substance use also 

influenced women´s separation from their children in a few cases. Pilar (age 49) fled 

domestic violence while she was pregnant and was living rough and using drugs when 

she gave birth. She became emotional when she described giving birth and having her 

child taken from her shortly after birth: “My child was born in [a neighbourhood], in the 

floor, I gave birth by myself, alone. She was born drug-dependent because I used drugs 

during my entire pregnancy. I lost the custody of my child”. 

Several women described their separation from their children as a difficult and 

painful experience. Madalena (age 18) considered that being separated from her babies 

was the most negative and distressing aspect of her life at the moment: “Just being away 
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from my children, that is the only thing […] terrible, very bad to me. […]. Sometimes I 

just want to cry because I can´t be with them all night, all day long. That is the only thing. 

For me it really destroys me to be away from them”. Others explained that they had no 

alternative but to be separated from their children because of their lack of financial means 

and housing, in addition to the absence of a support network. From this point of view, 

residential care settings were sometimes seen as supportive and beneficial, particularly 

for their children´s education. 

I have my [youngest children] in an institution and if they could stay there until they are 18 or 

until I settle my life that is absolutely fine because I don´t want them to stay with their older 

sister isn´t it? I don´t want to because my oldest daughter can´t afford living with them. And 

one needs to be able to afford education […]. And education is important, this is my wish for 

my future generations (Helena, age 45). 

 

The narratives of many of the women who had minor children uncovered two 

salient issues. Firstly, children´s accommodation was prioritized when these women faced 

housing instability or were about to become homeless. Some women resorted to informal 

networks of support, particularly family members, in attempting to ensure caregivers and 

accommodation for their children. In some other cases, social services managed to find 

an urgent solution to accommodate their children. From the moment their children were 

being cared for by a relative or institution, these women attempted to find accommodation 

independently. For example, since Helena (age 45) received a notice of eviction, the 

social workers with whom she was in contact prioritized her children´s accommodation: 

“When I was about to be evicted my social worker thought that it would be convenient 

for my children to go to an institution so that I wouldn´t be living rough with them isn´t 

it?”. Helena, on the other hand, resorted to friends to ensure accommodation. 

Secondly, some women expressed concern and fear that their children could 

potentially be removed from their care by social services. Although were not full-time 

carers of their children, a number of women felt that they would not lose their children if 

they were in the care of relatives as opposed to living in residential care settings. From 

this perspective, they referred to their children as still being in their care, to a certain 

extent, even when the level of contact with their children was low or non-existent. A 

further few women mentioned their concerns about and difficulties in maintaining 

custody of their children if they were living in residential care settings. 

[Madalena] was concerned because the father of her oldest child hadn´t pick up a letter from 
the court. She is afraid of missing a hearing because of not knowing where it is taking place, 

when and what is it about. Therefore, she plans to ask help from the [shelter where she resided] 
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to be transported to court or get in contact with the court so that she can explain in due time 

where she is staying, so that she won´t be accused of having abandoned her child, which is not 

true (Fieldnote, 12/02/2018). 

 

Most women lost their possessions at the point of becoming homeless and 

throughout their movements between different living situations. Nevertheless, they 

maintained, as far as possible, possessions that held symbolic value for them. Objects tied 

to their children, parents or another person with whom they had an emotional bond (e.g. 

a godmother, an intimate partner) were among their most valued possessions. Precious 

memorabilia linked to their children included photographs, the first teeth of a child, toys, 

a backpack, vaccine bulletins and other items. Camila (age 38) kept a broken bracelet of 

her child until it was stolen and explained: “Every time I looked at it… well, [child] was 

here with me. It´s gone. Every time I looked at it, at the bracelet, it made me remind of 

my child. I had all that. Memories. Now I don´t have anything”. Another woman provided 

a dramatic account of being forced to throw away her most significant possessions, which 

were reminders of her children, after losing her home. 

It´s something that is hurting me too much inside […]. I had to throw away the rest, the rest… 

(cries convulsively) the rest of my things, everything thrown away […]. It seems like… the rest 

of the things… it seems like… I threw away the rest of my life… these things, these last things, 

I had a few boxes full of things that my children had offered me […]. But I couldn´t carry my 

things with me anymore (Mariana, age 52). 

 

Many women talked at length about their experiences as mothers and about the 

importance of their children, who were sometimes described as the people they loved the 

most, and these accounts often evoked strong emotions. Mariana (age 52), who was 

quoted above, stated: “[I]t is the best thing, it is the greatest offer, it is the most precious 

good that we can have in this life is a child”. Another example is Caetana (age 61), who 

recounted: “I have a passion for my children. It was the only good thing that my husband 

gave me, it was both of them [children]”. 

In summary, consistent with international literature (Dotson, 2011; Hutchinson et 

al., 2014; van den Dries et al., 2016), mother-child separations among the study´s women 

were either voluntary (in which women separated from their children in an attempt to 

ensure their safety and well-being) or involuntary (in which mother-child separations 

were prompted by the intervention of child welfare services in contexts of the mother´s 

lack of resources, eviction, mental illness, substance use and/or incarceration). Lone 

parenthood and economic hardship rendered it difficult or impossible for some women to 

provide for their children, which played an important role in mother-child separations. 
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The pain associated with these separations (Barros, 2010; Dotson, 2011; Enders-

Dragässer, 2010; Hutchinson et al., 2014), the emotional bond women had with their 

children, the accounts of having prioritized children´s accommodation at the point of 

becoming homeless, and the fear that they would lose custody of their children 

permanently (Hutchinson et al., 2014; Russell, 2011), were expressions of the women´s 

love, care and concern for their children. Furthermore, several women kept mementos of 

their children (Hill, 1991; Liebow, 1995; Russell, 2011), but the conditions of 

homelessness sometimes ripped these memories, as in the accounts of Camila and 

Mariana. Mothering emerged as a salient issue in these women´s lives and experiences of 

housing precariousness and homelessness in tandem with their constrained ability to 

express love and care for their children, both prior to and during periods of homelessness 

(Savage, 2016). Relationships with their children were “active and salient in the 

emotional lives of the women” (Liebow, 1995, p. 96) even if the level of contact with 

their children was low or non-existent. Moreover, these women derived emotional 

support from remembering these relationships (Liebow, 1995). 

The concluding part of this section concerns women who had grandchildren. 

Fifteen women were grandmothers while two others did not know if they had 

grandchildren because they were not in contact with their children for 13 and 30 years, 

respectively. Twelve of the 15 grandmothers were not in contact with their grandchildren 

at the time of the study, and nine had never met their grandchildren or some of their 

grandchildren because of the lack or dearth of contact with their children. The remaining 

three women were in contact with their grandchildren. For two of them, phone or 

Facebook were the only ways of having contact with their grandchildren because they 

lived abroad. A further grandmother was able to visit her grandchild, but only 

sporadically, since she had a strained relationship with her daughter-in-law. 

A small number of women had either raised their grandchildren or helped their 

children raising them up to a certain point in their lives. Several participants mentioned 

that they would like to meet or establish contact with their grandchildren. Finally, some 

grandmothers were planning to visit their grandchildren despite conflict with their 

children and felt they had ways of helping them, as Piedade (age 59) explained: “And I 

have to go there [child´s home] to see if they [grandchildren] are fine or not, or if they 

need anything or not, otherwise I take 20 or 30 [euros], I am there to help. This is what I 

am planning to do, it is, it is precisely what I need to do”.  
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6.7. Women´s living situations at the time they were enlisted in the study 

The approach to accessing and recruiting participants included deliberate efforts 

to bring diversity to the sample and to encompass, as far as possible, a broad range of 

living arrangements among women without housing in the Northern Lisbon Metropolitan 

Area. Not surprisingly, therefore, participants were residing in a variety of living 

situations at the time they were included in the study, as shown in Table 16. 

 

Table 16. Living situations of the participants at the time of inclusion in the study 

Types of living situations a Number of participants 

Shelter 16 

Squat (abandoned building) 4 

Rough sleeping 4 

Room paid for by a social service b 2 

Rented room 2 

Transitional housing for young people c 2 

Refuge for victims of domestic violence 1 

Home of ex-partner´s family 1 

University residence 1 

Residential setting run by a faith-based service 1 

TOTAL 34 
 
                                                                                                  

                                                                                   Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 
 

 

a Participants´ living situations at the time of inclusion in the study (indicated in the table above) should not be conflated 
with the settings where they were recruited, which were presented in Chapter 5 (Table 9). In most cases, there was a 
correspondence between the recruitment settings (e.g. shelter) and the women´s living situations (e.g. shelter). In other 
cases, however, women were recruited in settings that were not their living arrangements (e.g. one woman was recruited 
in a shelter but was residing in a room paid for by a social service). 
 
b Rooms paid for by a social service refer to rented rooms in guesthouses, cheap hotels or private houses, which are 
fully or partially financed by social services. In Lisbon city, these rooms are financed by SCML (Baptista et al., 2005). 

A detailed account of this type of accommodation was provided in Appendix 30. 
 
c Transitional housing for young people refers to specialized units designed to accommodate young adults leaving care, 
with the aim of facilitating a transition to independent living. These young adults also benefit from other measures 
aimed at protecting and promoting their rights. This type of accommodation has specific regulations and a legal 
framework, operating under the Law for the Protection of Children and Young People at Risk (Lei n.º 142/2015 de 8 
de setembro). 
 
 

As explained in Chapter 1, the Portuguese definition of homelessness is limited to 

rooflessness and accommodation provided by the homeless service sector (GTMA 

ENIPSSA, 2020a). If the national definition of homelessness was applied, only 26 of the 

study´s 34 participants would have been categorized as homeless. Of these, 18 women 

would have been classified as houseless since they were residing in shelters (n=16) or 

rooms paid for by a social service (n=2), which is similar to the ETHOS definition of 

houseless (Busch-Geertsema, 2010). The remaining eight women would have been 
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classified as roofless since they were squatting (n=4) or sleeping rough (n=4). The 

Portuguese definition considers that squatting (i.e. residing in abandoned and dilapidated 

buildings) is rooflessness (GTMA ENIPSSA, 2020a). According to the ETHOS 

definition, squatting can be categorized as insecure and inadequate housing because the 

physical domain is inappropriate (there is a dwelling unfit for habitation) and the legal 

domain is absent (Busch-Geertsema, 2010). 

Attention now turns to the eight participants who, according to the national 

definition of homelessness, would not be considered homeless. The woman who was 

residing in a refuge for victims of domestic violence is considered houseless according to 

ETHOS (Busch-Geertsema, 2010), but is not viewed nor counted as homeless according 

to the national definition of homelessness (GTMA ENIPSSA, 2020a). Residing in the 

home of ex-partner´s family is classified as insecure accommodation by ETHOS (Busch-

Geertsema, 2010), but this living situation is not included in the Portuguese definition of 

homelessness (GTMA ENIPSSA, 2020a). 

The ETHOS definition does not explicitly embrace the remaining four living 

situations that were captured in this study, that is, rented rooms, transitional housing for 

young people, a university residence and one residential setting run by a faith-based 

service. This is not problematic since ETHOS was not designed to be a rigid, universal 

framework but, rather, to provide a tool that can be adjusted to local circumstances 

(Edgar, 2012). Moreover, this typology operates as a guide to classifying living situations 

according to the conceptual model of housing adequacy (Amore et al., 2011). The focus 

on the conceptual foundations of the typology provided the rationale for including these 

living situations in the current study (Sahlin, 2012). In other words, living situations that 

were not indicated in the ETHOS definition were analysed according to the housing 

domains (physical, social and legal) of the core concept of ETHOS (Busch-Geertsema, 

2010). 

According to the core concept of ETHOS, rented rooms, transitional housing for 

young people and the university residence can be considered insecure accommodation 

because the legal domain is absent, that is, the person is an occupant of a dwelling with 

no legal tenancy or security of tenure. In addition to these women´s places of residence, 

the circumstances surrounding their living situations are important to the aim of 

explaining why they are considered homelessness or housing exclusion (Amore et al., 

2011; Amore, 2013). All of the abovementioned women were aware of the temporary 
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nature of their stays in these types of accommodation and they could not afford more 

secure or adequate housing. Moreover, the women who were living in rented rooms relied 

on social welfare payments and/or non-fixed incomes, which further compounded the 

precariousness of their accommodation. 

Finally, one woman was residing in a residential setting run by a faith-based 

service which provided accommodation and other types of support (e.g. support from 

social workers). In this type of accommodation, the physical domain was available but 

the social domain (privacy and a space to enjoy social relations) and the legal domain 

(security of tenure) were absent. Therefore, this woman can be regarded as houseless. In 

addition, the period of stay in this type of accommodation was intended to be short-term. 

Furthermore, this woman had no access to more secure and adequate housing due to 

insufficient income. 

Table 17 summarizes the conceptual categories and the living situations of the 

study´s participants, according to ETHOS, at the time of inclusion in the study. 

 

Table 17. Classification of participants´ living situations at the time of inclusion in the study 

Conceptual categories Living situations Number of participants 

Homelessness 

Roofless Public/external space 4 

Houseless 

Shelter 16 

Room paid for by a social service 2 

Refuge for victims of domestic violence 1 

Residential setting run by faith-based service 1 

Housing 

exclusion 

Insecure housing 

Rented room 2 

Transitional housing for young people 2 

Home of ex-partner´s family 1 

University residence 1 

Insecure/inadequate 

housing 

Squat (abandoned building) 4 

TOTAL 34 
 
                                                                                                                                  

Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 
 

Note: The figures enveloped by a mark (n=8) indicate the living situations that are not included in the Portuguese 
definition of homelessness. The classification of the participants´ living situations according to ETHOS is presented in 
parallel with the Portuguese definition of homelessness in Appendix 41, in order to summarize the discrepancies 
between these definitions which were discussed in this section. 
 
 

As shown in Table 17, according to the ETHOS definition, 24 of the study´s 

women, classified as roofless (n=4) or houseless (n=20), were experiencing homelessness 

at the time of inclusion in the study. The remaining 10 women were experiencing housing 

exclusion and were living in insecure housing (n=6) or insecure/inadequate 
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accommodation (squatting) (n=4). When applying the Portuguese definition of 

homelessness to the sample, almost one quarter (n=8; 23.5%) of these women were out 

of the realm of the homeless service sector and their living situations would have 

remained concealed if this narrow definition had been deployed in the current study. 

 

6.8. Conclusion 

The 34 research participants ranged from 18 to 68 years, with older homeless 

women (over 50 years) representing approximately one-third of the study´s sample 

(n=11). The sociodemographic characterization of the study´s participants was largely 

coincident with previous research conducted in Portugal, which documented that most 

homeless women have Portuguese nationality, low educational attainment, are single, 

divorced/separated or widows, are unemployed and had weak, precarious, low skilled and 

poorly paid integration in the labour market alongside reduced levels of contributions to 

the social protection system. However, this research also captured heterogeneity among 

women experiencing homelessness as demonstrated, for example, through the higher 

education, skilled professions and continuous employment trajectories in the case of some 

of the women. Furthermore, a comprehensive analysis of the women´s educational and 

employment histories enabled a deeper understanding of these realms and how they were 

influenced by traditional gender ideologies. The contexts surrounding women´s 

premature disengagement from school involved experiences of poverty, family loss and 

conflict, lack of support and investment in their schooling on the part of parents or 

caregivers, life events making it difficult for them to continue education, strained 

experiences with their peers, and issues related to learning and motivation. The 

fragmentation or disruption of the women´s trajectories in the labour market were related 

with some characteristics of the jobs themselves, issues related to colleagues at work and 

employers, situations pertaining to family life and intimate relationships (including 

domestic violence), reported illnesses, substance use, and the intersection of employment 

with other life events. 

This chapter also explored the women´s relational contexts and the findings 

presented here were consistent with international literature. Women´s views of romantic 

relationships and the emotional, practical and material roles played by intimate partners 

were unpacked. Most of the study´s women (n=26) were mothers and all the 13 mothers 

of minor children were unaccompanied by their children. Mother-child separations were 
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either voluntary or involuntary. Several factors contributed to these separations in 

complex and often interrelated ways, including experiences of poverty, unemployment, 

eviction, domestic violence, family conflict, issues with intimate partners, incarceration, 

mental illness and substance use. A salient issue to emerge from the findings of this study 

was mothering, even if the women were separated from their children and constrained in 

their ability to care for them. 

Finally, there was considerable diversity in the women´s living situations at the 

time they were enlisted in the study. Twenty-four women were experiencing 

homelessness and the remaining 10 were experiencing housing exclusion, according to 

the ETHOS definition, at the time of inclusion in the study. The Portuguese definition of 

homelessness has a narrower focus than ETHOS and, therefore, the living situations of 

almost one quarter of the sample (n=8) would have remained concealed if the national 

definition had been used in the study. 
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CHAPTER 7. WOMEN´S PATHS INTO HOMELESSNESS 

 

7.1. Introduction 

This chapter documents the unfolding of housing insecurity and homelessness in 

the lives of the study´s women. The chapter opens by exploring participants´ histories of 

childhood and adolescence. Following this, consideration is given to the women´s 

reported reasons for their lack of housing. Attention then turns to the women´s paths into 

homelessness, which are discussed in detail, plotted and examined by age groups, and 

further analysed using the life course perspective. The key aim of this chapter is to provide 

a comprehensive account of the paths into homelessness among the study´s women, 

thereby addressing the objective 2 of the research. 

 

7.2. Women´s childhood and adolescence histories 

In keeping with this study´s life course perspective, attention was given to the 

participants´ histories of early life, which were explored in order to gain a deeper 

understanding of the women´s lives since their childhood and of potential early life 

adversities that might have contributed to their homelessness (Kennedy et al., 2010; 

Ravenhill, 2008; Tyler & Schmitz, 2013). The study´s biographical data enabled to 

capture adverse events and circumstances in these women´s early lives and their 

perceived consequences in the short-term and long-term (Atkinson, 2002). 

A small number of the study´s participants described their early lives as having 

passed smoothly, sometimes highlighting that they were nurtured by their parents and 

also explaining that they had grown up with good financial and material conditions. 

An impeccable childhood, I can´t complain, I always had everything (Bárbara, age 41). 

 

I had a happy childhood. I was a beloved, very beloved daughter. My parents were wonderful 

(Mafalda, age 54). 

 

Others described positive and negative aspects of their childhood and adolescent 

years. For example, some women outlined the love, care and support they received from 

their parents or other relatives despite family losses or experiences of poverty. Caetana 

(age 61), on the other hand, described a wealthy environment in the family home, but also 

emphasized the cold attitude of her mother towards her: “When I was a kid my mother 
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put me in bed, sometimes she gave me a kiss, but mostly she pushed me to the employees 

because my mother had a lot of money and my father had a lot of money at the time. […]. 

My mother was always drunk”. 

However, mirroring previous research (e.g. Barros, 2010; Jones, 1999; Reeve et 

al., 2006; Sheridan, 2017; Wesely & Wright, 2005), for most of the participants accounts 

of childhood and adolescence were replete with events and circumstances that they 

depicted as difficult, distressing or traumatic. Reference was made by the study´s women 

to challenges associated with family life, their local communities, school, work, 

motherhood, health, substance use and time spent in institutional settings. In addition, 

many adverse events and circumstances in early life occurred in contexts of poverty and 

socioeconomic disadvantage which commonly persisted into adulthood. 

 

7.2.1. Family loss, conflict and detachment 

Half of the study´s sample (n=17) reported the loss of one or both parents during 

childhood or adolescence because of death, abandonment or rejection. A number of 

women had also experienced the death of other close family members such as a sibling. 

My mother abandoned me three days after my birth. […]. My father died when I was eight 

years old, I stayed with my grandmother and my sister. But nine months after the death of my 

father, my sister died too (Luísa, age 38). 

 

Some of these women depicted parental death as a painful event that prompted 

moves to other housing situations and sometimes represented a turning point that 

significantly changed their early life trajectories. The death of a parent also frequently led 

to a breakdown of connections with extended family members (although this also 

occurred when parents were alive), contributing to a weakening of informal support 

networks. A number told that they missed their parents and the unique type of love and 

affection that parents are expected to provide. Some women explained parental death in 

terms of a lack of support and guidance during their early years, which they felt had long-

lasting negative consequences. 

Overall, what I missed was my mother, I think so, in all my trajectory it was her who I missed. 

It´s true. Because if [she hadn´t die] I wouldn´t have made this path [into a shelter] (Piedade, 

age 59). 

 

Four women reported parental separation. In two cases, this separation coincided 

with their mothers fleeing from domestic violence perpetrated by their fathers. Another 
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woman merely stated that her father was absent from early childhood. A further woman, 

Pilar (age 49), described the separation of her parents as a difficult experience because of 

the conflict she witnessed prior to the separation and because of missing her father, with 

whom she had a good relationship, after the separation. She reacted to this family event 

through displays of sadness, isolation, anger and rebellion. Later, at the age of 13 years, 

she began using drugs, which she said was connected to her loneliness and lack of care 

and attention from her family: “I felt lonely and nobody listened to me, nobody saw me, 

I didn´t exist. I tried [drugs] and it was wonderful, I was the best in the world”. 

Twelve women described having had conflict and/or strained or superficial 

relationships with family members, typically with one parent, either their mother or 

father. Three reported strained relationships with a step-parent or a brother-in-law with 

whom they co-habited in the family home. A small number of women explained that they 

believed that their mothers treated their siblings in a more affectionate and supportive 

manner, which eroded familial bonds and resulted in long-lasting feelings of resentment 

and sadness. For example, Pilar (age 49) described the relationship with her mother, after 

the death of her brother, in the following terms: “My mother became even more cold, 

very angry with me, like - Why didn´t you die instead of him? She told me this”. Finally, 

a deep and lifelong sense of strangeness towards family was described by Eduarda (age 

44), who had lived with relatives from shortly after birth until the age of eight years when 

she joined her parents and a sibling. At the time and subsequent to this reunification, she 

found the adjustment to family life difficult, explaining that her family ties remained frail 

and superficial: “[W]e never had that bond as mother and daughter as they have [her 

mother and sister]. […]. I may be her sister but we are strangers”. 

 

7.2.2. Neglect, abuse and violence 

Thirteen women reported emotional neglect and/or abuse during childhood and/or 

adolescence, including a perceived lack of care, interest, understanding or support on the 

part of caretakers or other household members and/or feeling insulted and humiliated by 

these individuals. Eight women described situations of physical abuse, including having 

been beaten, slapped and hit with objects by one or both parents, other relatives, adoptive 

parents or a step-mother. Anabela (age 45), for example, became emotional when she 

described a lack of care and having been hit with an object by her mother: “[She] never 

gave me tenderness and love […]. In my way of thinking she wasn´t my mother because 
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I remember, with six or eight years I was […] washing-up and I was washing a coffee pot 

and I didn´t do it properly and she hit me with the coffee pot in the head”. 

Four women reported sexual abuse during childhood and/or adolescence and a 

further one described attempted sexual abuse by a relative in early childhood. The 

perpetrator of sexual abuse was a male relative (father, brother, cousin, brother-in-law), 

family friend or neighbour, and was known to the women in all cases. The sexual abuse 

occurred once (n=1) or spanned over several years (n=3). Two women experienced sexual 

abuse on separate occasions at the hands of different perpetrators. None had received any 

emotional or psychological support from family members or professionals that might help 

them to process and cope with these experiences. The distress articulated by most was 

partially related to not feeling that they could disclose the abuse because of threats made 

by the perpetrator of the abuse and the anticipation of not being believed. One woman 

who disclosed situations of abuse to a family member was dismissed, not believed and 

further insulted and humiliated. Another woman explained that she felt guilty and “dirty” 

for many years because she had accepted the gifts offered by the perpetrator of the abuse. 

Two women who were sexually abused by neighbours reacted to these experiences by 

self-isolating at home.  

Eight women had witnessed domestic violence and conflict between their parents 

in the family home 86. Domestic violence was perpetrated in all cases by their fathers, 

who were frequently described as problematic users of alcohol who were more likely to 

become aggressive and abusive during episodes of heavy drinking. A further perpetrator 

of domestic violence was described as mentally ill. In addition to physical violence, an 

atmosphere of tension and fear at home was described by Mariana (age 52): “I had gone 

through a lot […] since childhood, with my father coming drunk, dead-drunk, and beating 

my mother, we were afraid when he […] was coming home”. Witnessing domestic 

violence caused many of the women long-lasting trauma, as Benedita (age 38) recounted: 

“I called the police several times so that he [father] […] wouldn´t kill my mother. […]. 

These traumas remain, things that we go through. Sometimes we think that we can 

overcome this by ourselves but we can´t”. 

Family conflict and strained, neglectful or abusive home environments sometimes 

coexisted and had several negative consequences. Firstly, they led to brief attempts to run 

 
86 Six of these women subsequently became victims of domestic violence, in adulthood, at the hands of 

intimate partners.  
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away or escape from the family home prematurely and, in some cases, permanently. 

Secondly, some of these experiences led to disrupted schooling. Thirdly, some women 

reacted to these experiences by self-isolating, with a number reporting depression, a 

negative self-image and poor self-esteem. Finally, some of these experiences resulted in 

strained relationships, conflict and lack of contact with, and support from, family 

members which persisted into adulthood. 

Getting in contact with them [adoptive family] or not is the same to me, they wouldn´t give me 

support because of that so… They always put me aside. My [adoptive] mother […] never 

reminded wishing me a merry Christmas or wishing me a happy birthday. […]. That´s why I 

say, let them stay there. I don´t get in contact (Dora, age 31). 

 

7.2.3. A myriad of events in early life 

Almost one-third of the study´s participants (n=10) were adolescent mothers and 

typically gave birth between 14 and 17 years. A number explained that they had an 

unplanned pregnancy. Some women were living in the parental home or in the home of 

relatives at the time they gave birth; others were co-habiting with their intimate partners 

while a small number had left the family home and were fending for themselves 

independently. Some women talked about the experiences and impact of mothering 

during their adolescent years, referring to the intensification of family conflict, difficulties 

associated with combining child rearing responsibilities with maintaining engagement 

with education, and their immaturity and limited ability to deal with the demands of 

motherhood. Dulce (age 46), for example, stated: “I love my son […] but it wasn´t what 

made me grow up or something like that (smiles). I was a child with another [child]”. 

 For a small number of the study´s participants, childhood and/or adolescence 

were negatively impacted by physical or mental illnesses, with two women reporting 

physical health problems that carried both short and long-term ramifications. In the case 

of one woman, a visual impairment problem contributed to peer rejection, difficulties in 

establishing friendships and disrupted schooling in early life, and also became an obstacle 

to finding employment in adulthood. Another woman who had a mobility problem from 

early childhood believed that her physical disability acted as a barrier to finding 

employment. A further three women reported depression during adolescence and all had 

experienced persistent home-based difficulties from childhood. Four others initiated drug 

use during adolescence (between 13 and 17 years old), which marked the onset of lifelong 

histories of problematic substance use.  
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7.2.4. Housing mobility and institutional settings  

Approximately two-thirds of the study´s sample (n=24) described moving house 

or living situations at least once - but often on multiple occasions - during childhood and 

adolescence. Twelve women changed family home address on one or more occasions 

along with one or both parents. Many women moved between different living situations, 

which involved joining extended family members, adoptive families, friends, 

acquaintances, a neighbour and/or an intimate partner. Ten moved in with a member(s) 

of their extended family, most often grandmothers, aunts or older siblings. Some were 

placed with family members following the death of one parent and abandonment by the 

other parent or because their father had an alcohol use problem and/or was violent. A 

number who ran away from the family home escaped to live with relatives with whom 

they felt more comfortable and cared for. Two others moved in with relatives when they 

changed country, either to study abroad or to come to Portugal to receive medical 

treatment. A further woman was placed with relatives when her parents migrated in search 

of better living conditions. Two women moved in with adoptive families following 

parental abandonment. Five others stayed with friends or acquaintances after leaving the 

family home; three reported leaving and returning to the family home amid brief periods 

of a few days spent with friends or acquaintances, while the other two remained longer 

with acquaintances and did not return to the family home. One woman stayed temporarily 

with a neighbour after the death of her mother, at a time when her father was working 

away from home and there were no other carers available. Finally, four women co-habited 

with intimate partners during adolescence. In summary, these women´s moves were often 

associated with the kinds of negative events and circumstances in the home lives of the 

women discussed earlier. The impact of these moves included a negative influence on 

educational attainment and on their ability to establish and maintain friendships.   

They [parents] were always moving. […]. I was upset, angry, because I couldn´t make friends 

because they kept changing my school and I couldn´t talk with them [friends], I had no mobile 

phone, nothing. And to me this never helped in studying because when I had supportive friends 

who helped me to learn to read, I lost them (Madalena, age 18).  

 

The concluding part of this section concerns five women who reported a history 

of state care 87. These women were placed in care for different reasons, including: poverty 

 
87 A history of state care means that these women lived, as minors, in residential care settings operating 

under the Law for the Protection of Children and Young People at Risk (Lei n.º 142/2015 de 8 de setembro); 

these were public institutions or Private Institutions of Social Solidarity working in cooperation with the 

state. The age threshold to leave these institutions is 18 years but this limit can be postponed to 21 years. 
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in their families; neglect and abuse by an adoptive family; or the absence of care due to 

parental abandonment or death of one parent and mental illness of the other parent. One 

woman experienced care once, in early childhood, before being adopted. A further woman 

was placed in care on two occasions: during early childhood, following parental 

abandonment (for less than one year); and in early adolescence, due to neglect and abuse 

perpetrated by the family who had meanwhile adopted her (for five years). The remaining 

three women had lengthy experiences of care extending uninterrupted between nine and 

15 years. For these women, experiences of residential care were depicted as mainly 

positive and as beneficial and unproblematic in relation to other residents and staff. 

It was very good [refers to residential care]. I spent all my life here [residential care setting] and 

I am grateful for that (Sílvia, age 20). 

 

[T]hose were the best five years that I had in my life [while in residential care] (Dora, age 31). 

 

These women´s accounts of care highlighted a range of supports that they depicted 

as having both short and long-term benefits: they had stable accommodation, were able 

to initiate or continue their education/training, and forged what were sometimes long-

lasting friendships. Carolina (age 26), for example, established a close relationship with 

a staff member who became her godmother and supported her over the years: “I have 

some friends particularly, thanks to my godmother, because her family is amazing and to 

me her daughter´s children are my nieces. […]. From that side I have friends/family”. In 

addition, for a few, care was said to be the guidance they had received during childhood 

and adolescence, as Sílvia (age 20) explained: “This is where I grew up. Basically, they 

[staff of institution] taught me everything isn´t it?”. Nonetheless, one woman explained 

that her positive view and experience of care changed when the institution where she 

stayed increased the number of residents and broadened the profile of residents to include 

older girls with complex needs (e.g. related to substance use). From her perspective, this 

led to an incremental deterioration of the institution´s environment. The need to deal with 

other residents with whom she had nothing in common was a difficult experience for her 

at that time. 

 

7.2.5. Poverty and socioeconomic disadvantage 

Most of the study´s women came from impoverished backgrounds and a number 

described poor material conditions and/or growing up in deprived neighbourhoods. 
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Several women also spoke about financial hardships in their families in early life, with 

some lacking basic items such as enough food. 

[Adoptive mother] saw me frequently under a car or begging for my [biological] mother (Dora, 

age 31). 

 

I am sick, I have problems, this was from the life that I had and the hungry that I passed, the 

cold that I passed, deprivations (Adelaide, age 58). 

 

Several women reported that their parents had low educational attainment and that 

they had worked in poorly paid occupations. Some explained that their parents´ lives had 

been characterized by considerable economic adversity and deprivation since childhood. 

A majority of the women who came from impoverished backgrounds continued to 

experience economic adversity throughout their lives. Adelaide (age 58), who was quoted 

above, recounted: “I never had anything, I´ve always been poor and I will be poor, I will 

die poor, I never had anything […]. I´ve always lived miserably”. Most of these women 

had low educational attainment and reported a persistent disadvantage in the labour 

market. A small number had achieved a better socioeconomic condition than they 

experienced during childhood because they were able to get work; two had high levels of 

education and worked in occupations that demanded strong educational qualification. 

However, these women were impoverished at some point during adulthood. 

In contrast, a small number of women came from wealthier backgrounds. Some 

maintained or increased their baseline socioeconomic condition because they received 

inheritances, achieved higher educational attainment and/or carried out more qualified 

occupations than their parents. Nevertheless, they all moved downwards in 

socioeconomic terms, in most cases due to consistent impoverishment, which culminated 

in considerable financial hardship and inability to secure housing independently. Caetana 

(age 61), for example, explained: “I get to a point in which I had to sell all my jewels 

[…]. But there was a time when we had nothing really, nothing”. The processes of 

impoverishment of the study´s women were related to various events and circumstances 

that will be discussed in this chapter.  

 

7.3. Women´s understanding of their lack of housing 

When the women were asked about what they considered to be the cause(s) of 

their lack of housing, many described a lack of financial resources to secure housing or 
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the immediate trigger or personal crisis which preceded their homelessness, such as 

eviction or domestic violence (Marpsat, 2008). Consistent with Sheridan´s (2017) 

findings, the women in the current study were less likely to mention the structural 

processes which contextualized their lives and housing situations. This is in contrast with 

Butler´s (1993) and Hellegers´s (2011) research, in which homeless women demonstrated 

a significant level of awareness of inequalities in society and systemic failures which 

contextualized their homelessness. In Portugal, Lopes (2017) found that women´s 

accounts of the cause(s) of their homelessness fail to recognize a gender perspective. This 

was similarly noted in this study insofar as participants did not view their vulnerability to 

homelessness through a gender lens and did not frame their situations in wider contexts 

of gender inequality. For example, the study´s women did not perceive domestic violence 

to be gender-based violence or a weak labour market participation to be (partially) related 

to traditional gender roles. 

Furthermore, personal accountability was an important issue that emerged from 

the participants´ explanations of their lack of housing. Several women attributed their 

lack of housing (at least partially) to their own decisions and personal characteristics, 

internalizing responsibility for their homelessness or self-blaming for becoming 

homeless. Personal accountability as a precipitating factor for homelessness was reported 

in research on older homeless women (Hightower, 2009; McFerran, 2010). When 

describing her findings, Hightower (2009, p. 115) observes: 

… antecedents to homelessness were expressed as individual choices made by the 

participant. The interesting finding that emerged from the data was not only the 

importance of the antecedent to homelessness but the connection of the 

consequences relative to the antecedent and the willingness to take responsibility 

for that consequence. 
 

In the current study, women across all age groups established a connection 

between their homelessness and self-beliefs and individual choices, which they 

sometimes regretted, including: having been too pride and not seeking help in due time; 

a lack of personal motivation to contact support services; carelessness and poor self-

esteem; remaining involved in an illicit activity due to greed; having quit a job; having 

sold housing with security of tenure; and having been foolish or too concerned or heartily 

in dealing with other people (e.g. an intimate partner). 

I´ve always been a fool […] in every sense. I´ve always counted on others, I´ve always gave to 

others. When I say give it isn´t only monetarily, it´s everything. I´ve always thought about 
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others, about others, about others, about others. And when I thought about myself, I was already 

here in [homelessness service]. Sometimes we get aware of that when it is too late (Filomena, 

age 47). 

 

But no, I didn´t took life as I should have. No, I shouldn´t have sold [her real estate] […]. 

Making a good analysis of my life, I have also traced my life a lot (Piedade, age 59). 

 

7.4. Diverse paths into homelessness  

In keeping with this study´s ecological approach and life course perspective, the 

events and circumstances surrounding women´s housing insecurity and homelessness 

were analysed in detail. The study´s biographical data enabled to identify particular events 

and circumstances (as far as it was possible to trace them) and to elucidate more fully 

how they were located in each life history and in broader contexts and, ultimately, how 

they related to the women´s homelessness (Atkinson, 2002; Roberts, 2002; Somerville, 

2013). Consistent with previous research (Mayock & Sheridan, 2012; Reeve et al., 2006; 

Sheridan, 2017), these women´s homelessness cannot be attributed to a single cause or 

factor and there was no unique experience or set of experiences that can be identified 

(based on their histories) as leading to their homelessness. The triggers or precipitating 

causes of the women´s homelessness were, in fact, underpinned by complex and 

intertwined events and circumstances which evolved over time and culminated in their 

lack of housing (Reeve et al., 2006; Russell, 2011). What follows is a discussion of the 

main paths into homelessness that were identified among the study´s women, highlighting 

that homelessness is a process that unfolds in some people´s lives, rather than representing 

a static condition or a sudden one-off event (Torri & Tosi, 2004). 

 

7.4.1. Early experiences of homelessness: the role of family difficulties 

Four participants first experienced homelessness as children or adolescents. Three 

of these women experienced homelessness again in adulthood while the other woman 

moved between unstable accommodation and homelessness until the age of 18 years, at 

which point she entered the homeless service sector. One woman first experienced family 

homelessness in early childhood when she slept rough in the company of her mother and 

a sibling, after her mother fled an abusive home situation; her mother died shortly after 

this and she was raised by her grandmother. The other three women had initial 
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experiences of homelessness independent of their families, subsequent to leaving the 

family home at the age of 14 years; none of them returned to the family home. 

One of these women was Benedita (age 38), who reported that both parents were 

heavy users of alcohol and that she had witnessed domestic violence perpetrated by her 

father, with whom she had a strained relationship: “My father beat my mother a lot under 

the effect of alcohol, he was evil. And I always defended my mother and so my father 

always hated me a bit”. At the age of 14 years, a succession of life events occurred: her 

mother died; she left the family home because of the strained relationship with her father 

and his lack of support; eventually she moved in with an acquaintance; and she left school 

and took up a cleaning job in order to contribute to the expenses in the household where 

she resided. She subsequently joined an intimate partner at the age of 16 years. 

A second of these women was Dulce (age 46), who never knew her mother. Her 

father died when she was nine years old, which was described as a turning point in her 

life: “Then things fell apart a bit. To me things changed because I was very fond of my 

father and it was… it was really the worst thing that happened to me I think”. She was 

placed with an older sister after the death of her father. At her sister´s home, she felt that 

her brother-in-law disliked her, which contributed to feeling out of place and underpinned 

her need to leave home: “I think that´s what made me leave home, that tension. […]. If I 

was already feeling unwelcomed or a burden to others when I was 14… I was a little girl”. 

She slept rough near the entrance of her school, alone, and was helped by some peers. 

Shortly after this, she moved in with acquaintances. She had approximately 17 years when 

she first engaged in prostitution and substance use. During the transition from late 

adolescence to early adulthood, she was caught in a prostitution network from which she 

was later able to escape. 

The third of these women was Madalena (age 18), who ran away from the family 

home on two occasions, at the age of 13, in an attempt to escape ongoing home-based 

difficulties related to her strained relationship with parents, neglect and physical abuse 

perpetrated by both parents (who were depicted as heavy users of alcohol). At the age of 

14, she moved temporarily to her sister´s home, which represented a step towards leaving 

the family home: “I […] lost the reason to stay with them [parents]”. From that point, she 

moved between unstable accommodation with intimate partners and homelessness, until 

she accessed a shelter at the age of 18 years. 
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These women´s homelessness in early life was invariably related to the 

circumstances of their families of origin. This is perhaps unsurprising since family was 

the primary and closest context in which they were embedded during the early phases of 

their lives (Hutchison, 2011; Kennedy et al., 2010). The family events and home-based 

difficulties which preceded these women´s homelessness were diverse; overall, however, 

they involved the experience of parental death or separation, strained relationships with 

family members and/or tense, unsupportive, neglectful or violent home environments. 

Mirroring previous research (e.g. Mayock et al., 2008; Peled & Muzicant, 2008; Reeve et 

al., 2006; Tyler & Schmitz, 2013), the women who left the family home in their teenage 

years did so in an effort to escape what were unhomely and sometimes dangerous 

environments. All of the women left school prematurely and worked in low skilled 

occupations at some point during adolescence as a means to obtain income and contribute 

to the expenses in the households where they resided. This can be viewed as a “critical 

shift in their trajectory” (Kennedy et al., 2010, p. 1745) because educational attainment 

holds the potential for ameliorating the effects of early disadvantage. Apart from these 

common features, there was diversity in the women´s life trajectories (Mayock et al., 

2008; Tyler & Schmitz, 2013) as they experienced different life events, related with 

different persons, made different decisions, and moved between diverse living situations. 

These women did not report any consistent intervention on the part of their 

families in trying to locate them or re-connect with them after they left home. In this 

sense, their early experiences of homelessness were compounded by a lack of any 

material or emotional support from family members (Kennedy et al., 2010). Moreover, 

these women´s homelessness in childhood and adolescence remained almost concealed 

from the service sector. Only one woman was known to children protection services, 

following a brief run away from the family home, but she did not report further 

intervention or monitoring of her situation by these services 88. These women were 

particularly vulnerable by virtue of their age and traumatic childhoods (Reeve et al., 

2006). Yet, their situations and needs remained largely concealed and unattended at the 

level of formal and informal support. 

 
88 In Portugal, interventions with young persons at risk under the age of 18 years are carried out by children 

and youth protection services. When entering adulthood, young homeless persons can access available 

homelessness services. There are not services that specifically address youth homelessness in the country. 

In the Portuguese context, there is a lack of information on youth homelessness, and this phenomenon is 

virtually invisible because young people lack obvious signs of homelessness and have a high degree of 

mobility (Casanova & Menezes, 2009). 
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7.4.2. Care leaving 

Four of the youngest participants in the study (women aged between 20 and 31 

years) exited the care system in early adulthood (between the age of 18 and 21 years). 

Two of these women were living in transitional housing for young people for 

approximately two and five years, respectively, following a direct transition from care 

with support from social services. Another woman was living in a university residence 

for approximately eight years (from the time she engaged in higher education). 

Meanwhile she had completed her education but was still living in the residence and 

worked in exchange for accommodation (e.g. cleaning, serving breakfast). During 

holidays, when the residence was closed, she stayed with friends or a godmother. A 

further woman, Dora (age 31), returned briefly to her adoptive family after leaving care 

but, shortly afterwards, spent a short period sleeping rough: “Running away from my 

mother […] I didn´t want to go home because I would be imprisoned, I wanted freedom”. 

At that time, an acquaintance offered her accommodation and a job in cleaning. She later 

co-habited with an intimate partner and, for the past nine years, has been living in rented 

rooms paid for by a social service or with her low income. 

As these women reached early adulthood and left care, they grappled with 

economic uncertainty and hardship due to unemployment, low social welfare payments 

or temporary, precarious and low paid jobs (irrespective of their, sometimes, good levels 

of education). Their inability to secure independent housing was directly linked to the 

lack of adequate financial resources. Additionally, these women described the absence of 

family support, a lack of contact with family members and, in some cases, ongoing 

tensions or family conflict. One woman emphasized the importance of family by 

explaining that certain expected family roles, such as the provision of accommodation, 

cannot be substituted by other significant persons, irrespective of how close and 

supportive they are, or by services. 

If I stayed with my godmother all year, she wouldn´t kick me out, but that would have 

repercussions slightly negative to her and to me in the sense that… I mean, she also has her 

own family and they accept me as if I was family and everything but there is always… We 

know it is not exactly like that isn´t it? […]. Some improvements could have been done [in 

services she contacted with] but, I mean, there was not so much they could do. The main 

problem is that I don´t belong anywhere. And so, they couldn´t stay with me until I… isn´t it… 

have 30 years old and a house (Carolina, age 26). 

 

As Carolina´s account suggests, these women did not have a family network upon 

which they could rely for financial, material or housing support. Their broader social 



189 

 

networks were also lacking or fragile: none were in an intimate relationship at the time of 

the study and their friends (many coming from care) were generally not in a position to 

offer them reliable or sustained support. Three women were being supported by social 

services and one of them, Dora, told that her social worker was the only person from 

whom she could seek support: “The only person I trust here is a social worker, she is the 

only one who helps me in order to survive, the only one who gives me support, the only 

one who talks with me and cares if I have a place to sleep or not”. Carolina, on the other 

hand, described her exit from the care system as unsupported and that she was ill-

equipped to leave care when she reached the upper age limit, at which point social service 

support was abruptly withdrawn. In her view, a transition phase to an independent life 

was needed at the point of exiting the care system: “[Services] cannot simply send people 

away when they reach that age [21 years] as if they had an expiration date […]. [E]ven if 

people do have to leave [care] a transition phase should exist isn´t it?”. 

These findings revealed different residential outcomes among the women who left 

care but, also, common challenges which hindered their ability to successfully navigate 

the transition to adulthood and independent living. These young women struggled with 

insufficient income, difficulties in labour market participation, limited service provision 

(age threshold to leave the children and youth protection system, unsupported exit from 

the care system and low social welfare payments), and reduced or unsupportive social 

networks, particularly in terms of family. A history of state care is considered a risk factor 

for youth homelessness in Portugal (Casanova & Menezes, 2009) and care leaving was 

previously identified as a precursor of women´s homelessness in the international 

literature (e.g. Jones, 1999; Mayock & Sheridan, 2012). Mayock and Sheridan´s (2012) 

research emphasizes a lack of preparedness for independent living, social isolation, and 

poor access to services and supports among women with histories of state care. The 

findings of this study do not indicate that there is a lack of preparedness for independent 

living. Instead, a difficult integration in the labour market and a lack of adequate income 

emerged as major barriers for independent living among the women interviewed. 

 

7.4.3. Break-up of intimate relationships  

Ten participants explained that the break-up of an intimate relationship and/or 

conflict with a partner propelled their homelessness on one or several separate occasions, 

which occurred between their 20s and late 50s. The reasons underpinning the rupture or 
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conflict with intimate partners included: partners entering into other intimate 

relationships; partners´ involvement in illicit activities; partners´ heavy use of alcohol; 

the negative influence of partners´ families or children on the relationships; and lack of 

mutual understanding and difficulty in managing conflict within the relationship 89.  

Most of these women reported some or a considerable degree of reliance on their 

partners for money and material goods, particularly because of their weak labour market 

participation and economic precariousness. Typically, they were residing in the homes of 

their partners; some women felt compelled to abandon these homes at the point of 

breaking up the intimate relationship while a small number of others were asked to leave 

the home of a partner.  

[Intimate partner] knew that I had no money, I had nothing. And suddenly, either because [of 

the partner´s] child, I have no idea, decided to kick me out. […]. That night I still slept in the 

building, leaned against the [front] door (Filomena, age 47).  

 

Three further women had more consistent employment trajectories, but were 

unemployed or retired at the point of breaking up the intimate relationship, which added 

to their economic and housing vulnerability. One example is Piedade (age 59), who had 

been in an intimate relationship for over 30 years. She had a stable and long-lasting job 

but, at the age of 48 years, a severe illness left her with a permanent disability. This event 

resulted in a significant loss of income because she could no longer work, had to retire 

prematurely, and the amount of her disability pension was much lower than her wages. 

Piedade described the negative impact of this event: “Then life ended to me […]. It was 

the [illness] that stopped me […]. I believe that nowadays I would be living as it was 

supposed to be, isn´t it, I would be working, I would have food, I would… I wouldn´t be 

facing this problem [homelessness]”. Prior to this event she had sold her real estate (from 

inheritance) to pay large debts of her partner which, in retrospect, she regretted. They 

subsequently moved to the home of her partner´s mother. At the age of 56 years, Piedade 

was asked to leave home by her partner, who had entered into another intimate 

relationship. At the point of leaving home, she had suffered many losses, including health, 

ability to work, her job and her real estate, and her only source of income was a disability 

pension that did not enable her to afford housing and everyday items. In addition, she 

 
89 The duration of these relationships varied between some months and several years (up to approximately 

eight years); and a lengthier relationship lasted for over 30 years. 
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could not count on (sustained) support from her social networks and eventually had to 

move to homelessness accommodation. 

Relationship breakdown is commonly described in national and international 

literature as a precipitating cause of women´s homelessness, as outlined in previous 

chapters. However, the wider contexts (e.g. poverty, gendered housing market) in which 

the break-up of a relationship leads to homelessness are less often discussed (Bowpitt et 

al., 2011). Break-up of intimate relationships propelled homelessness among the study´s 

women in a context in which they were heavily dependent on their partners in financial, 

material and/or housing terms, and lacked resources to secure independent housing 

subsequent to breaking up a relationship of this kind. A similar picture emerged in some 

of the women´s experiences of domestic violence, as the next section discusses. 

 

7.4.4. Domestic violence 

Sixteen women (47.1% of the study´s sample) reported the experience of domestic 

violence during adulthood 90. For all of these women, domestic violence involved acts of 

physical violence; seven had also suffered psychological and/or economic abuse. In most 

cases (n=15), the perpetrator of violence was a co-habiting husband or intimate partner, 

while one woman reported that her brother was the perpetrator. Eleven women 

experienced domestic violence perpetrated by a single partner while a further four were 

victims of domestic violence perpetrated by two (n=3) or three (n=1) different partners. 

Eight of the women described their abusive partner as heavy user of alcohol and/or drugs 

and a further two stated that their partner had a gambling problem. At the time of the 

study, all of these women were separated, divorced and/or living apart from the 

perpetrators of domestic violence 91. 

Several women talked at length about the behaviours of their partners and the 

experience of domestic violence and their accounts coincided, to a considerable extent, 

with available evidence. Some of these women began suffering aggression a few or some 

 
90 The understanding of domestic violence expressed here follows the definition of domestic violence 

established by the Council of Europe (2011), which was explained in Chapter 2. Of the 16 women who 

reported domestic violence during adulthood, seven had been victims of neglect, abuse and/or violence in 

childhood and/or adolescence, either in emotional, physical and/or sexual terms. 
91 The duration of these women´s relationships with violent partners varied, although not all of them 

clarified this issue. According to the available information, six of these relationships lasted from two to five 

years, seven spanned between six and 11 years, and four extended for more than 14 years. 
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years after entering these relationships. A number depicted their partners as being or 

becoming jealous and very possessive over them. 

He [partner] did not allow me to do anything […], I did not relate with anyone except him and 

the kids, the kids and the dogs. And I could not talk with anyone outside, he became crazy with 

jealous saying that I was betraying him with every man. After all, he was betraying me (Caetana, 

age 61).   
 

Other threatening, manipulating and controlling behaviours on the part of their 

partners were described, some of which were identified in previous studies (O´Campo et 

al., 2016; Showalter, 2016; Wesely & Wright, 2005; Williams, 1998). This type of 

behaviour included: not allowing the women to make decisions in the household; locking 

them at home or not allowing them to go out; keeping their identification documents; 

hindering or blocking their friendships; making it difficult for them to communicate with 

the outside world (e.g. removing mobile phone and computer); and jeopardizing their jobs 

in varied ways (e.g. not allowing them to work outside of the home, convincing them to 

quit their jobs, controlling their work schedules, creating disturbances in their 

workplaces). In this way, some of the women became more and more isolated from the 

outside world, confined to their domestic units, entrapped in their relationships and 

dependent on their partners for money, material goods and housing. 

For example, once I met some girls in a sewing course, he [violent partner] didn´t like them and 

told me that I couldn´t relate with them. […]. He didn´t let me work, he [was] always jealous. 

[…]. And always said that I couldn´t go out. And every time he beat… beat me… he took away 

my documents, removed mobile phone, removed computer so that I couldn´t communicate, 

no… so that at the time I couldn´t call. […]. I had no friends, I felt lonely, I felt very lonely 

(Ester, age 34). 

 

Several women explained why they had endured a violent relationship up to a 

certain point in their lives. Some of these relationships evolved with aggression 

interspersed with apologies and a semblance of regret on the part of partners and, on these 

occasions, women tended to forgive their partners and remain in the relationship. A 

number believed and hoped that their partners would change and stop being violent 

towards them and that their relationships might take a positive turn. The affective bonds 

with the partners, the positive aspects of the relationships and/or the expectation that a 

marriage should last forever also made it difficult for some women to terminate and leave 

these relationships (Baptista, n.d.). 

I wished, before I left home, that my husband could change. […]. He is going to wake up and 
say - Let´s move on with our life, I will understand you and I will never let you cry again or 

beat you again. Like this. I thought about this, I dreamed with this, because I married him 

forever (Ester, age 34). 



193 

 

Other reasons for maintaining these relationships included a lack of information 

on service provision, financial dependence on the partner, and being afraid of losing the 

custody of children if domestic violence was disclosed (Mayock & Sheridan, 2012). One 

woman explained that her partner did not allow the divorce to proceed and a further one 

feared negative repercussion for the partner in case of pressing charges against him. 

Some women explained the contexts in which they left their violent partners. 

Those who experienced domestic violence with their children were mainly focused on 

protecting the children from their partners and/or from an atmosphere of violence at 

home. Those women who were living alone with their partners tended to talk about having 

reached an “end point”, knowing that the relationships would not change or improve 

and/or feeling that their situations had become unbearable (Jones, 1999). One woman also 

feared for her life at the point of leaving her violent partner. A number reported leaving 

and returning to their partners prior to breaking up definitively (Jones, 1999; Sheridan, 

2017) while others remained apart from their partners from the point of leaving. 

I depended a little [on violent partner] because then I couldn´t provide for myself, I depended 

a little. […]. And then this became a sort of vicious circle. I separated once, I ended up returning. 

And then I said - No, it´s enough. And I left definitively (Filomena, age 47). 

 
And then I thought - Am I going, going to waste my life even more, am I going to waste my… 

to suffer even more? I am tired. […]. And I left because I was afraid that […] some day I could 

end up really dead (Ester, age 34). 
 

The impact and perceived consequences of domestic violence varied and included 

women´s separation from or loss of custody of their children as they escaped violent 

partners or at the point when domestic violence was disclosed to the authorities. The 

emotional and psychological consequences of experiencing domestic violence included 

sadness, anxiety, nervousness, low self-esteem, fear of re-victimization and depression 

(Mayock et al., 2016; Sheridan, 2017). Two women reported the heavy use of alcohol or 

drugs as a coping mechanism (Wesely & Wright, 2005) while another explained that the 

passing of time had helped her to overcome the suffering caused by the experience of 

domestic violence. Two women had responded by feeling more resilient, believing that 

they had become more capable of protecting themselves from further potential abuses. 

The only consequence [of domestic violence], really, is that I became a little more aggressive 

than I was, more defensive. […]. I know that, on the one hand, this made me a stronger person 

in the sense of being a woman and not accepting any type of abuse from a man (Bárbara, age 

41). 
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The experience of domestic violence was not necessarily related to the women´s 

homelessness. The living situations of some of the women who experienced domestic 

violence remained unchanged when their partners left or were forced to leave the 

women´s homes or their families´ homes. A few others changed home address following 

the breakdown of their relationships and returned to the family home or sourced housing 

independently. In these cases, women relied on the family home or, alternatively, on their 

financial, material and/or family resources, which buffered the potentially negative 

impact of separating from their partners (including the loss of settled housing). The role 

of these protective factors is illustrated by one woman who reported domestic violence 

perpetrated by three partners, with the impact of these experiences on her living situations 

being different on each separate occasion: the first partner was asked to leave her family 

home; she divorced a second intimate partner and returned to the family home following 

the experience of domestic violence; finally, she fled from her third violent partner at a 

time when she no longer had relatives alive, then she became unemployed, and these 

events propelled her homelessness. 

For nine of the 16 women who reported domestic violence, this experience was 

linked with the events and circumstances leading directly to their homelessness. A 

number became homeless on separate occasions with the experience of domestic violence 

precipitating one episode of homelessness but not the others (Sheridan, 2017). Some 

diversity was apparent among these nine women in terms of their socioeconomic 

backgrounds and their educational and professional trajectories (Lisboa et al., 2009). 

Consistent with Portuguese statistical data (e.g. MAI, 2017, 2018, 2019), a higher 

proportion of these women had lower levels of education: seven had low educational 

attainment and two had higher education. 

Six of these women fled from domestic violence perpetrated by an intimate partner 

and a further one was forced to leave her abusive partner´s home. At the time of leaving, 

five women were in their late 20s or early 30s and two were in their 40s. One woman fled 

in the company of her children and the remaining six women left home alone since they 

had no children or were living solely with their partners and were separated from their 

children at that point. The destinations of these seven women varied and included: 

domestic violence service (n=1); homelessness services (n=3); accommodation provided 

informally by a friend (n=1); and sleeping rough (n=2) (e.g. AMI, 2014; Tutty et al., 

2014). Three women moved to shelters; two had been directed to this type of 
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accommodation by the police when they pressed criminal charges against their violent 

partners. Another woman established contact with an emergence phone line, left home 

with the police, and was oriented to a refuge for victims of domestic violence. A further 

one moved from the domestic unit to the home of a friend (who would later become her 

intimate partner). The remaining two women moved directly from housing to sleeping 

rough, in extremely precarious conditions, and remained in this situation for some time 

without establishing contact with services 92.  

When I left home, I came with ´one hand ahead and the other behind´. I said - Enough and I 

can´t stand being beaten and this ends today and I prefer to sleep rough rather than… And that´s 

what happened to me. I didn´t brought anything. I was going to bring [belongings] to where? I 

had nowhere to go (Luísa, age 38). 
 

At the point of leaving an abusive home situation, these seven women were facing 

economic precariousness, particularly due to their weak or non-existent labour market 

participation and lack of financial resources upon which to draw when seeking housing 

independently. Most were or had become financially and materially dependent on their 

violent partners (Sheridan, 2017; Wesely & Wright, 2005). However, two further women 

did have access to financial resources (through income from work or inheritance) and 

depicted their partners as markedly exploitative in financial and material terms (Wesely 

& Wright, 2005). These women´s abusive partners tended to live off the women´s 

incomes and also demanded money to finance the purchase of everyday items (clothing 

and so on), alcohol and drugs. In these women´s views, the violent relationship - and the 

economic exploitation that accompanied the physical violence - had left them with limited 

capacity to make or maintain savings, contributing to their gradual and consistent 

impoverishment. Both reached a point of extreme economic precariousness and lacked 

the financial resources to maintain housing later in life, around their early 50s. 

But [violent partner] was evil. I wasn´t supposed to be here [shelter], I wasn´t supposed to be 

here. As I said, I was supposed to have money, I was supposed to have a good life, he didn´t let 

me, that´s it (Eunice, age 58). 

 

Every time he [violent partner] needed money he had to ask my permission and if I didn´t gave 

him money he beat me. […]. It´s just that along the 20 years [of relationship] he spent 

everything (Caetana, age 61). 
 

 
92 These two women were using drugs at the point of leaving abusive home situations. One woman had 

been repeatedly forced to use drugs by her violent partner and developed a problematic use of drugs. The 

other woman used drugs since adolescence and had stopped but her drug use escalated in the context of 

domestic violence.   
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Consistent with previous research (Jasinski et al., 2005; Mayock & Sheridan, 

2012; Wesely & Wright, 2005), domestic violence propelled homelessness in the case of 

some of the study´s women, which occurred through varied and frequently overlapping 

mechanisms. These women´s experiences of domestic violence were invariably “located 

within a matrix of intersecting factors that contributed to the process of becoming 

homeless” (Sheridan, 2017, p. 243), including: weak or non-existent labour market 

participation; economic precariousness; lack of income to afford housing; social isolation 

and lack of supportive informal networks; heavy use of alcohol or drugs; and/or harmful 

consequences of domestic violence in emotional and psychological terms. These findings 

highlight the many impacts of domestic violence and the subordinate and marginal 

socioeconomic position of these women (Sheridan, 2017), outlining the “multiple 

oppressive contexts that characterize the gendered experiences of women who are 

enmeshed in homeless and domestic violence trajectories” (Mayock et al., 2016, p. 131). 

 

7.4.5. Eviction and the risk of eviction 

For seven of the study´s participants, eviction or the risk of eviction were directly 

implicated in the processes leading to their homelessness, which occurred in their late 30s 

(n=2), 40s (n=3) and over 50 years (n=2). Some of these women were evicted while others 

actually left housing for some time before being evicted 93. 

Three women were evicted or were about to be evicted from the family home 

because of rent arrears. The sole or primary sources of income in these households were 

the retirement pensions of the women´s parents. They co-habited with adult brothers who 

did not contribute to rental payments or used the retirement pensions of their parents to 

finance the purchase of alcohol and drugs. These women were dedicated to domestic and 

caring duties, as Anabela (age 45) explained: “And then, well, I stayed at home taking 

care of the home. After the death of my mother, I became the housekeeper. I mean, I 

wasn´t the owner [of the house], I was the woman of the house, taking care of my father, 

taking care of my brother, taking care of my son, taking care of my nieces”. 

The housing trajectories of these three women reflect a high degree of dependence 

on a family member or an intimate partner: one woman lived in the family home until her 

 
93 These women´s destinations were as follows: deliberate partnering with a housed man (n=2); the home 

of an intimate partner (n=1); the home of a friend (n=1); a two-day stay in a guesthouse (n=1); squatting 

(n=1); and sleeping rough (n=1). 
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40s; the other two had a back and forth pattern of movement between the family home 

and the home of an intimate partner (whenever they separated from a partner, they 

returned to the family home). Their reliance on another person for access to housing 

occurred in a context of a significant structural disadvantage associated with their: 

impoverished family backgrounds; low educational attainment; short and precarious 

employment trajectories; very long-term unemployment; domestic and caring roles and 

responsibilities; and weak economic condition. Only one woman reported a source of 

income, which was a social welfare payment, at the point of eviction. 

Two of these women were evicted along with their families (their brothers and an 

elderly parent), drawing attention to the potential intragenerational and intergenerational 

impact of eviction. One of them had previously resorted to a social service, seeking help 

to solve the rental payments, but the case proceeded directly to eviction. A further woman 

explained that the family home was under threat of eviction since the death of her father 

(who was the sole breadwinner of the household) and, at one point, she left home upon 

the insistence of her brother. 

And so, it was since his death [father] that my life became more unfortunate. […]. My father 

closes eyes [died] and my brother stops paying the rents. […]. [Brother] let rents accumulate, 

accumulate. [I]f we didn´t pay rent arrears who would have a notice of eviction. My brother 

was threatening me, telling me if… for me to find a place because he had to sell the house 

(Anabela, age 45). 

 

These women´s structural disadvantage placed them at risk of homelessness in the 

face of adverse family events and circumstances associated with their housing situations. 

They had no power or resources upon which to exert control over unfolding events in 

their lives (such as a family member failing to make rental payments) or to address any 

negative consequences arising from these events (eviction or the risk of eviction). 

In contrast, a further four women were living independently at the point of being 

evicted or facing the risk of eviction. The cases of Mariana and Laura are presented in 

detail to illustrate how a combination of evolving events and circumstances led to housing 

instability and culminated in homelessness.  

Mariana (age 52) lived with her partner and their child for many years. She and 

her partner were employed but always faced financial hardship because their jobs yielded 

only low and precarious income. When Mariana was 44 years old her partner became 

severely ill and was unable to work, which negatively impacted the household income. 

Mariana was forced to quit her job to become her partner´s full-time caregiver and applied 



198 

 

for unemployment benefit. Her partner died approximately one year later and a survivor´s 

pension was then allocated to their child. Mariana sought employment but could not find 

a job, which she attributed to the global financial crisis of 2007/2008, reduced job 

opportunities in the small city where they lived, her low level of education, older age and 

lack of a driving license. At that point, Mariana did not resort to formal support because 

she had a prior experience with social services which was perceived as negative and 

unhelpful. Unable to sustain rental payments from the time that her unemployment benefit 

ceased, she was forced to leave her rental property at the age of 48 approximately.  

From then on [partner´s death] my life fell apart until now. […]. And then, when he died, I still 

had the unemployment [benefit] and child´s money [survivor´s pension]. It was enough for our 

house, our things. […]. And prior to [unemployment benefit] finish I knew that I couldn´t afford 

a rent […] because if I paid a rent I couldn´t afford eating, I had to choose, either pay the rent 

or go hungry. […]. Before the money was finished, a month or two before, I talked with the 

landlord [and subsequently left the house] (Mariana, age 52). 

 

Laura (age 65) had lived independently and worked until her late 30s. Around this 

time, she entered an intimate relationship, moved in with her partner and stopped working 

for 14 years while raising her child and grandchild. She was approximately 52 years when 

she and her partner separated, at which point she moved to private rented housing. In the 

following years she was able to finance her housing and everyday needs independently 

through employment. Over time, however, this became increasingly difficult due to 

changed circumstances in her professional activity which resulted in job loss. At that 

point, her financial situation deteriorated; she had loss the financial protection offered by 

her partner´s income and maintaining the cost of running a home became increasingly 

difficult. She resorted to a social welfare payment and, at the age of 55 years, applied for 

social housing. However, 10 years later, she was still on the social housing waiting list. 

Approximately three years prior to eviction, Laura was buying food on credit and 

resorting to food distribution provided by homelessness services. 

I am a very serious and honest person and I waited for the van [food distribution carried out by 

homelessness service], it is nothing to be ashamed of, to be able to eat (Laura, age 65). 

 

Unable to sustain rental payments, Laura lived under threat of eviction for two or 

three years. She described feelings of concern and tension and an unhomely environment 

as she prepared for eviction, which occurred at the age of 64 years 94. 

 
94 Laura´s depiction of an unhomely environment as she was expecting to be evicted resonates with previous 

research discussed in Chapter 1, which emphasizes that the real experience of home can be punctuated by 

stress and does not necessarily convey a sense of home (e.g. McCarthy, 2015; Wardhaugh, 1999). With 
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I was always afraid of getting home at midnight and having the lock changed. I was always 

expecting that this [eviction] would happen (Laura, age 65). 

 

She goes on saying that lately she had many of her belongings packed and in bags because she 

was under threat of eviction and she was going home just to sleep (Fieldnote, 08/08/2017). 

 

These findings have contributed to knowledge of the antecedents to eviction and 

the paths from eviction to homelessness among women, which is largely missing in 

Portugal (Kenna et al., 2016). Similar to McDonald (2011), who examined evictions from 

a life course perspective in Canada, the findings of this study show that the experience of 

eviction at any point in the life course must be understood in relation to other realms of 

people´s lives (e.g. education, work, family life), to socioeconomic and policy contexts, 

and over time. For the study´s women, eviction or the threat of eviction were mainly 

related to non-payment of rent but the processes underpinning rent arrears varied and 

manifested in diverse ways and at different ages. These women reported overlapping 

events and circumstances which evolved over time and included: adversities and turning 

points involving their closest relationships (e.g. death of a parent, separation from an 

intimate partner, a family member failing to make rental payments); formation of single 

person and lone-parent households; a host of difficulties and roles undermining labour 

market participation; unemployment; inadequate social protection; and a lack of financial 

resources to access and maintain housing independently. These women´s histories also 

illustrate inefficiencies within interventions that aim to prevent evictions and support 

individuals who are evicted, resonating with reports which state that the provision of 

preventative measures for households at risk of homelessness is limited (Perista, 2019), 

and that formal support for individuals who have been evicted is scarce in Portugal 

(Kenna et al., 2016). This occurs in spite of national homelessness and housing policies 

geared to prevent homelessness among people who are about to be evicted, as discussed 

in Chapter 3, highlighting a gap between policy directives and their actual 

implementation. Another area in which service provision failed was social housing, as 

documented in Laura´s history, who repeatedly applied for social housing over the last 

10 years and was still on the social housing waiting list (Farha, 2017). 

 

 

 
respect to the experience of eviction, Laura and another participant in the study described it as difficult, 

humiliating and involving high levels of anxiety and distress. 
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7.4.6. Substance use 

Fourteen participants (41.2% of the study´s sample) reported substance use at 

some point in their lives 95. Consistent with previous research (Mayock & Sheridan, 2012; 

Ravenhill, 2008; Reeve et al., 2006), several of the study´s women described substance 

use as a response to, and a way of coping with, painful and distressing situations, 

loneliness and trauma. In particular, substance use was depicted as a means to sought 

solace or an anaesthetic effect in the face of these experiences. The situations beneath 

substance use included: family tension and conflict; lack of attention, care and support 

from family; experiencing or having witnessed domestic violence; health problems; and 

loss of significant and beloved persons (e.g. death of a parent, separation from children, 

break-up of an intimate relationship).  

I cry a lot when I drink [alcohol], I remember even more. I drink to try not to remember my 

stuff and, in the end, I can´t (Camila, age 38). 

 

Removing a child from a mother is the worst thing people can do. […]. It was at that time that 

I started drinking [alcohol] to forget. It´s just that I didn´t forget (Adelaide, age 58). 

 

Women´s engagement in substance use was frequently influenced by their social 

context (Nyamathi, Stein, & Bayley, 2000; Wenzel et al., 2009) insofar as many initiated 

drug and alcohol use accompanied by, or under coercion or influence of, family members, 

peers, friends or intimate partners. To a few, engaging in substance use was also strongly 

related to a sense of belonging to their groups of friendships. 

[Engaging in drug use] was more to fit in, not being isolated, belonging to some group. So, if 

others did I did too, they are my group. […]. Someone tried [drugs], some other tried, some 

other tried, you have to try too so that no… or else you are old-fashioned, or else this, or else 

you are that. Rather that thinking that perhaps these are not your best friends, find others. No, 

we look like a flock, we all go after that (Dulce, age 46). 

 

The circumstances surrounding women´s engagement in drug use in adolescence 

also included curiosity about drugs and a wider context of lack of information about drugs 

at the time (corresponding to the end of the 1980s and beginning of the 1990s). Finally, 

one woman referred to her engagement in drug use as a choice, in the sense that she was 

not forced into it and did not associate her substance use with problematic events 

 
95 Substance use is here understood as a heavy or problematic pattern of alcohol or drug consumption. 

Among the 14 women who ever reported substance use, eight described drug use, three mentioned alcohol 

use and a further three women reported drug and alcohol use. At the time of the study, only seven women 

were engaging in substance use: drug use (n=5); alcohol use (n=1); or drug and alcohol use (n=1).  
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(nevertheless, the escalation of her drug use was preceded by a painful experience - the 

death of her father - and depression).  

It was a bad late choice [drug use]. […]. Nobody pushed me, nobody pushes nobody. It is not 

about companions, it is our will. In my case it was, it was my will. […]. So, the excuses that 

are used - I hadn´t a happy childhood, because this… I had nothing of that. I had… always had 

good things in my life (Mafalda, age 54). 

 

Like Mafalda, a few other women mentioned that problematic events and 

circumstances can operate as pretexts to engage in substance use. Furthermore, some 

women expressed regret about having engaged in substance use and believed, in 

retrospect, that drugs and alcohol exacerbated, rather than ameliorated, their situations.  

Then it also becomes an excuse to… Yeah, perhaps some people went through a lot worse than 

I did and didn´t use drugs or anything like that. […]. Believe me, this [drug use] is a hole and 

really dark. […]. This is illusion, self-destruction. […]. There is nothing good about this (Dulce, 

age 46). 

 

What I say to my children and these young people is that drugs don´t… it is not the solution to 

any problem, […] it´s another problem on top of existing problems. […]. [Drugs] only kill us, 

destroy us, take away our identity. Because I´m not the person who is here […], this is not me, 

[someone] who became careless (Pilar, age 49). 

 

For five women, substance use was implicated in the processes leading to their 

homelessness, which occurred in their late 30s (n=2), 40s (n=2) and early 50s (n=1). All 

of these women were drug users; four had lengthy histories of drug use (spanning between 

10 and 20 years) and three had initiated drug use during adolescence. At the point of 

becoming homeless, all of these women had relapsed and/or escalated their drug use, as 

the following histories illustrate. 

Clara´s (age 43) pattern of drug use was related to her disrupted schooling, weak 

labour market participation, erosion of informal support networks, separation from her 

child, incarceration and poor health condition. She had never lived independently and had 

moved back and forth between the family home and institutional settings (prison and one 

residential drug treatment setting). Clara´s homelessness was preceded by a relapse on 

drug use at a time when she was residing in the family home, was unemployed and had 

no source of income. She had been discharged from prison sometime before and framed 

her relapse in a context of defrauded expectations. In particular, she expected to join her 

child and find a job after leaving prison, which did not happen. 

[A]s I relapsed on drugs, I left home (became emotional) […]. Because I don´t want to stay at 
home making my mother suffer, making her go through… revive everything she went through. 
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So, I preferred to leave. […]. But this was the first time that… that I am really alone (Clara, age 

43). 

 

Mafalda (age 54) started using drugs sporadically and slowly engaged in more 

regular drug use at a time when she worked and had stable housing. In her mid-late 40s 

she quit her job because she believed that her drug use was jeopardizing her professional 

activity. Around this time, she was diagnosed with depression. Eventually her intimate 

relationship broke up. Between her late 40s and early 50s her drug use increased, she had 

a few temporary jobs until she got unemployed, her father died, she turned away family 

members and friends, and her self-care and self-esteem deteriorated. Finally, she left her 

home (she had security of tenure). This woman hesitated in explaining her homelessness 

but her narrative and her emotional reactions throughout the interview strongly suggest 

that loneliness, depression and escalation of drug use led her to abandon her home 96. 

Respondent: While they [significant others] were here I was a normal, diligent and working 

person. While I was in a second marital relationship, for almost 11 years, I never stopped doing 

my role as spouse, employee, lover, girlfriend. And then I don´t know… […]. I forgot the key 

inside the house. […]. I went there once or twice, I couldn´t open [the door] and never called 

the firemen to do it, and I stopped going there. […]. 

Interviewer: Can I ask you why? 

Respondent: I began by telling you that there is probably something else in addition to a 

complete carelessness. I don´t know what it is. A complete carelessness isn´t it? […]. The house 

is there but I´m here talking to you (Mafalda, age 54). 

 

Despite the diversity of these women´s life histories, there were common features 

in their paths into homelessness. These women´s histories suggest that homelessness 

unfolded in contexts of long-term and entrenched effects of drug use on several realms of 

their lives. In particular, drug use had a negative impact on: their informal support and 

close relationships; the ability to engage or remain in the labour market; their financial 

situation; the physical and health condition; and/or their self-image, self-esteem and self-

care. In addition, for some women, the experience of homelessness exacerbated the drug 

and alcohol problem (Mayock & Sheridan, 2012). As explained in Chapter 3, the link 

between substance use and homelessness is documented in the literature but the dynamics 

of this relationship remain unclear (e.g. Duke & Searby, 2019; Wolf et al., 2016). The 

 
96 Twelve women (35.3% of the study´s sample) reported mental illness at some point in their lives: 

depression (n=11) and bipolar disease and schizophrenia (n=1). A majority had been diagnosed with mental 

illness by a psychiatrist. Six of the 11 women who reported depression also engaged in problematic alcohol 

and/or drug use. Among the 12 women who reported mental illness, four had depression in the past. Four 

others mentioned ongoing mental illness but did not correlate this health problem with their homelessness. 

Depression may have been directly implicated in Mafalda´s homelessness, as outlined above. Three further 

women reported depression or worsening depression after becoming homeless. 
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findings of this study show that this relationship is not linear. Substance use preceded 

these women´s homelessness but was not the sole issue implicated in their loss of housing 

and, in the case of some of the women, substance use intensified during periods of 

homelessness (Mayock & Sheridan, 2012). It is difficult to discuss the exact role of 

substance use (as well as mental illness) in these women´s homelessness, and is perhaps 

more appropriate to highlight the “web of complex, psycho-social problems” (Ravenhill, 

2008, p. 136) and structural issues which were involved in women drug users becoming 

homeless.  

 

7.4.7. Incarceration and discharge from prison 

Five participants reported one (n=3) or two (n=2) periods of incarceration. The 

period(s) of incarceration varied between two months (n=1); from three to seven years 

(n=3); and approximately 15 years (n=1). The reported reasons for incarceration included 

non-payment of fines, robbery, drug trafficking and money laundering. Incarceration and 

discharge from prison were involved in the processes that led to the homelessness of three 

women; at the point of leaving prison, they were aged between 37 and 44 years 97. 

Two of these women were deported or moved to Portugal after leaving prison 

(both were of Portuguese origin and changed country in childhood or adolescence). At 

this point, they accessed shelter accommodation. These women lacked familiarity with 

Portugal, were separated from family and other support networks, experienced loneliness 

and struggled to adjust. One woman had high educational attainment and both had stable 

and long-lasting jobs and security of tenure. They left behind real estate and bank 

accounts they could no longer access due to deportation or ongoing police investigation. 

It´s difficult. I worked too long, many years, it´s difficult, I´m here [Portugal] alone, I don´t 

know anybody, I don´t know the country, I cannot solve my life, it´s difficult. […]. I lost my 

life, everything I knew, I was, I could be, I don´t have anymore. The way of living there is 

different. This was a shock for me the way things are here […]. I have my home and I lived a 

life, compared to this, spectacular. Therefore, this was a cold shock. […]. I walk these streets 

everyday completely alone (silence, became emotional and cried) (Eduarda, age 44). 

 

 
97 Another woman was incarcerated while she was experiencing homelessness and the remaining one 

moved to the family home (which was her usual place of residence) when she was discharged from prison. 
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Both had relatives in Portugal but had not contacted them because had not 

previously had a reasonable level of contact or relationship with them. These women also 

believed that they would be stigmatized by their relatives for having been incarcerated.  

[I]´m not ready yet to meet my family. […]. [I] know how I am, they start asking me too many 

questions and then I end up saying something that I will regret. And I know they will say to me 

- Yeah, no woman in the whole family has ever done this and that, this is shame! I know, I 

know that I am the ´black sheep´ in the family (Bárbara, age 41). 

 

A further woman, Sofia (age 37), albeit residing and having been incarcerated in 

Portugal, also described feeling lost and lonely at the point of discharge from prison: 

“[Left prison] heavily loaded, alone, with the bags from prison isn´t it? These are huge 

bags isn´t it? With a ton of papers, clothes, shoes, hygiene products and so on. Walking 

alone, without knowing anything, not remembering anything, lost”. Sofia´s immediate 

need at the point of leaving prison was accommodation, since she had no housing, no 

financial resources and no informal support networks. A homelessness service had been 

contacted prior to her discharge from prison and she moved to a room paid for by a social 

service. However, she described a lack of experience on the part of staff in dealing with 

women leaving prison and in need of assistance: “She [social worker] is used to men 

[service users], not so much to women, in prison it was difficult to arrange this [support] 

through the [homelessness service]”. 

In the quote above, Sofia drew attention to the fact that, at national and 

international level, incarceration and release from prison are more commonly reported by 

homeless men than by their female counterparts (e.g. Bowpitt et al., 2011; Marques, 2012; 

Quintas, 2010). However, research from Ireland shows that several women move between 

prison and homelessness, often on more than one occasion and over a number of years, 

and that incarceration can offer respite from rough sleeping and hostel life (Mayock et 

al., 2015b). The women in this study did not report this pattern of movement and did not 

view incarceration from this perspective. Incarceration represented a time at which the 

study´s women lost accommodation (Reeve et al., 2007) or the access to their housing in 

the case of the two women who had real estate. In addition, the move from prison was a 

point of vulnerability for these women as they had nowhere to go upon discharge 

(Mayock et al., 2015b), no resources to secure housing, had been separated from their 

support networks, and were aware of the stigma attached to incarceration. On the other 

hand, they were assisted by support services, which enabled them to access homelessness 

accommodation and avoid rough sleeping (Reeve et al., 2007). Nevertheless, they were 
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struggling with low income and/or difficulties in labour market participation, which was 

hindering their prospects of securing a place of their own. 

 

7.5. Paths into homelessness and age groups 

Examining how the paths into homelessness which were previously identified 

featured in the women´s lives according to age groups enabled a clearer understanding of 

the location of these processes in the life courses. Certain paths were related to particular 

life stages, occurring predominantly or exclusively in some age groups (Figure 5). 

 
    Figure 5. Age distribution of the participants´ paths into homelessness 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 
 
Note: Care and prison refer to care leaving and incarceration and discharge from prison, respectively. 

 

 

As shown in Figure 5 and outlined earlier, income poverty and socioeconomic 

disadvantage permeated the women´s paths into homelessness at any age, while issues 

related to the family of origin featured prominently in their accounts of homelessness in 

childhood, adolescence and early adulthood (until 25 years) 98. Experiences of 

homelessness and housing insecurity associated with care leaving occurred in early 

adulthood, at the age threshold to exit the care system. Break-up of intimate relationships 

 
98 Only one woman became homeless later in life, in early 50s, because of difficulties in the family home. 
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and domestic violence were implicated in women´s homelessness between their mid-late 

20s and late 50s. The remaining paths into homelessness emerged later in the women´s 

life courses, around mid-late 30s, with eviction or the risk of eviction extending up to 

mid-60s. In this way, there was a greater diversity in the women´s paths into homelessness 

between mid-late 30s and late 50s than in earlier and later phases of life.  

The paths into homelessness of the 11 older women in this study resonate with 

previous research: six women experienced late life homelessness, that is, they first 

became homeless when they were over 50 years old; and a further five women had been 

homeless on one or more occasions throughout their lives and continued to experience 

homelessness as they aged in the context of chronic (n=3) or episodic (n=2) homelessness 

(Grenier et al., 2016a). Gradual and rapid pathways into late life homelessness (Burns & 

Sussman, 2018) were discussed in Chapter 2. The paths into late life homelessness 

reported by six of the study´s women evolved over several years and some resemble the 

gradual pathway described by Burns and Sussman, involving: housing instability for 

extended periods of time; a lack of social support; sometimes high levels of distress (e.g. 

being under threat of eviction); and measures to maintain housing (e.g. applying for social 

housing). The rapid pathway refers to critical events propelling individuals with stable 

employment and housing into homelessness within short periods of time (e.g. one year). 

This pattern was not identified among the older women in this study. A small number of 

older women had stable employment and housing at some point in their lives, but the 

combined events and circumstances leading to their homelessness evolved over lengthier 

periods of time. 

Older women´s accounts of the experiences leading to their homelessness 

primarily involved the break-up of an intimate relationship and domestic violence and, to 

a lesser degree, eviction, family conflict and substance use. These experiences were 

situated in wider contexts of long-term poverty and structural disadvantage, demographic 

trends related to living alone, a lack of informal networks capable/willing of offering 

women sustained support, worsening health, and/or inadequate social protection and 

limited service provision. These findings are largely coincident with prior research on 

older homeless women (e.g. AAG, 2018; Denton & Boos, 2007; Grenier et al., 2017; 

Kliger et al., 2010; Worts et al., 2016). Nonetheless, many of these circumstances also 

featured in younger women´s accounts of homelessness, particularly those of middle age. 
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This means that the paths into homelessness among the older women in this study did not 

diverge significantly from those of the women in mid-late 30s or 40s 99.  

 

7.6. Paths into homelessness from a life course perspective 

This section provides a theoretically informed analysis of the women´s paths into 

homelessness from a life course perspective, illustrating the utility of this framework for 

the study of female homelessness. Attention was given to the exploration of the women´s 

early lives up to the present, considering that the experience of life is a continuous process 

(Hutchison, 2011) and that making sense of any given point in the life course requires a 

contextualized understanding of people´s lives since their childhood (Hendricks, 2012; 

Schoon & Lyons-Amos, 2017). Consistent with previous research (e.g. Barros, 2010; 

Jones, 1999; Reeve et al., 2006; Sheridan, 2017; Wesely & Wright, 2005), the study´s 

women reported a host of adverse events and circumstances in childhood and adolescence 

which directly or indirectly influenced their paths into homelessness (e.g. family loss, run 

away from difficulties in the family home, disrupted schooling, engagement in substance 

use). These findings demonstrate that exploring women´s accounts of early life is of 

utmost importance for a more comprehensive analysis of female homelessness (Kennedy 

et al., 2010; Ravenhill, 2008; Tyler & Schmitz, 2013). 

The idea that people´s lives are made up of a series of intersecting and 

interdependent trajectories, which are not necessarily linear or predictable (Elder et al., 

2003; Hutchison, 2011), was useful in acknowledging and understanding more fully the 

diversity and complexity of events and circumstances in several realms of the women´s 

lives which culminated in their homelessness. The findings of this study exposed many 

and varied ways in which the women´s housing trajectories were impacted by other 

trajectories, including family life, relational, educational, work, financial, health and/or 

institutional trajectories, and how these trajectories were shaped by traditional gender 

ideologies (e.g. the role played by gender-based violence on women´s relational, work, 

financial, health and housing trajectories). 

The principle of linked lives emerged from the analysis of these women´s paths 

into homelessness, outlining the key role of social relationships in influencing (both 

positively and negatively) the life course, in general, and housing trajectories, in particular 

 
99 The only exception was discharge from prison of three women aged between 37 and 44 years. 
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(Hendricks, 2012; McDonald, 2011). These women described a myriad of contexts in 

which the family of origin, adoptive families, caretakers, other household members, 

intimate partners, children, friends, acquaintances, peers, neighbours and/or service 

providers featured in their lives. The family of origin (especially but not exclusively in 

early phases of life) (Hutchison, 2011; Kennedy et al., 2010) and the women´s intimate 

partners (over the course of their lives) played a particularly relevant role in their paths 

into homelessness, which occurred through different avenues (e.g. lack of family support, 

family members failing to make rental payments, death of a parent or an intimate partner, 

break-up of an intimate relationship, domestic violence). 

According to the principle of human agency, people´s choices and actions can 

shape their life courses and are taken within the opportunities and constraints of their 

historical and sociocultural contexts (Elder et al., 2003; Hutchison, 2011), which was 

apparent in these women´s accounts of becoming homeless. Individual choices such as 

selling housing, quitting a job or engaging in an illicit activity, were considered by some 

women as triggers of their homelessness for which they assumed responsibility. In this 

sense, personal accountability can be seen as a manifestation of agency. Other agentic 

stances which influenced the women´s housing trajectories included: playing domestic 

and care roles (which often negatively impacted their participation in the labour market 

and financial condition); and seeking or not formal support (which, in turn, did not 

necessarily result in efficient service provision). For some, running away from home-

based difficulties and fleeing domestic violence represented forms of agency, even if the 

alternatives were between violence and homelessness (Mayock & Sheridan, 2012; Reeve 

et al., 2006). 

The life course principles of time and location also applied to the women´s 

accounts of becoming homeless. The timing of particular events and their short-term and 

long-term consequences were salient in several of the women´s narratives (Elder et al., 

2003; Hendricks, 2012), including “off-time” events such as the death of a parent during 

childhood (Kennedy et al., 2010). The women´s “structural location” (Hendricks, 2012, 

p. 227) played a vital role in their paths into homelessness, particularly with respect to 

their socioeconomic status (baseline and throughout the life course) and their educational 

attainment and profile of integration in the labour market. Finally, broader forces related 

to the historical period and geographical location in which the women were situated also 

influenced their housing trajectories (e.g. 2007/2008 economic downturn, social and 
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housing policies and service provision in the Portuguese context, traditional gender 

ideologies). 

 

7.7. Conclusion 

The findings discussed in this chapter have contributed to expand the limited 

evidence on the causes of women´s homelessness in the Portuguese context. The 

women´s reported reasons for their lack of housing focused on low income or the trigger 

which preceded their homelessness, and the issue of personal accountability featured 

strongly in their narratives. However, an in-depth exploration and a comprehensive 

analysis of the women´s lives since their childhood unpacked events and circumstances 

in several realms of their lives which coexisted, intersected, influenced and/or 

exacerbated each other, impacting their housing trajectories and culminating in their 

homelessness. Therefore, the diversity and complexity of the women´s paths into 

homelessness were exposed and the view of homelessness as a process that develops over 

time in a contextualized manner (rather than resulting from a single, isolated or sudden 

event) was reinforced. 

This chapter has demonstrated that some events and circumstances propelling 

homelessness were intimately associated with the women´s life stage. Furthermore, 

gender-specific issues rendering women vulnerable to homelessness emerged in many of 

their histories, including the intersection of family life with work and financial 

trajectories, and the paths into homelessness related to relationship breakdown and 

domestic violence. Equally, however, the study captured events and circumstances less 

often implicated in female homelessness, such as incarceration and discharge from prison. 

Finally, the use of the life course perspective enabled a theoretically informed 

understanding of the causes of women´s homelessness. An emphasis was placed on: the 

importance of examining people´s lives since their childhood in order to make sense of 

any given point in the life course; the intersection between housing and other life 

trajectories; the pertinence of social relationships and women´s agency in their paths into 

homelessness; and the vital role played by a structural disadvantaged position and wider 

cultural, socioeconomic and political contexts in these women´s housing situations. 
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CHAPTER 8. WOMEN´S HOMELESS AND HOUSING HISTORIES 

 

8.1. Introduction 

This chapter examines the homeless and housing histories of the study´s women. 

It opens by providing a detailed account of the women´s homelessness in terms of its 

duration and their living situations and moves between living situations over time. 

Attention then turns to a discussion of the women´s experiences in the most commonly 

reported living situations, outlining the challenges and processes associated with their 

stays in, and moves between, these living situations. The chapter concludes by examining 

the constraints and opportunities - related to their income, their informal networks and 

engagement with support services and wider structural conditions in the housing market 

- that the women faced in their attempts to find a safe and secure place to live. This chapter 

addresses the following objectives of the research: objective 3 (to examine the women´s 

homeless and housing trajectories and identify the factors and processes that influenced 

their homeless and housing transitions); objective 4 (to explore the women´s interactions 

with the service sector and any impact that these interactions may have on their homeless 

and housing trajectories); and objective 5 (to examine how women experienced and 

negotiated the experience of homelessness).   

 

8.2. Characterization of women´s homelessness  

The women´s histories of homelessness were diverse. The period of time spent in 

homeless, insecure or inadequate living situations varied between approximately three 

months and more than 12 years, as summarized in Table 18. Sixteen women (47.1% of 

the study´s sample) had lived in homeless, insecure or inadequate situations on more than 

one occasion. Therefore, the figures shown in Table 18 represent the cumulative duration 

of women´s homelessness and insecure or inadequate housing. Some of the study´s 

participants were not able to provide an exact chronological account of each homeless 

episode and, for this reason, the data presented in Table 18 should be taken as estimates. 
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Table 18. Duration of women´s homelessness and insecure or inadequate housing  

Period of time Number of participants 

3 – 6 months 5 

6 – 9 months 5 

1 – 5 years 13 

6 – 9 years 8 

≥ 12 years 3 

TOTAL 34 
 
                                                                                                 Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 

 

Table 18 shows that approximately two-thirds of the study´s participants (n=24) 

experienced homelessness or housing exclusion for more than one year. Eleven of these 

women spent six or more years in homeless, insecure or inadequate living situations. The 

three lengthier experiences of homelessness and insecure housing lasted for 12, 16 and 

30 years, respectively. In Portugal there is no official definition of long-term 

homelessness but it was apparent that a large majority of the women (n=29; 85.3% of the 

study´s sample) had lived in homeless, insecure or inadequate situations for more than 

one year and/or on more than one occasion; in other words, they had experienced 

prolonged and/or repeat patterns of homelessness. Ten of the 11 older women in this study 

had experienced ongoing or long-term homelessness. 

A majority of the participants (n=31) moved between different living situations, 

with 29 of these women reporting multiple changes in their living situations. There was 

considerable diversity in the living situations reported, as shown in Table 19. 

 

Table 19. Living situations ever reported by the research participants 

Living situations                                                                      Number of participants 

Service-led accommodation                                                                            30 

      Shelter 

      Room paid for by a social service 

      Residential setting run by faith-based services and others 

      Refuge for victims of domestic violence 

      Residential drug treatment setting 

      Transitional housing for young people 

      Nursing home 

      University residence 

18 

14 

6 

5 

3 

2 

1 

1 

Hidden homelessness                                                                                       26 

      Home of family member(s), friends and others 

      Room in private house, hotel, hostel or guesthouse 

      Squat 

      Outbuilding 

      Garage 

20 

14 

8 

1 

1 

Rough sleeping                                                                                                 26 

Institutional settings 11 

      Hospital                                                                               

      Prison 

10 

1 
 
                                                                                          Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 
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As documented in Table 19, a majority of the women (n=30; 88.2% of the study´s 

sample) resided in accommodation provided by services at some point in their lives. Some 

of these women moved between different types of accommodation provided by one or 

more services (e.g. homelessness, domestic violence, drug treatment, faith-based 

services), which is summarized in Table 20. 

 
Table 20. Types of accommodation provided by services 

Service sectors Types of accommodation Number of participants Total 

Homelessness 
sector 

Shelter + room paid for by a social service 9 

16 Room paid for by a social service 4 

Shelter 3 

Homelessness 
and other 
service sectors 

Shelter + refuge accommodation + residential setting 

run by faith-based services and others 
3 

6 
Shelter + room paid for by a social service + 
residential setting run by a faith-based service 

1 

Shelter + refuge accommodation 1 

Shelter + nursing home 1 

Other service 
sectors 

Transitional housing for young people 2 

8 

Residential drug treatment setting 2 

Refuge accommodation 1 

Residential setting run by a faith-based service 1 

University residence 1 

Residential drug treatment setting + residential 

setting run by a faith-based service 
1 

TOTAL 30 
 
                                                                                                                                 Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 

 

Table 20 shows that 22 women had resided in accommodation for homeless 

persons (a shelter and/or a room paid for by a social service) at some point in their lives. 

A majority (n=16) had resided in homelessness accommodation only and a further six 

women also stayed in accommodation provided by other service sectors. Eight women 

lived in accommodation provided outside the homelessness sector. Three of these women 

had contacted homelessness services but had not resided in homelessness accommodation 

and a further five women remained invisible to the homeless service sector. 

All of the five women who had resided or were residing in refuge accommodation 

lacked housing and the financial resources to live independently. One woman moved 

from an abusive home situation to refuge accommodation in order to ensure her safety 

and was still residing in that refuge at the time of the study. A further four women moved 

from hidden homeless situations to a refuge, either in context of difficulties in managing 

an intimate relationship (n=3) or following physical aggression perpetrated by a male 

friend at his home (n=1). In these four cases, it was apparent that the women needed a 
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place to live but not the kind of protection for which refuges are designed 100. These 

findings confirm previous research which suggests that the women who access refuges 

tend to have lower incomes and do not have resources to live independently (Baptista, 

n.d.; Guerreiro et al., 2015). These findings also suggest that some women were directed 

to refuges primarily because of their lack of accommodation and not to ensure their safety 

and protection from perpetrators of violence. In these cases, domestic violence services 

prevented women from experiencing more extreme forms of homelessness. However, 

these services (and others outside the homelessness sector) do not record these women´s 

homelessness, thus contributing to their statistical under-representation among the 

homeless population and concealing the extent to which women experience homelessness 

and, often, long-term and recurrent homelessness (Pleace et al., 2016). 

Returning to Table 19, it shows that more than two-thirds of the participants 

(n=26; 76.5% of the study´s sample) had spent time living in situations of hidden 

homelessness, that is, living in accommodation that was arranged informally rather than 

by services. Eighteen of these women reported more than one form of hidden 

homelessness. Staying in conventional homes was the most common form of hidden 

homelessness reported, including: the homes of family members (namely adult children), 

friends and/or acquaintances (n=18); the homes of partners, ex-partners and/or (ex-) 

partners´ relatives (n=7); and the homes of their employers (n=3). Fourteen women had 

resided in rooms in private houses and, less often, in hotels, hostels or guesthouses. These 

rooms had been arranged informally or were financed through the women´s low incomes 

or were paid for by a family member, a friend or a partner. Eight women had squatted, 

which means that they occupied abandoned houses or factories that were in a significant 

state of disrepair and unfit for habitation. Two had spent time living in an outbuilding and 

a garage, respectively. Although rough sleeping is more commonly associated with 

homeless men, 26 women (76.5% of the study´s sample) reported that they had slept 

rough at some time in their lives, and 15 of these women stated that they had slept rough 

on more than one occasion. Finally, approximately one-third (n=11) of the study´s women 

had spent time in institutional settings, either hospitals (n=10) or prison (n=1).  

 
100 One of these women was discharged from a refuge due to alcohol consumption while two others were 

directed to residential settings run by services outside the homelessness sector. A further woman moved 

from a refuge to the home of a man with whom she was planning to partner. 
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The study´s women reported varied moves between living situations. Some 

described a more linear pattern of movement between living places. Bárbara (age 41), for 

example, moved between shelter accommodation and two rooms paid for by a social 

service in a straightforward manner during the six months prior to the interview. 

Bárbara´s homelessness trajectory 

Shelter (4 months) → two rooms paid for by a social service (for the past 2 months approximately). 
 

Other women reported more complex patterns of movement, sometimes 

alternating between living situations. One example is Marta (age 38), who described 

cyclical moves between sleeping rough, accommodation for homeless persons and hidden 

homelessness during the past 12 years approximately.  

Marta´s homelessness trajectory 

Numerous moves between: sleeping rough; two shelters; rooms paid for by a social service; living 

temporarily in her mother´s home; and rented rooms. At the time of the study, she was residing in a 

shelter again (for the past 16 months approximately). 
 

Within the more complex patterns of movement between living situations it was 

possible to discern erratic moves which sometimes occurred in rapid succession. Anabela 

(age 45), for example, reported more than 10 changes in her living situations over the past 

three years, including sleeping rough, homelessness accommodation, residential settings 

outside the homelessness sector and hidden homelessness.  

Anabela´s homelessness trajectory 

Partnering with housed man (6 months) → home of adult child (3 days) → refuge for victims of 

domestic violence (1 month) → residential setting outside the homeless service sector (2 months) → 

sleeping rough (2 weeks) → home of her sister (5 months) → partnering with man (6 months) with 

moves between the homes of his relatives, his home and sleeping rough → home of adult child (4-5 

days) → shelter (less than 3 months). At the time of concluding the study, she was sleeping rough. 
 

Most commonly, the first entry point to homelessness was a hidden homeless 

situation (typically the home of a family member, friend or acquaintance) or rough 

sleeping, similar to findings reported by Reeve et al. (2007), although some women 

entered into homelessness through service-led accommodation. Hidden homelessness, 

rough sleeping and/or service-led accommodation featured prominently and often 

repeatedly in the women´s homeless histories over time, as documented in Marta´s and 

Anabela´s homelessness trajectories (Mayock et al., 2015b; Reeve et al., 2007). 

A large majority of the participants (n=32) were living in homeless, insecure or 

inadequate living situations at the time of concluding the study. They reported the 

following living situations: shelter accommodation (n=9); a room paid for by a social 



215 

 

service (n=8); squatting (n=4); sleeping rough (n=3); transitional housing for young 

people (n=2); a rented room (n=2); refuge for victims of domestic violence (n=1); the 

home of ex-partner´s relatives (n=1); university residence (n=1); and a nursing home 

(n=1). The remaining two women had moved to a home at the time of concluding the 

study. One woman was squatting interspersed with sleeping rough at the time of the 

interview and moved to the family home thereafter. The other woman was living in a 

residential setting run by a faith-based service at the time of the interview and moved to 

the private rented sector subsequent to finding employment. These moves to a home were 

not assisted by the homeless service sector 101. 

Consistent with previous research on women´s homelessness in England and 

Ireland (Jones, 1999; Mayock et al., 2015b; Mayock & Sheridan, 2020; Reeve et al., 

2007), this study demonstrates the pervasiveness of patterns of long-term and recurrent 

homelessness among women and their high degree of mobility between a wide range of 

living situations. In the Portuguese context, the research of Barros (2010) points to similar 

findings but their generalisability is hindered by a very small sample. In fact, as discussed 

in Chapter 3, there is a very limited knowledge about the duration and patterns of 

women´s homelessness in Portugal. A high proportion of long-term and recurrent 

homelessness among this study´s women may be related to the fact that a broad definition 

of homelessness was used in the current research and the women´s housing and homeless 

trajectories were analysed over the life course rather than on one point in time. A majority 

of the study´s women had resided in service-led accommodation at some point in their 

lives, but some stayed in accommodation provided outside the homelessness sector and 

were not recorded as homeless, concealing the extent to which they had experienced 

homelessness and long-term or recurrent homelessness (Pleace et al., 2016). When they 

first became homeless and/or over time, the study´s women relied to a considerable extent 

on hidden homeless situations and a large number had slept rough (Jones, 1999; Mayock 

& Sheridan, 2012; Reeve et al., 2007). Overall, these findings outline that these women 

moved within a diverse, changing and complex “homelessness landscape” (Reeve et al., 

2007, p. 2). 

 

 
101 Participants´ living situations at the time they were enlisted in the study were presented in Chapter 6. 

Maintaining contact with several participants over a given period of time enabled the researcher to capture 

movements between the living situations of 17 women. Participants´ living situations at the time of 

inclusion in the study and at the time of concluding the study are presented in Appendix 42. 
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8.3. Women´s experiences and transitions through homelessness  

Attention now turns to the most commonly reported living situations (i.e. rough 

sleeping, hidden homelessness and residing in shelters and rooms paid for by a social 

service) by examining women´s experiences and views of these settings and outlining the 

major contexts surrounding their exits from these living arrangements. By exploring the 

women´s moves in and out of these living places, it was possible to uncover some of the 

factors and processes impacting their homeless and housing trajectories as well as those 

that led them to embark on patterns of long-term and recurrent homelessness. 

 

8.3.1. Rough sleeping 

Women´s experiences and views about rough sleeping 

The duration of rough sleeping was diverse among the study´s women. The 

cumulative duration of rough sleeping was as follows: from one day to two weeks (n=10); 

between one and 10 months (n=8); between one and two years (n=4); and more than three 

years (n=3). The longest cumulative experience of rough sleeping was reported by a 

woman who had slept rough for more than 20 years 102. Nine women had slept rough in 

small cities and towns outside Lisbon in the locations where they had lived previously. 

Rough sleeping was reported by participants across all age groups. Ten of the 11 older 

women in this study had slept rough and four of them had remained in roofless situations 

for more than one year. A high proportion of older women sleeping rough was similarly 

found by Jones (1999) and McFerran (2010). Rough sleeping is often associated with 

mental health problems and/or heavy substance use (Bretherton & Pleace, 2018; Moss & 

Singh, 2015). In this study, 11 of the 26 women who slept rough reported mental health 

problems (often depression) and/or heavy substance use (most commonly drug use) at the 

time they slept rough. 

Rough sleeping was often depicted as a last resort and as a situation that the 

women attempted to escape or transition from as quickly as possible. One example is 

Filomena (age 47). She was asked to leave the home of her partner and spent one night 

outside the front door of her partner´s home. She described how she reacted to this event 

in the following day: “I got up, I met a girl known from my Facebook, I know her for 

 
102 One woman who had slept rough in the company of her mother and brother during childhood did not 

mention the duration of this episode. 
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some time, and I went to her store. […]. She borrowed money so that I could return to 

Lisbon. And so, I went straight to the police”. A police officer called the national line for 

social emergencies and Filomena was promptly directed to shelter accommodation. 

A majority of the study´s women stated that they had slept rough alone. Only three 

women slept rough in the company of a partner, who offered them physical protection 

from the perils of the streets, as Eunice (age 58) recounted: “My ex-partner was big, no 

one would confront him [in the street]”. These partners also provided the women with 

other resources such as food items. Four women slept rough, at some point, accompanied 

by other homeless persons (mostly men), which they described as unproblematic or as a 

means to seeking physical protection, as Adelaide (age 58) explained: “There were people 

sleeping there and I don´t like to be alone in a place, I´m afraid of getting hurt, and so I 

stayed there with them”.  

Some women remained fixed on one site while others moved between different 

sites. A small number mentioned that they had frequently walked around at night without 

a place to sleep. Many women slept in sheltered settings where they were more likely to 

be concealed from the public view and/or blend in with the mainstream (e.g. in an airport, 

hospital waiting room, the stairway of apartment buildings, inside cars and vans). Some 

explained that these settings offered them protection from bad weather, were perceived 

as quiet and/or enabled them to feel safer than if they were literally in the streets. 

Respondent: I had a specific site where I used to stay, there was a security guard looking at me, 

he knew that sometimes I would stay there, he really watched over me.  

Interviewer: You chose that site because… 

Respondent: Safety. I had my handbag with documents and everything. No one ever came near 

me (Filomena, age 47).  

 

However, several women reported that they had spent time in more exposed 

settings. Some sought hidden spaces, away from the gaze of passers-by, such as parks and 

secluded street-based settings that they believed to be relatively quiet and safe. Illustrating 

this point, Luísa (age 38) explained: “[T]hat was a quiet corner and there were not a lot 

of passers-by and I thought - Well, let´s see if I´m going to be ok or if I´m going to have 

troubles. […] thank God nothing happened to me”. By contrast, others stayed in visible 

and sometimes busy avenues in Lisbon city which were served by outreach teams. One 

woman who had slept rough for many years in visible street-based settings explained that 

visibility can contribute to a sense of safety. 
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[Dalila] says that one cannot sleep rough in any way, one needs to be knowledgeable. It is 

necessary to choose the place to sleep, it should not be too hidden because it is dangerous. […]. 

Fortunately, nothing bad had ever happened to her (Fieldnote, 15/03/2016). 

 

The researcher´s engagement with one woman who was living rough drew 

attention to the fact that her behaviour and appearance made her identification as rough 

sleeper difficult. This woman had slept rough for several years and moved between a 

variety of places such as building entrances, train stations and bus stops. At a first glance, 

her roofless situation might go unnoticed because of her geographical mobility, the way 

she used benches in public spaces (in an upright position), the fact that she carried a few 

possessions with her, and her clean and tidy appearance. However, closer observation of 

her daily life revealed her rooflessness through her recurrent use of benches in public 

spaces to sleep or rest over prolonged periods of time, the display of the same clothing 

and possessions, and her contact with outreach teams. These observations highlight that 

women can remain quite invisible because of the manner in which they use and present 

themselves in public spaces. This was largely documented in the research of Casey et al. 

(2008), which focused on homeless women´s use of public spaces in England. Casey et 

al. (2008, p. 908, emphasis in original) remark that “invisibility need not rely upon a 

literal hiding of the physical form. […] rendering their homelessness status invisible 

allowed respondents to be highly (physically) visible, without risking exclusion”. 

Despite some diversity in the manner in which women slept rough, a majority did 

so alone, concealed from the public view and for relatively short periods of time, in an 

attempt to find quiet and safe places and/or to resolve their homelessness as soon as 

possible. Several also reported some level of geographical mobility. Moreover, one 

woman - perhaps like others - rendered herself invisible because of the way in which she 

navigated, occupied and presented herself in public spaces. These strategies contributed 

to the women´s physical invisibility while sleeping rough and many were likely to go 

unnoticed because they did not sleep rough in a visible, continuous and fixed manner 

(Bretherton & Pleace, 2018; Casey et al., 2008; Reeve, 2018; Robinson & Searby, 2006).  

The study´s women endured many difficulties and challenges while sleeping 

rough, including those linked to being exposed to the external environment. Several found 

exposure to bad weather difficult even if they were (partially) protected beneath buildings 

entrances. Some women reported not being able to sleep properly due to the fear of being 

assaulted or their belongings being stolen and the harsh conditions of rough sleeping. 
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It was a dreadful experience. […]. [You] cannot sleep, you just close your eyes. [You] cannot 

rest, you just lay down in the ground. And that is terrible pain because it is stiff, it is quite 

different from a mattress. It is cold, too cold. You also feel when it´s raining. I mean, it is not a 

decent life for a human being (Helena, age 45).  

 

Some women explained that they could not take care of their personal hygiene and 

laundry. Problems related to food included not being able to cook, receiving stale food 

from outreach teams and a general scarcity of food (which was only mentioned in settings 

located outside Lisbon city, where formal and informal supports were described as less 

extensive) 103. Concern about, and deterioration of, their physical health condition was 

reported by many of the women who had lengthier experiences of rough sleeping.  

Guiomar was referring to the fact that she had a flu in the previous weeks and said that she was 

afraid of having a heart attack or some other health problem that could kill her in the street, at 

night, when no one passes there, and that someone could eventually find her dead (Fieldnote, 

29/11/2016). 

 

The streets were often depicted as unsafe and dangerous environments for women 

because of their higher risk of physical and sexual victimization compared to their male 

counterparts, as Clara (age 43) explained: “We are more fragile. Normally there are no 

attempts to rape a man isn´t it?”. Some experiences of victimization, particularly related 

to belongings and money being stolen, were reported among the women who had spent 

more time sleeping rough. In addition, three women explained that they had been 

approached by men who verbally abused them and/or asked them for sex. A further 

woman reported that she had been raped and beaten in the streets on several occasions; 

this woman was involved in survival sex and was a heavy drug user, which may have 

contributed to her vulnerability to these types of victimization (Goodman et al., 2006). 

A deep feeling of loneliness was reported by a number of women during periods 

of rough sleeping but their feelings also fluctuated and changed over time. Luísa (age 38) 

had fled domestic violence and moved directly to sleeping rough; she explained that the 

feeling of relief she experienced upon leaving her abusive partner had been gradually 

replaced by a sense of fear about her situation: “On the one hand, I felt relieved for not 

going through that suffering again with him always beating me […]. [Afterwards] the 

 
103 While sleeping rough, several women took care of their personal hygiene and laundry or changed clothes 

in public bathhouses. They also used fountains in public parks and/or bathrooms in cafés. Several women 

used mobile services providing food. Three women took care of their personal hygiene and sometimes ate 

in the home of a family member, an acquaintance or a partner´s relative (Jones, 1999). One woman who 

slept rough for three months reported that she sometimes stayed in a guesthouse to be able to rest properly 

and take good care of her hygiene. 
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days went by, the months went by, the years, and I stayed there. […]. I started to think 

that I was going to die and that I would end up like that, in a corner, alone”. Madalena 

(age 18) had slept in a car, with her cats, for two months. She was the only woman who 

reported having slept rough in the company of pets. Initially, she felt unsupported and 

lonely but, over time, she grew accustomed to the company of her cats and they mitigated 

her loneliness and offered her physical protection (Bukowski & Buetow, 2011). 

Some women recounted the experience of rough sleeping in an unremarkable way. 

A small number of others acknowledged the perils and hardships of rough sleeping but 

also described positive aspects, particularly compared to other living situations that they 

considered to be more uncomfortable (a squat) or distressing (residential settings where 

rules are imposed on residents). A further woman, Adelaide (age 58), depicted rough 

sleeping as an experience that she had to endure and one that demonstrated her ability to 

cope: “Rough sleeping was not bad, it was an experience that one has to go through, I 

coped, I didn´t go hungry, I didn´t feel cold […]. I was very supported, people gave me 

money, blankets and everything”. Like Adelaide, several women reported that they had 

been supported within local communities with items such as money, blankets, towels, 

clothing, food, hot drinks, hygiene products, cardboards or travelling-bags. In addition, 

one woman sometimes asked local residents to charge the battery of her mobile phone 

and to look after her possessions when she had to move for a short period of time. 

During the conduct of fieldwork, the researcher observed some interactions 

between three women rough sleepers and local communities. These women were 

frequently approached and provided with material support by passers-by, local residents 

and shopkeepers, among others. They often presented politely, were grateful of received 

donations and accepted whatever these individuals offered them. 

Another lady offered Dalila a package of salty crackers […]. When the lady was gone, Dalila 

said to me that these crackers are salty and, therefore, she cannot eat them [due to a health 

concern], but she says that it was not appropriate not to accept the crackers and she will offer 

them (Fieldnote, 06/12/2016).  

 

Previous research (Cloke, May, & Johnsen, 2010; Parsell, 2011) showed that the 

ability to make regular earnings or receive assistance relies on a careful impression 

management (Goffman, 1993). Generating appeal or public sympathy necessitates a self-

presentation highlighting one´s worthiness, which is associated with being polite, docile 

and appreciative of received donations. However, these women were not seen by the 

researcher explicitly begging with their hands outstretched or asking for money. Dalila 



221 

 

(age 66) explained that she was well known within local community and need not ask for 

money or other items, as the following excerpt from fieldnotes illustrates. 

At a given moment, one man aged 70 years approximately passes in front of us [Dalila and the 

researcher were sat on a bench in a public park]. […]. He interacts with Dalila respectfully and 

with a certain gentleness or kindness. […]. When he says goodbye [after chatting for a few 

minutes], he moves his hand towards Dalila and places a coin in her hand in a very discreet 

manner (Fieldnote, 06/12/2016). 

 

These women demonstrated remarkable attention to their environments, making 

careful readings of rules governing particular places and their users. Consistent with 

previous research (Casey et al., 2008; Cloke et al., 2010), they devised strategies to avoid 

displeasure or disturbance generated by their presence and, in some cases, to be able to 

remain in these places. These strategies included: asking permission to spend the night in 

a shop entrance or metro station (during cold weather spells); vacating public spaces 

before daylight; and packaging their possessions early in the morning to clear up passages 

or entrances of shops and buildings. Dalila provided another example of how she carefully 

managed her presence in a public space close to a park. 

Dalila sweeps the park […]. She explains that it is not appropriate to leave everything dirty in 

the park because that can be a motive for displeasure and a reason for expel […]. Dalila also 

picks up plastic cups and other objects dispersed in the foliage, in green areas, in order to place 

them in the dustbin (Fieldnote, 05/07/2016).  

 

These women´s negotiation of public spaces was not only tactic in nature, it was 

also marked by emotionally constructed interactions and behaviours. Care and affect also 

shaped these women´s daily routines and movements in the city. For example, Dalila 

explained that she did not return to cafés where she felt disrespected or humiliated 

because of her homeless status. Instead, she used to take breakfast in a particular café 

where she felt cared for by the owner and waiters. 

Dalila recounts that, on a given day, she had a strong headache and did not go to the café […]. 

And the owner of the café came to see her, wanted to know about her and thereafter brought 

her whatever she used to eat […]. This gesture touched Dalila´s heart. She says that in the café 

she is always well taken care. […]. She says that she sits around one table outside and stays 

quiet. This was precisely what I sensed when I was in this café [and observed Dalila, in a 

fortuitous encounter, while she was taking breakfast] (Fieldnote, 17/05/2016). 

 

These women were frequently greeted by individuals from local communities and 

often chatted and interacted friendly with them and, sometimes, with other homeless 

persons as well. These kinds of interactions had helped the women to feel cared for and 

have a greater sense of safety.  
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Guiomar says that she is fine in that site [where she sleeps rough], she says that people treat her 

nicely and care for her, and she feels that she will not get hurt around there (Fieldnote, 

13/12/2016). 

 
Another lady approaches Dalila to greet her […] and she is particularly tender with Dalila […]. 

This lady asks Dalila if she needs a winter coat, if Dalila will wear it, since she has two and 

could share one of them with Dalila. […]. [Dalila] says that these people comfort her (Fieldnote, 

13/12/2016). 

 

McQuoid and Dijst (2012) studied low-income women who managed exposure to 

unpleasant situations along the daily path by retreating inward and seeking to prevent 

unwanted contact with the environment (other people or places); this was called 

cocooning behaviour. This concept was useful to understand more fully particular 

behaviours reported by, or observed among, some of the study´s women. The three 

women rough sleepers mentioned above avoided as much as possible risky situations and 

overcrowded environments, such as festive gatherings designed for homeless persons or 

pavilions opened during cold weather spells to support the homeless population. 

[We] comment on the opening of the pavilion […] in the context of the contingence plan [for 

cold spell] and Matilde says that she prefers to remain in the station than going to the pavilion 

because she is quiet. She says that the pavilion will be overcrowded and that generates 

arguments and messing up and, therefore, she prefers to stay quiet (Fieldnote, 19/01/2017). 

 

This excerpt from fieldnotes suggests that some women attempted to avoid 

contexts and interactions that they perceived to be unpleasant or undesirable. This finding 

resonates with one form of cocooning described by McQuoid and Dijst (2012) - context 

selection - in which individuals avoid certain contexts altogether. The other form of 

cocooning reported by these authors - the use of objects as “boundary-setting attributes” 

(p. 33) - was also identified among the study´s women. Guiomar (age 49) slept rough in 

a very busy and noisy avenue in Lisbon city. At times, she interacted lively with many 

people, as explained earlier. However, on other occasions, she sat alone in a bus stop or 

over her possessions, standing still and wearing sunglasses even at night. The following 

excerpt refers to one of these occasions and illustrates that her corporal expression and 

the use of sunglasses generated the impression that she did not wish to interact and was 

retreating into her protective cocoon from a chaotic environment.  

It was dark, as usual in this time of the year, and it was about 5:50 p.m. when I passed close to 

the bus stop and saw that Guiomar remained sat there, in the same place, with sunglasses, 

immobile. The feeling that her image generated on me was that of inaccessibility, 

impenetrability. I venture to think that the use of sunglasses serves a purpose situated 

somewhere between a barrier, a shell, a protection (Fieldnote, 10/11/2016). 
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The use of an object such as sunglasses seemed to discourage unwanted 

interactions and help Guiomar, on particular occasions, to limit engagement with a hostile 

or uncomfortable environment. Guiomar, like other women, seemed to be reacting to her 

exposure to an unpleasant environment by managing the boundary between person 

(herself) and place (surrounding environment), in an attempt to produce the most positive 

emotional experience possible (McQuoid & Dijst, 2012). 

In summary, the many difficulties associated with sleeping rough that were 

described by the study´s women mirror previous data that emphasize the hardships of 

sleeping rough, the constraints in meeting basic needs, the deterioration of health, feelings 

of insecurity and experiences of victimization (e.g. Biscotto et al., 2016; Bretherton & 

Pleace, 2018; Jones, 1999; Mayock & Sheridan, 2012; Moss & Singh, 2015). Some 

women described a deep feeling of loneliness that is less often acknowledged in the 

literature (Biscotto et al., 2016; Reeve et al., 2006). On the other hand, a small number of 

women described positive aspects of sleeping rough compared to other living situations 

and a further one described sleeping rough as an experience that she had been able to 

overcome (Jones, 1999; Machado, 2012). Unlike some previous research (Bretherton & 

Pleace, 2018; Jones, 1999; Reeve & Batty, 2011), the findings of the current study suggest 

a compassionate and supportive attitude on the part of passers-by and individuals from 

local communities, and show that women sometimes feel cared for while sleeping rough. 

Closer observation of the daily lives of a small number of rough sleepers uncovered some 

of the ways in which they negotiated and presented themselves in public spaces, which 

were both rational and emotional in nature. Consistent with the research of Cloke et al. 

(2010, p. 65), these findings draw attention to “the affective worlds of homelessness” and 

offer a nuanced picture of female rough sleeping which is not usually found in the 

literature on women´s homelessness (e.g. Radley et al., 2006; Rowe & Wolch, 1990). 

 

Moves out of sleeping rough 

There was not a unique set of exits from sleeping rough among the study´s women 

and some reported more than one type of exit. Seventeen women moved from sleeping 

rough to a hidden homeless situation, typically the home of a family member, friend or 

acquaintance and, less often, a room or a squat. Three women moved cyclically between 

sleeping rough and squatting, which was sometimes related to the fact that they could not 

secure a place to sleep inside an abandoned building, as Dulce (age 46) explained: “Not 
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even the corner where you use to stay is yours. You may arrive there at night and another 

person is sleeping there. And what are you going to do? Take [the person] out of there? 

It is not yours”. Moreover, these women highlighted the fluid boundaries between these 

living situations in terms of their highly precarious conditions (Reeve & Batty, 2011).   

[L]et us not say that [living] in the [abandoned] factory is not sleeping rough, it is just that you 

have a roof on top. But sometimes I don´t know if it isn´t worse. […]. Lack of conditions. The 

only thing that you have is a roof on top because there are no windows, there are no doors, there 

is nothing (Dulce, age 46). 

 

Eight women exited sleeping rough and moved to accommodation for homeless 

people: a shelter (n=6) or a room paid for by a social service (n=2). Two moved from 

sleeping rough to a hospital while four others exited sleeping rough to housing, including 

to the private rented sector with a partner (n=2) or to their own home (n=2). One of the 

women who moved between sleeping rough and her own home was Matilde (age 68). 

Living alone and only able to find precarious and temporary jobs, her financial situation 

gradually and incrementally deteriorated during her 50s. She used social services 

sporadically and spent some periods of time sleeping rough interspersed with returning 

home. At one point, her home was illegally occupied and vandalized (she had security of 

tenure). With the passing of time and a further decline of her financial situation, she was 

no longer able to pay the bills and her home deteriorated to the extent that it became unfit 

for habitation. Matilde became a permanent rough sleeper in a context in which she had 

no income to support her basic survival needs and owned a home that had been 

vandalized, was unfit for habitation and was located outside Lisbon city (where service 

support was less extensive). 

Nowadays, [Matilde] cannot go to [the area of her home] because she has no money. Even if 

she moved [to her home], she would have to buy water (there is no water at home because she 

could not pay the bills) and food since there are no food distribution vans in [the area of her 

home] and she could not afford this (Fieldnote, 30/01/2018). 

 

Matilde acknowledged the perils and hardships of sleeping rough but also viewed 

her home as an inhospitable, isolated and dangerous place.  

[Matilde] says that when it is raining it is better to stay at home. […]. If she was at home, she 

could change her clothes and rest. […]. But then she says that she would stay at home alone, 

she is afraid of having a problem and nobody helping her. […]. She had slept in her living room 

with a cardboard and some blankets (Fieldnote, 20/01/2017). 

 

Prior to becoming homeless, Matilde had established contact with several services 

(e.g. social, judicial services). In her view, she had not been provided with adequate 



225 

 

support by these services. While sleeping rough, she had contact with outreach teams and 

had heard about shelter accommodation. However, she no longer believed that a useful 

and effective intervention from services was possible. 

Matilde is deeply sceptical about services and authorities, she believes that she […] had resorted 

to all types of services and was never really helped. […]. She believes that her situation is not 

going to be solved and all that she has left is sitting all day and waiting for the vans [food 

distribution services] until she dies (Fieldnotes, 04/01/2017, 30/01/2018). 

 

In summary, women´s movement patterns away from rough sleeping were diverse 

and their exit destinations included hidden homeless situations, homelessness 

accommodation, housing and a hospital. These moves were related to: the women´s 

informal support or intimate relationships; their access to formal support and perceptions 

of services; health problems; and their negative experiences in roofless situations. Other 

studies have described women´s moves from sleeping rough to hidden homelessness and 

service-led accommodation and have also documented the role of formal and informal 

support in these transitions (Jones, 1999; Reeve et al., 2007; Reeve & Batty, 2011). Some 

women provided nuanced accounts of their moves between sleeping rough and other 

forms of accommodation, highlighting the complex processes surrounding these 

transitions and the blurred boundaries between different types of living situations across 

the home-to-homelessness continuum (Watson & Austerberry, 1986). 

 

8.3.2. Hidden homelessness 

As explained earlier, the study´s women relied to a considerable extent on a range 

of hidden homeless situations, both directly subsequent to first experiencing 

homelessness and throughout their homeless trajectories. Women across all age groups 

reported living in hidden homeless situations and nine of the 11 older women had 

experienced hidden homelessness. Most commonly, the women stayed in conventional 

homes arranged via their social networks. These informal arrangements were always 

temporary, with a majority reporting that each stay lasted between one or a few days and 

approximately six months. Around half of the women who stayed in conventional homes 

described tense and stressful environments, often associated with strained relationships 

or conflict with their host(s), as Caetana (age 61) recounted: “What I can say about the 

home of my mother-in-law is that it was a torture because she never liked me […]. It was 

not a very healthy or homely life. […]. Also, there were arguments between my mother-
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in-law and my sister-in-law”. Two women said that they had been overburdened with 

domestic and caring duties and another felt displeased with a lack of privacy in the home 

of a family member and having her belongings messed up. A further woman explained 

that she could not cope with a family member attempting to control her life. Filomena 

(age 47) experienced a strong sense of alienation when she moved temporarily to the 

family home: “It was a shock. The home was changed, my mother was changed, it didn´t 

seem like my home. Because the one who was in charge at home was my mother´s partner, 

he decided everything. And I missed my father there [who had deceased]”. 

Several women reported a lack of space in these homes and having to sleep on a 

sofa in a living room. In a small number of cases, the women also described overcrowded 

environments, as Clarisse (age 59) recounted: “And I stayed there [home of an 

acquaintance] with three more guys from my homeland. […]. [We] slept in the living 

room, in the floor”. Three women had been exposed to unsafe, abusive or violent 

environments in the homes of friends or acquaintances: one woman reported that she had 

been beaten by a male friend when she was living in his home; and two further women 

reported that their money had been stolen while residing with acquaintances. 

A small number of women explained the strategies they used in order to avoid 

becoming a burden for their hosts, including: leaving the house during the day; helping 

with domestic tasks; contributing to the household budget with their welfare payments; 

eating only a small amount of food; and/or attempting to find food elsewhere (Peters, 

2012). Clarisse (age 59) described how she and other persons negotiated food 

consumption in the home of an acquaintance: “We [went] to the butcher and asked for 

bones to make a soup. They gave us [the bones] and we cooked and at night we ate this 

soup. […]. We eat a little amount [of food], three spoons only, three full spoons and two 

slices of bread, nothing else”. Others similarly described food deprivation and a lack of 

income and, sometimes, had to seek financial assistance from a social worker or beg for 

money, as Helena (age 45) explained: “I took my stuff to the home of a male friend. There 

was another girl there […], she was homeless too and he opened the door to her. […]. We 

begged in the street so that we could afford tobacco, coffees, medication”. 

Three women reported that they had deliberately partnered with a housed man 

with whom they had not previously been involved romantically. The decision to partner 

with a housed man was taken at junctures in the women´s lives when they had no 

resources to secure accommodation and depicted as a way out of financial hardships and 
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housing crises (Reeve, 2018; Sharam, 2008). Anabela (age 45) described a conversation 

with a former partner in which she explained her reasons for moving in with a housed 

man: “I´m going to join a man but it´s not for love, it´s more like to have a home. […]. 

And then I moved in with him thinking that… well, I would be fine, have a future and get 

away from this misery”. However, these informal arrangements invariably broke down, 

either immediately or within a few months. One woman reported that she had been raped 

upon her arrival in the accommodation with a housed man but was able to escape. The 

other women described a gradual deterioration of their relationships with these men and 

very tense and distressing home environments, as Mariana (age 52) recounted: “Living 

[with housed man] was a very bad experience […]. I used to take his pills to be able to 

sleep, anxiety pills […]. I was always anxious to leave”. Mariana attempted to escape this 

home on several occasions but had to return because she lacked the financial resources to 

live independently at a time when she was receiving a social welfare payment: “It´s just 

that I had no money”. 

Rooms featured in the women´s hidden homeless situations and were typically 

depicted as a temporary solution to their lack of housing. Those who moved from sleeping 

rough to rooms described these transitions as positive in terms of physical safety, comfort 

and/or allowing them to rest and take care of their personal hygiene. 

[A]t least I was not sleeping in the street under the bridge of [place near Lisbon] or beneath a 

building or inside a van, being waked up by the police with spray in the eyes or by some guy 

raping me or stealing me everything […]. There I had my room, I had television, I had my bath, 

my food (Pilar, age 49). 

 

The experience of living in rooms also had negative aspects such as situations of 

economic exploitation and attempted sexual abuse, conflict with the landlord, poor 

conditions, and the rooms being located a long distance from amenities and women´s 

informal networks. One woman reported that she felt lonely and increased her alcohol use 

as a coping mechanism (McNaughton & Sanders, 2007). 

I didn´t like the room, it was a terror for me, I didn´t sleep that night […]. It was far away. And 

she [adult child] was pregnant and everything [and couldn´t help her mother]. I was alone, I 

would have died there (Piedade, age 59). 

 

But I just stayed there [room] a few months, then I felt so lonely […]. I started to drink again, 

I started to drink. No, I… that´s what I say, I can´t live alone in rooms (Caetana, age 61).  

 

 Squats also featured in the women´s accounts of hidden homelessness. Most had 

squatted in the company of other people, most often male squatters, and a further woman 
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had lived in a squat with her partner. These women described a host of difficulties and 

dangers, including problems related to the physical deterioration of the buildings such as: 

being exposed to cold, rain and humidity, particularly during the winter; the garbage, 

unsavory smells and mice infestation; no electricity; the buildings being set on fire; and 

lack of conditions to attend to their personal hygiene (one woman found this especially 

problematic during her menstruation). A small number complained about a lack of 

privacy and found it difficult to live communally and manage the available space with 

other squatters who were unclean or did not behave properly (e.g. left dirty clothing on 

the floor). These women felt vulnerable and unsafe and explained that robbery of every 

type of items was frequent. Illustrating some of these points, Pilar (age 49) stated: “I´m 

staying in an abandoned factory full of mice, a terrible smell, always afraid that someone 

might hurt me isn´t it? They steal me everything”. Three women reported that they had 

been raped or severely beaten while squatting in a neighbourhood that was a hotspot for 

drug selling and use and where episodes of violence were depicted as widespread. These 

women´s heavy drug use and their presence in this neighbourhood may have contributed 

to their vulnerability to these types of violence (Goodman et al., 2006). 

The women´s movements in and out of hidden homelessness were multifaceted 

and several reported more than one type of move. Sixteen women moved to service-led 

accommodation at some point: to homelessness accommodation (n=13) - either a shelter 

or, less often, a room paid for by a social service - and/or to accommodation provided 

outside the homelessness sector (n=7). Thirteen women moved to other hidden homeless 

situations; they often made transitions between the homes of different persons and, less 

frequently, exited to rooms. Ten moved from hidden homelessness to sleeping rough. A 

further six described transitions to housing: to private rented sector accommodation along 

with an intimate partner (n=4) or to the family home (n=2). Only four women moved 

from hidden homelessness to institutional settings: a hospital (n=3) or prison (n=1).  

The contexts surrounding these women´s moves within and out of hidden 

homeless situations were complex and diverse, but it was possible to identify (sometimes 

overlapping) events and circumstances driving these transitions. These women´s 

experiences in, and perceptions of, these living situations were often related to their 

moves. Some women were aware that their stays with family, friends or acquaintances 

would be brief and did not expect to remain for long. Several felt the need to escape places 

that were marked by conflict, distress, loneliness, extreme deprivation, danger or violence 
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in the many contexts outlined above. Others were asked to leave or were under pressure 

from their host(s) to move within a short period of time, as Anabela (age 45) recounted: 

“I left the home of my sister because of my brother-in-law. […]. We argued and then my 

brother-in-law said - You can only stay here until the end of the month”. 

Some of the women´s reasons for moving were connected to the type of 

accommodation where they stayed. One woman, for example, had to leave the home of 

her adult child because the household was evicted while another had to abandon a squat 

that had been set on fire. A small number of women had to leave rooms following a 

landlord´s decision or because they failed to make rental payments. Events in other realms 

of the women´s lives also impacted their living situations, such as when they had to be 

hospitalized, were incarcerated or found employment and were able to move to the home 

of an employer. Accessing formal support enabled many women to move to service-led 

accommodation. The women´s informal networks and intimate relationships influenced 

their moves to other types of accommodation, such as when they moved to the private 

rented sector with a partner. Mothering featured as an important context surrounding the 

transitions of a few women. Benedita (age 38) was attempting to reduce her drug use and 

was anxious to reunite with her child, and believed that moving to a room had helped to 

strengthen her bonds with her child: “Meanwhile I have the room, I am buying clothes, I 

am doing other things that I didn´t do. I´m not using drugs everyday […]. I was able to 

get closer to my child, a little, because I´ve shown her the room. She is happy”. 

Consistent with previous studies, these findings highlight a range of difficulties 

experienced by women during periods of hidden homelessness, with many describing 

deprivation, highly precarious conditions, and/or unhomely, strained, distressing and 

sometimes violent and dangerous environments (Enders-Dragässer, 2010; Jones, 1999; 

Reeve & Batty, 2011; Riley et al., 2007; Sheridan, 2017). These data also emphasize the 

agency of women who attempted to make the best of their precarious living conditions, 

such as when they articulated several strategies that they used to manage relationships 

and tension in the household (Peters, 2012). The study´s women described varied and 

complex moves between hidden homeless situations and/or towards other destinations, 

including service-led accommodation, sleeping rough, housing and institutional settings 

(Reeve et al., 2007). The women´s experiences and views of hidden homeless situations, 

the intersection of other realms of their lives with their living situations, accessing service 

support, their social ties and mothering roles all influenced these moves. 
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8.3.3. Shelter accommodation 

Entering and residing in shelters  

Some women were reluctant to use shelters because they believed that shelters are 

not functional in the sense that they accommodate people unknown to each other who 

have different problems. Some told that they had heard that shelters were unclean and 

unsafe or anticipated a lack of privacy, waiting lists for shelter accommodation or rules 

that would be difficult to adhere to. Two women refused to move to a shelter that they 

perceived to be intimidating and frightening or dominated by the presence of heavy drug 

users and sex workers. One woman considered that shelters would be inappropriate to her 

needs. Others, however, resorted to shelters at a later point in their homeless trajectories 

because they initially lacked awareness and information about this type of 

accommodation (Mayock et al., 2015a; Reeve et al., 2007). 

Those who had resided in shelters included women in all age groups and eight of 

the 11 older women reported that they had spent time in a shelter. The reported length of 

time spent in shelters varied significantly. In Portugal, emergency and temporary bed 

occupation is concentrated in the same shelters. Two women occupied emergency beds 

and their stays lasted between two and three days, respectively, at which point they were 

directed to another form of accommodation. Other brief stays in shelters (up to four days) 

occurred in the context of voluntary or enforced discharge. The remaining stays 

corresponded to temporary homelessness accommodation and lasted between under one 

month and 22 months continuously. The time limit for temporary accommodation - which 

is six months - was exceeded in nine cases, a finding that resonates with previous data 

from the Portuguese context (Barros, 2010; Pleace et al., 2018). 

Several women found it difficult to adjust to shelter accommodation because of 

the communal way of living, a chaotic and overcrowded environment, lack of familiarity 

with the rules and/or challenges associated with interacting with many different people. 

The first five days were chaos, a chaos when I moved here. I saw many people leaving and 

entering, leaving, entering. And I said - Oh my God, this seems like a bus! […]. It was very 

confusing to me, I reacted… I was so scared of talking to people [other shelter users] (Madalena, 

age 18). 

 

Some women explained that they had no option but to adjust to living in a shelter 

because they had no alternative accommodation and/or because they considered shelters 

to be preferable to sleeping rough. 
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Well, in the beginning it was very difficult to adjust. […]. But we have to adjust and I had 

nowhere to go, I couldn´t sleep rough, I was so sick at the time (Luísa, age 38). 

 

Several women managed their exposure to uncomfortable or unpleasant shelter 

environments through a cocooning behaviour, which was explained earlier (McQuoid & 

Dijst, 2012). Some used books or mobile phones as an attempt to retreat into a protective 

cocoon and discourage undesirable interactions while a number reported avoiding conflict 

with other residents, not responding to provocations and/or isolating themselves as much 

as possible by retreating into more secluded areas such as the library or bedrooms. 

[W]hat I wanted the most was to avoid arguments […]. I used to enter [into the shelter], took a 

bath, sometimes ate… on other occasions I didn´t, I went to bed, I usually had a book to read 

until I became sleepy and that´s it (Luísa, age 38). 

 

All of the women who resided or were residing in shelters described both positive 

and negative aspects of this form of accommodation. Some tangible benefits of shelters 

were commonly reported, with many women describing that they had a roof over their 

heads and a place where they could sleep, eat, take care of their personal hygiene and 

laundry, obtain clothes and/or receive primary health care. Some of these women valued 

and expressed their gratitude for having been offered this type of support. 

I do have a shelter and I thank for that because if I hadn´t I don´t know how I could cope with 

this. […]. Things are difficult but at least I do have a bed to sleep in, I have food, I have a bath 

[…]. Sometimes, when I´m in the subway or so, I see people sleeping in benches or so, and the 

first thing that crosses my mind is that it could be easily me. […]. And so, we have to evaluate 

and value what we have (Eduarda, age 44). 

 

Some women mentioned that they had company and someone who could assist 

them in situations of need and/or that they felt safe and protected by security staff. A 

number described episodes of mutual help and information sharing between shelter users 

(e.g. related to available support and services). Several had forged friendships with other 

residents and valued the affectionate, respectful and supportive manner in which they 

were treated by some shelter users and service providers. 

[Inside the shelter] one has to select the persons with whom one interacts the most and stick to 

that circle. […]. I have a lot of friends here (Caetana, age 61). 

 

They [female residents] comfort me […]. Or give me some money if I want a chocolate […]. 

And I do the same thing […]. We are like a family, that´s true. I do have a family and they don´t 

care (Piedade, age 59).  

 

The most frequently reported negative aspects of residing in shelters were 

associated with the behaviour of other shelter users. Several women explained that 
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robbery was a constant threat or that their belongings or money had been stolen, which 

generated a sense of suspicion and distrust. Some described strategies to avoid further 

robbery such as always carrying their handbags with them, keeping their purses inside 

their clothes, sleeping with their mobile phones and other valuable items under the pillow, 

and/or leaving their belongings with security staff. Many women described conflict, 

arguments, tension, strained relationships and gossiping among shelter users in which 

they were sometimes involved. 

[Ilda] describes conflict with other female residents […] and gossiping in the shelter; for 

example, someone told her that [one female resident] was saying bad things about her (Non-

recorded interview, 01/07/2017).  

 

Caetana says that some female residents with whom she shares the bedroom have been teasing 

her (insulting her, saying that she is smelly) and have tried to accuse her of robbery [that she 

hasn´t committed], etc. […]. She points out one woman in her bedroom as the only person she 

trusts (Fieldnote, 20/12/2017). 

 

Many women felt uncomfortable with dealing with people coming from diverse 

social backgrounds and cultural milieus, who displayed different interests, values and 

prior life experiences, who had problems such as mental illness or heavy substance use, 

and/or who were unclean or did not behave properly (e.g. making too much noise inside 

the bedrooms, messing up, yelling, articulating obscenities, exhibiting rude gestures, 

repeatedly asking for money, coffee or tobacco).   

[T]he kind of people with whom I am dealing now [shelter users] are different from me and so 

I don´t have anything in common [with them], we can´t have a conversation […]. I don´t know 

how to talk about… you know… [drugs]. […]. Yeah and then I feel stupid […] and I feel 

[inferior] because I don´t understand half of the things they are [saying] to me and they are 

always making fun of me (Eduarda, age 44). 

 

Many things happened here this week. Everyone was punished for saying obscenities, for things 

they did, they come here drunk, they fight with each other (Caetana, age 61). 

 

Other negative aspects of residing in shelters included the poor and unclean 

conditions of the facilities and a lack of privacy in the context of shared bedrooms and 

bathrooms. Several women complained about a particular shelter in terms of its 

overcrowded environment, poor quality meals, and lack of space and furniture for the 

storage of belongings. For a number of women, some rules such as schedules for leaving 

and entering the facilities were unpleasant or led them to feel imprisoned. Others, 

however, viewed the rules as unproblematic or necessary to make the shelter work. Being 

forced to spend all day outdoors was quite difficult for some women who resided in 

services that operated only as night shelters; this was particularly problematic during the 
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winter months and for those with health problems and older. The range of alternatives 

available for spending the day was limited because of the women´s lack of financial 

resources and having nowhere to go. Some walked around the city or remained in faith-

based facilities and one woman met with her partner. Some used daytime services but 

these were scarce and their environments were sometimes described as unpleasant and 

uncomfortable, as Filomena (age 47) explained: “This space [daytime service] is a bit 

critical to me because I don´t have anything in common with most of them [other users] 

and there are things very confusing to me. […]. I stay there [seating alone with her mobile 

phone], at least I´m seated, I´m enclosed”. One woman, who did not self-identify as a 

homeless person, explained that she felt homeless by remaining outdoors all day without 

money, support and a sense of purpose. 

When someone is out there all day and […] has no place to go and no support, a person feels 

homeless, feels without a self-purpose. […]. This is when I feel that I don´t have anything at 

all, it is when the reality of what is happening in my life comes in. […]. [I]t is difficult when a 

person is hungry in the afternoon. Imagine […] you leave here now and […] pass through a 

place and say - Ah, I would like [to eat something]. You can go in and spend one euro buying 

something. I cannot because that euro will make the difference between being able to sit in a 

place for four hours when it is raining or having such luxury in that minute (Eduarda, age 44).  

 

Women´s difficulties with spending the day out of shelters have been described in 

previous studies (Bottomley et al., 2001; Liebow, 1995; Russell, 2011). As Russell (2011, 

p. 48) notes, “there is some sort of cruel irony in providing food and shelter for women 

and then forcing them to live in the streets for 10-12 hours a day”. Moreover, as Eduarda´s 

quote also suggests, being forced to leave a shelter during the day is when “the fact that 

this is not their home is painfully emphasized” (Russell, 2011, p. 48). 

Visiting the study´s women in shelters and maintaining contact with them over 

time enabled an understanding of the women´s fluctuating views about shelter 

accommodation. At the time of the interview, Madalena (age 18) was a newcomer to a 

shelter that she portrayed in a very positive light because she felt more cared for and 

supported in the shelter than with her family.  

[Shelter] gave me support, gave me incentive […]. When I need, [shelter] is here to help me. 

[…]. Because it is the love of so many people, there is someone concerned with me, someone 

who wants the best for me and does not let me fall. […]. They [family] don´t care (Madalena, 

age 18). 

 

A few months later, however, Madalena´s view of the shelter had shifted 

significantly, as illustrated in the following excerpt from fieldnotes.  
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Nowadays she is disappointed, frustrated, angry and says that they [social workers] have not 

done anything for her after several months there [in the shelter]. […]. She says that she is no 

longer wishing to stay, everyone drives her mad, she wants to cry and sometimes needs to leave 

the shelter to get some air. […]. She is discouraged and concerned and seems to be stuck with 

problems to be solved. All of this is a burden to her (Fieldnote, 13/04/2018).  

 

Like Madalena, a number of women displayed frustration, disappointment and 

concern over unresolved problems and what they perceived to be an insufficient and 

inadequate support from service providers. In a similar vein, many women studied by 

Mayock et al. (2015a) claimed that their needs were not adequately addressed, 

particularly with the passing of time. Moreover, several women in this study explained 

that living in shelters was very demanding for the many reasons outlined above and these 

challenges tended to intensify over time. 

[Piedade] says that remaining for a long time in the shelter causes stress and anxiety, there is 

no quiet or silence, there is a lot of people there, she becomes distressed with the massive influx 

of users into the hall at 6 p.m. (Fieldnote, 02/12/2016). 

 

All of the study´s women resided in mixed-gender shelters that were heavily 

dominated by male users. Some described their relationships with male residents as 

unproblematic while others stated that they had forged relationships of friendship or 

camaraderie with some male residents, as Laura (age 65) recounted: “I get along better 

with men than with women [shelter users], they are more friendly, I have no problem so 

long as they respect me and I do not allow them to disrespect me”. Some women 

explained that they had difficult or strained relationships with both male and female 

residents while a small number expressed their discomfort with a male-dominated 

environment, with some complaining about men deciding what programmes to watch on 

television (e.g. football) and a further woman describing concerns about her safety.      

[Dalila] says that [the shelter] is a place for men, it is a heavy environment, they [male shelter 

users] tease her, do not have manners and intrude in her life […]. Dalila does not appreciate 

[these manners] and does not feel comfortable with having to deal with these people. […]. She 

says that the [building] is too big, to the extent that she is afraid of being hurt by someone - 

when would someone find her if she was locked in a room? (Fieldnote, 29/11/2016). 

 

Romantic relationships between residents in mixed-gender shelters appeared to be 

relatively common in that it was reported by some women and also observed by the 

researcher during fieldwork. This occurred despite the lack of sleeping facilities for 

couples and the separation of female and male dormitories. The women held different 

views on the matter of establishing intimate relationships with residents in shelters. While 

some were in an intimate relationship with a homeless man who also lived in a shelter, 
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others mentioned that they had no interest in getting involved with someone who was 

residing in these settings and/or that they disliked the approaches of some residents. 

Helena also talks about the persistent approaches of some residents and how she feels disturbed 

and uncomfortable with this. She says that she is tired of repeating that she is not in the shelter 

in search of a partner. She says that they wait to be with her, to take meals near her, etc., and 

she reveals that this type of stubbornness is very unpleasant (Fieldnote, 23/07/2017).  

 

Most of the women did not express a preference or desire for female-only 

accommodation. One woman believed that shelters should be mixed-gender in order to 

create more balanced environments while a further woman expressed her preference for 

female-only facilities based on her prior experience in refuge accommodation. Mixed-

gender facilities are often depicted in the literature as potentially frightening, unsafe or 

dangerous for women (e.g. Barros, 2010; Cameron et al., 2016; Mayock et al., 2015a; 

McLeod & Walsh, 2014; Walsh et al., 2010). Despite some accounts of discomfort and 

uneasiness in these male-dominated environments, most women in this study did not 

express any fear or insecurity associated with living alongside men and their interactions 

with male residents were nuanced and diverse. Some found it more difficult to co-habit 

with people of either gender who did not behave properly or had mental illness. Rather 

than focusing on the gender of shelter residents, some women expressed a desire for 

segregated facilities, believing that individuals with mental illness or problematic 

substance use should be placed in settings with appropriate mental health care or 

rehabilitation programmes (Salsi et al., 2017). 

In summary, women´s difficulties in adjusting to shelter accommodation, the view 

that shelters were preferable to sleeping rough, and their perspectives on the benefits and 

challenges associated with shelter life mirror the findings of previous studies (Barros, 

2010; Jones, 1999; Liebow, 1995; Lopes, 2017; Mayock et al., 2015a; McLeod & Walsh, 

2014; Russell, 2011; Salsi et al., 2017; Walsh et al., 2010). However, the women in this 

study offered more nuanced accounts of the experience of living in shelters than those 

described in some prior research. Jones (1999, p. 47), for example, found that “only one 

woman had anything positive to say about night shelters apart from the fact that they 

provided somewhere warm and dry and a bed”. In contrast with this assertion, several 

women in this study described benefits of shelters beyond their physical and material 

dimension, including having company, feeling cared for and having benefited from 

establishing positive relationships with particular shelter users and staff. Far from ideal, 

shelters were, nevertheless, perceived as places of refuge at times of extreme need, 
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suffering, lack of informal support and having nowhere to live. The findings of this study 

resonate with Liebow´s (1995, p. 189) assertion that “[s]helters are dynamic social 

systems whose moods are in a constant state of flux”, and demonstrate that the women´s 

relationships with shelters are complex, nuanced and fluctuating. Shelter accommodation 

is a permanent reminder of the women´s homeless, stigmatized status (Deward, 2007). 

Equally, however, shelters respond to the women´s immediate physical and material 

needs. Moreover, shelters provide the women with opportunities for sociability and 

solidarity and can convey a sense of community that, even if fragile and volatile, is 

precious at particularly difficult junctures (Liebow, 1995). Nevertheless, all of the women 

expressed a desire to exit shelter accommodation in the short-term or sometime in the 

future. They did not expect or wish to remain in shelters and often depicted their stays in 

this type of accommodation as a temporary solution to a housing crisis: “[F]or me, the 

shelter is not a permanence, it is just […] until I can rebuild my life because I don´t intend 

to stay here for a long, long time” (Helena, age 45). 

 

Moves out of shelters 

Among the 18 women who had resided in shelter accommodation, one had 

recently moved to a shelter at the time of the interview and the remaining 17 reported at 

least one transition from a shelter to another living situation. Table 21 summarizes the 

exit patterns from shelters that were identified among these 17 women. Some reported 

more than one type of exit and, therefore, the figures in Table 21 do not add up to 17. 

This table does not represent the total number of exits from shelters, which were 

sometimes impossible to count given the lack of precise figures provided by the women.  

 
Table 21. Participants´ exits from shelters  

Baseline 

living 

situation 

Main trigger for 

exiting 

Exit destination Number of participants 

who ever reported this 

type of exit 

Total 

Shelter 

Support from 
homelessness service 

Room paid for by a social service 8 
9 

Nursing home 1 

Intimate relationships 

and informal support 

Home of a partner 3 

5 Home of adult child  1 

Home of acquaintances 1 

Punishment or dismissal 
Another shelter 2 

4 
Rough sleeping 2 

Finding employment 
Rented room 2 

3 
Home of an employer 1 

Acute physical illness Hospital 2 2 

Fear and insecurity  Rough sleeping 1 1 
 
                                                                                                                                 Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 
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As shown in Table 21, most women (n=9) described exiting shelters alongside 

support from homelessness services, either to a room paid for by a social service (n=8) or 

to a nursing home (n=1). Five women reported moves out of shelters that were linked to 

their intimate relationships or support found among their social networks, making 

transitions to the home of a partner, an adult child or acquaintances. Four women departed 

from shelters in the context of punishment or dismissal. Punishment was associated with 

conflict with a service provider or not having adhered to a rule; in these cases, the women 

slept rough for one or a few nights and then returned to the same shelter. Two women 

were dismissed from a shelter due to conflict with another resident or alcohol 

consumption; in these cases, the women were offered the chance to move to another 

shelter and both accepted. Three women exited shelters when they found employment, 

either to an accommodation that they could afford or to the home of an employer. Two 

older women reported departure(s) to hospital(s) due to acute physical illnesses and both 

returned to the same shelter upon discharge from the hospital(s). Finally, Rafaela (age 27) 

had been told that a particular shelter was unsafe and that users had their possessions 

stolen and explained: “I got scared. Then I left my mobile phone with the security staff 

and everything, the belongings that I had. […]. I had my meal, took a bath, went to bed. 

Next day I left, I didn´t tell anyone”. Thus, many women were assisted by homelessness 

services in accessing other types of accommodation and/or remained in the shelter system 

despite having been punished or dismissed or having had hospital stay(s). Others 

disengaged from the shelter system when they moved to accommodation provided 

informally, found employment or abandoned a shelter. 

In Ireland, a qualitative study examined women´s exit paths from homelessness 

services (Mayock et al., 2015b) and it was possible to identify findings which resonate 

with or, alternatively, were somewhat different to those documented by these researchers. 

Similar to the findings of Mayock et al. (2015b), some of the women´s transitions out of 

homelessness accommodation in this research were linked to their intimate relationships 

and informal supports. However, moves to other types of service-led accommodation 

(often rooms paid for by a social service) were the most frequently reported exits in this 

sample, while Mayock et al. (2015b) found that departures to institutional settings (e.g. 

acute and psychiatric hospitals, prison) accounted for the largest number of women´s exits 

from homelessness services (which, in this study, were limited to two older women´s 

moves to acute hospitals). This sample includes three cases in which moves out of shelters 
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were connected to finding a job and attempting to live independently through paid work, 

which was not apparent in the research of Mayock et al. (2015b). 

All of the study´s women who disengaged from the shelter system - nine in total 

- returned to a shelter at a later point (after a period of some months or even years). A 

majority of these women (n=6) re-entered the homeless service sector on several separate 

occasions and stayed in the same and/or in a different shelter. These women´s returns to 

the shelter system highlighted several issues, including: the precariousness of their 

accommodation after their departure from the shelter system; their reliance on another 

person for a place to live; their precarious, low skilled and poorly paid positions in the 

labour market; financial hardships and lack of income to live independently; break-up of 

intimate relationships; and/or the fluctuation of the support provided by their social 

networks according to the state of their relationships and the extent to which their social 

networks could or were willing to offer them assistance. The following histories illustrate 

some of these points. 

Helena (age 45) exited a shelter to live in the home of her adult child. However, 

this transition did not succeed because her child was struggling financially and her son-

in-law did not allow her to move in with them: “[Child] told me - Mum, I´m also going 

through a very bad financial condition […]. And it was not possible also because my son-

in-law didn´t agree with that”. At the time, Helena had no other informal support and no 

financial resources to secure accommodation. She slept rough for two months until she 

established contact with a homelessness service and re-entered the shelter system. 

Clarisse (age 59) had moved back and forth between the shelter system and the 

homes of employers and acquaintances for a seven-year period. Her exits from shelters 

were driven by her attempts to improve her financial and living conditions through paid 

work. Her jobs enabled her to be accommodated in the homes of employers but were 

precarious, temporary and/or poorly paid, hindering her ability to save money and live 

independently 104. Clarisse had no family support; she stayed with acquaintances on 

multiple occasions until these options became exhausted or unavailable. Clarisse 

 
104 Clarisse worked mainly as live-in housekeeper and helper in the care of elderly people. Her jobs lasted 

between a few days and approximately three years. She reported a number of reasons for quitting or being 

dismissed from these jobs (and leaving these homes), including: very low wages; difficulties in taking care 

of elderly people (e.g. being too heavy to be mobilized); the older person moving to a nursing home; and 

employers disliking her or scolding her and shouting at her.  
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presented to services and re-entered the shelter system when she lacked employment, 

financial resources and alternatives to arrange accommodation. 

I left [the home of an acquaintance who asked her to leave], I called 144 [national line for social 

emergencies]. I said something like this - Now I cannot ask anyone else to arrange me a place 

to sleep. […]. [I] had more or less two euros in my bank account (Clarisse, age 59). 

 

The analysis of the women´s use of the shelter system by age groups unveiled 

some differences between older women and younger or middle-aged women. The average 

age of the women who reported lengthier stays in shelters was higher (51.4 years versus 

44 years). Among the nine women who stayed in a shelter for more than six months, five 

were older and a further four were in their 30s and 40s. In addition, all of the older women 

who resided in shelters reported stays of more than six months and/or re-entered the 

shelter system at a later point. By contrast, only six out of the 10 younger and middle-

aged women who had spent time in shelters described this pattern of shelter use. These 

data suggest that older women may remain in shelters for more prolonged periods of time 

and/or face greater difficulties in securing stable accommodation. 

In reality, the issue of exiting shelters to another type of accommodation was a 

source of concern and anxiety for several women and this matter generated significant 

distress for older women, particularly when they were confronted with a deadline to exit 

a shelter. Older women reported interrelated constraints that hindered or blocked their 

prospects of making transitions out of shelters and which prolonged their stays, including 

inadequate income and difficulties in finding accommodation due to a shortage of 

available rooms and the high cost of private rented accommodation. Two older women 

expressed additional concerns, related to a disability or health problem, about finding a 

proper place to live. One example is Caetana (age 61), who had been given a deadline to 

exit a shelter but had not found alternative accommodation. 

[Caetana] seems frightened, anxious and concerned with the prospect of having to exit the 

shelter within a short period of time. […]. In the shelter, she has been advised to seek a room. 

She considers that she cannot live alone due to her health problems (Fieldnote, 20/12/2017). 

 

More than one month later, Caetana continued to struggle to find accommodation. 

She had considered sharing a home with another female resident in the shelter but this did 

not materialize because this resident moved to another accommodation. 

Caetana has been seeking [accommodation] using the internet but she says that it is very 
difficult to find [accommodation] because of the high costs and because priority is given to 

students and younger people (Fieldnote, 07/02/2018). 
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These findings draw attention to the particular difficulties that older people 

confronted when seeking to move from a homeless shelter, including: low or virtually no 

probability of re-entering the labour market and earning wages (particularly due to their 

older age or poor health condition with permanent incapacity to work); their need for 

appropriate accommodation related to a disability or health problem; and their options 

because of the lack of affordable housing (Gonyea et al., 2010; Grenier et al., 2016a; 

Kisor & Kendal-Wilson, 2002; Pereirinha et al., 2008; Salem & Ma-Pham, 2015). 

Moreover, policies defining the access to pension benefits had an impact on the financial 

condition of two older women who could not yet qualify for their retirement pensions. 

One example is Piedade (age 59). She was saving money from her disability benefit while 

residing in a shelter, but explained that this money would come to an end before she 

would reach the age limit to qualify for her retirement pension: “I can exit here [shelter] 

with at least one thousand and something [euros]. […]. Then I don´t know how am I going 

to make it last […] for eight or nine years until I get my pension. […]. How am I going 

to manage? It´s not possible”. 

Although not limited to the time spent in shelters, some studies show that older 

people experience longer periods of homelessness than their younger counterparts (Caton 

et al., 2005; Cohen, 1999). Without work to enable an exit from homelessness, the 

combined effects of low income, insufficient social protection and lack of affordable and 

suitable housing can prolong homelessness among older people to the extent that “if not 

properly addressed, may become a more permanent state” (Grenier et al., 2016a, p. 77).  

 

8.3.4. Transitions to rooms paid for by a social service 

In Portugal, the reality for women (and men) who live in rooms paid for by a social 

service is apparently extensive but deeply unknown (Baptista et al., 2005). Fourteen 

women had lived or were living in this form of accommodation, consisting of rooms 

located in Lisbon city that were financed wholly or partially by SCML. The women had 

resided in these rooms on one (n=11) or a number of occasions (n=3) and the cumulative 

duration of their stays typically spanned from between one and eight months 105. 

 
105 One woman lived in rooms for three years and a half and two further women did not indicate the duration 

of their stays. Baptista et al. (2005) described a lengthier average duration of women and men´s stays in 

these rooms (15 months). The shorter duration of the study´s women stays might be related to the fact that 

seven had recently moved to a room at the time of the study. 
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Consistent with Baptista´s et al. (2005) findings, the women who lived in these rooms 

were often middle-aged (between 37 and 49 years old) (n=7) or older (n=4). Eleven 

women resided in this form of accommodation alone while three others were or had been 

accompanied by a partner. Prior to moving to rooms, most women had resided in shelters 

and, less often, in situations of hidden homelessness, prison or had been sleeping rough.  

Moving to a room was depicted by most women as having a range of benefits, 

including a roof over one´s head and more comfort compared to sleeping rough, as Luísa 

(age 38) recounted: “Having a roof, having a bed… it´s always much better than sleeping 

in the street”. One woman explained that moving to a room had enabled her to distance 

herself from mainstream homelessness services. A number valued the silent and quiet 

environments experienced in (some of) these rooms as well as the respectful behaviour 

of other residents. 

You don´t hear a fly, [residents] respect each other, there are no doors beating, no entrances 

and leaving of unknown people. It´s wonderful. Truly, peace and quiet (Bárbara, age 41).  

 

Moving to this type of accommodation enabled the women to regain some sense 

of privacy. Despite sharing common areas such as the kitchen and the bathroom, the 

women had an individual bedroom which provided a space and a refuge from the outside 

world, and allowed them to store their belongings safely, as Luísa (age 38) explained: “[It 

is] my little corner, no one goes there, it´s just mine, where I have my belongings”. 

Some women valued the autonomy and freedom they experienced while residing 

in rooms, in the sense that they did not have to adhere to rules or schedules and could 

enter and leave the rooms whenever they wished without having to justify their 

movements to service providers (as they did in shelter accommodation). A small number 

of women also mentioned the importance of having bedroom keys and being able to close 

the door of their bedroom. In this way, they felt that they had far more control over their 

environment and living situation compared to shelter accommodation. 

[I] have my own key [to the bedroom], I enter, I leave, I don´t have to justify myself, I don´t 

have to leave at certain hour or enter from a certain hour (Bárbara, age 41).  

 

The gains in terms of comfort, silence, quietness and privacy afforded by rooms 

in comparison to shelters and sleeping rough had been previously identified by Baptista 

et al. (2005). The women in this study also emphasized the greater sense of autonomy and 

freedom they experienced when residing in rooms, outlining the importance that they 
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placed on having more control over their living situations (Barros, 2010; Thörn, 2001; 

Walsh et al., 2009; Watson & Austerberry, 1986). 

The women´s accounts of their experiences in rooms also highlighted some 

negative aspects of living in this type of accommodation. Some, for example, complained 

that rooms were located far-away from homelessness services that they used on a daily 

basis (e.g. a soup kitchen), forcing them to walk long distances or having to spend money 

on public transportation. A small number explained that the rooms were inappropriate 

because of a health or physical condition. For example, one older woman resided in a 

room on the fourth floor and found it difficult to get upstairs. Consistent with previous 

studies (Baptista et al., 2005; Barros, 2010), the poor conditions of the rooms and their 

state of disrepair were often mentioned, including: a bedroom without a window or a 

window broken; lack of equipment in the bedrooms such as television; bathroom seepage; 

and lack of hygiene and fleas or cockroaches in the bedrooms and in shared areas. 

I would like to have better conditions in the room. There are cockroaches on every place, even 

in the bathroom and in the kitchen. […]. [I] keep cleaning and it´s always the same thing 

(Liliana, age 33).  

 

Mirroring previous research findings in the Portuguese context (Baptista et al., 

2005; Barros, 2010), the study´s women often reported problems related to other residents 

and sharing the kitchen and the bathroom, including: too much noise or arguments 

between residents; restricted use of the kitchen and the bathroom; lack of space to store 

the food in the fridge; lack of privacy in the shared areas; and other residents leaving the 

shared areas unclean. Liliana (age 33) also explained that some of her belongings and 

food had been stolen: “Today, in the morning, I went to the bathroom, the bathroom was 

filthy […]. In the kitchen they [other residents] are stealing food”. 

People residing in rooms paid for by a social service are in extremely precarious 

situations because they rely on the support of services for rental payments and have no 

legal title to occupation (Baptista et al., 2005). Some women were aware of the fragility 

of these living situations, which generated concern and anxiety. Two women described 

episodes of tension and distress due to delays or problems related to rental payments on 

the part of SCML. A number expressed their concerns about the lack of security of tenure 

and having to leave the rooms if the landlords requested that they do so. 

[N]owadays I am staying in this room but if the landlord decides that he wants to get his house 
back and dismisses everyone, one returns to the same situation, square one, seeking a room, 
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moving, doing this, doing that, changing address. And it has been difficult for me to get used 

to this idea (Bárbara, age 41). 

 

Despite moving to rooms, these women continued to struggle with very low 

income. Luísa (age 38) received a social welfare payment, contributed to the rental 

payments and the remaining money was insufficient to support her basic survival needs. 

She acknowledged several benefits of living in rooms compared to sleeping rough and 

shelter accommodation, but also explained that her situation had not improved 

significantly: “Some days I don´t have anything to eat. […]. [I]´m in the room for [more 

than] two years and things are the same or even worse isn´t it?”. 

Most women (n=11) described at least one exit from a room financed by SCML 

and some of these women moved between rooms on one or more occasions. The reported 

reasons for moving between rooms included: a decision from the landlord to suspend his 

rental activity; other residents making too much noise or creating disturbances; and the 

poor conditions of the rooms (Baptista et al., 2005). The remaining women moved from 

rooms to a variety of destinations, including: private rented accommodation accompanied 

by a partner, a shelter, a squat and sleeping rough. The reported reasons for these moves 

included a decision from a social worker or failure to make rental payments. The exits of 

other women from these settings had been influenced by an intimate relationship. Eunice 

(age 58) explained that she had to leave a room because her partner had caused disruption 

during a period of heavy alcohol and drug consumption: “I left because he made a lot of 

noise. And one day he drank too much [alcohol] and smoked too much [drug], he threw 

away all my clothes to the trash can outside”. 

Overall, the study´s women considered their transitions to rooms to be positive 

and depicted rooms as a better alternative to sleeping rough or living in squats and 

shelters, despite their broader difficulties and problems with this form of accommodation. 

In this sense, moving to rooms was viewed as a positive trajectory, which was similarly 

noted by Baptista et al. (2005). However, these women lived in rooms by necessity 

because they could not access and afford housing, as Dora (age 31) explained: “[W]e are 

living in rooms not because we want to, it´s because we don´t have a house or social 

housing to stay”. Consistent with previous research (Baptista et al., 2005; Barros, 2010), 

almost all of the women who had lived or were living in rooms expressed a strong desire 

for a place of their own where they could have a higher degree of privacy and control 

over their living situation. One woman also mentioned that a place of her own would 
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enable her to enjoy the company of her friends. These findings show that the study´s 

women valued and emphasized the social dimension of a secure dwelling (Barros, 2010; 

Thörn, 2001; Walsh et al., 2009; Watson & Austerberry, 1986).  

I´m tired of living in rooms because it is confusing with a lot of people […]. I would like… 

more or less… just knowing that at least the bathroom is only mine. A [small] apartment where 

I could be with my friends, my colleagues, that´s what I would like (Eunice, age 58). 

 

8.4. Seeking a place to live: constraints and opportunities 

In this section attention shifts to the factors and circumstances that underpinned 

and influenced the women´s attempts to secure accommodation. By exploring the 

constraints and opportunities they confronted when seeking a place to live, it was possible 

to more fully understand the wide range of living situations and transitions they 

experienced and the prolonged and/or repeat patterns of homelessness of a large number. 

 

8.4.1. Lack of income as a barrier to exiting homelessness 

The sources of income of the participants at the time of the study are summarized 

in Table 22, some of which had been identified in previous national studies (e.g. Gomes, 

2002; Martins, 2017; Quintas, 2010). Several women reported more than one source of 

income and, for this reason, the figures presented in Table 22 do not add up to 34. Three 

women did not mention any source of income. 

 

Table 22. Current sources of income of the research participants 

Sources of income Number of participants 

Social welfare payments 14 

Monetary support from family, friends, (ex-)partners 10 

Monetary support from services 8 

Earnings from begging 6 

Survival sex/prostitution 4 

Wages 3 

Non-professional training provided in shelter 3 

Domestic tasks in private houses sporadically 2 

Selling belongings/personal items 2 

Stealing/shoplifting 2 

Paid professional training 1 

Small amount of savings 1 

Giving information and running errands 1 

Earnings from parking cars 1 
 
                                                                                                           Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 
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As documented in Table 22, over one-third of the women (n=14) received social 

welfare payments, including: social insertion income (n=9); lifelong disability benefit 

(n=2); monetary support for life autonomy (n=2); and survivor´s pension (n=1) 106. Nine 

other women applied or were about to apply for the social insertion income. In Portugal, 

after 1996, the so-called new generation of social policies involved a new concept of 

social action intending to promote the autonomy and self-sufficiency of each citizen. A 

social welfare payment, which is currently called social insertion income, was one of the 

measures implemented (Baptista, 2009; ISS IP, 2005). The introduction of social insertion 

income has contributed to a reduction in the levels of poverty and deprivation among the 

poorest populations (Capucha, 2015). However, accessing this benefit requires an 

application, is conditional on participation in social inclusion programmes and also 

involves a series of bureaucratic procedures (Diogo, 2015). It may, therefore, not be a 

viable resource for many homeless persons (Baptista, 2009; ISS IP, 2005). 

Some of the participants´ difficulties in accessing or applying for social insertion 

income resonate with this argument. These difficulties included: a lack of address; the 

expiry of one´s identification card and a lack of money and personal motivation to renew 

it; documents lost, particularly the identification card; and failure to accomplish the 

conditions required to maintain this welfare payment. Another woman mentioned that she 

had not been informed by her social worker about her eligibility for the social insertion 

income, resulting in a delay in her application for this social welfare payment. Two further 

women believed that they were not eligible for the social insertion income because they 

would not be considered extremely poor by social services; one woman owned a home 

and the other was still married (although separated) and her husband ran a business. One 

older woman had disengaged from the service system for many years while sleeping 

rough; meanwhile she applied for the social insertion income with the assistance of a 

 
106 The social insertion income is a 1-year renewable payment. Receiving this payment depends on several 
criteria, including: over 18 years old; extreme poverty; legal residence in Portugal; and willingness to 

accomplish a contract which involves being available to work or training courses (ISS IP, 2020). In 2017, 

the social insertion income was set in €183.84 per month (Portaria n.º 5/2017 de 3 de janeiro), which was 

the amount that these nine women were receiving. In 2020, the amount of the social insertion income 

increased to €189.66 per month (ISS IP, 2020). Two older women had lifelong disability benefits of 

approximately €350 and €390 per month, respectively. Two younger women were benefiting from a 

monetary support for life autonomy, which is a 6-month renewable payment and one of the measures for 

protecting children and young people at risk (Lei n.º 142/2015 de 8 de setembro). A further woman was 

managing a survivor´s pension that had been allocated to her child when she was orphaned of father; the 

amount of this pension was €230 per month. 
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homelessness service, but was concerned and anxious about the paperwork and 

bureaucratic procedures necessary to receive and renew this welfare payment.  

[Dalila] has to renew the social insertion income within one year and so she has to take care of 

paperwork and is afraid of forgetting about it or some unexpected event preventing her from 

renewing it, in which case she would lose her income and return to the street. […]. Another 

concern is that she has to take care of an ATM card […] to be able to receive [the money]. She 

had an ATM card many years ago but forgot how it works (Fieldnote, 21/04/2017). 

 

Some women explained that social welfare payments were important in enabling 

them to cover some daily expenses and afford part of their accommodation. 

There is a coffee machine at [daytime service]… a coffee costs 40 cents… and not having 40 

cents is frightening. […]. And that was difficult. When I received that [monetary] support it 

was a relief (Bárbara, age 41).  

 

[If I didn´t receive the social insertion income] I couldn´t pay the rent [of the room] isn´t it? I 

would have to come back [to a shelter]… no, I don´t want to do that (Luísa, age 38). 

 

However, none of the social welfare payments enabled the women to afford 

housing in addition to daily expenses such as food, medication, hygiene products and 

public transportation costs. The social insertion income, for example, did not even cover 

the rent of a room, as Luísa (age 38) recounted: “Nowadays I am receiving the social 

insertion income and they [SCML] give me the rest of the money to pay my room because 

the social insertion income is [around] 180 euros and the room costs 220 [euros]”. For a 

number, social welfare payments would be insufficient to meet the cost of their daily 

expenses even if they were to move to a room paid partially or totally by a social service 

and also received additional support (e.g. access to a soup kitchen).  

In principle, SCML will contribute with 100 euros for the payment of the rent and [Adelaide] 

will pay the remaining 100 euros for a total rental payment of 200 euros. Her meals (lunch and 

dinner) will take place in [a soup kitchen]. SCML will also pay for her medication. She has 83 

euros left over [per month], which she considers to be insufficient for her breakfasts, coffees, 

tobacco, hygiene products and detergents. She doesn´t know how is she going to live like this. 

She says that she is desperate (Fieldnote, 03/02/2017). 

 

These women remained dependent on service supports in order to afford a room 

(not a house) and to have (some) of their basic needs met. These findings corroborate 

Portuguese research demonstrating that the social insertion income is insufficient to cover 

basic needs and, in many cases, has to be supplemented with other types of social support 

(Matos & Costa, 2015). Writing in relation to poor women, Teixeira (2018, p. 306) also 

notes that the social insertion income “enables mere survival, keeping the interviewed 
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women in a state of dependency towards welfare. Indeed, conflicting with the objectives 

of ´autonomy´ for which they were designed, welfare payments keep poor women poor”.  

At the time of the study, ten women were receiving monetary support from family 

members, friends and/or current or former intimate partners. Eight participants received 

monetary support from the services they were in contact with, that is, homelessness, 

domestic violence and faith-based services and a service supporting women involved in 

prostitution. Overall, these supports were time-limited or occasional and served only to 

(temporarily) supplement the costs associated with basic needs, such as buying food or 

medication and using public transportation. 

Three women were in receipt of wages at the time of the study. One of these 

women started to work one month prior to the interview while residing in a room paid for 

by SCML; another had been able to afford rented housing three months after becoming 

employed. A further woman was employed but her jobs were temporary, uncertain and 

poorly paid (despite her high educational attainment) and, therefore, she could not afford 

accommodation. This woman´s history is illustrative of an in-work poverty situation. 

At this moment I am working but I am working part-time and with 350 euros per month gross 

I can´t do anything, I can´t afford housing let alone the rest. Of course, I am preparing students 

for exams but I don´t charge too much. And, of course, I am now assisting a professor but that 

is not a lot of money and she is always cancelling therefore it is not secure. And, of course, I 

replace staff in other places when I am asked to do so but I also… well, I replace staff because 

someone is missing and thus it is not something stable […]. That is why my situation is highly 

unstable […] because if I want to rent a room, I won´t be able to do so (Carolina, age 26). 

 

Among the 28 women who were unemployed at the time of the study, 11 (who 

were aged between 18 and 59 years) were seeking employment. Several participants 

referred to a number of obstacles when seeking employment, including: physical 

limitations such as a mobility problem; insufficient time to look for a job; lack of 

professional experience in the available working areas; and lack of resources and support 

on the part of homelessness services when searching for a job, including limited access 

to the internet, no assistance in preparing a curriculum vitæ and a lack of appropriate 

clothing. Low levels of educational attainment and lack of a driving licence were also 

mentioned as barriers to find jobs. A further three unemployed women had medical 

certificates of incapacity to work due to physical illnesses and, for this reason, were not 

seeking employment. Among the 11 older women in this study, one was employed and a 

further three were attempting to find employment; these women were aged between 52 

and 59 years and a number referred to their older age as an obstacle to finding 
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employment. Overall, many of these women felt that their prospects of finding 

employment that would provide them with access to a living wage were low. 

Six women who reported a problematic drug use at the time of the study explained 

that their sources of income included survival sex, begging and/or stealing or shoplifting. 

A conventional paid job seemed unrealistic for these women given their health problems 

and/or engagement in drug use, which limited their capacity to work. In addition, one 

woman explained that her physical deterioration related to drug use and a lack of housing 

were obstacles to obtaining a job. 

I mean, physically… they [employers] realize isn´t it? When you don´t have a house, I mean, 

lack of hygiene, you don´t have your belongings. […]. How can you have a job if you don´t 

rest, […] if you don´t take a bath, if you don´t relax […]? Impossible (Dulce, age 46). 

 

Three women were involved in survival sex, which served to finance their drug 

use and, in one case, to also afford a room and avoid street homelessness 107. Survival sex 

was depicted as a precarious and dangerous activity by Camila (age 38): “[T]hey [clients] 

stay with us, we get involved, they don´t pay, they run away, we get lost, we are robbed, 

we are at risk of everything”. Camila was one of the two women who described 

involvement in survival sex with strong feelings of sorrow, shame and repulsion whilst 

becoming emotional.  

Now I am leaving here [place where she was interviewed] and I´m going to make [survival 

sex]. I have nowhere to go, I have nothing, I have to do it. […]. This is not a good life, this is 

sad. […]. Sometimes I am involved with them [clients] and I turn my face and my tears 

(indicates crying with a gesture of her hand)… And they ask - Is everything fine? And I say - 

Yes, everything is fine. And it is not. Inside of me… Hum! It is disgusting! (Camila, age 38). 

 

Consistent with the findings of previous national and international research (e.g. 

Lopes, 2017; Russell, 2011; Sheridan, 2017), the study´s women relied on precarious, 

sporadic, basic and/or informal sources of income that did not enable them to afford 

housing and everyday items. Financial hardships were consistently reported over the 

course of the women´s housing instability and homelessness and were often associated 

with unemployment, difficulties in finding a job, in-work poverty and/or inadequate 

social protection. Some of the women´s financial situations had been negatively impacted 

by their ageing, poor health condition and/or heavy drug use. A lack of financial resources 

 
107 It was explained earlier that survival sex often underpins situations of extreme need and prostitution 

usually designates an exchange of sex for payment in a more or less professional basis (Purser et al., 2017; 

Walls & Bell, 2011). From this perspective, these three women were involved in survival sex. A further 

woman, who did not use drugs, was involved in prostitution.  
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strongly hindered or blocked these women´s attempts to obtain a stable home and was a 

major contributor to prolonging their homelessness. 

 

8.4.2. The limits of women´s informal support networks  

As explained earlier, almost two-thirds of the study´s women had spent time in 

temporary accommodation arranged via their social networks. Some explained that a 

family member, a friend or a partner offered them occasional help with searching for and 

accessing accommodation (e.g. paying for a room). A large majority of the women (n=31) 

reported that they had received or continued to receive other types of support (often 

occasional) from their social networks and/or passers-by in the case of rough sleepers, 

including: material help in terms of money, food, clothing and other items; practical 

support with transportation, keeping belongings, moving necessary items, seeking 

employment or charging the battery of a mobile phone; and emotional and psychological 

support and being able to talk or meet with their families, friends or partners.  

Nonetheless, 13 women stated that they had sought accommodation from family 

members, friends, acquaintances or the relatives of a partner but that these individuals 

had refused to offer them accommodation.  

[I] called [friends] and said - Look, it´s just for a short period of time, as soon as I find a job I 

want to move to a room […]. And they told me - […] how did you fall down like that? Look, 

you have to solve your own problems. And I felt very bad about this because I was counting 

on… not with my family but with people that I believed to be my friends. […]. And they too 

closed the doors to me (Mariana, age 52). 

 

A majority of the study´s women could not rely on their families for sustained 

accommodation and/or had exhausted all available avenues in terms of sourcing 

accommodation with family members. The reasons why women could not or could no 

longer rely on family members to support their accommodation needs were complex. 

Firstly, almost all of the women reported conflict, strained relationships and/or a lack of 

contact with some or all of their family members 108. Secondly, 16 women reported that 

 
108 At the time of the study, approximately one-third of the study´s women (n=11) had no contact with 

family members. Ten further women were in contact with one or two family members while the remaining 

13 women reported that they had contact with three or more family members. These contacts were typically 

established with one or more of their children, one or both parents and/or siblings. Contacts with members 

of their extended families were less common. Among the 21 women who had adult children, 14 were in 

contact with all or some of them. Reported levels of contact with adult children were predominantly 

sporadic or infrequent and were typically maintained by phone. The remaining seven mothers had no 

contact with their adult children for several reasons, including: strained relationships or conflict with 



250 

 

one or both of their parents, a sibling(s) and/or adult children lived abroad, making it 

difficult for many to establish or maintain contact, meet in person and/or receive 

immediate assistance from these individuals. Thirdly, some women had very limited 

family connections, sometimes spanning from early life and/or eroding over time as their 

relatives deceased. Fourthly, a number of women explained that their family members 

were not in a position to offer them sustained accommodation because of financial 

hardships, lack or loss of their own housing or a lack of space inside their homes. Fifthly, 

some women reported that they could not stay with their adult children or siblings because 

of the influence of sons-in-law, daughters-in-law or brothers-in-law and their refusal to 

allow them to move to their homes. Anabela (age 45), for example, had spent a few days 

with her adult child on two separate occasions but was not allowed to move in with him 

on a permanent basis: “I can´t stay with him because of my daughter-in-law”. 

In addition, a small number of women could not rely on their families for 

accommodation because they felt they could not approach them and ask for this type of 

support. One woman believed that she would be unwelcomed if she stayed in the home 

of her daughter for a prolonged period of time. Two older women did not expect their 

children to provide a solution to their housing crisis and were not planning to move in 

with them. Two further women did not feel that they could seek further support from 

family members who were full-time carers of their young children. 

I cannot ask [further support] from my parents. They are doing a lot for taking care of my 

children and so I cannot, honestly, I cannot ask my parents (Bárbara, age 41). 

 

Three women perceived that the accommodation offered by a family member was 

inappropriate to their needs or not feasible due to its temporary nature, having to move 

abroad and/or anticipating that their stays in these homes might become problematic. 

I´m not going to my father´s home because if I´m smoking a cigarette he accuses me of smoking 

drugs. […]. My father established rules - You can come to my home but you don´t bring anyone 

with you […]. And I said - Then it´s just to sleep and so I find another place (Irene, age 40). 

 

 
children or lack of interest and concern on their part in contacting their mothers; the whereabouts of their 

children were unknown to them, often for many years and sometimes since they were removed from their 

care by services or adopted as children; and a lack of resources to enable them to establish contact (e.g. 

mobile phone broken or stolen, lack of computer and internet access, no money to make calls). Additionally, 

one woman explained that she did not feel able to re-establish contact with her adult children because she 

felt ashamed of her current situation involving homelessness, drug use and engagement in survival sex. 

Two women had no contact with their adult children for approximately one year and the others lost contact 

with their children many years previously (ranging from approximately seven to 30 years earlier). 
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Many of the study´s women had only a small network of friends and 

acquaintances. Several distinguished friends from acquaintances; they considered friends 

to be those people who offered them support when they most needed it, without expecting 

anything in return, people who cared for them and/or the individuals who they could trust 

at least to some degree. 

A friend is someone in whom one trusts, who helps in the good, bad, more or less [moments]. 

Isn´t it? And here [squat] people just stay on your side if you have money. Do you know what 

I mean? When the money is over you don´t see anyone around you. This is not a friendship 

(Clara, age 43). 

 

When women were asked if they had friends, five stated that they had no friends. 

A further 14 women mentioned that they had between one and five friends, two others 

reported more than five friends, and 13 women simply stated that they had friends. Even 

if they had friends, some were not in contact with these individuals at the time of the study 

and did not receive any support from them. 

Respondent: Then with my friends… well, I don´t have a mobile phone… or else I don´t have 

their contact details… but if I want to, I can find them.  

Interviewer: Do they [friends] give you any support at the moment? 

Respondent: No because I´m not in contact with them (Mafalda, age 54). 

 

Many of the women´s friends and acquaintances were not in a position to offer 

them financial help or accommodation, as Helena (age 45) explained: “They [friends] are 

people who do not have financial resources, I mean, they live paycheck to paycheck. Do 

you know what I mean? I can count on their psychological support but I cannot count on 

them financially or to a room or anything like that”. Moreover, several of the women´s 

social networks came from homelessness settings and comprised individuals who were 

themselves homeless and could not assist them, as Eunice (age 58) described: “Well, my 

friends are poor, God, like me, and they live here [shelter]”.  

Furthermore, as explained in Chapter 6, most women had to fend for themselves 

independently and could not rely on the financial, material, practical and/or housing 

assistance provided by an intimate relationship (Denton & Boos, 2007; Kisor & Kendal-

Wilson, 2002; Kliger et al., 2010). 

Overall, the women´s accounts of their social ties and connections were varied 

and also fluctuated and changed over time. There were experiences of isolation and 

loneliness but many accounts challenged the pervasive idea that homeless women do not 

have social contacts or networks (Butler, 1993). Corroborating previous research, the 
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women in this study did have contact and relationship with people from both within and 

beyond homelessness settings (e.g. Liebow, 1995; Quintas, 2010; Rowe & Wolch, 1990; 

Russell, 2011). The analysis of the women´s informal support networks indicates that the 

availability, type and consistency of this support was contingent on: the number of 

individuals in their social networks; the quality of their relationships and women´s 

perceptions of the quality of available supports; and/or individuals´ willingness to offer 

them assistance and their geographical location and financial, material or housing 

conditions. In general, the resources available from the women´s informal networks were 

limited and did not provide them with a sustained way out of homelessness.  

 

8.4.3. The role of support services in women´s homeless and housing trajectories 

This section examines the women´s approaches to help seeking at the point when 

they first experienced housing instability or homelessness and their interactions and level 

of engagement with services over time. Attention then turns to the impact of service use 

on women´s homeless and housing trajectories. 

 

8.4.3.1. The women´s access to and contact with support services 

The women´s accounts of accessing and contacting support services were diverse. 

At the time they first experienced housing instability or homelessness, a majority did not 

seek help or present to the service system 109. Several women had slept rough and many 

tried to find alternative accommodation and entered into situations of hidden 

homelessness, staying in the home of a family member, friend or acquaintance, partnering 

with a housed man, squatting or moving to rooms which they financed through their low 

incomes or were paid for by a partner. Many women moved between hidden homeless 

situations and/or street-based settings for weeks, months or years before they presented 

to services. Some explained their reasons for not having contacted a support service at 

this point, most commonly reporting a lack of knowledge about available services. One 

woman explained that she did not feel the need to seek help. A further woman had a 

 
109 In contrast, seven women promptly sought help or presented to a support service at the time they first 

experienced housing instability or homelessness. A further five women had been supported by services 

throughout their transitions from prison or residential care settings to other type of accommodation. 
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previous experience with a social service that she considered to be unhelpful, leading her 

to feel sceptical about the potential benefits of engaging with services. 

The study´s women often sought help or presented to services when they had 

exhausted their financial resources and/or their informal support networks. For example, 

Laura (age 65) was evicted and spent almost two weeks moving between a two-day stay 

in a guesthouse, a hospital waiting room and the homes of friends and acquaintances prior 

to presenting to a homelessness service: “[I] slept three days there [hospital waiting 

room]. I spent one day in [an area in Lisbon city] with a couple of Brazilians from the 

church […]. I asked her if I could stay in the living room […]. I also stayed in [another 

area in Lisbon], in the home of a friend, I stayed in the living room. And then I couldn´t 

handle this anymore, I had nowhere to stay”. 

Other women sought help at a point when they could no longer cope with the 

distress or hardship of their living situations and were anxious to find alternative 

accommodation. Pilar (age 49), for instance, talked about the perils and hardships of 

living with other people in an abandoned building that was unfit for habitation and, 

becoming emotional, expressed a strong desire to find alternative accommodation. The 

death of a friend with whom she had been squatting had caused further distress: “I am 

tired! I want to leave here. I need help! I´m not going to die there. I lost a friend on New 

Year´s eve and I don´t want to die like [her friend]”. 

A small number of women sought help at the point when they escaped violence in 

situations of hidden homelessness while others sought help when they decided to initiate 

drug treatment or when they became seriously ill. Luísa (age 38), for example, had slept 

rough 18 months and sought help when she reached an “end point” with her health 

condition and resilience: “[T]here was a time when I could no longer cope, I had to ask 

for help or else I would have died there [site where she slept rough]”. In summary, a large 

number of the study´s women sought help or presented to services at a crisis point in their 

lives when they had exhausted all financial and personal resources, when they could no 

longer cope in psychological and/or physical terms with the perils and hardships of their 

living situations, and/or when they feared for their lives. 

The study´s women had contacted or presented to one or more support systems, 

including a homelessness or domestic violence service, a faith-based organization or a 



254 

 

drug treatment, health, migration or social security service 110. Several had been supported 

and sometimes resided in accommodation provided outside the homelessness sector prior 

to their engagement with a homelessness service, and some of their episodes of 

homelessness remained concealed from the homeless service sector. Therefore, a majority 

remained invisible to the homeless support system for lengthy periods of time, either 

because their primary strategy in response to homelessness focused on informal support 

or because they accessed services outside the homelessness sector.  

The women accessed the homeless service sector through different avenues. 

Some, for example, had been directed to the homelessness sector by other support services 

such as social security, migration, drug treatment, health and prison services. Two women 

were oriented to shelter accommodation by outreach teams while another woman 

presented directly to a shelter. Others obtained information about available services or 

the national phone line for social emergencies from their informal networks or from the 

police. A further woman obtained information about available services in the context of 

an unforeseen encounter with someone knowledgeable about the matter. 

I only asked help to [a social security service] and that was because a lady [who worked in the 

City Council] told me about it, I didn´t know about it. […]. She was walking with her dog. The 

dog wanted to play with my cats […]. She saw me sleeping there [inside a car with her cats]. 

[…]. She talked with me and I went [to the service] thereafter (Madalena, age 18). 

 

8.4.3.2. Negotiating the service sector over time 

Some women returned to services with which they were already familiar or went 

through the same avenues to access service-led accommodation, on one or more 

occasions, when they needed assistance and, in particular, a place to live. They often 

returned to the service system based on their prior knowledge and experience of how to 

proceed and where to go for help. Some women, for example, were aware of the national 

phone line for social emergencies, had previously been provided with a solution to their 

lack of housing through this service and knew that they could use it, as needed, in order 

to arrange accommodation.  

I decided to go to the police-station and resolve the issue in this way. Since I had been, in 2010, 

in [shelter], I knew exactly how to proceed to reach the [shelter]. […]. [A police officer called 

the national line for social emergencies]. This time I talked with the social worker [by phone] 

and explained my situation. […]. That night I stayed in [shelter] (Filomena, age 47). 

 

 
110 In the end, all of the study´s women were or had been in contact with at least one support service during 

periods of housing instability or homelessness. 
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A few women who had been in contact with support services and reported a 

particularly positive and supportive experience in these service settings explained that 

they were planning to return to these services if they needed help in the future. For this 

reason, one woman had maintained contact and relationships with service providers in a 

shelter where she had resided. Another woman, Mariana (age 52), was concerned with 

presenting a good image of herself in the residential setting where she lived: “[I] want to 

leave a good image because if I ever need […] I prefer to come here seeking help”. 

Mariana´s case also illustrates that a good service experience can alleviate scepticism and 

negativity about service interventions: “[I] had a negative experience [in a social service] 

and I believed that social workers were all the same. Here in [residential setting] I saw 

that it´s not like that. […]. I finally found kind and competent [service providers]”. 

Many of the women who were sleeping rough or squatting at the time of the study 

explained that they had been in contact with services but did not return to the service 

system to seek alternative accommodation. Yet, all of these women had more or less 

regular contact with outreach teams (particularly dedicated to food distribution) operating 

in the areas where they slept rough or squatted. Some expressed strong scepticism about 

the potential benefits of formal support based on their prior experiences with services and 

service providers who they depicted as inefficient and not providing supports that were 

appropriate to their needs. Others lacked the personal motivation to approach services 

and/or stated that they grew accustomed to their situations and gave up on seeking help. 

You don´t have the strength to get up let alone attempt to leave here [squat]. And sometimes it 

is worse with the passing of time. Then it is not about not having the strength, then you […] 

gave up on yourself (Dulce, age 46). 

 

Practical issues - a lack of money to pay for public transportation, lengthy wait 

times for a social worker when there were no scheduled appointments, and lack of time 

and ability to use services due to the demands of heavy drug use - also made it difficult 

for some women to return to services. A lack of awareness and information about the 

range of available services was noted in some cases, even if the women were in contact 

with outreach teams or had lengthy experiences of homelessness.  

[Dulce] found [the service information leaflet given to participants] very useful […]. She was 

surprisingly focused on the leaflet and enthusiastic about it. Her reaction as well as some topics 

of her interview and what I observed in the mobile unit and heard from other participants make 

me believe that there is a lack of information at least here [setting close to Lisbon city]. These 

people do not know about a lot of existing services in Lisbon (Fieldnote, 09/04/2018). 

 



256 

 

8.4.3.3. The benefits and limits of service provision 

Almost all of the women who approached services in search of a place to live were 

provided with accommodation and many moved to living situations that they valued and 

considered to be preferable to rooflessness, despite acknowledging problems and 

deficiencies in these living situations. However, two women described a waiting list of 

three days and two weeks, respectively, for refuge and shelter accommodation 111. A 

further woman was directed by a homelessness service to her prior area of residence and 

social services from that region (outside Lisbon city) were unable to provide her with 

accommodation. A small number of women reported that service providers within the 

homelessness sector had suggested that they move to living situations that they considered 

to be inappropriate. Pilar (age 49) was squatting at the time of the study, had contacted a 

homelessness service in order to arrange alternative accommodation and one service 

provider suggested that she move to a shelter. Pilar was reluctant to make this move 

because she felt that the shelter would be unclean, unsafe and inappropriate to her needs 

as a heavy drug user with health problems: “[T]his is being very difficult because I want 

to leave here [squat] but I cannot find a way out […]. I have several [health] problems, 

I´m not staying there [in a shelter]. […]. It lacks hygiene, lacks everything. […]. They 

steal each other [shelter users]”. 

A few women who resided in shelters reported a lack of resources and/or support 

on the part of service providers in helping them to source alternative accommodation, 

including: a lack of access to the internet inside shelters; a lack of interest on the part of 

service providers in assisting them with this matter; and service providers being 

overloaded with work and lacking the time to help them to seek accommodation. 

[Adelaide] says that she has been ill […]. For this reason and because it is cold outside, she […] 

did not go to the [daytime service] in order to have access to a computer with internet and seek 

a room. I ask her if she can seek a room inside the shelter but she says no, here there is no 

internet, only service providers can [access internet] but they are busy and don´t care (Fieldnote, 

10/02/2017). 

 

 
111 As explained in Chapter 3, there are many more shelter beds available for men than for women in Lisbon 

city. It is not possible to know if the number of available beds for women caters adequately, or not, to 

existing demands, because of a lack of information on this matter. However, a shortage of accommodation 

for women in shelters is suggested by the fact that one participant in the study reported having to wait 

approximately two weeks before accessing a shelter. In addition, the Municipal Plans for the Homeless 

Person 2019-2021 and 2019-2023 set an increase (not quantified) in the number of beds for women in one 

of the shelters in Lisbon (PMPSSA 2019-2021; PMPSSA 2019-2023). Furthermore, the researcher was 

informed by one service provider that the available beds became insufficient to accommodate homeless 

women, in recent years, in Lisbon.  
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The living solutions arranged by the homeless service sector were limited to a 

shelter and/or a room paid for by a social service and there were no housing-led solutions 

available to these women. Only two women reported a move from service-led 

accommodation to a home that they could afford independently, through paid work, at 

some point in their lives. One of these women returned to the service system several years 

thereafter, when she was unemployed and was asked to leave the home of her partner. A 

further woman took a job while living in a residential setting run by a faith-based service 

and was allowed to remain there for a few months, while working, in order to make 

savings and improve her financial condition, and the service helped her with furniture for 

independent housing thereafter. This case suggests that prolonged and consistent support 

can provide a woman with the stability required to successfully move to housing. 

Consistent with previous studies (Jones, 1999; Mayock et al., 2015a; Reeve et al., 

2007; Robinson & Searby, 2006), most of the study´s women attempted to self-manage 

their lack of housing and remained concealed from the homeless service sector for 

prolonged periods of time. These women typically sought help or presented to services at 

a crisis point in their lives. Subsequent to their first contact and engagement with services, 

women navigated the service system based on their prior knowledge and their perceptions 

and experiences of accessing and interacting with services and service providers. A lack 

of personal motivation, practical difficulties and women´s awareness and information 

about available services also influenced their ability to engage with services over time 

(Jones, 1999; Mayock et al., 2015a; Reeve et al., 2007; Upshur et al., 2018). Overall, 

service support was crucial in providing the study´s women with accommodation but 

these interventions often did not represent a consistent or sustained turning point in the 

women´s homeless trajectories nor did they interrupt or resolve prolonged or repeat 

patterns of homelessness (Mayock et al., 2015a; Reeve et al., 2007). 

 

8.4.4. Wider constraints in the realm of housing 

Consistent with previous studies (e.g. AAG, 2018; Bukowski & Buetow, 2011), 

wider structural constraints related to housing played a role in the women´s homeless and 

housing trajectories. In the Portuguese context, the design of the housing policies and the 

current circumstances of the housing market, specifically in Lisbon city, as discussed in 

Chapter 3, acted as barriers to some of the women´s attempts to find accommodation 

(either a room or a house). Some women reported difficulties in finding affordable 
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accommodation because of the high and rising costs of private rented accommodation in 

Lisbon (Baptista & Marlier, 2019; Perista, 2019). Some women said that they had to 

adhere to accommodation options located in Lisbon (which was more expensive than in 

surrounding areas) in order to maintain the support from the service that would assist 

them with rental payments. A deposit required by landlords also deterred some women 

from arranging accommodation because they could not afford it. Moreover, some women 

complained about a shortage of rooms and explained that tourists, students and younger 

people were prioritized for available rooms.  

[The rents] are higher […]. There are rooms in the internet costing 450, 500 euros, it is 

impossible, it is an absurd. […]. Because students are prioritized […], students bring money 

(Dora, age 31).  

 

[Caetana] mentions how difficult it is to find rooms [because] they are occupied and there are 

many tourists in Lisbon (Fieldnote, 20/12/2017). 

 

These accounts reflect the women´s awareness of the massive touristification and 

studentification occurring in Lisbon in recent years (Baptista et al., 2018). Their accounts 

suggest a connection between these phenomena and a shortage of available 

accommodation. In a similar vein, referring specifically to rooms paid for by a social 

service, Pleace et al. (2018) have argued that this type of accommodation is becoming 

less viable in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area given the rising costs of the rooms and a 

strong pressure from tourism, which reduces the number of available rental units. 

Seven women applied or were about to apply for social housing. The long waiting 

lists for social housing in Portugal are well documented (Farha, 2017) and were reported 

or anticipated by two of these participants. One woman had repeatedly applied for social 

housing over the past 10 years and was still on the social housing waiting list. A further 

woman anticipated that she might have to wait several years for social housing. 

[Dora] says that she is taking care of a social housing unit with her social worker. She knows 

that she might have to wait between two and 10 years but at least she is initiating this process 

(Fieldnote, 07/12/2016).  

 

8.5. Conclusion 

This chapter has documented the homeless and housing histories of the study´s 

women. This focus is important since there is little dedicated research on the experience 

of homelessness among women in Portugal and elsewhere and, in particular, about the 

processes and dynamics driving women´s trajectories through homelessness. The women 
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in this study described diverse, changing and/or complex patterns of movement between 

a host of living situations and often experienced long-term and/or repeat patterns of 

homelessness. From the outset and throughout their homelessness, these women relied to 

a significant extent on hidden homeless situations and sleeping rough. Service-led 

accommodation - within and/or outside the homeless service sector - featured 

prominently in the women´s homeless histories but they often remained concealed from 

the service system for lengthy periods of time. These features were pervasive in the 

women´s homeless histories irrespective of their age groups. 

The study´s women reported varied experiences as well as nuanced and 

fluctuating perspectives of their living situations. Notable was that experiences of 

deprivation, poor conditions, distress, conflict, loneliness, insecurity and/or victimization 

permeated the accounts of all or many of their living arrangements. These women 

described multiple and complex transitions between living situations which were, most 

often, driven by: their experiences and views of their living situations; the influence, the 

level of support and the decisions taken within the realms of their social networks and 

roles; their access to formal support and their perceptions of services; and the intersection 

of work, health and criminal trajectories with their living situations. 

The women in this study actively sought ways to negotiate a place to live, but 

were significantly constrained in their choices and options by virtue of their persistent 

income poverty, the characteristics and perceptions of their informal support networks, 

the limits and deficiencies in service provision, and a highly competitive and unaffordable 

housing market. These features represented insurmountable barriers particularly for older 

women´s exits from homelessness because of their very low prospects of improving their 

financial situation combined with poor health condition and a lack of suitable 

accommodation. At the time of concluding the study, the vast majority of the study´s 

women were living in homeless, insecure or inadequate living situations. 

Some relevant issues that emerged from this research findings somewhat 

challenge prevailing assumptions about women´s homelessness. Firstly, long-term and 

recurrent homelessness (which is primarily associated with men) featured prominently in 

these women´s homeless histories. Secondly, although women are typically depicted as a 

minority among rough sleepers, the study´s participants had slept rough in considerable 

numbers and were often invisible to the public view. Finally, this research provided far 

more nuanced accounts of the women´s experiences of rough sleeping and shelter life 
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than those which are usually presented in the literature. In particular, this study offered a 

relatively rare picture of: the women´s interactions with local communities while sleeping 

rough; the role and importance of care and affect in their daily lives and perceptions of 

homelessness settings; the complex, nuanced and fluctuating nature of their relationships 

with shelters; and their different views and experiences on the matter of relating with 

homeless men and living in male-dominated environments. 
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CHAPTER 9. WOMEN´S HOMELESSNESS: NEGOTIATION AND IDENTITY 

 

9.1. Introduction 

This chapter is dedicated to the women´s “inner life” (Snow & Anderson, 1987, 

p. 1337) and sense of self. It starts by examining how do the study´s women see 

themselves in relation to homelessness and analysing the meanings they attach to 

homelessness and home. Attention then turns to further exploring the women´s internal 

resources in response to homelessness and how do they generate identities that yield a 

sense of personal significance amid strained circumstances. The chapter concludes by 

discussing the women´s reported needs and examining their perspectives of the future. 

This chapter addresses the following objectives of the research: objective 6 (to explore 

the women´s conceptualization of homelessness and home); objective 7 (to examine 

women´s internal coping resources and the identity construction processes they may draw 

upon to assert a sense of purpose and self-worth); and objective 8 (to explore the women´s 

perceived needs and their views on and hopes for the future).  

 

9.2. Homelessness, home and gender 

The blurred boundaries between homelessness and home and the relativity of 

these concepts were explained in Chapter 1. This section discusses the diverse and 

complex picture that emerged from the analysis of the women´s identification with 

homelessness and their understanding of homelessness and home. The findings presented 

in this section contribute to further explore the subjectivity, ambiguity and complexity of 

the concepts of homelessness and home. 

 

9.2.1. Women´s identification with, and understanding of, homelessness 

Asking the study´s women if they considered themselves homeless persons 

yielded four types of answers 112. Firstly, most women (n=17) perceived themselves to be 

homeless regardless of their living situations, including sleeping rough, service-led 

accommodation and hidden homelessness. For example, Clara (age 43) was squatting 

interspersed with sleeping rough when she was interviewed and responded unequivocally: 

 
112 It was not possible to clarify this matter in three cases. 
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“I am certainly [in a homeless situation]”. A small number of women regarded themselves 

as homeless while living in hidden homeless situations, such as rooms and the home of 

ex-partner´s relatives, because they acknowledged that these places were insecure, putting 

them at risk of being asked to leave. Benedita (age 38) lived in a room in a private house 

and explained: “But I am homeless. At any moment he [landlord] asks me to leave, it is 

not something that I can say that is secure”. 

Secondly, mirroring previous research (Gonyea & Melekis, 2017; May et al., 

2007; Thörn, 2001; Tomas & Dittmar, 1995; Wardhaugh, 1999; Watson & Austerberry, 

1986; Williams, 1998), six women did not see themselves as homeless in none of the 

living situations they had experienced (i.e. sleeping rough, service-led accommodation 

and hidden homelessness). Mariana (age 52), who lived in service-led accommodation 

and hidden homeless situations, stated that she was not homeless because she had never 

slept rough: “No [was never homeless], thank God no. I´ve always asked God not to let 

me sleep in the street, ever. Because I am very scared of the night”. 

Thirdly, in some cases understandings and experiences of identifying as homeless 

persons were not fixed and changed depending on the women´s contexts (Zufferey & 

Kerr, 2004). Four women believed that they had been homeless in the past, while sleeping 

rough (n=3) and residing in a shelter (n=1). These women felt that they were no longer 

homeless since they had moved from sleeping rough to service-led accommodation and 

from a shelter to a room paid for by a social service, respectively. For example, Rafaela 

(age 27) was residing in a shelter when she was interviewed and recounted: “Now, I am 

no longer [in a homeless situation]. I´ve been. […]. When I slept in the street”. These 

women´s changing views of what represents a homeless situation were, in part, related to 

a perception of their living transitions as a housing progression step (Baptista et al., 2005), 

as discussed in the previous chapter. In other words, for these women homelessness was 

more clearly associated with rough sleeping compared with shelter use, or with shelter 

use compared with a room paid for by a social service.  

Finally, there was ambiguity or uncertainty regarding self-definition as a homeless 

person in the remaining four cases. During the interview, Caetana (age 61) said that she 

did not think of herself as a homeless person because she had never slept rough: “I never 

lived in the street, never, I always had a roof on top of me”. However, on a subsequent 

occasion, Caetana depicted herself as a homeless person in the sense that she had no 

alternative accommodation besides the shelter where she resided.  
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Caetana believes that she will not be expelled [from a shelter] because this is a centre designed 

to accommodate homeless people like her, who has nowhere else to go (Fieldnote, 28/12/2017).  

 

Participants´ identification or dis-identification with homelessness seemed to 

relate primarily to their own understanding of homelessness (Tomas & Dittmar, 1995; 

Watson & Austerberry, 1986). It is difficult to disentangle if, and to what extent, women´s 

understanding of homelessness was embedded in an attempt to distance themselves from 

the label and perceived stigma of homelessness (Sheridan, 2017). However, a majority of 

the women´s accounts revealed that they considered themselves (or not) homeless persons 

depending on whether they fitted (or not) their understanding of what homelessness 

means. This was apparent, for example, in Mariana´s previous quote. Likewise, Rita (age 

26) stated: “But I think that I´m not [homeless] because, for me, homeless is someone 

who lives in the street [which she did not], I don´t know any other definition of 

homelessness”. 

Homelessness had different meanings for the study´s women but was typically 

depicted as the absence of something or a condition of absolute destitution, as Dulce (age 

46) recounted: “It´s about not having anything at all”. Most commonly, women defined 

homelessness as the absence of a dwelling and, in some cases, the material conditions to 

meet basic needs that a dwelling is supposed to offer (e.g. a bed to sleep, a bathroom to 

take care of hygiene). The absence of a dwelling was described, sometimes 

interchangeably, as a lack of roof over one´s head, a lack of home or having nowhere to 

go (May et al., 2007; Tomas & Dittmar, 1995; Watson & Austerberry, 1986). Some 

women associated homelessness with rooflessness while others expressed a broader view 

of homelessness which included houselessness. Less often, women referred to 

homelessness as the absence of a secure dwelling, which means not having legal tittle to 

occupation. Bárbara, for example, defined homelessness by making reference to two of 

the three domains of the core concept of ETHOS, that is, a lack of physical domain (no 

dwelling or rooflessness) and a lack of legal domain (no security of tenure) (Busch-

Geertsema, 2010). 

[Homelessness] can be many things. Or someone who sleeps in the street, has no roof. Or 

someone who has a roof, as I did [in a shelter], but is not ours. And when it is not ours, is never 

guaranteed (Bárbara, age 41). 

 

Women´s understanding of homelessness was not limited to the absence of a 

dwelling (McCarthy, 2015; Watson & Austerberry, 1986). Several women expressed a 
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multifaceted view of homelessness, asserting that homelessness involves a lack of one or 

more of the following features: income or adequate income to live independently; 

employment; support; social ties or family; affection; self-esteem; and/or mental or 

physical capacities to conduct a “normal” life. 

[The homeless] do not have a home, do not have support, do not have a job (Eunice, age 58). 

 

[A homeless person] is alone in life, has no support anywhere, has no family support, has no 

financial support, especially and crucially has no sentimental support with feelings isn´t it? 

Kindness, affection, a friendly word, an open dialogue, a shoulder to cry. […]. And so, I 

consider the homeless to be people who lost… lost many things, that´s it, and particularly the 

essential […] which is self-esteem (Helena, age 45). 

 

While many women dis-identified with homelessness based on their own 

understanding of homelessness, a small number of others appeared to dissociate from 

homelessness by rejecting the label “homeless”. Matilde (age 68), for example, was a 

long-term rough sleeper and did not consider herself homeless in the sense that she should 

not be mistaken as a “street person”. 

Matilde seems to be distancing herself from this man [homeless man who approached her and 

the researcher in a street-based setting] and from homeless people in general. She says that they 

are street people and she is not. She is an educated person who had worked and conducted her 

life properly but now is facing difficulties and that is why she remains sat here and uses food 

distribution services. […]. She is not like them, she is in other circumstances (Fieldnote, 

04/01/2017). 

 

As the previous excerpt from fieldnotes suggests, Matilde distanced herself from 

“street people” and their roles. By stating that she was educated, had worked and had 

conducted her life properly, Matilde was asserting a different and more self-respecting 

personal identity than the one she attached to people living rough. Interrelatedly, she was 

implicitly ascribing the roles of idler and vagrant to people living rough, which 

represented features that she rejected (Snow & Anderson, 1987). Another example is 

Camila (age 38), who was squatting interspersed with sleeping rough and found it difficult 

to self-identify as a homeless person because she was able to provide for herself through 

survival sex. Camila´s self-reliance enabled her to dissociate from attributes that she 

linked to homeless people, such as idleness and helplessness: “I´m sleeping in the street, 

without conditions, I am homeless. It´s just that, for me, I don´t think so because I do 

have my life. […]. If I hadn´t, if I was stagnant and didn´t do anything, for me I would be 

really homeless”. 
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Other women, who self-defined as homeless persons, tried to distance themselves 

from specific groups of homeless individuals. The accounts of 16 women demonstrated 

that they attempted to differentiate from: rough sleepers; people begging; individuals with 

low personal hygiene; people living off the system, lazy or helpless; and/or heavy users 

of alcohol or drugs, sex workers, former convicts, people mentally ill and those who steal. 

The following examples are illustrative of the various ways and circumstances in which 

these women sought to distance themselves from these homeless individuals. Helena (age 

45) slept rough in an area of Lisbon city where prostitution was widespread and clarified 

that she should not be mistaken as a sex worker: “I didn´t do that, I had no contact with 

that people [sex workers]”. Laura made a clear distinction between people living rough 

(and a range of characters that she associated with the street life) and other persons (as 

she claimed to be) to whom homelessness happened by chance. She reinforced this divide 

by drawing upon her identity as mother and grandmother, which she implicitly valued 

and located in the home space (as opposed to the street environment). 

There are some who enjoy it and were born into the street. They have the opportunity to leave 

[the street] and don´t want to and, therefore, are not worthy of compassion. […]. Enjoying street 

life, being slut, lending oneself to prostitution, drinking, drugs, being junkies. […]. And there 

is not enjoying, landing there [into homelessness] by accident, life played tricks, it happened, 

which is my case […]. [I]´m not a prostitute or junkie, I´m a lady, grandmother, mother of a 

family, I wasn´t raised in those environments (Laura, age 65). 

 

 Filomena described herself as someone capable, who had conducted her life in a 

straight manner, who stood out from other users of a support service, and who was not 

willing to remain dependent on service provision (thereby rejecting the role of service 

user). 

It´s not easy for someone who never got into troubles to be in this situation and still have 

capacities. The first time that they saw me entering here [social service] […] the staff looked at 

me like - What is this girl doing here? And I realized that. And so, I said - I´m here because I 

need this, this and this but, God willing, it´s not for long because I think that I´m here by mistake 

(Filomena, age 47). 

 

Eduarda, like others, believed that some subgroups of the homeless population, 

such as migrants and drug users, got preferential treatment within the service sector. This 

perception engendered a sense of resentment and injustice, and reinforced a distinction 

between more and less deserving homeless people. 

I´m honest with you, I don´t understand, because there are people here [in a shelter] who receive 

[monetary support] every two weeks and their social workers give them money and this and 
that and they don´t do anything with their lives. I ask [for support] and I´m going back and forth 
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and searching and this and that, they don´t give me anything. It seems like the system is made 

to help those who do not help themselves and that, for me, is madness (Eduarda, age 44). 

 

These findings draw attention to several issues. These women endeavoured to 

distance themselves from the homeless in general or from homeless people to whom they 

perceived a greater stigma was attached. They felt a strong desire to distinguish 

themselves from these individuals and/or their roles, asserting more favourable personal 

identities such as being educated, self-reliant, capable, a mother or a grandmother (Casey 

et al., 2008; Gonyea & Melekis, 2017; Groton et al., 2017; Salsi et al., 2017; Williams, 

1998). According to the identity talk framework, this type of discourse can be classified 

as associational and role distancing (Snow & Anderson, 1987). Associational distancing 

refers to a dissociation from the homeless as a general social category or from specific 

groups of homeless individuals. Role distancing involves an attempt to foster the 

impression of a lack of attachment to a particular role “in which the social identity implied 

is inconsistent with the desired or actual self-conception” (Snow & Anderson, 1987, p. 

1350). Snow and Anderson (1987) also noted that claiming a particular identity depends, 

in part, on being able to draw distinctions between oneself and others to whom one does 

not wish to associate with, which was apparent in these women´s accounts. Occasionally, 

participants viewed the homelessness of some individuals as a natural outcome of their 

failures or inappropriate behaviours, such as heavy substance use, while explaining that 

their own homelessness happened by mistake or accident. A small number of women 

believed that some rough sleepers remained in the streets because they wanted to or 

because they were satisfied with that life-style; they stated that these people belonged to 

the street, did not adhere to rules, were physically or mentally deteriorated, or attempted 

to cheat passers-by. Furthermore, rough sleeping was connected to prostitution and heavy 

drug or alcohol use in a few of the women´s narratives. Finally, some women expressed, 

in a more or less subtle way, different perspectives of who they considered deserving and 

undeserving homeless people (Neale, 1997), as in the accounts of Laura and Eduarda. 

In summary, most of the study´s women self-defined as homeless persons. 

However, a number did not view themselves as homeless persons while others provided 

changing views or ambiguous accounts in relation to self-identifying as homeless. These 

women self-identified (or not) as homeless persons based on whether they fitted (or not) 

their own understanding of homelessness or as an attempt to reject the label “homeless”. 

The women´s understanding of homelessness was diverse and included (but was not 
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limited to) the absence of a dwelling or a secure dwelling. Some women sought to 

distance themselves from homeless people in general or from homeless individuals to 

whom a greater stigma is attached, which they did through associational and/or role 

distancing (Deward, 2007; Snow & Anderson, 1987). Furthermore, consistent with 

previous research (Groton et al., 2017; Sheridan, 2017; Williams, 1998), some of the 

study´s women held negative perceptions of homeless persons, distinguished deserving 

from undeserving homeless people, expressed prejudice and judgement more or less 

overtly, and “made statements indicating they had stigmatizing attitudes or endorsed 

stereotypes regarding other homeless individuals” (Groton et al., 2017, p. 125). Overall, 

these findings demonstrate that women position themselves in relation to homelessness 

in varied ways. Women negotiate their identities “against sets of social narratives which 

try to do the defining for them” (McCarthy, 2013, p. 56). Indeed, homeless categories can 

operate as “an external imposition” (Parsell, 2010, p. 183) that bears little resemblance to 

how the women perceive themselves. 

 

9.2.2. Women´s conceptualization of home  

Walsh et al. (2009) created a framework of the characteristics of home, as 

described by the homeless women in their study, which includes: affective attributes (e.g. 

privacy, a feeling of comfort associated with home, a sense of belonging through 

connection to family); physical attributes (e.g. basic needs such as an adequate living 

space); and external environment (e.g. accessibility to amenities). This framework was 

important in guiding the analysis of the understanding of home among the study´s women. 

Moreover, the core concept of ETHOS, which defines home through physical, social and 

legal domains (Busch-Geertsema, 2010), was useful to shed light into these women´s 

perceptions of home. Participants´ views of home were diverse and a majority referred to 

a multitude of attributes of home, converging with previous national and international 

research (e.g. Barros, 2010; Sheridan, 2017; Thörn, 2001; Walsh et al., 2009; Watson & 

Austerberry, 1986). Figure 6 presents the characteristics of home which were mentioned 

by the women in this study.  
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Figure 6. Characteristics of home according to the research participants 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        

 

Source: Adapted from Walsh et al. (2009) and based on data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 

 
 

Note: The legal attribute indicated in Figure 6 resonates with the legal domain of the core concept of ETHOS (i.e. 
having secure occupation). The physical and affective attributes include and expand the physical and social domains 
of the core concept of ETHOS, respectively. As explained in Chapter 1, the physical domain pertains to an appropriate 
dwelling or space to live whereas the social domain refers to being able to enjoy relations in a private and safe space 
(Busch-Geertsema, 2010).  

 

Figure 6 demonstrates that affective attributes accounted for the majority of key 

characteristics of home described by the study´s women. This was similarly reported by 

Walsh et al. (2009), in Canada, and by Barros (2010), in Portugal. Twenty-nine women 

described affective attributes of home, with many referring to a combination of these 

attributes. Connection to family and, less often, to other loved ones, was a common 

requirement to home. This connection was related to: living together with, and having the 

company of, significant others; a sense of belonging; and/or a feeling of care and concern 

with their own and their family´s well-being. Dulce (age 46), for example, stated: “For 

me, [home] is my family, my child, my siblings, our parties, concerning with each other, 

is our alliance”. 

Several women reported enacting identities as mothers and, less commonly, as a 

partner, daughter, granddaughter or grandmother, within the home space. In some cases, 

there was an identification with traditional gender roles, particularly those related to 

domestic activities and responsibilities. Illustrating these points, Irene (age 40) said: “For 

me, a home is where I have my child, my husband, so that I can be reunited with my 

family, make dinner, make lunch, all those things”. 

Characteristics  

of home 

External environment (n=2) 

• Access to grocery stores, 
   pharmacy and transportation 

 

Physical attributes (n=11) 

• Meeting basic needs 

• Storing possessions 

• Having a door 
 

Legal attribute (n=4) 

• Security of tenure 
 

Affective attributes (n=29) 

• Connection to family, loved ones 

• Identities as mothers, partners, etc. 

• Traditional gender roles 

• Feelings of comfort, calmness, 
peacefulness, sanctuary, safety, 
harmony, general good feelings 

• Privacy 

• Autonomy/freedom 

• Ability to relax and feel at ease 

• Ability to pursue activities 

• Ability to entertain 

• Refuge from the outside world 

• Connection to pets 
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For a number of women, home was associated with feelings of comfort, calmness, 

peacefulness, sanctuary, safety, harmony and/or general good feelings. Ester (age 34), for 

example, explained: “For me, a home is comfort. For me, a home is when I sleep […] 

calmly”. Of primary importance for several women was the need for privacy, which 

meant having a bedroom where they could be alone, a personal space, the provision of 

solitude and/or not having to share the kitchen and the bathroom with unknown people. 

[A home] is our space […]. Because I like to have my own space. I really like to read and when 

I start reading, I like to be alone (Helena, age 45). 

 

[At one´s home] we have our own kitchen, we have our own bathroom, we don´t have to share 

it with anyone (Filomena, age 47). 

 

Autonomy and freedom also featured prominently in the women´s accounts of 

home. These women highlighted the ability to make personal choices within the home 

space. They also valued the ability to enter and leave home if and when they wished, 

without having to justify themselves, as Mariana (age 52) recounted: “Well, because at 

home we have our freedom, we can enter, leave”. Notions of privacy, autonomy and 

freedom were sometimes described in opposition to the way of living in homelessness 

settings, which involves sharing common areas and being subject to institutional rules 

(Watson & Austerberry, 1986). Anabela (age 45), for example, depicted home as a place 

without the kinds of rules she had to adhere to in service-led accommodation: “For me, a 

home is to have… well, it´s having no rules, it´s being able to enter whenever I want, to 

leave whenever I want […] and not being wake up, early in the morning, at 7 a.m. […] 

and not having the light turned off at 10 p.m.”. 

Other affective attributes of home were reported less often and included a view of 

home as a refuge from the outside world or a place of connection to pets. Furthermore, 

the ability to relax and feel at ease, pursue activities (e.g. cooking, clearing up) and/or 

entertain (e.g. watching television), was mentioned by a few participants as an important 

requirement to make a place feel like home. Approximately one-third of the study´s 

women (n=11) described physical attributes of home. These women referred to home as 

a place where they could meet basic needs (sleep, rest, bath, eat) or store possessions. 

Unlike Watson and Austerberry (1986), Walsh et al. (2009) and Barros (2010), but 

similarly to Liebow´s (1995) and Sheridan´s (2017) findings, the women in the current 

study did not elaborate on the physical requirements to home and several described home, 

in modest terms, as a “little corner”. A small number of women mentioned the importance 
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of having a door, which enabled them to retreat into their own secluded space (Walsh et 

al., 2009). In Filomena´s (age 47) account, a door (physical attribute) contributed to make 

home a refuge from the outside world (affective attribute): “[W]e have that space, we 

close the door and it is only ours, it is our world. We might be in Facebook, listening to 

music… it´s our world… we hear people but they are neighbours, it has nothing to do 

with us, we remain quietly, someone calls [and] we only answer if we want to, we are not 

forced to interact with anyone”. Some women viewed home as a combination of affective 

and physical attributes, as Madalena´s quote illustrates. 

[A home] is a fantastic thing! Because we have our own space, our possessions in our way. We 

know that we can be free. We don´t have to [justify] - We are leaving, we are not leaving. We 

are comfortable to do whatever we want. […]. I love having my home. On top of that my pets, 

my possessions, everything perfect (Madalena, age 18). 

 

Four of the study´s women mentioned that having security of tenure was a relevant 

requirement to home. The women in the current research were much less likely to describe 

the environment surrounding home than those studied by Walsh et al. (2009) and by 

Barros (2010). Only two of the older women in this study mentioned the importance of 

residing in a place with access to grocery stores, a pharmacy and public transportation 

(both had disabilities and health concerns). Contrary to the participants in the studies of 

Walsh et al. (2009) and Barros (2010), the women in the current research did not mention 

environmental characteristics associated with the needs of children (e.g. a yard space, 

access to schools). This may be related to the fact that this sample is composed of several 

older women who had adult children. Furthermore, the study´s women were not full-time 

carers of their minor children. As shall be discussed ahead, many women expressed a 

need for their own accommodation which, in several cases, was seen as a requirement to 

being able to reunite with their children. However, these women´s immediate concerns 

seemed to focus on securing housing and did not encompass an external environment 

appropriate to their children´s needs. 

The study´s participants were further asked if they viewed their current living 

arrangements as a home. For some women, current living arrangements were not 

perceived as a home, including street-based settings, service-led accommodation and 

hidden homeless situations. These places were not perceived as home because they lacked 

the criteria through which women define a home (Thörn, 2001; Watson & Austerberry, 

1986). Clara (age 43), for example, stated: “A home is a safe place and that is not safe 
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[refers to squat]. Second, it´s a place where nobody invades my privacy. Third, it´s where 

the people that I like and love live”. 

Other women, on the contrary, explained that their current living arrangements, 

which also encompassed street-based settings, service-led accommodation and hidden 

homeless situations, were felt as home. However, these women´s accounts of such places 

as a home were typically permeated by contradictory or ambiguous statements. 

In a certain way, [transitional housing] is like home. I know that it is not my home, my home, 

this is a passage for me. But I feel that it is my home, yes (Rita, age 26). 

 

Interviewer: Do you feel that [shelter] is your home? 

Respondent: For the moment it is, but no, I do not feel that this is my home (Anabela, age 45).  

 

The ambiguity demonstrated in the previous quotes suggests that women regarded 

their current living arrangements only to a certain extent as a home. Furthermore, there 

was a disconnect between some of the women´s accounts of their living arrangements and 

their understanding or prior experience of home. This disconnect reinforces the idea that 

women did not see their living arrangements entirely as a home. For example, Eduarda 

said that the shelter where she lived was felt as home. Yet, she described a completely 

different experience when referring to her own home, which did not fit the communal 

shelter life. 

For the moment [shelter] is [her home], I think so. […]. My home was my sanctuary […]. I was 

completely in peace, everything else remained outside. […]. That´s what I miss, my privacy, 

my calmness, my possessions, being able to sit and drink a coffee and read a book and feel 

completely tranquil and I miss that (Eduarda, age 44). 

 

There are two possible interpretations for explaining these women´s depictions of 

their current living arrangements as home. First, some women referred to their living 

situations as home in the sense that they had nowhere else to go and these were the only 

alternatives realistically available to them in terms of accommodation. To some extent, 

they felt compelled to regard these places as a home. Illustrating this point, Laura (age 

65) explained: “Look, for me, at the moment, [shelter] is being [her home]. Where can I 

go? […]. For me, this has to be my home and my bedroom when I´m going to lie down”. 

Second, a number of women found or forged attributes of home, particularly 

affective attributes, in their current living arrangements, which allowed them to consider 

these places (to a certain extent) as a home. Affective attributes of home were more 

commonly associated with dwellings resembling home, such as rooms, rather than large 
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communal settings like shelters. This connection between affective attributes and 

dwellings resembling home was noted in the women´s transitions to rooms paid for by a 

social service, which were discussed in the previous chapter. This means that a dwelling 

with a more homely structure (including the provision of an individual bedroom) was 

more likely to provide the women with (at least some) valued attributes of home, such as 

comfort and privacy. Bárbara (age 41), for example, recounted: “I feel that the room 

[where she resided at the time of the interview] is my home in the sense that it´s my little 

corner isn´t it, my privacy”. These findings resonate with the observation made by Reeve 

et al. (2006) that homeless women´s satisfaction with their accommodation correlates 

with the extent to which it corresponds to their concept of home. Likewise, Hoffman and 

Coffey (2008, p. 217) argue that “the opportunity to be in a space that felt “like home”” 

was very important for the women in their study. 

In summary, the findings discussed above reinforce that “home and homelessness 

are not necessarily binary opposites but are complex, multi-layered concepts that are 

subject to change” (Sheridan, 2017, p. 210) and experienced subjectively by individuals 

(Moore, 2007; Wardhaugh, 1999). Participants´ views of homelessness and home were 

diverse and nuanced, and did not stick to the absence or the presence of a roof or a 

dwelling. On the contrary, the women´s understanding of home typically extended 

beyond its physical dimension; home was, most commonly, described as an assemblage 

of affective attributes (Barros, 2010; Walsh et al., 2009). As discussed in Chapter 1, home 

is a highly gendered concept in the sense that societal assumptions primarily situate 

women´s roles and responsibilities in the domestic realm. As Wardhaugh (1999, p. 97) 

states: “Home is widely, and often unproblematically associated with femaleness: both 

with the women who are expected to maintain hearth and home, and with the presumed 

feminine principles of boundedness, physicality and nurturance”. Some of the study´s 

women identified with gender roles within the home space, emphasized personal 

identities centred on other persons (particularly their children), and valued a sense of 

connection with family members. However, the women´s accounts of home were more 

encompassing and, in several cases, challenged traditional gender ideologies. For 

example, a number of women highlighted that autonomy, freedom and security of tenure 

were important requirements to make a place feel like home (Barros, 2010; Thörn, 2001; 

Walsh et al., 2009; Watson & Austerberry, 1986). 
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The many, diverse and often ambiguous accounts of the study´s women on their 

current living arrangements have contributed to explore more fully the relativity and 

subjectivity of the concepts of home and homelessness. For example, by stating that they 

did not consider themselves neither housed nor homeless persons, some women 

demonstrated “the difficulty of drawing a line between having a home and being 

homeless” (Watson & Austerberry, 1986, p. 104). Finally, it was noteworthy that several 

women felt more pleased with living arrangements which provided them with some 

requirements to home, particularly affective attributes such as comfort, privacy and 

freedom of movement (Hoffman & Coffey, 2008; Reeve et al., 2006). 

 

9.3. Coping and asserting a sense of purpose and self-worth 

In the previous section, some forms of identity work (Snow & Anderson, 1987) 

were discussed in relation to the women´s dis-identification with homelessness and 

distancing from other homeless individuals or their roles. This section continues to 

explore the identity construction processes of the study´s women that yield a sense of 

purpose and a measure of self-worth, and examines other internal resources they draw 

upon to cope with homelessness. 

 

9.3.1. Taking care of personal appearance and hygiene 

The women in this study often placed much importance on self-care, particularly 

on their personal appearance and cleanliness. Some also focused on health-related issues, 

including dietary concerns, taking medication, keeping up medical appointments and/or 

doing diagnostic tests. Several women possessed only the clothes they were wearing or a 

few extra clothes but, in general, they had clothing available that had been donated by 

individuals or services and did their best to look presentable. In addition to dressing 

neatly, several women used adornments such as jewellery (e.g. bracelets, necklaces, 

earrings) and make-up. Some women were also attentive to their nails and/or hair and a 

number expressed concern with their lack of teeth (Russell, 2011). One woman who was 

living rough did not present herself very clean and tidy because she believed that she had 

to look needy in order to receive support from the local community. This was an 

intentional act of impression management designed to engender charity from the housed 

public (Goffman, 1993). At the same time, this woman expressed concern with her image, 
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explaining to the researcher that she had no conditions to take care of her hygiene and 

change clothes and recounting that, in the past, she kept well-dressed. 

Besides stating that they kept well-dressed or tidy in the past (prior to becoming 

homeless), some women demonstrated that they valued their image through: appreciating 

people´s compliments regarding their personal appearance; showing the researcher 

photographs in which they presented very tidy; and/or reporting that they felt ashamed of 

their current appearance for not being as neat as it used to be.  

[Laura] feels ashamed before her [previous] neighbours, that they see her so unkempt, whereas 

she used to present herself perfectly tidy [prior to becoming homeless] (Fieldnote, 25/07/2017). 

 

Women´s appearance and cleanliness are crucial for their self-esteem and self-

confidence, and can be seen as a measure of personal dignity and respect (Casey et al., 

2008) and one form of identity work (Snow & Anderson, 1987). For example, Piedade 

(age 59) was taking care of a dental prosthesis and explained: “And I will cry of joy for 

having my teeth”. The following excerpts from fieldnotes (which were written on two 

separate occasions) illustrate that the lack of teeth impacted Piedade´s corporal 

expression, and the dental prosthesis ameliorated her self-image and increased her self-

confidence. 

When [Piedade] laughs, she places her hand in front of her mouth, and I interpret this [gesture] 

as shyness or shame for not having teeth (Fieldnote, 10/10/2016). 

 

Piedade was very good looking. […]. The dental prosthesis gives her a completely different 

look and, nowadays, she laughs at ease without placing her hand in front of her mouth 

(Fieldnote, 02/12/2016). 

 

After being evicted, Laura (age 65) needed transportation to carry her belongings 

and a place to store them but had no personal or financial resources. In spite of Laura´s 

efforts to find a solution that could enable her to keep her belongings, she was at risk of 

losing everything she owned and felt desperate. The following excerpt from fieldnotes 

refers to one occasion in which the researcher visited Laura in the shelter where she 

resided and was expecting to find her afflicted with this issue. 

[I] anticipated that I would find her desperate and very stressed in the shelter. But I am 

completely surprised with Laura´s image [she coloured her hair and nails, used make-up and 

jewellery, and changed outfit]. I gave her a compliment for her appearance and she said that 

she needed this. […]. Laura seemed to be transfigured, smiling, imposing, more self-confident, 

which was apparent even in her way of walking and standing, not so downcast and contracted 

but upright. […]. I get to know that her landlord postponed the removal of her possessions [from 
the house from where she had been evicted] […] and that was the reason for her relief at least 

temporary (Fieldnote, 27/07/2017). 
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Laura needed a respite from an extremely distressing phase of her life and was 

able to accomplish this by improving her self-image which, in turn, translated into more 

self-confidence. The two examples mentioned above pertain to residents in shelters. The 

following excerpt from fieldnotes demonstrates that while sleeping rough women can and 

do take care of themselves too (Casey et al., 2008). Guiomar (age 49) slept rough for 

several months and kept a clean and tidy appearance, which can be seen as an attempt to 

retain a valued sense of self in the face of hard living conditions. 

Guiomar talks about her hygiene and says that it is not because she is living in these conditions 

[sleeping rough] that she will become careless. She says that we need to take care of ourselves 

[…]. She says that she takes good care of herself because “I´m very fond of myself” (Fieldnotes, 

12/04/2016, 21/11/2016). 

 

Guiomar could be easily identified as a rough sleeper by virtue of her fixed 

location and large volume of possessions. However, if she was set apart from this scenario 

it would be difficult to identify her rooflessness because of her clean and neat appearance. 

Indeed, a majority of the study´s women presented a tidy appearance and did not fit into 

stereotypical images of homeless individuals. Many would not be recognized as homeless 

persons while walking in the street or doing activities such as going to a café. In reality, 

only long-term rough sleepers and women with biophysical effects of heavy substance 

use would hardly blend in with the mainstream. These observations resonate with 

previous research which shows that homeless women´s invisibility can be associated with 

a clean and tidy presence (Casey et al., 2008; Russell, 2011; Thörn, 2001). A clean and 

neat appearance helped the women to feel like “normal” persons. By presenting a 

mainstream female appearance, women could blend in with other people, attempt to 

conceal their homelessness and pass as housed people.  

[Helena] says that local people [area where the shelter was located] believe that she lives in a 

home and not in the shelter. […]. She says that those who look at her do not think that she is 

homeless and lives in a shelter (Fieldnote, 09/02/2018).  

 

The previous excerpt from fieldnotes illustrates one strategy for managing stigma 

(passing), which refers to the management of discrediting information about the self, that 

is, the homeless status. The information about oneself and the signs through which it is 

conveyed are embodied (Goffman, 1963). By rejecting the use of “bodily inscriptions” 

(McQuoid & Dijst, 2012, p. 26) of homelessness and presenting herself clean and 

properly dressed, Helena was attempting to pass as a member of the un-stigmatized 

majority population. However, Helena´s passing has to be contextualized in terms of the 
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places she occupied and the social interactions within such places. In other words, she 

could only pass as “normal” outside the shelter, before local people who had no previous 

knowledge about her homelessness. Inside the shelter, before an audience consisting of 

service staff, other residents and the researcher, Helena was known personally and could 

not conceal her homeless status (Goffman, 1963). Using places such as shelters “reveals 

a woman as homeless, to others and to herself” (Casey et al., 2008, p. 904). Consequently, 

passing would be useless and ineffective in the shelter environment (Goffman, 1963) 113.  

 

9.3.2. Retaining a valued sense of self through past and present roles 

Many of the study´s women devoted considerable portions of their narratives to 

describing roles that they played or continued to play, which was also reported by Gonyea 

and Melekis (2017). Fifteen women highlighted a myriad of roles and perspectives linked 

to motherhood, which endured even if the level of contact with their children was low or 

non-existent. These mothers referred to loving, raising, nurturing, educating, protecting, 

supporting and ensuring, as far as possible, the well-being of their children. Some 

expressed pride and emphasized their contribution to their child(ren) accomplishments. 

I am afraid of […] not being able to give my children what they really need, do you understand? 

The love, the affection they need, the kindness that we as mothers only we can give. This is my 

main concern. This is my biggest fear (Madalena, age 18). 

 

And I end up raising all my children […]. I worked and I nourished and I educated […]. I was 

the father and the mother of my children. Thursday was the day to give advice to male children, 

Friday was the day to give advice to female children. In this way I was raising my children, I 

was educating them (Eunice, age 58). 

 

[Child] is on 12th year [of schooling]. I raised her like that. […]. [She] is a good girl, doesn´t 

smoke, doesn´t drink, doesn´t cause me troubles (Benedita, age 38). 

 

Some women were still helping their children despite their own financial hardship 

and homelessness, for example by sending them money or keeping items they might need 

in the future. Others mentioned that they struggled or continued to struggle to maintain 

custody of their children and/or had made sacrifices for the sake of their children. 

 
113 Other strategies of information control (Goffman, 1963) were noted in the accounts of some participants, 

as described in previous research on women´s homelessness (Gonyea & Melekis, 2017; Sheridan, 2017). 

Some of the study´s women had decided to conceal their homelessness to family or friends living abroad 

(sometimes in their countries of origin). They described a feeling of shame associated with homelessness 

or felt that they would worry or upset family members should they disclose their homeless status. A further 

woman felt the need to conceal information about herself, including that she was receiving support from a 

homelessness service, in order to avoid judgement on the part of her employers and keep her job.  
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I skimped meals because I couldn´t be eating better knowing that my children would eat worse. 

No, I did otherwise, I gave the best to my children and I used to eat worse, which I still do with 

[youngest child] if there isn´t [enough food] (Mariana, age 52). 

 

 Some mothers talked about forgiving their children when they were unsupportive, 

feeling good about their happiness and wishing them a better life than the one they had. 

[Would like her child] to continue her education so that she can have a good life, so that she 

won´t be like her mother. […]. I suffered a lot to be able to raise my child and I want her to be 

very happy, that´s all (Benedita, age 38). 

 

A number of women explained that their lives had been structured around 

motherhood and that their children gave meaning to their lives.  

It was always me and her. I wasn´t a mother to… I hadn´t my one life. It was her, work and 

that´s all. I never went out to colleagues, to discos, to partners, nothing, my child and her life 

were my reality. […]. I was one of those mothers that my life was my child. Everything I was, 

I was with her, I can´t live without being a mother. So, it is difficult [to be separated from her 

child]. […]. When I lost my child, I lost my reason for being (Eduarda, age 44). 

 

However, in several of the women´s accounts of their children there were 

expressions of guilt, sorrow and regret about not having accomplished their expected 

roles as mothers. Some of these women believed that they did not set a good example for 

their children because they did not complete their own education or used drugs. A small 

number of women felt that they embarrassed and disappointed their children given their 

engagement in survival sex. Others blamed themselves for being away from their 

children, missing their development, not having supported them and/or felt guilty about 

their children´s problems (e.g. low educational attainment, rebellion, substance use).   

[Children] don´t have rules, don´t have… don´t have education… they do whatever they want. 

[…]. I think that it was my fault, if I hadn´t left home… But I couldn´t live with that anymore 

[refers to domestic violence] (Pilar, age 49). 

 

Three women reported that they had been able to manage domestic and care roles 

with paid work outside of home at some point in their lives. Piedade (age 59), for example, 

explained that when she had to leave home for a week, for professional reasons, she was 

concerned with taking care of domestic duties in advance: “They [children] were little 

and couldn´t cook, I [made] and packed soups, [left] everything organized for that week 

[…]. And it was like that, I prepared [children´s] clothing and everything”. Four women 

emphasized that they had been informal caregivers, particularly of family members. 

Mariana (age 52), who took care of both parents when they grew older, had also been 
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full-time caregiver of her partner from the moment he became severely ill until his death: 

“I used to give him bath, I took care of everything for him”. 

Twelve women played a role of helper or nurturer to others while sleeping rough, 

squatting and especially within shelters and other types of service-led accommodation 

(Davis-Berman, 2011; Gonyea & Melekis, 2017; Montgomery, 1994). These roles 

included: giving advice to young squatters and shelter users; transmitting messages from 

other homeless persons to outreach teams and vice versa; quieting down and attempting 

to solve arguments or conflict between shelter residents; taking care of others (e.g. 

shaving, cutting hair or nails of other shelter residents, assisting disabled people to eat, 

giving bath to one shelter resident with mental illness who did not take care of her 

hygiene); teaching young shelter residents how to count money, prepare luggage or good 

manners; working in the shelter (e.g. cleaning, helping in the canteen or infirmary); 

organizing tasks among shelter users; assisting service staff with communication with 

foreign residents due to proficiency in several languages; and accompanying other 

residents in service-led accommodation to services such as a hospital or social security. 

Pilar (age 49), for example, a squatter who used drugs and engaged in survival 

sex, was acutely aware that these activities are socially devalued and largely stigmatized 

by society in general: “We are drug users and prostitutes and, so, we are zero. Our worth 

is zero”. However, ahead in the interview, Pilar asserted a sense of personal worth: “I´m 

not only a junkie, I´ve been useful and I can be [useful] again”. She drew upon the role 

that she played among younger squatters to reinforce a valued sense of self: “For all of 

them [other squatters] […] I am the person they respect […], sometimes I give advice, 

it´s obvious, my life experience is much longer”. 

Another example is Helena (age 45), who demonstrated her expertise in several 

tasks, such as cleaning, in the shelter where she resided. Her work was valued by some 

professionals and other residents, to the extent that many considered that she should 

become part of the shelter staff. The following excerpt from fieldnotes illustrates that 

having her capacities recognized was important for Helena´s self-esteem and self-

confidence, and that defining herself and being seen by others through her roles of helper 

and hard-worker enabled this woman to assert and consolidate a sense of personal worth. 

[Helena] gained [staff´s] consideration, recognition and respect for her work, dedication and 

competence at the level of cleaning and its management in the shelter. […]. She is very pleased 
and proud of this accomplishment and I would say that she is exultant. […]. She is quite 
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confident and certain that she will make it [to become part of the shelter staff]. […]. Today, 

Helena clearly exhibits self-confidence, strength and vividness (Fieldnote, 04/08/2017). 

 

However, Helena´s expectation of becoming part of the shelter staff was not 

fulfilled, which engendered a sense of disappointment and had a significant impact on the 

way in which she occupied and presented herself in the shelter, as the following excerpts 

from fieldnotes illustrate. 

[I] notice that [Helena´s] corporal expression and her eyes are duller compared with the last 

time I saw her, there is something like a shadow obscuring some of her shine, her strength and 

her vivacity. […]. I sense that Helena is less exuberant in the shelter, which may be related to 

the impossibility of having a paid job in the shelter, a project or expectation that was not 

accomplished. I sense that her presence there is less vivid (Fieldnotes, 20/12/2017, 29/12/2017). 

 

Eleven of the women who reported the outlined roles were middle-aged (n=4) or 

older (n=7). Five older women stated that some young residents in shelters reminded them 

of their own children and/or that they served as a mother figure to them (Davis-Berman, 

2011).  

There is a boy here [in a shelter] aged 24. […]. He talked a lot and stuff and promised me that 

he wouldn´t… not here… not here nor ever again do what he did when he was younger. […]. 

It seemed like a child standing there (Piedade, age 59). 

 

These findings highlight that many women relied on a gendered construction of a 

valued sense of self, particularly by claiming and/or displaying domestic and care roles. 

Insofar as “caregiving is culturally encoded as feminine” (Lynch et al., 2009, p. 220), the 

value that women place on care roles can be understood as an expression of internalization 

of, and identification with, traditional gender roles which, in turn, fostered a sense of 

purpose and represented a core feature of their personal identities. This is especially true 

for mothers, whose lives revolved to some or a considerable extent around their care 

responsibilities. These women expressed and performed love and care for their children 

in many ways, some of which were permeated by selflessness and self-sacrifice, even if 

they were constrained in their ability to care for them by a paucity of resources (Lynch et 

al., 2009; Savage, 2016). Several women, however, felt that they did not accomplish their 

mothering roles as they should, sanctioning themselves for failing to deliver on children´s 

care (Biscotto et al., 2016; Hutchinson et al., 2014). The roles played by these mothers 

seemed to be shaped by dominant caring ideologies and by a moral imperative to care 

that is much stronger for women than for men, to the extent that it can be seen as an innate 

disposition (that is, the belief that women are naturally more caring) (Lynch et al., 2009). 
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Taken together, these findings demonstrate the relevance of “other-centred identities” 

(Lynch et al., 2009, p. 227) for many of the study´s women. 

From the perspective of the identity talk framework, these findings resonate with 

those of Deward (2007) in two respects. First, many of the study´s women avowed non-

stigmatized roles such as mother, friend and helper to others, which can be seen as one 

form of role embracement similar to the one described by Deward (2007). Second, several 

of the narratives of the study´s women possibly involved a certain degree of 

embellishment. This means that some women may have overstated their roles as mothers, 

caregivers, homemakers and so on, in an attempt to present themselves in a favourable 

way and assert a positive personal identity (Snow & Anderson, 1987). Embellishment 

themes were mainly focused on the display of hegemonic femininity, particularly through 

motherhood, which was also reported by Deward (2007). 

Notwithstanding the salience of traditional gender roles to the women´s sense of 

self-worth and purpose, a number asserted valued identities through paid work (Liebow, 

1995), sometimes in parallel with their identities centred on other persons. Fifteen women 

placed importance on being hard-workers, self-defined as competent or responsible in 

their jobs, and/or reported that they had never been dismissed or had succeeded in their 

professional activities. Matilde (age 68), a woman with higher education and a consistent 

professional trajectory prior to becoming homeless, described herself as a “serious, hard-

working, competent and honest worker”. Laura (age 65) talked at length and 

enthusiastically about her career as a singer, describing enjoyment and pride in her 

professional activity: “I am a great singer. […]. I am known all over the world and I never 

left Portugal”. Benedita (age 38) emphasized her role as a lone mother whose life had 

been structured to a considerable extent around hard work: “I have always been a great 

woman, I fought, I raised my child alone, I worked, I had two, three jobs, but I did it. I 

took care of my home and my child alone. I always did it, always. I used to pay 200 euros 

for the crèche but… You know? Plus 400 [euros] for the rent. I did it alone. I worked 

hard”.  

 

9.3.3. Adhering to moral and behavioural standards 

Approximately two-thirds of the participants (n=22) referred to retaining their 

own standards of morality and behaviour regardless of their hard circumstances. The 
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importance that homeless women place on adhering to moral and behavioural standards, 

such as being honest and not stealing, was described by Casey et al. (2008). These authors 

found that homeless women tried to adhere to these standards in an attempt to retain a 

sense of themselves and self-worth amid strained circumstances. Likewise, Montgomery 

(1994) reported that former homeless women held on their dignity and adhered to moral 

principles, which represented personal strengths that enabled them to go through 

hardships. The findings presented in this section are consistent with the research 

conducted by these authors and show various ways in which the study´s women retained 

their own standards of morality and behaviour. 

Many women said that they adopted respectable behaviours, which meant 

different things in different contexts for different women. All of the seven women who 

reported a problematic substance use at the time of the study referred to stealing. One 

woman stated that she no longer stole. A further one described a kind of stealing etiquette, 

which means that she did not steal inside the neighbourhood where she squatted, thereby 

demonstrating respect for local residents who helped her. Another woman was ashamed 

of shoplifting, which she did by necessity, and expressed a desire to stop doing it. Four 

others said that they were not capable of stealing, sometimes distancing themselves from 

women who did so. Aware of possessing an attribute (heavy substance use) which was 

sometimes described as more stigmatizing than homelessness, these women felt the need 

either to justify or distance themselves from an illicit means of financing substance use 

(stealing). Stating that they did not steal was a way of demonstrating that they kept their 

own standards of behaviour and, therefore, retained a sense of personal worth in spite of 

substance use. Benedita´s (age 38) account illustrates this point: “I don´t do that, I can´t 

and I don´t want to steal because I think that is [drugs] dominating our personality and 

our way of being”. 

All of the four women who said that they could not steal had resorted, instead, to 

survival sex, which they perceived to be a more acceptable source of income. 

Yes [refers to having engaged in survival sex] because I don´t have the guts to steal people 

(Irene, age 40). 

 

I don´t know how to steal, no, I don´t do that. […]. This is how I was taught. If I don´t have 

[money] I have to find it [by other means such as survival sex] (Pilar, age 49). 

 

Writing in the Portuguese context, Bastos (1997) similarly describes that several 

women who had resided in the Shelter of Mendicancy of Lisbon expressed a hierarchy of 
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values in which the use of their sexuality as a means of living was less disruptive to their 

moral integrity than stealing or engaging in other criminal activities. 

Still concerned with keeping their reputation (partially stained) and constructing 

a moral spectrum with several degrees, respondents did not put the practice of 

prostitution (or begging) in the maximum pole of inferiority and moral disdain, 

which largely coincided with popular tolerance towards such practices, 

particularly in situations of crisis. (Bastos, 1997, p. 172, translated from 

Portuguese by the researcher). 
 

There were other instances of the women´s display of respectable behaviours. 

Some explained that they used fountains in public parks to take care of hygiene only at 

night or at dawn, in order to go unnoticed. One woman reported drinking a coffee before 

using bathrooms in cafés because she could not sneak into these facilities. A number of 

participants highlighted their respectability and/or reprimanded or disapproved other 

women´s attitudes, which they perceived to be inappropriate. These types of attitudes 

included: engagement in survival sex; dressing in a provocative way; not interacting with 

other female shelter residents; not having habits associated with the home space (e.g. 

watching television in shelter accommodation); and approaching male shelter residents 

in order to ask them for items such as cigarettes. 

[Male residents in a shelter] have a lot of respect [for her]. But it is also because I insist on 

respect, I´m not for fun (Eduarda, age 44). 

 

[Laura] distances herself from […] women who dress in a provocative manner in order to attract 

men´s attention. She is not like that, she behaves with dignity and properly (Fieldnote, 

26/01/2018). 

 

Finally, some women stated that they were honest and/or depicted or were 

involved in circumstances in which they proved that they kept their integrity amid strained 

conditions. After becoming homeless, Piedade (age 59) had the opportunity to move to 

the home of a male friend, who was romantically interested on her, but refused based on 

her own standard of morally correct behaviour: “[M]any [women] could take advantage 

of him […]. It´s not my type, I can´t do it”. While sleeping rough, Dalila (age 66) 

displayed her honesty and integrity in various ways. For example, on one occasion, she 

expressed concern with a debt in the café where she used to take breakfast and her 

intention to pay back as soon as possible. 

[Dalila] is concerned because […] she has a debt of approximately 4 euros in the café where 

she goes regularly […]. She knows that they are quite flexible in the café and she can pay later 

when she has the money. But she wants to pay her debt or else it will accumulate over time. For 

this reason, she limited her consumption in the café (Fieldnote, 14/06/2016). 
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On a subsequent occasion, the researcher accompanied Dalila to another café and 

observed how she reacted when she saw a coin in the floor of the café. 

Then she notices that there is a coin of 1 cent under the table where we sit, she takes it and gives 

it to the waiter, explaining that she had found the coin over there. […]. How many of us, in her 

place, would have done the same thing? (Fieldnote, 26/12/2016). 

 

9.3.4. Focusing on self-perceived strengths 

Many women explained that they attempted to react to problems and difficulties 

in their lives by focusing on their strengths (McFerran, 2010; Montgomery, 1994; Salsi 

et al., 2017; Tweed et al., 2012). Some expressed an optimistic orientation (Montgomery, 

1994) and demonstrated having a good sense of humour (Butler, 1993; Liebow, 1995; 

Tweed et al., 2012). These women sometimes presented themselves as amusing persons 

throughout the interview or when they interacted with the researcher and other persons. 

I am always joking because I think this is the best way of going through life (Filomena, age 

47). 

 

Then a very nice and amusing [homeless] man came in [to a street-based setting], [he was] 

known to Dalila and [to a member of an outreach team]. He carried a black handbag and offered 

it to Dalila […]. While he was there, there was a moment of laughter as they were making fun 

of their own lack of teeth. […]. Dalila was in a good mood and even hummed a song (Fieldnote, 

22/03/2016). 

 

A number of women expressed pride in their resourcefulness and personal 

accomplishments (Montgomery, 1994), such as having been an excellent student, having 

succeeded in drug treatment, or having projected an image of toughness and having been 

respected (or feared) by other convicts during periods of incarceration. 

I made it, that´s it [stop using drugs]. […]. I am a successful case (laugh) (Luísa, age 38). 

 

[F]rom the beginning, the women, particularly convicts, never disrespected me, they were quite 

afraid of me. […]. No, I was crazy at the time. And they knew that [I] was crazy and did not 

provoke me. […]. I presented myself as a character that I was not, isn´t it? Because it had to be, 

at that moment it had to be. If it wasn´t for that […] I wouldn´t have been respected in prison 

and I would have been trampled and God knows what. […]. I had to be tough, so much that 

when I was discharged [from prison] I was still tough (smile) (Sofia, age 37). 

 

Several women depicted their determination, resilience and perseverance to 

overcome challenges, explained that they were making efforts to improve their lives and 

to accomplish their goals, and/or described themselves as fighters, brave or strong persons 

(Montgomery, 1994; Salsi et al., 2017). 
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I do have my minutes but then I say [to herself] - Ok, you have cried, […], your pity party is 

over, come on (smile). […]. I am trying to find a job, I am trying to get up every morning and 

go on (Eduarda, age 44). 

 

I think that I´m very strong for going through the suffering that I´ve been through (Eunice, age 

58). 

 

But we have to move forward and born again from the ashes […]. I am a phoenix, I am a fighter, 

a warrior and a winner (Sofia, age 37).  

 

Some women described positive aspects in their lives, which made them feel good 

or happy. Mothering featured as the most positive dimension of several women´s lives, 

with some explaining that having a child is a source of joy and a number depicting the 

birth of their children as the happiest moments in their lives. In addition, having a child 

led to some feeling strong motivation and encouragement to live, overcome sadness and 

depression, quit alcohol or drug use, recommence education, find a job and arrange 

accommodation, particularly among those who hoped to reunite with their children 

(Montgomery, 1994; Russell, 2011; Salsi et al., 2017). 

[Joy] is all about them [children]! (Smile). […]. What makes me smile the most is looking at 

them (Madalena, age 18). 

 

[Child] is my life and so I want to go on and fight and show her, step by step, that I will make 

it [stop drug use, have a home and reunite with her child] (Benedita, age 38). 

 

Several women described family members, friendships and/or an intimate 

relationship as sources of joy, as Bárbara (age 41) recounted: “My boyfriend, who helps 

me a lot, supports me a lot. […]. There are little things that he does to help me [such as 

buying cigarettes] and that is great”. Receiving formal support was depicted as a positive 

aspect by women like Mariana (age 52), who was anxious to find a job and reunite with 

her child, and viewed her stay in service-led accommodation as a step forward for being 

able to achieve these goals: “[F]or me and for my child being here is a unique opportunity, 

positive for me, for my child”. Other sources of joy or positive aspects in the women´s 

lives were reported less often and included: having decent living conditions; appreciating 

a job and work colleagues; receiving some income; attending a professional training; 

being healthy; learning how to dance; overcoming physical limitations due to a disability 

problem; or going for a walk, reading and buying clothing.  

Some women put their current situations in perspective, acknowledging that their 

lives had been or could be worse, and asserting that they were experiencing a difficult but 

not awful or chaotic phase in their lives. A small number of women viewed the current 
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phase of their lives as a learning process which enabled them to become more appreciative 

of little things, knowledgeable or less judgemental (McFerran, 2010; Zufferey & Kerr, 

2004). A few women found comfort in good memories, as Dulce (age 46) reported: “I 

had good moments in life too, it wasn´t only bad. And I don´t let the bad [moments] to 

supplant the good ones. […]. I kindly remember and miss the good moments. The rest is 

to forget”. Finally, religiosity or faith in a higher-being (within a more or less formal 

religious context) emerged in some of the women´s narratives as a source of hope for a 

positive turn in their lives and/or as an internal resource providing them with comfort, 

strength and resilience in the face of strained circumstances (Gonyea & Melekis, 2017; 

Hellegers, 2011; Liebow, 1995; Montgomery, 1994; Russell, 2011). Illustrating this 

point, Mariana (age 52) explained: “[My] greatest strength is the strength of God I think” 

114. 

Notwithstanding the salience of self-perceived strengths outlined above, several 

of the study´s women “talked about themselves in derogatory terms” (Reeve et al., 2006, 

p. 46). These women described themselves as weak, careless, hopeless or worthless 

(McFerran, 2010). Some emphasized grief for the many hardships they endured in their 

lives. Adelaide (age 58), for example, stated: “It is true that I never had the love of a 

mother or a father. So, I am frustrated. […]. I have nothing. […]. Unfortunately, I´m 

running to hospitals for 30 years. Can I be happy? I can´t”. A number of women depicted 

the current phase of their lives as sad, stressful, empty, insufficient, precarious, unstable 

or stagnant. Some felt that they had no control over their lives (Mayock et al., 2015a; 

Salsi et al., 2017) and/or could not find a solution for their problems. 

Interviewer: How would you describe your life at the moment? 

Respondent: (Brief silence and she sighs). I don´t know. It is sad, at the moment I am a little… 

I am a little sad (Benedita, age 38). 

 

My life nowadays has no route. I am without a route, I don´t know where to go (Anabela, age 

45). 

 
As I say, I don´t know, this is really a situation that one… I see myself thinking, thinking, and 

I cannot see any solution (Piedade, age 59). 

 

 
114 According to the identity talk framework, ideological embracement involves the commitment to a set of 

beliefs - including religious beliefs - that enable to create congruence between personal and social identities 

(Snow & Anderson, 1987). This attempt to gain congruence between conflicting identities through religious 

beliefs was not apparent among the study´s women. Rather, the women in this study seemed to use their 

faith as a source of comfort, hope and strength. 
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The findings discussed in this section draw attention to several issues. The study´s 

women endeavoured to retain a positive identity and maintain a sense of purpose and self-

worth amid strained circumstances. The preservation of their dignity and the forms of 

identity work they used were embedded in traditional gender constructs, such as a concern 

with personal appearance and cleanliness and claiming or enacting care roles (Davis-

Berman, 2011; Gonyea & Melekis, 2017; Russell, 2011). The emphasis these women 

placed on care roles highlights the importance of relational and affective spheres to the 

women´s well-being, sense of value and purpose, and personal identities (Lynch et al., 

2009). However, a more complex and nuanced picture emerged from the analysis of these 

women´s identity construction processes in response to homelessness. By asserting 

valued identities through paid work or highlighting their determination and self-reliance, 

several women challenged essentialist gender ideologies (Passaro, 1996). 

Some of these findings revealed a tension between personal and social identities, 

and the women´s negotiation of these conflicting identities (Goffman, 1963). These 

women usually described themselves through the many experiences and roles they had 

over their lives, but not through homelessness, in spite of acknowledging their lack of 

housing (Parsell, 2010). This does not mean that they have denied their problems or 

idealized their lives. On the contrary, many women exposed issues such as substance use, 

incarceration or their perceptions of having failed as mothers, which can be seen as 

“socially unacceptable” (Parsell, 2010, p. 192). However, they did not stick to these 

stigmatizing attributes and claimed a plurality of personal identities. Furthermore, 

women´s identities were worked at and fluidly enacted on occasion. Helena´s (age 45) 

case, which was discussed throughout this chapter, is an illustrative example of the 

flexibility of women´s identities and their embeddedness in particular contexts (Parsell, 

2011). Helena attempted to pass as a “normal” person through a mainstream female 

appearance, but this strategy could only succeed outside the shelter, before people who 

did not know about her homelessness. Inside the shelter, where her homeless status could 

not be concealed, she defined herself and interacted with others (service staff and 

residents) primarily through the roles of helper and hard-worker. During the interview, 

before the researcher, she described other roles and experiences that were an integral part 

of her life (e.g. mothering). In this way, Helena (like others) positioned herself differently 

and emphasized various features of the self, depending on the circumstances in which she 

was situated (Goffman, 1963, 1993; McNaughton, 2008; Parsell, 2011). Identity 
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enactment among the study´s women can be understood as an agentic stance, although it 

is constrained by daily life circumstances (Parsell, 2011) and by their homeless status 

(McCarthy, 2013). 

In keeping with a strengths-based approach, this study showed a host of internal 

resources and strengths that helped the women to persevere and strive to bring their lives 

into a more positive direction. In general, these findings were consistent with international 

literature on this matter, which was discussed in Chapter 4 (e.g. Montgomery, 1994; Salsi 

et al., 2017; Tweed et al., 2012). The perceived strengths of the study´s women 

encompassed the three categories of strengths described by Montgomery (1994), as 

follows: personal (e.g. an optimistic orientation, a sense of pride in one´s resourcefulness 

and personal achievements); interpersonal (e.g. the women´s relationships with their 

children); and transpersonal (e.g. religious beliefs). The study´s women did not hide that 

their current life circumstances were, to say the least, unsatisfactory, and did not conceal 

the harmful impacts of the difficulties they endured at some junctures. However, their 

narratives extended beyond these types of negative accounts and highlighted a remarkable 

dignity, determination and courage throughout their experiences of homelessness. 

Overall, these findings demonstrate that “recognition of the strengths and resilience 

women show in order to survive the experience of homelessness […] brings a different 

perspective to the traditionally deficit-oriented approach” (Phipps et al., 2018, p. 8). 

 

9.4. Reporting needs and envisioning the future 

Many of the study´s women thought about their long-term future, with some 

describing plans or desires for the future in an unremarkable way and others being hopeful 

about the future, as Laura (age 65) recounted: “I think that I will be fine, I want to be in 

peace, I´m old enough to stay quiet in a little corner isn´t it? We have to be optimistic”. 

However, only one woman manifested confidence in her ability to shape the future. On 

the other hand, several women expressed fears and concerns about the long-term future, 

including: becoming ill; not being able to find a job or a home; re-victimization in the 

context of a past experience of domestic violence; not gaining custody of their children; 

and/or being alone. Eunice (age 58), for example, stated: “My concern is the fear that I 

might not find a job, work. I´m afraid of getting sick, alone, without family, no relatives. 

[…]. How do I do then?”. 
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By contrast, approximately one-third of the women (n=11) explained that they 

focused on their everyday lives or thought only about the short-term future (Liebow, 

1995; Sheridan, 2017). Two women learned to live one day at a time since their plans for 

the future fell apart. Two others could not envision the long-term future because they did 

not expect that good things could happen in their lives. 

No [does not think about the future]. […]. Because I don´t have a future (forced smile). No. At 

this moment the future that I see is not cheerful, so I don´t even try to think about it. Not even… 

we [refers to herself] don´t even make plans or… it´s one day at a time and that´s it (Clara, age 

43). 

 

Some women found it difficult to plan or imagine the long-term future because of 

the high level of uncertainty and instability they were currently experiencing. Illustrating 

this point, Eduarda (age 44) said: “I have to think on a daily basis because I don´t know 

how the future will be, and if I think about the future, I get scared because I think - Look, 

if I don´t get a job, if I don´t do this, if I don´t do that”. Finally, one older woman, Adelaide 

(age 58), believed that her life was completed, and merely concentrated on living day by 

day: “My life is already done, my life is over […]. I have nothing else to do. I will not 

work again, I will not get married again, I will not have more children, my life is over. 

I´m living one day at a time”. 

Consistent with national and international research (e.g. Bruto da Costa & 

Baptista, 1999; Martins, 2017; Mayock et al., 2015a; Russell, 2011), many women 

reported combined needs and described a multitude of aspirations involving several 

dimensions of their lives. Most commonly (n=25), these women talked about a wish and 

a need for accommodation, preferably a place of their own. Twenty women expressed a 

strong desire to reassume or reinforce their mothering roles through re-establishing 

contact, visiting or reuniting with their children. Some women were aware that they 

needed to arrange appropriate conditions, particularly a reliable source of income and 

stable accommodation, before reuniting with their children. A number of women felt that 

social housing would be the most realistic option available to them in terms of 

accommodation. 

I just would like to be happy and have my home back. And especially my child. In the middle 

of all this… in the first place, my child. But to be able to reunite with my child I need to have 

my home (Benedita, age 38). 

 
[I need] basically a job, financial [support], my children. […]. Prior to that a house isn´t it? […]. 

[I need support] in seeking social housing with three bedrooms so that I can reunite with my 

children (Helena, age 45). 
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As the previous accounts demonstrate, many women envisioned their children in 

their future lives and perceived home to be a base where their mothering roles could be 

restored (Sheridan, 2017). The need for support in relation to their children and for 

housing prior to family reunification was similarly described in previous studies (Dotson, 

2011; Hutchinson et al., 2014; Mayock et al., 2015a; Sheridan, 2017). Writing in the 

North American context, Russell (2011) also found that homeless women´s priorities 

were a home and their children. However, only a small number of women in Russell´s 

research expressed the need for a job, in contrast with the current study, in which 

approximately half of the participants mentioned a job and better financial conditions or 

financial autonomy as future goals. The relevance of paid work in the lives of homeless 

women was previously acknowledged in the national and international literature (e.g. 

Barros, 2010; Gomes, 2002; Liebow, 1995). These findings suggest that several of the 

study´s women saw themselves as wage earners or as someone capable of financially 

providing for a home, in spite of the reported difficulties in seeking employment which 

were discussed in the previous chapter. Furthermore, these findings must be situated in 

the wider Portuguese context, in which the female participation rate in the labour market 

is high (González, 2014; Torres et al., 2018). In addition to providing income, 

employment is important for some of the study´s women in terms of psychological well-

being, being an opportunity to forge friendships, and representing a valued and 

meaningful occupation that fosters a sense of purpose and self-respect (Liebow, 1995; 

Salsi et al., 2017). 

[I need] employment, knowing that I have something to do, knowing that I don´t have to leave 

[the shelter] in the morning, at 9 a.m., and hang around with no self-purpose, this is important 

for me. Having something to fill my day so that I don´t have to think about everything I lost 

(Eduarda, age 44). 

 

Consistent with previous research (Groton et al., 2017; Salsi et al., 2017), several 

women valued and aimed to engage in other activities (besides paid work) that foster 

contribution, connectedness and a sense of purpose, such as volunteering and education. 

Thirteen women expressed a desire to rebuild their lives and/or explained that they longed 

for peace, quietness and stability, highlighting that they needed to overcome the 

uncertainty and stress of their current circumstances, as Eduarda (age 44) recounted: “[I 

need] peace, not being permanently worried about what will happen”. Approximately 

one-third of the study´s women wished to re-establish contact, visit or reunite with their 

families and/or felt that an intimate relationship would fill a lacuna in their lives, as 



290 

 

Benedita (age 38) explained: “I need a partner to be happy. Someone who cares for me, 

who loves me, who behaves with me as I do with him or for the good and the bad, without 

lies, without messing up, without conflict”. A few women wished to be fondled and 

treated kindly and respectfully, as Caetana (age 61) said: “I need affection, I need that 

people respect me”. Eleven women reported needs and hopes related to their health 

condition, including: stopping or reducing substance use; receiving support for 

medication; and accessing dental care or having a dental prosthesis. Other tangible needs, 

including food, hygiene items, clothing and/or documentation, were described less often. 

Finally, two women would like to travel and a further one longed for a car. 

Taken together, the needs and aspirations of the study´s women reflect deprivation 

across a series of domains, are often internally oriented, and are relatively modest within 

the current standards of Western countries, including Portugal. The modesty of the 

women´s wants and expectations was similarly reported in research on women´s 

homelessness in England (Jones, 1999) and USA (Liebow, 1995) 115. Corroborating the 

findings of Deward (2007) and Liebow (1995), the study´s women did not appear to 

engage in fanciful and unrealistic constructions of their future. In other words, from the 

perspective of the identity talk framework, these women did not use fantasizing as an 

identity resource (Snow & Anderson, 1987) 116. Many of the women´s needs, fears and 

hopes were simply “normal”. As Parsell (2010, p. 187) also reported with respect to his 

research: “The salience of the findings above come from just how ordinary they are”. 

These findings and others which were discussed throughout the dissertation (e.g. 

participants´ mainstream appearance) emphasize these women´s normalcy and contribute 

to challenge a prevailing notion that homeless people are intrinsically different and 

deviant from the norm (Butler, 1993; Parsell, 2010). 

These findings also underline a disconnect between women´s needs and 

aspirations and the responses of the homelessness sector in Portugal. As discussed in 

Chapter 3, the Portuguese homeless service sector focuses on emergency assistance and 

 
115 Despite the modesty and reasonableness of these wants and expectations, many women are not likely to 

achieve them unless they access proper resources (e.g. a job that can support independent living) within a 

wider, favourable context (e.g. appropriate and affordable housing) (Liebow, 1995). 
116 Nevertheless, there was sometimes a disconnect between women´s current circumstances and their views 

of the future. For example, a few women who were drug users repeatedly said that they envisioned their 

future lives without substance use. Yet, they did not seem to be making efforts towards stop using drugs. 

These types of discourses may, in part, reflect an attempt to say to themselves that they will be able to stop 

using drugs at some point in the future and, therefore, remain hopeful about it (Deward, 2007). These 

discourses can also be partially related to what the women believe they are expected to say, representing an 

attempt to present themselves in a favourable way (Liebow, 1995). 
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psychosocial support whereas many women need housing, employment, occupation and 

stability. Moreover, women articulated a wish and a hope of rebuilding their social 

networks and restoring their mothering roles, sometimes expressing a need for support in 

relation to their children. European homelessness research has only recently 

acknowledged the existence, the circumstances and the needs of homeless mothers 

unaccompanied by their children, which are not generally recognized by homelessness 

and broader welfare systems (Hutchinson et al., 2014; Mayock et al., 2015a; van den 

Dries et al., 2016). Emergency and material assistance for homeless persons is obviously 

necessary and vital (European Consensus Conference on Homelessness, 2010; Fondation 

Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA, 2019). However, housing and other support needs of the study´s 

women, including gender-specific issues (e.g. related to motherhood), are not being 

addressed and appropriately responded to. 

 

9.5. Conclusion 

This chapter explored participants´ self-identification with homelessness and their 

understanding of homelessness and home. Consistent with international research, the 

study´s women either converged with, or somewhat challenged, the official definitions of 

homelessness through which they are seen and classified at policy and service level and 

by society in general. The many, diverse, ambiguous and conflicting views of these 

women on what it means to be homeless and at home corroborated and reinforced that 

homelessness and home are complex, relative, changing and subjective concepts.  

This chapter also examined how do women cope and negotiate their personal 

identities while experiencing homelessness. This focus is particularly important because 

homeless women´s identity-related issues are virtually unexplored in the Portuguese 

literature. The enactment, fluidity and multiplicity of the women´s identities were 

exposed, emphasizing that homelessness was by no means the core axis through which 

they defined themselves. These women endeavoured to preserve their dignity and retain 

a sense of purpose and self-worth, which they did through: associational and role 

distancing; a concern with personal appearance and cleanliness; claiming and/or enacting 

roles that foster a valued sense of self; and/or keeping their own moral and behavioural 

standards. Furthermore, the study´s women reported a myriad of self-perceived strengths 

which had helped them to persevere and cope with hardships and homelessness. 
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Participants´ different perspectives of the short-term and long-term future were 

also analysed in this chapter. The women´s perceived needs and their normalcy were 

discussed. Many expressed a need for housing, a job and better financial conditions or 

financial autonomy. It was noteworthy that a considerable number of women wished to 

reassume or reinforce their mothering roles, drawing attention to the circumstances and 

needs of homeless mothers who are not accompanied by their children. There is a 

disconnect between the homelessness service delivery and the women´s reported needs, 

particularly in terms of housing and gender-specific issues such as those related to 

motherhood. Besides gender-related needs, other gendered topics permeated this chapter, 

including the relevance of particular affective attributes of home (e.g. traditional gender 

roles within the home space) and some forms of identity work deeply rooted in gender 

constructs (e.g. claiming and/or enacting care roles). Nevertheless, several of the study´s 

women challenged essentialist gender ideologies with respect to their understanding of 

home, self-perceptions and ways of asserting a sense of personal significance, questioning 

prevailing views of women as dependent, passive and vulnerable. 
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CHAPTER 10. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

10.1. Introduction  

This chapter is dedicated to a comprehensive discussion of the research findings. 

It opens by revisiting the objectives, design and theoretical perspectives of the study, 

discussing the main research findings, and highlighting the core contributions of the 

research to knowledge and understanding of women´s homelessness. Consideration is 

then given to the implications of the study´s findings for policy and practice, and the 

chapter concludes with suggestions for future research. 

 

10.2. Discussion of the research findings 

As explained previously in this dissertation, in the Portuguese context there is a 

distinct lack of research and policy attention to women´s homelessness. As the first 

doctoral dissertation to examine women´s homelessness in Portugal, this research was 

exploratory in nature, utilizing a combination of biographical interviewing and 

ethnographic approach to conduct an in-depth examination of the lives of 34 women 

experiencing homelessness or housing exclusion in the Northern Lisbon Metropolitan 

Area. The research produced a comprehensive account of these women´s paths into 

homelessness and their experiences subsequent to becoming homeless, thereby extending 

a very limited research base on women´s lives and experiences in the Portuguese context. 

Importantly, a deliberate effort was made to expand the study´s reach beyond the most 

visible forms of homelessness and to produce an encompassing analysis of women´s 

homelessness. This aim was guided by the ETHOS definition, which enabled the 

inclusion of living situations that would have remained concealed if the narrower national 

definition of homelessness had been deployed. The issue of homeless women´s 

invisibility, which is “at the heart of analysing women´s homelessness” (Watson, 2000, 

p. 161), permeated the findings of this study. This research also contributes to a growing 

body of international evidence which, for some time, has emphasized the gendered nature 

of homelessness. 

In pursuing the objectives of the research, priority was given to the women´s own 

voices and interpretations of their lives and social worlds, to the nature of their 

experiences of homelessness and housing precariousness, and to a detailed exploration of 



294 

 

the multifaceted interactions that shaped or influenced their paths into and through 

homelessness. The study´s biographical and ethnographic data collection methods aimed 

to generate a rich, in-depth and naturalistic description of female homelessness. An 

emphasis was placed on situating women´s life experiences in their broader contexts, 

uncovering the processes underpinning their homeless paths, and capturing the meanings 

through which they made sense of their everyday lives (Brewer, 2000; Herbert, 2000; 

Roberts, 2002; Torri & Tosi, 2004). Although cross-sectional in design, this research has 

captured the dynamics and temporality of the women´s homeless and housing histories, 

achieved through prolonged fieldwork engagement and regular contact with several of 

the participants over a considerable period of time (Herbert, 2000). This, alongside the 

conduct of biographical interviews, enabled the (re)construction of their paths into and 

through homelessness (May, 2000). 

The study´s biographical and ethnographic data has yielded insights into the 

diversity of women´s experiences of homelessness and the varied ways in which they 

interpreted, negotiated, responded to, and coped with homelessness. These data have also 

demonstrated convergences in the women´s histories, particularly in relation to income 

poverty and their disadvantaged and subordinate socioeconomic position. Furthermore, 

the data have uncovered the significance of the women´s relationships with their informal 

social networks, local communities, service settings and wider society in the context of 

their unfolding experiences of homelessness. Overall, the study´s biographical and 

ethnographic data show, as Sheridan (2017, p. 239) also noted, that these women´s lives 

are “far more complex and nuanced than the restrictive and reductive images that the label 

´homeless´ so frequently imposes upon them”. 

In pursuing the objectives of this research, a combination of theoretical 

perspectives was applied in an attempt to produce a theoretically informed understanding 

of several facets of women´s homelessness. Specifically, the combined use of ecological 

and life course perspectives has supported a comprehensive exploration of the complex, 

multilevel and interlinked factors, events and transitions that propelled and perpetuated 

homelessness among the study´s women. These theoretical lenses have enabled an 

understanding of the wider contexts in which the women´s homeless and housing 

trajectories were situated, how these trajectories were impacted by other realms of their 

lives, and the ways in which their life course intersected with structural gender inequality 

in areas such as education, paid work, financial condition and violence. The life course 
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perspective also unpacked the long-term and compounding effects of events and 

experiences at different points throughout the women´s lives (Horstead, 2018). 

Furthermore, the deployment of a combination of theoretical perspectives has 

provided insights into the women´s sense of self. The use of theoretical frameworks that 

encompass the presentation of self, management of stigma (Goffman, 1963, 1993) and 

identity work (Snow & Anderson, 1987) has enabled an understanding of the identity 

construction processes drawn upon by the women in order to cope and assert a sense of 

purpose and self-worth as well as the ways in which these processes conformed with, or 

challenged, traditional gender ideologies. Finally, the theoretical approaches applied in 

this study have exposed the many and nuanced agentic stances of the women over the life 

course and throughout their homelessness, and the sources of strength which enabled 

them to persevere and seek a meaningful life beyond their homelessness. Overall, this 

study departed from research traditions which claim that “the homeless population is 

anomic, retreatist and disaffiliated” (Wardhaugh, 1999, p. 102), providing evidence of the 

women´s normalcy and thus contradicting several stereotypical assumptions about the 

nature of women´s homelessness. Attention now shifts to a discussion of the study´s key 

findings. 

 

The research participants 

In general terms, the profile of this study´s participants mirrors previous research 

on homeless women conducted in Portugal (e.g. Gomes, 2002; Lopes, 2017; Martins, 

2017), which has demonstrated that Portuguese nationality, low educational attainment, 

unemployment, income poverty and non-married status are consistent features of women 

who experience homelessness. Based on the detailed accounts garnered from the women, 

it was possible to unpack a myriad of contexts that contributed, often from an early age, 

to their socioeconomic disadvantage; and to examine how gender impacted the women´s 

opportunities within wider society, including their prospects in education and in labour 

and housing markets (e.g. unplanned pregnancy, lone parenthood, traditional gender roles 

in the domestic sphere). On the other hand, a number of women had completed higher 

education, worked in qualified professions and/or reported high socioeconomic statuses 

at some point in their lives, demonstrating that women experiencing homelessness are not 

a homogeneous group. 
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The diversity of the sample also extended to age, which ranged from 18 to 68 

years among the study´s women. Approximately one-third of the study´s sample consisted 

of older women (over the age of 50) who experienced late life homelessness or, 

alternatively, continued to experience homelessness as they aged. Two key singularities 

were identified among this subgroup of homeless women, which to date are under-

researched, particularly in the Portuguese context. First, older women may remain in 

shelters for prolonged periods of time and/or have greater difficulties in securing 

accommodation than their younger or middle-aged counterparts. This may be related to 

their low income (alongside few or no prospects of improving their financial condition 

through labour market integration), insufficient social protection, and a lack of affordable 

and suitable accommodation (that responds to a disability or health problems). Second, 

older women were more likely to claim or play the role of helper or nurturer to others 

during periods of homelessness, particularly when residing in shelters, with some acting 

as a mother figure to younger residents. 

This study has offered detailed and nuanced insights into the women´s relational 

contexts (family and broader social relationships). Relationships with family of origin, 

children, grandchildren, intimate partners, friends, acquaintances, service providers and 

others emerged as a recurring theme in the women´s accounts. These relationships were 

“a source of trauma and difficulty as well as support and well-being” (McNaughton, 2008, 

p. 65); they had a significant impact on how daily life was experienced by the women, 

and played a key role in their paths into and through homelessness (by either enhancing 

or restricting their options across realms such as education, employment, financial 

condition, accommodation and the practicalities of day-to-day life). Relationships 

deemed personally significant also featured in the women´s expressed needs and 

aspirations for the future. Therefore, consistent with previous research (e.g. Butler, 1993; 

Rowe & Wolch, 1990; Sheridan, 2017; Wesely & Wright, 2005), these findings highlight 

the importance of relational contexts for women experiencing homelessness, illustrating 

the various ways in which “relationships make a profound difference in the life course” 

(Hendricks, 2012, p. 229).  

 

Homeless mothers who are unaccompanied by their children 

The findings of this research show that mothering was an issue that arose 

repeatedly in the women´s narratives, representing a salient gendered dimension of their 



297 

 

homelessness. These findings therefore contribute to an emerging body of international 

literature which suggests that a considerable number of women who access homelessness 

services are mothers who are separated from their children, although their status as 

mothers is not generally recognized by the service sector (Dotson, 2011; Hutchinson et 

al., 2014; Mayock & Sheridan, 2012; van den Dries et al., 2016). Over two-thirds of the 

women in this study (n=26) were mothers and all 13 who were mothers of minor children 

were separated from their children. Some of these mother-child separations preceded the 

experience of housing instability while others occurred at the point of women becoming 

homeless. These separations were either voluntary or involuntary and often occurred in 

contexts of a lack of appropriate resources - related to employment, stable income, secure 

accommodation and informal support networks - available to enable them to provide care 

for their children. The responsibility for caring was not experienced equally by all 

mothers, with lone and low-income carers being particularly limited in their ability to care 

for their children. As Aiello and McQueeney (2016, p. 34) observe, “far from being a 

romanticized moral status or experience, motherhood is saturated by social differences 

and inequalities”. For some women, the conditions of homelessness have further 

diminished the resources available to them to express love for their children and provide 

care. These findings resonate with Savage´s (2016) call for attention to the fact that 

homeless mothers are constrained in their ability to care for their children due to a lack 

of economic and social resources; they further illustrate the ways in which economic and 

political systems can significantly thwart women´s ability to care for their children 

(Lynch et al., 2009). 

Mothering permeated these women´s accounts of their past, present and future 

lives in varied ways. The emotional bond women had with their children and the pain 

arising either from mother-child separation or from a perception of failure as a mother 

and carer, were striking. Some women found comfort in remembering their children and 

these memories were sometimes linked to possessions that they valued for the symbolic 

representation of their children. Women prioritized their children´s accommodation at the 

point of becoming homeless, feared that they could be removed from their care, and their 

mothering roles sometimes influenced their movements between different living 

arrangements during periods of homelessness. Mothering roles represented a core feature 

of the women´s personal identities, were often interwoven with their understanding and 

prior experience of home, and were strong contributors to a valued self and a sense of 
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purpose. Mothering emerged as a crucial source of joy and well-being, was “one of the 

primary motivators for women working towards goals that would bring them back into 

the mainstream” (Russell, 2011, p. 111), and featured prominently in the women´s 

considerations and hopes for the future. In summary, mirroring previous research (e.g. 

Dotson, 2011; Hutchinson et al., 2014; Liebow, 1995; Russell, 2011; Sheridan, 2017), 

this study´s findings highlight the many and varied ways in which homeless women 

expressed affiliation and concern for their children, which endured irrespective of how 

distant they were from their children, whether in relational and/or geographical terms. 

 

Multiple and complex paths into and through homelessness 

An exploration of the women´s paths into and through homelessness was among 

the core objectives of this research. In keeping with ecological and life course 

perspectives - which recognize the interplay between the multiple life trajectories and 

wider structural forces and inequalities - the notion of homelessness as a process, rather 

than a static condition, emerged. The analysis of the women´s paths into and through 

homelessness resonated with the five principles of the life course perspective (life-span 

development; historical, social and personal time; geographical and social location; 

linked lives; and human agency) (Elder et al., 2003; Hendricks, 2012), demonstrating the 

applicability and utility of this theoretical framework to the study of women´s 

homelessness. 

Consistent with previous research (Mayock & Sheridan, 2012; Reeve et al., 2006; 

Sheridan, 2017), these women´s homelessness resulted from a culmination of complex 

and interwoven events and circumstances that evolved over time. The salience of difficult, 

distressing and/or traumatic experiences in the women´s early lives mirrors the findings 

of previous research (e.g. Kennedy et al., 2010; Ravenhill, 2008; Tyler & Schmitz, 2013; 

Wesely & Wright, 2005), highlighting that a full understanding of women´s homelessness 

requires a contextualization of their lives since childhood and consideration of the lifelong 

and compounding effects of adversities and disadvantages over the life course, including 

family losses, home-based difficulties, premature school leaving and poverty. 

Women´s paths into homelessness were, most commonly, related to home-based 

difficulties, leaving care experiences, intimate relationship breakdown, domestic 

violence, eviction or risk of eviction, substance use and incarceration/discharge from 

prison. These paths were associated with the women´s life stages and inextricably linked 
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to: economic adversity and a lack of income to support housing security; an absence of 

supportive informal networks; and/or inadequate social protection and limited service 

provision. Salient gendered paths into homelessness emerged in the women´s accounts of 

abuse in the family home, the break-up of intimate relationships and domestic violence. 

Given the dearth of research on domestic violence and female homelessness in Portugal, 

the identification and exploration of this relationship in some of the women´s lives was 

paramount. Consistent with the international literature (Jasinski et al., 2005; Mayock & 

Sheridan, 2012; Wesely & Wright, 2005), the link between domestic violence and 

homelessness was non-linear and not experienced equally by all women in this study. 

However, “[s]ome relationships were “textbook” domestic violence cases in that they 

involved many of the power and control dynamics that typify such relationships” (Wesely 

& Wright, 2005, p. 1093). For a number of women, the negative impacts of domestic 

violence on their economic and social resources were pronounced and were directly 

related to their homelessness. A lack of protective factors, such as family resources, that 

might have prevented the loss of housing subsequent to fleeing abusive situations, 

compounded their vulnerability to homelessness. The study´s women described several 

destinations subsequent to leaving abusive situations and, mirroring previous national and 

international research (Baptista, n.d.; Guerreiro et al., 2015; Ponic et al., 2011; Williams, 

1998), those who accessed refuges had no income to enable them to secure housing and 

no alternative accommodation. 

There was considerable diversity in the women´s homeless trajectories but some 

features are noteworthy. A majority of the women experienced prolonged and/or recurrent 

homelessness. The first entry point to homelessness was typically a hidden homeless 

situation or sleeping rough, both of which featured prominently and often repeatedly in 

the women´s accounts. Most resided in service-led accommodation on one or several 

separate occasions. However, some stayed in residential settings provided outside the 

homeless service sector and were not recorded as homeless, which essentially obscured 

their homelessness. Finally, a high degree of mobility between different living 

arrangements was reported. Such living arrangements, even if situated inside home spaces 

(e.g. the home of a family member or a friend), did not represent secure, stable or adequate 

housing. These findings contribute to a growing body of international literature that has 

documented the pervasiveness of patterns of long-term and repeat homelessness among 

women, which may differ from those experienced by men, particularly in terms of 
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women´s movement between visible and concealed forms of homelessness (Jones, 1999; 

Mayock et al., 2015b; Mayock & Sheridan, 2020; Reeve et al., 2007). Consistent with a 

large body of evidence (e.g. Edgar & Doherty, 2001; Enders-Dragässer, 2010; Sheridan, 

2017), hidden homelessness was often reported among the study´s women. A striking 

feature of this study´s findings is the high proportion of women who had slept rough on 

one or more occasions throughout their lives, which is a lesser described aspect of the 

existing international literature. This finding may suggest that women who experience 

homelessness in Portugal are more likely to occupy spaces of extreme or street 

homelessness.  

The study´s women reported multiple and complex patterns of living transitions 

and, in pursuing one of its objectives, the research went a step further by exploring the 

dynamics driving the women´s homeless trajectories. The women moved in and out of a 

wide range of living situations, encompassing various types of service-led 

accommodation, several forms of hidden homelessness, rough sleeping and, less often, 

institutional settings (acute hospitals and prison) and housing. These movements were 

shaped by a number of factors, events and circumstances, including: their perceptions and 

experiences of different living situations; their relational contexts and social roles; the 

level of support provided by their informal networks; their access to formal support and 

views of service provision; and the intersection of work, health and criminal trajectories 

with their living situations. The research also identified opportunities and constraints 

shaping the women´s access to housing, which significantly impacted their decision-

making and efforts to secure housing. Persistent income poverty combined with an 

adverse housing market and policy (specifically in Lisbon city) emerged as major barriers 

to the women´s access to accommodation, an issue previously documented in the 

Portuguese context (Lopes, 2017; Pleace et al., 2018). The roles played by informal 

networks and the service sector in shaping women´s homeless and housing trajectories 

were far more nuanced and either bolstered or restricted their accommodation choices 

and options. 

Many women had spent time in accommodation arranged by their social networks 

but this was, invariably, a temporary solution to their lack of housing. Some, however, 

reported that they had sought assistance from family and broader social relationships but 

that these persons had refused to provide them with accommodation. The study´s women 

described further reasons why they could not or could no longer rely on their social 
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networks to support their accommodation needs. Overall, this kind of support was 

associated with: the number of individuals in the women´s social networks; the state of 

their relationships and women´s views on the quality of available supports; and/or these 

individuals´ willingness to offer the women accommodation as well as their geographical 

location and financial, material or housing conditions. Although a large majority of the 

women had received or continued to receive informal support, this was typically time-

limited and/or not related to accommodation, and did not enable a sustained route out of 

homelessness.  

The analysis of the roles played by the service sector in women´s homeless and 

housing trajectories entailed an exploration of the women´s interactions with services and 

any impact they may have had on their trajectories following contact and engagement 

with the service sector. Consistent with international literature, most of the study´s 

women attempted to self-manage their lack of housing (Robinson & Searby, 2006) and 

remained concealed from the homeless service sector for lengthy periods of time or, in 

some cases, for the entire duration of their homelessness (Jones, 1999; Mayock et al., 

2015a; Reeve et al., 2007). Two main drivers of these particular trajectories emerged. 

Firstly, when confronted with homelessness, several women were more likely to seek 

informal support and/or to spend their (limited) income on accommodation, typically 

presenting to services only when they had exhausted all personal and financial resources. 

However, some slept rough at the point of becoming homeless, highlighting a complete 

lack of alternatives in terms of accommodation and challenging “[a]ny notion that women 

have a series of other options which they move through and exhaust before resorting to 

rough sleeping” (Reeve et al., 2006, p. 34). In any case, a large number of the study´s 

women sought help or presented to services at a crisis point in their lives. Secondly, some 

women accessed services outside the homeless service sector (e.g. domestic violence, 

faith-based services) and were, therefore, concealed from accommodation services 

targeting individuals who experience homelessness.  

This study identified several barriers to women´s access to services. A lack of 

knowledge about available services was the most commonly reported barrier to women´s 

access to services at the point of becoming homeless. This study also demonstrated that 

the women navigated the service sector based on their prior knowledge and positive or 

negative perceptions and experiences of accessing and interacting with the service sector 

(including shelter accommodation). Awareness and information about available services, 
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a lack of personal motivation and practical difficulties also influenced the women´s ability 

to engage with services over time. These findings are consistent with those of previous 

research (Jones, 1999; Mayock et al., 2015a; Reeve et al., 2007; Upshur et al., 2018). 

Following initial contact and engagement with the service sector, these women were 

typically provided with support and accommodation that they valued, considering it to be 

preferable to rooflessness, despite a few accounts of inefficiencies in service provision. 

However, particularly with the passing of time, several women expressed frustration, 

disappointment, concern and anxiety over unresolved problems and what they viewed as 

insufficient and inadequate support from service providers in addressing their needs (e.g. 

housing, financial support, job searching, children-related needs). Engagement with the 

service sector frequently did not constitute a turning point in the women´s homeless 

trajectories and did not interrupt or resolve their prolonged or recurrent homelessness, an 

issue also documented in the Irish and English contexts (Mayock et al., 2015a; Reeve et 

al., 2007). The fact that a large majority of these women were still living in homeless, 

insecure or inadequate living situations at the time of concluding the study, approximately 

two years after the initial contact with some of them, is a testament to this.  

 

The experience and negotiation of homelessness among women 

In pursuing the objective of exploring the women´s experiences of homelessness, 

this study has provided a “relatively rare glimpse” (Snow & Anderson, 1987, p. 1365) of 

how women felt, perceived, negotiated and responded to the complexities of their 

homeless situations on a daily basis. The women´s views and experiences of rough 

sleeping and residing in contexts of hidden homelessness, shelters and rooms paid for by 

a social service were extremely complex, diverse, nuanced and also sometimes changed 

over time. Despite this, there are several noteworthy findings. 

Most of the study´s women deployed strategies that contributed to their physical 

invisibility while sleeping rough. In this sense, there was evidence of them sleeping rough 

in ways that differed from their male counterparts (Reeve, 2018). Since most were likely 

to go unnoticed while sleeping rough, street counts probably fail to capture and record 

the extent to which women sleep rough. Therefore, perhaps unsurprisingly, street counts 

consistently present a profile of rough sleepers dominated by men (ISS IP, 2005; RSL, 

2009, n.d.) despite the fact that women may sleep rough in relatively high numbers. 

Rough sleeping is associated primarily with men and is also depicted as the most visible 
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form of homelessness. However, many of the study´s women endeavoured to remain 

invisible. These findings resonate with the argument of Reeve et al. (2006, p. 29) that, to 

some extent, perceptions of rough sleeping “as ´the visible face of homelessness´ may be 

based upon a (male) gendered understanding of the nature and experience of sleeping 

rough”. In asserting that a high proportion of the study´s women slept rough and that they 

adopted strategies of invisibility, this research questions assumptions of rough sleeping 

as a male-dominated phenomenon and the most visible manifestation of homelessness, 

and provides a further explanation as to why Portuguese street counts are heavily 

dominated by men. 

On the other hand, the researcher´s contact with women rough sleepers who were 

highly visible enabled an understanding of how they navigated, occupied and presented 

themselves in public spaces, highlighting the value of ethnography when seeking to 

examine and understand “the tissue of everyday life” (Herbert, 2000, p. 551). First-hand 

observation yielded understanding of how women made sense of particular events and 

circumstances, and how this meaning-making was enacted in their day-to-day practices 

(Hoolachan, 2016). In this way, a nuanced picture, not typically found in the literature, 

emerged of women´s lives while sleeping rough (Cloke et al., 2010; Radley et al., 2006; 

Rowe & Wolch, 1990). This research demonstrated that the women were attentive readers 

of their surrounding environments. Their daily lives were governed by tactical 

rationalities and, also, by emotional interactions with other homeless persons, passers-by, 

local residents and shopkeepers, among others, who often displayed compassion, care and 

a supportive attitude towards them. Whether interacting actively with those individuals, 

managing impressions carefully or retreating inward to limit unwanted or unpleasant 

exposure to their environments, these women negotiated and managed the streets as best 

they could. These findings are important in reinstating in homeless women “not only a 

stronger sense of agency but also a crucial sense of humanity” (Cloke et al., 2010, p. 20) 

so often missing in accounts that stress only the control and containment of homeless 

people in public spaces.  

Similarly, this study has provided a nuanced account of the women´s experiences 

of living in shelters, emphasizing the complexity of their relationships with these settings. 

Several of the study´s women valued shelter accommodation not only for its physical and 

material benefits but also for the relational and caring dimensions shelters communicated. 

Despite the many challenges associated with shelter life (e.g. having their belongings or 
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money stolen, conflict with other residents, lack of privacy), shelters were sometimes the 

only place of refuge available to the women, particularly at times of extreme material, 

social and emotional deprivation. The study´s women articulated nuanced views and 

experiences of residing in these male-dominated environments, ranging from the benefits 

of establishing friendships and romantic relationships with male residents to feelings of 

discomfort, uneasiness or perceived danger. Most of the women´s accounts, however, did 

not resonate with literature that depicts mixed-gender facilities as potentially frightening 

or dangerous for women (e.g. Cameron et al., 2016; Mayock et al., 2015a; McLeod & 

Walsh, 2014). Indeed, rather than focusing on the gender of shelter users, per se, many 

of the study´s women found it difficult to co-habit with individuals of either gender with 

whom they felt they could not identify or relate.  

Another relevant finding is that accounts of deprivation, poor conditions, distress, 

conflict, loneliness, insecurity and/or victimization were apparent when women described 

all or many of their living arrangements. This finding highlights the fact that even if 

sheltered, their situations remained stressful, unsafe and unstable, which had been 

previously noted by several commentators (Lee et al., 2016; Marpsat, 2008; Reeve & 

Batty, 2011; Riley et al., 2007). Interestingly, however, several women described a 

hierarchy of living situations in which sleeping rough and squatting were at the bottom. 

Shelters were seen as preferable to sleeping rough, particularly in terms of their amenities 

and opportunities for contact with people who could assist them in situations of need. 

Moving to rooms represented a further progression step, as previously described in the 

Portuguese context (Baptista et al., 2005). For the women in this study, transitions to 

rooms represented gains in comfort, silence, quietness, privacy, autonomy and freedom 

in comparison to shelters and sleeping rough. These findings strongly suggest that the 

extent to which women expressed satisfaction with their living situations was, in part, 

connected to the extent to which the places where they resided were perceived as equating 

with their conceptualizations of home (Hoffman & Coffey, 2008; Reeve et al., 2006). 

 

Homelessness, identity and gender 

The meanings attached by the study´s women to homelessness and home and how 

they perceive and position themselves in relation to homelessness were explored in this 

study. The analysis of these issues yielded a complex, dynamic and nuanced picture that 

does not resonate with a homelessness-home divide and which reinforces or, 
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alternatively, challenges the gendered discourses surrounding homelessness and home. 

The study´s women acknowledged their lack of housing but homelessness was not their 

defining characteristic. Instead, the women articulated a multitude of experiences and 

roles through which they defined themselves, including being mothers, grandmothers, 

daughters, wives, friends, hard-workers, helpers to others, victims of domestic violence, 

former convicts, addicts and so on. These women´s identities, “perhaps just like anyone 

else, are multifaceted” (Parsell, 2011, p. 458). Consistent with previous research (e.g. 

Parsell, 2011; Snow & Anderson, 1987), women´s identities were negotiated and also 

fluidly enacted. Women positioned themselves differently and displayed distinct features 

of the self, according to their audience or the people present and the nature of the spaces 

they occupied, often taking on particular roles in the context of their day-to-day 

interactions. Identity enactment was influenced by the contexts in which women found 

themselves and constrained by their homeless status but was, equally, a demonstration of 

their agency and rationality (Goffman, 1963; Parsell, 2011). 

Some of the study´s women did not define themselves as homeless while a number 

displayed ambiguity or changing views with respect to self-defining as a homeless person. 

Most women self-defined (or not) as homeless persons based on their own understanding 

of what homelessness means (which included but was not limited to rooflessness). Some 

others found it difficult to classify themselves or rejected the label “homeless” and the 

stigma attached to that label. Furthermore, several did not consider themselves to be either 

homeless or housed persons. Some women felt that their current living situations were (to 

a certain extent) a home while others did not. Most women defined home as an 

assemblage of affective attributes. For some, these attributes included a sense of 

connection to family and other loved ones, were embedded in their identities as mothers, 

partners and homemakers, and aligned with traditional gender roles and expectations. 

Others, however, described privacy, autonomy and freedom as the main requirements to 

make a place feel like home. The varied perceptions and lived experiences of 

homelessness and home among the study´s women were complex, shifting and highly 

subjective, converging with previous research that demonstrates the blurred boundaries 

between homelessness and home (Moore, 2007; Sheridan, 2017; Wardhaugh, 1999; 

Watson & Austerberry, 1986). In asserting that they were not homeless and locating 

themselves in the grey areas of the home-to-homelessness continuum (Watson & 

Austerberry, 1986), several women challenged official definitions and public perceptions 
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of homelessness. In this way, “[w]ithin the apparently rigid social and spatial boundaries 

that delimit homelessness, they succeeded in introducing a degree of flexibility and in 

establishing some ´free space´ for themselves” (Wardhaugh, 1999, p. 105). 

Another objective of this research was to explore the women´s internal coping 

resources and the identity work they may engage in to maintain a sense of personal worth 

and purpose. The study´s women were aware of the stigma attached to homelessness, 

which had a “profound effect on their sense of identity and social role in the interactions 

they engaged in” (McNaughton, 2008, p. 141). However, they also endeavoured to 

preserve their dignity in various, overlapping ways. Firstly, several attempted to distance 

themselves from the homeless as a general social category or from specific groups of 

homeless individuals to whom they perceived a greater stigma was attached (Snow & 

Anderson, 1987). They did so by asserting more favourable, self-respecting personal 

identities and rejecting, implicitly or explicitly, those pejorative features and roles that 

they associated with homeless people, sometimes in a stereotypical manner. Secondly, 

taking care of personal appearance and hygiene was important to the women, operating 

as a marker of dignity and self-respect and enabling them to blend in with the mainstream 

and, thus, conceal their homeless status and pass as housed people in particular contexts 

(Goffman, 1963). Thirdly, adhering to their own standards of morally correct behaviour 

enabled many of the women to retain a sense of personal worth in strained circumstances. 

Fourthly, several claimed and/or enacted roles that contributed to a valued sense of self. 

Most commonly, the women described playing the roles of helper or nurturer to others 

throughout their lives (including mothering and domestic roles) and, in some cases, 

continued to enact these roles during periods of homelessness. A number asserted valued 

identities through their past or present engagement in paid work. Finally, many women 

described varied sources of strength that they drew upon in order to cope with difficulties 

in their lives including, for example, an optimistic orientation, holding on to their 

resourcefulness and personal accomplishments, their relationships with loved ones 

(particularly their children), and religious beliefs. 

These findings provide strong insight into homeless women´s worlds and their 

responses to homelessness. While similar findings are documented in some of the 

international literature (e.g. Casey et al., 2008; Gonyea & Melekis, 2017; Montgomery, 

1994; Russell, 2011; Salsi et al., 2107), this is the first research in the Portuguese context 

to specifically address identity-related issues among women experiencing homelessness. 
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On the one hand, these findings outline forms of self-worth and purpose - including 

women´s concern with personal appearance and cleanliness and a salience of care roles - 

that are deeply embedded in traditional gender constructs. Several forms of care were 

central to the women´s personal identities and well-being, highlighting that care is shaped 

by cultural norms and dominant gender ideologies but is also “deeply personal and 

idiosyncratic” (Lynch et al., 2009, p. 159). On the other hand, several women asserted 

valued identities through paid work and/or emphasized their resourcefulness, 

determination and perseverance in their attempts to independently improve their lives, 

thus challenging essentialist gender categories and traditional views of women as 

vulnerable, dependent and passive (Passaro, 1996). Overall, the adoption of a strengths-

based lens uncovered the many and diverse ways in which these women, “each one a 

survivor” (McNaughton, 2008, p. 184), generated and sustained a sense of personal 

significance amid challenging and sometimes devastating life circumstances.  

 

10.3. Implications for policy and service provision 

This section discusses the implications of the study´s findings for policy and 

service provision. The discussion is necessarily brief but nonetheless aims to outline a 

number of broad recommendations related to homelessness prevention and intervention 

in the lives of women who are at risk of, or experiencing, homelessness. The study´s 

ecological approach and life course perspective have usefully informed this discussion in 

that these frameworks draw policy attention to: the social circumstances that individuals 

face throughout their lives; particular junctures in people´s lives that can be targeted for 

preventative measures; the need for both short-term and long-term programmes and 

policies aimed at supporting individuals at critical moments and across their life course; 

the complexity of homelessness, which warrants coordinated responses across sectors, 

levels of government and society; and the importance of a careful assessment of the 

diverse and multiple needs of homeless persons as well as individual and community 

resources and the distinct contexts in which policy and practice operate (Haber & Toro, 

2004; Kilmer et al., 2012; McDaniel & Bernard, 2011; Piat et al., 2015; Toro et al., 1991). 

These points are particularly relevant when disadvantages accumulate over time and 

where inequality across the life course, namely gender inequality, is apparent (Grenier et 

al., 2016a; Horstead, 2018). 
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Prevention of women´s homelessness 

Informed by a life course perspective, this study´s findings demonstrate that early 

life experiences led a number of women to first experience housing instability or 

homelessness during childhood or adolescence, but that they remained concealed from 

the homeless service sector. A lack of information on youth homelessness and its hidden 

nature had been previously acknowledged in the Portuguese context (Casanova & 

Menezes, 2009). This finding points to the need for a greater awareness of the risks posed 

by early experiences of housing instability and a need for mechanisms aimed at 

preventing homelessness among vulnerable youth. Family mediation and support, as well 

as the involvement of schools and local communities, including peer groups, associative 

organizations, parishes and multidisciplinary technical teams working at local level, could 

enable the identification of, and early intervention in, home-based difficulties (Casanova 

& Menezes, 2009; Haber & Toro, 2004; Kilmer et al., 2012).  

The life course perspective also revealed life course turning points - including the 

points of leaving care, discharge from prison and the risk of eviction - that require 

preventative action in order to avert homelessness. Care leaving has previously been 

recognized as a risk factor for youth homelessness in Portugal. As explained earlier, 

transitional housing for young people is a residential response aimed at facilitating 

transition from the care system to independent living. However, the number of available 

units of this kind in Portugal is very limited and does not cater adequately to existing 

demands (Casanova & Menezes, 2009). At the point of exiting care, young women would 

benefit from tailored and prolonged after-care support alongside broader structural 

measures. The implementation of measures for supporting young people with high level 

of socioeconomic and housing vulnerability in their access to housing, which are outlined 

in the current national housing policies, are clearly important preventative measures. 

Preventative measures also focus on resettling individuals at risk of homelessness, 

including those who are about to be discharged from prison and do not have housing and 

those who are about to be evicted (Lei n.º 83/2019 de 3 de setembro; Resolução do 

Conselho de Ministros n.º 50-A/2018 de 2 de maio). However, the women in this study 

reported inefficiencies within interventions aimed at preventing evictions and, for some, 

eviction or impending eviction marked the onset of their homelessness and their 

separation from their minor children. These findings call attention to the urgent need for 

the effective implementation of existing national policies. 
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This study has highlighted the relationship between domestic violence and female 

homelessness in the Portuguese context. As discussed in earlier chapters, domestic 

violence and homelessness have traditionally been treated separately within research and 

at the level of policy and service provision. Research on the relationship between 

domestic violence and homelessness can potentially translate into a greater awareness of 

the overlap of these experiences in some women´s lives. Chapter 3 discussed several 

measures designed to provide victims of domestic violence with accommodation. If 

adequately and effectively implemented, these measures could prevent street 

homelessness and inform early intervention initiatives for women who are at risk of 

homelessness after fleeing abusive situations. The Action Plan to Prevent and Combat 

Violence against Women and Domestic Violence 2018-2021 establishes a mechanism of 

cooperation between local homelessness units and the national network of support for 

victims of domestic violence, which is aimed at preventing female homelessness 

propelled by domestic violence. This measure is a positive step insofar as communication 

and coordination between domestic violence and homeless service systems is crucial, 

particularly in terms of: increasing awareness among service providers about the 

relationship between domestic violence and homelessness; potentially preventing cases 

of street homelessness subsequent to women fleeing domestic violence; and responding 

more appropriately to the needs of victims of domestic violence, especially in terms of 

the provision of secure and sustainable housing (Baker et al., 2010). Furthermore, broader 

domestic violence prevention and early intervention initiatives can play an important role 

in preventing homelessness among women. Finally, domestic violence interventions need 

to work to ensure that victims can remain safely in their homes in situations where women 

feel that this is the most appropriate for them (and their children). This would require a 

more effective application of existing legal measures to enable the removal of the 

perpetrator of violence from domestic units (Guerreiro et al., 2015; Lei n.º 59/2007 de 4 

de setembro; PpDM, n.d.). This type of intervention could potentially prevent some 

women, particularly those who have fewer financial and social resources, from losing 

settled housing (Guerreiro et al., 2015). 

The current study found that several women experienced repeat episodes of 

homelessness, with some disengaging from the shelter system and returning to a shelter 

at a later point. This finding suggests, as Sheridan (2017, p. 255, emphasis in original) 

also noted, a “need to view prevention not simply in terms of preventing the occurrence 
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of homelessness but also in terms of preventing its reoccurrence”. Patterns of repeat 

homelessness such as those documented in the current study demonstrate the 

precariousness of women´s accommodation upon leaving shelters which was, to a large 

extent, associated with financial hardship and instability. Taking into account that the 

study´s women typically remained concealed from the homeless service sector for 

prolonged periods of time and sought help only at a crisis point in their lives, their contact 

and engagement with the shelter system could be seen as a unique opportunity to work 

with them in an individualized, intensive, consistent and responsive manner. This type of 

intervention could, potentially, help these women to make the changes they hope for their 

lives. This would require, among other initiatives, a stronger investment in material, 

logistical and human resources (namely multidisciplinary technical staff), and the use of 

resources within the community to address and respond to their multiple needs. For some, 

tailored and continued support after exiting a shelter, combined with diverse and 

sustainable housing solutions and an adequate and reliable source of income (for example, 

via labour market integration, although not all women are employable), could ensure that 

women remain housed and do not embark on a cycle of returning to the service system. 

A lack of awareness and knowledge about available services was a commonly 

reported barrier to the women´s approach to help seeking at the point of becoming 

homeless and over time, even if they did have contact with outreach teams or had lengthy 

experiences of homelessness. This finding draws attention to the need for improved 

access to information about a wide range of available services, which should extend to 

several dimensions of women´s lives, including basic needs, mothering, employment, 

social assistance and so on (Berkum & Oudshoorn, 2015; Reeve et al., 2007). Accessible 

information could contribute to prevention and early intervention at critical moments in 

women´s lives 117. 

Finally, many of the participants´ lives were marked by income poverty, poverty-

related adversity, disrupted schooling, weak and disadvantaged labour market 

participation and/or limited social welfare provision, which intersected with the issues 

 
117 Information about services could be divulged through leaflets affixed in places such as schools, colleges, 

supermarkets, bus stops, train/metro stations, waiting rooms of health care facilities, public bathhouses, 

libraries, job centres and shopping centres, by using outdoor structures for advertisement and via television 

and internet, among others. On the other hand, outreach teams (namely those dedicated to food distribution) 

should be trained and equipped to provide information or leaflets with available services, if appropriate, as 

they are at the forefront of contact with homeless and impoverished housed people who use these services 

throughout Lisbon city and surrounding areas. 
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outlined above (e.g. life course turning points, domestic violence) and played a role in 

propelling and perpetuating homelessness among women. These findings reinforce the 

need for wide-ranging measures aimed at poverty reduction, investment in education and 

training, gender equality, more favourable labour market conditions and the provision of 

adequate welfare services, including increased social protection (Berkum & Oudshoorn, 

2015; Perista et al., 1992; Teixeira, 2018). Given the women´s overall disadvantaged 

situations and the fact that many relied on others for financial, material and housing 

support, measures of this kind are critical to supporting women who are at risk of 

homelessness to maintain housing independently. Particular attention should be directed 

to the needs of lone mothers and their children, including measures aimed at reconciling 

care responsibilities with training and labour market participation (Teixeira, 2018). 

 

Intervention in the lives of homeless women 

A strong message to emerge from the findings of this study is that there are both 

commonalities and diversity in the experience of homelessness among women. The 

study´s ecological approach and life course perspective recognize that women´s 

circumstances, needs and priorities are different at distinct phases in their lives. For 

example, the needs and priorities of a young shelter user who aspires to training, 

employment and reuniting with her minor children are different from those of a middle-

aged woman who is squatting and has a lifelong history of drug use, engagement in 

survival sex and health problems, and from those of an older woman with a permanent 

disability who was no personal or financial resources except for a disability benefit. This 

diversity of circumstance and need requires holistic and integrated approaches that 

respond to the person-in-context and address the multilevel factors that propel and 

perpetuate homelessness among women (Piat et al., 2015; Yeo et al., 2015). It further 

draws attention to the need for person-centred approaches which are tailored to women´s 

individual needs (Berkum & Oudshoorn, 2015; Cameron et al., 2016; Yeo et al., 2015). 

Ultimately, then, there is no simple or unique strategy or solution to respond to women´s 

homelessness (Berkum & Oudshoorn, 2015). It is clear that a “one size fits all” approach 

will not adequately address the diversity of need evident among women who experience 

homelessness. 

This study´s findings reinforce the need for gender-sensitive approaches to 

homelessness at policy and service provision level, particularly in Portugal, where 
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recognition of the specific situations of women and the need for gender-specific responses 

have been neglected. The national definition of homelessness can be problematic in this 

regard (Lopes, 2017). The narrow focus of the national definition of homelessness tends 

to exclude women who lack housing and it is expected that a failure to recognize female 

homelessness translates into a dearth of policy and service attention to the women´s 

specific circumstances and needs (Bretherton et al., 2016). 

Many of the study´s women reported experiences of loss, conflict, neglect, abuse 

and violence, sometimes from an early age and throughout their lives, which they most 

often had to deal with independently in the absence of either informal or professional 

support. There is clearly a need for greater awareness of the presence and impact of 

trauma on these women´s lives and for policy and practice responses that address trauma 

and aim to prevent re-victimization (Berkum & Oudshoorn, 2015; Mayock et al., 2015a; 

Salsi et al., 2017; Yeo et al., 2015).  

A clear disconnect between women´s housing needs and the lack of housing-led 

solutions available to them was noted in this study. Existing data on homelessness service 

provision in Portugal strongly suggest that these women´s situations reflect a wider 

national reality in terms of a lack of provision of housing-led solutions for people who 

experience homelessness (Baptista & Marlier, 2019; GTMA ENIPSSA, 2020a; ISS IP, 

2005; Pimenta, 1992). As explained in Chapter 3, national homelessness strategies adopt 

a housing-led approach and current housing policies focus on offering housing solutions 

for homeless people. However, housing solutions were not available to this study´s 

women. In Portugal there are a few small-scale housing-led initiatives delivered through 

Housing First programmes. Yet, many of the study´s women would not be eligible for 

these programmes because they did not have a diagnosis of mental illness or problematic 

substance use. In Lisbon, the Municipal Plan for the Homeless Person 2019-2021 

articulates a commitment to the expansion of Housing First programmes to people with 

other problems but these are not specified and, therefore, it is not possible to know if they 

would include some of the study´s women. Additionally, Housing First programmes 

should not be taken as a panacea. These programmes have a distinct role, representing a 

specific type of response designed to address the needs of a subgroup of homeless people 

with high and complex support needs. They do not represent, therefore, a response for 

every form of homelessness. Furthermore, these programmes operate successfully 

alongside other services and within integrated homelessness strategies (Pleace et al., 
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2019) 118. Many of the study´s women were prepared for independent housing and some 

had applied, or were about to apply, for a social housing unit. However, these women´s 

efforts to obtain housing were blocked by long waiting lists for social housing, which in 

turn contributed to their unresolved homelessness. These findings highlight an urgent 

need for the effective implementation of the national housing and homelessness policies, 

particularly concerning the provision of permanent accommodation for homeless persons 

within an integrated framework of service delivery 119. Importantly, for some women in 

this study, the process of reuniting with their children would be heavily contingent on 

their access to housing. 

Mothering featured prominently in many of the women´s narratives and, albeit 

constrained in their ability to care for their children because of a lack of resources, many 

women expressed a strong desire to resume their mothering roles. Mothering roles were, 

in turn, a crucial feature of these women´s personal identities and a source of motivation 

and life purpose. These findings highlight the need for services to recognize these 

women´s status as mothers, even if they are unaccompanied by their children, and to 

support and assist them in their needs and efforts to strengthen or restore their mothering 

roles (Berkum & Oudshoorn, 2015; Dotson, 2011; Hutchinson et al., 2014; van den Dries 

et al., 2016). Furthermore, several of the study´s women expressed a desire to re-establish 

contact, visit or reunite with their families. Interventions aimed at facilitating and 

strengthening women´s relationships with family members, if possible and if they wish 

so, would enable them to (re)build a stronger and potentially supportive informal network 

(Berkum & Oudshoorn, 2015; Russell, 2011; Zugazaga, 2008). 

Most women in this study referred to internal resources upon which they drew to 

cope with homelessness, and which also helped them to carve out a sense of self-worth 

and purpose in strained circumstances. These women were aware of their strengths and 

demonstrated their agency, resourcefulness and determination in their attempts to 

improve their life circumstances. Learning from women and understanding their coping 

 
118 The term “housing-led” should not be conflated with “Housing First”. Housing First programmes are 

associated with a small proportion of homeless persons with complex needs related to mental illness and/or 

addictions. Housing-led is a broader concept encompassing approaches that aim to provide housing as the 

initial step in addressing all forms of homelessness. Therefore, housing-led approaches include but are not 

limited to Housing First programmes (European Consensus Conference on Homelessness, 2010). 
119 The need for emergency and temporary accommodation, including women-only accommodation, is not 

in question here. In fact, women´s suggestions for improvement in these types of facilities should be listened 

and taken into account by service providers and policymakers in order to best serve their needs (Walsh et 

al., 2010). The issue is that there is a paucity of housing solutions for women who wish to move to 

permanent accommodation.  
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strategies - in addition to recognizing and promoting their capacities, autonomy and self-

perceived strengths and assisting them in rebuilding or strengthening roles and 

occupations that they find meaningful - would help to align policy and practice with 

women´s identity-related concerns and broader needs beyond those associated with their 

material conditions (Gonyea & Melekis, 2017; Klitzing, 2004; Salsi et al., 2017; Zufferey 

& Kerr, 2004). Furthermore, a focus on women´s strengths is empowering and can 

contribute to encouragement and motivation for women who are seeking to escape 

homelessness (Montgomery, 1994; Phipps et al., 2018; Tweed et al., 2012). Several 

avenues of support could be explored in this respect, including: increasing awareness 

among service providers of the benefits of strengths-based approaches; the involvement 

of occupational therapists in the delivery of support services; and the development of 

mechanisms designed to promote and facilitate women´s engagement in activities that 

they find meaningful, both in homelessness settings (if possible and appropriate) and 

within local communities (Montgomery, 1994; Salsi et al., 2017; Zugazaga, 2008). 

In summary, the findings of this study point to the need for policy and service 

responses that focus on the prevention of homelessness among women and on the 

development of interventions that aim to serve the specific needs of women who 

experience housing precariousness or homelessness. The women in this study needed 

housing stability and security, which emerged prominently in their accounts and was a 

salient message to emerge from this research findings. The research findings enabled to 

identify the following characteristics that could, potentially, inform more adequate, 

beneficial and inclusive policies and services for women experiencing homelessness: 

holistic, person-centred, gender-sensitive, cognisant of different priorities across the 

women´s life course, capable of providing continuity of support as needed, trauma 

informed, responsive and strengths-based.  

 

10.4. Suggestions for further research 

As explained earlier, there is a paucity of primary research on female 

homelessness at international level and, particularly, in Portugal. Dedicated research on 

female homelessness is required if the situations of women experiencing homelessness 

are to be more fully understood. This section presents some suggestions for future 

research, particularly in terms of advancing understanding of the scale and nature of 

women´s homelessness.  
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The measurement of women´s homelessness requires research attention, certainly 

in Portugal, where homeless women have been largely unrecognized at multiple levels. 

For example, replication of the study conducted in Basque Autonomous Community 

(Spain), which counted homeless women and men across all the categories of ETHOS 

(SIIS CDE, 2016), would produce more accurate statistical data on the extent of 

homelessness generally and women´s homelessness specifically. In addition, further 

exploration of women´s use of services beyond those included in the homeless service 

sector, such as faith-based services, would provide a clearer picture of the extent of 

women´s homelessness. 

The trajectories and experiences of specific subgroups of the female homeless 

population including, for example, youth, older women and homeless mothers with 

dependent children, merit further research attention. In Portugal there is no dedicated 

research on these subgroups of homeless women. There is also a dearth of reliable 

information on families experiencing homelessness, although it is likely that family 

homelessness is experienced primarily by female-headed households as is the case in 

other European countries (Baptista et al., 2017; Bretherton & Pleace, 2018; van den Dries 

et al., 2016). Research should also examine in further detail the experiences of mothers 

who are not accompanied by their children; these topics have only recently begun to 

attract research attention and require further investigation. Research is also required to 

more fully understand the relationship between domestic violence and female 

homelessness, particularly in Portugal, where the overlap between these experiences in 

some women´s lives has been largely unrecognized and unexplored. 

The homeless and housing histories and patterns among women without stable 

housing and the processes and circumstances underpinning and shaping these trajectories 

are other areas that require further research attention. Longitudinal research is needed to 

capture more fully the temporal dimension of women´s homelessness and, in particular, 

the “nature, context and ́ shape´ of women´s homeless and housing transitions” (Sheridan, 

2017, p. 239). The role and impact of service provision on women´s trajectories through 

and potentially out of homelessness deserve thorough research consideration, particularly 

in Portugal. In the Portuguese context, women´s experiences and transitions from rooms 

paid for by social services merit further interrogation as this seems to be a widely used 

but under-researched form of accommodation among women who do not have housing. 

Equally, the hidden nature of women´s homelessness requires dedicated research 
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attention. On the one hand, the enumeration of hidden homelessness is challenging, as 

noted throughout the recruitment phases of this study, and devising methodological 

approaches than can successfully access women in hidden homeless situations is 

paramount. On the other hand, the experience of hidden homelessness among women, 

which seems to be pervasive, needs to be explored in further detail, certainly in the 

Portuguese context.  

 

10.5. Concluding remarks 

Drawing on an in-depth analysis of the lives and experiences of 34 women facing 

homelessness and housing exclusion in the Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area, this 

exploratory research has contributed to knowledge about several dimensions of women´s 

homelessness in Portugal and, also, to a growing body of international evidence outlining 

the gendered nature of homelessness. 

This research has examined the complexity and temporality of homelessness 

among women, the commonalities and diversity of their paths and experiences, and the 

multi-layered nature of their invisibility from the public view and the homeless service 

sector. It has identified multilevel and inextricably linked factors, events and 

circumstances that propelled and maintained their homelessness over time, which had 

significantly impacted their options and efforts to find somewhere to live - a place of their 

own - and which require preventative and interventive measures. This research has 

emphasized adversity and disadvantage over the women´s life course as well as their 

resources and strengths to cope and carve out a sense of personal significance and a 

meaningful life. It has also revealed how gender shaped these women´s life prospects and 

their paths into and through homelessness and, on the other hand, the various ways in 

which they challenged essentialist gender ideologies. 

In giving voice to women who do not have housing or housing security, seeking 

to understand their own perspectives of their lived situations and interacting with them in 

their everyday lives, a nuanced and dynamic picture of their worlds and identities 

emerged. These women described themselves and their lives beyond their homelessness 

and, perhaps like anyone else, acted and reacted to events and circumstances in their lives 

within a range of actual and perceived opportunities and constraints set by their closest 

and wider contexts. Ultimately, the most challenging contribution of this research may 
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have relied on the ways in which it questioned boundaries and distinctions between 

women without housing and the mainstream, as well as prevailing reductive and 

stereotypical views of women experiencing homelessness.  
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Assistência Médica Internacional [International Medical Assistance]: https://ami.org.pt/ 

Associação Portuguesa de Apoio à Vítima [Portuguese Association for Supporting the 

Victim]: apav.pt/apav_v3/index.php/pt/ 

Câmara Municipal da Amadora [Amadora City Council]: cm-amadora.pt 

Câmara Municipal de Cascais [Cascais City Council]: cascais.pt 

Câmara Municipal de Lisboa [Lisbon City Council]: lisboa.pt 

https://ami.org.pt/
https://apav.pt/apav_v3/index.php/pt/
https://cm-amadora.pt/
https://cascais.pt/
https://lisboa.pt/
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Câmara Municipal de Sintra [Sintra City Council]: cm-sintra.pt 

ENIPSSA [National homelessness strategy webpage]: www.enipssa.pt/enipssa 

FEANTSA: www.feantsa.org 

Instituto Nacional de Estatística, I. P. [National Statistics Institute]: 

www.ine.pt/xportal/xmain?xpgid=ine_main&xpid=INE&xlang=pt 

Instituto da Segurança Social, I. P. [Institute for Social Security]: www.seg-social.pt 

Organization Crescer - Project “It is a Restaurant”: crescer.org/project/eumrestaurante/ 

PORDATA [Portugal statistical data]: www.pordata.pt 
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APPENDIX 1 

Some definitions of homelessness used worldwide 

 

 

Country Homelessness definition  

Australia People are considered homeless if they do not have suitable accommodation alternatives 

and their current living arrangements are in a dwelling that is inadequate; or do not have 

tenure or their initial tenure is short and not extendable; or do not have control of, and 

access to, space for social relations. 

Austria Registered homelessness relates to the number of people who have a note of their status of 

homelessness or are registered in accommodation for the homeless. 

Canada There is no nationally agreed definition of homelessness. For statistical purposes, an 

individual who spends one or more nights in an emergency homeless shelter is considered 

homeless. 

Denmark Homeless individuals do not have their own dwelling or room (owned or rented); stay in 

temporary housing arrangements; stay temporarily and without a contract with family, 

friends or acquaintances; or do not have a place to stay on the following night. 

England Definition of statutory homelessness: a household who approaches local authority for 

assistance, who is eligible for help and is either homeless or threatened with homelessness 

within 56 days. 

France Spending the night before the survey in homeless shelters or other accommodation 

provided by a support service or in places not meant for human habitation (for example, 

streets, railways, parks).  

Germany Homeless individuals do not reside in accommodation that they have a legal tittle to occupy 

as tenant or owner (or have permission to occupy from the owner). 

Greece Homeless individuals are those who live in the streets, in shelters, hosted temporarily and 

by necessity in institutions or other structures, and those who live in inadequate 

accommodation. 

Italy Homeless individuals are those who live in public spaces; sleep in night shelters and are 

forced to spend many hours per day in public spaces or outdoors; or reside in homeless 

hostels, temporary accommodation or other types of supported accommodation for the 

homeless. 

Japan Homelessness refers to people living rough, for example, in a park, a riverbed, a road or a 

station. 

Norway A person is homeless when he/she lacks a place to live, either rented or owned, and finds 

him/herself in one of the following situations: has no place to spend the night; is referred 
to emergency or temporary shelter accommodation; is in a ward of correctional and 

probation service and due to be released in two months at the latest; is a resident of an 

institution and is about to be discharged in two months at the latest; or lives with family, 

friends or acquaintances on a temporary basis.  

Portugal The official definition of homelessness includes roofless and houseless categories. 

Rooflessness refers to living rough in the streets or in public spaces (for example, parks, 

metro stations, bus stops, sidewalks, viaducts, bridges); being accommodated in emergency 

shelters; and residing in precarious places such as stairways and abandoned cars or 

buildings. Houseless persons are those who live in shelters or other responses for the 

homeless where the period of stay is short-term and who have no access to long-term 

housing; and those who live in rooms paid for by social services. 
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United 

States of 

America 

For the purpose of data collection, point-in-time counts include counts of sheltered and 

unsheltered homeless persons on a single night. 

 

 

Note: The outlined definitions of homelessness are used for data collection. 
 

 

Source: OECD (2019) 
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APPENDIX 2 

Homelessness as a multidimensional concept  

 

Somerville (1992) argues that home and homelessness are complex and multidimensional 

concepts and that, “[t]o a very large extent, homelessness can be represented as the semantic 

contrary of home” (Somerville, 1992, pp. 533-534). He developed a conceptual framework of 

home and homelessness according to seven key signifiers. Each of these signifiers “can be 

explicated in terms of its wider symbolic meaning (its ´general connotation´), its evocation of a 

specific sense of security, and its characteristic mode of relating to oneself and to others” 

(Somerville, 1992, p. 532). The following tables summarize the meanings of home and 

homelessness according to this conceptual framework. 

 

 

Meaning of home 

Key signifier General 

connotation 

Sense of 

security 

In relation to self In relation to others 

Shelter Materiality Physical Protection Roofing 

Hearth Warmth Physiological Relaxation Homeliness 

Heart Love Emotional Happiness Stability 

Privacy Control Territorial Possession Exclusion 

Roots Source of identity Ontological Sense Reference 

Abode Place Spatial Rest Living/sleeping space 

Paradise Ideality Spiritual Bliss Non-existence (?) 

 

Meaning of homelessness 

Key signifier General 

connotation 

Sense of 

insecurity 

In relation to self In relation to 

others 

Lack of shelter Material deprivation Physical Exposure Rooflessness 

Lack of hearth Coldness Physiological Stress Alienating 

Heartlessness Indifference Emotional Misery Instability 

Lack of privacy Powerlessness Territorial Surveillance Vulnerability 

Rootlessness Anomie Ontological Senselessness Lost 

Lack of abode Placelessness Spatial Restlessness (Impossible!) 

´Purgatory´ Ideality Spiritual Suffering Non-existence (?) 

 

(Punctuation in original)                                                                                        Source: Somerville (1992) 
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APPENDIX 3 

Review of some theoretically informed attempts to explain homelessness 

 

 

Giddens´s theory of structuration 

• Joanne Neale (1997) criticizes dualistic explanations of homelessness that rely on assuming - 

simplistically or a-theoretically - that homelessness is caused by individual or structural 

factors, with homeless persons depicted as underserving or deserving. She argues that Anthony 

Gidden´s theory of structuration is a useful theoretical alternative for overcoming the 

individual versus structural dichotomy in attempts to explain homelessness. 

• For Giddens (1984), structure and action (agency) are intimately connected and do not exist 

independently of each other. He refers to the duality of structure to suggest that structures are 

constituted by social action and, at the same time, structures enable and constrain that social 

action. “According to the notion of the duality of structure, the structural properties of social 

systems are both medium and outcome of the practices they recursively organize. Structure is 

not ´external´ to individuals […]. Structure is not to be equated with constraint but is always 

both constraining and enabling” (Giddens, 1984, p. 25). According to Giddens (1984), 

individuals intervene in the world through their actions and can, therefore, either reproduce or 

make changes in society. Human agents make conscious and reflective decisions within the 

options available to them by existing power structures but their actions may also have 

unintended consequences that reproduce or change society. 

• Neale (1997, p. 57) considers that Giddens´ theoretical analysis of power structures and society 

enables an understanding that “there are forces in operation which make it more likely that 

some people, and not others, will become homeless in any given set of circumstances”. 

Simultaneously, this theory enables a greater scope for individual action and, therefore, for 

resistance and potential change. This, Neale (1997, p. 57) contends, “can help to explain why 

people become homeless, without classifying them either as passive victims or as guilty 

individuals responsible for their own situations”. 

 

 

Critical realism 

• Suzanne Fitzpatrick (2005) argues that critical realism provides a theoretical framework 

capable of contributing to knowledge on the causes of homelessness. A central assumption of 

critical realism is that “the world is structured, differentiated and stratified, and that it is the 

business of science to uncover these structures” (Fitzpatrick, 2005, p. 13). In particular, critical 

realism focuses on the nature of explanations in the social world. For realists, causal powers 

are “necessary tendencies of social objects and structures which may or may not be activated 

(and produce “actual” effects) depending on conditions” (Fitzpatrick, 2005, p. 3). The presence 

of other causal mechanisms can prevent correspondence between cause and effect and, for this 

reason, empirical regularities (or their absence) are not reliable indicators of the existence (or 

absence) of causal powers. Furthermore, intersubjective identification is not central to realist 

analysis, meaning that agents do not have to recognize a mechanism affecting them for its 

presence to be real. Realist explanations of social events and phenomena are ““complex” (with 

intricate feedback loops linking multiple causal mechanisms); “emergent” (from this 

complexity new properties may emerge which cannot be deduced from the individual 

components); and “non-linear” (small changes in these complex relationships can bring about 

sudden and dramatic outcomes)” (Fitzpatrick, 2005, p. 3). 
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• Based on a realist approach, Fitzpatrick suggests that causal mechanisms of homelessness exist 

on four levels: 

o Economic structures, meaning that social class intersects with welfare policies and other 

stratification processes, generating poverty and determining individuals´ level of access 

to material resources such as housing, employment and income. 

o Housing structures refer to the negative impacts of housing policies and the design of 

housing markets on individuals on low-income (for example, inadequate housing supply). 

o Patriarchal and interpersonal structures can lead, for example, to the emergence of 

domestic violence or child neglect or abuse. 

o Individual attributes designate issues such as mental illness, substance misuse or lack of 

self-esteem or confidence that can jeopardize personal resilience. 

• Fitzpatrick offers an analysis of homelessness and poverty, arguing that the connection 

between poverty and homelessness might not be limited to the inability of securing housing 

and feedback loops between poverty and other potential causal mechanisms might increase the 

possibility of homelessness among particular poor individuals. For example, poverty may 

impact on domestic violence (making it more likely) and domestic violence can make poverty 

more likely. Poverty and domestic violence combined may increase the possibility of 

homelessness. If a person also experiences other causal factors, such as mental illness or 

substance misuse, then the possibility of becoming homeless increases considerably. 

 

 

Stressed perspective on homelessness and causation 

• Part of Carol McNaughton´s (2008) work concentrates on what causes individual factors “to 

have such a hold over some people´s lives, and why they only result in homelessness for some 

people, in some circumstances, when anyone may experience them” (McNaughton, 2008, p. 

55, emphasis in original). She argues that individual factors that cause homelessness (addiction 

or bereavement, for example) can occur in anyone´s life. What makes these events lead to 

homelessness is a lack of resources that people could draw upon to negate or buffer the 

negative effects of these individually experienced events. For McNaughton, resources refer to 

a range of human, cultural, social, material and economic capital that people may have or not. 

These forms of capital can be understood as follows: 

o Human capital refers to people´s skills, education and knowledge. 

o Cultural capital represents the skills, knowledge and ideas people use to interact with 

others. 

o Social capital means people´s social networks and the resources they convey. 

o Material capital is taken to indicate material resources such as property. 

o Economic capital refers to financial resources or income. 

• Access to these forms of capital is available to people through their family, social networks, 

education, employment and material conditions. Although this availability may stem from 

birth and family background, it can change over time while intersecting with power dynamics 

related to groups, individuals or institutions that determine who has access to which resources. 

• McNaughton developed the stressed perspective on homelessness and causation, which 

represents a fusion of realism, theory of structuration and the concept of edgework that she 

applied to her study of homelessness. Edgework refers to risky actions and experiences that 

are at the edge of normative behaviour, such as drug use, violence or suicide attempts. 

According to this perspective, individual actions that appear to lead to homelessness are 

actually structurally grounded. This perspective asserts that “it is the resources that people 

have that provide a buffer to outcomes such as homelessness occurring in their lives, despite 

the same acts of edgework occurring (drug use, for example). With these resources they can 
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generate resilience to manage the stress of life, and engage in edgework effectively. It is not 

this edgework that is the cause of homelessness, but the inability to manage it, due to the 

context it occurs within and resources individuals have” (McNaughton, 2008, pp. vii-viii). “So 

ultimately the management of risks, such as homelessness, people face, is still underpinned by 

their access to resources within the structural conditions of the society they live in” 

(McNaughton, 2008, p. 84). 

 

 

The pathways metaphor 

• The pathways metaphor was developed by David Clapham (2005) as an alternative way of 

analysing the housing field. His main criticisms towards traditional analyses on housing were 

threefold: a positivist orientation; a lack of focus on the perceptions and attitudes of 

households; and the inability to deal with the relationship between choices and constraints 

concerning housing. This is essentially the application of a metaphor that serves to illuminate 

some aspects of the housing field a. 

• The pathways metaphor incorporates a crucial tenet of social constructionism, which is the 

idea that social life is constructed by people through interaction - it is through interaction that 

individuals define themselves and the world they inhabit. Social constructionism has been 

criticized for a tendency to focus particularly on micro-level interactions. However, according 

to Clapham, the introduction of some elements of the aforementioned theory of structuration 

enables to counter this drawback and to analyse housing in a more comprehensive manner. 

• The core concept of this framework is the housing pathway, which is defined as “patterns of 

interaction (practices) concerning house and home, over time and space” (Clapham, 2005, p. 

27). The pathways metaphor examines the interactions between households and the structures 

that shape the opportunities and constraints they face with respect to housing. The households´ 

perceptions about their housing situations and the meanings they attach to their houses are also 

emphasized. Moreover, the dynamic nature of the housing experience is stressed, which is 

intimately related to the time element of the pathway. The factors that were implicated in 

changing pathways are, in turn, key analytical foci. The interrelatedness of housing with other 

aspects of the household life is similarly acknowledged. Employment, for example, is a salient 

determinant of the household´s income and consequent ability to afford and access housing. 

In this sense, employment and housing pathways are usually closely linked. The main 

strengths of this framework are thus threefold - enables a comprehensive analysis of the 

housing field; draws attention to the dimension of time; and attempts to bridge the agency-

structure divide. 

• The incorporation of structural elements into the biography of individuals is a crucial 

endeavour of this framework. Of particular importance is the analysis of policy discourse and 

action because it can provide important insights into the phenomenon of homelessness. It 

should be noted that service provision for homeless people has its own framework for 

intervention, based on policies and procedures from organizations. Interactions between 

homeless persons and service providers have a structural element based on the dominant 

discourse that frames the rules within which these interactions take place. They also have an 

agency component in that specific interactions can potentially reinforce or challenge those 

norms. The policy discourse is put into practice in these interactions and there is a potential 

for confrontation if the discourse of homeless people turns out different. The analysis of these 

contacts is relevant precisely because “face-to-face interaction between provider and user is 

where important structural processes are played out and possibly changed” (Clapham, 2005, 

p. 210). 
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a Fopp (2009), however, calls attention to the widespread use of metaphors in research, analysis 

and policy development on homelessness. According to this author, metaphors may not be neutral 

in examining homelessness because they have connotations that may contradict, or may be in 

tension with, the experience of homeless people. On the other hand, metaphors may confirm or 

reinforce dominant popular discourses on homelessness. Regarding the metaphor of pathways, 

the criticisms are twofold. First, this metaphor is linked to a process of decision-making between 

options that are not reflected in the real experience of homeless people. Second, the connotation 

of pathways with choice can be detrimental by contradicting that homelessness is propelled by 

structural factors. There is also a risk of reinforcing the discourse that posits homelessness as a 

choice and privileges individualistic explanations of homelessness. 

 

 

Note: This overview is illustrative of various theoretical perspectives on homelessness and is not 

intended to be an exhaustive review of this matter, which falls out of the scope of the dissertation. 
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APPENDIX 4 

Housing domains and theoretical categories of homelessness and housing exclusion 

according to ETHOS 

 

 

The next figure represents the different types of intersections of the housing domains that 

constitute the core model of ETHOS: 

• Physical domain - having an appropriate dwelling or place to live. 

• Social domain - being able to enjoy social relations in a private and safe personal space. 

• Legal domain - having legal tittle to occupation, secure occupation and exclusive possession. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The next table presents the seven theoretical categories of homelessness and housing exclusion 

defined by the different combinations of missing housing domains represented above. 

 

Conceptual 

categories 

Operational categories Physical 

domain 

Legal 

domain 

Social 

domain 

Homelessness 
1 Rooflessness X a X X 

2 Houselessness ✓  X X 

Housing 

exclusion 

3 Insecure and inadequate housing X b X ✓  

4 Inadequate housing and social isolation 

within a legally occupied dwelling 

X b ✓  X 

5 Inadequate housing  X b ✓  ✓  

6 Insecure housing ✓  X ✓  

7 Social isolation within a secure and 

adequate context 

✓  ✓  X 

 
a There is no place to live, that is, no dwelling 
b There is a place to live but it is an inadequate dwelling, that is, a dwelling unfit for habitation 

 

Source: Busch-Geertsema (2010) 
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APPENDIX 5 

Review of the historiography of women´s homelessness 

 

 

THE INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT 

 

 

Source: Rogers (1991) 

• The author explores the treatment of vagrancy in the 18th century in England. He found that a 

majority of individuals indicted for vagabondage in this period were women - in virtually every 

year between 1747 and 1798, whether for London or Middlesex, women outnumbered men by 

ratios of 2:1 or 3:1. 

• Women were more vulnerable to destitution in the city because they had fewer and more 

precarious employment opportunities than their male counterparts; these opportunities were 

often limited to domestic service or working in local markets or clothing trades. Domestic 

service was particularly precarious because turnover was high and supply outpaced demand; 

indeed, out-of-place servants without family aid or sustenance featured prominently among 

female “vagrants”. Regarding married women, death or desertion of a husband could lead them 

to destitution, especially in the absence of family or social resources. 

• In the 18th century, in London, women could become destitute at any point in their lives and 

vagrancy among women “was the product of limited employment opportunities, of women´s 

economic dependence upon men, of demographic circumstances that might place unbearable 

strains upon a family in a harsh and perhaps unfamiliar urban environment” (Rogers, 1991, p. 

136).   

 

 

Source: Bassuk and Franklin (1992) 

• The authors examine professional, political and popular literature on the nature and extent of 

homelessness from 1890 to 1925, in the USA, comparing and contrasting the phenomenon 

then with the phenomenon at the time of writing (early 1990s). They describe many similarities 

among homeless populations during both periods. In particular, a significant percentage of 

homeless persons suffered from disabilities that rendered them more vulnerable “to the 

vagaries of the economy and the housing market” (Bassuk & Franklin, 1992, p. 68), and had 

fragmented social supports and dysfunctional family relationships. During both periods, 

homeless populations suffered from poverty, unemployment and housing shortage but 

contemporary homeless people seem to have higher levels of unemployment and poverty. A 

notable difference between these periods is a growing number of homeless families at present. 

• Estimates of the numbers of “tramps” who rode the rails between 1890 and 1925 range from 

100.000 to 500.000. These numbers are based on records kept by shelters, railroads and 

charitable facilities. Between 1901 and 1912, the New York City Municipal Lodging House 

sheltered about 542.000 men and 62.000 women. Female vagrancy was less tolerated by public 

opinion and authorities than male vagrancy. 
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Source: Cresswell (1999)  

• The author examines the world of female “tramps” and “hobos” in the USA, which is an under-

researched theme. Particular attention is given to issues of gender during the so-called “tramp 

scare”, in which “a moral panic was constructed through and about a threat to women, home 

and domesticity by male tramps” (Cresswell, 1999, p. 176). “Tramps” and “hobos” were social 

types who came into existence around 1870, in the USA, and disappeared around the Second 

World War. Tramping was a response to massive under-employment and unemployment that 

was made possible by the railroad technology; displaced by the depressions in the country, 

people took to the road seeking work. The main characteristics of “tramps” and “hobos” were 

a lack of work and their mobility over large areas; this mobility, in particular, distinguished 

the “tramp” from the “vagrant”. Broadly speaking, the “hobo” could be defined as a migratory 

worker; the “tramp” as a migratory non-worker; and the “bum” or “vagrant” as non-migratory 

non-worker. 

• In the USA, at the turn of the 20th century, the world of “tramps” and “hobos” was not only 

masculine as is traditionally depicted; rather, large numbers of women also took the roads. 

They used strategies such as dressing in men´s clothing and displaying masculine haircuts 

while on the road, particularly to pass as men and avoid sexual abuse. Female “tramps” and 

“hobos” were “an impossible category” (Cresswell, 1999, p. 184) because that mobile lifestyle 

was considered inappropriate for females. Moreover, there was an imagery of fear surrounding 

“tramps” and “hobos” and women were supposed to be threatened by, and protected from, 

these individuals. Yet, women were “tramps” and “hobos” themselves, which generated a 

crisis because these women did not fit into any existing category. In fact, they were outside of 

normative spaces and social roles ascribed to women and, on the other hand, did not belong to 

the male world of “tramps” and “hobos”. Therefore, “[f]emale tramps are perceived as a 

community of double outsiders - a neither/nor group on the margins of a margin” (Cresswell, 

1999, p. 190). At the time, categorizing these women with known labels “such as ´prostitute´ 

and ´lesbian´ allowed observers to regain a sense of order” (Cresswell, 1999, p. 188). 

 

 

Source: Poutanen (2002)  

• Poutanen analysed women who were charged with vagrancy and being loose, idle, disorderly 

and prostitutes, between 1810 and 1842, in Montreal, examining court dossiers, police ledgers, 

prison registers and local newspapers. 

• Between 1810 and 1842, the Montreal police charged women with 2528 incidents of vagrancy 

while men were charged with 1369 incidents of vagrancy in the same period. While a majority 

of women´s charges were related to their engagement in sex trade, most of the men´s charges 

were alcohol-related. In addition, unemployment and homelessness resulted in accusations of 

vagrancy for both men and women. The higher number of arrests (including repeat arrests) for 

women than for men “speak to the state´s preoccupation with moral regulation, specifically 

with female sexual behaviour” (Poutanen, 2002, p. 40). 

• In the early 19th century, in Montreal, women were economically dependent upon male 

earnings and vulnerable to destitution because they had limited employment opportunities. 

Domestic service was a major source of income for single women who no longer lived in the 

family home while others turned to prostitution. Women also sought work as babysitters and 

seamstresses, performed laundry or ironing, or sold food as pedlars and basket women, to 

name a few. Urban women´s labour was vital to the family´s survival, particularly during 

periods of unemployment or under-employment. As single, widowed or abandoned women, 

they had to make earnings any way they could, which often meant having access to the public 

space insofar as the streets provided them with a few social and economic resources and means 
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of survival. In this context, vagrancy laws and a broad movement to regulate public space had 

particularly negative consequences for women, leaving them without the means to make a 

living. Therefore, “[g]ender was crucial to vagrancy laws, as a form of moral regulation and 

concomitant impact on the lives of female vagrants” (Poutanen, 2002, p. 57). 

 

 

Source: Abelson (2003)  

• Abelson examines the experience and representation of urban homeless women during the 

Great Depression, between 1930 and 1934, in the USA. 

• During this period, the rising numbers of women without permanent shelter in the USA were 

impressive. For example, the Municipal Lodging House, in New York city, recorded 23380 

female beds in 1931 and 56808 in 1932. Although the lack of data and its fragmented and 

uneven character render it difficult to depict a picture of these women, it is known that, in the 

earliest years of the Great Depression, they were mostly factory and service workers, 

domestics, waitresses and beauticians and, by 1932, more educated women were also found in 

shelters. More than half were single and others were divorced, separated or widows. They had 

lost their jobs, were often unable to find other sources of income and could not count on 

informal support networks, for example, because of family breakdown or weak connection to 

family. 

• At the time, representation of urban homeless women was almost non-existent in photographic 

records and printed sources of information, which contributed to a failure in seeing these 

women. In addition, the ways in which organizations and authorities handled these women´s 

needs were influenced by sex boundaries and gender constructs and contributed to their 

invisibility. For example, women received meals indoors and stayed out of sight, contrary to 

men, who were quite visible in breadlines. “Not publicly hungry, not conspicuous on the 

streets, and not a mainstay of the mainstream press, the destitute female was not looked for 

and only sporadically seen” (Abelson, 2003, p. 116). 

• Furthermore, the large number of women alone, living apart from conventional family 

networks, who had lost their jobs and became homeless, was situated outside of known 

categories and social expectations. If expectations are inseparable from dominant gender 

ideologies and a sense of social order, then it becomes clear that people “did not see these 

women because they did not expect to see them; they had not learned to see them, and in 

complicated ways they did not want to see them” (Abelson, 2003, p. 117). Men - traditionally 

the breadwinners and heads of nuclear families - were helped to get back to work, which was 

the focus of policy at the time. Women were out of place, which was supposed to be home, 

despite the fact that, for many, there was no home or family to return to, and their needs were 

“marginal to discussions of joblessness and lack of shelter” (Abelson, 2003, p. 122). 

 

 

Source: Weevers, De Koster, and Bijleveld (2012)  

• This article is concerned with the women who were confined to the so-called State Labour 

Institutions on charges of begging and vagrancy, in the late 19th century, in the Netherlands. 

The authors attempt to investigate if women´s confinement to these institutions was primarily 

the result of family poverty and exclusion from formal and informal support mechanisms. 

State Labour Institutions were the previous houses of correction for beggars and were part of 

the penitentiary system - placement in these institutions was a penal measure. Between 1886 

and 1910, an average of 100 women resided in a State Labour Institution on a given day. 
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• The Oegstgeest State Labour Institution for Women had capacity for 240 female residents. 

Between 1886 and 1892, there were 380 women residing in this institution, with an average 

age of 48 years (they were considered older at a time when the life expectancy was 

approximately 47 years). Around 43% returned to the institution on one or more occasions 

after release. Three quarters of these women were single and a striking proportion had never 

been married. Forty-two per cent had children. These women belonged to the poorest sectors 

of the population. Those with an occupation had been maidservants, seamstresses, day laborers 

or hawkers and some had been involved in sex work. Maidservants were particularly 

vulnerable, “working long hours in unregulated settings at the whims of a “madame”. Even 

though maidservants were provided with housing, they would also be homeless if they lost 

their job” (Weevers et al., 2012, pp. 420-421). A substantial number of these women may have 

had poor health condition. Furthermore, at the time, female “beggars” were portrayed as 

decaying, represented an image of decline, misery and poverty and were no longer seen as full 

women. “In the eyes of their contemporaries, [their] shabby appearance, the “non-female” 

characteristics, were both proof and a reflection of the women´s depraved nature” (Weevers et 

al., 2012, p. 422). Being - for the most part - poor, unmarried, old, sick and depicted as deviant, 

it was difficult for these women to provide for themselves. For older women, prostitution 

might not have been an option anymore. No longer able to ask a partner or family members or 

friends for help and unable to find sources of income from local employment opportunities, 

these women might have stayed in this institution as a survival strategy and a last resort to 

meet basic needs and find accommodation. 

• This institution provided women with shelter, food, medical care and activities that were useful 

in family life (such as housework) despite the fact that only a small part of them would ever 

return to family life. The circumstances underpinning these women´s begging received little 

attention and their stay in the institution probably did not contribute to their reintegration in 

society. At the time, in the Netherlands and across Europe, “public authorities and penal 

reformers were increasingly being confronted with the problem of groups of maladjusted and 

inconvenient citizens who would not reform and who nobody knew what to do with” (Weevers 

et al., 2012, p. 425). In this context, these women´s placement in a State Labour Institution - 

within the penitentiary system - might possibly have been the only available solution. 

 

 

Source: O´Sullivan (2016)  

• In his historical analysis of homelessness among women, O´Sullivan (2016, p. 16) draws 

primarily on material from English-speaking countries (England, Ireland and USA) and states 

that “objectively, women were homeless in large numbers in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries […] but rendered invisible as they largely utilized a range of female-only services 

that were usually not formally designated as services for the homeless. […] females utilized a 

range of other sites including convents, refuges and asylums”. 

• He describes a host of institutions for the management of vagrancy, including penitentiaries, 

refuges, homes, reformatories and asylums for women, and argues that women living in these 

spaces did not differ significantly from those residing in the casual wards providing communal 

shelter-type accommodation. Equally, descriptions of some of these institutions could be 

broadly applied to many homelessness services today. He further reports a considerable 

number of women who had resided in these institutions. In England, for example, Church of 

England Penitentiaries could accommodate 400 women in 1840 and, by 1893, more than 7000 

women could be accommodated each year, particularly in institutions run by Anglican Nuns. 
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Source: O´Brien (2018) 

• O´Brien reviews the history of homeless women, addressing the issue of their visibility in the 

period between 1900 and 1940, in Australia, coincident with the 1930s depression. She argues 

that this period gave visibility to homeless women, often through local advocates and 

newspaper correspondents. They emphasized these women´s desire to remain hidden and 

“while preserving the dignity of the individuals concerned, reinforced shame as a pre-requisite 

for assistance and sharpened the division between the respectable and unrespectable homeless 

woman” (O´Brien, 2018, p. 143). At the same time, many women without homes who were 

charged with vagrancy were put in a different category by the law. In court appearances, they 

were typically described as “women vagrants” and almost never as “homeless women”; they 

had lost the right to reputation because they transgressed in public space. “Homeless” and 

“vagrant” women were seen differently. “If ´the homeless woman´ was defined as such in 

large part because she sought to keep her plight hidden, the woman vagrant´s shamelessly 

public humiliation kept her outside the category ´homeless´” (O´Brien, 2018, p. 146). At a 

time when the term “homelessness” was beginning to replace “vagrancy” as a sociological 

descriptor, vagrant women were left outside the new categorization and were not seen as 

homeless. 

• Despite the divide evoked by the labels “vagrant” and “homeless”, these women´s lives were 

quite similar in terms of limited access to housing and well-paid employment, domestic 

violence, difficult family relationships and mental and physical illness. In this regard, working 

class domestic servants were particularly vulnerable because of their location “on the margins 

of home and economy” (O´Brien, 2018, p. 148) and because of their social isolation, poor 

health and financial vulnerability as they grew older. Indeed, prior occupations of “vagrant” 

women were typically related to domestic service. In the end, the “strength of the discursive 

gap between the labels […] worked to obscure the real needs of all women without homes” 

(O´Brien, 2018, p. 149). 

 

 

Source: Oudshoorn et al. (2018)  

• The authors provide a historical review of women´s homelessness from the mid-1800s to the 

present, drawing on historical texts, articles and reports from the UK, USA, Canada and 

Australia. 

• Throughout the Victorian era (between middle 1800s and early 1900s), women were perceived 

as wives, mothers and homemakers and were intimately intertwined with the concept of home. 

At the time, a woman´s independence was viewed as a form of rebellion or as a dishonour to 

patriarchal traditions. In this context, women without a home were seen as deviant “and a 

corruption of the design of both the state and the Church” (Oudshoorn et al., 2018, p. 7).  

• Women´s lack of housing has been handled by criminalizing the experience (seeing it as social 

deviance or a flaw in need of correction) or by ignoring or denying the situation. Alternatively, 

if women´s homelessness was recognized as a social concern, it was not considered to carry 

the same social risk as men´s homelessness, which was associated with criminal or other risky 

behaviours. 

• The authors note that “various versions of supports serving under-housed women have always 

existed” (Oudshoorn et al., 2018, p. 7), even if underpinned by moralistic assumptions and/or 

by an intention to reform these women and encourage their placement in the domestic-family 

unit. For example, in the late 1800s, in the UK, and in the early 1900s, in the USA, rescue 

homes were created in order to assist women who were often depicted as “fallen” or 

“depraved”. 
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• Labelling women as criminal, sex worker, poor or homeless also reflects a trend towards 

categorizing people in a single way, “rather than realizing that people can experience 

homelessness while also enacting a variety of other identities” (Oudshoorn et al., 2018, p. 11). 

• The authors conclude that “[w]hether temporarily housed in jail, brothels, boarding houses, 

emergency shelters, with friends, or sleeping rough, women have been an ignored sub-

population of those experiencing homelessness” (Oudshoorn et al., 2018, p. 16). Furthermore, 

the authors express concern with the fact that “when women are acknowledged as also being 

at risk of homelessness, this is often expressed as some new or current phenomenon” 

(Oudshoorn et al., 2018, p. 16). 

 

 

BRAZILIAN AND PORTUGUESE CONTEXTS 

 
 

Source: Gandelman (2005)  

• Gandelman (2005) studied female accommodation in so-called “recolhimentos” provided by 

Santa Casa da Misericórdia, particularly during the 18th century, in Portugal (especially in the 

city of Porto) and Brazil (cities of Salvador and Rio de Janeiro). Misericórdia of Lisbon was 

founded in 1498 as a lay brotherhood that emerged under the tutelage of the Portuguese Royal 

House. These institutions disseminated all over the country and became the primary entities 

involved in charitable work in Portugal. This can be explained by several reasons, including: 

their considerable privileges and monopolies; being representatives of the royal power; and 

representing catholic values whilst being outside of the jurisdiction of the church. Misericórdia 

of Porto was founded in 1499. Misericórdias also extended to overseas territories, such as 

Brazil, and Misericórdias of Salvador and Rio de Janeiro were created in the 16th century. 

• In Portugal, prior to the constitution of Misericórdias, there were institutions such as the so-

called “mercearias”, which were designed to provide shelter, food and clothing for poor and 

honoured individuals, both men and women, who were usually older than 50 years. In 

exchange for this support, these individuals were asked to pray for the soul of the institutions´ 

founders and to carry out religious duties. Gandelman describes, for example, the creation of 

a “mercearia” with capacity for seven women in the 14th century. 

• One of the roles played by Misericórdias was to provide pilgrims and poor people with 

accommodation. In the 18th century, there was a trend towards feminization of assistance in 

this field, which might have responded to women´s demand for help. Women were - for the 

most part - in a disadvantaged position compared with men because they tended to be 

circumscribed to domestic spheres and roles and should be under the tutelage of males 

according to religious, moralist and juridical discourses at the time. In this context, many might 

have asked for assistance when they could not provide for themselves. 

• Misericórdias provided accommodation to female orphans (of father or both parents), widows, 

single women and married women who were unaccompanied by a husband. There is a paucity 

of information about the residents in this type of accommodation in the 18th/19th centuries. 

However, sporadic data can be found. For example, there were 50 residents in the 

“recolhimento” of Porto in 1788; 60 residents in “recolhimento” of Rio de Janeiro in 1810; 

and 80 residents in “recolhimento” of Salvador in 1818. Regarding Porto city, Gandelman 

notes that these were small numbers compared with the figures of female residents in religious 

establishments in Porto at the time. 

• A dominant concern with sheltering young female orphans was connected to a view that their 

orphan status, lack of support networks, poverty and/or absence of a male tutelage could 

jeopardize their honour, which was intimately linked to the control of their sexuality. In these 
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institutions, they learned religious principles, basic literacy, domestic work and activities 

traditionally conceived as feminine such as seam and embroidery. More or less explicitly, they 

were prepared for marriage and family life. 

• Young women could stay in “recolhimento” of Porto until the age of 25 years. A majority (in 

the three studied cities) left these institutions to get married. Others remained and worked in 

these institutions or, alternatively, co-habited with family members or other single women 

and/or attempted to find paid employment (particularly in domestic work or textile industry in 

the case of Porto city). 

 

 

THE PORTUGUESE CONTEXT 

 

 

Sources: Bastos (1997), Guinote (1997), Lamas (2002), Pimentel and Melo (2015), Pinto 

(1999), Relvas (2002) 

• The following historical review focuses on Lisbon city and covers the period between the 

middle 19th century and the 1970s. No information was found about the number of female 

“beggars” and “vagrants” in Lisbon city during this time period but their existence was 

acknowledged in official documents and newspapers at the time (Pinto, 1999; Relvas, 2002). 

Furthermore, there were public and private institutions where destitute women could be 

accommodated, suggesting that at least some of them had nowhere else to live. Some 

institutions were female-only, such as the Institute of Saint Magdalena (created in 1928, with 

capacity for 109 girls and young women) and the Asylum of Older Women of Palhavã (created 

in 1911, with capacity for 98 older women) (Pinto, 1999). Other institutions were mixed-

gender. Descriptions of some of these facilities could be broadly applied to some contemporary 

accommodation for homeless people (Pinto, 1999; Relvas, 2002). Three of these institutions 

are examined in detail because there is available data about the characteristics of the resident 

population, as follows. 

 

Asylum of Mendicancy of Lisbon 
 
o The Asylum of Mendicancy of Lisbon was created in 1836 in a context where begging and 

vagrancy were a problem and confinement of “beggars” and “vagrants” was the proposed 

solution. This public mixed-gender institution was designed to accommodate disabled 

“beggars” who were born or resident in Lisbon city for more than two years. 

o In 1881, there were 249 male residents and 336 female residents. 

o In 1885, there were 307 men and 251 women residing in the asylum. The following data 

pertain to the year 1885. A majority of female residents (58%) were aged between 61 and 

80 years. Among women, 62.9% reported a prior occupation, which was typically related 

to domestic services and dressmaking. At the time, residents in the asylum were mostly 

former workers (both men and women) who could no longer work due to ageing or 

disability and had to beg as a survival strategy (Relvas, 2002). 

 

Night Shelter of Lisbon 
 
o A group of citizens headed by the King D. Luís decided to create the Night Shelter of 

Lisbon considering “the sad panorama of the night of Lisbon - in which a considerable 

number of people, without homes or shelter, attempted to sleep in benches, in doorsteps, in 

quays” (Relvas, 2002, pp. 46-47, translated from Portuguese by the researcher). Opened in 
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1881, this shelter provided accommodation up to eight nights and an evening meal and 

clothing so long as several rules were accomplished. 

o In a 12-year period (between 1882-1887, 1890-1894 and in the year 1899), 28265 shelter 

users were registered - 19831 men (70.2%), 4925 women (17.4%) and 3509 minors 

(12.4%). 

o A majority of female residents were aged between 18 and 50 years. 

o Single men were admitted much more often that single women, which could indicate that 

single women might find other ways of surviving and finding accommodation, namely 

through survival sex. 

o The main reason to resort to the shelter was unemployment, for both men and women. A 

majority of women reported a prior occupation that was, most commonly, related to 

domestic services (Relvas, 2002). In the late 19th century, Portugal was one of the European 

countries with the highest rates of women in the labour market. For the most part, women 

worked as housekeepers, in domestic services (including working from home and in 

agriculture) and in some industrial sectors (Pimentel & Melo, 2015). Some female residents 

in the Night Shelter of Lisbon who had worked as domestic servants might have been 

dismissed and left in a fragile situation. Others might have dedicated entirely to their homes 

and families and, upon the death or disability of their husbands, might have confronted 

highly unstable living situations because of their financial dependence (Relvas, 2002). 

 

Shelter of Mendicancy of Lisbon (Mitra) 
 
o From the early 1930s until 1974, Portugal was governed by a dictatorial regime, headed by 

António de Oliveira Salazar, which was designated Estado Novo (meaning New State). 

During this period, measures to repress begging and vagrancy intensified and the Public 

Security Police created shelters designed to prevent and repress these activities. The police 

proceeded to compulsory admission of individuals engaged in these activities in so-called 

shelters of mendicancy under the charge of mendicancy or vagrancy. These shelters were 

aimed at the moral regeneration of “beggars” and “vagrants”. In the end, however, they 

operated to socially and spatially contain and control “beggars”, “vagrants” and other 

individuals represented as outcasts by the elite of the regime (Bastos, 1997). At the time, 

the number of “beggars” in Lisbon was significant; for example, 3300 “beggars” were 

counted in the 1940 census (Pimenta, 1992). 

o In 1933, the corporation of the Public Security Police of Lisbon created the Shelter of 

Mendicancy of Lisbon (also called Mitra). Mitra was officially closed in 1977 and 

converted into a centre designed to assist older people. 

o Mitra accommodated mostly men but also women and children. For example, 3872 

individuals were admitted in Mitra in the 2-year period of 1933-1934, with a feminization 

rate of 26.9% (n=1042) (Bastos, 1997). 

o The life histories of individuals incarcerated in Mitra revealed financial hardships, 

impoverished family backgrounds, unemployment, low or irregular wages and problems in 

the family home such as abandonment, conflict or abuse. Part of these individuals lacked a 

domicile - 32.8% between 1933-1951 and 45.9% between 1952-1974 - and some others 

resided in illegal constructions unfit for habitation (Bastos, 1997). These situations are 

considered homelessness and housing exclusion according to the ETHOS definition 

(Busch-Geertsema, 2010). 

o Between 1933-1974, most female residents were children or adolescent (under 14 years 

old) and older women (over 67 years old). Most women were single and, among older 

women, there was a high proportion of widows. This predominance of widows could mean 

that, upon the death of a husband and/or in the absence of a support network (possibly 

exacerbated by a lack of children, their rejection or their own financial hardships), they 
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might have no options but to beg and/or stay in Mitra in order to survive. Furthermore, their 

vulnerable situation has to be situated in a wider context of difficulty in finding 

employment with ageing, lack of savings due to a weak insertion in the labour market and 

a very limited social protection at the time (Bastos, 1997). 

o Many female residents in Mitra had not been integrated in the labour market and, among 

those who had a prior occupation, most had been domestic servants, dressmakers and 

sellers (Bastos, 1997). During Estado Novo - as well as in prior epochs - these types of 

activities were carried out by large numbers of women coming from the poorest sectors of 

the population, namely because no special qualifications were required (Guinote, 1997; 

Lamas, 2002). Many women worked in private houses in exchange for food, 

accommodation and a very low wage. A large number came from rural areas and had 

minimum qualifications since their prior occupations were related to agriculture. They 

could be arbitrarily dismissed and left in a vulnerable situation given the scarcity of other 

income sources available to them. For some, prostitution became a means of survival. For 

example, between 1925 and 1928 there were approximately 2500 women involved in 

prostitution registered in Portugal, which was an under-estimated figure. Among the 

women who were registered as being involved in prostitution in Lisbon, in 1928, 88% were 

illiterate, 93% were single, 48% reported destitution as the reason for engaging in this 

activity and 29% had been domestic servants (which was the occupation most commonly 

reported) (Guinote, 1997). 

 

 

Note: A variety of categorizations was used in different epochs and it cannot be automatically assumed that 

people involved in begging or vagrancy were experiencing homelessness. Yet, these data provide valuable 

insight into the existence and characterization of women who were likely to be homeless according to 

today´s terminology. 
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APPENDIX 6 

Gender Equality Index 

 

 

Gender Equality Index 

Introduction 

• Gender Equality Index was launched in 2013 by the European Institute for Gender Equality. 

• This is a tool designed to measure the level of achievement and gender gaps in key domains relevant 

to the EU policy: work, money, knowledge, time, power and health. 

• The Index measures gender gaps between women and men, considering gaps that are to the detriment 

of either women or men to be equally problematic. 

• The Index also takes into account the contexts of European countries and their levels of achievement 

in various areas. A high overall score reflects both small or absent gender gaps and a good situation 

for all in each area (e.g. high involvement of women and men in employment). 

Methodological notes 

• The Index consists of eight domains. The six domains of work, money, knowledge, time, power and 

health are combined into a core index. This is complemented by two additional domains (violence and 

intersecting inequalities) that belong to the framework of the index but do not impact the overall score. 

• Data from large surveys conducted in the EU are used in the index, including data collected and 
surveys coordinated by Eurostat, surveys by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living 

and Working Conditions (Eurofound) and data collected by the European Institute for Gender 

Equality. 

• The six core domains of the index - work, money, knowledge, time, power and health - assign scores 

for countries of between 1 (total inequality) and 100 (full equality). 

• The six core domains are composed of sub-domains and respective indicators as follows. 

Domains Sub-domains Indicators 

Work 

Participation 
Full-time equivalent employment rate 

Duration of working life 

Segregation 

and quality of 

work 

Employed in education, human health and social work 

Ability to take time off for personal or family matters 

Career Prospects Index a 

Money 

Financial 

resources 

Mean monthly earnings 

Mean equivalized net income 

Economic 

situation 

Not at-risk-of-poverty 

S20/S80 income quintile share b 

Knowledge 

Attainment 

and 

participation 

Population with tertiary education 

Formal or non-formal education and training 

Segregation Tertiary students in education, health and welfare, humanities and arts  

Time 

Care activities 
Caring for children or grandchildren or older or people with disabilities  

People doing cooking and/or housework 

Social 

activities 

Sporting, cultural or leisure activities 

Voluntary or charitable activities 

Power Political 
Share of ministers 

Share of members of parliament 
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Share of members of regional assemblies 

Economic 
Share of members of boards in largest quoted companies 

Share of board members of central bank 

Social  

Share of board members of research funding organizations 

Share of board members in publicly owned broadcasting organizations 

Share of members of highest decision-making body of the national 

Olympic sport organizations 

Health  

Status 

Self-perceived health 

Life expectancy 

Healthy life years 

Behaviour 
Smoking and harmful drinking 

Physical activities and/or consuming fruits and vegetables 

Access 
Unmet needs for medical examination 

Unmet needs for dental examination 
 

 

a The Career Prospects Index is a job quality index developed by Eurofound. Combines indicators of 

employment status, type of work contract, the prospects for career advancement, the perceived likelihood 

of losing one´s job and experience of downsizing in the organization. 

 
b The S20/S80 income quintile share is a measure of the inequality of income distribution. 

 

 

 
Source: EIGE (2017, 2018) 
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Gender Equality Index 2017 

Scope 

• The 2017 Index monitors developments in gender equality over 10 years, from 2005 to 2015. 

• The Index covers the 28 EU Members States (Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech 

Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, 

Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, 

Sweden and UK). 

Global results 

• Broadly speaking, the Gender Equality Index score increased in the EU from 62 points in 2005 to 66.2 

points out of 100 in 2015. This represents a slow improvement towards gender equality and there is 

room for improvement. 

• The scores vary across Member States. 

The EU average score is 66.2 points. 

Sweden is the top performer country with 82.6 points out of 100 in 2015. 

The next best performing countries are Denmark, Finland and the Netherlands. 
Greece holds the bottom position (score of 50 points in 2015), followed by Hungary and Slovakia.  

• At EU level, the six core domains are positioned as follows from the greater to the lowest levels of 

gender equality: 

1º) Health - presents the highest score (87.4 points in 2015); 

2º) Money - score of 79.6 points in 2015; 

3º) Work - score of 71.5 points in 2015; 

4º) Time - score of 65.7 points in 2015; 

5º) Knowledge - score of 63.4 points in 2015; 

6º) Power - score of 48.5 points in 2015. 

• Between 2005 and 2015, there was an improvement in five domains: health, money, work, knowledge 

and power. 

The domain of power shows the most rapid improvement in this time period, rising from 38.9 in 2005 
to 48.5 in 2015. 

• Between 2005 and 2015, there was a reversed trend in the domain of time with a drop in the EU score 

from 66.7 in 2005 to 65.7 in 2015. This means that the way in which women and men organize their 

time has become more unequal. Overall, substantially more women continue to devote their time to 

unpaid care work than men. In general, more men than women are engaged in sporting, cultural and 

leisure activities outside of their home. 

Portugal results 

• Portugal has a score of 56 out of 100 in 2015. This represents an increase of 6.1 points since 2005. 

However, Portugal remains around 10 points below the EU average (which is 66.2 points out of 100).  

• Portugal results in each of the six core domains are as follows: 

1º) Health domain has the highest score in 2015 (83.6 points). 

      This means that there are limited gender inequalities in this domain. 

2º) Work domain shows the second highest score in 2015 (72 points). 
      The situation in the domain of work has slightly improved since 2005. 

3º) Money domain comes next with a score of 70.9 points. 

Gender equality in the domain of money reveals some progress in terms of financial resources and 

the economic situation of women. 

4º) Knowledge domain occupies the fourth position with a score of 54.8 points. 

A progress is noted in educational attainment and participation for women and men. A gender gap 

remains to the detriment of men in terms of tertiary education degrees (more women than men hold 

a tertiary education degree). Segregation of study fields along traditional gender lines remain, with 

a significantly higher proportion of women students concentrated in education, health, welfare, 

humanities and arts (fields that are traditionally seen as feminine). 

5º) Time domain is in the fifth position with a score of 47.5 points. 
This domain remained stable since 2005. A significant gender gap in the division of time allocated 

to domestic care and leisure activities remains. This score is one of the lowest in the EU (18 points 

below the EU average) a. 
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6º) Power domain has the lowest score in Portugal (33.9 points). 

Nevertheless, the score has increased significantly (11.7 points since 2005) by gains in the sub-

domains of political and economic power. For example, women´s political representation increased 

at the ministerial, parliamentary and regional level. 

 
Source: EIGE (2017, 2018) 

 

 

 

a In Portugal, homemakers are largely women. However, there was a persistent fall in the numbers of female 

homemakers in the last decades (González, 2014). In 1983, there were 1.04 million women registered as 

homemakers; in 2017, these numbers dropped to 377000. Conversely, the number of male homemakers 

increased from 7000 (in 1983) to 10000 (in 2017) (Guerreiro & Garcia, 2018). 
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APPENDIX 7 

Global Gender Gap Index 

 

 

Global Gender Gap Index 

Introduction 

• Global Gender Gap Index was first introduced by the World Economic Forum in 2006 as a framework 

for capturing the magnitude of gender-based disparities and tracking their progress over time. 

• The Index provides country rankings that enable comparisons across regions. 

Underpinning concepts 

• The Index focuses on measuring gaps rather than levels. This means that the Index measures gender-

based gaps in access to resources and opportunities in countries, rather than the actual levels of the 

available resources and opportunities in those countries. In other words, countries ranking is based on 

their gender gaps and not on their developmental levels. 

• The Index captures gaps in outcome variables rather than gaps in input variables. The aim is to provide 

a picture of where men and women stand with respect to outcome indicators related to economic 

participation, education, health and political empowerment. Indicators related to countries´ policies, 

rights and culture (which are considered input indicators) are not included in the Index. 

• The Index ranks countries according to their proximity to gender equality rather than to women´s 
empowerment. This means that the Index focuses on whether the gap between women and men in the 

selected indicators has declined. 

Methodological notes 

• The Index examines the gap between men and women across four sub-indexes: Economic 

Participation and Opportunity; Educational Attainment; Health and Survival; and Political 

Empowerment. 

• For the four sub-indexes, the best/highest possible score is 1 (gender parity) and the worst/lowest 

possible score is 0 (gender imparity). The overall gender gap index also ranges between 1 (parity) and 

0 (imparity). 

• The variables composing each of the four sub-indexes and the sources of data are presented next. 

Sub-indexes Variables  Sources 

Economic 

Participation and 

Opportunity 

Ratio: female labour force 

participation over male value 

International Labour Organization, 

ILOSTAT database 

Wage equality between women and 

men for similar work 

World Economic Forum, Executive 

Opinion Survey 

Ratio: female estimated earned 

income over male value 

World Economic Forum calculations 

based on the United Nations Development 

Programme methodology 

Ratio: female legislators, senior 

officials and managers over male 

value 

International Labour Organization, 

ILOSTAT database 

Ratio: female professional and 

technical workers over male value 

International Labour Organization, 

ILOSTAT database 

Educational 

Attainment 

Ratio: female literacy rate over male 

value 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Institute 

for Statistics, Education indicators 

database 

Ratio: female net primary enrolment 

rate over male value 

UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 

Education indicators database 

Ratio: female net secondary 

enrolment rate over male value 

UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 

Education indicators database 
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Ratio: female net tertiary enrolment 

rate over male value 

UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 

Education indicators database 

Health and 

Survival 

Sex ratio at birth (converted to 

female-over-male ratio) 

United Nations Population Division, 

World Population Prospects 

Ratio: female healthy life expectancy 

over male value 

World Health Organization, Global Health 

Observatory database  

Political 

Empowerment 

Ratio: females with seats in 

parliament over male value 

Inter-Parliamentary Union, Women in 

National Parliaments 

Ratio: females at ministerial level 

over male value 

Inter-Parliamentary Union, Women in 

Politics 

Ratio: number of years with a female 

head of State (in the last 50 years) 

over male value 

World Economic Forum calculations 

 
 

Source: World Economic Forum (2018) 
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Global Gender Gap Index 2018 

Number of countries and regions covered  

• The 2018 Index included 149 countries located in eight regions: 

- Western Europe (20 countries); 

- Eastern Europe and Central Asia (26 countries); 

- South Asia (7 countries); 

- East Asia and the Pacific (18 countries); 

- Latin America and the Caribbean (24 countries); 

- North America (2 countries); 

- Middle East and North Africa (19 countries); 

- Sub-Saharan Africa (33 countries). 

• To be included in the Index, a country must have data available for a minimum of 12 indicators out of 

the 14 indicators composing the Index. 

Global results 

• Overall, considering the global ranking and all the 149 countries included in the Index, there is a 32% 

average gender gap that remains to be closed. Across the four sub-indexes, the largest gender disparity 

is on Political Empowerment with a gap of 77.1%. The Economic Participation and Opportunity gap 

is the second largest (41.9%). The Educational Attainment and Health and Survival gaps are 

significantly lower (4.4% and 4.6%, respectively). 

• No country has achieved parity to date. 

• Iceland is the top performer country in the global ranking, occupying the first rank with the best score 

(0.858). Yemen is the lowest performer country in the global ranking with the worst score (0.499). 

• The global rankings vary by region. Western Europe is the highest-performing region with the smallest 

gender gap (24%). Middle East and North Africa are the lowest-performing regions, presenting the 

highest gender gaps (40%). 

• Performances also vary within regions. For example, despite Western Europe´s high average, there is 
a wide spread of outcomes among the 20 countries included in this region. Western Europe includes 

the top four countries in the Index: Iceland, Norway, Sweden and Finland (highlighting the leadership 

of Nordic countries in terms of gender parity outcomes). On the other hand, Greece, Malta and Cyprus 

are the lowest-performing countries in Western Europe, ranking 78, 91 and 92, respectively, in the 

overall rank of the 149 countries covered in the Index. 

Portugal results 

• Portugal rank 37 out of the 149 countries included in the 2018 Index. The overall gender gap score is 

0.732. 

• Across the four sub-indexes, the Portuguese results are as follows: 

- Economic Participation and Opportunity: rank 44 out of 149; score = 0.721. 

- Educational Attainment: rank 82 out of 149; score = 0.991. 

- Health and Survival: rank 54 out of 149; score = 0.978. 

- Political Empowerment: rank 46 out of 149; score = 0.240. 

• These results indicate that Portugal follows the global trend with the largest gender disparity on 

Political Empowerment. The second largest gender disparity relates to Economic Participation and 

Opportunity. In Health and Survival and Educational Attainment sub-indexes, the gender gaps are 

significantly lower with scores above 0.9.  

• Considering the overall gender gap, Portugal rank 14 out of the 20 countries of Western Europe 

included in the 2018 Index. 

 
Source: World Economic Forum (2018) 
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APPENDIX 8 

Humanizing-dehumanizing continuum of homeless women´s encounters with 

service providers 

 

 

Dehumanizing themes Neutral themes Humanizing themes 

• Unmet expectations 

E.g. mismatch between what 

women were told would happen 

and what really occurred, receiving 

differential or unfair treatment. 

• Judged 

Being stereotyped as homeless, 

treated accordingly, not considered 
a full individual and being denied 

an opportunity to change. 

• Minimized 

E.g. feeling responsible and blamed 

for their homelessness irrespective 

of the contexts in which it arises. 

• Alienated 

E.g. feeling disregarded, 

unwelcome or bothering service 

providers. 

• Powerless 

E.g. interactions in which women 

feel infantilized or unable to 

advocate for themselves. 

 

What is expected 

from services and 

service providers 

(e.g. act in a 

professional manner, 

assist in securing the 

service sought, be 

competent in their 

field). 

• Cared for 

Actions on behalf of service providers 

that result in women feeling worthy of 

care and recognized as valid 

individuals (e.g. service providers 

listening, being available, creating a 

safe and/or welcoming environment, 

showing concern).  

• Trusted 

Women are seen by service providers 

as individuals capable of reason and 

responsible for their choices and 

actions. 

• Shared past/identity 

E.g. feeling more comfortable with a 

service provider who had previously 
experienced substance use, for 

example. 

• Empowered 

Experiences that increase women´s 

self-sufficiency, self-understanding or 

self-esteem.             

 

 

 

 

Source: Biederman and Nichols (2014) 
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APPENDIX 9 

Summary of the main Portuguese references with data on homeless women 

 

 

Source Type of document Methodological approach Focus of analysis 

Bruto da 

Costa and 

Baptista 

(1999) 

• National report 

for the European 

Observatory on 

Homelessness - 
FEANTSA. 

• Women 

dedicated. 

• Sample: 53 homeless 
persons (16 homeless 

women). 

• Secondary analysis of 

data pertaining to 

homeless persons, 

stemming from a study 

that was originally 

designed to perceive the 

sensibilities, evaluations 

and expectations of 

users of Santa Casa da 
Misericórdia in Lisbon 

city (SCML). 

• Characterization of the sample, 
including: sociodemographic 

characterization; family bonds; 

employment; sources of income; 

characterization of homelessness 

episodes (reasons, duration, 

living situations); reported needs; 

and experiences of service use. 

Gomes 

(2002) 
• Master´s thesis. 

• Women 
dedicated. 

• Sample: 50 homeless 

women. 

• Inquiries were applied to 

homeless women in 

street-based contexts, 

two homelessness 

services and three 

temporary 

accommodation centres 

(shelters) in Lisbon city. 

• Characterization of the sample 

including: sociodemographic 

characterization; levels of 

education; employment; children; 

support networks; current needs; 

and prospects for the future. 

• Identification of the factors 

leading to women´s 

homelessness. 

• Two profiles of homeless women 
in Lisbon city are suggested: 

1) Portuguese; older (over 45 

years); with low educational 

attainment; retired, separated or 

widows; mothers of children who 

live with relatives; living mainly 

in shelters; experiencing 

homelessness for more than three 

years; and reported reasons for 

becoming homeless were family 

conflict/ruptures. 
2) Portuguese; younger (19-39 

years); higher levels of 

education; unemployed; single; 

without children; mostly rough 

sleepers; and experiencing 

homelessness (driven by drug 

use) for less than one year. 

Baptista et 

al. (2005) 
• Study 

coordinated by 
the Institute for 

Social Security. 

• Sample: 30 homeless 

persons (13 homeless 

women). 

• Methods of data 

collection: semi-

structured interviews. 

• Participants were 

recruited through contact 

with services since they 
were residing in rooms 

paid for by social 

• Comprehensive analysis 

including: sociodemographic 

characterization; educational 

attainment; employment 

trajectories; sources of income; 

housing trajectories; family, 

children and intimate 

relationships; and health 

condition. 
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services (in Lisbon and 

Porto cities). 

Barros 

(2010) 
• Master´s thesis. 

• Women 

dedicated. 

• Sample: five homeless 

women. 

• Methods of data 

collection: semi-

structured interviews, 

photovoice and exercise 

of creative writing. 

• Participants were 

recruited in three 

homelessness services in 

Lisbon city. 

• Sociodemographic 

characterization of the sample. 

• Comprehensive analysis of 

homeless women´s housing 

trajectories and significant life 

events, unveiling the interplay of 

some individual, family, 
institutional and structural factors 

shaping these trajectories. 

• Participants´ experiences of 

service use and suggestions for 

improvement in service 

provision. 

• Homeless women´s perceptions 

of home; this part of the study 

was designed to replicate one 

research conducted in Canada by 

Walsh et al. (2009) and 

comparative data are presented. 

Quintas 

(2010) 
• Master´s thesis. • Sample: 85 homeless 

persons (11 homeless 

women). 

• Interviews with 
homeless persons were 

conducted in street-

based contexts and two 

shelters in Porto city. 

• Characterization of the sample 

including: sociodemographic 

characterization; social networks 

and intimate relationships; health 
condition and substance use; 

behaviours and experiences of 

victimization; and 

characterization of homelessness 

episodes. 

• Perceptions of homeless persons 

and technical staff about 

homelessness services (including 

engagement with services, 

satisfaction with service 

provision and reported needs of 

homeless persons). 

Carrinho 

(2012) 
• Doctoral 

dissertation. 

• Sample: 225 participants 

in total. Control group = 

120. Homeless persons = 

105 (22 homeless 
women). 

• Methods of data 

collection: semi-

structured interviews 

and instruments of 

psychological and 

psychiatric evaluation. 

• Participants were 

recruited in two insertion 

communities in Coimbra 

and Figueira da Foz 
cities. 

• Sociodemographic 

characterization of the sample; 

identification of stressing life 

events propelling homelessness; 
and engagement of homeless 

persons with the residential 

settings where they are living. 

• Comparative analysis between 

homeless persons and a control 

group (composed of deprived 

people) in terms of mental health, 

patterns of attachment, 

psychological well-being and 

supportive social networks 

(homeless individuals scored 

worse across these domains). 

Machado 

(2012) 
• Master´s thesis. 

• Women 

dedicated. 

• Sample: one homeless 

woman. 

• Methods of data 

collection: life-story 
interview and participant 

observation. 

• Sociodemographic 

characterization of the sample. 

• Comprehensive analysis of: 

factors propelling and 
perpetuating homelessness; lived 

experience of homelessness 
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• Participant was recruited 

through a homelessness 

service in Porto city. 

including relationships with other 

homeless persons, stigma 

attached to homeless women and 

experiences of victimization; and 

the meaning attached to 

homelessness. 

Marques 

(2012) 
• Master´s thesis. • Sample: 151 homeless 

persons (18 homeless 

women). 

• Inquiries were applied to 

homeless people 

residing in three shelters 

in Lisbon city. 

• Sociodemographic 

characterization of the sample. 

• Analysis of the support needed to 

leave homelessness from the 

standpoint of homeless people. 

• Analysis of the strategies 

deployed by homelessness 

services to tackle homelessness. 

Martins 

(2017) 
• Published 

master´s thesis. 

• Women 

dedicated. 

• Sample: 308 homeless 

persons (56 homeless 
women). 

• Inquiries to homeless 

persons users of two 

services managed by 

AMI, in Lisbon city, 

between January 2003 

and December 2006. 

• Sociodemographic 

characterization of the sample, 
characterization of homelessness 

episodes (duration and living 

situations), reasons to seek help 

from AMI and reported needs. 

• Comparative analysis between 

male and female users of AMI 

services. 

• A dominant profile of homeless 

women was described: women 

younger than 49 years, single, 

with low levels of education, 
unemployed, mothers of children 

who live with relatives or in 

residential care settings, rough 

sleepers or residents in temporary 

accommodation centres, without 

substance use, experiencing 

homelessness for less than six 

months, and their primary 

sources of income are begging 

and monetary support provided 

by family/friends. 

Lopes 

(2017) 
• Master´s thesis. 

• Women 

dedicated. 

• Sample: 14 homeless 

persons (nine homeless 

women) + 12 entities 

(eight related to 

homelessness; four 
concentrated on gender 

issues - gender equality, 

prostitution, domestic 

violence and lone 

parenthood). 

• Methods of data 

collection: semi-

structured interviews 

and observation. 

• Homeless persons were 

recruited in street-based 
contexts and through 

services working with 

the homeless population 

in Coimbra city. 

• Sociodemographic 

characterization of homeless 

persons. 

• Routes into homelessness of 

homeless persons. 

• Homeless persons´ needs and 

views about social responses. 

• Women´s conceptualization of 

becoming homeless and 

experiencing homelessness. 

• Service providers´ perceptions 

about gender dimensions of 

homelessness. 

• Gender mainstreaming on public 

policies on homelessness and 

social responses for homeless 

people. 
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APPENDIX 10 

A review of mental illness and problematic substance use among homeless women  

 

 
This review opens by revising the available evidence on mental illness and problematic substance 

among homeless women in the international context. Particular consideration is given to large-

scale studies and the most recent systematic reviews and meta-analyses of studies on these 

matters. In addition to the studies´ main findings, reference is made to the questions arising from 

some of the studies and to the lacunae in the knowledge of these topics. Attention then turns to 

presenting the available evidence on these issues in the Portuguese context. This review concludes 

with a summary of the main research findings. The sources used for this review are presented in 

chronological order within the international and Portuguese contexts. 

 

 

THE INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT 

 
 

Source: Wolf et al. (2016) 

• The authors provide a review of research on the health of homeless women, drawing on studies 

conducted in Europe from 2003 to 2013. They also resort to studies conducted in North 

America, taking into account that the European evidence base on this matter is limited. 

• With respect to the mental health of homeless women, available data demonstrate high rates 

of mental health problems, including depressive disorders, post-traumatic stress disorder, 

schizophrenia, suicidal thoughts and suicidal attempts. However, there is variation in the 

prevalence of mental disorders across the studies. Drawing clear-cut conclusions about the 

prevalence of mental disorders among homeless women or comparing homeless women with 

other groups or with the general population is difficult. This is because available studies have 

included different target groups, used different methodological approaches and assessed 

mental health problems with different instruments. 

• Regarding substance use, available research has shown relatively high levels of alcohol and 

drug use among homeless women. For example, in a qualitative Irish study with 60 homeless 

women, 60% (n=37) reported a past or present substance use problem (Mayock & Sheridan, 

2012). However, there are variations by subgroups of homeless women. 

• Problematic substance use can play a direct or indirect role in women becoming homeless 

and/or substance use may increase after they become homeless. Some studies have associated 

substance use to coping strategies. 

• Many of the physical, mental and substance-related health problems reported by homeless 

women are not unique to women experiencing homelessness. A high prevalence of health 

problems is also noted in poor housed women and in housed women with problematic 

substance use. Therefore, it may be questioned to what extent the poor health of homeless 

women is due to their homelessness or associated with other risk factors that may have been 

implicated in their homelessness. Several explanations exist as to why homelessness itself can 

be a risk factor for poor health. For example, becoming homeless involves traumatic losses 

that can cause psychological trauma; poor living conditions on the street can render homeless 

persons more vulnerable to physical health problems and exacerbate already existing mental 

health problems; and the high prevalence of stressful life events experienced by homeless 

women (for instance, assault and victimization) negatively impacts the health condition. 

Nevertheless, “[a]lthough several studies suggest an added effect for homelessness, it is almost 

impossible to be certain that homelessness itself either causes or exacerbates the health 

problems of homeless women” (Wolf et al., 2016, p. 164).  
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• Most of the examined studies included women rough sleepers and residents in shelters. 

Therefore, comparative insight into the mental health of women living in insecure and 

inadequate housing is lacking. 

 

 

Source: Schreiter et al. (2017) 

• This article presents a systematic search of the literature and meta-analysis of studies on the 

prevalence of mental illness among the homeless population in Germany. 

• An analysis of 11 studies published between 1995 and 2013 was performed. 

• The total population of all the studies was 1220 homeless persons, with a feminization rate of 

10.7% (131 women). 

• There was marked heterogeneity across analysed studies. 

• The pooled prevalence of mental illness was 77.5%. 

• In decreasing order, pooled prevalence rates of specific mental disorders were as follows: 

o Substance-related disorders (pooled prevalence of 60.9% in six studies); 

o Anxiety disorders (pooled prevalence of 17.6% in six studies); 

o Affective disorders (pooled prevalence of 15.2% in eight studies); 

o Major depression (pooled prevalence of 11.6% in five studies); 

o Psychotic illnesses (pooled prevalence of 8.3% in 10 studies). 

• Homeless people presented a rate of mental illness 3.8 times higher than in the general 

population, including all spectrum of mental disorders. 

• The prevalence of substance-related disorders was 21 times higher than in the general 

population and that of alcohol dependency was 22 times higher. 

• Subgroup analysis revealed higher prevalence rates of mental disorders among women but 

lower prevalence rates of alcohol dependency and substance-related disorders for women than 

for men. 

• Questions raised by this research: 

o Homeless women were under-represented and have not been sufficiently researched 

because studies sampling focused primarily on rough sleepers and shelter users. This 

makes it difficult to take sufficient account of the needs of homeless women. 

o Sample sizes in the studies examined were diverse (and often small) and data collection 

tools varied, rendering comparison between findings difficult to make. 

 

 

Source: Tinland et al. (2018) 

• This study, which was conducted in France, was aimed to determine: the proportion of women 

in the homeless population with schizophrenia or bipolar disease and the characteristics of 

their illnesses compared with men; whether these women were victimized more often than 

similarly situated men; the impact of victimization on these women in terms of illness severity, 

suicide risk, physical health status and quality of life; and differences and overlap of homeless 

women with schizophrenia and bipolar disease. 

• Mobile mental health outreach teams recruited homeless individuals with schizophrenia or 

bipolar disease in the streets, emergency shelters, hospitals and prisons from August 2011 to 

April 2014. Diagnosis of mental disorders involved the use of psychiatric criteria and 

evaluation tools. 

• A total of 703 homeless persons were included in the study, with a feminization rate of 17.5% 

(123 homeless women). 
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• Women were at higher risk than men for post-traumatic stress disorder, depression and suicide 

risk. 

• Women were at higher risk than men for having been verbally, physically and/or sexually 

assaulted in the past six months. 

• Post-traumatic stress disorder and violent victimization can contribute to explain the high 

levels of depression, suicide risk and impaired physical status and quality of life of homeless 

women. 

• Homeless women with bipolar disease seem to be more vulnerable than homeless women with 

schizophrenia to violent victimization and presented higher levels of addiction and more 

impaired health status.  

• Women diagnosed with schizophrenia or bipolar disease are at much higher risk of alcohol 

and substance dependence than other homeless women. This risk is even higher for women 

with bipolar disease (alcohol dependence - 49.1% and substance dependence - 54.7%). 

• Questions raised by this research: 

o The proportion of women in the homeless population was probably under-estimated since 

women with dependent or young children were excluded from the study. 

o Homeless women with severe mental illness are extremely vulnerable to victimization 

and there is an urgent need to develop specific interventions to protect these women from 

victimization. 

 

 

Source: Phipps et al. (2018) 

• The authors conducted a scoping review on issues related to homeless women in the existing 

literature. A scoping review provides a map of published evidence on a given research area 

and is useful for bringing together evidence from various or heterogeneous sources. This 

review included 232 English language articles published between 1987 and 2017. Two of the 

overarching themes identified in this review were: mental and physical health issues; and 

trauma, victimization and adverse childhood experiences. 

• This review shows that the incidence of mental and physical health problems is higher for 

homeless women than for the general population, including: depression, anxiety disorders, 

substance use and physical problems such as asthma, high blood pressure, skin problems, 

gynaecological problems and dental problems.  

• Homeless women have higher rates of lifetime diagnoses of affective disorders, anxiety 

disorders, post-traumatic stress disorder, schizophrenia and substance use disorders than 

women who are stably housed. 

• Homeless women who experience physical and sexual assault are more likely to report high 

levels of depression, psychotic symptoms, medical problems and substance abuse issues. 

• High rates of lifetime exposure to trauma and victimization are consistently found among 

homeless women and the relationship between psychopathology and abuse is stronger for 

women than for men. 

• The relationship between mental health issues and homelessness is complex and may be 

multidirectional. While some homeless women experience chronic mental illness, those who 

do not have a prior mental illness may endure life circumstances that lead to the development 

of mental health problems. 
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Source: Duke and Searby (2019) 

• The authors provide a comprehensive review of the literature focused on the nature and 

prevalence of mental health problems among homeless women. This review included 15 

papers and two reports and unpublished PhD thesis; these were produced between 1996 and 

2017, mostly in the USA, and the sample size varied between eight and 821 homeless women 

across the reviewed studies. 

• Overall, there was a high prevalence of mental health problems among homeless women. 

However, the prevalence of various types of mental health problems varied significantly across 

studies. For example, the prevalence of post-traumatic stress disorder varied between 29.1% 

and 41.4% while the prevalence of alcohol dependence ranged from 7.8% to 60%. 

• Dual diagnoses (that is, mental illness and alcohol/drug related issues) were reported.  

• Most, but not all, studies report that women without dependent children experience more 

mental illness and alcohol and drug related problems. Being unaccompanied by their children 

may lead to additional stress propelling maladaptive behaviours. 

• For some women, mental health issues precipitate their homelessness whereas, for others, 

mental illness is a result of homelessness.  

• Questions raised by this research: 

o A number of reviewed studies have small sample sizes, which limits the generalisability 

of the findings and hinders the prevalence estimates of different types of mental illness. 

o This review was limited to English language studies that were available on journal search 

engines and, for this reason, there is the possibility of missed articles or pertinent research 

conducted in other languages. 

o This review highlights a large burden of mental health problems among homeless women 

but the evidence base on the prevalence of different mental health problems is limited. 

Moreover, there are gaps in knowledge, namely on the relationship between mental 

illness and homelessness, and further research on this topic is needed. 

o A number of variables require consideration when addressing the mental health of 

homeless women, including: whether the woman is accompanied by children; age; 

experience of domestic violence; past childhood trauma; history of problematic substance 

use; the types of mental illness experienced; and women´s internal resources such as 

spirituality. 

 
 

Source: Ayano, Solomon, Tsegay, Yohannes, and Abraha (2020) 

• This is the first systematic review and meta-analysis of the global prevalence of post-traumatic 

stress disorder among homeless people. Nineteen studies were included in this review. These 

studies were conducted in seven countries, as follows: USA (n=11); Canada (n=3); Australia 

(n=2); Germany (n=1); Ireland (n=1); and France (n=1). The studies were published between 

2001 and 2017, with the sample size ranging from 38 to 8844 participants. 

• The pooled prevalence estimate of post-traumatic stress disorder among homeless people was 

27.38%, which is higher compared with the existing evidence from the general population. 

One possible explanation for this variation may be that homeless persons are more likely to 

experience traumatic events, leading to a higher risk of developing post-traumatic stress 

disorder. Another possible explanation is the magnitude of several mental disorders among 

homeless people (for example, psychosis, depression, anxiety), which may increase the risk of 

post-traumatic stress disorder among these individuals. 
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• However, there was significant heterogeneity across the reviewed studies. The remarkable 

difference in the prevalence of post-traumatic stress disorder among homeless people was 

related to: 

o The study location or origin of the study. For example, the prevalence of post-traumatic 

stress disorder in Australia was 64.47% while in Europe was 6.74%. 

o The use of different instruments to measure post-traumatic stress disorder. 

o The quality of the studies. The prevalence of post-traumatic stress disorder was relatively 

higher for low-quality studies (41.44%) compared with high-quality studies (21.25%). 

These findings suggest the need for more high-quality studies with representative sample 

size and robust methodology. 

• This study does not address homeless women in particular but offers relevant insight into the 

marked heterogeneity across studies on this matter, which had been similarly identified by 

other authors. Essentially, it provides an evidence base argument that draws attention to the 

need for being cautious when interpreting data on the prevalence of mental illness among 

homeless people. 

 

 

Source: Hossain et al. (2020) 

• This is the first umbrella review - which is a review of reviews - on the overall prevalence of 

mental disorders among homeless people. An analysis of 15 reviews that systematically 

evaluated and reported the prevalence of mental disorders among homeless persons was 

carried out: seven meta-analytic reviews and eight non-quantitative reviews. 

• Only one review focused on studies with female participants only, which is the previously 

mentioned review made by Duke and Searby (2019). 

• Sample size among analysed studies varied between eight and 326073 participants. Studies´ 

participants were recruited from an array of sources, including the streets, homeless shelters 

and social services. 

• The prevalence of mental disorders varied across the studies reviewed as follows: 

o Prevalence of depressive disorders varied between 11.4% and 57.9% in six reviews; 

o Prevalence of anxiety disorders ranged from 10% to 32% in three reviews; 

o Prevalence of schizophrenia and other psychotic disorders ranged from 1% to 45% in 

seven reviews; 

o Prevalence of substance-related and addictive disorders varied between 4.5% and 60.9% 

in seven reviews; 

o Prevalence of bipolar and mood disorders ranged from 5.1% to 41.3% in four reviews. 

• In summary, existing evidence-based reviews demonstrate a high burden of depressive 

disorders, anxiety disorders, schizophrenia and psychotic disorders, bipolar and mood 

disorders and substance use disorders among homeless people. Fewer studies report high 

prevalence rates of mental disorders among homeless women. 

• Questions raised by this research: 

o The prevalence rates of mental disorders among homeless people varied across study 

samples, which warrants an in-depth evaluation of the reasons contributing to such 

heterogeneity. 

o The instability experienced by homeless persons in residential, sociocultural and 

environmental terms may exert a compounding effect of psychosocial burden among 

these individuals. 

o The definition of homelessness differs across contexts, which may affect the estimation 

of homeless persons and the evaluation of their health problems. 



401 

 

o Changing definitions of mental disorders and measuring instruments may have resulted 

in different prevalence estimations across studies. 

o There is limited evidence on how mental health status changes among individuals before 

and after experiencing homelessness. 

o There is limited evidence on prevalence rates of mental disorders between homeless 

persons and the general population within the same geographic and sociocultural 

contexts. 

o More research is needed to improve the evidence base on psychopathological correlates, 

processes and outcomes associated with homelessness across populations. Moreover, a 

better understanding of the underlying socioeconomic challenges that impact overall 

health and wellbeing is needed. 

 

 

THE PORTUGUESE CONTEXT 

 

 

Source: Bento and Barreto (2002) 

• A casuistic of psychiatric intervention with the homeless population, conducted between 1998 

and 2001, in Lisbon city, is presented. 

• Homeless women represented a minority of the patients in this casuistic. The feminization rate 

of the patients was 24% in the psychiatric hospital and 14% in street-based settings. The 

authors explain the lower rate of homeless women with mental illness on the streets compared 

with the hospital with two possible reasons. First, women presented more severe mental illness 

than men, leading to their hospitalization. Second, there is a lower degree of tolerance, in social 

and cultural terms, towards female rough sleeping. 

• Homeless women had higher rates of mental illness compared with homeless men. Of the 72 

women observed in street-based settings during this period, 97% had mental health problems. 

• Homeless women had lower rates of abuse or dependence of alcohol compared with their male 

counterparts. Of the 72 women observed in street-based settings, 45% had abuse or 

dependence of alcohol. 

 

 

Source: Quintas (2010) 

• In this study, 51.8% of the sample (composed of 74 homeless men and 11 homeless women) 

had a mental disorder, as follows: 

o Personality disorder (n=13; 15.3%); 

o Mood disorder without suicide attempt (n=12; 14.1%); 

o Mood disorder with suicide attempt (n=8; 9.4%); 

o Dementia/cognitive impairment (n=5; 5.9%); 

o Psychotic disorder (n=4; 4.7%); 

o Anxiety disorder (n=2; 2.4%). 

• With respect to problematic substance use, 46 individuals (54.1%) had problematic alcohol 

use while 34 individuals (40%) had problematic drug use. 

• The author describes a high prevalence of mental disorders among homeless women, namely 

depression and suicide attempt, but this was not quantified and data presented above were not 

disaggregated by sex. 
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Source: Carrinho (2012) 

• The author made a comparison between homeless people and deprived people, namely in what 

regards the prevalence of mental disorders. In this study, homeless people had a higher 

prevalence of mental disorders (80%) than deprived people (42.5%).  

• It is stated that homeless women have higher rates of mental disorders than homeless men. 

• Homeless women in this study attended more medical appointments than homeless men 

(77.3% versus 54.2%). More commonly, women attended psychiatric appointments (47.1%) 

whereas men attended appointments related to problematic drug use (33.3%). 

• Homeless women had lower rates of drug/alcohol consumption in the previous month than 

homeless men (female consumption - 27.3% versus male consumption - 38.6%). Six women 

reported substance use in the previous month, from a total of 22 homeless women, and half of 

them used alcohol while the other half used drugs. 

 

 

Source: Marques (2012) 

• In this study, the rate of mental illness was higher among homeless women (44.4%) than 

among homeless men (19.5%). Eight women (from a total of 18 homeless women) had a 

mental illness. Their psychiatric diagnoses were as follows: 

o Schizophrenia (n=3); 

o Psychosis (n=2); 

o Depression (n=1); 

o Cognitive impairment (n=1); 

o Other not specified (n=1). 

• The rate of problematic substance use was lower among homeless women (27.8%) than among 

homeless men (36.1%). Five women in this sample were problematic substance users and they 

all reported consumption of drugs. This means that there were no alcohol abusers among 

homeless women. 

 
 

Source: Martins (2017) 

• In her analysis of the inquiries applied to 308 users (252 men and 56 women) of AMI services, 

in Lisbon, between 2003 and 2006, the author did not find significant gender differences in 

terms of reported mental illness.  

• Martins argues that available evidence is conflicting and does not enable to draw a clear-cut 

conclusion about whether mental disorders propel women´s homelessness or several factors 

related to homelessness (for example, relationship breakdown, family disruption, problematic 

drug use or the hardships of living rough) lead to mental disorders. 

• She further describes two potential biases underpinning the link between mental illness and 

female homelessness. First, women tend to accept treatment for mental illness more often than 

men, meaning that female mental illness may be over-represented. Second, mental illness on 

male individuals may be disguised by alcohol abuse and they may be classified as problematic 

users of alcohol rather than mentally ill individuals. 
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SUMMARY 

• At national and international level, most studies provide descriptive information on the 

prevalence of mental illness and problematic substance use among homeless women (and 

men). 

• Globally, an overall high prevalence of mental illness and/or problematic substance use is 

reported among homeless people. 

• A number of studies indicate that homeless women have higher rates of mental illness and 

lower rates of substance use issues compared with their male counterparts. 

• Systematic reviews and meta-analyses emphasize a marked heterogeneity in the findings of 

studies on these topics. 

• Such heterogeneity may be related to: 

o The study location or origin of the study; 

o The (often) small sample sizes; 

o The use of different methodological approaches; 

o The use of distinct definitions of homelessness; 

o The use of different instruments to measure mental disorders; 

o Changing definitions of mental disorders; 

o The quality of the studies. 

• This heterogeneity and its underlying reasons should inform a careful reading of data on the 

prevalence of mental illness and/or problematic substance use among homeless women (and 

men). 

• Comprehensive analyses on the relationship between mental illness and/or problematic 

substance use and female homelessness are much less documented. It is possible that mental 

illness and/or substance use may propel women´s homelessness (although the underlying 

mechanisms are under-researched). It is also possible that the experience of homelessness may 

lead to the development or exacerbation of mental illness and/or initiation or escalation of 

problematic substance use. 

• At present, no clear-cut conclusions can be drawn on the prevalence of mental illness and 

problematic substance use among homeless women nor the relationship between these features 

and female homelessness. More quantitative and qualitative research is needed on these 

matters.  
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APPENDIX 11 

Poverty and social exclusion indicators, definitions, methodological notes and data 

disaggregated by population groups  

 

 
Poverty is a complex and contested concept, and can be analysed through a host of approaches 

and theoretical perspectives (Capucha, 2005; Pereirinha et al., 2008), which are beyond the scope 

of this dissertation. Poverty is a multidimensional phenomenon encompassing objective and 

subjective factors as well as societal and individual levels (for example, economic development 

of a country, income distribution, social protection and employment policies, organization of 

families and access to equipment and services) (Capucha, 2005). Poverty can be understood as a 

situation of deprivation due to a lack of resources, as explained in the dissertation. In general, the 

definition of poverty requires a threshold under which people are considered to be poor (Bruto da 

Costa, 2015). Data on poverty is made available by national and international statistics, but there 

is a delay of approximately two years between the collection of the data and the dissemination of 

the results (Capucha, 2015; Perista & Baptista, 2010). What follows is an overview of statistical 

data on poverty and social exclusion in Portugal, including the most recent available information 

on this matter. This overview commences by clarifying the concepts and methodological notes 

which will be mentioned ahead. 

 

Concepts Definitions and methodological notes 

European 

Statistics of 
Income and 

Living 

Conditions 

(EU-SILC) 

• Inquiry conducted annually, since 2004, by European countries, with the aim of 

gathering information about the income of households and their living conditions. 

This inquiry represents a renewed version of the European Community Household 

Panel (ECHP), which was conducted between 1994-2001. 

• In Portugal, the entity responsible for collecting these data is the National Institute of 

Statistics. 

• Most of the analyses carried out on poverty at national and European level are based 

on data provided by these inquiries. These data enable a longitudinal analysis of 

poverty but their complexity imply a significant gap between data collection and 

dissemination of results. In any case, these data are crucial for a better understanding 

of the dynamics of poverty. 

At-risk-of-

poverty rate 
• Refers to the percentage of the population with an equivalent income lower than the 

at-risk-of-poverty threshold, which is defined as 60% of the median equivalent 

income. 

• When referring to at-risk-of-poverty rate after pensions and social transfers, pensions 

and social transfers include wages, self-employment, property and capital income, 

pensions from individual private or public plans and other social transfers (relative to 

family, education, housing, sickness/disability, unemployment and social inclusion 

benefits). 

• This indicator is based on the net annual monetary income of households in the year 

before the survey data collection. 

Material 

deprivation 

rate 

• Refers to the percentage of the population with a lack of at least three of the following 

nine items due to economic difficulties: 

o Capacity to face unexpected financial expenses without asking for financial help; 

o Capacity to afford one week of holidays away from home; 

o Capacity to pay on time mortgage or rental payments, utility bills or other loan 
payments; 

o Capacity to afford a meal with meat, fish or vegetarian equivalent at least every 

two days; 

o Capacity to keep the house adequately warm; 
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o Capacity to afford a washing machine; 

o Capacity to afford a colour TV; 

o Capacity to afford a mobile or fixed phone; 

o Capacity to afford a car. 

• Data on material deprivation refer to the survey data collection year. 

Population 

at-risk-of-

poverty or 

social 

exclusion 

• Refers to the population at-risk-of-poverty or living in households with a very low 

per capita labour intensity or facing situations of severe material deprivation. 

• Very low per capita labour intensity refers to population younger than 60 years who, 

in the income reference period, lived in households where adults aged 18-59 years 
(excluding students) worked on average less than 20% of the labour potential. 

• Severe material deprivation rate refers to the percentage of the population lacking at 

least four of the nine items considered in the material deprivation rate. 

• Data on the population at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion refer to the survey data 

collection year. 

 
Sources: Alves (2015), Capucha (2015), INE IP (2017), Pereirinha et al. (2008) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Evolution of poverty and social exclusion, Portugal, 2014-2018 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Source: INE IP (2017, 2018a) 
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At-risk-of-poverty rate before social transfers by sex and age group, 2014-2017 

Year 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Age <18 18-64 >65 <18 18-64 >65 <18 18-64 >65 <18 18-64 >65 

Men  33.3 36.5 90.0 30.2 34.9 90.3 29.6 33.8 89.9 27.3 31.4 89.4 

Women 35.7 38.1 89.6 33.2 36.3 89.5 28.3 35.0 90.1 28.8 32.4 90.0 

 

Source: INE IP (2018a) 
 
 

 

 

 

At-risk-of-poverty rate after social transfers by sex and age group, 2014-2017 

Year 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Age <18 18-64 >65 <18 18-64 >65 <18 18-64 >65 <18 18-64 >65 

Men  23.9 18.6 14.2 21.2 18.0 16.0 20.6 17.8 15.2 18.4 16.5 14.9 

Women 25.8 18.9 19.0 23.7 18.4 19.9 20.7 18.4 18.3 19.5 16.8 19.7 

 

Source: INE IP (2018a) 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Material deprivation rate by sex and age group, 2015-2018 

Year 2015 2016 2017 2018 

Age <18 18-64 >65 <18 18-64 >65 <18 18-64 >65 <18 18-64 >65 

Men  23.3 20.9 18.8 19.3 19.1 15.9 17.6 17.5 17.1 16.5 16.4 13.9 

Women 21.1 21.5 24.5 20.0 20.1 21.1 18.0 17.5 21.8 16.2 16.7 19.2 

 

Source: INE IP (2018a) 
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Resident population at-risk-of-poverty or social exclusion by sex and age group, 2015-

2018 

Year 2015 2016 2017 2018 

Age <18 18-64 >65 <18 18-64 >65 <18 18-64 >65 <18 18-64 >65 

Men  29.1 27.1 18.2 25.7 25.1 18.9 23.9 23.4 18.1 21.7 21.8 18.0 

Women 30.0 27.7 24.3 28.4 26.1 24.0 24.5 24.3 22.6 22.0 21.5 23.6 

 

Source: INE IP (2018a) 
 
 

  

 

 

At-risk-of-poverty rate after social transfers by household type, 2014-2017 

Year 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Two adults with ≥ three dependent 
children 

37.7 42.7 41.4 31.6 

Lone-parent families (one adult 
with at least one dependent child) 

34.6 31.6 33.1 28.2 

One single adult over 65 years 26.8 28.1 25.6 27.8 

  
Source: INE IP (2018a) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

At-risk-of-poverty rate after social transfers by participation in the labour market and sex, 2014-

2017 * 

Year 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Sex Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women 

Employed 11.6 10.2 11.3 10.5 11.2 10.4 10.4 9.0 

Unemployed 44.1 39.7 44.5 39.4 47.1 42.5 47.4 44.1 

Retired 13.5 15.2 15.6 16.3 14.5 15.6 14.3 16.9 

Other inactive 27.7 33.9 26.0 33.5 32.1 32.4 29.9 31.2 

 
* These indicators refer to people ≥ 18 years                                             
  

Source: INE IP (2018a) 
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                                                                                Source: EAPN Portugal (2018b) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At-risk-of-persistent poverty, 2016 

Population groups                                     Rate (%) 

Sex 

Men                                                                13.6 

Women                                                           14.8 

Age groups 

< 18 years                                                       19.4 

18-64 years                                                     13.8 

≥ 65 years                                                       11.7 

Household type 

Lone-parent family                                         29.3 

Two adults with dependent children              15.8 

One single adult                                             15.7 

Educational attainment 

Basic education                                              17.7 

Secondary or post-secondary education          8.7 

Higher education                                             2.3 
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Trends in poverty (by sex, age, household type and labour market participation) and 

persistent poverty - Portugal 

I. Trends in poverty 

1. Sex 

• Women tend to be particularly affected by poverty according to the indicators of the European 

Statistics of Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC). 

2. Age 

• Minors (under 18 years) and elderly people (over 65 years), particularly women, tend to be more 

affected by poverty. 

3. Household type 

• Households composed of a single adult, two adults with at least three dependent children and lone-

parent families are at higher risk of poverty. 

• These data reinforce women´s vulnerability to poverty since a majority of lone-parent families are 

headed by women. In 2017, there were 387320 lone-parent families headed by women, which 

translates into a feminization rate of 88%. 

4. Labour market participation 

• Unemployed people are the most affected by poverty. 

• Among those who do not have a job, at-risk-of-poverty rate after social transfers is higher for men 

who are unemployed and for women who are retired. 

• Portugal has high rates of poverty among employed people (in-work poverty). At-risk-of-poverty rate 

after social transfers was higher for employed men compared to women between 2014 and 2017. 

II. Trends in persistent poverty 

• Persistent poverty means that an individual is considered to be poor in the year of the inquiry (EU-

SILC) and in at least two previous years. 

• Persistent poverty affects predominantly women, minors, lone-parent families and people with basic 

education. 

 

Sources: Alves (2015), EAPN Portugal (2018a, 2018b), FFMS (2018a), INE IP (2017, 2018a) 
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APPENDIX 12 

Brief review of the female educational profile in Portugal  

 

Evolution of female educational levels 

• Within the European context, it is considered that Portugal has a delay of approximately two 

centuries, in terms of massive literacy, compared with Northern and Central European 

countries such as Norway, Sweden and Germany, to name a few. The conservative 

Catholicism of Southern European countries, including Portugal, played a role in the high rates 

of illiteracy and slow evolution of literacy rates across these countries. Furthermore, traditional 

gender roles have contributed to a higher rate of illiteracy among women; girls were supposed 

to learn domestic chores and basic religious principles, being unnecessary for them to attend 

school (Pimentel & Melo, 2015). 

• In the late 19th century, a large majority of the Portuguese population was illiterate. Between 

1890 and 1930, the rates of female illiteracy were extremely high and their improvement was 

very slow, as follows: 

o In 1890, 85.4% of women were illiterate; 

o In 1911, 81.2% of women were illiterate; 

o In 1920, 76.8% of women were illiterate; 

o In 1930, 74.3% of women were illiterate (Pimentel & Melo, 2015). 

• In 1968, the rate of illiteracy in Portugal was still 30%, which was the highest rate of illiteracy 

in Europe (Pimentel & Melo, 2015). 

• According to the 2011 census, the rate of feminine illiteracy is 6.8% whereas the rate of male 

illiteracy is 3.5% (INE IP, 2012). 

• A significant and consistent increase of female educational attainment occurred in Portugal in 

the last decades, as the following data illustrate. 

o In a recent study about women in Portugal, 2428 participants were included, who were 

aged between 18 and 64 years and regular users of the internet. According to data from 

2017, there are almost 2.7 million women in Portugal who use the internet on a regular 

basis (representing 81% of the total number of women aged between 18 and 64 years). 

This study is thus taken as representative of these almost 2.7 million women. According 

to this study, most women have higher education (39%), whereas 38% have secondary or 

post-secondary education and the remaining 23% have basic education. This study also 

found that more than 80% of the participants had higher levels of education than their 

mothers (Sagnier et al., 2019). 

o In 2017, 52% of women (versus 43% of men) completed at least secondary education, 

although these rates are lower compared to the EU average (female: 78%; male: 77%) 

(FFMS, 2018a). 

o In 2017, the feminization rate among students registered in higher education was 54% 

(FFMS, 2018a). 

o There is a growing feminization of PhDs conducted in Portugal. In 1970, 6.7% of PhDs 

had been conducted by women. In 1990, this rate increased to 37.7% and, in 2015, was 

54% (FFMS, 2018a; Pimentel & Melo, 2015). 
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Evolution of premature school leaving 

• The rate of premature school leaving means the percentage of individuals aged from 18 to 24 

years who disengaged from the school system without having completed secondary education.  

• In Portugal, the rate of premature school leaving dropped since 1992 up to the present. 

Premature school leaving presents a consistent higher masculinization rate. In 1992, the rate 

of premature school leaving was 50% (56.2% male; 44.2% female). In 2019, the rate of 

premature school leaving was 10.6% (13.7% male; 7.4% female) (PORDATA webpage). 

 

 

 

Female low educational attainment and its intergenerational reproduction 

• Briefly, female low educational attainment can contribute to the intergenerational reproduction 

of this pattern. Traditionally, women have a crucial role in the process of socialization of 

children, either as mothers, grandmothers or sisters. This role may be reinforced in 

impoverished contexts, where women often work irregularly, live more confined to close 

family and neighbourhood and need to take care of their children at home (given the lack or 

scarcity of accessible and/or affordable childcare facilities). These women´s weak connection 

with the educational system can limit their ability to participate in their children´s educational 

trajectories and help them with school works. Moreover, low educational attainment of their 

children is often accepted with resignation or indifference, given these women´s own 

detachment from school and depreciation of its importance (Perista et al., 1992). 
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APPENDIX 13 

Main trends in the Portuguese labour market and analysis from a gender 

perspective 

 

 

Main trends in the Portuguese labour market  

Unemployment rates  

• Overall, women have higher unemployment rates than men despite the high female participation rate 

in the labour market in Portugal compared to the EU average. 

• In 2018, female unemployment rate was 7.4% (versus male unemployment rate of 6.6%). 

• In 2019, female unemployment rate was 7.1% (versus male unemployment rate of 5.8%). 

• In Portugal and in many European countries, young people are the most affected by unemployment. 

However, the rates of unemployment among young people are higher in Portugal and women are 

predominantly affected, which is in contrast with the EU average. 

Types of contracts 

• Temporary contracts are more common in Portugal, compared to the EU average, and tend to be more 

usual among women, entailing higher precarity in the labour market. 

Part-time work 

• Part-time work is more common across Europe than in Portugal for both men and women but there 

are more women than men working part-time. 

• In 2017, the rates of part-time work were 9% male and 13% female in Portugal; the EU average in the 

same year was 10% male and 32% female. 

• In Portugal, 54.5% of women working part-time are doing so because they cannot find full-time work. 

• Part-time work usually implies lower wages and fewer rights than full-time work. 

Occupations 

• In Portugal and across Europe there is a historical gender segregation of jobs. 

• Portugal is one of the European countries where occupations with high visibility and social prestige 

have significant feminization rates (e.g. 58% of judges are women). 

• Nevertheless, board membership and top decision-making are still male-dominated occupations.  

Income 

• A gender pay gap (lower for women than for men) is salient across Europe and in Portugal. 

• In Portugal, the gender pay gap intensifies as individuals grow older. 

• According to the National Poverty Watch Report from September 2018, 18.5% of men and 31% of 

women who are employed have a monthly net income ranging between €310 and €599. These findings 

draw attention to a gender pay gap and situations of in-work poverty in Portugal. 

• In 2012, women had lower pensions than men and the gender gap was 31% (EU average: 38%). A 
pension gap to the detriment of women stems from various reasons including a persistent gender pay 

gap and weak labour market participation. 

• In 2019, more women than men were receiving the unemployment benefit - 81769 women versus 

62008 men. 

• In 2019, more women than men were beneficiaries of the social insertion income - 137875 women 

versus 129445 men. 

 
 

Sources: EAPN Portugal (2018a), EIGE (2018), EP (2016), FFMS (2018a), González (2014), PORDATA 

webpage, Torres et al. (2018) 
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Brief historical review of female participation in the labour market 

• A high female participation rate in the labour market crosses different periods of the 

Portuguese recent history, as the following review demonstrates. 

o Between the end of the 19th century and the early 20th century, Portugal was among the 

European countries with the highest rates of women in the labour market (Pimentel & 

Melo, 2015). 

o Guinote (1997) stresses that feminine labour force was significant among the poorest 

sectors of the population between 1900-1933. A majority of these women had to work in 

order to supplement a meagre household income or to fend for themselves. Working was 

deemed necessary and a sacrifice that further overloaded and oppressed them given their 

simultaneous responsibilities with homemaking. In this context, having a paid job outside 

of home could be seen as a socio-political claim of the middle-classes. 

o Lamas (2002) travelled all over the country between 1947-1950 and pictured the crude 

reality of the Portuguese feminine condition during Estado Novo. At the time, feminine 

work outside of home was paramount to the survival of poorest families, namely in 

contexts of massive male migration. 

o Looking at a recent past, González (2014) explains the high female activity rate in 

Portugal based on three main reasons. Firstly, there were male labour shortages in the 

1960s because of mass migration and military recruitment associated with colonial wars. 

Secondly, the political transition to democracy, in the mid-1970s, produced cultural 

changes in which participation in public life was socially valued. Finally, the low 

household income level in Portugal (by EU standards) encouraged or forced women to 

become full-time breadwinners alongside their partners. 

• Poor women´s jobs tend to be an extension of their domestic tasks in occupations related to 

cooking, cleaning and personal and domestic services, and are often found through their 

closest social networks (Castro et al., 2012; Diogo, 2015). From a historical perspective, some 

data corroborate this idea while others show a different reality, as follows. 

o Between the end of the 19th century and the early 20th century, impoverished women 

worked, for the most part, in domestic services (including housekeepers, working from 

home and agriculture) and in some industrial sectors (e.g. textile, footwear) (Pimentel & 

Melo, 2015). 

o The activities typically carried out by women from popular classes, in urban centres, 

between 1900-1933, included domestic service, babysitting, dressmaking and 

equivalents, working in factories and teaching. Some other typical female characters 

include itinerant sellers, water women, milkmaids, washerwomen and fisherwomen 

(Guinote, 1997). 

o Lamas (2002), on the other hand, depicts a wider range of occupations carried out by 

destitute women between 1947-1950, including traditional male jobs. From the north to 

the south of the country, women worked in agriculture, transport of goods and materials, 

factories, mines, construction, pottery, dairy and activities related to fishing, to name a 

few. 
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APPENDIX 14 

Homelessness and female homelessness in the National Action Plans for Inclusion 

(2001-2010) 

 

 

Source  Plan designation Depiction of homelessness, measures proposed to 

address homelessness and analysis from a gender 

perspective 

Resolução do 

Conselho de 

Ministros n.º 

91/2001 de 6 de 

agosto 

(Resolution of the 

Council of 

Ministers n. 

91/2001 of 6 

August)  

Plano Nacional de 

Acção para a 

Inclusão 2001-2003 

(National Action 

Plan for Inclusion 

2001-2003) 

 

• Homeless persons are briefly enumerated as one of the 

categories of the population that are more vulnerable to 

social exclusion, alongside victims of violence, drug 

users or former convicts, to name a few. It is stated that 

homeless people do not account for the majority of the 
poor population in Portugal. 

• One proposal addresses homelessness explicitly: the 

creation of a national phone line for social emergencies 

(operating uninterruptedly by phone) to ensure that any 

citizen confronted with a social emergency situation 

(including homeless people) is directed to primary care 

and accommodation. 

• Another proposal addresses homelessness implicitly: 

ensuring that people in a situation of social exclusion 

are approached by social services, sign a contract for 

their social integration and are targeted for appropriate 
measures in the fields of education, employment, 

housing, health, social protection, income or access to 

services, according to their needs. 

• Two of the principles underpinning this plan refer to 

gender issues: the recognition of the importance of 

equality of opportunities between men and women; and 

consideration of a gender perspective on the analysis of 

problems, implementation of adequate responses and 

evaluation of results. 

• Homeless women are mentioned once in the document. 

It is said that men are a majority among drug users, 
homeless and convicts. Women within these categories 

are in a particularly difficult situation because of the 

stigma attached to the fact that they are a minority. 

• It is recognized that women tend to be a majority in the 

remaining cases of poverty and social exclusion 

(except for homelessness). This is explained, in part, 

because traditional gender roles produce an unbalance 

in employment and participation in the labour market 

to the detriment of women. 

• No explicit connection is made between women´s 

vulnerability to poverty and women´s homelessness. 

• A gender mainstreaming approach to homelessness is 

absent. 

Resolução do 

Conselho de 

Ministros n.º 

192/2003 de 23 

de dezembro 

(Resolution of the 

Council of 
Ministers n. 

Plano Nacional de 

Acção para a 

Inclusão para 2003-

2005 

(National Action 

Plan for Inclusion 

2003-2005) 

 

• Young people at risk, drug users, people with human 

immunodeficiency virus, convicts and former convicts 

are considered groups at risk of homelessness. 

• Homelessness is broadly equated to rooflessness. 

Rough sleepers are depicted as follows: “Rough 

sleepers are no longer the classic marginalized, beggars 

and vagrants, the emergency of a new generation of 

homeless people is noted, with a growing presence of 

women and young people, including people with 
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192/2003 of 23 

December) 

mental illness, drug users, alcoholics, former convicts 

and others, people that for some individual or structural 

reason are in rupture with existing norms and 

institutions - rupture of social ties, a lack of rules and 

routines, self-marginalization, dilution of working 

habits, cognitive handicaps - and do not have social, 

psychological and economic support” (p. 8616, 

translated from Portuguese by the researcher).  

• A lack of statistical information about homelessness 

and a specific and integrated intervention with the 

homeless population is acknowledged. 

• A lack of access of homeless people (especially rough 

sleepers) to health care is noted. Rough sleepers are 

described as a group of people with a high prevalence 

of physical and mental illness and abuse/dependence of 

alcohol and drugs. It is stated that up to 90% of rough 

sleepers do have psychiatric disease but the source of 

this data is not provided. 

• Several proposals address homelessness explicitly, 

including: performing a diagnosis of homelessness and 
of the responses available for homeless people; drafting 

an integrated strategy on homelessness; and provision 

of support for homeless people in terms of basic needs, 

health care (particularly mental health care) and 

daytime services. 

• Two of the principles underpinning this plan refer to 

gender issues: the recognition of the importance of 

equality of opportunities between men and women; and 

consideration of a gender perspective on the analysis of 

problems, implementation of adequate responses and 

evaluation of results. 

• Homeless women are mentioned once in the document, 

as quoted above; they are seen as part of the so-called 

new generation of rough sleepers. 

• A gender mainstreaming approach to homelessness is 

absent. 

Resolução do 

Conselho de 

Ministros n.º 

166/2006 de 15 

de dezembro 

(Resolution of the 

Council of 

Ministers n. 

166/2006 of 15 

December)  

Plano Nacional de 

Acção para a 

Inclusão 2006-2008 

(National Action 

Plan for Inclusion 

2006-2008) 

 

• Homeless people are considered a particularly 

vulnerable group, in terms of social exclusion, 

alongside children and young people at risk, victims of 

domestic violence, drug users and former convicts, to 

name a few. 

• The number of homeless people in Portugal is 

unknown. 

• A brief characterization of homeless people is 

provided, which is based on a national study about 

rough sleepers (ISS IP, 2005). Homeless people are 

predominantly men, aged from 30 to 49 years, single or 

divorced, Portuguese, with basic education and living 

mostly in Lisbon and Porto Metropolitan Areas. 

• The depiction of the homeless population is quite 

similar to the one made in the previous plan: “They are 

no longer the classic marginalized, the emergency of a 

new generation of [homeless] people is noted, with a 

growing presence of people with mental illness, drug 
users, alcoholic, former convicts and other persons in 

rupture with the existing norms and institutions - 

rupture of social and family ties, professional 

instability, a lack of access to housing, difficulty in 

participating in the labour market, low income, a lack 
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of rules and routines, self-marginalization, dilution of 

working habits, cognitive handicaps - and who do not 

have social, psychological and economic support” (p. 

8411, translated from Portuguese by the researcher). 

The introduction of adverse factors related to income, 

employment and housing to explain people´s 

homelessness is noted in comparison with the previous 

plan. In addition, people with higher levels of 

educational attainment (i.e. secondary and higher 
education) are noted within the homeless population, 

and their homelessness is explained by professional 

rupture. 

• The need to intervene with groups experiencing social 

exclusion, marginality and persistent poverty 

(including homeless persons) is acknowledged. 

• One proposal addresses homelessness explicitly: 

provision of support for projects tackling 

multidimensional problems such as homelessness. No 

concrete projects are presented. 

• Two of the principles underpinning this plan refer to 
gender issues: the recognition of the importance of 

equality of opportunities between men and women; and 

consideration of a gender perspective. 

• Homeless women are not mentioned in the document. 

• A gender mainstreaming approach to homelessness is 

absent. 

ENPSIS 2008-

2010 

Estratégia Nacional 

para a Protecção 

Social e Inclusão 

Social 2008-2010 

(National Strategy 

for Social Protection 

and Social Inclusion 

2008-2010) 

• Homeless people are mentioned and characterized in 

the exact same terms as in the 2006-2008 plan. 

Additionally, data on the characterization of users of 

temporary accommodation centres is provided. These 

users are mainly men, aged from 30 to 70 years, 

Portuguese and with basic education. 

• Homeless persons are seen as one of the groups most 

vulnerable to social exclusion in Portugal and the 

promotion of their social inclusion is a priority area for 

intervention.  

• Three proposals address homelessness explicitly: 

development of individualized plans for the 

reintegration of homeless people; implementation of an 

information/monitoring system on homelessness to be 

used by every public and private entities working with 

this population at national level; and the so-called 

integration businesses should promote the development 
of personal, social and professional skills of long-term 

unemployed individuals and other persons with 

difficulties in participating in the labour market, 

including homeless people. 

• It is stated that policies for the equality of opportunities 

between men and women permeate the plan. 

• Homeless women are not mentioned in the document. 

• A gender mainstreaming approach to homelessness is 

absent. 
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APPENDIX 15 

Review of some relevant housing issues in the Portuguese context 

 

Housing deficits in Portugal: a historical background 

• In Portugal, the shortage of affordable housing is structural in nature and persistent over time 

(Agarez, 2020; Morais et al., 2018). 

• In the early 20th century, there were fragmented and occasional projects of philanthropic and 

entrepreneur character designed to provide workers with accommodation. This was the case 

of Bairro Grandella (Grandella Neighbourhood), in Benfica (Lisbon), a project that emerged 

between 1902 and 1910. In addition, there were scarce private initiatives aimed at constructing 

affordable housing designed for low-income families. This was the case of Bairro Gratuito da 

Penha de França (Free Neighbourhood of Penha de França), in Lisbon (Agarez, 2020).  

• In the late 1910s, Portugal was facing political and socioeconomic difficulties, exacerbated by 

the participation of Portugal in the First World War. The first legal instrument establishing an 

incentive, from the state, towards the construction of affordable housing (casas “económicas”), 

was launched in this context, in 1918. The construction of affordable housing was to be carried 

out by public and private entities; in this way, the private sector was asked to take part in the 

promotion of affordable housing. In 1918, a model of gradual homeownership was introduced, 

which persisted and intensified over the following decades. In the political discourse of 1918, 

possessing a home was seen as a vehicle of social status and moral education through work; 

tied to the compromise of paying mortgages, individuals were expected to concentrate on work 

and social disturbance should be avoided. However, only a few projects were implemented in 

the country under this political measure (Agarez, 2020). 

• In 1933, in the beginning of Estado Novo, a new model of affordable housing was 

implemented (Programa das Casas Económicas). The construction of housing supported by 

the state was a way of responding to a renewed unemployment crisis. With this programme, 

the state assumed a role of owner and landlord, but on a temporary basis, since the ideal of 

homeownership and its intergenerational transmission was deeply grounded in the philosophy 

of the regime. In practice, however, the houses built under this model were mostly designed 

for socio-professional groups of the population who were relevant to the implementation and 

consolidation of the regime, rather than for deprived people (Agarez, 2020). 

• During Estado Novo, this programme had to be revised because it was a limited solution to 

the housing demand and to the problem of unfit housing, namely the existence of shacks, which 

disseminated in Lisbon and Porto cities. From 1945 onwards, the strategy adopted by the 

government to increase the stock of affordable housing was to diversify housing programmes 

and promoters external to the state. The state could not and did not want to solve the problem 

of housing alone and assumed only technical support and partial financing of housing 

programmes that should be executed by other entities. For example, the 536 neighbourhoods 

with housing for impoverished families (Bairros de Casas para Famílias Pobres), which were 

created in Portugal up to 1972, were run by municipalities and Misericórdias (Agarez, 2020). 

• In the early 1970s, during the transition from the dictatorial regime of Estado Novo towards a 

democratic regime, there was a reinforcement of the state´s role in the field of housing policies 

through several measures and programmes - for example, promotion of rented housing for 

people on low-income, new mechanisms to promote associative and cooperative housing and 

support to self-construction (Agarez, 2020). 

• The second half of the 1980s marked the state´s withdrawal from the role of promotor and 

owner of housing. The state´s role in response to housing deficits concentrated on strategic 

definitions, regulations and provision of financial resources. This occurred in a context of a 

progressive international neo-liberalization and demands related to membership of the 
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European Economic Community in 1986 (Agarez, 2020; Baptista & O´Sullivan, 2008). 

Moreover, Portuguese housing policies have to be contextualized in the late development of 

the welfare system compared with other European countries. The need to create and 

consolidate the three major foundations of the welfare state - education, health and social 

security - within an internationally adverse economic environment, led the state to postpone 

the investment in the housing area, which was left open to the involvement of several private 

entities (Baptista & O´Sullivan, 2008). 

• Between the end of the 20th century and the early 21st century, Portugal has had in place several 

programmes designed to address specific housing problems. The Special Rehousing 

Programme (Programa Especial de Realojamento or PER) is an illustrative example. Launched 

in 1993, this programme targeted people living in non-conventional dwellings, such as shacks, 

in Lisbon and Porto Metropolitan Areas. The programme was based on resettlement needs 

previously identified; at the time, there were 48416 households in need of resettlement. 

According to the Institute for Housing and Urban Rehabilitation, 34494 households were 

resettled under this programme, a majority in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area (n=22672). The 

programme provided financial support for construction, acquisition and rental of housing units 

and grants were received by municipalities, municipal public enterprises, private social 

security institutions and housing or construction cooperatives (Farha, 2017).  

• Furthermore, during this period, a significant percentage of the public investment towards the 

promotion of access to housing concentrated on access to credit for housing at low interest 

rates (Agarez, 2020; Antunes, 2019). Overall, this measure had a reduced impact on access to 

housing by people on low-income (Agarez, 2020; Xerez et al., 2018). 

• Since the beginning of the 21st century, public policies on housing have been characterized by 

a lower intervention of the state, a growing participation of municipalities, an increasing 

dependence on the market and a growing promotion of rental solutions rather than 

homeownership (Mendes, 2017; Xerez et al., 2018).   

• Despite the adopted policies, measures and particular programmes designed to solve the issue 

of affordable and adequate housing in Portugal, this problem persists at the time of writing 

(Agarez, 2020; Antunes, 2019; Xerez et al., 2018). Difficulties in accessing housing are 

nowadays particularly felt by people on low-income or overburdened by housing costs, tenants 

and younger individuals aged between 18 and 35 years (Xerez et al., 2018).  

 

 

Urban rental regime: recent changes 

• In 2012, the urban rental regime was revised as part of the memorandum of understanding 

signed with the Troika. The aim was to stimulate the urban rental market, through its 

liberalization, as a response to what was perceived as a rigid rental market, existing for several 

decades, in which long-term tenants were paying very low rents. 

• The new regime introduced some changes, including the reduction of the minimum period of 

notice for the termination of an agreement (from five to two years), the liberalization of rent 

increases regardless of previous agreements (over a five-year period) and a fast-track eviction 

procedure (Farha, 2017; Mendes, 2017; Xerez et al., 2018). This regime raised strong concern 

regarding unmanageable increases in rents, especially for households on lower incomes, and 

the ease with which evictions could be carried out (Farha, 2017; Morais et al., 2018). 

• This regime was changed in 2017. The time period for increasing the rents became eight years 

(for low-income families) or 10 years (for persons older than 65 years or with a degree of 

disability in excess of 60%) (Farha, 2017; Xerez et al., 2018). 
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Legal frameworks on housing 

• Portugal ratified several instruments of international human rights that protect the enjoyment 

of the right to adequate housing without discrimination on any ground. For example, Portugal 

ratified the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, in 1978, which 

provides for the right to an adequate standard of living, including housing (Farha, 2017). 

• The Portuguese Constitution enshrines the right to adequate housing (Constituição da 

República Portuguesa, 2005). 

• In spite of this constitutional provision, there was no corresponding legislation, such as a 

National Housing Framework Law, until recently (Farha, 2017). The first National Housing 

Framework Law was launched in 2019 (Lei n.º 83/2019 de 3 de setembro) and is detailed in 

Appendix 17 alongside the most recent housing policies. 

 

 

 

Some figures on the current housing situation in Portugal 

• In Portugal there is a high homeownership rate by European standards (Farha, 2017; Fondation 

Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA, 2019). According to data generated by EU-SILC in 2017, 74.7% of 

the Portuguese population are homeowners while 25.3% are tenants (Fondation Abbé 

Pierre/FEANTSA, 2019). 

• There are 735000 vacant houses in Portugal (Agarez, 2020). According to data from the Lisbon 

City Council, there are 4689 vacant or derelict buildings in Lisbon, corresponding to 

approximately 8% of the 60000 existing buildings in the city. This means that almost one in 

10 buildings is vacant or derelict (Mendes, 2017). 

• According to data provided by the Institute for Housing and Urban Rehabilitation in 2018, 

there are 25762 families in need of resettlement at national level. A majority of these families 

(n=14030; 54.46%) live in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area (Viegas, 2019).  
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APPENDIX 16 

Housing exclusion indicators - Portugal 

 
 

The housing exclusion indicators include: 

• Housing cost overburden rate (i.e. expenditure of more than 40% of households´ 

disposable income on housing); 

• Rent and mortgage arrears; 

• Overcrowding in housing; 

• Severe housing deprivation; 

• Difficulty in maintaining adequate house temperature. 

 

 

Housing exclusion indicators are based on data made available by Eurostat through the inquiry 

EU-SILC. 

The following indicators pertain to the general population and a comparison between Portugal 

and the European average is presented. 

In Portugal, in 2017, poor households scored higher in all housing exclusion indicators compared 

with the total population, meaning that they experienced higher degrees of housing exclusion than 

the total population. This trend is similarly found across Europe, as demonstrated by the figures 

on the EU average presented below (Fondation Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA, 2019). 

 

 

 
I. Housing cost overburden rate  
 

Between 2007 and 2017, the housing cost overburden rate increased 18.2% for poor households 

and decreased 9.5% for the total population in Portugal. The EU average reveals this same trend 

albeit with more balanced ratios between the total population and poor households. 

 

Indicator Portugal/European 

average 

Year 2017 2007-2017 change 

Housing cost 

overburden 

rate 

Portugal 
Total population: 6.7% Total population: - 9.5% 

Poor households: 26% Poor households: + 18.2% 

European average 
Total population: 10.4% Total population: - 3.7% 

Poor households: 38% Poor households: + 2.2% 

  
 

Source: Fondation Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA (2019) 

 

 

II. Rent and mortgage arrears 

Between 2007 and 2017, rent and mortgage arrears increased in Portugal particularly for poor 

households (31.8%) compared with the total population (16.1%). The EU average shows a 

decrease especially for the total population (19.5%). 
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Indicator Portugal/European 

average 

Year 2017 2007-2017 change 

Rent and 

mortgage 

arrears 

Portugal 
Total population: 3.6% Total population: + 16.1% 

Poor households: 8.7% Poor households: + 31.8% 

European average 
Total population: 3.3% Total population: - 19.5% 

Poor households: 8.4% Poor households: - 10.6% 

 

Source: Fondation Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA (2019) 

 

 

 

 

III. Overcrowding in housing, severe housing deprivation and difficulty in maintaining 

adequate house temperature 

 

Between 2007 and 2017, overcrowding in housing, severe housing deprivation and difficulty in 

maintaining adequate house temperature decreased in Portugal and across Europe for the total 

population and poor households. However, the rates of decrease were consistently higher for the 

total population, meaning that poor households remained penalized according to these indicators. 

By contrast, the EU average reveals a quite similar decrease in overcrowding for the total 

population and poor households and a higher decrease of severe housing deprivation for poor 

households compared with the total population. In brief, these figures reveal that poor households 

in Portugal are particularly affected by housing exclusion compared with the total population. 

 
 

Indicator Portugal/European 

average 
Year 2017 2007-2017 change 

Overcrowding 

in housing 

Portugal 
Total population: 9.3% Total population: - 42.2% 

Poor households: 17.7% Poor households: - 17.3% 

European average 
Total population: 15.7% Total population: - 11.3% 

Poor households: 26.5% Poor households: - 11.7% 

 

Source: Fondation Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA (2019) 
 

 

 

 

 

Indicator Portugal/European 

average 
Year 2017 2007-2017 change 

Severe 

housing 

deprivation 

Portugal 
Total population: 4% Total population: - 47.4% 

Poor households: 9.3% Poor households: - 30.6% 

European average 
Total population: 4% Total population: - 29.8% 

Poor households: 9.1% Poor households: - 32.1% 

 

Source: Fondation Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA (2019) 
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Indicator Portugal/European 

average 

Year 2017 2007-2017 change 

Difficulty in 

maintaining 

adequate 

house 

temperature 

Portugal 
Total population: 20.4% Total population: - 51.3% 

Poor households: 38.9% Poor households: - 40.1% 

European average 
Total population: 7.8% Total population: - 17.9% 

Poor households: 18.4% Poor households: - 12.8% 

 

Source: Fondation Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA (2019) 
 

 

 

IV. Housing cost overburden rate among lone-parent families 

 

In Portugal, in 2017, lone-parent families were more overburdened by housing costs (20.7%) than 

families as a whole (6.7%). Similarly, across Europe, one in five lone-parent families (21%) were 

overburdened by housing costs in comparison with 8.7% of all families with children (Fondation 

Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA, 2019). 

Considering that most lone-parent families are headed by women, these figures are invested by a 

gender dimension to the detriment of women. 

Noteworthy, however, is a decrease in the feminization rates of lone-parent families, as 

demonstrated with data from the last three years. 

• In 2017, 11% of the whole families in Portugal were lone-parent families. There were 387320 

female-headed lone-parent families and 52467 male-headed lone-parent families, translating 

into a feminization rate of 88% (FFMS, 2018a, 2018b; PORDATA webpage). 

• In 2018, there were 400762 female-headed lone-parent families and 59552 male-headed 

lone-parent families, translating into a feminization rate of 87.1% (PORDATA webpage). 

• In 2019, there were 391568 female-headed lone-parent families and 67776 male-headed 

lone-parent families, translating into a feminization rate of 85.2% (PORDATA webpage). 

 
 

Lone-parents with dependent children 

Indicator Portugal/European average Year 2017 

Housing cost 

overburden rate 

Portugal 
All families: 6.7% 

Lone-parent families: 20.7% 

European average 
All families: 8.7% 

Lone-parent families: 21% 

 

Source: Fondation Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA (2019) 
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APPENDIX 17 

Portuguese housing policies and homelessness  

 

 

Source  Designation of 

policy orientation  

Scope of policy orientations, measures to 

address homelessness and analysis from a 

gender perspective 

Resolução do 

Conselho de 
Ministros n.º 

48/2015 de 15 de 

julho 

(Resolution of the 

Council of 
Ministers n. 

48/2015 of 15 

July) 

Estratégia Nacional 

para a Habitação 

2015-2031 

(National Housing 
Strategy 2015-

2031) 

• This strategy was coordinated by the Institute 

for Housing and Urban Rehabilitation, which is 

the private entity that manages social housing. 

• Two measures designed to increase housing 
solutions for homeless people are proposed: 

more social housing units should be available 

for homeless people and for individuals at risk 

of becoming homeless; and more 
accommodation managed by Private Institutions 

of Social Solidarity should be available for 

homeless persons. 

• A gender mainstreaming approach on 

homelessness is absent. 

Resolução do 

Conselho de 

Ministros n.º 50-
A/2018 de 2 de 

maio 

(Resolution of the 

Council of 

Ministers n. 50-

A/2018 of 2 May) 

Nova Geração de 

Políticas de 

Habitação 

(New Generation of 

Housing Policies) 

• The so-called new generation of housing 

policies is underpinned by a view of housing as 

“a fundamental right constitutionally defined, 

the basis of a stable and cohesive society and 
the foundation through which citizens build the 

conditions that enable them to access other 

rights such as education, health or employment” 
(Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 50-

A/2018 de 2 de maio, p. 1784-(2), translated 

from Portuguese by the researcher). The 
objectives and principles of this housing policy 

reflect the agenda and priorities of EU policies 

on urban areas. 

• This policy strategy should operate in 

coordination with the national homelessness 
strategy 2017-2023, namely with the aim of 

providing housing solutions for homeless 

people. This strategy also focuses on people at 
risk of homelessness, such as victims of 

domestic violence and people who are about to 

be discharged from institutional settings, like 
hospitals or prisons, and do not have housing. 

This strategy aims at contributing to the 

residential autonomy of victims of domestic 

violence and to support discharges from 
institutional settings (meaning that 

accommodation is provided when needed). 

• A gender mainstreaming approach on 

homelessness is absent. 

Decreto-Lei n.º 

37/2018 de 4 de 

junho 

1.º Direito - 

Programa de Apoio 
• This programme is framed within the new 

generation of housing policies. It was designed 

to provide access to housing for people living in 
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(Decree-Law n. 

37/2018 of 4 

June) 

ao Acesso à 

Habitação 

(1st Right - 

Programme for 
Supporting Access 

to Housing) 

inadequate housing and who cannot afford a 

house, including victims of domestic violence 
and homeless people (according to the 

Portuguese definition of homelessness). 

• Candidates need to apply for housing. The 

approval, management and monitoring of each 

case is made by the Institute for Housing and 
Urban Rehabilitation. 

• A gender mainstreaming approach on 

homelessness is absent. 

Lei n.º 83/2019 de 

3 de setembro 

(Law n. 83/2019 

of 3 September) 

Lei de Bases da 

Habitação 

(National Housing 

Framework Law) 

• This law establishes that all citizens have the 

right to housing of appropriate size, with proper 
hygiene and comfort and enabling the 

preservation of personal intimacy and family 

privacy. It also establishes the role and tasks of 

the state in order to guarantee the right to 
housing for all citizens. 

• Housing policy includes measures to protect the 

right to housing of subgroups such as young, 

elderly and disabled people as well as families 
with minors, lone-parent or large families. 

Additional protection is also planned for 

individuals and families with special 
vulnerability such as homeless persons, minors 

who are victims of abandonment or abuse and 

victims of domestic violence. 

• Public housing policy includes: 

o Data collection on housing needs (possibly 
disaggregated by sex and age) and housing 

market deficiencies. 

o Promotion of construction, rehabilitation or 
acquisition of public/social housing. 

o Regulation of the housing market and 

guarantee of affordable housing according to 
the households´ income. 

o Integration of the right to housing in social 

policies and national strategies such as the 

fight against poverty and social exclusion, 
eradication of homelessness and others 

dedicated to especially vulnerable groups. 

• There are housing benefits planned for people 

who cannot reach the private housing market, 
including: rental support benefit; benefit to 

support young people´s rental; benefit to 

support lone-parent families or large families 
with economic vulnerability; and benefit to 

support people with vulnerability and temporary 

or imminent housing need.  

• As to evictions: 

o The state and local authorities cannot evict 
vulnerable individuals or families without 

previously guaranteeing re-accommodation 

solutions. 
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o When eviction is to be accomplished, the 

state should guarantee: information and 
judicial support for people who are about to 

be evicted; consultation of all agents 

involved in order to find alternatives to 

eviction; a reasonable period for eviction 
notices; no confiscation of family houses in 

the case of debts or arrears; and the existence 

of public services to support vulnerable 
individuals and families targeted for eviction 

in order to find re-accommodation solutions 

in due time. 

• The state and local authorities should guarantee 
a stock of public/social housing. 

• The state should guarantee the regular and 

transparent operation of the rental market; 

develop policies capable of establishing rents 

compatible with households´ income; and 
favour long-term rental solutions. 

• Homelessness is considered one of the priority 

interventions within the scope of public housing 

policies. 

• A gender mainstreaming approach on 

homelessness is absent. 
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APPENDIX 18 

Main international benchmarks for the promotion of gender equality (1951-1995) 

 

 

 
 

 

Sources: Ferreira and Monteiro (2013), Pimentel and Melo (2015), PpDM (n.d.) 

1951

• Convention n. 100 of the International Labour Organization                         
Advocates equal wage for same value work for men and women and was ratified by 
Portugal in 1966.

1958

• Convention n. 111 of the International Labour Organization                       
Advocates non-discrimination in terms of employment and professional occupations.

1967

• Declaration of the United Nations on the Elimination of Discrimination against  
Women

1975

• I World Conference on Women (City of Mexico) - United Nations´ initiative                                                
It was the beginning of a global debate on the promotion of women´s rights. The first 
action plan for equality was produced. 1975 was declared the Women´s International 
Year and 1976-1985 was declared the Decade of the United Nations for Women.  

1979

• Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

(approved by the United Nations)                                                                                     

This is the most important international legal instrument for the protection and 

promotion of women´s human rights and was ratified by Portugal in 1980.

1980

• II World Conference on Women (Copenhagen)                                                
Defines the beginning of the monitoring and evaluation of the progress achieved with 
respect to women´s rights and their effective exercise.

1985

• III World Conference on Women (Nairobi)                                                    
Approval of a new action plan towards equality; recognition that women´s issues and 
rights involve all aspects of human activity and pertain to the society as a whole.

1995

• IV World Conference on Women (Beijing)                                                      
Production of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. 
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APPENDIX 19 

Domestic violence in Portugal: benchmarks, services and the future 

 

 

Domestic violence in Portugal: some benchmarks 

• Criminalization of violence in the domestic sphere evolved since 1991 and culminated in the 

recognition of domestic violence as a public crime in 2007 (Guerreiro et al., 2015; Lisboa et 

al., 2009). The Law n. 59/2007 of 4 September establishes the 23rd change to the Penal Code 

and explicitly recognizes domestic violence as a crime in its article 152 (Lei n.º 59/2007 de 4 

de setembro). 

• The first mechanisms to ensure legal protection for victims of domestic violence were 

established in 1991 through the implementation of a prevention and support structure, 

including attendance and accommodation centres (Lei n.º 61/91 de 13 de agosto). 

• In Portugal, there are national plans to combat domestic violence since 1999. These plans are 

instruments of public policies designed to promote an integrated, coherent, multifaceted and 

efficient intervention on domestic violence at national level (Resolução do Conselho de 

Ministros n.º 55/99 de 15 de junho; Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 88/2003 de 7 de 

julho; Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 83/2007 de 22 de junho; Resolução do 

Conselho de Ministros n.º 100/2010 de 17 de dezembro; Resolução do Conselho de Ministros 

n.º 102/2013 de 31 de dezembro; Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 61/2018 de 21 de 

maio).  

• Portugal ratified the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence 

against Women and Domestic Violence that took place in Istanbul in 2011 (Decreto do 

Presidente da República n.º 13/2013 de 21 de janeiro). 

This Convention creates a comprehensive framework that should be adopted by the Parties in 

order to “prevent, prosecute and eliminate violence against women and domestic violence” 

(Council of Europe, 2011, p. 2). 

 

 

Service provision in the field of domestic violence 

• The Law n. 112/2009 of 16 September establishes the regime for domestic violence prevention 

and protection and assistance to the victims, including the creation of a national network of 

support for victims of domestic violence (Lei n.º 112/2009 de 16 de setembro). At present, the 

national network is composed of CIG, the Institute for Social Security, women´s refuges for 

victims of domestic violence, emergency accommodation, attendance/support services, a 

national phone line to provide information and groups of mutual help. 

• There are 133 attendance/support services, 39 refuges for victims of domestic violence 

(including one male refuge recently created) and 26 units for female-only emergency 

accommodation. These facilities are disseminated in the national territory and are managed by 

different non-governmental organizations and faith-based organizations (Comissão para a 

Cidadania e Igualdade de Género [CIG], 2018; Women Against Violence Europe [WAVE], 

2018). 

• In 2017, there were 858 beds available in female-only refuges (CIG, 2018) although the 

number of beds needed is estimated in 1034 (WAVE, 2018). In 2017, there were 819 beds 

available in female-only emergency accommodation (CIG, 2018). 

• Refuges for victims of domestic violence are residential units designed to accommodate 

victims of domestic violence, accompanied or not by their children, on a temporary basis (up 

to six months), with the aim of ensuring their physical and psychological integrity and safety. 
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Emergency accommodation is transitory and short-term (up to 15 days) while transfer to a 

more adequate response is planned. There is specific legislation to regulate admission and 

duration of stay in these facilities, their mode of functioning, the composition of staff, the 

number of residents, the facilities´ conditions and the quality of service provision (Decreto 

Regulamentar n.º 2/2018 de 24 de janeiro). 

 
 

Innovative responses to address domestic violence 

• A discussion about the housing situation of women victims of domestic violence needs to 

include a critical analysis of the prevailing paradigm of intervention, which is grounded on the 

removal of victims from domestic units. In Portugal, women staying in refuge accommodation 

consider that they are penalized due to victimization and having to abandon their homes, jobs 

and support networks, which is felt as a frustration and injustice (Guerreiro et al., 2015). 

Intervention on domestic violence should be capable of ensuring that victims can remain safely 

in their homes if they wish so. This would imply a more effective application of existing legal 

measures to remove the perpetrator of violence from domestic units (Guerreiro et al., 2015; 

Lei n.º 59/2007 de 4 de setembro; PpDM, n.d.). Remaining in their homes could be beneficial, 

at least for some women, because they could keep their professional occupations, remain close 

to their informal networks of support, and reconcile employment and family life. In addition, 

this type of intervention could potentially prevent some women from losing settled housing, 

particularly those who have less financial and social resources (Guerreiro et al., 2015). 

• An innovative response to domestic violence - which is set in place in England - is the 

development of “Sanctuary Schemes”. The central features of the Sanctuary Model are 

security measures installed in the family home of those affected by domestic violence. In 

addition, the properties under this model are known to relevant authorities such as the police. 

Furthermore, specialized support from domestic violence services is offered to these 

households and, sometimes, this is combined with management and supervision of the 

perpetrator of violence. The main benefits of Sanctuary Schemes are that victims of domestic 

violence can remain in their own homes, maintain existing support networks and access to 

facilities and homelessness can be prevented. One of the problems, however, is that even with 

Sanctuary measures in place the household can be, in some circumstances, at risk of repeat 

attack (Mayock et al., 2016). 
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APPENDIX 20 

The National Plans against Domestic Violence: accommodation policies for victims 

of domestic violence and links to female homelessness 

 

 

Source  Plan 

designation 

How the housing situation of 

victims of domestic violence is 

addressed 

Link to female 

homelessness 

Resolução do 

Conselho de 

Ministros n.º 

55/99 de 15 de 

junho 

(Resolution of the 

Council of 

Ministers n. 55/99 

of 15 June)  

Plano Nacional 

contra a Violência 

Doméstica 

(National Plan 

against Domestic 

Violence) 

Measure: Creation of a network of 

refuges to victims of domestic violence 

within the aim of protecting victims of 

domestic violence (aimed at protection 

and safety of victims of domestic 

violence).  

No connection or 

mention to female 

homelessness. 

Resolução do 

Conselho de 

Ministros n.º 

88/2003 de 7 de 

julho 

(Resolution of the 

Council of 

Ministers n. 

88/2003 of 7 July) 

II Plano Nacional 

contra a Violência 

Doméstica 2003-

2006 

(2nd National Plan 

against Domestic 

Violence 2003-

2006) 

Measures: Expansion of the national 

network of women´s refuges for 

victims of domestic violence and 

creation of a regulatory framework for 
refuges for victims of domestic 

violence, including the quality of 

service provision (aimed at protection 

and safety of victims of domestic 

violence).  

No connection or 

mention to female 

homelessness. 

Resolução do 

Conselho de 
Ministros n.º 

83/2007 de 22 de 

junho 

(Resolution of the 

Council of 

Ministers n. 
83/2007 of 22 

June) 

III Plano Nacional 

contra a Violência 
Doméstica 2007-

2010 

(3rd National Plan 

against Domestic 

Violence 2007-

2010) 

Measure: Improve the national network 

of refuges for victims of domestic 
violence, including an increase in the 

number of available beds (aimed at 

protection and safety of victims of 

domestic violence). 

Measures: Provide victims of domestic 

violence with access to accommodation 
through: protocols with local 

authorities to increase available social 

housing and prioritize the access of 

victims of domestic violence to social 

housing; promotion of supported rental 

solutions for victims of domestic 

violence; and facilitation of access to 

these programmes by victims of 

domestic violence who are 

institutionalized (aimed at residential 

autonomy of victims of domestic 

violence). 

No connection or 

mention to female 

homelessness. 

Resolução do 

Conselho de 

Ministros n.º 

100/2010 de 17 

de dezembro 

(Resolution of the 
Council of 

Ministers n. 

IV Plano 

Nacional contra a 

Violência 

Doméstica 2011-

2013 

(4th National Plan 
against Domestic 

Violence 2011-

2013) 

Measures: Reinforcement of the 

coordination of the network of refuges 

for victims of domestic violence; and 

provision of emergency 

accommodation for victims of 

domestic violence in existing facilities 

(aimed at protection and safety of 

victims of domestic violence). 

Measure: Promotion of access to social 

housing by victims of domestic 

No connection or 

mention to female 

homelessness. 
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100/2010 of 17 

December) 

violence (aimed at social integration of 

victims of domestic violence). 

Resolução do 

Conselho de 

Ministros n.º 

102/2013 de 31 

de dezembro 

(Resolution of the 

Council of 

Ministers n. 

102/2013 of 31 

December) 

V Plano Nacional 

de Prevenção e 

Combate à 

Violência 

Doméstica e de 

Género 2014-

2017 

(5th National Plan 

on Prevention and 

Fight against 

Domestic 

Violence and 

Gender-based 
Violence 2014-

2017) 

Measure: Consolidation and expansion 

of emergency accommodation for 

victims of domestic violence (aimed at 

protection and safety of victims of 

domestic violence). 

Measures: Promotion of access to 

housing by victims of domestic 

violence through: increasing available 

social housing for victims of domestic 

violence in coordination with local 

authorities; and support with rental 

housing for victims of domestic 

violence (aimed at promotion of 
autonomy and integration of victims of 

domestic violence). 

No connection or 

mention to female 

homelessness. 

Resolução do 

Conselho de 

Ministros n.º 

61/2018 de 21 de 

maio 

(Resolution of the 

Council of 

Ministers n. 

61/2018 of 21 

May) 

Plano de Ação 

para a Prevenção 

e o Combate à 

Violência contra 

as Mulheres e à 

Violência 

Doméstica 2018-

2021; incluído na 

Estratégia 

Nacional para a 

Igualdade e a Não 
Discriminação 

2018-2030 

(Action Plan to 

Prevent and 

Combat Violence 
against Women 

and Domestic 

Violence 2018-

2021; included in 

the National 

Strategy for 

Equality and Non-

Discrimination 

2018-2030) 

Measure: Reinforcement of emergency 

accommodation for victims of 

domestic violence (aimed at protection 

and safety of victims of domestic 

violence). 

Measure: Reinforcement of housing 

solutions for victims of domestic 

violence through social housing (aimed 

at empowerment and promotion of 

autonomy of victims of domestic 

violence).  

 

First mention to 

female 

homelessness. 

Measure: 

Reinforcement of 
networking and 

implementation of 

intervention 

protocols with 

cooperation 

between local 

homelessness 

units and the 

national network 

of support for the 

victims of 
domestic violence 

in order to prevent 

new cases of 

female 

homelessness 

(aimed at 

consolidating and 

expanding the 

intervention in 

order to support 

and protect 

victims of 
domestic 

violence). 
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APPENDIX 21 

Summary of official data on homelessness in Portugal 

 

 
The following information was selected by the researcher and is based on explicit definitions of 

homelessness and clear methodological approaches. 

 

 

 

Brief summary of counts of homeless persons 

Coverage Type of count Date Coordination Main findings 

National 

Point-in-time 

count: night 

count of rough 

sleepers 

October 

2005 

Institute for 

Social Security 

Total: 467 rough sleepers. 

Location: Mostly Lisbon city 

(n=201). 

Profile: 90% men, Portuguese, aged 

30-59 years, single, low educational 

attainment. 

Municipal 

(Lisbon) 

Point-in-time 

counts: night 

counts of rough 

sleepers and 

shelter users 

(i.e. people 

staying in 

temporary 
accommodation 

centres/shelters) 

November 

2004 

Lisbon City 

Council 

Total: 931 homeless persons (432 

rough sleepers + 499 shelter users). 

Profile of rough sleepers: 76% men, 

Portuguese, aged 25-34 years. 

December 

2013 

Santa Casa da 

Misericórdia de 

Lisboa (SCML) 

Total: 852 homeless persons (509 

rough sleepers + 343 shelter users). 

Profile: mostly men, Portuguese, 

single, without income. 

May 2015 Santa Casa da 

Misericórdia de 

Lisboa (SCML) 

Total: 818 homeless persons (431 

rough sleepers + 387 shelter users). 

Profile: mostly men, Portuguese, 

single, without income. 

 

                                    

Sources: ISS IP (2005), RSL (2009, n.d.) 
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Brief summary of administrative data on homelessness  

N
at

io
n

al
 l

ev
el

 
Data collection Date  Coordination Main findings 

Survey sent to 

the local 

organizations 

working with 

the homeless 

population. 

2009 Institute for 

Social Security 

Total: 2133 homeless persons (rough 

sleepers, shelter users and people residing in 

rooms paid for by social services). 

Location: Mostly largest urban centres 

(Lisbon and Porto). 

Profile: 84% men, Portuguese, aged 30-49 

years, isolated, low educational attainment. 

Survey sent to 

local entities 

working with 

the homeless 

population (e.g. 

local 

homelessness 

units). Of the 

278 

municipalities 

of inland 
Portugal, three 

did not respond 

to the survey. 

December 

2017 

Working group 

for monitoring 

and evaluation 

of the national 

homelessness 

strategy 2017-

2023 

Total: 4414 homeless persons (rough 

sleepers, shelter users and people residing in 

accommodation for houseless people and in 

rooms paid for by social services). 

Location: Mostly Lisbon Metropolitan Area 

(n=2550; 58%) - particularly Lisbon 

municipality (n=1973). 

Lisbon Metropolitan Area: 715 rough 

sleepers + 629 shelter users + 271 persons 

residing in accommodation for houseless 

people + 935 persons residing in rooms paid 

for by social services. 

Characterization of homeless people: not 

provided namely in terms of sex distribution. 

Survey sent to 

local entities 
working with 

the homeless 

population (e.g. 

local 

homelessness 

units). Of the 

278 

municipalities 

of inland 

Portugal, seven 

did not respond 

to the survey. 

December 

2018 

Working group 

for monitoring 
and evaluation 

of the national 

homelessness 

strategy 2017-

2023 

Total: 6044 homeless persons (rough 

sleepers, shelter users and people residing in 
accommodation for houseless people and in 

rooms paid for by social services). 

Location: Mostly Lisbon Metropolitan Area 

(n=3242; 53.6%) - particularly Lisbon 

municipality (n=2473). 

Lisbon Metropolitan Area: 937 rough 

sleepers + 550 shelter users + 1070 persons 

residing in rooms paid for by social services 

(data on the number of people residing in 

accommodation for houseless people was not 

disaggregated by territory). 

Characterization of homeless people: 83.85% 
men (n=5068) and 16.15% women (n=976); 

mostly aged 45-64 years; Portuguese 

nationality; single; the main source of income 

is the social insertion income. 

 
                           

Sources: Busch-Geertsema et al. (2014), GTMA ENIPSSA (2020a, 2020b), ISS IP (2017) 
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Number of individuals at risk of homelessness at national level (December 2017) 

Living situations  Number of individuals 

People living in refuges for victims of domestic violence 475 

People staying in health care institutions longer than needed 

due to a lack of housing 
190 

People staying in penal institutions without housing available 

prior to release or being at risk of losing housing 
620 

People living in other institutions longer than needed due to a 

lack of housing 
322 

People living in non-conventional and inadequate structures 

which are not the usual place of residence and are used due to a 

lack of housing  
4549 

People living in conventional housing of family/friends, which 

is not the usual place of residence, on a temporary basis, due to 

a lack of housing 

3701 

People living in insecure accommodation where orders for 

eviction are operative 
1256 

TOTAL 11113 

 

 

Source: GTMA ENIPSSA (2020a) 
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APPENDIX 22 

Historical review of Portuguese representations, management and political 

discourse on mendicancy and vagrancy 

 

 

“Beggars” in the Portuguese society 

• Until the early 20th century, “beggars” had specific roles in the Portuguese society. Within a 

traditional catholic system, the “beggar” acted as a mean to purify the wealthier insofar as 

charity presupposed a retribution in the form of a prayer. In this way, charity was connected 

with the divine through the “beggar” (Bastos, 1997). This cultural matrix may have persisted, 

as argued by Pimenta (1992), who notes that many Portuguese people still give alms 

nowadays. In addition, charity enabled to crystalize social distances between the poor and the 

wealthy and maintain social hierarchies. Furthermore, charity contributed to ameliorate the 

living conditions of poor people and could, therefore, avoid social disturbance (Bastos, 1997). 

• For vast sectors of the Portuguese society at the time, begging was considered an acceptable 

strategy to overcome financial hardships, particularly in critical situations such as 

unemployment or disability. This has to be understood in a context of a highly limited social 

assistance and severe deficiencies in the socioeconomic structure of the country. However, the 

“beggar” enacted a certain ambivalence. Begging was a feared destiny but many low-income 

workers acknowledged that adverse circumstances could force them to beg and this closeness 

between themselves and “beggars” enlarged their compassion. Compassion and tolerance of 

Portuguese people towards begging can be viewed as a compensatory mechanism to cope with 

the uncertainty and precarity of working conditions at the time (Bastos, 1997). 

• From the early 20th century, “beggars” were redefined under the influence of two factors: a 

growing valorization of work and a conceptualization of poverty as a social problem. These 

individuals lost their status as symbolic mediators with the divine and became potential 

workers that were not being used and devalued indicators of a country that was willing to 

modernize (Bastos, 1997). 

 

 

Intervention and political discourse on mendicancy and vagrancy 

• Portuguese legislation on begging and vagrancy dates from the kingdom of D. Afonso II 

(1211) (Bernardo, 2019; Pimenta, 1992). Legislation produced back then and subsequent 

regulations acknowledged two categories of “beggars” and “vagrants”. Those who were weak, 

disabled, sick and old deserved charity because they could not work nor provide for themselves 

and was assumed that they begged due to extreme need. Those healthy individuals who refused 

to work and lived in idleness were classified as “vagrants” and punished, imprisoned or forced 

to work (Pimenta, 1992; Pinto, 1999; Relvas, 2002). 

• During the 17th and 18th centuries, the most developed European countries implemented 

repressive measures towards “beggars” and “vagrants” by punishment and education through 

work in workhouses and compulsory admissions in general hospitals. Underpinning these 

measures was the value attributed to working, which was emerging in those societies 

characterized by an intense industrial development. In Portugal, these measures and 

institutions did not emerge on such a large scale, which might have been related, at least 

partially, to the weakness and delay of the Portuguese industrialization process. A timid system 

of repression and moral regeneration began later in Portugal, by the end of the 18th century, 

through the creation of Casa Pia, which was initially designed to regenerate adult “vagrants” 

- through the value attributed to work - and educate destitute and abandoned children so that 
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they would not be negatively influenced by their surrounding environment. Thereafter, Casa 

Pia dedicated only to the assistance, accommodation and education of destitute and abandoned 

children (Bastos, 1997). 

• Historically, assistance to destitute people in Portugal was managed by religious organizations 

like churches and convents (Bento & Barreto, 2002). During the 19th century and in the early 

20th century, there was an increment of philanthropic initiatives and a growing intervention of 

the state in terms of assistance to deprived people (Bastos, 1997; Pinto, 1999). At the time, the 

Portuguese state oscillated between prohibiting or regulating the activity of begging. For 

example, regulation of begging was implemented through the concession of licences to beg, 

which were given to disabled “beggars” who had no spare room in asylums (Relvas, 2002). 

• During the dictatorial regime of Estado Novo, from the early 1930s, repression of mendicancy 

and vagrancy was intensified and the Service to Repress Begging was created. Under the 

charge of mendicancy or vagrancy, the police proceeded to the compulsory admission of 

individuals engaged in these activities in shelters of mendicancy, as explained earlier. For the 

elite of the regime, mendicancy and vagrancy were conceptualized as voluntary actions 

grounded on the nature of the individual and were detached from the socioeconomic context 

at the time (Bastos, 1997). The politics of incarceration of “beggars” and “vagrants” denotes 

an inability of the authorities and the society as a whole to address this phenomenon. No 

attention was given to the socioeconomic roots of begging and vagrancy and the problem was 

not solved; was merely hidden from the public view (Relvas, 2002). 

• After the democratic revolution of April 1974 and the fall of the dictatorial regime, the political 

discourse on mendicancy and vagrancy changed. The Decree-Law n. 365/76 of 15 May states 

that “begging is a consequence of the level of socioeconomic and cultural development of a 

community and emerges from the impossibility of having sources of income (due to age, 

physical or sensorial handicaps, physical or mental disease and unemployment) and from other 

reasons of psychological nature (instability and deviant behaviour)” (Decreto-Lei n.º 365/76 

de 15 de Maio, p. 1092, translated from Portuguese by the researcher). Despite some 

recognition of the structural determinants of begging and an incipient view of begging as a 

social problem, rather than an individual issue (Pimenta, 1992), individualized explanations 

were still evident in the political discourse at that time. 

• The Decree-Law n. 365/76 of 15 May also extinguishes the Service to Repress Begging 

(Decreto-Lei n.º 365/76 de 15 de Maio). 

• At present, begging and sleeping rough are not punished by the Portuguese law, except if it is 

proved that a minor under 16 years or a person with a mental handicap is being exploited 

through begging (Bento & Barreto, 2002; Menezes, 2012). 
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APPENDIX 23 

The National Strategy on Homelessness 2009-2015 

 
 

Summary of the National Strategy for the Integration of Homeless People 2009-2015: 

Prevention, Intervention and Follow-Up  

Coordination 

• Institute for Social Security (public institute created in 2001 under the aegis of the Ministry of Labour 

and Social Security; it is responsible for ensuring citizen´s social protection and social inclusion within 

the national social security system). 

Drafting 

• Inter-institutional group composed of statutory bodies (e.g. housing, social security, employment, 

gender equality) and non-governmental representatives. This group was subsequently reformulated 

and called GIMAE. 

Two axes of intervention 

• First axis: Sets the need to gain more evidence-based knowledge about homelessness. 
o A unique definition of homelessness to be adopted by all organizations working with homeless 

people is recommended. This enables the monitoring of the phenomenon and informs the planning 

and monitoring of the policies designed to tackle homelessness. The official definition of 

homelessness was created.  

• Second axis: Sets the promotion of the quality of service provision for homeless people. 

o This is to be accomplished through several operational objectives, including: promote the technical 

quality of interventions with homeless people; guarantee the quality of responses and services for 

homeless persons; ensure people´s support and accommodation upon discharge from institutional 

settings; and promote individuals´ autonomy by using resources in the fields of housing, 

employment, social benefits and health care. 

Three levels of intervention 

• Preventative action in order to avoid homelessness arising from eviction or institutional discharge; 

• Intervention in established situations of homelessness; 

• Follow-up after resettlement when needed. 

 

Composition of the inter-institutional group responsible for drafting the strategy (subsequently 

called GIMAE) 

• Public entities 

   - High Commissioner for Health  

   - High Commissioner for Equality and the Intercultural Dialogue 

   - National Association of Portuguese Municipalities  

   - Commission for Citizenship and Gender Equality  

   - General Directorate for Health  

   - General Directorate for Social Security  

   - Institute for Drugs and Drug Addiction  

   - Institute for Employment and Professional Training  

   - Institute for Housing and Urban Rehabilitation  

   - National Laboratory of Civil Engineering (research institute) 

   - Public Security Police  

   - National Republican Guard  

   - Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa (SCML - main social welfare institution in Lisbon city) 
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   - General Directorate for Social Reinsertion  

   - General Directorate for Prison Services  

   - National School for Public Health  

   - Institute for Social Security 

• Private entities 

   - Confederation of Social Solidarity Institutions  

   - National Federation of Entities for the Rehabilitation of Mentally Ill People 

   - Centre of Studies for Social Intervention (research centre)                                                                       

   - European Anti-Poverty Network Portugal 

   - Union of the Portuguese Misericórdias (non-profit solidarity organizations) 

 

Principles underpinning the strategy 

• Consecrate citizenship rights; 

• Promote gender and opportunities equality;  

• Updated knowledge about the dimension and nature of the phenomenon should inform the 

development of the strategies; 

• Recognition of the multidimensionality and complexity of the phenomenon and consequent need to 

implement adequate measures; 

• Definition and implementation of measures addressing prevention, intervention and follow-up of the 

cases of homeless persons; 

• Accountability and mobilization of public and private entities towards a consistent and integrated 
intervention on homelessness; 

• Recognition and adequacy of the measures foreseen to the local contexts; 

• Guarantee a quality intervention centred on the homeless person along the process of support and 

follow-up; 

• Proactive participation and empowerment of homeless persons in all steps of their social integration 

process; 

• Education and mobilization of local communities; 

• Monitoring and evaluation of the strategy. 

 

Axes of intervention, strategic objectives and main goals 

Axes of intervention Strategic objectives Main goals 

1) Knowledge of the 

phenomenon, 

information, 

sensibilization and 

education 

• Promote the use of a unique 

definition of homeless person at 

national level. 

• Use of the official definition of 
homeless person by every public 

and private entities working in the 

field of homelessness by the end of 

2009. 

• Guarantee the monitoring of the 

phenomenon through the 

implementation of an information 

and monitoring system in order to 
adjust the responses to the real 

needs of homeless persons. 

• Delivery of the information and 
monitoring system through the 

internet from early 2010; 

• Generalised use of this system by 

the institutions working on 

homelessness by the end of 2010. 

• Ensure that the diagnoses and plans 

for social development produced 

by local social networks include 
indicators pertaining to 

homelessness. 

• Use of indicators pertaining to 

homelessness by every local social 

network in their diagnoses and 

plans for social development by the 

end of 2011. 

• Guarantee updated knowledge 

about homelessness and fight 

against discrimination of homeless 
persons. 

• Incentive to carry out activities 

about homelessness in schools by 

the end of 2011; 
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• Attribution of a research prize 

every two years; 

• Attribution of a prize to school 

works about homelessness; 

• Increase the number of non-

stigmatizing references to 

homelessness in the media; 

• Research production on 

homelessness. 

• Guarantee the delivery and access 

of updated information on 

homelessness and available 

responses for homeless people. 

• Creation of an internet site to 

deliver this information from 2011 

onwards. 

2) Qualification of 

intervention on 

homelessness 

• Promote the technical quality of the 

intervention with homeless people. 

• Create a training framework by the 

end of 2010; 

• Provide specialized training to 

Lisbon and Porto teams by the end 
of 2012; 

• Lisbon and Porto teams should 

have external supervision by the 

end of 2012; 

• Provide training and ensure 

supervision of teams from Braga, 

Coimbra, Aveiro, Setúbal and Faro 

by the end of 2015. 

• Guarantee the efficacy and 

efficiency of the intervention with 

homeless people. 

• Implementation of a model of 

intervention and follow-up on 

homelessness in Lisbon, Porto, 

Aveiro, Coimbra, Braga, Setúbal 

and Faro by the end of 2015. 

• Guarantee the quality of responses, 

services and logistics of the 

resources available to support 

homeless persons. 

• Definition of a regulatory 

framework for the responses in this 

field; 

• Contribute to the recognition of 

entities working in this area as 

“reference responses”; 

• Production of evaluation reports on 

the responses for homeless 
persons; 

• Annual meeting held between 

directors of responses for homeless 

persons to share experiences and 

good practices. 

• Ensure accommodation and 

support for people who are about to 

leave institutions.   

• Record all institutional discharges 

of people at risk of homelessness; 

• Provide accommodation for people 

at risk of homelessness after 

institutional discharge; 

• One pilot Housing First project by 

the end of 2013; 

• All former convicts at risk of 

homelessness should have 

accommodation by the end of 
2013; 

• Pilot project for a long-term 

residential unit. 

• Ensure that no one has to remain in 

the street for more than 24 hours. 

• Provision of adequate temporary 

accommodation. 



439 

 

• Ensure technical support at the 

point of exiting temporary 

accommodation for the time period 

considered necessary. 

• People leaving temporary 

accommodation should have a case 

manager and an individual plan for 

integration. 

• Ensure the promotion of homeless 

persons´ autonomy through the use 

of available resources involving: 

Housing - create housing solutions 

using public and private housing 

stock; 

Employment - create adequate 

solutions in terms of professional 

training and employment; 

Social protection - ensure that 

homeless people have access to 

adequate social protection 

measures; 
Health - ensure that homeless 

people have access to health care. 

• Housing 

- Resort to public or private rented 

housing to provide housing 

solutions for homeless persons; 

- Provide housing solutions for 

homeless persons through specific 

programmes. 

• Employment 

- Create an individual plan for 
employment for 80% of homeless 

persons registered in job centres; 

- Insert 60% of homeless persons 

registered in job centres on 

programmes and measures for 

training or employment; 

- Provide continuous support for 

the integration of 60% of homeless 

persons registered in job centres. 

• Social protection 

- Facilitate the requests for social 
benefits; 

- Recognition that homeless 

persons staying in temporary 

accommodation do have the right 

to receive the social insertion 

income. 

• Health 

- Diagnoses and action plans 

created by local social networks 

should include the participation of 

a health care professional by 2015; 

- The homelessness definition 
should be divulged in all health 

care services by the end of 2009; 

- Every NPISA should have a 

health care professional by 2015; 

- 80% of known homeless persons 

should be registered in Health 

Centres; 

- Homeless persons identified by 

Public Health Services as posing a 

risk to public health should be 

recorded; 
- Health teams within local 

communities should cooperate with 

the services available for homeless 

people by 2015; 

- Implementation of a pilot project 

for the treatment of homeless 

persons with mental illness in 

Lisbon by the end of 2009; 

- Homeless persons with mental 

illness should have access to 

Mental Health Local Services by 

2015. 
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Model of intervention and follow-up 

• Emergency intervention 
Involves the identification of homeless persons and first-line diagnoses of their needs as well as 

orientation to NPISA. 
 

• Follow-up intervention 

A case manager becomes responsible for providing adequate responses to homeless persons´ needs, 

which may involve accommodation, employment, health care and others. An individual integration 

plan is developed with each homeless person in order to find appropriate solutions for his/her needs. 

 

Monitoring and evaluation of the strategy 

• Monitoring  

Carried out, on a monthly basis, by the Executive Nucleus of GIMAE in cooperation with the entities 

working on homelessness at local level. 

• Evaluation 

Three phases of evaluation were defined: 

o Initial evaluation: corresponds to the initial diagnosis of the phenomenon at national level and is 

to be carried out through a survey sent to local entities working on homelessness. 

o Ongoing evaluation: corresponds to the monitoring of the goals established for each strategic 

objective set in the strategy; is to be performed by the Executive Nucleus of GIMAE in cooperation 
with local entities working on homelessness. 

o Evaluation of the impact of the strategy: corresponds to the final evaluation of the strategy and is 

to be carried out by external entities. 
 

• Positive aspects stemming from the 2009-2015 strategy include: 

o Brought the issue of homelessness to the forefront. 

o Had an important role in the adoption of the official definition of homelessness by several 

municipalities. 

o Enhanced positive changes in reorganizing responses to homelessness, in a coordinated and 

integrated manner, in several local territories. 

o Fostered more effective cooperation structures to address homelessness.  
 

• Several obstacles to the implementation of the strategy were identified, including:   

o Lack of political endorsement and institutional drive. 

o Lack of transparency in resource allocation and funding to implement the measures foreseen. 

o Weak horizontal coordination. 

o Difficulties in changing a sector composed of disperse organizations operating under different 

philosophies and working practices. 

o A failure to implement monitoring and evaluation procedures. 

 

 

Sources: Baptista (2009, 2013, 2018), Bernardo (2019), GIMAE (2009), GTMA ENIPSSA (2020a), ISS IP 

(2017) 
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APPENDIX 24 

The National Strategy on Homelessness 2017-2023 

 

 

Summary of the National Strategy for the Integration of People Experiencing 

Homelessness 2017-2023 

Coordination/drafting 

• Institute for Social Security (until January 2020)/GIMAE. 

• The Resolution of the Council of Ministers n. 2/2020 of 21 January changes the coordination of the 

strategy and establishes that an executive coordinator should be designated by the member of the 
government responsible for the area of labour, solidarity and social security. The executive coordinator 

should ensure the permanent management and coordination of 2017-2023 strategy and becomes the 

coordinator of GIMAE. Permanent management and coordination of the strategy were considered 

important to contribute to the implementation of the measures set in the strategy in due time (Resolução 

do Conselho de Ministros n.º 2/2020 de 21 de janeiro).  

Three axes of intervention 

• First axis: Promoting knowledge, information, awareness raising and education on the phenomenon. 

o This is to be accomplished namely by: ensuring the use of the official homelessness definition and 
commonly agreed indicators to characterize and monitor the phenomenon; and developing 

communication and awareness raising activities contributing to an updated knowledge on 

homelessness aimed at preventing and fighting discrimination of homeless persons. 

• Second axis: Strengthening intervention aimed at promoting the integration of homeless persons. 

o This axis includes several strategic objectives aimed at: improving the quality, efficacy and 

efficiency of the intervention on homelessness and support services; supporting the development 

and mainstreaming of the case management approach to ensure that individuals´ needs are 

addressed and appropriate long-term solutions are found; promoting permanent housing solutions; 

and supporting homeless persons in achieving autonomy through the development of skills and 

access to training/employment, social protection, all levels of health care and specialized support 

for migrants.  

• Third axis: Coordination, monitoring and evaluation of the strategy. 

o The governance structure of the 2017-2023 strategy was significantly strengthened. 

o An Inter-ministerial Committee was created in which all ministries are represented; it is responsible 

for ensuring that the definition, linkages and implementation of public policies in their respective 

governmental area are aligned with the objectives of the strategy. 

o GIMAE is currently coordinated by the executive coordinator of the strategy; it is responsible for 

promoting and accompanying the development of the strategy in order to ensure its implementation 

and the monitoring and evaluation of the process. 

o A Consultative Committee, which is composed of entities or individuals with knowledge and/or 

experience in this area (namely researchers and people with experience of homelessness), operates 

as an advisory board. 

Three levels of intervention 

• Preventative action to avoid homelessness arising from institutional discharge or severe housing need; 

• Intervention in established situations of homelessness; 

• Follow-up after resettlement when needed. 

 

Current composition of GIMAE  

• Coordination 

- Executive coordinator of the 2017-2023 strategy 

• Public entities or entities with public capital 

   - Central Administration of Health System 

   - Regional Administrations of Health  

   - Waters of Portugal 
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   - High Commissioner for Migrations  

   - National Association of Parishes  

   - National Association of Portuguese Municipalities  

   - National Commission of Fight against Food Waste  

   - Commission for Citizenship and Gender Equality  

   - Commissions for Coordination and Regional Development 

   - General Cash Deposits (bank institution) 

   - General Directorate for Local Authorities  

   - General Directorate for Social Security  

   - General Directorate for Health  

   - General Directorate for Education  

   - General Directorate for Marine Policy  

   - General Directorate for National Defence Resources  

   - General Directorate for Reinsertion and Prison Services  

   - National School for Public Health  

   - National Republican Guard 

   - Institute for Social Security 

   - Institute for Housing and Urban Rehabilitation  

   - Institute for Employment and Professional Training  

   - Portuguese Institute for Sport and Youth 

   - Institute of Tourism of Portugal 

   - National Institute of Statistics  

   - National Laboratory of Civil Engineering (research institute) 

   - Public Security Police  

   - Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa (SCML - main social welfare institution in Lisbon city) 

   - Service of Intervention on Addictive Behaviours and Dependencies 

• Private entities 

   - Centre of Studies for Social Intervention (research centre)  

   - National Confederation of Solidarity Institutions  

   - European Anti-Poverty Network Portugal  

   - National Federation of Entities for the Rehabilitation of Mentally Ill People 

   - Union of the Portuguese Misericórdias (non-profit solidarity organizations) 

   - Association for Community-based Local Development of Lisbon 

 

Principles underpinning the strategy 

• Accomplishment of citizenship rights and duties; 

• Approach centred on human rights and individual´s dignity; 

• Promotion of non-discrimination and equality, namely equality between women and men; 

• Updated knowledge about the dimension and nature of the phenomenon should inform the 

development of the strategies; 

• Recognition of the multidimensionality and complexity of the phenomenon and consequent need to 

implement adequate measures; 

• Definition and implementation of measures addressing prevention, intervention and follow-up of the 

cases of homeless persons; 

• Accountability and mobilization of public and private entities towards a consistent and integrated 

intervention on homelessness in the sense of guaranteeing the access of homeless persons to the 

existing services and responses; 

• Recognition and adequacy of the measures foreseen to the local contexts and subgroups of homeless 

persons; 

• Recognition and adequacy of the measures foreseen to women and men´s specificities; 
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• Guarantee a high-quality intervention centred on homeless persons, safeguarding their privacy, along 

the process of support and follow-up; 

• Proactive participation and empowerment of people experiencing homelessness in all steps of their 

social integration process; 

• Education and mobilization of local communities; 

• Monitoring and evaluation of the strategy. 
            

Axes of intervention, strategic objectives and main actions 

Axes of intervention Strategic objectives Main actions 

1) Promoting 

knowledge, 

information, 

awareness raising and 

education on the 

phenomenon 

• Promote the use of a unique 

definition of people experiencing 

homelessness at national level. 

• Divulge the official definition of 

people experiencing homelessness; 

• Preparation of the strategy´s 

communication/dissemination plan; 

• Adoption of the official definition in 

the 2021 census. 

• Guarantee the monitoring of the 

phenomenon. 

• Record and comparative analysis of 

local systems of information on 

homelessness; 

• Identification and harmonization of 

relevant indicators to monitor the 

phenomenon; 

• Collection and analysis of 

information stemming from the use 

of those indicators. 

• Ensure that the diagnoses and 

plans for social development 

produced by the Local Councils 

for Social Action include 

indicators pertaining to 

homelessness. 

• Sensibilization of Local Councils for 

Social Action to the use of risk 

indicators pertaining to 

homelessness; 

• Revise these risk indicators; 

• Expansion of NPISA in the national 

territory. 

• Guarantee updated knowledge 

about homelessness in order to 

prevent and fight discrimination 

of homeless persons. 

• Divulge the national strategy in 

schools including basic and 
secondary education; 

• Promote and monitor initiatives 

about homelessness in different 

contexts; 

• Monitor the social representations of 

people experiencing homelessness in 

the media, higher education entities 

and research centres; 

• Promote research projects in this 

field; 

• Cooperate with the media to divulge 
good practice frameworks; 

• Promote activities for sensibilization 

on the importance of reintegrating 

people experiencing homelessness. 

• Guarantee the delivery and access 

of updated information about 

homelessness and available 

responses for homeless people. 

• Set up and update a webpage 

dedicated to the strategy;  

• Divulge information produced 

nationally and internationally; 

• Divulge the strategy through the 

newsletter of the Social Network; 

• Edit the strategy. 
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2) Strengthening 

intervention aimed at 

promoting the 

integration of 

homeless persons  

• Promote the technical quality of 

the intervention with homeless 

people. 

• Create a specialized and continuous 

training plan; 

• Update the training framework; 

• Set up a trainer´s database;  

• Promote specialized and continuous 

training for professionals of the 

entities working within NPISA. 

• Guarantee the efficacy and 

efficiency of the intervention 

with homeless people. 

• Divulge and incentive for the 

adoption of an integrated model of 

intervention and follow-up; 

• Consolidate the creation of NPISA; 

• Representatives of GIMAE in 

meetings at local level; 

• Promote integrated support for 

individuals and families at risk of 

homelessness; 

• Promote meetings with NPISA with 

the aim of qualifying the intervention 

on homelessness informed by 

participatory evaluations. 

• Guarantee the quality of 

responses and services. 

• Create and revise proposals to 

regulate the responses in this area; 

• Definition of the minimum criteria to 

recognise some responses as 

“reference responses” in this area; 

• Identification of good practices; 

• GIMAE should provide assessment 

tools and technical orientation to 

NPISA. 

• Ensure accommodation and 

support to people who are about 

to leave institutions.   

• Identification of routes/procedures 

for people at risk of homelessness at 

the point of exiting hospitals and 

continuous care; 

• Create accommodation stock for 

people at risk of homelessness after 

discharge from institutions; 

• Increase financing to the 

implementation of Housing First 

programmes; 

• Development and implementation of 

mechanisms to ensure 

interinstitutional cooperation in order 

to provide adequate support and 

accommodation for people 
experiencing homelessness or at risk 

of homelessness; 

• Increase financing to ensure the 

provision of responses appropriate to 

the needs of homeless persons. 

• Ensure that no one has to remain 

in the street for more than 24 

hours. 

• Consolidate the cooperation between 

NPISA and the National Phone Line 

for Social Emergencies; 

• Adjust the number of outreach teams 

according to local diagnoses; 

• Crete emergency facilities according 

to local diagnoses. 

• Ensure technical support at the 

point of exiting temporary 

• Existing teams should organize to 

provide case managers for people 
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accommodation for as long as 

needed. 

experiencing homelessness 

according to local diagnoses; 

• Guarantee that case managers have 

technical supervision. 

• Ensure the promotion of 

homeless persons´ autonomy 

through the use of available 

resources and according to the 

individuals´ needs, involving: 

Housing - enhance housing 

solutions for people experiencing 

homelessness; 

Employment - create solutions in 

terms of skills, education and 

professional training and 

integration; 

Social protection - ensure that 
homeless people have access to 

social protection measures; 

Health - ensure that homeless 

people have access to health care; 

Migration - ensure that migrants 

do have access to support 

measures aimed at their 

integration. 

• Housing  

- Collect data on people facing a lack 

of housing or housing precarity; 

- Promote the access of homeless 

persons to housing; 

- Prioritize permanent 

accommodation solutions such as 

Housing First programmes. 

• Employment  
- Create and/or adjust measures 

aimed at promoting skills, training 

and employment; 

- Definition of specific procedures to 

be applied in job centres in relation 

to people experiencing 

homelessness; 

- Cooperation with the entities 

responsible for the initial 

intervention with homeless persons 

and their case managers. 

• Social protection 

- Facilitate the requests for social 

benefits; 

- Promote the access of homeless 

persons to adequate social benefits. 

• Health 

- Guarantee that homeless persons do 

have access to the National Health 

Service in terms of primary health 

care, specialized care, continuous 

care and palliative care; 

- Participation of teams dedicated to 
mental health in the diagnosis and 

intervention with homeless people; 

- Orientation of homeless persons 

who are substance users to the 

appropriate treatment services. 

• Migration 

- Guarantee the rights of migrants 

according to the law; 

- Ensure a service of phone 

translation in all services and 

institutions working with homeless 
people; 

- Ensure a Line of Support for the 

Migrant that should provide 

information to migrants, outreach 

teams and other agents working 

towards the integration of socially 

excluded migrants; 

- Ensure attendance and support to 

migrants facing social exclusion. 

3) Coordination, 

monitoring and 

• Guarantee the participation of all 

relevant entities in the field of 

homelessness. 

• Approval of the strategy by a 

Resolution of the Council of 

Ministers; 
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evaluation of the 

strategy 
• Creation of the Inter-ministerial 

Committee. 

• Guarantee the coordinated 

operation of the bodies and 

structures of the strategy. 

• Redefinition of the governance 

structure of the strategy; 

• Follow-up and technical support 

provided by GIMAE to NPISA. 

• Ensure the monitoring and 

evaluation of the strategy. 

• Definition of methodologies and 

assessment tools; 

• Monitoring the implementation of 

the activities foreseen; 

• Identification of institutional and 

systemic constraints for the 

implementation of the strategy; 

• Proposals to improve the 

implementation of the strategy; 

• Periodic evaluations of the strategy; 

• Final evaluation (internal and 

external) of the strategy. 

 

 

Monitoring and evaluation of the strategy 

• The strategy is to be implemented according to bi-annual action plans to be prepared by GIMAE, 

submitted for the approval of the Inter-ministerial Committee and validated by the member of the 

government responsible for the area of labour, solidarity and social security. 

• Annual evaluation reports should be elaborated by GIMAE. 

• Progress in the attainment of activities covering different strategic objectives is being made, including: 

o Setting up and regular updating of a webpage dedicated to the strategy. 

o Preparation of the strategy´s communication/dissemination plan. 

o Online survey aimed at identifying the use of the homelessness definition by local networks, the 

existence and characteristics of local information systems and the estimated number of homeless 

persons registered by local networks. 
o Meetings held between the strategy coordination and the Secretary of State for Housing to define 

a protocol of collaboration for the funding of permanent housing solutions. 

• There is room for improvement in allocation of resources and commitment from public authorities 

regarding funding.                                                        

 

 

Sources: Baptista (2018), Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 107/2017 de 25 de julho, Resolução do 

Conselho de Ministros n.º 2/2020 de 21 de janeiro 
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APPENDIX 25 

Some European directives in the field of homelessness and female homelessness 

 

 

Declaration of the European Parliament on ending street homelessness, 2008 

• The European Parliament: 

o “Calls on the Council to agree on an EU-wide commitment to end street homelessness by 

2015”; 

o “Calls on the Commission to develop an EU framework definition of homelessness, gather 

comparable and reliable statistical data, and provide annual updates on action taken and 

progress made in Member States towards ending homelessness” (p. 20). 

• This declaration was signed by several Portuguese deputies of the European Parliament. 

• No reference is made to women´s homelessness. 

Source: European Parliament (2008) 

 

 

Europe 2020 Strategy, 2010 

• This strategy sets a vision of Europe´s social market economy for the 21st century. In particular, 

establishes the key areas which are considered priorities for intervention until 2020. 

• The promotion of an inclusive growth is one of the priorities of the Europe 2020 Strategy. 

• Inclusive growth means “empowering people through high levels of employment, investing in 

skills, fighting poverty and modernising labour markets, training and social protection systems 

so as to help people anticipate and manage change, and build a cohesive society”. “It is about 

ensuring access and opportunities for all throughout the lifecycle” (p. 16). 

• A European Platform against Poverty is created with the aim of ensuring economic, social and 

territorial cohesion, building on the European year for combating poverty and social exclusion 

(2010). Under this platform, Member States will need to define and implement measures 

addressing the specific circumstances of groups at particular risk such as homeless persons. 

• Policies to promote gender equality are needed, namely in terms of the participation in the 

labour market. 

• No reference is made to women´s homelessness. 

Source: European Commission (2010) 

 

 

European Consensus Conference on Homelessness, 2010 

• This document presents a number of policy recommendations seeking to provide a strong basis 

from which to make progress on the issue of homelessness within the EU. Reflects on some 

aspects pertaining to women´s homelessness. To begin with, considers that understandings of 

homelessness must take account of the diversity of people who experience it, namely women. 

• These policy recommendations include: 

1) ETHOS should be used as the common framework definition of homelessness and housing 

exclusion at EU level. 

ETHOS accounts for living situations that constitute hidden forms of homelessness such 

as staying temporarily with family, friends or acquaintances due to a lack of housing. 

Considering that homelessness among women is often hidden in this way, it is vital that 

definitions of homelessness take account of this aspect. 
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2) There is a need for integrated approaches to homelessness encompassing all relevant policy 

areas such as social policy, housing, health, employment, education and migration. This 

includes taking account of the gender dimension of homelessness in the context of gender 

mainstreaming. 

There is a need for a paradigm shift away from traditional policy responses to homelessness 

which can be described as “managing” homelessness. “´Managing´ homelessness involves 

largely reactive solutions, often focusing on the most extreme manifestations of 

homelessness, with service provision consisting mainly of temporary accommodation and 

emergency interventions that overall keep homeless people within a ´homeless system´” 

(p. 11). Such approaches can serve to entrench and reproduce homelessness. The need for 

high-quality emergency accommodation is not in question (including separate 

accommodation for women where necessary) but such provision should serve only as a 

gateway to permanent accommodation within a reasonable time frame. 

3) There is a need to shift from using shelters and transitional accommodation as the dominant 

solution to homelessness towards housing-led approaches. Such housing-led approaches 

should underpin national or regional homelessness strategies. 

Housing-led approaches describe “all policy approaches that identify the provision and/or 

sustaining of stable housing with security of tenure as the initial step in resolving or 

preventing situations of homelessness” (p. 14). These approaches treat housing as a right 

and a prerequisite to solving other problems such as social, health and employment issues. 

The term “housing-led” should not be conflated with “Housing First”. Housing First 

programmes are largely associated with a small proportion of homeless persons with 

complex needs related to mental illness and/or addictions. Housing-led is a broader concept 

encompassing approaches that aim to provide housing as the initial step in addressing all 

forms of homelessness. Therefore, housing-led approaches include but are not limited to 

Housing First programmes. 

Short-term accommodation for homeless people should not be reduced unless adequate 

alternatives are in place. 

Key elements of successful housing-led approaches include: access to adequate and 

affordable housing; provision of flexible and adequate support as required by homeless 

persons since “´housing-led´ does not mean ´housing only´” (p. 15); promotion of quality 

services; prevention in the framework of an integrated homelessness strategy is needed; 

and maximisation of service users´ freedom and choice in determining the housing and 

support that is appropriate for them. As to prevention, both targeted prevention (e.g. aimed 

at reducing evictions, early intervention in situations of domestic violence) and systemic 

prevention (e.g. through general welfare, housing, education, employment policies, 

promotion of gender equality) are important. 

4) Actors involved in the fight against homelessness should move away from an approach 

that sees homeless persons as passive recipients of help towards an approach that highlights 

their rights and autonomy. 

Integrated national or regional homelessness strategies should facilitate realistic 

participation of homeless persons, where it is feasible, namely at the level of policy 

development. 

A training programme for the staff of services that interact with homeless people should 

be carried out and include an awareness of gender-specific needs. 

5) The elements of an EU homelessness strategy should include: 

o A common framework definition of homelessness (ETHOS). 

o An appropriate governance structure incorporating all relevant stakeholders: national, 

regional and local policymakers, researchers, NGO homeless service providers, people 

experiencing homelessness and related sectors such as housing, employment, health. 
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o Measuring, monitoring and reporting on progresses. Monitoring the development of the 

strategies should be complemented by measuring and monitoring homelessness more 

broadly, which requires an EU monitoring system based on robust national/regional data 

collection. 

o A strong research agenda. 

o Social innovation, particularly in exploring and developing housing-led approaches. 

o Ongoing mutual learning and transnational exchange, making effective use of tools such 

as conferences, seminars, expert meetings and training. 

o Promotion of high-quality services in terms of housing and support services. 

o Funding. 

o Mainstreaming homelessness across relevant policy domains as an aspect of the fight 

against poverty and social exclusion since it cuts across a broad range of policy issues. 

• Portugal participated in the preparatory committee of the conference. 

 

Source: European Consensus Conference on Homelessness (2010) 

 

 

Ending Homelessness: A Handbook for Policy Makers by FEANTSA, 2010 

• This handbook advocates for integrated homelessness strategies that should be framed by a 

broad understanding of homelessness such as the one provided by ETHOS. To be effective, 

homelessness strategies must be adapted and extended to fit the national and local contexts 

and backed up by systematic prevention through housing, employment, health, education and 

other related policies. 

• The handbook presents five goals that homelessness strategies should work to achieve and 

gives examples of approaches that have been used to make progress towards these goals. 
 

    Goal 1 

    No one sleeping rough 
 
o That is, nobody should be forced to sleep rough because of a lack of high-quality services 

adapted to his/her needs and aspirations. 

o Ending rough sleeping calls for the provision of alternatives for people facing 

homelessness such as emergency accommodation and long-term housing solutions. 

o In contrast to ad-hoc approaches, strategic approaches encompass all actors involved in 

delivering more coherent and integrated alternatives to rough sleeping. 

o Adequate resources are important for effective approaches to tackling rough sleeping. 

o Services designed for homeless people should not exclude those most in need of them; 

emergency or transitional accommodation should adapt to the specific needs of certain 

groups of homeless persons, particularly those with high and complex needs. 

o Adapted service provision should be provided for older people, people with mental and 

physical illnesses, people with disabilities, people with pets and others. 

o Undocumented migrants or people with irregular status may have difficulty accessing 

emergency accommodation and this situation should be counteracted. 

o Joint work with drug and mental health services is key to successfully tackling rough 

sleeping, particularly for homeless people with high and complex needs. 

o Tailored case-management approaches built around individual service users can be 

effective in tackling rough sleeping. 

o The provision of good quality and needs-adapted emergency accommodation is important 

to tackle rough sleeping since a lack of privacy, safety and security issues, and poor 

cleanliness and sanitation can deter homeless persons from using these facilities. 
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o The quality of services can be addressed through the participation of service users and 

the integration of a service-user perspective. 

o Drop-in and easy access services can provide a point of entry to the homeless service 

system for rough sleepers. 

o Effective outreach services can be an important first point of contact with services and 

facilitate moving away from rough sleeping. 

o The provision of move-on accommodation with adequate support and affordable housing 

is crucial to ensuring that nobody needs to sleep rough. Even when an adequate supply 

of emergency accommodation exists, it may become inaccessible to people in crisis if the 

stays of other users are too long. 

o Prevention is crucial to tackling rough sleeping. General preventative measures can 

reduce the risk of homelessness and rough sleeping among the general population, for 

example through housing policy and welfare systems. Targeted prevention is focused on 

people at high potential risk of rough sleeping such as those facing eviction, those leaving 

institutions and those who have experienced rough sleeping and need support to avoid 

repeated episodes of rough sleeping. 

 

    Goal 2 

    No one living in emergency accommodation for longer than is an emergency 

    Goal 3 

    No one living in transitional accommodation longer than is required for successful move-on 
 
o Limiting the length of stay in emergency accommodation. Emergency accommodation 

can become more permanent than it should be, leading homeless people to live in 

inappropriate settings for prolonged periods of time, rather than moving on from 

homelessness. This also causes blockages in the homelessness sector and other people 

facing housing crisis or in need of this type of accommodation cannot access it. 

o Nevertheless, emergency accommodation is needed as a temporary response to a crisis. 

Emergency accommodation should be appropriate and respect the right to privacy, shelter 

and security. 

o Facilitating move-on from homelessness accommodation and supporting homeless 

persons in their resettlement process. Follow-up support services are important in making 

sure that this move-on is successful and sustainable. 

o Promoting and investing in Housing First programmes. 

o Providing long-term housing options. In order for people to move on from homelessness 

there must be affordable and appropriate housing for them to move into. Access to social 

or public housing remains the main long-term solution to homelessness across Europe. 

o Creating specific forms of supported permanent housing, particularly for homeless people 

with high and complex needs, who may find it difficult to move to independent living; in 

these cases, access to specialised, long-term supported or supervised accommodation 

with appropriately trained staff may be useful. 

 

    Goal 4 

    No one leaving an institution without housing options 
 
o No one who stays in an institution - hospital, care or prison - should be discharged without 

sufficient support and adequate housing options; these people are often vulnerable and 

should be assisted in order to avoid homelessness. 

o Homelessness and housing advice on entering, while staying in and upon leaving 

institutions can contribute to prevent homelessness. 

o Needs assessment on admission to an institution can help solve issues related to housing 

benefits, debts and so on. 
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o Ongoing support and follow-up care can be important in preventing homelessness 

following discharge from institutions. 

o The establishment of admission and discharge protocols and procedures is important to 

the aim of reducing homelessness among people leaving institutions. 

o Partnership working and multidimensional approaches are essential to ensuring 

continuity of care between institutions and housing and homelessness services. 

 

    Goal 5 

    No young people becoming homeless as a result of the transition to independent living 
 
o The transition to independent living is a time when people are vulnerable to 

homelessness. No young person should be made homeless because of a lack of housing 

options, services or entitlement to benefits during the transition to independent living. 

o As with homelessness in general, early intervention at certain trigger points can be 

effective in preventing youth homelessness. 

o Since youth homelessness is often linked to family breakdown, early intervention is 

important in this area before a crisis situation occurs. 

o Since young people leaving state care are especially vulnerable to homelessness, after-

care support is an important intervention for preventing youth homelessness. 

o Provision of adequate support for young people in accessing appropriate housing is also 

relevant. 

o Supporting young people to maintain housing with follow-up, support and advice services 

tailored to the specific needs of young people can have a substantial impact in the 

prevention of homelessness. 

o Opportunities to access training and employment are of particular importance to these 

young people.  

 

• The handbook also provides a toolkit which sets 10 approaches for developing an integrated 

homelessness strategy, as follows. 
 

  1. Evidence-based approach 

o A good understanding of homelessness is crucial to developing effective policies. 

o Proposals: monitoring trends in homelessness and numbers of homeless people; research 

on the causes of, and solutions to, homelessness; regular revision of policies informed by 

a sound understanding of homelessness. 
 

  2. Comprehensive approach 

o Includes different policy levels centred on emergency services, resettlement of homeless 

people and prevention of homelessness. 

o Prevention involves a systemic level (through general housing, education, employment 

policies) and targeted prevention (focusing on situations at risk of homelessness such as 

evictions and discharges from institutional settings). 

o Integration should be adapted to the needs and potential of homeless persons. 
 

  3. Multidimensional approach 

o Homelessness requires solutions based on multidimensional approaches. 

o Proposals: integration of housing, health, employment, education and other perspectives 

in homelessness strategies; interagency working and general cooperation with other 

sectors; interdepartmental working between relevant ministries. 
 

  4. Rights-based approach 

o Promotion of access to decent and stable housing is a precondition for the exercise of 

other fundamental rights. 
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o Proposals: focus on enforceable right to housing to ensure the effective exercise of the 

right to housing; acknowledgement of the interdependence of housing and other rights 

such as the right to live with dignity. 
 

  5. Participatory approach 

o Cooperation with service providers is crucial given their expertise on how to tackle 

homelessness. 

o Proposals: involvement of all stakeholders (namely service providers, service users and 

public authorities) in policy development, implementation and evaluation; participation 

of people experiencing homelessness as a means to improve policymaking and service 

quality. 
 

  6. Statutory approach 

o Homelessness strategies should be underpinned by correspondent legislation. 

o Proposals: legal frameworks at national/regional level allow for consistency and 

accountability in the implementation of homelessness policies. 
 

  7. Sustainable approach 

o A sustainable approach to tackle homelessness leads to sustainable solutions and is based 

on: adequate funding; political commitment at national, regional and local level; and 

public support generated through information and awareness campaigns. 
 

  8. Needs-based approach 

o Policies should be developed according to the existing needs of individuals rather than 

structural needs of organizations. 

o Proposals: conduct of regular needs surveys; individualized integration plans; revision of 

homelessness policies and structures accordingly. 
 

  9. Pragmatic approach 

o Consists of realistic and achievable objectives informed by research and understanding 

of homelessness and related areas (e.g. housing, labour market); and a clear and realistic 

time schedule with intermediate and long-term targets. 
 

  10. Bottom-up approach 

o Development of policy responses to homelessness at local level (within a national or 

regional framework) based on two elements: acknowledgement of the importance of local 

authorities for the implementation of homelessness strategies including greater 

involvement and more responsibility; and bringing service delivery closer to homeless 

people with coordination of partnerships between all relevant actors in the fight against 

homelessness. 

 

• The handbook does not make explicit reference to women´s homelessness. 

 

 

Source: FEANTSA (2010) 
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European Parliament resolution of 14 September 2011 on an EU homelessness strategy 

• The following are some of the resolutions taken by the European Parliament: 

o “Urges Member States to make progress towards the goal of ending street homelessness 

by 2015” (p. 102). 

o “Calls for the development of an ambitious, integrated EU strategy, underpinned by 

national and regional strategies with the long-term aim of ending homelessness within 

the broader social inclusion framework” (p. 102). 

o “Calls for the European Typology of Homelessness and Housing Exclusion (ETHOS) to 

be taken into consideration in developing an EU strategy” (p. 102). 

o “Calls for a framework, agreed by the Commission and the Member States for monitoring 

the development of national and regional homelessness strategies” (p. 102). 

o “Calls for an homelessness strategy to go beyond monitoring and reporting and deliver a 

package of activities to support the development and sustainment of effective national 

and regional homelessness strategies” (p. 103). 

o “Calls for a strong research agenda in order to develop knowledge and understanding in 

the framework of an EU homelessness strategy, and ongoing mutual learning and 

transnational exchange on key issues in the fight against homelessness” (p. 103). 

o “Calls for a specific focus on ´housing-led´ approaches” (p. 103). 

o “Calls for homelessness to be mainstreamed across relevant policy domains as an aspect 

of the fight against poverty and social inclusion” (p. 103). 

o “Considers that it is up to the Member States to define the remits of affordable and social 

housing and that an EU Homelessness Strategy should be fully compliant with the social 

housing policy of Member States, which legally enshrines the principle of promoting the 

social mix and fighting social segregation” (p. 104). 

• No reference is made to women´s homelessness. 

Source: European Parliament (2011) 

 

 

European Research Agenda on Homelessness by FEANTSA, 2013 

• This research agenda presents the key research issues that need to be addressed across the EU 

and provides particular research questions. This agenda is based on research on homelessness 

that has been produced in the EU, USA, Canada and Australia. 

• It is recognized that homeless people are not a homogeneous group and some subgroups of 

homeless persons may experience particular risks and have specific needs. Among these 

subgroups are homeless women. 

• With respect to homeless women, their statistical invisibility among the homeless population 

is noted. A growing evidence of hidden forms of homelessness among homeless women across 

Europe is acknowledged. It is said that women may have different experiences through 

homelessness than their male counterparts. 

• The proposed research questions pertaining to homeless women are the following: 

o “What is the impact of the adoption of different definitions of homelessness and of different 

measurement strategies in understanding the prevalence and composition of women´s 

homelessness? 

o What are the experiences of homeless women in accessing support services? 

o How does the composition of women´s homelessness and their diverse needs challenge the 

existing provision of homelessness services? 

o What are women´s experiences with shielded emergency services for women? 
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o Which survival strategies are homeless women using in order to cope with the challenges 

they encounter? What role does gender (and gender representations) play within these 

strategies? 

o What are the consequences of the financial crisis and ensuing consolidation measures in 

increasing women´s (and women headed households´) vulnerability to housing exclusion 

and homelessness? 

o How are women´s experiences of violence and abuse linked to women´s homelessness 

trajectories?” (pp. 18-19). 
 

Source: FEANTSA (2013) 

 

 

Social Investment Package, Working Document on Homelessness, 2013 

• The 2013 Social Investment Package includes a working document on homelessness that 

provides detailed elements of successful policies to tackle homelessness and the core elements 

of homelessness strategies, including: 

o Putting in place integrated, housing-led and long-term homelessness strategies at 

national, regional and local level. 

o Preventing homelessness and intervening through early identification of people at risk of 

homelessness (e.g. applying a wide-range of anti-eviction measures). 

o Strengthening cooperation between social and health systems. 

o Focusing on people in the process of deinstitutionalisation. 

o Providing sufficient financial support to prevent homelessness and provide relief to those 

experiencing homelessness. 

o Ensuring that housing support covers real costs and can adapt to fluctuating incomes. 

o Improving homelessness service delivery by promoting integrated approaches, long-term 

planning and financing. 

o Ensuring quality service and staff preparedness. 

o Providing emergency accommodation of decent quality which is locally available and 

matches users´ needs. 

o Offering information and other services. 

o Helping homeless persons to cope with extreme weather conditions. 

o Improving employability of homeless persons (e.g. offering training, incentivising 

homeless people to seek employment). 

o Empowering homeless people through their participation in service delivery and policy-

making. 

o Ensuring that homeless persons´ rights are respected. 

o Avoiding the criminalization of homelessness. 

o In pursuing a housing-led approach, improving access to available, affordable and 

permanent housing by homeless and low-income people. A housing-led approach is 

gaining ground but is not yet widespread in Europe. Portugal is one of the countries which 

adopted a housing-led strategy, in principle, but where this is not yet an operational 

reality. Housing-led approaches can deliver more positive outcomes for homeless persons 

and can be cost-effective in comparison with traditional staircase approaches. 

o Reinforcing partnerships and involving a wide range of stakeholders in the fight against 

homelessness (e.g. national ministries, public authorities, NGOs, charity organizations, 

actors involved in healthcare, social housing). 

o Ensuring an adequate level of funding to address homelessness and to provide continuous, 

high-quality service provision. 

o Putting in place standardised, broad definitions of homelessness, such as ETHOS. 
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o Implementing standardised monitoring methods and regular data collection/evaluation 

mechanisms. 

o Monitoring the trends in homelessness, housing exclusion, evictions, provision of social 

housing for homeless people, and housing price changes. 

• Attention should be given to general prevention programmes attempting to reduce the risk of 

homelessness through structural measures included in welfare, housing, employment, 

education, family, gender and related policies. Good coordination between welfare, housing 

and homelessness policies is a precondition for effective delivery. 

• The document states that most homeless persons are men but women are among the population 

groups at higher risk of homelessness; and that women with children fleeing domestic violence 

seem to be better protected against homelessness and receive assistance more quickly. The 

measures foreseen, however, do not reflect a gender mainstreaming approach. 

 

Source: European Commission (2013) 

 

 

European Parliament resolution of 14 April 2016 on meeting the antipoverty target in the 

light of increasing household costs 

• This European Parliament resolution is informed by a wide range of data in order to set a 

number of key recommendations in some of the following topics: EU policies to meet the 

antipoverty target; resources and income of poor households; household expenditure of poor 

households; targeting funding and policies towards tackling poverty and energy poverty; and 

housing and poverty. 

• With regard to poverty and homelessness from a gender perspective, this resolution is 

informed by some of the following data: 

o There are 12 million more women than men living in poverty in the EU. 

o Factors contributing to this inequality include the gender pay and pension gaps, the large 

proportion of women in precarious work, and women not participating in the labour 

market due to the prohibitive cost of childcare. 

o The gender gaps in remuneration, working hours and duration of working lives to the 

detriment of women have a direct effect on women´s lives as pensioners. 

o Women above the age of 65 years have a substantially higher risk of poverty than their 

male counterparts as the average pension income of a woman is currently lower than that 

of a man. 

o The intersectionality of the gender aspects of poverty requires a holistic approach to 

address multiple discrimination and issues such as housing, public services, job security, 

precarious employment and taxation policies. 

o The antipoverty targets cannot be met unless female poverty is addressed. 

o 17% of lone-parent households, overwhelmingly headed by women, are unable to keep 

their houses warm, compared with only 10% of the general population. 

o While rising household costs and the overburden of housing costs are one of the drivers 

of women´s homelessness, more research is required on the rates and causes why women 

lose or leave their homes. 

• With regard to the key recommendations addressing poverty and homelessness, particularly 

from a gender perspective, these include: 

o Call on Member States to provide everyone with adequate support, including a minimum 

income for as long as needed. 
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o A decent income is crucial for people to be able to live with dignity. Although 

employment can be essential as a way out of poverty, it is important to have a minimum 

income in order to help people meeting their basic needs. 

o Minimum income schemes should prevent and lift households out of severe material 

deprivation and provide for an income above the poverty threshold. 

o There is a need to improve the effectiveness of social and employment policies, including 

a clear strategy for combating gendered aspects of social exclusion. 

o Women´s longer life expectancy must be taken into account as a potential factor in their 

vulnerability to poverty and social exclusion. 

o Call on the European Commission and Member States to continue developing policies 

addressing poverty and social exclusion faced by some subgroups of women such as 

elderly women, women with disabilities, migrant women, women in deprived 

neighbourhoods and lone mothers. 

o Since poverty and social exclusion have an intergenerational component, there is a need 

to provide children from poor households with access to education. Policies aimed at 

preventing early school leaving are also needed. 

o The importance of the empowerment of women and girls through education is 

emphasized. 

o The role of education for women´s inclusion in sectors where they have been under-

represented (e.g. science, technology, entrepreneurship) is also highlighted. 

o The European Commission and Member States should put measures in place to end the 

gender pay and pension gaps in the EU, which are key contributors to female poverty. 

o Solving the gender pay gap is a key measure for lone female parents whose household 

costs can be burdensome. 

o Call on the Member States and the European Commission to address female poverty and 

social exclusion through initiatives that guarantee high-quality jobs with a living wage in 

female-dominated sectors. 

o Call on the European Commission and the Member States to ensure the citizens´ right to 

housing assistance as a precondition of human dignity. 

o Affordable rental accommodation is an important means of facilitating access to housing 

for people on low-income. 

o Member States are urged to ensure a sufficient number of affordable houses. 

o Member States should expand the supply of quality social housing in order to guarantee 

that everyone, particularly the most disadvantaged, can access adequate housing. 

o Call on the Commission to address homelessness as an extreme form of poverty. 

o Call on the Commission, the European Institute for Gender Equality and the Member 

States to undertake research on female homelessness and its causes and drivers since the 

phenomenon is captured inadequately in current data. Gender-specific elements that need 

to be taken into account include gender-based economic dependence, temporary housing 

and avoidance of social services. 

 
Source: European Parliament (2016) 

 

 

European Pillar of Social Rights 

• The European Pillar of Social Rights is a tool aimed at serving “as a guide towards efficient 

employment and social outcomes when responding to current and future challenges which are 

directly aimed at fulfilling people´s essential needs, and towards ensuring better enactment 

and implementation of social rights”; “expresses principles and rights essential for fair and 

well-functioning labour markets and welfare systems in 21st century Europe” (p. 8). 
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• The European Pillar of Social Rights should be implemented at EU level and in the Member 

States within their respective competencies and considering the different socioeconomic 

environments and the diversity of national systems. 

• The European Pillar of Social Rights presents 20 key principles for intervention in the field of 

employment and social policies, which are divided in three chapters, as follows. The principle 

19 refers explicitly to homelessness. 

 

Chapter I: Equal opportunities and access to the labour market 
 
1 Education, training and life-long learning (everyone has the right to quality and inclusive 

education, training and life-long learning). 

2 Gender equality (equality of treatment and opportunities between women and men must 

be ensured and fostered in all areas; women and men have the right to equal pay for work 

of equal value). 

3 Equal opportunities (everyone has the right to equal treatment and opportunities regarding 

employment, social protection, education, and access to goods and services available to 

the public). 

4 Active support to employment (e.g. everyone has the right to timely and tailor-made 

assistance to improve employment or self-employment prospects; people unemployed 

have the right to personalised, continuous and consistent support). 

 

Chapter II: Fair working conditions 
 
5 Secure and adaptable employment (e.g. regardless of the type and duration of the 

employment relationship, workers have the right to fair and equal treatment regarding 

working conditions, access to social protection and training; employment relationships 

that lead to precarious working conditions shall be prevented, including by prohibiting 

abuse of atypical contracts). 

6 Wages (e.g. workers have the right to fair wages that provide for a decent standard of 

living; in-work poverty shall be prevented). 

7 Information about employment conditions and protection in case of dismissals (e.g. prior 

to any dismissal, workers have the right to be informed of the reasons and be granted a 

reasonable period of notice). 

8 Social dialogue and involvement of workers (e.g. social partners shall be consulted on the 

design and implementation of economic, employment and social policies). 

9 Work-life balance (e.g. parents and people with caring responsibilities have the right to 

suitable leave, flexible working arrangements and access to care services). 

10 Healthy, safe and well-adapted work environments (e.g. workers have the right to a 

working environment adapted to their professional needs). 

 

Chapter III: Social protection and inclusion 
 
 
11 Childcare and support for children (e.g. children have the right to protection from poverty; 

children from disadvantaged backgrounds have the right to specific measures to enhance 

equal opportunities). 

12 Social protection (regardless of the type and duration of their employment relationships, 

workers have the right to adequate social protection). 

13 Unemployment benefits (e.g. unemployed individuals have the right to adequate 

unemployment benefits of reasonable duration, in line with their contributions and 

national eligibility rules). 
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14 Minimum income (e.g. everyone lacking sufficient resources has the right to adequate 

minimum income benefits ensuring dignity at all stages of life and an effective access to 

goods and services). 

15 Old age income and pensions (e.g. women and men shall have equal opportunities to 

acquire pension rights). 

16 Health care (everyone has the right to timely access to affordable, preventive and curative 

health care of good quality). 

17 Inclusion of people with disabilities (people with disabilities have the right to income 

support that ensures living with dignity, services that enable them to participate in the 

labour market and in society, and a work environment adapted to their needs). 

18 Long-term care (everyone has the right to affordable long-term care services of good 

quality, particularly home-care and community-based services). 

19 Housing and assistance for the homeless (access to social housing or housing assistance 

of good quality shall be provided for those in need; vulnerable people have the right to 

appropriate assistance and protection against forced eviction; adequate shelter and 

services shall be provided to homeless persons in order to promote their social inclusion). 

20 Access to essential services (everyone has the right to essential services of good quality, 

including water, sanitation, energy, transport, financial services and digital 

communications; support in accessing such services shall be available for those in need). 

• Despite addressing gender equality in key areas such as employment and pensions, which can 

contribute to prevent homelessness (particularly women´s homelessness) at a systemic level, 

the document makes no explicit reference to women´s homelessness and lacks a gender 

mainstreaming approach to homelessness. 

 
Source: European Pillar of Social Rights (n.d.) 

 

 

Annual Growth Survey 2018 

• The Annual Growth Survey identifies the economic and social priorities for the EU and its 

Member States for the year ahead. 

• The policy guidance in this Annual Growth Survey builds on a wide range of inputs, including 

the European Pillar of Social Rights. 

• Adequate social housing and other housing assistance are essential across Europe, namely 

because this entails protecting vulnerable people against unjustified forced eviction and 

foreclosures as well as tackling homelessness. 

• Measures aimed at promoting gender equality in terms of employment are presented (e.g. 

promoting work-life balance). 

• No reference is made to women´s homelessness. 

 
Source: European Commission (2017) 

 

 

 

 
Note: The policy documents presented above do not provide an exhaustive review of the 

achievements in this field at the EU level. Rather, they are aimed at demonstrating that 

foundational initiatives and documents have been produced to tackle homelessness in general and, 

less often, women´s homelessness, as the following table summarizes. 
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Summary of outlined directives according to explicit mention to women´s homelessness 

and adoption of a gender perspective on homelessness issues and/or policies 

Policy document Reference 

year 

Explicit mention to 

women´s homelessness 

Gender perspective 

on homelessness 

Declaration of the European 

Parliament on ending street 

homelessness 
2008 No No 

Europe 2020 Strategy 2010 No No 

European Consensus 

Conference on 

Homelessness 

2010 Yes Yes 

Ending Homelessness: A 

Handbook for Policy Makers 

by FEANTSA 
2010 No No 

European Parliament 

resolution of 14 September 
2011 on an EU 

homelessness strategy 

2011 No No 

European Research Agenda 

on Homelessness by 

FEANTSA 
2013 Yes Yes 

Social Investment Package, 

Working Document on 

Homelessness 
2013 Yes No 

European Parliament 

resolution of 14 April 2016 

on meeting the antipoverty 

target in the light of 

increasing household costs 

2016 Yes Yes 

European Pillar of Social 

Rights 
n.d. No No 

Annual Growth Survey 2018 2017 No No 

 

 

Sources: European Commission (2010, 2013, 2017), European Consensus Conference on Homelessness 

(2010), European Parliament (2008, 2011, 2016), European Pillar of Social Rights (n.d.), FEANTSA (2010, 

2013)  
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APPENDIX 26 

Typology of European Homelessness Services 
 
 

This typology has two main dimensions: 

• Whether services are housing focused (i.e. centred on using ordinary housing) or support 

focused (i.e. aimed at making someone ready for housing through support and treatment); 

• Whether services offer a high level of support or a low level of support. 

The following scheme represents the intersections of these two domains, which enable to define 

four categories of services that are detailed in the table below (Pleace et al., 2018). 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Types of services Characteristics Examples 

High Intensity Support 

Non-Housing Focused  

 

Models grounded on mental health 

and addiction treatment. 

Staircase/linear residential treatment 

services; hostels/temporary supported 
housing offering high intensity 

support; targeted detox/treatment 

programmes. 

High Intensity Support 

Housing Focused 

Intensive, coordinated and 
comprehensive case management; 

dedicated to high cost/high risk 

groups. 

Housing First programmes; intensive 

mobile support services. 

Low Intensity Support 

Non-Housing Focused 

Low intensity and basic services 

that do not offer care or treatment. 

 

Emergency shelters and night-

shelters; day centres; soup kitchens; 
services distributing blankets and 

food to street homeless populations. 

Low Intensity Support 

Housing Focused 

Low intensity support in order to 

sustain exits from homelessness in 

ordinary housing. 

Housing-led services (mobile 

support/resettlement). 

 

Source: Pleace et al. (2018) 
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Low Intensity Support 

High Intensity Support 

Low intensity mobile 

support using ordinary 

housing 

 

Rapid rehousing and 

prevention models 

 

 

Low intensity support 

offering temporary 

accommodation 

 

Low intensity services 

not providing 

accommodation 

 

 

High intensity mobile 

support using ordinary 

housing 

 

 

High intensity support 

offering temporary 

accommodation 

 

Treatment services not 

providing 

accommodation 
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APPENDIX 27 

Predictor factors and reactions indicating children and youth at risk of homelessness 

 

 
 

Predictor factors 

•  Frequently moving house/changing school 

•  Time in care/leaving institutions 

•  Child abuse 

•  Weak social networks 

•  Running away from home 

•  Leaving home early at or before the age of 16 years 

•  Family conflict 

•  Parents´ relationship breakdown 

•  Step-parent joins family 

•  Domestic violence in the home 

•  Personal accounts of traumatic events 

•  Long-term precarious housing 

•  Being bullied 

•  Truanting 

Predictor reactions 

•  Sudden change in behaviour (angry/violent or quiet/withdrawn) 

•  Social isolation (no friends, inability to make friends or self-isolation) 

•  Depression 

•  Self-harming 

•  Onset of mental illness 

•  Increased substance abuse 

•  Inability to cope with life 

 
 

Source: Ravenhill (2008) 
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APPENDIX 28 

Some mechanisms by which early life adversities can contribute to homelessness 

 

 

 

Events/experiences 

in early life 

Potential long-term adverse effects linked to homelessness 

Family poverty • Trap in vicious circle of poverty 

• Educational disadvantage in school → disadvantage in the labour market  

Changing housing 

situations 
• Weak, little or no contact with extended family       

• Reduced ability to make and sustain friendships 

• Change school → negative impact on educational 

attainment 

• Lack of stability/ontological insecurity 

Abuse/violence • Runaway/leave home prematurely to escape abuse/violence 

• Care history if the child is removed from home 

• Normalization of violence (to be endured and not resisted or condemned) 

• Adult victimization, including intimate partner violence/domestic violence a 

• Difficulty in establishing healthy relationships later in life 

• Negative impact on social networks (small networks, not supportive, 

composed of risky individuals) 

• Entrance into sexually exploitative work 

• Low self-worth/self-esteem, distorted self-image, lack of self-care 

• Coping with abuse/violence through substance abuse 

• Mental health problems such as depression or post-traumatic stress disorder 

Care history • Lack of preparedness for independent living 

• Social isolation 

Family conflict • Runaway/leave home prematurely to escape family conflict 

Leave family home 

prematurely 
• Fewer resources and skills (such as education) to be self-sufficient adults 

• Little or no family safety net 

Parental substance 

abuse 
• Personal engagement in substance abuse 

Parental death • Mental health problems such as depression 

 
a There are several possible explanations to why childhood abuse may be related to adult victimization, 

including: low self-esteem, inability to maintain healthy relationships, equate violence with love or 

affection, tendency to seek out abusive relationships, inability to recognize warning signs of abusive 

relationships, substance abuse and depression. 

 
 
Sources: Enders-Dragässer (2010), Green et al. (2012), Jasinski et al. (2005), Kennedy et al. (2010), 
Mayock and Sheridan (2012), Ravenhill (2008), Reeve et al. (2006), Sheridan (2017), Stein et al. (2002), 

Tyler and Schmitz (2013), Wesely and Wright (2005) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

limited support 

networks 
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APPENDIX 29 

Research diary: experiences of, and lessons from, the field 

 

This research diary serves to examine and share difficulties, challenges, ways of coping and 

practical issues related to the preparation and conduct of fieldwork. This is important because the 

fieldwork component of this project was very demanding and encompassed a host of complex, 

diversified and entwined intellectual, emotional and physical strains. Critical engagement with 

these issues is pertinent to a fuller appreciation of the research process and in providing further 

clarification of the researcher´s presence, besides being able to “contribute to destigmatising the 

emotional and personal struggles of fieldwork” (Punch, 2012, p. 87). In addition, advice from 

supervisors and the methodological literature on the challenges of fieldwork were useful, 

reassuring and comforting at critical moments of this research project and, hence, sharing them 

may be helpful for other researchers (Hubbard et al., 2001; Punch, 2012; Rager, 2005; 

Widdowfield, 2000). For the purpose of clarity, the topics addressed in this research diary follow 

the same organization of the chapter on the research methodology, providing supplementary 

information. In addition, section V of this research diary offers a detailed account of the fieldwork 

practice and the process of leaving the field, and section VI discusses the experience of playing 

simultaneously the roles of researcher and volunteer.  

 

I. REFLECTIONS ON THE CONSTRUCTION OF KNOWLEDGE 

 

The researcher´s personality: an ignored topic in discussions about positionality 

• Discussions about researchers´ positionality usually focus on social categories, as discussed in 

the dissertation (Moser, 2008; Punch, 2012; Rose, 1997), and tend to overlook insights about 

their personality and how it can positively or negatively affect the research process and 

outcomes. However, there is a need to acknowledge the most important aspects of ourselves 

with respect to our research contexts (Moser, 2008). 

• My experiences along this research project resonate with those of Moser (2008) insofar as I 

realized that several aspects of my personality influenced, to a certain extent, the planning and 

conduct of the research. In the field, I was judged by my ways of interacting with those with 

whom I contacted. My genuine interest in people and my calm, friendly and tender presence 

were valued by some participants as well as by service providers and other actors composing 

the social landscape of the study. This, in turn, positively influenced my ability to gain access 

to certain settings and recruit some participants, as well as the extent of some women´s 

openness to consenting on my presence and to sharing their views and life stories. Being 

naturally discreet in my demeanour, personal appearance and dress favoured my blending in 

research settings. Echoing the experiences of Passaro (1996), I did not “dress down” to work 

among homeless people. Finally, being uncomplicated and adapting to potentially unpleasant 

circumstances of fieldwork such as sitting in unclean floor, for example, brought some 

naturalness to my engagement with research settings and participants.  
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II. SAMPLING, ACCESSING AND RECRUITING RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 

 

Initial contacts with the study´s participants 

• Initial contacts with the study´s participants occurred in ways that were not always in the 

control of the researcher (Miller & Bell, 2002). 

• In 17 cases, the initial approach was made by service providers from several organizations, 

who identified women who might be potentially interested in taking part in the study and/or 

directly introduced me to them. In some of these cases, institutional structures and rules limited 

the selection of participants since I had to rely on referrals and/or selection from service 

providers rather than making my own choices. 

• In a further 11 cases, I was able to exercise more control over the selection of participants and 

initiated the point of contact with them in multiple settings including, for example, street-based 

settings and service facilities. 

• The remaining six women were initially contacted by other participants in the study. Four of 

these women approached the researcher unexpectedly while the other two were selected by 

the researcher and intentionally recruited with the help of another participant who acted as a 

key informant. 

 

Seeking autonomy from organizations 

• In this study, devising mixed sources of access to participants seemed crucial in order to exert 

some control over the process and to overcome any degree of influence, surveillance or 

shepherding from gatekeepers with respect to the selection of participants that may have 

existed (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Ritchie et al., 2003a). Gatekeepers are understood as 

actors who have control over avenues of opportunity and/or settings to accessing participants 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). Maintaining autonomy from organizations, albeit depending 

on them for access to participants, was pursued throughout the research process. This resulted 

in efforts to access and recruit participants independently and through various services. This 

approach was essential to preserving the independence of the researcher, to gaining a broader 

perspective on the homeless service sector and to building a diversified sample in terms of the 

women´s living situations and, possibly, their views and experiences of lacking a home. 

 

Issues of coercion from service staff 

• Recruiting from organizations and relying on referrals from gatekeepers presents concerns 

related to coercion (Abrams, 2010; Miller & Bell, 2002; Paradis, 2000). It was recognized that 

service providers could, even unwittingly, exercise power over the women´s decisions because 

of their dependent relationships with organizations or service providers. This was not entirely 

in the control of the researcher. 

• However, some service providers were aware of this issue and they were cautious about their 

approaches, which became apparent in our conversations. Moreover, some participants 

mentioned how service providers had approached them and these accounts strongly suggested 
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that respectful and non-coercive approaches were used. The fact that only a few participants 

were recruited in some services also attests to a non-coercive approach. Finally and 

importantly, I did not assume that these women would be willing to participate. Service 

providers were asked to talk briefly about the study and to identify women who may be 

potentially interested in participating. Following this, I met with those individuals who 

expressed an interest in the research and explained the study in detail. At that point, I 

emphasized the voluntary nature of participation and that non-participation would carry no 

negative consequences. Participants were given time to make a decision and not required to 

do so at that point. 

 

Seeking information from other actors in the field 

• Service providers´ advice and suggestions on how and where to reach homeless women were 

obtained and informed the selection and recruitment of participants (Mayock et al., 2008), as 

discussed in the dissertation. 

• However, during the conduct of fieldwork, I realized that other staff working in homelessness 

services - besides social workers and psychologists with whom I have talked to - often hold a 

considerable knowledge about the routines, needs and lived experiences of women (and men) 

who resided in these facilities. These professionals include, for example, cleaning staff and 

people working in the reception. This observation led me to question if and to what extent the 

knowledge that these professionals hold about homeless people is being used to inform 

homelessness service provision and policies. 

 

Challenges around recruiting women in hidden homeless situations 

• In a research project that acknowledges the hidden nature of women´s homelessness, it is 

important to reflect on how the sampling strategies addressed these concealed homeless 

situations. 

• Devising strategies capable of reaching women who lived in situations of hidden homelessness 

presented challenges. Some services like soup-kitchens and daytime centres were contacted, 

expecting that they could provide access to women living in these circumstances. However, 

admission to these services depended on referral and service users were provided with 

accommodation within the mainstream homeless service sector, which rendered these settings 

inappropriate to the aim of reaching women living in concealed homeless situations. Over the 

course of conducting fieldwork, most women experiencing hidden homelessness were 

recruited in settings outside the service sector during the third phase of recruitment described 

in the dissertation. More broadly, the experience of hidden homelessness was captured in the 

homeless and housing histories of a large number of the study´s participants who reported 

periods of concealed homelessness. 
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III. THE CONDUCT OF BIOGRAPHICAL INTERVIEWS 

 

Challenges around conducting the interviews 

• The host of places where the interviews were conducted carried different atmospheres, degrees 

of privacy, levels of background noise and types of constraints. Rooms in the faculty were the 

most suitable places to conduct the interviews, given the sense of privacy they conveyed and 

their controlled, silent and calm atmosphere, inviting to introspection and intimacy. Some of 

these characteristics were present in services´ facilities but the level of quietness and the degree 

of privacy varied in these settings. For example, interruptions from service staff could happen 

and there were constraints related to the functioning of the services including, for example, 

working schedules and the logistics of arranging a spare room to conduct the interview. 

Conducting interviews inside cafés posed additional difficulties coming, for example, from 

the noise generated by the television, radio, coffee machine, dishes and clients talking loudly. 

Likewise, in outdoor settings, the sound landscape of the city could interfere with the quality 

of the recordings and these places were prone to unpredictable events and interruptions from 

passers-by or from persons known to the participants. 

• Some strategies were helpful to circumvent or minimize the impacts of these adverse external 

conditions on the conduct of the interviews. In a particular setting, for example, I established 

a cordial relationship with the owner of a café where several interviews took place. Ensuring 

that researcher and participants were not bothering him or his clients and having kind gestures, 

such as leaving the table and the chairs that we have used tidy, have certainly contributed to 

grant his collaboration. This allowed us to stay inside the café, sometimes for long periods of 

time, with a certain degree of privacy and silence. On other occasions in which I faced adverse 

external conditions that could undermine the quality of the recordings, I repeated some words 

or sentences participants said, in order to make them more perceptible in the recording. 

• At the outset of the interview, some women talked briefly about their lives, giving a short list 

of factual events that have occurred (Atkinson, 2002), while others provided very long 

narratives. Most women started their life stories from their childhood up to the present, 

revealing some tendency to arrange the events and circumstances of their lives in a 

chronological order, although with variable degrees of precision and sometimes with large 

lapses of time between mentioned issues. Difficulties in following the participants´ narratives 

included rapid and frequent transitions between different topics, moving from past to present 

events and vice versa, not concluding the sentences and resorting to direct speech of persons 

involved in a particular episode that was narrated. In these cases, it was sometimes necessary 

to stop participants and ask them questions to be able to apprehend and piece together what 

they were saying (Scerri et al., 2012). 
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IV. ETHNOGRAPHIC OBSERVATION AND ENGAGEMENT 

 

Obtaining consent in the field  

• When conducting ethnography, it may be impossible to obtain consent from everyone who is 

involved because the researcher does not have control over who enters the field (Hammersley 

& Atkinson, 2007). In this study, some notes were taken about people who were unaware of 

the research including, for example, notes about people interacting directly with participants 

or briefly entering the field. In these cases, it would not have been feasible and, perhaps, 

appropriate to disclose my role as researcher. In any case, these persons were not identified 

and, indeed, were not participants in the study. If and whenever I was asked directly about my 

presence in a specific setting, I was open about my role. 

 

The issue of fieldnotes 

• Fieldnotes were written as soon as possible after leaving each ethnographic field site 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Moreira, 2007; Snow & Anderson, 1987). Many times, I 

jotted notes immediately after leaving the field, sitting down somewhere or while catching the 

train to return home, and these were elaborated and expanded at a later time. The notes taken 

immediately after encounters in the field were especially useful to retain sentences precisely 

as articulated by participants, particularly after prolonged visits and when a lot of information 

had to be recorded. 

• Making notes during actual fieldwork was not feasible because of the dynamic and sometimes 

unexpected character of the situations observed and/or experienced. Besides, taking notes in 

front of people was perceived by the researcher as inappropriate and potentially threatening 

and disruptive since it would interrupt the natural flow of conversations and events and 

possibly generate distraction and distrust. Audio-recording was not suitable for the same 

reasons and also because, in many cases, the background noise would have rendered the 

recording unintelligible (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Snow & Anderson, 1987). 
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V. DOING FIELDWORK AND LEAVING THE FIELD 

 

A lengthy and demanding journey 

• Working in the field, which involved the preparation and the conduct of fieldwork, was a 

lengthy journey spanning more or less regularly from October 2015 to April 2018. Working 

in the field encompassed weekdays and weekends and included: 

o Joining mobile services dedicated to food distribution, operating at night, in street-based 

settings, for 40 times, along 22 months, over approximately 140 hours. 

o Joining technical outreach teams for 57 times, along 19 months, over approximately 96 

hours. 

o Visiting shelters for 71 times, along 15 months, over approximately 189 hours. 

o Moving in the field alone, on countless occasions, exploring, recruiting, observing and 

talking informally with participants. 

 

Feeling safe 

• The personal safety of the researcher needed to be addressed insofar as this study entailed 

prolonged fieldwork, which was conducted in a wide range of scenarios, including potentially 

unsafe street-based settings. When I was alone in the field, as opposed to being integrated in 

outreach teams, my main concerns were related to being physically assaulted and/or robbed, 

neither of which did in fact happen. Being alone in the field yielded unusual responses and 

capabilities. My experiences in this matter mirrored Robinson (2008) in the sense that I 

intensified my focus on surrounding environments and learned to read signals coming from 

people and places; my sense of alertness and self-protective strategies also developed with the 

passing of time. 

• Broadly speaking, I adopted several measures, in a consistent manner, to ensure my personal 

safety in the field. For practical and safety reasons, especially in street-based settings, I wore 

trousers and put on comfortable and closed shoes. I always carried just a simple backpack and 

no valuable items. Inside my purse there were only essential documents and cards, such as the 

ID card, and I carried some money in a pocket. I was equipped with two mobile phones since 

one of them was being used for contacts related to the research; I always ensured that both 

were fully charged. Whenever possible, I made note of the places in terms of their geographical 

locations, physical configurations, ways to escape in case of need, identification of services 

and/or amenities that could be refuge points (e.g. police station, cafés, shops) and accessibility 

either by walking or by public transportation. Most contacts and interviews were conducted 

during the day in safe places such as service settings or cafés. On several occasions, however, 

interviews and/or conversations in shelters extended until evening. After dark, I attempted to 

confine my presence to busy avenues and squares with which I was familiar. I also informed 

someone of my whereabouts and my expected steps prior to returning home (Cloke et al., 

2000; Lewis, 2003; Social Research Association, n.d.). Overall, my judgment of potential 

dangers guided my decisions and my steps in the field and whenever I felt or foresaw a 

potential risk (which was rare) I left the setting and/or acted in order to preserve my safety. 
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An overwhelming agenda 

• The tasks of organizing my time around negotiating and maintaining access to a variety of 

research settings, managing relationships with participants, day-to-day journeying to and from 

the vast landscape of the research field, and collecting, registering and managing data were 

enormously challenging. 

• On many occasions, I planned to cluster encounters, interviews and/or join outreach teams on 

the same day, in order to save time and money, but that did not always prove successful given 

the, sometimes, overwhelming intensity of these tasks (McGarrol, 2017). I also tried to strike 

a balance between progressing fieldwork and managing and analysing data but this was 

sometimes difficult due to my immersion in the field and the need to plan and organize many 

contacts and activities, adapt to unforeseen events and take advantage of all possible 

opportunities of meeting, recruiting or interviewing participants as they emerged. 

• Field trips were often in vain because people would not show up, were no longer staying in 

the expected place or were not available at that time. Although these situations did inevitably 

destabilise the precarious balance of my agenda, and sometimes they were anticipated, I 

always turned up to honour my agreement. This lost time did intensify my concerns about 

completing data collection and, at times, led me to question my personal competencies and to 

self-blame and feel frustration. Furthermore, uncertainty typically ensued because it was 

necessary to decide on whether to insist or give up on trying to make further contact with those 

individuals. Balancing persistence with unacceptable intrusion in the women´s lives was not 

always straightforward and it became a matter of sensible case-by-case judgment (Runnels et 

al., 2009). These situations also made me realize that the study might not be relevant for them, 

which was perfectly understandable, especially considering the priorities and stresses in their 

real lives. However, on some occasions, I could not escape feeling ridiculous and humiliated 

for waiting so long for someone who did not show up. 

• In practical terms, keeping an organized and updated agenda was pivotal to scheduling every 

contact and appointment, to accomplishing a variety of fieldwork activities and to recreating 

my steps in the write up stage of the research. Another noteworthy practical issue related to 

always carrying, within the scope of field visits, the material I would need in the event of 

meeting someone who was interested in being interviewed (Poirier et al., 1999). Having a 

check list of everything needed, such as consent forms, interview schedule and digital recorder, 

was a valuable advice given by a supervisor. Moreover, it was important to regularly check 

the functioning of the digital recorder and to have spare batteries. 

 

Am I going in the right direction? 

• Fieldwork was further disquieted by academic concerns related to the quality and quantity of 

data gathered (McGarrol, 2017), the research direction (Punch, 2012), ongoing revision of 

recruitment and sampling strategies, constant justification of my steps and decisions, and 

overarching worries about ethics and the integrity of the research. 
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Sensitive issues and emotional draining 

• As might be expected, the conduct of biographical interviews and ethnography with women 

experiencing homelessness inevitably encompasses sensitive issues and situations (Ensign, 

2003). I endeavoured to respond with empathy as well as intuitive reading and understanding 

of participants´ words, silences and body language. Some participants valued a more overt 

display of my emotions as a signal of genuine interest for them and deep connection with their 

stories (Dickson-Swift et al., 2009). 

• Being persistently and incrementally exposed to the vulnerability, suffering and reports of 

traumatic and distressful events from these women, in face-to-face interactions, engendered 

emotional and physical responses that I learned to interpret over time. My reactions, which 

included feeling moved (Rager, 2005), fatigued (Scerri et al., 2012) and “emotionally 

overextended and depleted” (Dickson-Swift et al., 2009, p. 71), resonate with the experiences 

of other researchers. 

• I believe that my medical background and training in emotional work were helpful in 

maintaining a level of emotional and psychological distance from what were sometimes 

unpleasant and strained fieldwork situations (Dickson-Swift et al., 2009). Moreover, I adopted 

several strategies to deal with the distressing aspects of fieldwork. Writing about my 

difficulties, anxieties and emotions was cathartic, allowed me to rationalise and create some 

healthy distance from them, and helped me to endure the demands of conducting fieldwork 

(Punch, 2012; Rager, 2005; Scerri et al., 2012). These writings were also important reflective 

tools (Cloke et al., 2000; Rager, 2005) and, with the passing of time, they enabled me to recall 

and recapture the vividness of fieldwork, since events can be forgotten or become distorted 

over time (Punch, 2012). Sometimes I also drew on the support of people from my personal 

sphere in order to discuss some challenges, events or strong emotions that I found appropriate 

to share (Dickson-Swift et al., 2009; Hubbard et al., 2001; Rager, 2005). 

• However, it was only after completing fieldwork and gaining some detachment from the field 

that I could fully appreciate the impact of fieldwork and how entrenched and almost submersed 

in the field I had become at that time. In retrospect, I now believe that I would have benefited 

from stronger awareness and preparation for the tolls of conducting a research project such as 

this one (Rager, 2005). Also, it might have been wiser to have more time off during the 

fieldwork phase and to conduct it in a more balanced way (Punch, 2012), although this would 

have been difficult in face of the pressures I have outlined earlier. 

 

What about positive achievements? 

• The fieldwork experience was not limited to the kinds of struggles and difficulties that 

rendered it demanding; portraying fieldwork only in this manner represents a distorted view. 

Working in the field with women experiencing homelessness was not restricted to dramatic 

accounts, distressful moments and negatively charged emotions. Fieldwork was also about the 

“minutiae of everyday life” (Hoolachan, 2016, p. 35), about small and apparently insignificant 

quotidian gestures and about the monotonous unfolding of some days. Fieldwork was also 

about good news and achievements, about making fun of situations and of ourselves, about 

sharing relaxed and joyful instants and events, and about the narration of humorous episodes 
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that led to laughter. Moreover, some days of fieldwork were very positive, rewarding, rich in 

information and progress, and marked by a natural and efficient flow of encounters and events. 

• Some of the most beneficial and relevant aspects of fieldwork involved getting closer to the 

women´s daily lives, gaining a better understanding of how they deal with their lack of 

housing, and capturing some of their perceptions about themselves. Prolonged and intense 

fieldwork contributed to see the women beyond their homelessness and to explore more fully 

how they cope and position themselves in relation to a lack of housing. I can discuss two 

salient aspects that were brought about by my immersion in the field: 

o First, I realized to what extent these women are survivors. Similar to Hellegers (2011, p. 

28), I found that “[m]any of us will never know the strength and determination it takes to 

get through a night of homelessness, let alone the years, if not lifetimes of struggle that 

these narrators have endured”. The importance of addressing and emphasizing women´s 

strengths became more and more clear to me at some point during the conduct of fieldwork. 

o Second, several of my encounters with the study´s participants evoked a sense of normalcy 

identical to the one described by Butler (1993). She provides examples of how homeless 

women act in normal ways, in the sense of carrying out activities that are shared by the 

mainstream society, such as going over to a café. In several instances, I met with the study´s 

participants in cafés and we blend in with other users, which might have been intensified 

by the fact that many of the women´s physical appearance and demeanour did not indicate 

their homelessness. These and other experiences resonate with Butler´s findings. She 

argues that “[the theme of normalcy] contradicts the pervasive myth of crazy bag women 

doing eccentric things with their lives. None of these women fit that stereotype all the time, 

and few of them did at any time. […]. The theme of normalcy is particularly significant 

because it challenges the notion that the homeless are different and deviant. It indicates 

how fine a line there is between those who have homes and those who do not” (Butler, 

1993, pp. 400-401). 

 

Emotions and social relationships 

• Working in the field was a journey encompassing a vast spectrum of emotions that extended 

from tranquillity, homeliness and joy to discouragement, sadness, loneliness and a stressful 

sensation that nothing was making sense or working out. Taking the ups and downs of 

fieldwork as a naturally-occurring phenomenon, as it would be expected in any other human 

enterprise, helped me to cope with it. 

• Fieldwork was an intense social experience covering many aspects of human interactions. 

Engagement with so many different people required patience, perseverance, tolerance, 

understanding and commitment. A high level of personal investment was needed to construct 

and maintain relationships of closeness and confidence with several women simultaneously. 

My presence in these women´s lives required ongoing negotiation and nothing could be taken 

for granted or assumed to be long-lasting. 

• My relationships with participants can be characterized as respectful and non-judgmental. My 

fieldnotes reiterate my gratitude for their sharing and my views of their collaboration as a 

privilege to me. My relationships with certain participants extended beyond establishing good 

rapport and entailed deeper connections, related to the contexts of our encounters, the duration 

of our contact and the degree of our mutual understanding. Many times, I found myself 
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encouraging these women with respect to their achievements or plans for the future. 

Sometimes I offered them support including, for example, searching for information about 

services, counselling about health problems, sending sites for job searching by e-mail, 

borrowing my mobile phone for their calls, and offering clothes and personal hygiene items. 

These gestures unfolded naturally and were understood as ways to give something back to the 

women and reciprocate (Cloke et al., 2000; Paradis, 2000; Wright, 2005). 

• Reciprocity is related to another relevant issue in the conduct of research on homelessness, by 

virtue of participants´ vulnerability, which has to do with power relations between researcher 

and researched. In this project, the complexity of power dynamics was noted (Tang, 2002) and 

some fieldwork experiences reflected what Cloke et al. (2000, p. 145) describe as a certain 

erosion of “the protective socio-positional armour with which we often surround ourselves”. 

Dealing with a diversity of women, coming from different backgrounds, holding different 

characteristics and living in different places, meant that power negotiations were multifaceted 

and tailored on an individual basis (Tang, 2002). 

Examples of how I actively attempted to minimize power imbalance in our interactions in the 

field included, whenever possible or appropriate, asking participants how they would prefer to 

be treated; positioning myself closer to the respondent in some interview settings; sitting at 

the same level, namely on the floor, in street-based settings; and partaking in meals or 

accepting food items from them. Several traits of my personality to which I referred 

previously, like my modest way of interacting with people, favoured and supported this 

process. Moreover, many of our encounters included a tactile dimension, such as holding 

hands or embracing, which is my spontaneous way of dealing with people and providing 

comfort in the face of emotionally laden issues or events. This embodiment may have 

narrowed the usual hierarchy between researcher and researched, as Sharma et al. (2009) and 

Wainwright et al. (2018) also suggest. Embodiment is here understood as “the process 

whereby the individual body is connected into larger networks of meaning at a variety of 

scales. It refers to the production of social and cultural relations through and by the body” 

(Cresswell, 1999, p. 176). 

On other occasions, I faced circumstances that balanced our positioning or placed me in an 

insecure or potentially inferior situation. These included: some participants had high level of 

educational achievement; some participants had a socioeconomic status higher than my own 

prior to their entrance to homelessness; and some participants demonstrated their expertise 

about their living settings by instructing me, amending my mistakes and revealing their 

abilities with some tasks (as opposite to my ineptitude). 

Finally, as Cloke et al. (2000) also mentioned, my own feelings of vulnerability and discomfort 

in some settings were incompatible with an image of a “powerful” researcher. 

• Reciprocity has also been discussed in terms of the self-disclosure of the researcher (Dickson-

Swift et al., 2009). In the field, some participants asked me, sporadically, about several aspects 

of my life, including my age, the reasons for conducting the research, my journeying into the 

field, my living situation and my family. I did not find this problematic nor uncomfortable and 

this may have strengthened, to a certain extent, our relationships (Hoolachan, 2016). 
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Lasting memories 

• The following photographs, which were taken by the researcher, were selected because they 

picture two of the settings where significant encounters and meaningful events took place 

during the conduct of fieldwork. These photographs are presented alongside an account of 

some experiences and lessons which were embedded in the depicted settings. 

 

  
Photograph 1. Metro station, Figueira Square, Lisbon city 

 
Source: Photograph taken by the researcher, 23/09/2019 

 
 
Let us go back to a cold winter´s night when I stayed with one participant inside this metro station. 

This event evoked a range of emotions that allowed me to endure and to learn from the experience. 

My decision to spend the night there could be seen as risky but I judged the surrounding 

environment to be relatively safe by virtue of being, to a certain extent, controlled and protected, 

which was related with being in-doors, having CCTV cameras in operation, having a member of 

security staff present all night inside the station and knowing the ways to escape either inside the 

station or towards the street, to name a few. This was a learning experience which gave me a 

closer and more empathetic insight into the experience of sleeping rough. The lived experience 

of the researchers may, of course, add new dimensions to their knowledge of the persons or 

phenomena under study (Amster, 2008; Punch, 2012), although I recognize, as Punch (2012) 

points out, that my experience of that night came from an outsider perspective in the sense that I 

was not homeless. Nonetheless, I came to understand more about bodily pain and discomfort, 

about cold, fear and loneliness, about alertness and sleeplessness, about constraints over space 

and time when there is nowhere else to go, and about the enduring capacities of those participants 

who sleep or had slept rough at some or multiple points during their lives. This experience and 

others, which brought me closer to the real-life circumstances of the study´s participants, echo the 

words of Robinson (2008, p. 100) in enabling me to also learn “through my body, of some of the 

physical, emotional and sensorial demands of the field of homelessness”. This may further 

contribute, to a certain extent, to bringing “the lived experience of the marginalized to the 

forefront” (Sharma et al., 2009, p. 1648). 
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Photograph 2. Public park, Alameda D. Afonso Henriques, Lisbon city 
 

                                                Source: Photograph taken by the researcher, 14/02/2017 
 

 
Public spaces were common scenarios for my encounters and informal conversations with study´s 

participants. I spent a considerable amount of time in this public park, which is connected to some 

learnings from fieldwork and to a lived understanding of some of the demands of working in real-

life circumstances. I will mention one particular experience and the learnings I took from it. 

On one occasion, I saw one woman sitting in one of the benches in this park and I sensed that she 

could possibly be in a homeless situation but I was not sure. I returned here several times but this 

woman was gone. On a subsequent occasion, I saw her again but I was still hesitating about her 

homelessness. This was because she blended in with other people in the park. The matter of 

women´s blending in with the mainstream in public spaces is discussed in the dissertation. In this 

research diary, I am focusing on the lessons stemming from this experience. Regular visits to the 

park enabled me to realize that sometimes she was absent and, on other occasions, she spent 

unusually long periods of time there. Eventually I became more convinced of her homelessness 

and was finally able to approach her. I was surprised for not having noticed her previously during 

my exploratory walks in Lisbon city. I understood that I probably did not see her before because 

I was not yet aware and prepared to capture the signs that would enable me to identify her 

homelessness. In other words, she was invisible to me because I had not yet learned to see her 

(Abelson, 2003). I understood that learning to see some women´s homelessness - perhaps just like 

learning to see other phenomena - is a process that requires awareness, preparedness, time, 

patience and perseverance. In a similar vein and referring to the management of stigma, Goffman 

explains that training may allow someone to see something that is invisible to a majority and, 

therefore, the degree of visibility of a stigma depends, in part, on the “decoding capacity of the 

audience” (Goffman, 1963, p. 68). Goffman (1963, pp. 67-68) gives the following example to 

clarify this idea: “A physician who meets on the street a man with dull red discoloration of the 

cornea and notched teeth is meeting someone who openly displays two of Hutchinson´s signs and 

is likely to be syphilitic. Others present, however, being medically blind, will see no evil”. 



475 

 

It is time to leave the field 

• Leaving the field was not a straightforward one-off event. Instead, it did happen over time and 

can be most accurately described as a negotiated process of leaving the various settings where 

interviewing and ethnographic observation and engagement took place sequentially and 

strategically. The process of leaving research settings occurred after either a shorter or more 

prolonged period of engagement and was driven by circumstances that reflected the variety of 

landscapes covered in this study. These included: exhaustion of the pool of available 

participants in some organizations; regulations set forth by organizations in terms of access to, 

and recruitment of, participants; transience and life transitions of participants living rough, 

rendering some street-based settings no longer useful; trade-offs between maintaining a 

presence in several settings and investing more time and personal resources in settings with a 

higher probability of recruiting participants; and practical constraints of limited time and 

research deadlines. Leaving organizations involved proper communication with service 

providers and/or directors as well as expressions of appreciation for their collaboration. In 

settings where intensive and prolonged fieldwork took place, participants were informed that 

my visits would become less frequent and I gradually decreased the intensity of our contact 

with the aim of managing this process carefully and smoothly (Wright, 2005). 

• My experience resonates with Hammersley and Atkinson´s (2007) suggestion that it can be 

harder and more emotionally demanding to leave settings where deeper and high-quality 

relationships with participants have been established. On the other hand, as these authors also 

mention, I found out that leaving research settings did not necessarily mean breaking off 

completely my relationships with some participants. In fact, after finishing data collection and 

fieldwork I maintained contact with some women by phone or in face-to-face encounters.  
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VI. RESEARCHER AND VOLUNTEER ROLES 

 

Overlapping roles and different experiences 

• During the first years of my PhD, I was working as a volunteer in an organization operating in 

Lisbon city with the homeless population. The initial approach to the field demanded decisions 

concerning the use of the organization in this process and my own positioning with respect to 

volunteer/researcher roles. I did not use the organization where I volunteered as a recruitment 

base nor as a source of connections with other homelessness services. Setting boundaries 

between the research and my activity as volunteer seemed crucial if I was to preserve the 

integrity of my volunteering role and avoid ethical problems stemming from overlapping roles 

(Coy, 2006; Wright, 2005). 

• I was able to balance this dual role for some time and maintain my professional stance while 

working as volunteer. However, I subsequently decided to abandon my activity as volunteer 

for several reasons. Firstly, there were occasions where conflicting interests emerged, such as 

scaling up for volunteering in specific settings that I was interested in evaluating for 

recruitment purposes, and this made me feel uncomfortable. Secondly, my volunteering was 

becoming entrenched in the research, in the sense that everything I observed around me was 

becoming a matter of data to be collected. In my view, this was eroding the more neutral nature 

of volunteering. Finally, the intensity and demands of fieldwork drained my time and my 

mental and emotional capacity to maintain and fulfil an appropriate role as a volunteer. 

• During the writing phase of this dissertation, the COVID-19 pandemic emerged. COVID-19 

refers to a disease caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-

2). Considering my medical background and the anticipation that health support might be 

needed for the homeless population in this context, I decided to resume my role as volunteer. 

From April to August 2020, I was integrated in the organization mentioned above, providing 

primary health care to homeless persons and monitoring symptoms associated with COVID-

19, among other activities. I worked in infrastructures designed to support the homeless 

population, in Lisbon city, in the context of COVID-19 pandemic. These infrastructures 

included sporting pavilions converted into accommodation facilities for homeless persons. 

Besides accommodation, basic needs were met (e.g. hygiene, clothing), technical support was 

provided, and leisure activities were offered (e.g. television, books and newspapers available). 

I worked predominantly in facilities designed for homeless men. During this period of time, 

my experience concerning researcher and volunteer roles was different than the one described 

above, and I was able to set more clear boundaries between these roles. This may have been 

related to several factors, including: the fact that I was working mainly with a male population; 

the stage of the research project, in the sense that data had been collected at this point and were 

no longer a focus of concern or potential conflicting interests; and my immersion in my 

volunteering activity, which was demanding and dominated by worries about ensuring as far 

as possible the physical health of everyone in these facilities (that is, service users, other 

volunteers, technical staff and my one). 
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VII. ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

More than a debriefing 

• As explained in the dissertation, a debriefing usually occurred at the end of the interviews 

(Scerri et al., 2012). Debriefings were diversified and extended for variable lengths of time, 

which was mainly related to the availability of participants. In addition to a debriefing, in cases 

where a mobile phone was available, I often asked permission to contact participants during 

the following 24 hours to ask how they felt subsequent to being interviewed. Other ways of 

establishing contact after the interview included e-mail, calling to the service where the 

participant was accommodated or making a visit, as soon as possible, to the research setting 

where I would expect to find the person. 

 

Compensation for participation in the research 

• Having pondered several gifts to the study´s participants, evaluated their pros and cons and 

decided to offer a gift card from a supermarket, it was necessary to select the one that could 

be more appropriate. One particular supermarket was chosen on the grounds that: it is a well-

known chain of supermarkets in Portugal; everyone can enter without constraints related to 

the security staff or more nuanced feelings of discomfort in the face of wealthy and elitist 

environments; there are many disseminated stores, which are located within walking distances 

from most areas of Lisbon, thereby avoiding expenses related to transportation; and the stores 

carry a wide range of available products at low cost. Some other potential advantages were 

considered, such as being easy enough to manage the card and being possible to buy any kind 

of product and doing it on separate occasions. 

• In the field, a decision was made not to mention the gift initially but, rather, subsequently to 

women´s decisions about taking part in the study, in order to avoid potential pressure to 

participate or exploitation (Coy, 2006). However, some women knew about the gift card before 

deciding to take part in the study, namely because other participants had mentioned it. 

Although I felt uncomfortable with this situation, I thought it would be inappropriate and 

disrespectful to refuse these women´s collaboration on that basis. Besides, I tried to ensure 

that they were personally willing to take part in the study and reinforced that participation was 

entirely voluntary. 

• Most participants were surprised and very pleased with the gift card. Some of them mentioned 

its usefulness in terms of buying food or personal care and hygiene products. One woman also 

valued the gift as a gesture of reciprocity and a sign of mutual collaboration between researcher 

and researched. Another woman stressed the importance of the gift card in enabling her to 

shop autonomously. On the other hand, one participant may have sold her gift card (unsolicited 

information provided by another woman taking part in the study). Two other women were not 

interested in the gift card and stated that they would prefer a monetary payment. I wanted to 

avoid using actual cash and, echoing concerns expressed by Coy (2006), worried about the 

potential risk of commodifying the research. However, despite my reluctance, I provided these 

women with the equivalent amount of the gift card in cash. I acted in this manner because I 

felt I had no other reasonable option given that I wanted to respect their wishes and was also 
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concerned that refusal to accommodate their preferences could jeopardize our relationship and 

their collaboration in the study. One participant declined the gift card and refused any 

alternative form of compensation. Finally, the gift card was not appropriate to one participant, 

given her preferences and life circumstances, and a personalised gift was offered. 

 

Women´s reasons for participating in the research 

• During the course of conducting fieldwork, I became interested in the motivations of 

participants to take part in the research, wondering if their participation was being incentivised 

by the gift. However, my field interactions strongly suggest that most of these women wanted 

to share their life stories, to explain their burdens and problems, to contribute to the research 

or to help someone else that could potentially benefit from their life experiences. This 

resonates with the experiences of some researchers (Atkinson, 2002; Scerri et al., 2012), 

including studies conducted with homeless people (Passaro, 1996; Silva, 2007) and, 

specifically, with homeless women (Montgomery, 1994). For the most part, the women did 

not refer to gift cards as motivating them to participate and a number clearly stated that they 

had decided to take part in the study before knowing about the gift. 

• On the other hand, one woman did explicitly mention her interest in taking part in the study 

because she would receive something back. Another woman referred to her interest in the gift 

card and also in providing me with her collaboration. Finally, in one case there was a 

discrepancy between the participant´s reported motivation (release her problems) and 

subsequent unsolicited information from another participant (an interest in the gift card).  

 

Is this research worthy? To what extent? And for whom? 

• I have questioned about the real benefit, if any, of the research in the lives of participants 

(Cloke et al., 2000; Paradis, 2000). Many times, I experienced a sense of powerlessness and I 

asked myself about the point and worth of the research when these women continued to grapple 

with the difficult and stark circumstances of life. On several occasions, I also felt sceptical 

about the capacity of organizations, policymakers and academia to make a difference in these 

women´s lives. These questions were further exacerbated by feelings of guilt because I would 

inevitably leave the women and go home. Although the goal of research is the production of 

knowledge (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007) and if research is not conducted then the potential 

to produce change may be lost (Widdowfield, 2000), the most reassuring answers came from 

some women who referred to the benefits for themselves of participating in the research. 

• Some women reflected on the study as an opportunity to be heard with time and patience, 

genuine interest and understanding of their language, without judgment and beyond their 

homelessness. This, in turn, contributed to feelings of release and tranquillity, like a catharsis, 

sometimes described as a sort of pause in which their problems and difficulties were left 

outside, even if temporarily. One woman referred to the relevance of the interview as a way to 

remind herself of who she is and where she comes from. Moreover, women felt valued and 

also mentioned the sense of worth associated with their contribution to the research and/or to 

potentially benefit others in the future. Some participants were interested in knowing and 

accessing the research product and, in some cases, they discussed their expectations about the 
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research outcomes. One participant, for example, mentioned the importance of overcoming 

preconceived ideas about homeless persons, namely homeless women, being lazy and heavy 

users of alcohol and drugs. The perceived benefits of participating in the research identified in 

this study were similarly described by other authors (Atkinson, 2002; Ensign, 2006; Hubbard 

et al., 2001; Scerri et al., 2012). 
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APPENDIX 30 

The municipality of Lisbon: characterization, geographical location, mechanisms 

for intervention on homelessness and responses for the homeless population 

 

 

 
I. Brief characterization 

 

Sources: GTMA ENIPSSA (2020b), INE IP (2018b) 

 

 

II. Geographical location of the municipality of Lisbon 

(Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Source: Adapted from INE IP (2018b); the municipality of Lisbon was marked in grey 

 

The municipality of Lisbon is included in the Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area 

Area of Lisbon: 100.05 Km2 

Number of inhabitants: 506088  

Number of homeless persons: 2473 (0.49% of the resident population)
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III. Lisbon NPISA 

 

Date of creation 

2015 

Entity responsible for coordination 

Lisbon City Council (Division of Education and Social Rights) 

Operation 

General coordination 

   Composed of four axes: 

   1) Planning and Monitoring Axis 

   2) Health Axis                                        Coordinated by Lisbon City Council 

   3) Housing and Employment Axis  

   4) Intervention Axis                               Coordinated by SCML  

Executive Nucleus 

Partners´ Council 

Composition 

Composed of 31 partners, including Lisbon City Council, the Institute for Social Security, SCML, 

Lisbon Psychiatric Hospital Centre, the Institute for Employment and Professional Training, Public 

Security Police and several NGOs and associations working with the homeless population in Lisbon. 

 

                          Sources: NPISA Lisboa (2018), PMPSSA 2019-2021 

 

IV. Local plans dedicated to homelessness in Lisbon 

 

Plano Cidade para a Pessoa Sem Abrigo - Lisboa 

(Plan of Lisbon City for the Homeless Person) 

• Plan created in 2009 by Lisbon Social Network. 

• Presents a diagnosis of homelessness and the responses for the homeless people in Lisbon. 

• A strategy to address homelessness at local level is drafted, involving reorganization and optimization 

of the responses available, promotion of an integrated approach to address homelessness, and 

qualification of the intervention with the homeless population. 

• There is not a gender mainstreaming approach. 
 

Source: RSL (2009) 

 

 

 

Programa Municipal para a Pessoa Sem-Abrigo 2016-2018 

(Municipal Programme for the Homeless Person 2016-2018) 

• Programme created by the Lisbon City Council in 2015. 

• Presents the responses available for homeless people in Lisbon. 

• Presents the measures foreseen for the period 2016-2018 in the field of homelessness, including: 

restructuring accommodation facilities; reinforcing daytime services; ensuring total coverage of the 

city by technical outreach teams; creating Nucleus of Local Support in order to make a transition from 

food distribution in the streets to a supply of meals in-doors; rehabilitating and/or expanding the 
network of public bathhouses; and reinforcing mental health care. 

• There is not a gender mainstreaming approach. 
 

Source: CML (2015) 
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Plano Municipal para a Pessoa em Situação de Sem Abrigo 2019-2021 

(Municipal Plan for the Homeless Person 2019-2021) 

• Plan created by the Lisbon City Council in 2019. 

• This plan is aligned with the national strategy on homelessness 2017-2023 and is aimed at promoting 

the social, professional and housing integration of homeless people. This is to be accomplished through 
individuals´ capabilities and coordination between services working with homeless people. 

• Presents the responses available for homeless people in Lisbon. 

• Mentions that the projects set in the previous programme were not fully implemented due to a lack of 

financial sustainability. 

• The proposals set in this plan are organized around three axes: 

1) Accommodation 

    1.1) Emergency/temporary accommodation 

    1.2) Transitional/continuous accommodation 

2) Inclusion 

3) Intervention 

    3.1) Street intervention 

    3.2) Local support 
    3.3) Health 

• The measures foreseen in each of these axes include: 

1.1) Emergency/temporary accommodation 

Maintain the existing responses; restructure some responses in order to re-dimension equipment 

and create innovative solutions adjusted to the real needs of homeless people; and increase the 

number of beds available for women in one shelter. 

1.2) Transitional/continuous accommodation 

Create new housing solutions for homeless people through the implementation of transitional 

housing; maintain Housing First programmes and expand this model to people with other types 

of problems (not yet specified) besides mental illness and addictions. 

2)    Inclusion 
       Maintain and reinforce daytime services; and implement projects focused on employment. 

       A pioneer project called “É um Restaurante” (translated as “It is a Restaurant”) was in phase of 

       implementation, involving the continuous professional training of homeless persons in this area, 

       with the aim of providing them with employment. Meanwhile this project was launched, which 

       was divulged by the media and in the webpage of the organization running the project: 

       https://crescer.org/project/eumrestaurante/ 

3.1) Street intervention 

       Maintain and support outreach teams capable of covering the whole area of the city; and  

       guarantee the monitoring of street homelessness. 

3.2) Local support 

       Create new responses within Nucleus of Local Support (e.g. health care, psychosocial support); 
       create two more Nucleus of Local Support to cover a wider area of the city; and maintaining  

       the transition from food distribution in the street to the provision of meals in-doors. 

3.3) Health care 

       Maintain the intervention of the outreach team dedicated to health care and the cooperation 

       of the Lisbon Psychiatric Hospital Centre; and promote responses at the level of primary health 

       care. 

• The monitoring and evaluation of the plan will be coordinated by Lisbon City Council (Department 

for Social Rights/Social Intervention Division) in cooperation with NPISA. The evaluation panel will 

be composed of three groups: internal group; homeless people; external group composed of experts 

on homelessness yet to designate. 

• There is not a gender mainstreaming approach. 

 

Source: PMPSSA 2019-2021 

 

 

 

 

 

https://crescer.org/project/eumrestaurante/
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Plano Municipal para a Pessoa em Situação de Sem Abrigo 2019-2023 

(Municipal Plan for the Homeless Person 2019-2023) 

• This plan was launched after the plan previously described and extends the coverage period from 2019 

up to 2023, which is aligned with the national strategy on homelessness 2017-2023. 

• This plan was elaborated by the Lisbon City Council. 

• Most of the objectives and concrete measures set in this plan are similar to the previous one. 

• The main changes in relation to the municipal plan 2019-2021 pertain to: 

Street intervention 

One professional becomes responsible for articulating each individual situation with other entities; 

coordination with the Institute for Social Security and better access to public services and social 

welfare payments, namely the social insertion income, are advocated. 

Health care 

Reinforcement of support in the area of mental health care and better access to the Lisbon Hospital 

Centres. 

Housing 

Reinforcement of permanent housing solutions for homeless persons through the access to low rent 

housing units provided by the municipality. 
Employment 

Promotion of access to employment in coordination with the Institute for Employment and 

Professional Training, namely through supported employment in Lisbon City Council, municipal 

enterprises and Private Institutions of Social Solidarity. 

Preventative action 

Definition of policies and concrete measures and provision of responses complementary to those 

already established, in coordination with the central administration, other services from Lisbon City 

Council and SCML, in order to consolidate the socioeconomic stability of the most vulnerable groups 

of the population.  

• There is not a gender mainstreaming approach. 

 

Source: PMPSSA 2019-2023 

 

 

V. Other local plans addressing homelessness in Lisbon 

 

Plano de Desenvolvimento Social 2017-2020 

(Plan for Social Development 2017-2020) 

• This is a “strategic plan to the city which is framed within a broader concept of social and territorial 

cohesion and based on a perspective of equity and quality of life for citizens” (RSL, 2017, p. 32, 

translated from Portuguese by the researcher). This plan addresses social intervention in Lisbon city. 

• It is based on an up-to-date social diagnosis of Lisbon and takes into account the national and 

municipal orientations in relation to homelessness. 

• A programme designed to promote the social inclusion of homeless people is proposed and includes: 

monitoring homelessness (e.g. through a platform with the geographical location of homeless people); 

up-to-date information on homelessness services (e.g. provision of guides with the responses available 

in Lisbon); and improvement and optimization of local intervention with the homeless population, 
which is to be accomplished by reinforcing the responses for social inclusion and employment and 

diversifying housing solutions, among other initiatives. 

• A growing awareness of the multilevel needs of homeless people is noted, for example in relation to 

employment and housing, which is aligned with the most recent national orientations on homelessness. 

• There is not a gender mainstreaming approach on homelessness. 

 

Source: RSL (2017) 
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VI. Responses for the homeless population in Lisbon 

 

 
The responses for homeless people in Lisbon city are presented in official documents as follows. 

 

Source  Document designation Responses for homeless people (number of responses) 

Rede Social 

Lisboa (2009) 

Plano Cidade para a 

Pessoa Sem Abrigo - 

Lisboa 

(Plan of Lisbon City for 

the Homeless Person) 

• Emergency/temporary accommodation centres or 

shelters (8) 

• Outreach teams without food distribution (8) 

• Outreach teams with food distribution (5) 

• Occupational ateliers (3) 

• Insertion communities (2) 

• Soup kitchen (1) 

• Social assistance (not quantified) 

Câmara 

Municipal de 

Lisboa (2015) 

Programa Municipal 

para a Pessoa Sem-

Abrigo 2016-2018 

(Municipal Programme 
for the Homeless Person 

2016-2018) 

 

• Emergency/temporary accommodation centres or 

shelters (8) 

• Housing First programmes (2) 

• Daytime services (5) 

• Technical outreach teams (3)  

• Nucleus of Local Support (1) 

• Solidary lockers (not quantified) 

Plano Municipal para a Pessoa em 

Situação de Sem Abrigo 2019-2021 e 

Plano Municipal para a Pessoa em 

Situação de Sem Abrigo 2019-2023 

(Municipal Plans for the Homeless Person 

2019-2021 and 2019-2023) 

• Emergency/temporary accommodation centres or 

shelters (5)  

• Housing First programmes (2) 

• Daytime services (2) 

• Technical outreach teams (6) 

• Nucleus of Local Support (2) 

• Solidary lockers (60) 

 

 

As documented above, classification and quantification of the responses for homeless people in 

Lisbon city is not straightforward insofar as they are presented differently in various documents. 

This difficulty was similarly described by Silva (2011) in her attempt to characterize the homeless 

service sector in Lisbon. 

Furthermore, the real set of responses available for homeless people in the city extends beyond 

those which are officially counted, as demonstrated in reports and academic studies and noted by 

the researcher during the conduct of fieldwork. For example, food distribution in street-based 

settings is carried out by many agents, including religious organizations and private initiatives 

(RSL, 2010, n.d.), which are not included in official documents. Moreover, homeless individuals 

use several infrastructures disseminated in the city, such as public bathhouses, which are not 

considered homelessness services (Figueiredo et al., 2016; Rebelo, 2013; RSL, n.d.). 
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The responses for the homeless population outlined above can be broadly divided into residential 

and non-residential responses, as follows. 

 

 

Residential responses  

•  Emergency/temporary accommodation centres (shelters) 
 

•  Housing First programmes 

 

Rooms paid for by social services are not included in these documents in spite of operating as 

residential responses for the homeless population in Lisbon city (Baptista et al., 2005). For this 

reason, this type of accommodation will be described ahead. 

In addition, there are residential responses not included in the homeless service sector and not 

designed for the homeless population that can be used by homeless persons, such as 

accommodation services provided through drug and alcohol rehabilitation programmes. 

With respect to the insertion communities mentioned in the Plan of Lisbon City for the Homeless 

Person, these responses may or may not provide accommodation and involve a host of activities 

designed for the social and professional integration of people experiencing social exclusion or 

marginalization. These activities include meeting basic needs of these individuals and promoting 

their personal, social and relational capabilities (RSL, 2009). 

 

 

 

 

Non-residential responses  

•  Social assistance 
 

•  Nucleus of Local Support     
 

•  Solidary lockers programme 
 

•  Daytime services/daytime occupational centres 
 

•  Outreach teams 

 

The so-called Unit to Attend Homeless Persons is not listed in the officially designated responses 

for the homeless population outlined above. Nevertheless, this facility operates as a non-

residential response for homeless people in Lisbon city and, therefore, will also be described 

ahead. 
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RESIDENTIAL RESPONSES 

 
 

Emergency/temporary accommodation centres (shelters) 

• These centres are infrastructures providing emergency or temporary accommodation to adults 

with a socially vulnerable situation, including homeless people, until they are oriented to a 

more adequate social response. Emergency accommodation should last up to 72 hours and 

temporary accommodation should last up to six months. 

• In practice, the distinction between emergency and temporary accommodation is difficult to 

establish. This is because there are no separate emergency shelters. Rather, there are 

emergency beds inside temporary shelters, meaning that some shelters provide both 

emergency and temporary accommodation in the same facilities. Another confounding factor 

is that stays in emergency accommodation can be longer than 72 hours due to a lack of housing 

solutions for homeless people. The time limit for bed occupancies in temporary 

accommodation can also be much longer than six months. 

• There are eight shelters in Lisbon city: mixed-gender (n=5) and male-only (n=3). Only one 

shelter accommodates homeless couples. 

• The number of beds available in each shelter vary between 15 and 271. Therefore, the capacity 

of some shelters exceeds the recommended 50 users. In total, these shelters can accommodate 

520 homeless persons. 

• Some shelters are open 24 hours while others operate as overnight shelters, working between 

5:30 p.m. and 9 a.m. of the following day. 

• In these shelters, there are no single bedrooms, only shared bedrooms. 

• Apart from shelter, these services respond to other basic needs (food/meals, clothing, laundry, 

personal hygiene) and can provide social support, psychological support, legal counselling, 

occupational training, job orientation, leisure activities and primary health care. 

• Challenges and drawbacks related to this type of accommodation include: 

o Insufficient number of facilities and emergency beds. 

o Temporary accommodation can become quite long-term accommodation, particularly 

due to a lack of housing solutions for homeless persons. 

o Some services are inappropriate because they gather people with different profiles and 

needs. 

o Overcrowding. 

o Facilities rundown and poorly equipped. 

o Several facilities lack ventilation, natural light and adequate access for disabled people. 

o In some shelters, bedrooms have eight beds in exiguous spaces. 

o Lack of privacy in shared bathrooms (e.g. lack of doors in shower areas). 

o Lack of private spaces. 

o Some facilities do not have space for the storage of personal belongings and cannot 

guarantee that they are protected from theft. 

o Limited schedules between 5:30 p.m. and 9 a.m. of the following day mean that users 

have to remain outside the shelters during the day, which is particularly problematic for 

those with health problems and those working in night shifts since they cannot rest during 

the day.  

 

Sources: CML (2015), Fondation Abbé Pierre/FEANTSA (2019), Perista (2019), Pleace et al. (2018), 

PMPSSA 2019-2021, RSL (2009, 2010), Silva (2011) 
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Housing First programmes 

• Housing First programmes prioritize the provision of housing and provide beneficiaries with 

support in their independent housing. Permanent housing in scattered apartments is promoted, 

meaning that, within the same apartment block, some neighbours are Housing First users and 

others are not. This can enhance social integration since programme users are in ordinary 

housing within ordinary communities and not in separate blocks. 

• These programmes offer intensive case management support, that is, provision of support and 

promotion of connections between service users and treatment or support provided by other 

health, support and social work services. Support provided by staff is flexible, individualized, 

adjusted to the needs of each person and offered for as long as needed. 

• These programmes are dedicated to homeless people with high and complex support needs 

related to mental illness and/or addictions. The provision of housing does not suppose or 

demand people´s integration in treatment programmes and rehabilitation of alcohol and/or 

drug use. The extension of these programmes in order to include people with other types of 

problems (not yet specified) is set in Lisbon, in the municipal homelessness plan 2019-2021. 

• Beneficiaries of these programmes contribute with a percentage of their income to pay the rent 

and utility bills (water, electricity and gas) while the programme finances other costs.  

• In Lisbon city there are two Housing First programmes in place, each managed by a different 

service. One is dedicated to mental illness and has capacity for 50 persons; the other is focused 

on addictions and has capacity for 30 persons. Both programmes are mixed-gender but the 

numbers of female and male beneficiaries are not specified. These two programmes account 

for around 80% of the Housing First provision in Portugal. There are two more programmes 

in the country, one in Cascais municipality (Lisbon Metropolitan Area) and the other in Braga 

city (Northern Portugal), making a total of four Housing First programmes in Portugal. 

• The main funding sources of these programmes are municipalities and NGOs/homeless service 

providers. 

• The first Housing First programme that was implemented in Lisbon, in 2009, was designed 

for homeless people with mental illness. According to an evaluation carried out by the 

organization running this programme, positive results were achieved, including: lower 

utilization of emergency and social services on the part of programme users; some participants 

engaged in professional training or other occupational activities; participants felt a global 

improvement in their lives and were more optimistic about their future; and a majority were 

satisfied with the programme. 

• Positive outcomes with Housing First programmes across Europe fuelled a tendency to 

advocate replacing homelessness services with Housing First. However, caution is needed 

because Housing First operates successfully alongside other services and within integrated 

homelessness strategies. Housing First is a specific type of service and has a distinct role, 

having been designed for a subgroup of homeless people with high and complex support needs 

and not as a response for every form of homelessness. 

• Challenges and drawbacks related to this type of accommodation include: 

o Housing market constraints can hold back the scaling-up of Housing First programmes in 

Lisbon city. These constraints include, for example, increasing rental prices in the private 

market and a lack of affordable, well located and good quality housing supply. 

o Lack of strong political support at national level and no funding from the national 

government. 

o Medium level of funding reliability, meaning that once funding is approved it will be 

provided but delays in the release of funds may hinder the delivery of services.    

 

   

Sources: ISS IP (2017), Pleace et al. (2018, 2019), PMPSSA 2019-2021 
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Rooms paid for by social services 

• Rented rooms in guesthouses, cheap hotels or private houses, which are fully or partially 

financed by social services, are used to accommodate homeless persons, particularly in larger 

cities (Lisbon and Porto). In Lisbon city, these rooms are financed by SCML. 

• These rooms cannot be considered services in the sense that there is no staff available on site. 

Rather, people receive support from local social services. They can be best understood as 

housing solutions found among the resources of the local community. 

• There was almost no available information on the number of people residing in this type of 

accommodation until recently. According to a national survey, there were 1427 individuals 

residing in rooms paid for by social services, in December 2017, a majority in the Lisbon 

Metropolitan Area (n=935). The most recent national survey on homelessness, from December 

2018, counted 1692 persons residing in this type of accommodation, a majority in the Lisbon 

Metropolitan Area (n=1070). These data were not disaggregated by sex.  

• There is a lack of available information on the characterization of people living in this type of 

accommodation. 

• Challenges and drawbacks related to this type of accommodation include: 

o Lack of correlation between rental payments and housing conditions, which are often of 

low quality, with very small living spaces, poor hygiene and a lack of kitchen or access to 

a kitchen. 

o Difficulties in dealing with other tenants, for example because of their problematic alcohol 

use. 

o Stays in this type of accommodation can be prolonged because of a lack of suitable housing 

into which homeless persons can move. 

o This type of accommodation is becoming less viable in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area given 

the rising costs of the rooms and a strong pressure from tourism, which reduces the number 

of units available to rent. 

 
 

Sources: Baptista et al. (2005), Barros (2010), GTMA ENIPSSA (2020a, 2020b), Pleace et al. (2018) 
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NON-RESIDENTIAL RESPONSES 

 

What follows is a depiction of the non-residential responses for the homeless population available 

in Lisbon city (CML, 2015; Perista, 2019; PMPSSA 2019-2021; PMPSSA 2019-2023; RSL, 

2009, n.d.). 

Some photographs are presented, which were taken by the researcher. The reasons for showing 

these photographs are twofold. First, they are intended to illustrate how some of these responses 

actually look like. Second, they are aimed at portraying part of the research landscape.  

 

 

Unit to Attend Homeless Persons (UAPSA) 

• This unit is operating since 2015. 

• Available services in this unit include social assistance, clothing bank and bathhouse. 

• A triage is conducted by a technical team, a diagnosis of each case is made and emergency 

responses are provided accordingly. 

• When specialized assistance is required, a case manager becomes responsible for the case. 

Each case is framed in a dominant type of problem, as follows: employment; lack of 

documents/legalization; mental health; physical health and elderly people; addictions and 

families. 

• Support is provided for homeless persons until an appropriate solution is found. 

 

 

 
 

Photograph 3. Unit to Attend Homeless Persons, Cais do Sodré, Lisbon city 

 
 Source: Photograph taken by the researcher, 04/09/2020 
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Nucleus of Local Support (NAL) 

• There are two of these units in Lisbon city, operating since 2013 and 2017, respectively. 

• Each Nucleus of Local Support has capacity for 50 persons. 

• Both of these units operate as soup kitchens; one of them provides lunch and dinner and the 

other provides dinner. 

• One of these units offers other services as well, including bathhouse, laundry and clothing 

bank. 

• These units are intended to provide meals in-doors, with proper conditions, rather than in 

street-based settings. 

• Besides these units, there are other facilities operating as soup kitchens across Lisbon city. 

 

 

 
 

 Photograph 4. Nucleus of Local Support, Santa Bárbara Square, Lisbon city 

 
                                                 Source: Photograph taken by the researcher, 13/02/2017 
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Solidary lockers programme 

• This is a pioneer project which was implemented in Lisbon city in 2013. 

• Individual lockers enable homeless persons to store their belongings in a safe manner and have 

a postal address - note the horizontal opening in the doors´ lockers, which were designed to 

insert postal address. 

• The programme team contacts users on the spot and psychosocial support is provided. 

• There are 60 lockers disseminated in several public spaces in Lisbon city. 

 
 

 

 
 

Photograph 5. Set of 12 lockers (six in the front and six on the back)  

situated in Cais do Sodré, Lisbon city 

 
  Source: Photograph taken by the researcher, 11/08/2019 
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Daytime services/daytime occupational centres 

• These responses are designed to promote social inclusion, socio-professional integration and 

the autonomy of their users. 

• They usually provide occupational support and job-seeking activities. 

• Classification and quantification of these responses is not consistent in official documents. 

The most recent municipal plans describe two daytime occupational centres. Both operate 

from 9 a.m. to 6 p.m., from Monday to Friday. These centres have capacity for 25 and 30 

persons, respectively.  

• Some drawbacks were identified in relation to these responses. This type of response is 

insufficient for users´ demands. Moreover, they may not be promoting adequately the personal 

and social capabilities of their users.  

 
 

 

 

Outreach teams 

• Outreach teams can be broadly divided into professional teams and teams operated by 

volunteers. 

• Professional teams tend to be multidisciplinary and have expertise in different support systems 

such as social welfare, health, addictions and housing. These teams are aimed at providing 

comprehensive support, including psychosocial support, and connecting homeless people with 

services offering basic support, social integration and/or resettlement. 

They usually operate on a daily basis and cover the whole area of Lisbon city. 

The most recent municipal plans describe six professional teams operating in Lisbon city; one 

of them is dedicated to health care. 

• Teams operated by volunteers tend to provide basic goods including, for example, mobile food 

services and distribution of clothing and blankets. Some teams are designed to keep homeless 

people company. 

They usually operate during the night. 

It was not possible to quantify these teams. 

Some drawbacks were identified in official reports, including a lack of coordination between 

the teams, which are mainly concentrated in particular areas of the city, and the provision of 

low-quality food.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



493 

 

APPENDIX 31 

The municipality of Cascais: characterization, geographical location, mechanisms 

for intervention on homelessness and responses for the homeless population 
 
 
 

 
I. Brief characterization  
 

 

Sources: GTMA ENIPSSA (2020b), INE IP (2018b) 

 

 

 

 
II. Geographical location of the municipality of Cascais 

(Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Source: Adapted from INE IP (2018b); the municipality of Cascais was marked in grey 

 

 

The municipality of Cascais is included in the Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area 

Area of Cascais: 97.40 Km2  

Number of inhabitants: 211714  

Number of homeless persons: 106 (0.05% of the resident population)
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III. Cascais NPISA 

 

Date of creation 

2009 

Entity responsible for coordination 

Cascais City Council (Department of Housing and Social Development) 

Structure 

Groups of Strategic Management and Coordination 

o Responsible for the diagnosis of the phenomenon and planning, monitoring and evaluating the 

intervention carried out on homelessness in the territory. 

Parish Teams 

o Responsible for the intervention carried out with the homeless population. 

o Include the coordinators of the teams and case managers, both working in cooperation with available 

resources in the community.  

Resources in the Community 

o Resources within the municipality and its parishes that respond to the concrete needs of homeless 

persons and are activated by case managers. 

Composition 

Composed of several entities, including Cascais City Council, Parishes of Cascais municipality, the 

Institute for Social Security, police forces, Cascais Group of Health Centres, and local and faith-based 

associations working in the field of social intervention. 
 

Sources: NPISA Cascais (2018), RSC (2019a) 

 

IV. Local plans dedicated to homelessness in Cascais 

 

Plano Concelhio para a Integração das Pessoas em Situação de Sem-Abrigo 2019-2023 

(Municipal Plan for the Integration of Homeless People 2019-2023) 

• Plan created by the Group of Planning and Intervention with Homeless People of Cascais. 

• Reinforces the importance of structural policies and measures to address homelessness as well as 

preventative action. It is aligned with FEANTSA recommendations on approaches to homelessness 

(FEANTSA, 2010). 

• Uses the official definition of homelessness proposed in the national strategies on homelessness. 

• Provides an evaluation of the intervention carried out in Cascais municipality between 2010-2018 (in 

Cascais there are municipal plans dedicated to homelessness since 2010). The main results are as 

follows. 

In quantitative terms: 

o Total of homeless persons recorded in this period: 449. 

o High masculinization rate (74% in 2018). 

o 148 persons moved out of homelessness, either to permanent housing or to the homes of family 

members or friends. 

In qualitative terms, several constraints and positive achievements were identified. 

o The constraints included: scarcity of human resources; a lack of specific and adequate responses 

in key areas such as employment, mental health and permanent housing; a lack of affordable 
housing in the territory; and difficulties in budgetary terms. 

o The positive achievements included: integration of homelessness in the local political agenda; 

better knowledge of homelessness in the territory; creation of a data basis on homelessness 

enabling the monitoring of the phenomenon; good partnership and networking in the municipality; 

more capacity and housing solutions for homeless people, particularly through the Housing First 

programme in Cascais (7 persons) and permanent housing through the Municipal Programme of 



495 

 

Social Housing (36 persons); and positive changes occurred in the lives of homeless people with 

whom intervention was carried out. 

• This plan is structured around three axes: 

1) Promotion of knowledge and monitoring of homelessness. 

E.g. recording individual cases and using standardized indicators. 

2) Promotion of the quality of service provision. 

E.g. attribution of case managers to homeless persons, design and implementation of 

individualized plans of integration according to individual diagnoses, conduction of an integrated 
approach, promotion of permanent housing for homeless people, promotion of the quality of the 

responses for the homeless population, and guarantee that homeless people do have access to 

health care. 

3) Prevention of homelessness. 

E.g. guarantee that discharges from institutional settings or situations of eviction or the need to 

abandon the domestic unit for any reason - such as violence or divorce - do not lead to street 

homelessness. 

• Despite a lack of a gender mainstreaming approach, some measures can contribute to prevent 

homelessness situations that may affect predominantly women, such as the need to abandon the 

domestic unit due to violence. 

 

Source: RSC (2019a) 

 

 

V. Other local plans addressing homelessness in Cascais 

 

Plano Estratégico de Desenvolvimento Social 2020-2030 

(Strategic Plan for Social Development 2020-2030) 

• This plan presents a 10-year strategic view for social development in the municipality of Cascais. 

• It is structured around two axes, as follows: 

1) Social development. 

2) Development of Cascais Social Network. 

• One of the objectives stated in the plan (which is included in the axis for social development) is 

relevant to this study. This is about the promotion of inclusion and social protection for the most 

vulnerable groups of the population. 

• The measures set within the aforementioned objective are aimed at: diagnosing and monitoring the 
situation of people experiencing poverty and social exclusion; and guaranteeing the access of citizens 

to means of survival (e.g. food, employment, health care), specialized services and social responses 

within the municipality of Cascais. 

• One of these measures refers to the implementation of programmes designed to support vulnerable 

groups such as homeless people, former convicts, refugees and lone-parent families. These 

programmes were not yet specified. 

• There is no gender mainstreaming approach on homelessness.  

 

Source: RSC (2019b) 
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VI. Responses for the homeless population in Cascais 

 

Source  Document designation Responses for homeless people (number of responses) 

Rede 

Social 

Cascais 

(2019a) 

Plano Concelhio para a 

Integração de Pessoas 

em Situação de Sem-

Abrigo 2019-2023 

(Municipal Plan for the 

Integration of Homeless 

People 2019-2023) 

• Municipal Programme of Social Housing (1) 

• Housing First programme (1) 

• Temporary accommodation centres (3) 

• Emergency accommodation responses (2) 

o Emergency accommodation centre (1) 
o Emergency accommodation in the context of the 

contingency plans for cold weather spells (1) 

• Daytime services (3) 

• Responses provided by several local entities in the areas 

of food provision, personal hygiene, laundry, clothing, 

monetary support, support for medication, support with 

transportation, health care, juridical support and 

documentation/legalization.  
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APPENDIX 32  

The municipality of Amadora: characterization, geographical location, mechanisms 

for intervention on homelessness and responses for the homeless population 

 

 

 
I. Brief characterization 

 

Sources: CMA (2019), INE IP (2018b) 

 

 

 

 

 
II. Geographical location of the municipality of Amadora 

(Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Source: Adapted from INE IP (2018b); the municipality of Amadora was marked in grey 

 

The municipality of Amadora is included in the Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area 

Area of Amadora: 23.78 Km2  

Number of inhabitants: 179942  

Number of homeless persons: 176 (0.1% of the resident population)
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III. Amadora NPISA  

 

Date of creation 

2009 

Entity responsible for coordination 

Amadora City Council  

Structure 

Operational Group of Amadora NPISA 

o Created in 2018. 

o Composed of several entities, including Amadora City Council, the Institute for Social Security, 

Hospital Prof. Dr. Fernando Fonseca, the Association for Community Intervention, Social and 

Health Development, among others. 

o Gathers monthly with the aims of presenting and discussing the cases of homeless persons in 

Amadora, and monitoring the phenomenon of homelessness in Amadora. 

Composition 

Institutions that compose the Executive Nucleus of the Local Council for Social Action of Amadora.  
 
 

                                                                              Sources: ENIPSSA webpage, CMA (2019) 
 

 

 

 

 

IV. Local plans addressing homelessness in Amadora 

 

Plano de Desenvolvimento Social e de Saúde da Amadora 2018-2025 

(Amadora Plan for Social Development and Health 2018-2025) 

• Plan created by the executive nucleus of the Local Council for Social Action of Amadora. 

• It is an instrument that defines priorities in terms of the promotion of social development at local level. 

• It is aligned with the national strategy on homelessness 2017-2023. 

• Homelessness is considered an area for priority intervention. 

• The following measures are proposed to address homelessness: provision of social support for 

homeless people; and creation and dynamization of an operational group within Amadora NPISA in 

order to monitor the implementation of the national strategy on homelessness in the territory. 

• There is not a gender mainstreaming approach on homelessness. 

 

Source: RSA (2018) 

 

 

V. Responses for the homeless population in Amadora 

 

Source  Document designation Responses for homeless people 

(number of responses) 

Câmara 

Municipal 

da Amadora 

(2017) 

Quadro Síntese das Respostas Sociais no 

Município, Segundo a População Alvo 

(Synthesis of Social Responses in the 

Municipality, According to the Target 

Population) 

• Mobile unit to attend homeless 

persons, which is run by Amadora 

City Council (1) 
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APPENDIX 33 

The municipality of Sintra: characterization, geographical location, mechanisms 

for intervention on homelessness and responses for the homeless population 

 

 

 
I. Brief characterization 

 

Sources: GTMA ENIPSSA (2020a), INE IP (2018b) 

 

 
 
 

 
 

II. Geographical location of the municipality of Sintra 

(Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Adapted from INE IP (2018b); the municipality of Sintra was marked in grey 

 

The municipality of Sintra is included in the Northern Lisbon Metropolitan Area 

Area of Sintra: 319.23 Km2  

Number of inhabitants: 386038  

Number of homeless persons: 86 (0.02% of the resident population)
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III. Sintra NPISA 

In the municipality of Sintra there is no NPISA (ENIPSSA webpage; GTMA ENIPSSA, 2020a). 

 

 

IV. Local plans addressing homelessness in Sintra 

 

Plano de Desenvolvimento Social 2009-2017 

(Plan for Social Development 2009-2017) 

• Plan created by the Local Council for Social Action of Sintra. 

• This is an instrument that reflects a common and negotiated definition of priority objectives towards 

the promotion of local social development, involving several partners working in relevant fields. 

• The plan is structured around three main pillars, as follows: 

o Eradication of poverty in the territory. 

o Promotion of employment. 

o Social integration based on: human rights; tolerance; respect for diversity; equal opportunities; 

solidarity; security; and social, cultural and political participation of all citizens. 

• Under the strategic objective of improving the quality of life of the population experiencing poverty 

and/or social exclusion, there is one specific objective dedicated to the homeless population, which is 

the development of integrated measures enabling to prevent and resolve the situation of homeless 

people. These measures should be implemented in tandem with the national strategy on homelessness 

2009-2015. The document does not present concrete measures in this regard. 

• There is not a gender mainstreaming approach on homelessness. 

 

Source: CLAS Sintra (2009) 

 

 

V. Responses for the homeless population in Sintra 

 

Source  Document designation Responses for homeless people 

(number of responses) 

Câmara 
Municipal 

de Sintra 

(2014) 

Relatório de Caracterização e 

Diagnóstico do Concelho de Sintra 

(Report of Characterization and 

Diagnosis of the Municipality of Sintra) 

• Social emergency centre providing 
temporary accommodation for 

homeless persons (1) 

• Street outreach team (1) 
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APPENDIX 34 

Biographical interview schedule (English version) 

 

 

The interview schedule was constructed taking into account the research objectives (Guerra, 

2008) and was influenced by existing literature on women´s homelessness. It was intended to 

fulfil the role of framing (i.e. keeping within the scope of the research) and precision (i.e. 

prompting information not given spontaneously by the respondent) (Poirier et al., 1999). At the 

same time, it was designed to allow for flexibility in terms of structure and content and to facilitate 

the exploration of issues raised by participants themselves (May, 2000; Mayock et al., 2008). 

The interview schedule was developed by the researcher and reviewed by the supervisors of this 

project. The researcher knew the interview schedule perfectly and had it memorized during the 

conduct of the interviews. This memorization enabled the researcher to follow the discourse of 

the interviewees in its fluidity, and to introduce particular questions at an opportune moment 

during the interview, rather than imposing a fixed order on the questions (Guerra, 2008).  

It was not possible to pre-test the schedule with a small number of individuals not to be included 

in the sample because of the anticipated (and experienced) constraints in accessing and recruiting 

women to this study, which could undermine an appropriate sample. However, a few adjustments 

were made in the schedule after the conduction of the first interviews. For example, a relevant 

issue that emerged in some of the early interviews was that some family members or friends had 

no knowledge about the women´s homelessness. The reasons for withholding this information 

seemed to be relevant for the study. Therefore, this topic was introduced by the researcher if 

participants did not raise it themselves. What follows, then, is the final draft of the biographical 

interview schedule in its version translated to English. 
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STUDY ON WOMEN EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS / 

HOUSING EXCLUSION 

 

FINAL DRAFT OF THE INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

 

 

Identification 

1. Name: 

2. Age / birth date: 

3. Nationality: 

4. Birth-place: 

5. Marital status: 

 

Life story 

6. I would like to start this interview by hearing you and asking you to tell me about your 

life, your life story. You can start whenever you prefer, as you may feel more comfortable, 

and you can take your time. 
(Let the participant tell her story without interrupting or questioning)  
 

Childhood and adolescence 

 

7. I would like to talk to you some more about your childhood. Do you have any childhood 

memories? 

7.1. Where did you live when you were a child? 

7.2. With whom did you grow up? 

7.3. Can you tell me (some more) about your family at that time? How would you describe 

your relationship with your family at that time? 
(Ask about parents/other caregivers; siblings; grandparents, aunts/uncles, cousins, etc.) 
7.4. When you were a child who did you related with (besides family)? How would you 

describe your relationship with them?  

7.5. How would you describe your childhood?  

 

8. As you were growing up and becoming a teenager, did any important change happen 

in your life?  

8.1. Was there any important family event? 

8.2. How would you describe your relationship with your family at that time?  

8.3. At that time who did you hang around with (besides family)? How would you 

describe your relationship with them?  

8.4. How would you describe your adolescence?  

  

Personal relationships  

 

9. Nowadays are you in touch with any member(s) of your family?  

• If yes: 

9.1. How do you keep in contact with them? How often? When was the last time you had 

contact with them? 

9.2. Are these contacts important to you? Why? 

9.3. Do they know where you are currently living? Why? 

9.4. Do you get any kind of support from your family? 

• If not: 

9.5. So, you mean that you don’t speech with no one in your family? Can you explain me 
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why? 

9.6. How long is it since you have had contact with your family? 

9.7. How do you feel about not having contact with your family? 

9.8. Would you like to re-establish contact with someone in your family? 

 

10. Do you have any friends? And known persons / acquaintances? 

• If not: 

10.1. Could you explain me why? 

• If yes:  

10.2. How did you get to know them? When was that? 

10.3. How do you keep in contact with them? How often? When was the last time you 

had contact with them? 

10.4. Do they know where you are currently living? Why? 

10.5. Do you think that you can trust on these people? 

10.6. Can you ask for their help if you need? Do you get any kind of support from your 

friends / acquaintances? 

10.7. Are these people important for you? Why? 

 

11. Are you in a relationship at the moment?  

11.1. For how long? 

11.2. How would you describe your present relationship? 

 

12. Did you have previous relationships that you may want to tell me about?  

12.1. How old were you at that time?  

12.2. How long did it last? 

12.3. How would you describe that relationship(s)? 

12.4. Could you explain me why did it end? Nowadays do you keep in contact? Why? 

 

13. Do you have children? 

13.1. How many children? Boy(s) and/or girl(s)? How old are they? 

13.2. Where are you child(ren) living nowadays? With whom? For how long? 

13.3. Was there a separation from your child(ren)? Can you tell me some more about that? 

13.4. Do you have grandchildren? How many? Boy(s) and/or girl(s)? How old are they? 

 

14. Nowadays are you in touch with your child(ren) / grandchild(ren)? 

• If yes: 

14.1. How do you keep in contact with them? How often? When was the last time you 

had contact with them? 

14.2. How do you feel when you meet your child(ren) / grandchild(ren)? 

14.3. Are you satisfied with this level of contact with your child(ren) / grandchild(ren)? 

14.4. Do they know where you are currently living? Why? 

• If not: 

14.5. Was there a time when you did have contact with your child(ren) / grandchild(ren)? 

14.6. When was the last time you had contact with them? 

14.7. Could you explain me why you are not having contact with your child(ren) / 

grandchild(ren)? 

14.8. Would you like to re-establish contact?  
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School, employment and income sources 

 

15. Did you go to school? 

15.1. For how long? 

15.2. Would you have liked to continue studying? 

15.3. Why did you give up the school / secondary school? 

15.4. How was your relationship with the school / secondary school? And with your 

teachers? And with your school-fellows? 

15.5. Do you remember any important event in the school / secondary school?  

 

16. Nowadays are you employed, unemployed, retired or attending a course / training?  

 

• Employed: 

16.1. What do you do? 

16.2. How long is it since you are working? 

16.3. Do you have a job contract? 

16.4. Are you making contributions? For how long? 

16.5. Is your money enough for your expenses? 

16.6. How do you go to your job? 

16.7. Does anyone there know where you are currently living?  

16.8. Would you like to keep this job or would you like to have another job? What would 

you like to do? 

 

• Unemployed: 

16.9. How long is it since you are unemployed? 

16.10. Nowadays do you have any income source? 

16.11. Is your money enough for your expenses? 

16.12. Would you like to have a job? Why? What would you like to do? 

16.13. Are you trying to find a job? Are you facing difficulties in getting a job? 

 

• Retired: 

16.14. How long is it since you are retired? 

16.15. Nowadays do you have any income source? 

16.16. Is your money enough for your expenses? 

16.17. Why did you retire? 

 

• Attending a course / training: 

16.18. What kind of course / training is that? How long is it since you are doing it? 

16.19. How did you become aware of it? 

16.20. Do you have any income from that course / training?  

16.21. Is your money enough for your expenses? 

 

17. Have you ever been employed throughout your life? 

• If not: 

17.1. Why not? 

• If yes: 

17.2. What did you do? 

17.3. For how long? How old were you at that time? 

17.4. Did you have a job contract(s)? 

17.5. Did you make contributions? For how long? 
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17.6. What was it like to work in that area? 

17.7. Why did you give up your previous job / why were you fired? 

 

18. Nowadays do you have (other) ways of earning money? 

18.1. In the past did you have other ways of earning money? 

 

Housing pathways 

 

19. Can you tell me about the first time you experienced homelessness / housing 

exclusion? 

 

20. Can you tell me about the place(s) where you lived throughout your life before living 

rough / in shelter / rented room / etc. (according to present context)? 

20.1. Where was that? 

20.2. How did you become aware of that place? 

20.3. With whom were you living? 

20.4. How old were you at that time? For how long did you stay there? 

20.5. Do you have any memories of that place? 

20.6. What was it like living there? 

20.7. Why did you move? Where did you go next? Why? 

20.8. Did you face difficulties by moving from one place to another? How did you cope 

with that? 

20.9. Did you receive any support / assistance moving on? 

20.10. Would you say moving had consequences (positive / negative) in your life? 

 

21. Have you ever lived rough? 

21.1. How / why did that happened? 

21.2. How old were you at that time? 

21.3. For how long did you stay there? 

21.4. Where was that? Why did you stay in that specific place? 

21.5. Were you living by yourself or with someone? 

21.6. What was it like living there? 

21.7. How did you take care of your personal hygiene? And laundry? 

21.8. How did you take care of your meals? 

21.9. How did you take care of your belongings? 

21.10. Did you have any income source at that time? 

21.11. Did you receive any support / assistance at that time? (e.g. local community, 

services) 

 

22. Nowadays you are living here in the street / shelter / etc. (according to present 

context). How long is it since you are staying here?  

22.1. Why did you come to this place / how did that happened? 

22.2. What is it like living here / in the street / shelter / etc. (according to present context)? 

22.3. How would you describe your relationships with: other homeless persons; technical 

staff; volunteers; landlords; neighbours; housed persons and other actors (according to 

each context)?   

22.4. Would you like to remain here or would you like to move? Where would you like 

to go? Why? Why haven’t you moved until now? 

22.5. Would you say this place is your home? 

22.6. Have you ever felt at home? 
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22.7. How would you define home? 

 

Homelessness / housing exclusion experiences 

 

23. Previously you mentioned that you experienced homelessness / housing exclusion for 

the first time when you were x years old. Can you explain me why did that happened at 

that moment in your life / how did that happened?   

23.1. What would you say was the main cause of your homelessness / housing exclusion? 

 

24. Can you tell me about the first days of your homelessness / housing exclusion 

experience?  

24.1. What did you do at that time? 

24.2. Where did you go? Where did you sleep for the first time? Why? 

24.3. Did you ask for some help? Did you get any support? 

24.4. Can you remember what were your feelings / thoughts at that time?  

 

25. Nowadays how do you usually spend your days?  

25.1. Where do you usually stay during daytime? Why? 

25.2. Where do you usually stay at night? Why? 

25.3. Do you have any daily routine? 

25.4. Are things different at weekend?  

25.5. Would you say seasons (summer and winter) have impacts on your daily life?   

 

26. How do you usually move around the city? 

 

27. Where do you usually eat your meals? 

 

28. Are you used to carry some belongings / objects with you?  

28.1. Would you say there are belongings / objects important for you? Why?  

28.2. Do you have a mobile phone? Is it important for you? Why?  

28.3. How do you take care of your belongings where you are currently living? Why?  

 

Physical and mental health condition 

 

In this part of the interview, I would like to ask you some questions about your health 

condition if that is ok with you. I remind you that all the information you are providing 

me will remain confidential. If there are questions you would rather not answer, please 

feel free to say so.   

 

29. How do you feel your health is at the moment? 

29.1. Do you have any health problem? And mental health problem? 

29.2. How long is it since you know about that problem? 

29.3. Are you taking medication? How do you get that medication? 

29.4. Are you having medical appointments to take care of that problem?  

 

30. Have you ever been hospitalised? 

30.1. What happened with you? 

30.2. How old were you at that time? 

30.3. How would you describe that experience?  

30.4. Where did you go after the discharge? 
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31. Are you registered in a Health Centre? 

31.1. Do you have a Family Doctor? 

31.2. When was the last time you visited your Family Doctor? Why? 

 

32. Would you say your health has been stable, improved or deteriorated since you are 

experiencing homelessness / housing exclusion?  

32.1. Nowadays do you have any concern regarding your health condition?  

32.2. Are you facing difficulties in taking care of your health?  

 

33. Can you tell me if you are / were used to drink alcohol? 

• If not: 

33.1. Why not? 

• If yes: 

33.2. When did you start drinking alcohol? 

33.3. Why did you start drinking alcohol / how did that happened?  

33.4. How often do / did you drink alcohol? 

33.5. Would you say that you have / had a drinking problem? 

33.6. Do you think that drinking alcohol has caused problems in your life?  

33.7. Do you want to stop drinking? Have you ever tried to seek help to stop drinking? 

 # If not: 

 33.7.1. Why not? Do you think that may happen in the future? 

 # If yes: 

 33.7.2. How long ago did you stop drinking? 

33.7.3. What was your motivation to stop drinking?  

 33.7.4. Can you tell me some more about that experience? 
(Explore this process, the perceptions and feelings, the difficulties, the achievements, the 

interactions with potential rehabilitation programmes, the interactions with other persons staying 

there, the impacts on their social networks)  
 

34. Can you tell me if you are / were using drugs?  

• If not: 

34.1. Why not? 

• If yes: 

34.2. When did you start using drugs? 

34.3. Why did you start using drugs / how did that happened? 

34.4. What kind of drugs do / did you use? 

34.5. How do / did you get the drugs? 

34.6. How often do / did you use drugs? 

34.7. Would you say that you have / had a drug problem? 

34.8. Do you think that using drugs has caused problems in your life?  

34.9. Do you want to stop consuming? Have you ever tried to seek help to stop 

consuming? 

 # If not: 

 34.9.1. Why not? Do you think that may happen in the future? 

 # If yes: 

 34.9.2. How long is it since you stop using drugs? 

34.9.3. What was your motivation to stop using drugs? 

 34.9.4. Can you tell me some more about that experience? 
(Explore this process, the perceptions and feelings, the difficulties, the achievements, the 

interactions with potential rehabilitation programmes, the interactions with other persons staying 

there, the impacts on their social networks)  
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35. A) Previously you mentioned some episodes of aggression / abuse / violence that 

happened in your life and I wonder if we could talk some more about that events?  

B) Some women experienced difficult situations with their families or with their partners 

and they experienced some episodes of abuse and aggression - I wonder if you ever 

experienced something like this?  

• If not: 

35.1. So, there weren’t by no means episodes of aggression, abuse or violence in your 

life?  

• If yes: 

35.2. Can you tell me what happened at that time? 

35.3. How old were you at that time? 

35.4. What did you do at that time? How did you cope with that? 

35.5. Did you ask for help? 

 # If not: 

 35.5.1. Why not? 

 # If yes: 

 35.5.2. To whom? What kind of support did you receive? 

35.5.3. Have you ever stayed in an institution for these situations? Can you tell 

me some more about that experience? 
(Explore this process, the perceptions and feelings, the difficulties, the achievements, the 

interactions within these institutions, the interactions with other persons staying there, the impacts 

on their social networks) 
35.6. Would you say that this event had consequences in your life? 

 

36. Have you ever been involved in a violent episode like robbery / aggression / other in 

any place where you have lived?  

36.1. Can you tell me what happened? 

36.2. When and where did that happen?  

36.3. Would you say this event had consequences in your life? 

 

Criminal past 

 

37. Can I ask you if you ever been in trouble with the police?  

37.1. Can you tell me what happened? 

37.2. When and where did that happen?  

37.3. Would you say this event has caused problems in your life?  

37.4. Can you tell me some more about that experience? 

 

38. Have you ever been in prison? How many times? 

38.1. Can you tell me how that came about? 

38.2. When did that happened? 

38.3. How long have you spent in prison? 

38.4. Which prison? 

38.5. How would you describe that experience? 

38.6. How would you describe your relationships with other women staying there? And 

with the prison staff?  

38.7. Being in prison had positive aspects in your life? And negative aspects? 
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Perspectives on life pathways and homeless / housing exclusion situations 

 

39. How would you describe your current life circumstances?  

39.1. Would you say your current situation has positive aspects? And negative aspects?  

 

40. Can you tell me about your main concerns at this moment?  

40.1. Can you tell me about your main joys at this moment?  

 

41. Do you think you could have done things differently in your life?  

41.1. Do you think other persons could have done something different to get your life 

better or to prevent your current situation?  

 

42. Do you consider yourself a homeless person?  

42.1. Have you ever been a homeless person?  

42.2. How do you cope with that?  

 

43. How would you define a homeless person?  

 

44. Being a homeless woman or a homeless man is the same or is it different? Why? 

44.1. Being a roofless woman or a roofless man is the same or is it different? Why? (if 

the participant lives / lived rough) 

44.2. Being a woman or a man inside a shelter is the same or is it different? Why? (if the 

participant lives / lived in a shelter) 

44.3. How would you describe the interactions between women and men in the shelter? 

(if the participant lives / lived in a shelter) 

 

Service provision 

 

45. Nowadays are you getting support from a service / institution? And in the past? 

• If not: 

45.1. Why not? 

• If yes: 

45.2. Which service / institution? 

45.3. What kind of support? 

45.4. For how long? 

45.5. How did you become aware of that service / institution? 

45.6. Is this support important for you? Why? 

45.7. What do you think about that service / institution?  

45.8. Would you suggest any kind of change or improvement in that service / institution? 

 

46. Nowadays do you have a social worker? For how long?  

46.1. How would you describe your relationship with your social worker? 

46.2. Have you had previous social workers? Why did that change happened? 

 

47. Have you ever lived in an(other) institution? 

47.1. How old were you at that time? 

47.2. How long did you stay there? 

47.3. Why did you go to that institution / how did that happened?  

47.4. Can you tell me some more about that experience? 
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48. Can you tell me any service / institution you have found particularly important or 

helpful or had a good experience of using? Why? 

 

49. Can you tell me any service / institution you would not consider using? Why? 

 

50. Have you ever been excluded from a service / institution? Can you explain me what 

happened?   

 

51. Have you ever been asked to leave a service / institution? And punished? Can you 

explain me what happened?   

 

Current needs and future expectations 

 

52. What would you consider as your needs at the moment?  

52.1. What could help you to achieve that? 

 

53. Do you think about your future? 

53.1. Are you concerned with your future? 

53.2. What would you like to happen in your future? What could eventually help you to 

achieve that?  

53.3. Would you like to change your current situation? What could eventually help you 

to change your situation?  

 

Participants´ messages 

 

54. Would you like to say something about yourself and/or about your current situation 

to anyone? (exemplify if necessary - general public, politicians, technical staff, other 

persons in the same situation, etc.). What would you like to say? 

 

55. Are there issues you may wish to talk about that we haven’t mentioned in this 

interview? 

 

Debriefing 

 

A) At this moment we have part of our interview done. We can continue the interview 

afterwards if you prefer / wish / agree.  

- How are you feeling about being interviewed/the interview?  

- Have we talked about important issues for you? 

- Do you wish / would you like to continue this interview? > Schedule next interview 

 

B) At this moment we finished our interview. 

- How did you felt about being interviewed/the interview? 

- Have we talked about important issues for you? 

 

➢ Ask permission to establish contact with the participant the day after the interview.  
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APPENDIX 35 

Participants´ timelines: two examples 

 

The following timelines were selected because they are illustrative of the complex unfolding of 

homelessness in the participants´ lives, which involved an interplay of life events, circumstances 

and transitions in various realms of life as well as women´s agency and decision-making. These 

timelines pertain to Anabela (age 45) and Benedita (age 38), which are pseudonyms. The decision 

to present only two timelines stemmed from a concern with protecting participants´ identities by 

all possible means. The timelines of these two women seemed less likely to be related to their 

identities by all potential readers. Geographical and other potential identifiers were removed. 

 

 

Anabela´s (age 45) timeline 

 

Age (year) Life events, experiences, decisions and transitions Living situation 

(duration) 

Age 0-8 

(1972-1980) 
• Lived with both parents and siblings in poor-quality housing; 

impoverished family background. 

• First change address with family. 

• Strained relationship with, and physical abuse by, her mother. 

• Father was heavy alcohol user. 

• Witnessed domestic violence in the family home. 

• Sexual abuse by neighbour. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Family home 

(42 years) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Until early 

adolescence 

(until 1986) 

• Sexual abuse in the family home. 

• Bullying at school. 

Age 14 

(1986) 
• Left school. 

• Engaged in non-skilled paid work. 

Age 18 

(1990) 
• Second change address with family. 

Age 21 

(1993) 
• Entered into a relationship with partner A. 

Age 23 

(1995) 
• Had one child. 

• Abandoned her work definitely under the influence of her 

partner. 

Until age 27 

(until 1999) 
• Deterioration of the relationship with partner A, who became 

unemployed, began heavy alcohol use and was physically 

abusive towards her on one occasion. 

• Remained at home raising her child and nieces and performing 

domestic chores. 

Age 27 

(1999) 
• Mother died. 

• Intensification of care and domestic roles and responsibilities. 

• Gradual loss of contact with family members on the side of her 

mother. 

Age 28 

(2000) 
• Separated from partner A. 

• Kept custody of her child. 
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Until age 35 

(until 2007) 
• Remained at home with care and domestic responsibilities. 

• Gradual deterioration of health condition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Family home 

(42 years) 

Age 35-

37/38  

(2007-

2009/2010) 

• Entered into a relationship with partner B. 

• Separated from partner B after approximately three years. 

• Remained at home with care and domestic responsibilities. 

Age 39 

(2011) 
• Father died (who was the breadwinner of the household). 

Until age 42 

(until 2014) 
• Brother (who was employed) did not pay the rent. 

• Remained at home with care and domestic responsibilities. 

• Gradual loss of contact with family members on the side of her 

father. 

• Some uncles and aunts died. 

• Conflict and loss of contact with one sister and niece. 

Age 42 

(2014) 
• Risk of eviction due to rent arrears. 

• Pressure from her brother to leave the family home. 

• Her child, although employed, could not afford the household 

expenses. 

• Moved to rented housing with her child. 

- Her child moved in with intimate partner thereafter. 

- Conflict with child´s intimate partner. 

- Went hungry. 

- Engaged in survival sex as a means of living. 
- Made suicide attempt. 

- Began psychiatric appointments. 

• Returned to the family home. 

- Pressure from her brother to leave the family home. 

- Met housed man C through the internet. 

 

 

 

 

Rented housing  

(3 months) 

 

 

 

 

Family home 

(several months) 

Age 43-45 

(2015-2017) 
• Partnered with man C. 

- Lost most of her belongings with the move. 

- Deterioration of the relationship. 

- He asked her to leave. 

- Resorted to social support and received monetary support. 

- Pressed charge against man C for psychological violence. 

- Oriented to a refuge for victims of domestic violence by her 

social worker. 

• Moved in with her adult child temporarily. 

• Moved to a refuge for victims of domestic violence. 
- Refuge accommodation was considered inappropriate for her 

situation by technical staff. 

• Moved to residential setting outside the homeless service 

sector. 

- Felt depressed, pressed by her social worker and that her 

needs were not being adequately addressed. 

- Abandoned the facilities. 

• Slept rough alongside partner D. 

- Kept contact with one sister. 

• Moved to the home of her sister. 

- Felt overloaded with care and domestic responsibilities. 

- Strained relationships in the household. 
- Conflict with brother-in-law, who asked her to leave. 

- Met man E through a family member of her sister. 

• Partnered with man E in the home of his cousins. 

- Strained relationship with his cousins. 

- Robbery perpetrated by his cousins. 

Partnering with 

housed man  

(6 months) 
 

 

 

 

Home of adult 

child (3 days) 

 

Refuge 

accommodation 

(1 month) 

 

Residential 
setting outside 

homelessness 

sector (2 months) 

 

Rough sleeping  

(2 weeks) 

 

Home of her 

sister (5 months) 

 

Home of cousins 
of man E  

(2 months) 
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- Cousins asked them to leave. 

• Slept rough alongside man E. 

• Moved with man E to the home of his mother. 

• Moved to rented housing with man E. 

- Deterioration of the relationship. 

- Abandoned the home. 

• Moved in with her adult child temporarily. 

- Resorted to her social worker and was oriented to a shelter. 

• Moved to a shelter. 

- Abandoned the facilities. 

• Slept rough alongside partner D. 

 

(Time of concluding the study) 

 

Rough sleeping 

(1 night) 

 

Home of mother 

of man E 

(1 month) 

 

Rented housing 
with man E 

(3 months) 

 

Home of adult 

child (4 or 5 days) 

 

Shelter (less than 

3 months) 

 

Rough sleeping 

 

Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 
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Benedita´s (age 38) timeline 

 

 

Age (year) Life events, experiences, decisions and transitions Living situation 

(duration) 

Age 0-13 

(1979-1992) 
• Lived with both parents and siblings in poor-quality housing; 

impoverished family background. 

• Both parents were heavy alcohol users. 

• Witnessed domestic violence in the family home. 

• Strained relationship and conflict with her father. 

 

 

 

 

Family home 
(14 years) 

 

 

 

 

Home of 

acquaintance 

(2 years) 
 

 

Rented housing I 

(9 years) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rented housing II 

(13 years) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Residential 

setting run by 

faith-based 

service (10 days) 

 

Residential drug 

treatment (2 

months) 

Age 14 

(1993) 
• Mother died. 

• Left school. 

• Engaged in non-skilled paid work. 

• Entered into a relationship with partner A. 

• Left the family home. 

- Strained relationship and lack of support from her father. 

• Moved to the home of an acquaintance. 

- Paid rent with her wage. 

Age 16 

(1995) 
• Moved in with partner A. 

• Continued to work. 

• Main breadwinner of the household. 

Age 20 

(1999) 
• Had one child. 

Early 20s 

(early 2000) 
• Deterioration of the relationship with partner A, who was heavy 

alcohol user and gambler. 

• Separated from partner A. 

• Kept custody of her child. 

Age 25 

(2004) 
• Moved to rented housing with her child. 

• Continued to work. 

• Sole breadwinner of the household. 

Until age 37 

(until 2016) 
• Raised her child alone. 

• Continued to work. 

• Sole breadwinner of the household. 

Age 37-38 

(2016-2017) 
• Entered into a relationship with partner B. 

• Started using drugs occasionally with partner B. 

• Intensified drug use. 

- Refugee and solace related to unhappiness, lack of affection 
and prior unresolved trauma from childhood. 

• Separated from partner B. 

- Felt used and he was a bad influence. 

• Loss her job. 

- Drug use hindered her capacity to work. 

• Could not pay the rent. 

• Before eviction left the home. 

• Placed her child with a family member. 

• Resorted to a drug treatment service. 

• Moved to a residential setting run by a faith-based service. 

- Waited to enter into residential drug treatment. 

• Moved to residential drug treatment. 

- Did not adapt to the way of living and methods of drug 

treatment. 
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- Abandoned the facilities. 

• Resorted to her family seeking accommodation but they 

refused. 

• Moved to squat. 

- Engaged in survival sex as a means of living. 

- Motivated to stop using drugs and reunite with her child. 

• Moved to rented room. 

- Paid rent through survival sex. 
- Reduced drug use. 

- Felt closer to her child, who could visit her in the room. 

 

(Time of concluding the study) 

 

 

Squat (5 months) 

 

Rented room 

 

 

 

Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



516 

 

APPENDIX 36 

Fragment of thematic table with data set on participants´ children 

 

This appendix presents a fragment of a thematic table with data set concerning participants´ 

children. As the following example shows, each subtopic is displayed in a separate column and 

each participant is assigned a row on the table. In the construction of these tables, more emphasis 

was placed on appropriate synthesis, which means summarizing without losing content or context, 

rather than transcribing the point or piece of data through large sections of verbatim material. 

Noting the page reference of several pieces of data and marking quotes were useful when 

returning to and re-reading the full transcripts (Ritchie et al., 2003b). 

According to Ritchie et al. (2003b), there are some requirements to synthesize the original data 

in this type of table and attempt to retain the essence of the original material. First, an attempt 

should be made to retain as much as possible the language of the respondent. Second, 

interpretation should be kept at a minimum at this stage so that the possibility to revisit the original 

terms, sentences or expressions remains opened as more refined levels of analysis occur. Finally, 

material should not be dismissed as irrelevant if its inclusion is not immediately clear because it 

might become relevant in later stages of analysis. Within the qualitative realm in which this study 

was conducted, content analysis was based on the presence or absence of a given element or 

characteristic of the content, rather than on the frequency of their appearance (Bardin, 1991; 

Quivy & Campenhoudt, 2008). Even if a descriptor was mentioned once, it was included since it 

contributes to the full set of elements that form a whole picture. The recurrence of individual 

elements is relevant in conveying the collective content of the data but “it is the itemised content, 

not the frequency with which items occur” (Ritchie et al., 2003b, p. 244) that matters in this type 

of analysis.
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Partici-

pant 

(age) 

Characterization 

of children 

Where/with 

whom do 

they live at 

present 

Separation from minor children Perspectives 

on well-

being of 

children 

Views of 

their 

children 

Relationship 

and level of 

contact with 

children 

Experiences 

and roles as 

mothers 

Roles and 

importance 

of children 

in their 

lives 

Expectation 

of meeting 

or 

reuniting 

with 

children 

Support 

provided 

by 

children 

When Context With whom 

did they stay 

Views and 

perceived 

impacts of 

separation 

Camila 

(38) 

2 children: 1 son 

and 1 daughter. 

Both adults: son 

aged 23 and 

daughter aged 19. 

Both live in 

Portugal. 

Doesn´t know 

exactly where 

son is or 

lives. 

Heard from 

other people 

that daughter 

lives in a 

region in the 

centre of 

Portugal. 

7-8 years 

ago. 

Children 

were aged 

12 and 16 

years.  

When she 

left 

parental 

home, 

where she 

lived with 

her 

children 

and her 

mother, to 

move in 

with 

intimate 

partner. 

Grandmother. 

Children 

remained in 

the same 

home. 

 

Partner made 

her forget 

about her 

children. 

At the same 

time, regretted 

having 

separated from 

her children.  

One never 

forgets 

children 

(p.15). 

Children are 

probably 

concerned 

because they 

don´t know 

about her. 

Heard from 

other people 

that her 

daughter had 

problems with 

one 

pregnancy. 

Heard from 

other people 

that her 

mother moved 

in with her 

daughter to 

help and felt 

happy. 

Son was 

in prison, 

doesn´t 

know if he 

still is. 

Daughter 

joined 

intimate 

partner at 

the age of 

13 and has 

two 

children. 

Heard 

from other 

people. 

Doesn´t 

know her 

grand-

children. 

 

No contact 

whatsoever for 

the past 7-8 

years. 

Is not capable 

of contacting 

children 

because she 

feels ashamed 

of her situation 

(p.10, 35). 

Had her 

home, her 

belongings, 

her children 

were at 

school. 

Raised her 

children until 

leaving 

parental 

home. 

We are 

mothers, 

concern about 

children. 

Feels sorrow 

and suffers 

because her 

children were 

not raised 

with their 

mother like 

other children 

(p.29). 

Loves her 

children. 

Had photos 

of children 

and broken 

bracelet of 

her daughter, 

were valued 

belongings, 

were stolen 

when she 

moved here 

(squat and 

rough 

sleeping).  

Kept broken 

bracelet, 

every time 

she looked at 

it her 

daughter was 

with her, it is 

gone, every 

time she 

looked at it 

reminded of 

her daughter, 

had 

memories, 

has nothing 

now (quote 

p.19-20). 

Would like to 

resume 

contact with 

children. 

And that they 

would accept 

her and look 

at her as a 

woman like 

other women 

(p.10). 

Would like to 

reunite with 

her son. 

None. 

Mariana 

(52) 

3 children: 3 

daughters. 

Two adults aged 32 

and 35. 

One minor aged 16. 

All live in 

Portugal. 

Adults in 

their own 

homes. 

Minor in the 

home of her 

boyfriend´s 

family. 

Separation 

from third 

child 3-4 

years ago. 

Child was 

aged 12-13 

years. 

Was at risk 

of eviction 

and had to 

leave 

home. 

Lived with 

daughter in 

rented 

room 

thereafter. 

Minor child 

lived in the 

home of older 

sibling for 1 

year. 

Lives in the 

home of her 

boyfriend´s 

family for the 

past 2 years. 

Attempted to 

remain close 

to her minor 

child. 

On one 

occasion 

returned to 

deliberate 

partnering to 

stay closer to 

her child. 

Concern with 

first child, 

who was 

victim of 

domestic 

violence. 

Concern with 

third child, 

who has 

suffered a lot 

because of the 

Older 

children 

are good 

spouses 

but their 

husbands 

are a bit 

rude. 

Is very 

lucky with 

third 

First child 

Good 

relationship. 

Keep sporadic 

contact by 

phone. 

Calls mother 

when she has 

problems or 

feels sad. 

One reason 

for leaving 

violent 

partner was to 

protect her 

children from 

him (p.6). 

Concern 

about 

children´s 

well-being. 

Always lived 

for her 

children. 

Third child 

gives her 

strength to 

fight, not 

giving up, 

not becoming 

depressed, 

continue to 

Would like to 

visit first 

child. 

Would like to 

resume 

contact with 

second child. 

Planned to 

visit her first 

child but had 

to give up 

First child 

accommo-

dated 

younger 

sibling for 

1 year. 

At present 

cannot 

live with 

first child 

because 
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Abandoned 

the room 

fearing that 

her 

daughter 

could be 

removed 

from her 

care by 

child 

protection 

service 

(p.55). 

Unable to 

provide for 

herself and 

daughter 

due to 

unemploy-

ment and a 

lack of 

sufficient 

income 

(received 

social 

welfare 

payment). 

 

 

Stayed in 

residential 

setting for the 

sake of her 

child, seeing 

that stay as a 

unique 

opportunity to 

rebuild her life 

and reunite 

with child. 

death of 

father, failed 

at school and 

is no longer 

happy in the 

home of her 

boyfriend´s 

family. 

child, she 

doesn´t 

use drugs. 

Second child 

No contact 

whatsoever for 

the past year, 

after conflict 

around 

grandchildren 

and influence 

of son-in-law 

(p.21). 

Child knew 

that mother 

was kicked out 

of home by 

father and 

didn´t call her 

nor offered 

help (p.20). 

Felt hurt with 

this attitude. 

Feels sorrow 

and suffers 

due to a lack 

of contact with 

child. 

Attempted to 

contact child 

by phone but 

she did not 

answer and 

then gave up. 

Third child 

Very close 

bond. 

Keep daily 

contact by 

phone and 

meet in person 

regularly (at 

least once a 

week at the 

time of 

interview). 

Accompanies 

child to 

medical 

appointments. 

 

 

 

 

Does 

everything for 

her third child 

to be happy. 

Needs to 

protect her 

third child, 

who still 

needs her 

mother a lot. 

Keeps 

fighting for 

the sake of 

her third 

child, not for 

herself or her 

own future, 

wants her 

third child to 

have a 

brilliant future 

(p.51). 

Doesn´t want 

her children, 

especially her 

third child, to 

be dependent 

on any man, it 

is very sad, 

when one 

moves in with 

a man one 

enters with 

one foot but 

the other 

remains half 

outside and 

then one has 

nothing 

(p.53). 

Wishes her 

child to have 

a paid job to 

ensure her 

future. 

Just by 

knowing that 

third child 

was happy 

and fine, she 

would be fine 

too (p.56). 

live, not 

thinking 

about suicide 

(p.19, 51). 

One may be 

kicked by a 

child but 

knows that 

has a child 

and, sooner 

or later, they 

will look 

after us, will 

call us (p.38, 

56). 

Children are 

the best 

thing, the 

greatest 

offer, the 

most 

precious 

good in one´s 

life (quote 

p.56). 

Birth of 

children were 

among the 

happiest 

moments of 

her life. 

Was very 

happy for 

being 

pregnant. 

Dramatic and 

painful 

account of 

having to 

throw away 

her most 

significant 

possessions, 

reminders of 

her children, 

and feeling 

that she had 

lost the rest 

of her life 

(quote p.61). 

 

because had 

recently 

found a job 

and feared 

asking for 

some days off 

and get 

dismissed. 

Would like to 

reunite with 

third child at 

the time of 

interview. 

Expected to 

achieve it 

within a short 

period of 

time. 

Expected to 

have enough 

money to 

afford the rent 

through paid 

job. 

In subsequent 

contact had 

moved to 

rented 

housing with 

third child. 

she is not 

willing to, 

possibly 

under the 

influence 

of son-in-

law, and 

anticipates 

feeling 

unwelco-

med in the 

home of 

this child 

(p.22). 

Cannot 

count with 

support 

from older 

children 

(p.24). 

Third 

child 

helped 

mother 

seeking a 

room to 

rent and 

arranged 

mother a 

pre-paid 

card for 

mobile 

phone at 

school. 
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A mother 

forgives 

everything, 

even if a child 

hurts her. 

Because 

mother and 

child have a 

unique bond 

(p.56). 

Nurtured, 

educated, 

gave a good 

example to 

her children 

(p.64). 

Took from 

herself to give 

to her 

children, 

couldn´t eat 

better 

knowing that 

her children 

were eating 

worse, did 

otherwise, 

gave best to 

her children 

and eats/ate 

worse (quote 

p.64). 

 

Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 
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APPENDIX 37 

Moving to a broader categorization: one example 

 

This appendix exemplifies, in a simplified manner, the procedure of defining elements from 

thematic tables and refining and broadening categories. This example pertains to how the study´s 

participants understood home. A fragment of the thematic table with data set on this subtopic is 

presented (Step 1). The next step involved reading down this column across the cases in order to 

understand the range of existing data. As recommended by Ritchie et al. (2003b), this procedure 

was done several times so that the researcher became familiar with the data within this subtopic. 

Different elements and categories emerging from the data were then identified and plotted on a 

separate sheet of paper. This task was completed when all of the data related to this subtopic was 

inspected (Step 2). Once the elements and categories were extracted, organized and analysed, it 

was possible to classify them by grouping them under broader labels (Step 3) (Ritchie et al., 

2003b). In this particular example, broader categories were inspired in, and confronted with, the 

research conducted by Walsh et al. (2009). The final output of this procedure is presented in the 

dissertation, in Chapter 9 (section 9.2.2.). 

In this research, attention was given to investigate whether there were patterns occurring in the 

data within particular subgroups of the study population such as, for example, older women 

(Ritchie et al., 2003b).  

 

 
                                   Step 1                                                                   Steps 2 and 3 

 
Thematic table 

Identification of elements and subcategories and 

development of broader categories 
Participant 

(age) 

Definition or conceptualization of home 

and prior experience of home 

Madalena 

(18) 

Described home as having her own space, 

her possessions, in the way that she wants. 

Able to be free. Do not have to justify 

entering or leaving home before others. 

Feel comfortable to do whatever she 

wants. Have her pets living with her 

(quote p.48). 

Felt at home when she lived in rented 

housing in the company of her pets. 

Personal space → privacy (affective attribute) 

Place to store possessions (physical attribute) 

Ability to make personal choices → autonomy/freedom (affective 

attribute) 

Not having to justify entrance/leaving → autonomy/freedom 

(affective attribute) 

Connection to pets (affective attribute) 

Rita (26) Described home as a place where she can 

relax and stores her possessions. 
Ability to relax (affective attribute) 

Place to store possessions (physical attribute) 

Ester (34) Described home as comfort. When she 

sleeps calmly and not nervously (quote 

p.12). 

Feeling of comfort (affective attribute) 

Feeling of calmness (affective attribute) 

Luísa (38) Described home as a place where she feels 

good and can do her things without 

anyone bothering her. 

Felt at home while living at home with her 

grandmother. Took care of her 

grandmother. 

General good feelings (affective attribute) 

Ability to pursue activities (affective attribute) 

Feeling of peacefulness (affective attribute) 

Identity as granddaughter (affective attribute) 

Traditional gender roles within the home space (affective attribute) 

Irene (40) Described home as a place where she has 

her child, husband, reunites with family, 

makes dinner and lunch.  

It is not just having a roof, opening the 

door, entering, going to bed. That is like 

being abandoned there (quote p.19). 

Felt at home when she lived with one 

partner and their child. 

Identity as mother and partner (affective attribute) 

Sense of belonging → connection to family (affective attribute) 

Traditional gender roles within the home space (affective attribute) 

Bárbara 

(41) 

Described home as her safe place. Where 

she does whatever she wants. Possess her 

own little corner. 

Feeling of safety (affective attribute) 

Ability to make personal choices → autonomy/freedom (affective 

attribute) 

Security of tenure (legal attribute) 
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Adelaide 

(58) 

Described home as a space with bedroom, 

bed, kitchen, bathroom and television to 

entertain herself.  

Felt at home when she lived with one 

partner and took care of the furniture in 

their home. 

Place to meet basic needs (physical attribute) 

Ability to entertain (affective attribute) 

Identity as partner (affective attribute) 

Traditional gender roles within the home space (affective attribute) 

Caetana 

(61) 

Described home as living with close 

family, i.e., husband and children. 

Felt at home while she was living with her 

children. 

Responsible for domestic chores at home. 

Likes to live in a place close to pharmacy 

and supermarket. 

Identity as mother and partner (affective attribute) 

Traditional gender roles within the home space (affective attribute) 

Access to grocery stores, pharmacy (external environment) 

 

Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 
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APPENDIX 38 

Informed consent form (English version) 

 

The consent form was carefully written by the researcher and reviewed by the supervisors of this 

project. This form was designed to be as clear and informative as possible, paying particular 

attention to the use of plain language. The idea was to produce a comprehensible document that 

could be accessible to all participants, in anticipation of different levels of literacy (Runnels et al., 

2009). A version of the consent form translated to English is presented here. 

Some challenges around the informed consent form were noteworthy. Some women preferred to 

read the informed consent form while others asked me to do it. Most women clearly understood 

the document in terms of its language and content. Whenever doubts or difficulties with some 

words emerged, I would promptly explain their meanings. Some participants revealed tiredness 

and boredom, albeit in a discreet and polite manner, which was possibly related to the level of 

detail contained in the document. Others were not interested in the form and stated that it would 

be unnecessary to read it since it would replicate the information I had already provided. Dislike 

and frustration with long consent forms were also mentioned by young homeless people in a study 

conducted by Ensign (2006). 

On several occasions, it was difficult to present the consent form because women began to talk 

about some aspects of their lives or to disclose their problems soon after our initial contact, an 

occurrence also reported by Wright (2005). In these cases, I did not interrupt them because it 

would have felt unpolite and disrespectful to do so. Instead, when I had the opportunity, for 

example during a pause in their narratives, I led our conversation back to the formalities of the 

study. In some cases, I felt that I was imposing on a set of procedures not valued by at least some 

participants. I also felt that I was introducing an element of strangeness and, to a certain extent, I 

was also interrupting the natural flow of our interaction (Crow et al., 2006; Wright, 2005). Some 

of the women´s decisions to participate in the study may have been more about the relationships 

created between researcher and researched than about formalized procedures (Crow et al., 2006; 

Miller & Bell, 2002). 

Keeping in mind that informed consent is a process and not merely a form (Ensign, 2003), I made 

oral reminders about the research and ensured participants´ permission to our unfolding 

engagements whenever I felt it was necessary and appropriate, which was a case-by-case 

judgment. 
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A STUDY ON FEMALE HOMELESSNESS / HOUSING 

EXCLUSION IN LISBON 
 

 

 

 

ABOUT THE STUDY 

 

This is a study of women experiencing homelessness / housing exclusion in Lisbon. 

 

This study is being conducted by a PhD student / researcher in Human Ecology in the 

Faculty of Social and Human Sciences – New University of Lisbon, under the supervision 

of two Professors.  

 

The aim of this study is to learn more about the lives and the experiences of women 

experiencing homelessness / housing exclusion in Lisbon. 

 

You are being invited to take part in this study because your collaboration is important to 

the progress of the study. Whatever you may wish to say is important to us and I am 

willing to hear about your life. 

 

The information provided here was designed to help you to understand the study so that 

you can decide whether or not you would like to participate. I will also explain to you the 

content of this information sheet. Moreover, I am willing to answer all the questions you 

may have about the study. 

 

 

 

TAKING PART IN THE STUDY 

 

Taking part in the study is voluntary 

 

Taking part in the study is voluntary. In other words, it is your choice, you only participate 

if you wish to do so. 

Before decide upon taking part you should be duly informed about the study.  

If you do decide to take part, you can change your mind at any time and no consequences 

whatsoever will happen to you. 

If you do refuse to take part no consequences whatsoever will happen to you. If you are 

receiving any kind of support from a service that support will remain unchanged. 
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What does take part in the study involve? 

 

1) Interview 

 

If you do decide to take part, I will conduct an interview with you. During this interview 

you will be invited to tell your life ʻstoryʼ. You can talk about all aspects of your life that 

you wish to share with me. You can talk about whatever is important to you.  

Also, during the interview I would like to ask you about some topics including: the events 

which led to your homelessness/housing exclusion; the places where you have stayed 

throughout your life; your relationships with your family and friends; your health 

condition; your daily practices and routines; the services you have been in contact with; 

your views on your present situation; your perspectives on your future.  

You do not have to answer questions about all of these or other topics. At any time during 

the interview, you can simply say that you do not want to answer particular questions or 

that you would rather not discuss particular aspects of your life. The decision about what 

you are going to say is yours.  

With your permission I will audiotape the interview. This is important because it will help 

me to record our conversation accurately. I will turn off the recorder if at any time you 

wish that some part of the interview not be recorded.  

The interview should last for approximately 60-90 minutes. However, the interview can 

be longer and it can be conducted in several parts. We can conduct the interview at a place 

and time that suits you since we do not want to cause you any inconvenient. 

 

After we have our interview, I will listen to it and type up what we said (this procedure is 

called transcription). This transcript will be kept in my computer which is protected by a 

key-word that me alone can use. The interview will be erased from the recorder after the 

transcription is made.  

 

 

2) Spending time with study participants 

 

In some cases, I will ask to spend some time with you in the place where you are living. 

This will happen only if you give your permission. 

My interest in spending time with you this way is to get to know you better in order to 

gain a broad understanding of your life.   

When I am present you do not have to finish your tasks nor change your routines, I will 

try not to disturb you and I will simply stay there and chat with you and others who may 

be present.  

If you feel uncomfortable with my presence at any time, you can say so and I will leave 

immediately. 

 

After spending time with you this way I will write some notes which will record our 

encounters. These notes will be written by hand or in my computer. In any case only I 

will have access to them. 
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CONFIDENTIALITY 

 

What you say to me in the interview and when I spend time with you is completely 

confidential. This means that I cannot tell any other person what you say to me. In other 

words, whatever is spoken about in the interview and when I spend time with you will 

not be communicated to other people except if there is an immediate risk of harm to you 

or another person. In such circumstance this would be discussed with you first. 

 

I will do everything I can to make sure that you are not going to be identified in the study. 

Your real name is not going to appear in the study. Instead, I will give you a made-up 

name (this is called pseudonym). I will not disclose other aspects that might identify you 

or other persons you mention to me.  

 

 

 

WHAT HAPPENS TO THE INFORMATION YOU PROVIDE? 

 

I will analyse the collected information under the supervision of the two Professors 

previously mentioned. These Professors will not have access to your real name or other 

identifying aspects. 

 

Afterwards I will write a final report with the findings of the study which will be presented 

in the Faculty. Some other reports and/or publications may be written. The findings of the 

study may be presented at conferences.   

 

It is important that you know and understand that you are not going to be identified in any 

of these reports, publications and presentations of the study - your real name will not be 

used and other aspects that might identify you or other persons you mention to me will 

not be disclosed. 

 

We will try to communicate the findings of this study to the general society and 

particularly to the policy makers, service providers and volunteers and other people 

working in this area. We would like that this study could contribute to the services 

provided for women experiencing homelessness/housing exclusion, but we cannot give 

any guarantee of being able to achieve this goal.  

 

 

 

CONTACTING THE RESEARCHER 

 

If you want to discuss any aspect of this study or if you have questions about the study, 

you can contact me by phone. My name is Sónia Nobre and my phone number is 

91xxxxxxx. 
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A STUDY ON FEMALE HOMELESSNESS / HOUSING 

EXCLUSION IN LISBON 
 

 

 

 

INFORMED CONSENT                                                 ID#: ________________________ 

 

 

 

 

If you agree to take part in this study please sign below.  

 

 

 

 

I, ____________________________________ (name) was duly informed about this 

study, I understand the aims and procedures described in this information sheet and I 

agree to take part in this study.  

 

 

 

Signed: ____________________________________________   Date: _____________ 

(Study Participant) 

 

 

Signed: ____________________________________________   Date: _____________ 

(Researcher) 
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APPENDIX 39 

Informative leaflet to the research participants (English version) 

 

The information leaflet presented here (in its version translated to English) was produced by the 

researcher and revised by the supervisors of this project. It provides information on service 

provision in Lisbon city given the wide scope of services in Lisbon and the fact that most 

participants were recruited in Lisbon. Several phone lines were included, anticipating that some 

women might have constraints in reaching services. 

The idea behind the leaflet was to create a concise and functional document to be folded and 

inserted in a small plastic packing. In this way, it could be easily carried inside a pocket, a purse 

or a hand-bag, for example, with minimal damage. The following photograph, which was taken 

by the researcher, shows the folded leaflets inside small plastic packing. 

 

     

Photograph 6. Information leaflets 

 Source: Photograph taken by the researcher, 29/01/2017 

 

 

Participants´ reactions to the leaflet were many and diverse, including enthusiasm and 

considerations of its usefulness, either for themselves or for others, and also uninterest or 

inattention to it. Knowing all of the services indicated in the leaflet was useful whenever 

participants requested additional information.
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SOME CONTACTS, INFORMATIONS AND SERVICES IN LISBON CITY 

 
 

 Some phone contacts/lines 

 National Emergency Number: 112 | Everyday - 24h, free  SOS Pregnant: 808 20 11 39 | Monday to Friday - 10 a.m. to 6 p.m.  Others: 

 National Line for Social Emergencies: 144 | Everyday - 24h, free  Sexuality in Line: 808 22 20 03 | Monday to Friday - 10 a.m. to 6 p.m.  

 Health 24: 808 24 24 24 | Everyday - 24h  SOS Friendly Voice: 21 354 45 45 | Everyday - 4 p.m. to 12 p.m.  

 Fire Department - Green Line: 800 20 24 25 | Everyday - 24h  Alcoholic Anonymous: 21 716 29 69  

 Lisbon Taxis: 21 936 21 13 | Everyday - 24h  Line Life - SOS Drugs: 1414 | Monday to Friday - 10 a.m. to 6 p.m., free  

 Line SOS Migrant: 808 25 72 57 | Monday to Friday - 9 a.m. to 7 p.m.  SOS AIDS: 800 20 10 40 | Everyday - 5:30 p.m. to 9:30 p.m., free  

 Friendly Talk Association (Technical guidance): 968769606  Victim Support (APAV): 116 006 | Monday to Friday - 9 a.m. to 7 p.m., free  

 

 

Equipment | Entities Services provided Schedule Phone Address How to arrive 

 

Unit to Attend the Homeless Person 
 

Attendance, 
support to immediate needs 

and to specific problems 

Monday to Friday 
9 a.m. to 6:30 p.m. 

213220860 Cais do Gás, Rua Cintura 
do Porto de Lisboa, 

Cais do Sodré 
(Near Cais do Sodré train station) 

 Metro: Green line / Cais do Sodré 
 Bus: 201, 207, 208, 210, 706, 728, 
 732, 736, 758, 760, 781, 782  

Beato Temporary Accommodation 
Centre / Insertion Community 

Association for Solidarity and 
International Development 

Temporary accommodation, 
canteen, bathhouse, 
laundry and others 

Everyday - 24h 218161640 Rua Gualdim Pais nº 97 
(Xabregas) 

 

 Bus: 210, 718, 728, 742, 759, 794 

Mobile Unit / Mobile Health Project 
Association Médicos do Mundo 

Primary health care, preventive 
material, psycho-social support 

and others  

           Monday - 8 p.m. to 9:30 p.m. - Largo de Santo António da Sé - Bus: 737; Tram: 12, 28 
           Wednesday - 7 p.m. to 8 p.m. - Jardim Constantino - Bus: 706, 726 
           Thursday - 11:30 a.m. to 1 p.m. - Parque das Nações - Metro: Red line / Oriente 

Psychotherapeutic Open Group 
Lisbon Psychiatric Hospital Centre 

 

Psychotherapeutic support 

Thursday - 9:45 a.m. 

to 10:45 a.m. 
(Except August and first 

two weeks of September) 

217917000 Avenida do Brasil nº 53  Metro: Green line / Alvalade 

 Bus: 717, 731, 735, 750, 755, 767, 
 783 

Friendly Door Centres 
International Medical Assistance 

Social/psychological/juridical supports, 
employment, health care, canteen, 

bathhouse, 
laundry and others 

Monday to Friday 
9:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. 

Olaias 
 218498019 

Chelas  
 218591348 

Olaias - Rua Américo 
Durão lj. 8/9 

Chelas - Rua Ferreira 
de Castro lt. 385 

 Olaias - Metro: Red line / Olaias; 
 Bus: 208, 793 

 Chelas - Bus: 208, 755, 794  
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Equipment | Entities Services provided Schedule Phone Address How to arrive 

Oblation Sisters Reception and 

Orientation Centre for Women 
Social Work of Oblation Sisters 

of Holy Redeemer 

Broad support to women experiencing 
prostitution (social, psychological, 
juridical, health care, employment, 

housing) and others 

Monday to Thursday - 9:30 
a.m. to 5:30 p.m. 

Friday - 9:30 a.m. to 2 p.m. 

218880192  Rua Antero de Quental 
nº 6A 

(Near Largo do Intendente) 

 Metro: Green line / Intendente 
 Bus: 208, 708, 734, 736 
 Tram: 28 

Alcântara Public Bathhouse 
Alcântara Parish 

Bathhouse (hygiene products, towel), 
clothing, laundry 

Wednesday to Sunday 
7:30 a.m. to 12:30 a.m. 

(Closed on holidays) 

911761897 Rua Padre Adriano Botelho 
(Near Largo do Calvário) 

 Bus: 714, 727, 742, 751, 756 

Bathhouse and Laundry 
Beato Parish 

Bathhouse (hygiene products, towel) 

Laundry (€ 2.5 for washing and 
drying clothes)  

Monday to Friday - 8:30 to 

12:30 a.m. and 1:30 to 3:30 
p.m. 

Saturday - 8:30 to 11 a.m. 

x Rua Gualdim Pais 
(Xabregas) 

 Bus: 210, 718, 728, 742, 759, 794 

Largo do Mastro Bathhouse 
Arroios Parish 

Bathhouse 
 

Monday to Friday 
8:30 a.m. to 1 p.m. 

and 2 p.m. to 4:30 p.m. 

x Largo do Mastro 
 (Near Campo dos Mártires da 

Pátria) 

 Bus: 723, 730, 760, 767 

Public Bathhouse 
Penha de França Parish 

Bathhouse 
(hygiene products) 

Monday to Friday - 9 a.m. to 7 
p.m. 

Saturday - 9 a.m. to 1 p.m. 
(€ 0.25) 

x Alameda D. Afonso Henriques 
(Near fonte luminosa) 

 Metro: Green line / Alameda 
 Bus: 206, 708, 717, 720, 735 

  

Hospitals  Some food distribution stops (night) 

São José Hospital 
Phone: 21 884 10 00             Address: Rua José António Serrano 
How to arrive: Metro - Green line / Martim Moniz; Bus - 723, 730, 760, 767; Tram - 15, 28, Elevador do Lavra 

 - Gare do Oriente 
- Estação de Santa Apolónia 
- Rossio, Restauradores e Praça da Figueira 
- Praça Duque de Saldanha 
- Largo de Santa Bárbara 
- Mercado da Ribeira 
- Docas de Alcântara 

Santa Maria Hospital 
Phone: 21 780 50 00             Address: Avenida Professor Egas Moniz 
How to arrive: Metro - Yellow line / Cidade Universitária; Bus - 31, 32, 35, 38, 55, 63, 68, 701 

 

 

Some events   Others 

Communitarian Dinners (Serve the City Lisbon) 
Every two weeks, on Wednesday, between 8 p.m. and 10 p.m., in the Canteen of the Higher Technical Institute  
How to arrive: Metro - Green line / Alameda; Bus - 206, 708, 717, 720, 735 

  

Christmas Party of the Community for Life and Peace 
Every year in December, on Friday, Saturday and Sunday before Christmas, in the Canteen of the University City 
How to arrive: Metro - Yellow line / Cidade Universitária; Bus - 31, 32, 35, 38, 55, 63, 68, 701 

 

Updated in December 2017 within the scope of the study on women experiencing homelessness/housing exclusion in Lisbon | Sónia Nobre 
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APPENDIX 40 

Characterization of the Portuguese educational system 

 

 

• The Portuguese educational system is composed of basic, secondary and higher 

education, as follows: 

o Basic education - lasts for nine years and it is structured along three sequential 

cycles in which the first cycle encompasses the 1st to the 4th grade; the second 

cycle designates the 5th and 6th grades and the third corresponds to the 7th up to 

the 9th grade. 

o Secondary education - extends from the 10th to the 12th grade. 

o Higher education - is currently based on the Bologna Declaration, which was 

approved by the Portuguese Parliament in 2005. Superior education comprises 

undergraduate degrees (graduation), master´s degrees and PhDs. 

 

• There are two further educational avenues, which are post-secondary non-superior 

education and young/adult education and training, as follows: 

o Post-secondary non-superior education - corresponds to technological courses and 

training aimed at providing qualified integration in the labour market. 

o Young/adult education and training - pertains to courses providing educational 

and professional certification (equivalent to basic and secondary education) to 

individuals with low levels of education and qualification. 

 

               Source: Ministério da Educação (2007) 
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APPENDIX 41 

Participants´ living situations at the time of inclusion in the study according to the 

ETHOS definition and the Portuguese definition of homelessness 

 

 

 

Living situations Classification according 

to the ETHOS definition 

Classification according 

to the Portuguese 

definition 

Number of 

participants 

Rough sleeping Roofless Roofless 4 

Shelter Houseless Houseless 16 

Room paid for by a social 
service 

Houseless Houseless 2 

Refuge for victims of 
domestic violence 

Houseless Not homeless 1 

Residential setting run by 
faith-based service 

Houseless Not homeless 1 

Rented room Insecure housing Not homeless 2 

Transitional housing for 
young people 

Insecure housing Not homeless 2 

Home of ex-partner´s family Insecure housing Not homeless 1 

University residence Insecure housing Not homeless 1 

Squat (abandoned building) Insecure/inadequate housing Roofless 4 

TOTAL 34 

 
                                                                                      Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 

 

 

Note: The figures enveloped by a mark (n=8) indicate the mismatches between the ETHOS 

definition and the Portuguese definition of homelessness. These are living situations included in 

the categories of houseless or insecure housing according to the ETHOS definition (Busch-

Geertsema, 2010) but not considered homeless according to the Portuguese definition of 

homelessness (GTMA ENIPSSA, 2020a). This means that the living situations of these eight 

participants (23.5% of the study´s sample) would have remained concealed if the Portuguese 

definition of homelessness had been deployed in this study. 
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APPENDIX 42 

Participants´ living situations at the time they were included in the study and at the 

time of concluding the study 

 

 

 

Conceptual 

categories 
Living situations 

Number of participants 

Inclusion in 

the study 

Conclusion of 

the study 

  
  
  
  

H
o
m

el
es

sn
es

s 

Roofless Public/external space 4 3 

Houseless 

Shelter 16 9 

Room paid for by a social service 2 8 

Refuge for victims of domestic 

violence 
1 1 

Residential setting run by faith-based 

service 
1 0 

H
o

u
si

n
g

 e
x
cl

u
si

o
n
 

Insecure 

housing 

Rented room 2 2 

Transitional housing for young people 2 2 

Home of ex-partner´s family 1 1 

University residence 1 1 

Insecure/ 

inadequate 

housing 

Squat 4 4 

Nursing home 0 1 

Housed 0 2 

TOTAL 34 34 

 
                                                                                                         

  Source: Data collected by the researcher, 2015-2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


