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P A G E  1

Abstract

This research project seeks to present a detailed analysis of women’s homelessness in
Ireland, paying particular attention to women’s psychological well-being, during and
after homelessness. The past decade has seen an alarming increase in the
feminisation of homelessness. Homelessness is not merely a loss of a physical home,
but a loss of a sense of safety, security, dignity, community and belonging. These
losses, along with the traumatic events of homelessness, exacerbate mental and
emotional health difficulties. Women often lack gender sensitive responses to
support them in their journeys to overcome conditions of homelessness. By reviewing
previous research and listening to the voices of women with lived experience, this
study hopes to educate the reader on the gendered experiences of homelessness and
share insights into the profound psychological impacts of homelessness on women’s
well-being. 
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Introduction
Women’s homelessness is a major social issue that is largely misunderstood by Irish society. There is a
lack of knowledge and research in the area of women’s homelessness, as the homeless condition has
traditionally been understood to affect men more than women. Homelessness is not merely a loss of a
physical home, but a loss of a sense of safety, security, dignity, community and belonging. These losses,
along with the traumatic events of homelessness, are known to exacerbate mental and emotional health
difficulties.  

The past decade has seen an alarming increase in the feminisation of homelessness in Ireland. Recent
figures show that 6,032 adults are currently living in conditions of homelessness and women account for
approximately 42% of this population, a rate that continues to rise.  Dublin, Ireland’s capital, has become
the hub of Ireland’s homelessness crisis, accounting for 69% of the women experiencing homelessness in
December 2019.  In truth, these figures are much higher, as the data produced by the Pathway
Accommodation and Support System (PASS) does not account for the many women living in ‘hidden
homeless’ situations, direct provision centres, and domestic violence refuges.  

The Department of Justice and Equality has stated that the growing challenges that homelessness
presents on women are of grave concern to the Irish Government.  There is an urgent need to increase
collective understanding and awareness of the multidimensional issue of homelessness to protect the
well-being, and restore the dignity of families and women across the country. Ending homelessness
requires a multisectoral response with public and political support.  

This report seeks to present a detailed analysis of women’s homelessness in Ireland, paying particular
attention to women’s psychological well-being, during and after homelessness.  It does this by offering
women with lived experiences of homelessness the opportunity to share their unique journeys in
response to postal survey questions. The depths of the women’s responses are explored and analysed by
the researcher.  In doing so, it becomes evident that conditions of homelessness exacerbate women’s
experiences of inequalities and vulnerabilities, and hence, contribute to their complex needs not being
met. In particular, the research highlights that the women’s interactions with homelessness have a
negative effect on their psychological well-being. In addition to this, the research also identifies changes
in the women’s psychological well-being, as a result of receiving a home and holistic support. Finally,
messages for the Irish Government and United Nations in relation to homelessness are collected. The
report concludes by discussing the key findings and recommendations from the research.  
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BACKGROUND
RESEARCH 

WOMEN'S  HOMELESSNESS  IN
IRELAND

I re land is  in  the gr ips  of  a  mult i faceted
homelessness  cr is is .  Skyrocket ing property
pr ices  and rents ,  a  shortage of  soc ia l  housing ,
and a  rapidly  growing populat ion ,  among other
factors ,  have g iven r ise  to  the s igni f icant ly  h igh
numbers  of  fami l ies ,  women and chi ldren
af fected by  or  at  r i sk  of  homelessness .  Those
who are  most  vulnerable  and exper ience
inequal i t ies  and pre judice ,  such as  s ingle  female
parents  and female surv ivors  of  domest ic
v iolence ,  are  more l ikely  to  enter  into  s i tuat ions
of  homelessness .  With in  four  years ,  Focus
I re land reported a  r i se  of  158% in  the number  of
women-homeless  between 2015 and 2019.   These
women are  among the most  vulnerable  and
marginal ised in  soc iety ,  as  thei r  human r ights
have been v iolated ,  and they lack  access  to
socia l  protect ion and essent ia l  supports .  A
gender  sens i t ive  approach to  homelessness  i s
urgent ly  needed to  expla in  women’s  housing
needs and to  address  the negat ive  impact  the
phenomenon has  on women’s  wel l -being .    

Understanding homelessness  can be compl icated ,
as  no universal ly  accepted def in i t ion exists  to
act ively  address ,  monitor  and measure  the global
extent  of  the issue .  Tradi t ional ly ,  homelessness
has  been understood as  an issue that
predominant ly  af fects  men.  Convent ional  images
or  representat ions  of  the issue of ten port ray  the
image of  a  ‘ rough s leeper ’  or  a  male
exper iencing ‘ roof lessness ’  and are  not
representat ive  of  other  aspects  of  the homeless
condit ion .   The broader  concept  of  homelessness
is  complex and refers  to  a  wide range of
condit ions ,  such as  people  s leeping on

the st reet ,  s leeping in  places  not
intended for  n ight- t ime
accommodat ion ,  s tay ing at  publ ic  or
pr ivate  homeless  shel ters ,  l iv ing in
insuf f ic ient/ inadequate housing ,
s tay ing in  temporary
accommodat ion/emergency lodging ,
and l iv ing in  s i tuat ions  of  ‘h idden
homelessness ’ .   A l though,  women’s
exper iences  can take a l l  forms of
these condit ions ,  women have been
found to  feature  prominent ly  amongst
the ‘h idden homeless ’  populat ion .
This  populat ion res ides  in  informal
sett lements  such as  couch sur f ing or
stay ing with  f r iends  or  re lat ives ,  as  a
means of  surv ival .  The ‘h idden
homeless ’  are  ‘ inv is ib le ’  to
author i t ies  and,  moreover ,  miss  out
on avai lable  supports  and serv ices .
Therefore ,  i f  homelessness  i s  sole ly
to  be considered as  ‘ rough s leeping ’
or  s ingle  homelessness ,  then women
would be heavi ly  over looked and
unaccounted for  by  responders .  
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mental  and emot ional  needs of
indiv iduals  rendered homeless  to  be
met ,  the provis ion of  hol is t ic ,
compass ionate ,  and person-centred
responses  is  requi red to  not  only  supply
indiv iduals  with  a  home,  but  provide the
appropr iate  supports  that  promote
stabi l i ty ,  secur i ty ,  safety  and autonomy,
and,  accordingly ,  improve indiv idual ’ s
psychological  wel l -being .   
Paul  Koegal  (2004)  found that  indiv idual
vulnerabi l i t ies  f rom interact ing with
traumat ic  events  can character ise  who is
more l ikely  to  be af fected by  or  at  r i sk
of  exper iencing homelessness .    These
vulnerabi l i t ies  have economic ,  soc ia l
and personal  consequences  that  the
provis ion of  a  house a lone wi l l  not
solve .  Women rarely  enter  homelessness
as  a  resul t  of  one s ingle  factor  rather  a
complexi ty  of  factors .    Common factors
which increase women’s  vulnerabi l i ty  to
enter  into  homelessness  inc lude low
pay/unemployment ,  fami ly  s tatus ,
exper iences  of  gender-based v iolence ,
under ly ing poverty ,  past  exper iences  of
t rauma,  access  to  heal thcare ,  and access
to  chi ldcare .    Vulnerable  persons need
strong integrated supports  to  provide
empathy ,  responsiveness  and
empowerment ,  to  ass is t  them in  thei r
journey in  exi t ing homelessness  and
managing a  tenancy .    Serv ices
responding to  homelessness  must  be
ta i lored to  each person ’s  unique
vulnerabi l i t ies  and needs so  that  thei r
r ight  to  the h ighest  at ta inable  s tandard
of  phys ical  and mental  heal th  is  met ,
and thei r  l i fe  sat is fact ion is  improved .   

For  persons  rendered homeless ,
encompass ing l i fe  sat is fact ion and a  sense
of  purpose requi res  h igh psychological  wel l -
being .  Fel ic ia  A .  Huppert  (2009)  def ines  h igh
psychological  wel l -being as  “ the
combinat ion of  feel ing good and funct ioning
ef fect ively” .    Housing instabi l i ty  presents
many barr iers  to  achiev ing h igh
psychological  wel l -being ,  as  persons
rendered homeless  commonly  present  a
combinat ion of  mental  heal th  issues
resul t ing f rom exper iences  of  loss  and
trauma.    Poor  mental  heal th  issues  can
include depress ion ,  low sel f -esteem,
lonel iness ,  s leeping d isorders ,  anxiety  and
stress  d isorders .  A  s tudy by  Mental  Health
Reform I re land and the S imon Community
(2017)  on Homelessness  and Menta l  Heal th :
Vo ices  o f  Exper ience  a f f i rms that  “secure  and
long-term housing is  fundamental  to
promot ing the recovery  of  people  with
mental  heal th  d i f f icul t ies ,  inc luding people
who are  homeless” .    In  order  for  the

In  order  to  be representat ive  of  the range of
condit ions  and dr ivers  of  homelessness  that
are  d iscussed throughout  th is  research ,  the
fol lowing inclus ive ,  human-r ights  based
def in i t ion proposed by the United Nat ions
Expert  Group on ‘Af fordable  Housing and
Socia l  Protect ion Systems for  Al l  to  Address
Homelessness ’  wi l l  be  adopted :  

"Homelessness  i s  a  condi t ion  where  a
person or  household  lacks  habi table
space  wi th  secur i ty  o f  tenure ,  r ights
and ab i l i ty  to  en joy  soc ia l  re lat ions ,
inc lud ing  safety .  Homelessness  i s  a

mani fes tat ion  o f  ext reme pover ty  and
a fa i lure  o f  mul t ip le  sys tems and

human r ights" .  

VULNERABILITIES
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The feminisat ion of  homelessness  in
I re land is  most ly  at t r ibutable  to  the sharp
r ise  in  family  homelessness .  In  2018,  the
monthly  average number  of  fami l ies
present ing as  newly  homeless  was 93 .
Paula  Mayock and Joanne Bretherton ’s
(2017)  s tudy on Women’s  Homelessness  in
Europe  h ighl ights  that  the major i ty  of
homeless  famil ies  in  I re land are  female-
headed,  lone parent  households .    These
famil ies  enter  into  homelessness  as  a
resul t  of  los ing thei r  home in  the pr ivate
rented sector  for  reasons l ike  h igh rents ,
landlords  sel l ing up or  being repossessed ,
a  shortage of  propert ies  to  rent  and a  lack
of  propert ies  accept ing rent  supplement  or
tak ing part  in  the Housing Ass is tance
Payment  scheme (HAP) .    Consequent ly ,
these famil ies  f ind themselves  res id ing in
emergency accommodat ion ,  such as
commercia l  hotels ,  hostel  accommodat ion ,
or  B&Bs .  These l iv ing envi ronments  of ten
lack  space and are  not  conduct ive  to  family
l i fe ,  especia l ly  over  long per iods  of  t ime.
Conversely ,  to  avoid  emergency
accommodat ion and the st igma of  being
label led as  ‘homeless ’ ,  fami l ies  may enter
into  s i tuat ions  of  ‘h idden homelessness ’
and go ‘unseen ’  to  local  author i t ies .  

The lack  of  understanding of  the causes
and of ten ,  systemic  dr ivers  of  a  person ’s
homelessness ,  leads  to  the spread of
mis informat ion and the format ion of
negat ive  s tereotypes .  Studies  suggest  that
people  exper iencing homelessness  are
often st igmat ised and blamed for  thei r
predicaments  and are  regular ly  perceived
as  fa i lures  by  the rest  of  soc iety .
Exper iences  of  s t igmat isat ion and
discr iminat ion have been found to

have a  d i rect  re lat ionship  with
exper iences  of  homelessness  and
mental  i l lness .    According to  the Off ice
of  the United Nat ions  High
Commiss ioner  for  Human Rights ,
d iscr iminat ion against  women in
relat ion to  housing can occur  s imply
“because they are  women,  or  because of
other  factors  such as  poverty ,  age ,
c lass ,  sexual  or ientat ion or  ethnic i ty” .
These behaviours  ref lect  an ignorance
in  soc iety  to  the except ional ly  s t ressful
and t raumat ic  aspects  of  homelessness .
A  common example of  such st igma and
general isat ion is  the mispercept ion that
al l  people  exper iencing homelessness
are  addicted to  a lcohol  and other
substances .  Al though,  women
exper iencing homelessness  have been
found to  use a lcohol  and drugs  more
commonly  than other  women,    i t  i s
rarely  the sole  cause of  a  woman’s
homelessness  and therefore ,  other
determinants  must  be considered .  

THE GENDERED DIMENSIONS 
OF HOMELESSNESS
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Women l iv ing in  homelessness  are  of ten
judged based on what  they do not  have
rather  than by the systemic  inequal i t ies
which oppress  them f rom progress ing in
society .  Katr ina Mi laney (2013)  found that
women’s  emot ional  and mental  heal th  is
fur ther  d is t ressed when community  supports
lack  gender  sens i t iv i ty .    There  is  a  ‘ cul ture
of  shame’  for  women who exper ience
marr iage breakdown,  and th is  heightens  the
judgement  of  separated homeless  women.  
 St igmat isat ion against  women can be rooted
in gendered ideologies  and patr iarchal
constructs  which reduce women to  domest ic
and maternal  ro les  with in  the home,  and so ,
prompting judgement  and shame f rom society
when they do not  conform to  these
expectat ions  and constructs .  Emphasis ing
that  a  woman’s  p lace is  in  the home can
neglect  some women’s  exper iences  of  abuse
and oppress ion at  home,  and can r isk
discouraging women f rom exi t ing unsafe
envi ronments .    Domest ic  v io lence and other
forms of  gender-based v iolence have been
found to  predominant ly  dr ive  women’s
homelessness .    A  UK report  on The Impact  o f
Homelessness  on Heal th  and Wel l -be ing
ident i f ies  that  domest ic  abuse has  a  negat ive
impact  on women’s  mental  and phys ical
heal th ,  i solat ing them f rom family ,  f r iends ,
the community  and work .   

Mothers  who f ind themselves  homeless  come
up against  fur ther  depths  of  s t igmat isat ion .
Thei r  homeless  s i tuat ion can d ist ress  thei r
capaci t ies  to  support  and nurture  thei r
chi ldren due to  a  lack  of  avai lable  resources
and supports .  This  can cause some mothers
to  be seen as  ‘ fa i lures ’  or  ‘bad mothers ’ ,  as
they are  not  fu l f i l l ing thei r  t radi t ional  ro le
as  ‘ caregiver ’  in  the home.   

A  constant  worry  among vulnerable  mothers
is  los ing custody of  thei r  chi ldren .  In  such
cases ,  the woman becomes known as  an
‘unaccompanied mother ’ .   On top of  the 

a l ready deeply  t raumat ic  and st ressful
event  of  los ing a  home,  the separat ion
of  a  fami ly  i s  except ional ly  t raumat ic
and can have last ing consequences  on
both the parent  and chi ld ’s  heal th  and
wel l -being .  Paula  Mayock ,  Sarah Parker
and Sarah Sher idan (2014)  h ighl ighted
that  mothers  who are  homeless  for  more
than one year  are  more l ikely  to  lose
custody of  thei r  chi ldren ,  and therefore ,
less  l ikely  to  qual i fy  for  wel fare
ent i t lements  and other  forms of  support
avai lable  to  chi ldren .    Moreover ,  due to
the nature  of  housing author i t ies  in
I re land,  an ‘unaccompanied mother ’  i s
registered on a  housing l i s t  as  a  ‘ s ingle
adult ’  and not  as  a  mother  looking for  a
home for  her  fami ly .   This  measure
ref lects  a  neglect  of  women’s  maternal
ident i t ies ,  fur ther  s t igmat is ing and
marginal is ing them,  and compounding
the a l ready compl icated chances  of
family  reuni f icat ion .  
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Support ive  housing models  ref lect  hol is t ic ,
susta inable  solut ions  that  a im to  break a
person ’s  cyc le  of  homelessness .  Support ive
housing responses  are  committed to  the
immediate  provis ion of  permanent
support ive  housing rather  than al lowing
persons rendered homeless  to  enter  into
longterm emergency accommodat ion .  I t  i s  a
model  proven to  be a  successful  and cost-
ef fect ive  solut ion  to  reducing
homelessness .    Support  of f icers  work ing in
support ive  housing in i t iat ives  are  h ighly
t ra ined to  provide wrap-around serv ices
that  improve a  person ’s  heal th  and wel l -
being and cul t ivate  thei r  human wholeness .
Trauma informed care  is  of ten one of  the
serv ices  of fered to  help  people  in  thei r
recovery  process .    Sophia  Housing is  a
supported housing NGO in  I re land that  i s
committed to  provid ing hol is t ic ,  support ive
housing to  persons and famil ies  rendered
homeless .  Sophia  Housing of fers  a  person-
centred approach to  recover ing f rom
exper iences  of  s t igma and t rauma,  by
provid ing support ,  space and t ime to  help
people  move forward f rom homelessness .  
 In  2019,  they supported 1 ,034 people  to
t rans i t ion into  homes of  thei r  own.    Sophia
Housing ’s  v is ion is  as  fo l lows :  

“Our  V is ion  i s  to  support
marg inal i sed  people  to

real i se  the i r  potent ia l  and
fu l f i l  the i r  ambi t ion .  Sophia

pursues  i t s  v i s ion  through
pro jec ts  that  enable  people
to  make pos i t ive  d i f fe rences
in  the i r  l i ves .  Every  pro jec t
a ims  to  be  innovat ive  and 
 ensure  serv ice  users  fee l

safe  and secure” .

As out l ined ,  women when homeless  are
vulnerable  and have mult ip le  complex
needs ,  therefore ,  they must  be met  with
a cul ture  of  care  and empathy that
recognises  thei r  inherent  d igni ty  and
supports  them with l i fe  sk i l l s  and the
abi l i ty  to  successful ly  re integrate  into
communit ies .  The provis ion of  hol is t ic ,
proact ive ,  and compass ionate  responses
is  essent ia l  to  support  fami l ies  and
indiv iduals  on thei r  journeys  through
and beyond homelessness .  A  hol is t ic
approach considers  why an indiv idual  or
family  could not  manage thei r  tenancy
and what  supports  can be of fered to
help them succeed in  th is .  Hol is t ic
responses  not  only  provide indiv iduals
and famil ies  with  a  place to  l ive ,  but
also with  the necessary  supports  that
each indiv idual/ family  uniquely  needs
to l ive  wel l .

A HOLISTIC APPROACH TO 
HOMELESSNESS

P A R T 1 P A G E  7

32
 

33

34

35



METHODOLOGY

The main purpose of  th is  research was to
understand fur ther  the impact  of
homelessness  on women’s  psychological
wel lbeing by  ampl i fy ing the voices  of
those with  l ived exper ience .  The women
with l ived exper ience are  the t rue
experts  of  understanding female issues
of  homelessness .  The research was
dr iven by  the researcher ’ s  own interest
in  the area ,  and her  part ic ipat ion in  the
Mercy  Global  Act ion Emerging Leaders
Fel lowship .  The research hypothes ised
that  condit ions  of  homelessness  impact
negat ively  on women’s  mental  and
emotional  wel l -being and,  addi t ional ly ,
t rans i t ioning to  housing and receiv ing
hol is t ic  support  pos i t ively  improves  thei r
wel lbeing .  The research took a
qual i tat ive  approach and was based on
data  col lect ion and themat ic  analys is .  

The study had three object ives  re lated to
women’s  homelessness :

 
Objec t ive  1 :  To invest igate  the impact
of  the exper ience of  homelessness  on
women’s  wel lbeing .  
        
Objec t ive  2 :  To understand how
trans i t ioning to  housing with  Sophia
impacted the women’s  wel lbeing .
       
Objec t ive  3 :  To gather  messages  for
the I r i sh  Government  or  Uni ted
Nat ions  in  regards  to  women's
homelessness  in  I re land .

The data  col lect ion technique
involved the administ rat ion of  a
postal  survey to  col lect  data
related to  women’s  homelessness
and wel l -being .  The surveys  were
sent  to  women who have been
housed or  were in  t rans i t ional
housing with  the organisat ion
Sophia  Housing ,  in  the Dubl in  area .
The surveys  were accompanied by  a
‘Reply-Paid ’  envelope for
part ic ipants  to  return to  the
researcher .  Part ic ipants
conf ident ia l i ty  was s t r ic t ly
protected ,  as  no demographic
informat ion was col lected ,  and al l
survey responses  were kept
anonymous .  

The survey consis ted of  30 short ,
open-ended quest ions  (see Appendix
A) .  The researcher  took care  to  avoid
ask ing any emot ional ly  d is t ress ing
quest ions  that  might  i l l i c i t  any
psychological  r i sk  to  the respondent .

P A R T 2 P A G E  8
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Five of  the survey quest ions  were speci f ic  to  the women’s  exper iences  with  Sophia
Housing .  One quest ion requi red the women to  wr i te  a  message to  the I r i sh
government  or  Uni ted Nat ions  in  connect ion with  homelessness .  Whi le  the remaining
quest ions  a imed to  invest igate  women’s  wel lbeing dur ing homelessness .  F ive  of
these quest ions  were speci f ic  to  motherhood.   

To formulate  the survey quest ions  regarding wel l -being ,  Carol  Ryf f ’ s  theory  of
psychological  wel lbeing (1989)  was considered as  a  f ramework to  understand the
concept  of  psychological  wel l -being (see F igure  1) .  Her  theory  takes  a
mult id imensional  approach to  wel l -being ,  contemplat ing medical ,  b io logical ,  and
phi losophical  quest ions  about  what  i t  means to  l ive  a  good l i fe .    The survey
quest ions  were formulated based on the fo l lowing s ix  determinants  that  Carole  Ryf f
ident i f ied as  the components  of  psychological  wel l -being :    

Autonomy:  “Whether  they v iewed themselves  to  be l iv ing in  accord with  thei r  own
personal  convict ions” .  
Envi ronmental  mastery :  “How wel l  they were managing thei r  l i fe  s i tuat ions” .  
Personal  growth :  “ the extent  to  which they were making use of  thei r  personal
ta lents  and potent ia l ” .
Pos i t ive  re lat ions  with  others :  “The depth of  connect ion they had in  t ies  with
s igni f icant  others” .
Purpose in  l i fe :  “The extent  to  which respondents  fe l t  thei r  l ives  had meaning ,
purpose ,  and d i rect ion” .  
Sel f -acceptance :  “The knowledge and acceptance they had of  themselves ,  inc luding
awareness  of  personal  l imitat ions” .  
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Figure 1. 
Carol Ryff’s Six Factor Model of
Psychological Well-Being (1989)
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Qual i tat ive  survey responses  were analysed .
The process  involved reading and organis ing
the responses  in  regard to  thei r  connect ion
with each of  the three object ives  (see above) .
To examine object ive  1  and object ive  2 ,  a
themat ic  analys is  was carr ied out  on the
responses  to  determine key themes that
re lated to  psychological  wel l -being and
homelessness  and,  moreover ,  the impact  of
receiv ing housing ,  and supports  on
psychological  wel l -being .  Di rect  quotes  which
were acceptable  to  inc lude in  the f indings
have been out l ined in  indigo-purple  i ta l ic
font .  To understand each theme in  terms of
psychological  wel l -being ,  the researcher
created a  table  at  the end of  the analys is  of
each theme to  ref lect  on the f indings  in
relat ion to  the s ix  components  of  Carole
Ryf f ’ s  theory  of  psychological  wel lbeing
(1989) .  These ref lect ions  were based on the
researcher ’ s  own interpretat ions  and thoughts
whi le  examining the women’s  responses .  As
there  was only  one survey quest ion that
appl ied to  object ive  3 ,  the messages  for  the
I r ish  government  and the United Nat ions  were
col lected and d iscussed without  der iv ing
themes .
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The survey cr i ter ia  requested that
al l  respondents  be women who had
previously  exper ienced
homelessness .

SAMPLING

DATA ANALYSIS



Some respondents
shared negat ive
descr ipt ions  in  regard
to thei r  own unique
exper iences  of  l iv ing
without  a  home,  such
as  “ ter r ib le  mother” ,
“s ick  a l l  of  the t ime”
and “ isolated” .  Others
shared more general
adject ives  re lated to
feel ings  of  sadness ,
neglect  and exclus ion ,
such as  “useless” ,
“helpless” ,  “ fear ful ” ,
“weak” ,  “sorrow” ,
“a lone” ,  “ lost ” ,  “ scary” .
These descr ipt ions
of fer  an overv iew of
the negat iv i ty  which
can emerge as  a  resul t
of  homelessness .  They
set  the tone for  the
study .
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A total  of  s ix  surveys  were answered and returned to  the researcher .  A l l  women had
exper ienced d is t inct  durat ions  of  homelessness ,  vary ing f rom 6 months  to  8  years .
The dr ivers  of  homelessness  ident i f ied in  the responses  were :  the housing cr is is ,
dec is ions  by  landlords  to  sel l  homes ,  breakdown of  fami ly  re lat ionships  and asylum
seeker  s tatus .  

Af ter  an in i t ia l  examinat ion of  the survey responses ,  an overal l  understanding of
the negat ive  impact  that  homelessness  had on each of  the women was gained .  The
responses  to  one part icular  quest ion gave a  profound sense of  the women’s
negat ive  percept ions  of  being homeless .  In  three words ,  the women were asked to
descr ibe homelessness .  Thei r  responses  are  presented in  the fo l lowing wordle  (see
Figure  2) :   

FINDINGS

Figure 2. Wordle displaying the survey responses  describing homelessness.



The f i rs t  theme der ived was ‘mental
heal th ’ .  The research f indings  suggest  that
poor  mental  heal th  was a  consequence and
not  a  cause of  homelessness .  The t rauma
and st ress  of  exper iencing homelessness
exacerbates  feel ings  of  anxiety ,  fear ,
depress ion ,  and s leeplessness .  

St ress  can adversely  af fect  s leep qual i ty
and durat ion .   The HSE states  that  most
people  need between f ive  and nine hours
s leep per  n ight .    When asked on average
how much s leep the women got  when they
were homeless ,  the survey responses
var ied .  Four  of  the responses  reported an
average of  s ix  or  less  hours  s leep :      

“Probably  2hours  on  a  good n ight .  I
was  too  overwhelmed wi th  gu i l t  and
fear ,  I  was  separated  f rom my k ids” .  

“ I  was  so  s t ressed  in  the  hote l .  6  –  1
hours” .  

“3-4  hours” .  

“5  hours  i t  depends  on  my mood” .  
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After  analys ing the responses  to  the
quest ions  re lated to  psychological
wel l -being ,  the fo l lowing themes were
der ived :  Mental  heal th ,  motherhood,
soc ia l  support ,  and res i l ience .

OBJECTIVE 1

MENTAL HEALTH

lower  sense of  se l f -worth and thei r
conf idence had d iminished due to
l iv ing in  condit ions  of  homelessness .
One woman expla ined :

“ I  fe l t  i t  i s  my faul t  even i f  i t  i s
not  mine .  I t  i s  a  very  bad c i rc le  to
be  in .  I  fe l t  l i ke  a  loser ,  that  I  am
not  s table ,  that  I  can ’ t  prov ide
min imum for  my k ids” .  

One woman stated that  she got  e ight
hours  but  d id  not  e laborate  any fur ther :    

“8  hours” .

Feel ings  of  defeat  and worthlessness
were a lso  indicated due to  common
stressors ,  such as  a  lack  of  control  and
uncerta inty .  Addi t ional ly ,  h igh levels
of  s t ress  were reported to  d is rupt  the
abi l i ty  to  carry  out  day-to-day tasks :  

“ I  fe l t  complete ly  out  o f  contro l  in
every  way .  I  could  hard ly
concentrate  in  work  so  i t  a f fec ted
al l  aspects  o f  my l i fe” .  

“ I  fee l  I  judged myse l f .  I f
speak ing  about  l i v ing  wi th  my in-
laws ,  I  sa id  i t  was  temporary ,  as
i f  we  had a  house  l ined  up” .

Among the st ruggles  of  housing
instabi l i ty  and uncerta inty ,  mothers
exper ience heightened st ress  for  the
wel l -being of  thei r  ch i ldren ,  due to
thei r  ro les  as  caregivers .  One mother
indicated family  separat ion as  a
st ressor  among her  responses :  

“ I  had no  contro l  over  anyth ing
not  even keeping  my k ids
together… Noth ing  was  work ing ,
even in  the  process  I  los t  my ten-
year-o ld  son” .

>>

I ssues  re lated to  low sel f -esteem were
common among the respondents .  I t  was
evident  that  some of  the women had a   

Family  separat ion can t r igger  major
feel ings  of  gr ief  and loss ,  which can
exacerbate  mental  heal th  issues .  
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“Sofa  sur fed  for  about  8  months  separated  f rom my k ids  every  n ight” .  
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Simi lar ly ,  s t igmat isat ion ,  judgment  and comments  re lated to  s i tuat ions  of  homelessness
were recal led as  being a  dr iver  of  poor  mental  heal th .  This  re lates  c losely  to  the
st igmat isat ion by  soc iety  to  s i tuat ions  of  homelessness ,  as  a  resul t  of  ignorance and a
lack  of  understanding .      

“ I  remember  reading  comments  (derogatory  ones)  I t  can  get  in to  your  head
that  those  comments  are  about  you” .  

Liv ing on the st reets  resul ts  in  extreme vulnerabi l i ty ,  exclus ion and a  loss  of
independence which exacerbates  mental  heal th  issues .  One woman disc losed her
paranoid  thoughts  when s leeping rough:   

“Paranoia  when I  was  on  the  s t reet” .

Other  internal is ing behaviours  were h ighl ighted in  the women’s  exper iences .  One
respondent  noted her  extreme cr i t ic ism of  hersel f  due to  her  ‘h idden homeless ’
s i tuat ion at  her  in- laws :   

“Se l f - loath ing ,  not  want ing  to  be  at  my in- laws  so  t ry ing  to  be  out ,  but
worth less  as  I  could  not  se t t le  my head” .  

Only  one respondent  h ighl ighted negat ive  external is ing behaviours  due to  s t ress :  

“Normal ly  I  would  become i r r i tab le  and aggress ive” .  

A mother  shared her  exper ience of  ‘h idden homelessness ’  which meant  she was
separated f rom her  chi ldren for  e ight  months :

In  reading and explor ing the depths  of  the women’s  exper iences ,  the researcher  was
led to  understand the fol lowing re lat ionship  between mental  heal th  and psychological
wel l -being :   



The second theme ident i f ied was
motherhood.  This  theme was ant ic ipated
due to  the h igh levels  of  fami ly
homelessness  in  I re land .  Responses
related to  motherhood made reference
to the chal lenges  mothers  and famil ies
face when l iv ing in  host i le
envi ronments  of  emergency
accommodat ion or  inadequate housing .
These chal lenges  impact  the women on
a personal  level ,  exper iencing
st igmat isat ion as  mothers ,  and on a
famil ia l  level ,  exper iencing d i f f icul t ies
in  thei r  re lat ionships  with  thei r
chi ldren .  One woman stated :     

“Every  day  i s  a  chal lenge  for  me
and my ch i ldren .  We went  through
a lo t .  I t  was  a  d isaster” .  
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MOTHERHOOD

In  terms of  personal  chal lenges  re lated to
motherhood,  exper iences  of  shame and
st igma due to  thei r  ident i ty  as  homeless
mothers  were h ighl ighted .  Homeless
mothers  are  of ten marginal ised because
they do not  match the dominant  fami ly
model  and gendered expectat ions
accepted by  soc iety .    Thei r  s t igmat isat ion
and shaming are  dr iven by  a  lack  of
understanding and recognit ion of  both the
personal  and st ructural  dr ivers  of  women’s
homelessness ,  and family  homelessness  in
I re land .  

A  woman highl ighted her  exper ience of
st igmat isat ion and the negat ive  thoughts
that  accompanied th is .  She fe l t :  

“Fa i lure  as  a  mother  because  I  could
not  g ive  my ch i ldren  a  home.  They
would  have  been bet ter  o f f  wi thout
me as  the i r  mother  or  pr imary  carer” .  

Some mothers  were not  only  concerned
about  thei r  own exper iences  of
st igmat isat ion ,  but  they a lso  feared
the consequences  and shame that  thei r
chi ldren might  bear  f rom ident i fy ing
as  homeless :   

“ I  worry  more  about  my k ids  in
school  get  bul l ied  because  they
are  l i v ing  in  homeless
accommodat ion” .

The inf luence homelessness  has  on the
dai ly  l i fe  of  the family  res id ing in
emergency accommodat ion was a lso
revealed .  The lack  of  resources  and
family  support  in  these precar ious ,
unsui table  envi ronments  dur ing long
per iods  of  t ime compounds the many
complex st ressors  women al ready face
dur ing homelessness .  One woman
reported her  l imited access  to  a
k i tchen:   

“ I  used  to  l i ve  in  [a ]  hote l… wi th
my k ids .  I  had  to  wake  up  ear ly  to
cook  as  [ i t ]  was  shared  k i tchen” .

Simi lar ly ,  another  woman descr ibed
the st ra in  of  l iv ing in  emergency
accommodat ion on her  fami ly  l i fe  and
school ing .  She stated that  gett ing her
chi ldren to  school  was a  great
di f f icul ty ,  as  the accommodat ion was a
long d is tance away f rom thei r  school
and she d id  not  wish to  move them to
a c loser  school :  

“Very  d i f f i cu l t  because  don ’ t  want
to  change the i r  school .  I  w i l l  get
them on the  bus  as  ear ly  as  7 .00
every  morning” .  
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“…home to  my young ch i ld  who was  get t ing  more  at tached to  her
Nana so  I  went  out  a  lo t  when not  in  work… My o lder  daughter  was
very  s t ressed  and we argued a  lo t” .   
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The fol lowing re lat ionship  between the theme ‘motherhood ’  and psychological
wel lbeing was understood,  as  a  ref lect ion of  the researcher ’ s  assessment  of  the
women’s  var ious  responses :    

Throughout  the analys is  of  the theme of  motherhood,  i t  was  ev ident  that  the needs
of  the chi ldren were f i rs t  and foremost  for  the mothers :    

“They  are  the  only  one  I  see .  We comfor t  each  other .  They  are  my heroes !”  

Dif f icul t ies  in  re lat ionships  and re lat ionship  breakdown between mothers  and
chi ldren were indicated ,  as  a  resul t  of  the barr iers  to  nurtur ing due to  homelessness .
Ef fect ive  parent ing is  not  a lways  poss ible  when res id ing in  host i le ,  unsui table ,
c losed envi ronments  for  long per iods  of  t ime.  Chi ldren may become distanced f rom
thei r  mothers .  Chi ldren ’s  detachment  f rom thei r  parents  can have a  negat ive  impact
on mother ’ s  mental  and emot ional  wel l -being .  One woman recal led that  each day she
would return…:



Socia l  support  can impact  on
homelessness  durat ion and qual i ty  of
exper ience .  The survey responses  revealed
many c i rc les  of  support  which a ided the
women dur ing thei r  t ime of  homelessness .
Socia l  support  can come f rom many
sources  such as  fami ly  members ,  f r iends ,
organisat ion and serv ice  providers .  On the
other  hand,  inc idents  of  marginal isat ion
and soc ia l  exclus ion were a lso  indicated
in  the f indings .   

St rong inst i tut ional  support  has  been
found to  play  an integral  ro le  in  help ing
people  to  exi t  homelessness .   
 Inst i tut ional  support  such as  Saint
Vincent  de Paul  and the I r i sh  Refugee
Counci l  were expressed as  pos i t ively
impact ing the women’s  homeless
exper iences .  One woman reported
receiv ing support  f rom homeless
organisat ions ,  however ,  she d id  not  c lar i fy
which .  

“Sa int  V incent  de  Paul  and my care
worker” .  

“ I r i sh  Refugee  Counc i l .  Cheap c lasses
in  Spuras i .  S t .  Marys  church .  People
teaching  me Engl i sh” .  

“Sta f f  f rom homeless  organisat ions” .  
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SOCIAL SUPPORT

Family  was ident i f ied as  a  source of
soc ia l  support  one respondent  could
rely  on :   

“Fami ly  members  took  turns
look ing  a f ter  my ch i ldren  n ight
af ter  n ight .  I  w i l l  never  forget
what  they  have  done” .  

Conversely ,  another  respondent
revealed judgement  and isolat ion f rom
her  c lose soc ia l  c i rc le ,  as  she d id  not
know how she was going to  secure
housing for  her  fami ly .  Carole
Zugazaga ’s  (2008)  s tudy Unders tanding
Soc ia l  Suppor t  o f  the  Homeless :  A
Compar ison o f  S ingle  Men ,  S ingle
Women,  and Women With  Chi ldren
indicates  that  a  lack  of  support  f rom
close re lat ives  and f r iends  can resul t
in  homelessness  and fur ther
depr ivat ion in  t imes of  c r is is .  

“ I  a lways  fe l t  re jec ted  by  people
that  are  c loser  to  me.  How are  we
going  to  get  our  own home was
always  a  d i f f i cu l t  quest ion  for  me
and my ch i ldren” .  

The survey responses  a lso  drew
attent ion to  s i tuat ions  of
marginal isat ion and soc ia l  exclus ion .
When asked thei r  percept ions  of  publ ic
opinion about  homelessness ,  some
women out l ined the common negat ive
stereotypes ,  labels  and mispercept ions
they understood f rom the publ ic :  

“A lo t  o f  people  be l ieve  when you
are  homeless ,  you  are  worth less” .  

“People  th ink  that  homeless
people  are  lazy ,  have  addic t ion
and get  houses  for  f ree” .  

“People  th ink  a l l  homeless  has
mental ,  addic t ion  problems which
is  not  my case” .  

While  one woman stated that  she st i l l
fe l t  the label  of  homeless  even af ter
f inding secure  housing :

“ I  fee l  labe l  o f  homeless  person
on my back” .  
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“ I  fe l t  judged by  loca l  author i t ies  as  i f  I  was  jumping on  the  homeless
band wagon” .  
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In  explor ing the theme of  ‘ soc ia l  support ’  and the depths  of  the women’s  exper iences ,
the researcher  came to  the fo l lowing understanding in  connect ion to  psychological
wel lbeing :    

One woman discussed her  exper ience of  s t igmat isat ion f rom serv ice  providers .  She
noted how a local  author i ty  made her  feel  se l f -blame for  her  s i tuat ion :   

RESILIENCE

When asked what  brought  them
comfort  dur ing the t ime that  they
were homeless ,  many responses
made by mothers  involved thei r
chi ldren .  One mother  s t ressed how
she needed to  be st rong for  them:  

“ I  have  to  be  s t ronger  for  my
kids .  I  t ry  teaching  ‘more ’  the
hard  rea l i ty  I  am l iv ing  in” .   

The fourth  theme ident i f ied was res i l ience .
Carole  Ryf f  (2013)  descr ibes  res i l ience as  the
“capaci ty  to  mainta in  or  regain  wel l -being in
the face of  advers i ty” .    A l though these
women were l iv ing in  except ional ly  t ry ing
ci rcumstances ,  thei r  res i l ience to  get  through
homelessness  and secure  a  better  l i fe  was
evident  in  the survey responses .  The sources
of  thei r  res i l ience included thei r  ident i ty  as
mothers ,  thei r  hopes  for  the future ,  and thei r
re l ig ion .  
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Another  mother  s tated that  doing
act iv i t ies  with  her  chi ldren brought  her
comfort :  

" I  wi l l  take  my k ids  out  to  have  a
love ly  meal  or  we go  to  the  c inema” .   
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Rel ig ion a lso  came up as  a  pos i t ive
source of  res i l ience :  

“ I  have  my re l ig ion  i t  makes  me
fee l  good” .  

When asked whether  they thought
seeking help  was a  s t rength or
weakness ,  f ive  out  of  s ix  of  the women
stated that  i t  was  a  s t rength .  This
shows that  they had a  sense of
resourcefulness  and were wi l l ing to  be
vulnerable :  

“ I  have  no  problem seek ing  he lp
f rom whoever  I  need  to” .  

“ I t  was  a  s t rength  because  i f  I
d idn ’ t  seek  for  he lp  i t  wi l l  be
d i f f i cu l t  for  people  to  unders tand
me” .   

“For  me I  fe l t  s t rength  as  I  have
two k ids  who need my he lp .  They
need to  have  [a]  normal  l i fe” .  

“A  weakness  at  f i r s t ,  fo r  a  very
long t ime but  s lowly  came to
real i se  I  could  not  do  th is  a lone” .  

One woman took solace in  being able  to
share  one night  with  her  chi ldren .  She
emphasised her  grat i tude knowing that
now,  she spends every  n ight  with  them:

“ I  th ink  o f  how lucky  I  was  to  have
one n ight  wi th  my k ids ,  now I  have
every  n ight  and I  am so  grate fu l ” .    

Others  shared important  advice  for
mothers  l iv ing in  homelessness .  They
of fered messages  of  hope which h ighl ight
women’s  s t rength and res i l ience for  thei r
chi ldren :  

“My adv ice  to  mothers  in
homelessness  i s  they  should  be
pat ient .  I t  wi l l  get  bet ter  and they
should  not  lose  hope .”  

“There  i s  l ight  through the  darkness
don ’ t  be  so  hard  on  yourse l f .  You are
f ight ing  a  hard  f ight  for  your  most
prec ious  c reat ions  and that  makes  i t
count  so  much more” .    
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Their  wishes  reveal  the depths  of  thei r  homeless  exper iences  and the most  urgent
needs that  they had .  A  s igni f icant  f inding is  the prevalence of  the wish for  a  home
throughout  thei r  responses .  The women were not  only  wishing for  a  phys ical  home
but  for  a  p lace of  safety ,  secur i ty  and d igni ty  for  themselves  and thei r  fami l ies .   

In  reading and explor ing the depths  of  the women’s  exper iences ,  the researcher
came to  real ise  the fo l lowing re lat ionship  between the theme of  ‘ res i l ience ’  and
psychological  wel l -being :  

The responses  to  one part icular  quest ion af f i rmed that  even through t imes of
great  s t ruggle ,  the women had not  lost  thei r  sense of  purpose .  The quest ion
asked them to share  what  thei r  three wishes  would have been when they were
l iv ing in  homelessness .  Each woman gave a  thorough response to  th is  quest ion .
Thei r  three wishes  were as  fo l lows :    

“1)  A  dedicated  o f f i cer  to  deal  wi th .  2 )  Communicat ion  f rom hous ing
bodies .  3 )Poss ib ly  a  wel l -be ing  coach/advocate” .  

“1)  I  get  a  new home.  2)  To  make a  new s tar t .  3 )  To  have  a  beaut i fu l
l i fe  wi th  my ch i ldren” .
 
“1)  To  have  a  home.  2)  Secur i ty  for  my ch i ldren .  3)  To  spend a  n ight
wi th  my ch i ldren” .  

“1)  home.  2)  somebody  to  ta lk  to  wi th  no  judgment .  3 )  Care” .  

“1)  To  f ind  an  apartment .  2 )  To  cook  my own food.  3)  S leep  in  my own
bed" .  

“1)  to  get  a  house  – own home – I  want  a  counc i l  house .  2)  to  improve
my Engl i sh .  3 )  to  he lp  o lder  people  wi th  d isab i l i t ies" .
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The themes der ived to  fur ther  understand object ive  2  were :  changes in  heal th  and
wel l -being and supports .  

OBJECTIVE 2

The exper iences  shared by  the women
since being housed at  Sophia  Housing
improved great ly  f rom what  they
ident i f ied exper iencing when they were
homeless .  A l l  s ix  women expressed
feel ing more conf idence s ince being
housed at  Sophia  Housing and receiv ing
support .  Trans i t ioning to  housing and
receiv ing supports  f rom Sophia  Housing
was found to  reduce the women’s
negat ive  thoughts  and feel ings  of
d is t ress .  Lower  levels  of  s t ress  resul t  in
higher  wel l -being .    The fol lowing
responses  h ighl ight  the women’s  feel ings
of  secur i ty ,  peace and conf idence s ince
exi t ing homelessness  and receiv ing
person-centred care :

 

“My head i s  more  at  peace .  I  have
t ime to  th ink  th ings  through and
be less  negat ive” .  

“ I  fee l  more  set t led ,  more  in
contro l ,  less  s t ressed  and more
conf ident” .  
 
“The  house  has  he lped  me
complete ly  to  set t le  and de-
s t ress” .  

“ I  have  met  some great  s ta f f  and
fee l  much bet ter” .

>>

In  reading the women’s
descr ipt ions  of  Sophia  Housing ,
i t  was  ev ident  that  they had
posi t ive  exper iences  engaging
with the organisat ion and the
serv ices  i t  of fered to  them.  As
can be seen in  F igure  3 ,  the
fol lowing descr ipt ions  were
shared in  re lat ion to  Sophia
Housing :  Helpful ,  f r iendly ,
hopeful ,  care ,  cons iderate ,
sav iour ,  mindful ,  people  to  ta lk
to ,  peace of  mind and a  lovely
place .  The descr ipt ions  suggest
that  the women’s  encounters
with  Sophia  Housing improved
thei r  wel l -being and qual i ty  of
l i fe .   
 

CHANGES IN HEALTH AND 
WELL-BEING 

Figure 3. Wordle displaying the survey responses  describing Sophia Housing
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One mother  s t ressed the improvement
in  her  fami ly  l i fe ,  her  abi l i ty  to
support  her  fami ly  and her  ease ,  now
that  she has  her  chi ldren in  thei r  own
home:

“ I  fee l  l ike  I  can  prov ide  for  a
fami ly  and I  have  my ch i ldren
under  one  roof” .   

Conversely ,  one woman indicated that
al though she has  more support  for  her
family ,  her  negat ive  thoughts ,
resul t ing f rom the st igmat isat ion she
exper ienced l iv ing in  homelessness ,
remain .  When asked i f  her  negat ive
thoughts  have improved,  she
responded:  

“No not  rea l ly .  I  know there  i s
s tab i l i ty  for  my k ids  but  I  fee l  I
have  label  o f  homeless  person on
my back” .    

SUPPORTS

In  re lat ion to  the other  supports
of fered at  Sophia  Housing ,  one woman
praised the technical  serv ices  of fered :  

As  wel l  as  that ,  the chi ldcare  support
serv ices  and af ter  school  c lub were
pra ised :  

“ [The]  k ids  are  in  [ the]  a f ter
school  c lub  ( they  love  [ i t ] ) ” .  

“Chi ldcare  i s  good he lp  for  me” .

The only  negat ive  observat ion shared
by a  woman was that  more hours  could
be of fered for  toddlers  in  the
chi ldcare  serv ice .

In  reading and explor ing the changes
in  the women’s  exper iences  s ince
trans i t ioning to  housing at  Sophia
Housing ,  the researcher  was led to
understand the fol lowing re lat ionship
between the provis ion of  a  home,
hol is t ic  supports  and psychological
wel l -being :

 

“Thei r  technica l  serv ice  i s  very
good in  managing  and he lp ing  to
f ix  th ings  and repai r  th ings  qu ick
and fas ter” .    
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The survey asked one speci f ic  quest ion ask ing the women to  wr i te  a  message for  the
United Nat ions  or  I r i sh  Government  based on thei r  own personal  exper ience of
homelessness .  F ive  out  of  s ix  women responded to  th is  speci f ic  request .    

OBJECTIVE 3

Other  women used th is  message as  a  space to  cal l  on governments  to  recognise  that
no one should ever  be homeless ,  and change is  needed:   

“No one  should  exper ience  homelessness  espec ia l ly  women wi th  ch i ldren” .  

“Everyone  should  have  somewhere  to  ca l l  home.  Think  o f  the  thousands
who aren ’ t  as  comfor table  as  you .  We need a  change” .  

One woman,  who ident i f ied as  an asylum seeker ,  wrote  an encouraging message for
the I r i sh  Government .  She stated :

“ I re land i s  a  good country  wi th  good people .  There  i s  contro l  and law
here” .   

The need for  a f fordable  housing pol icy  change was cal led on .  Skyrocket ing property
pr ices  have made i t  extremely  d i f f icul t  for  indiv iduals  and famil ies  to  af ford  homes in
the pr ivate  sector .  Income requi rements  for  soc ia l  housing must  be reassessed :  

“Every  person and ch i ld  deserve  a  home.  A  lo t  o f  people  are  caught  in  the
t rap  between earn ing  too  much to  be  on  soc ia l  hous ing ,  but  not  enough for
a  mortgage .  This  gap needs  to  be  addressed” .  

Final ly ,  the l ink  between housing and human r ights  was ident i f ied ,  as  a  woman
aff i rmed that  a  home enables  a  person to  f lour ish  and l ive  a  d igni f ied l i fe :  

“Everybody  deserves  a  home,  a  home i s  d ign i ty ,  i t  i s  the  b ig  s tar t  for
everyth ing  beaut i fu l ” .  

>>
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DISCUSSION

This  report  sought  to  present  a  deta i led
analys is  of  women’s  homelessness  in
I re land,  pay ing part icular  at tent ion to
women’s  psychological  wel l -being ,
dur ing and af ter  homelessness .  An
analys is  of  s ix  surveys  was carr ied out .
Al l  women who took part  in  the study
discussed previous  exper iences  of
homelessness .  A l though the sample s ize
was smal l ,  the research set  out  to
ampl i fy  the voices  of  women with  l ived
exper ience ,  as  a  means to  educate  others
on the many chal lenging c i rcumstances
women face dur ing homelessness .  Many
intersect ing factors  throughout  thei r
homeless  exper iences  were found to
contr ibute  to  the onset  of-  or  worsening
of-poor  psychological  wel l -being .  Many
of  the women reported aggravated levels
of  d is t ress ,  se l f -blame and isolat ion ,
dur ing thei r  t ime l iv ing homeless .  For
mothers ,  homelessness  presented many
barr iers  which d is rupted thei r  abi l i t ies  to
nurture  thei r  ch i ldren and foster  lov ing
relat ionships  with  them.  Evaluat ing the
women’s  homeless  exper iences  was
important  to  extrapolate  the chal lenging
ci rcumstances  which af fect  women’s
wel lbeing uniquely .  

Homelessness  was a  h ighly  d is t ressful
exper ience for  a l l  respondents .  The
framework of  Carole  Ryf f ’ s  (1989)  s ix
components  of  psychological  wel l -being
provided a  harmonious  s tandard for
understanding psychological  wel l -being
throughout  the research .  I t  a l lowed for
s imi lar i t ies  and compar isons  to  be
observed across  a l l  themes .

INTERPRETATIONS & IMPLICATIONS

Mothers  faced heightened barr iers  to
high psychological  wel l -being when
homeless ,  as  they carr ied the care
burden among the many other
st ressors  that  arose .  As  a  resul t  of
receiv ing stable  housing with  hol is t ic
supports  at  Sophia  Housing ,  i t  was
clear  that  women’s  psychological  wel l -
being improved .  Reduced levels  of
uncerta inty ,  d is t ress  and isolat ion
al lowed for  the women’s  renewed sel f -
development  and hol is t ic  recovery
f rom a h ighly  t raumat ic  t ime in  thei r
l ives .   

A l though,  the ef fects  of  homelessness
on the women’s  wel l -being were
profound,  each woman ref lected an
abi l i ty  to  persevere  and f ind res i l ience
in  the face of  hardship .  Res i l ient
att i tudes  were i l lust rated in  the
women’s  abi l i t ies  to  navigate  thei r
own pathways  through homelessness
(such as  enter ing ‘h idden
homelessness ’ ) ;  the s t rength they
displayed by  seeking ass is tance;  and in
the mothers ’  hopes  to  bui ld  capaci ty
and improve thei r  s i tuat ions  for  thei r
chi ldren .   Thei r  col lect ive  dreams for  a
br ighter  future  and a  home served as
long-term goals  which a ided the
women’s  growth process  and developed
the women’s  s t rength to  overcome
advers i ty .  The f indings  corresponded
to that  of  those produced in  a
Canadian study by  FEANTSA (2016)  on
Unders tanding mothers  exper ienc ing
homelessness :  A  gendered approach to
f ind ing so lut ions  to  fami ly
homelessness .  

A  f inding of  part icular  importance was
the st ructural  i ssue of  s t igmat isat ion
due to  homelessness .  This  i s  a  h ighly
gendered issue which stems f rom
society ’ s  lack  of  understanding of  the
gendered exper iences  of  homelessness .
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Homelessness  i s  rarely  a  choice .  The
publ ic  percept ion of  homelessness  needs
to be chal lenged.  The publ ic  d iscourse  of
shaming and blaming women for  thei r
s i tuat ions  must  be deemed unacceptable .   
A  cul ture  of  care  that  categor ises  a l l
persons  based on thei r  inherent  d igni ty ,
and not  on the condit ion they are  l iv ing
in ,  must  be promoted .  The researcher
inv i tes  a l l  readers  to  share  the voices
and analys is  of  th is  s tudy with  others ,  to
help ra ise  awareness  and educate  one
another  on the ‘humanity  of
homelessness ’ .  

Recommendation 1: Tackle the
stigmatisation of those rendered
homeless by challenging stereotypes
and raising awareness of the
‘humanity of homelessness’ 

Al l  women recal led the negat ive  impact
judgemental  t reatment  f rom others  had
on thei r  wel l -being .  Being refer red to  as
a  ‘bad mother ’ ,  a  person “with  addict ion”
or  someone “worthless”  by  those around
them,  inf luenced the women’s  negat ive
patterns  of  thoughts .  These behaviours
inst i l led d is t rust ,  increased vulnerabi l i ty ,
and d iscouraged the women f rom
receiv ing the necessary  supports .  In  one
case ,  a  woman fe l t  so  demoral ised ,  her
profound feel ings  of  shame and
judgement  never  went  away af ter
receiv ing a  home and supports .   

The f indings  inf luenced the researcher  to
out l ine three key recommendat ions  to
support  women at  r i sk  of  or  a f fected by
homelessness :  

Recommendation 2: Address gaps
in supports for women experiencing
homelessness

A mult i tude of  needs requi re  a
mult i tude of  supports .  Women
exper iencing homelessness  do not
always  receive the appropr iate  care
that  they need,  which can fur ther
increase thei r  vulnerabi l i t ies  and
feel ings  of  i solat ion .    In  the
f indings ,  the women highl ighted the
many poor  outcomes thei r
psychological  wel l -being faced due
to compounding mental  heal th
needs ,  a  lack  of  support  for
themselves  and thei r  ch i ldren ,  and
the absence of  a  p lace to  cal l  home.
A coordinated and hol is t ic  approach
to address ing homelessness  should
integrate  the heal th  care  system,
socia l  care  system and housing
system to  achieve better  outcomes in
the long run and promote d igni ty ,
gender  sens i t iv i ty  and harm
reduct ion for  both adults  and
chi ldren .  
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Recommendation 3: Advocate for the
realisation of the human right to
adequate housing for all 

“Homelessness  i s  both a  cause and
symptom of  human r ights  being denied ,
abused and v iolated” .  

Everyone deserves  a  home.  The f indings
f rom object ive  3  s t rongly  ref lected the
message that  a l l  people ,  women and
chi ldren deserve a  place to  cal l  home.
To address  the chal lenges  and hardship
which women and famil ies  face when
homeless ,  the provis ion of  safe ,
af fordable ,  and adequate housing with
supports  i s  essent ia l .  The real isat ion of
the r ight  to  adequate housing would
“provide a  c lear  f loor  of  protect ion in
respect  of  bas ic ,  adequate housing for
al l ” .    In  Internat ional  Law,  the r ight  to
adequate housing is  recognised as  one
cornerstone of  the r ight  to  an adequate
standard of  l iv ing under  the Universal
Declarat ion of  Human Rights  (Ar t ic le  25 ,
para .  1 )    and the Internat ional  Covenant
on Economic ,  Soc ia l  and Cultural  R ights
(Art ic le  11 ,  para .  1 ) .     This  r ight  i s  yet
to  be embedded in  the I r i sh
Const i tut ion ,  therefore ,  by  advocat ing
for  the real isat ion of  the human r ight  to
housing in  I re land,  both the provis ion of
homes and provis ion of  qual i ty  serv ices
to  a l l  people  exper iencing homelessness
would be promoted .  On top of  th is ,  the
women’s  messages  for  the I r i sh
Government  and United Nat ions ,  ca l l ing
for  the provis ion of  homes would be
ampl i f ied .  

STRENGTHS & LIMITATIONS

No ethical  approval  was requi red to  carry
out  the current  research .  This  s tudy is
eas i ly  repl icated .  The overal l  topic  of  the

was re levant ,  as  the number  of  women
homeless  in  I re land cont inues  to  r i se
sharply .  As  ment ioned in  Part  1 ,  research
is  much needed in  the area of  women’s
homelessness ,  so  that  women and
famil ies  wi l l  be  supported better  and the
overal l  understanding of  the gendered
dimensions  of  homelessness  wi l l  have
greater  recognit ion .  The inclus ion of  the
voices  of  those with  l ived exper ience
strengthened the study and fostered the
empowerment  of  women and thei r
res i l ience .  

A  number  of  shortcomings arose in  the
research .  The smal l  sample s ize ,
whereby ,  only  s ix  women took part  in  the
surveys ,  l imited the study ’s  abi l i ty  to
make general ised conclus ions .  There  was
no fol low-up to  encourage part ic ipat ion
due to  the onset  of  external  chal lenges ,
inc luding the COVID-19 pandemic .  Most
of  the women did  not  express  which
supports  ass is ted them the most ,  to
mainta in  thei r  new res idency .  This
l imited the researcher ’ s  knowledge of  the
types  of  hol is t ic  care  they received at
Sophia  Housing .  Another  l imitat ion to
the study was that  the research approach
lacked invest igat ion into  the root  causes
of  the women’s  homelessness  and hence ,
created a  gap in  the researcher ’ s
understandings  of  the women’s  extens ive
exper iences  of  homelessness .  The study
avoided ask ing the women any t r igger ing
quest ions  that  could make them recal l
inc idents  of  t rauma.  By  way of  an
al ternat ive ,  the researcher  assumed
throughout  the analys is  that  a l l  of  the
women had exper ienced some degree of
t rauma in  thei r  past .  This  assumption was
based on ev idence presented by  Mental
Health  Reform I re land & the S imon
Community  (2017) ,  whereby they found
that  most  people  who have exper ienced
homelessness  report  or  a l lude to  past
forms of  t rauma.   
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FUTURE RESEARCH 

To gain  a  more extens ive  understanding of  the
impact  of  homelessness  on psychological  wel l -
being ,  future  research could take a  quant i tat ive
approach by  administer ing Carole  Ryf f ’ s  (1989)
42- i tem Psychological  Scale  of  Wel l -being ,    to
women with  l ived exper iences  of  homelessness .
This  research would requi re  ass is tance f rom a
researcher  who is  qual i f ied in  psychometr ics .  On
the Psychological  Scale  of  Wel l -being ,  users ’
responses  are  measured based on the extent  to
which they ‘agree ’  or  ‘d isagree ’  wi th  quest ions
related to  Carole  Ryf f ’ s  s ix  components  of
psychological  wel l -being .  Carry ing out  any
future  s tudy on th is  topic  on a  larger  sample
s ize  would st rengthen the val id i ty  of  the
f indings .

CONCLUSION

To conclude ,  homelessness  i s  a  s igni f icant  i ssue for  many women in  I re land .  The
purpose of  th is  s tudy was to  of fer  a  deta i led analys is  of  women’s  homelessness ,
paying part icular  at tent ion to  women’s  psychological  wel l -being .   The data  col lect ion
process  involved the administ rat ion of  surveys  which asked women to  share  thei r
exper iences  of  homelessness  with  the researcher .  Many themes were der ived dur ing
the analys is  of  the women’s  responses  which provided an overv iew of  the common
circumstances  they encountered .  Profound negat ive  impacts  on psychological
wel lbeing were recal led by  the women dur ing thei r  past  exper iences  of  homelessness .
Nevertheless ,  receiv ing a  home and supports  f rom Sophia  Housing caused these
negat ive  impacts  to  decl ine .  This  af f i rmed that  a  hol is t ic ,  person-centred approach to
homelessness  has  the capaci ty  to  equip  women with  the necessary  supports  that  wel l -
being ,  res i l ience ,  and d igni ty .  To support  women everywhere in  thei r  f ight  against
homelessness ,  the researcher  encourages  readers  to  speak into  the s i lence by  ra is ing
awareness  of  the gendered exper iences  of  homelessness ,  and to  advocate  for  the
human r ight  to  adequate housing ,  so  that  a l l  of  I re land,  has  the r ight  to  l ive  a
digni f ied l i fe  in  thei r  homes .

“Everybody  deserves  a  home,  a
home i s  d ign i ty ,  i t  i s  the  b ig  s tar t

for  everyth ing  beaut i fu l ” .  
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APPENDIX
Appendix A. Copy of the Survey Administered for Data Collection 
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