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Editorial
The number of families and children
experiencing homelessness in
Ireland today is the highest since
records began. The latest
Department of Housing figures
reveal that more than 1,100
families are homeless, including
2,363 children. Many families are
spending months living in hotels,
B&Bs or other emergency
accommodation. While the
longitudinal research required to
fully understand the impact of
homelessness on children has not
yet been undertaken, we know that
inadequate, unsafe or insecure
housing has serious repercussions.
The impacts on children are far
reaching, affecting a child’s mental
and physical health, social and
emotional development, education
and their key relationships. There
is no question this is a serious
crisis and that children are the
most vulnerable victims.

In the first article in this issue of ChildLinks
on homelessness and its impact on
children and families, Barnardos looks at
some of the reasons for this crisis and
makes recommendations as to the
multilevel response required – family-
friendly emergency accommodation in the
short term, greater security for medium-
term housing and, ultimately, providing
more long-term homes.

Women who find themselves homeless
during pregnancy are particularly vulnerable,
often lacking the type of support available
to most new mums. An article from Anew
outlines the support the organisation offers
to women during and after pregnancy,
providing an accommodation service to
women who find themselves homeless
as well as counselling and life skills
classes. After the birth and the initial
supports have been given, women are
then helped in moving on to live
independently with their children.

The next article discusses the relationship
between homelessness and domestic
violence, drawing on selected narratives
from women who participated in a qualitative
study of women’s homelessness in Ireland.
Women’s economic dependence on their
partners emerged strongly in the narratives
as well as the fear that their children

would be taken into State care if they
sought help at a domestic violence refuge. 

Focus Ireland, in an article about their
Family Homeless Action Team, describes
supporting families experiencing
homelessness during their time in
emergency accommodation and assisting
them to move on to stable accommodation.
In Dublin, almost 75% of families
experiencing homelessness are residing
in commercial hotels with many families
staying for long periods in single hotel
rooms, without access to cooking or
washing facilities. Given the scale of the
current crisis, and the number of families
who have to be accommodated on a
nightly basis, families are often residing
considerable distances from the schools
their children are attending. Families are
also removed from their personal support
structures, such as other family members. 

The final article in this issue is another
from Barnardos which looks at the
experiences of one family and gives a
worrying picture of the difficulties being
faced. It is clear that stronger action is
needed from Government to relieve the
pressure of the housing crisis on families.

SINEAD LAWTON
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HIDDEN
HOUSING

CRISIS PIPPA WOOLNOUGH, 
Advocacy Campaigns Officer,
Barnardos

THE

One of the scariest outcomes of the housing
crisis has been the impact on children. The
latest Department of Housing figures reveal
that more than 1,100 families are homeless,
including a staggering 2,363 children.
(Department of Housing, Planning, Community
and Local Government, 2016a) That’s 2,363
children who do not have a safe and secure
spot to sleep tonight. For more than two
years this figure has steadily increased and,
as yet, there is no suggestion this upward
trend is going to be reversed any time soon.

Children need a safe, warm and secure place to call home.
Inadequate, unsafe or insecure housing has serious
repercussions; affecting a child’s mental and physical health,
social and emotional development, education and their key
relationships. There is no question this is a serious crisis and
that children are the most vulnerable victims.

The scale of the housing crisis and the breadth of its impact
would have been unimaginable just 10 years ago, at the
height of the property boom. But, after the boom came an
unprecendented house price collapse. In a bid to manage the
accompanying economic crisis, a series of austerity measures
were introduced in an attempt to offset the Government’s
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deficit. During this period child poverty rates almost doubled
from 6.3 per cent in 2008 to a high of 11.7 per cent in 2013
(Central Statistics Office, 2014), which is nearly one in eight.
Independent analysts including the Thinktank for Action on
Social Change (TASC) have confirmed that children were
one of the groups most affected by austerity – while being the
least to blame for the economic crash.

The volume of families and children affected by the current
housing crisis is unprecedented and, of course, is more likely
to affect those families already beleaguered by years of austerity
cuts. Barnardos knows the problem cannot be solved
overnight. The response must be delivered on multiple levels
– immediate, short and long term. This means providing family-
friendly emergency accommodation that causes minimal
disruption to a child’s life in the short term, ensuring greater
security for medium-term housing, for example, in the private
rental market, and ultimately providing more long-term
homes. The need at every level is urgent but despite repeated
Government pledges to take action, the housing crisis has
inarguably worsened over the past two years.

Many families are living up to a year (and worryingly, sometimes
even longer) in hotels, B&Bs or other emergency accommodation.
Often they are being moved between locations, sometimes
not knowing where they’ll be sent to from one week to the
next. Emergency accommodation is often far away from
families’ communities meaning they spend hours travelling to
school and become isolated from their support networks. This
is incredibly disruptive and only adds to the already incredible
stress families are under. Living in one room, sharing beds
with siblings and parents, with no space to do homework, cook
food, do laundry, store belongings and with strict curfews all
have a profound negative impact on a child’s development. It
can affect the child’s ability to remain in school and stay
connected with their support networks. 

SOCIAL HOUSING SUPPORTS
A shortage of social housing stock is the primary reason for
the increase in family homelessness. The effects of chronic
underinvestment in capital building projects since the boom
years are evident. The most recent data (from 2013) on the
social housing waiting list indicates that 90,000 households
were awaiting allocation; this figure is likely to be much higher
now. Building new social housing continues to be extremely
slow. In August 2016, the Government’s published its
ambitious Rebuilding Ireland action plan, which pledges to
deliver 47,000 social homes by 2021.

This plan must be set in the context of recent activity, however.
Under the previous Government’s Social Housing Strategy
(Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government, 2016b),
5,386 new social houses across the country were planned in
2015. In the event, only around 4,300 were completed, with
planning regulations and processes blamed for delays in
construction. The Government’s latest solution is rapid built
homes with a plan put in place to deliver 131 rapid build
houses on vacant council lands in Finglas, Darndale, Cherry
Orchard and Drimnagh in Dublin in 2016, in addition to the 22
already on-stream in Ballymun. A deadline of mid-December
was set for their completion but the project has been beset by
delays, including most notably with the tendering process.
Construction is finally underway and the houses are expected
to be finished by the end of March 2017. 

Barnardos is also concerned about the lack of local preparations
being undertaken to ensure the necessary supports are in place
to support the newly arriving families – such as informing the
local schools, healthcare centres and crèches. Ensuring the
right to housing means more than just a roof over someone’s
head, and for children and families who have faced incredible
disadvantage and disruption this means supporting reintegration
into the community when more permanent housing solutions
are provided. While the Government has funded four child
support workers to work directly with children experiencing
homelessness, this is a drop in the ocean when you consider
that more than 1,100 families are homeless. The Minister for
Children, Katherine Zappone, recently announced funding for
two more. 

Many families seeking social housing find the schemes are
overly rigid. If a tenant refuses a property for any reason they
are moved down to the bottom of the waiting list. For example,
one Barnardos Project is advocating with a local council on
behalf of a mother who is recovering from addiction and
declined a housing allocation as it was in an area known for
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Barnardos Project Worker: Families are led to
believe if they become homeless they’ll be
given emergency accommodation right away
but this isn’t the case. One family in Cork were
three weeks waiting to be put into a hotel. The
family, consisting of two parents, a terminally ill
child and two other children, had to sleep in
their car until they were placed in a hotel.
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high rates of drug use. If a family is deemed to be in any way
less than the ideal tenant they may be refused social housing
allocation. In addition, those families lucky enough to secure
social housing are too often facing many of the same issues as
private rental tenants, including overcrowding and substandard
living conditions. Lack of regular inspections and maintenance
(boilers not serviced, windows not fixed, damp etc.) mean
families’ health is suffering and social housing stock is
deteriorating rapidly. 

In 2015, 10,400 tenants were to be offered support under
the Rental Accommodation Scheme and the new Housing
Assistance Payment (HAP), whereby local authorities provide
housing assistance for households qualifying for social housing
support, including many long-term rent supplement recipients,
in a bid to meet the need of those with long-term housing
needs. However, the actual figure for the year was well below
this at 7,503. The recent Budget 2017 announcement to
more than double funding for HAP and target to deliver 15,000
additional homes through the scheme appears not to take into
account the acute shortage of available units nor provides an
indication of how they will persuade landlords to join the scheme.

PRIVATE RENTAL MARKET
Private rented sector tenants are absorbing the pressure
created by lack of social housing and a stalled housing market.
Demand for rental properties far outstripping supply has led
to a landlord’s market in which astronomical rents, poor quality
accommodation and discrimination are common place. We
know too many regions where there are no properties
available within the rent supplement rates. To improve rent
certainty for tenants, longer rent review and notice periods
were introduced in 2015. It is unlikely this policy will have the
desired effect, however; already Barnardos projects are reporting
landlords increasingly not renewing contracts in favour of
new, higher paying tenants or else not issuing contracts at all,
knowing tenants are too afraid of homelessness to argue.

The overwhelming consensus from the families with whom
Barnardos works with is that rising rents have made things
worse in the past year. Fuel and food poverty are the
consequences of families paying too high a proportion of their
income on rent. The Government pledge to increase rent
supplement rates by up to 30%; yet the gap between rent
supplement rates and market rents remains a grave problem,
with landlords often discriminating against tenants in receipt
of rent supplement. The Irish Human Rights and Equality
Commission’s warning to landlords to cease illegal discrimination
is welcome but difficult to enforce in an extremely pressurised
housing market. 

HIDDEN HOMELESS
While the focus has rightly been on the seemingly inexorable
rise in homelessness, Barnardos has seen many hundreds
more families face deplorable conditions in temporary and often
private rented accommodation. This ‘hidden housing crisis’ is
the thousands of families in Ireland living in substandard,
overcrowded or unsafe accommodation, unable to move or
demand better because they have no other options. It is not
uncommon for us to hear of parents being forced to cram into
small homes with extended family. One such example from a
Barnardos’ Project is a family of five adults, two teenagers
and four small children living in a two bedroomed house.  The
strain created because of limited personal space serves to
wear down key support relationships and, in our experience,
has frequently resulted in mental health difficulties both for
parents and children. Worryingly, we are increasingly seeing
poor housing conditions as a central factor in instances of
domestic abuse and family breakdown. 

Families are forced to remain in unsuitable accommodation
because there are no available alternatives open to them. At
the same time, because these families are not technically
homeless they are effectively ignored by authorities who are
under pressure trying to tackle the escalating numbers
presenting as homeless. 

Barnardos Project Worker: A lone parent we
work with has two children; one aged 13 and
another who is 20 and has a severe intellectual
disability. The parent has been offered social
housing accommodation for her and the younger
child but as the elder child is deemed an adult
they won’t house him, despite his being completely
dependent on his mother’s care. We are negotiating
with the council on their behalf as it is unacceptable
to split up the family.

Barnardos Project Worker: The biggest problem
is lack of affordable accommodation – never
mind the added disadvantage of being on rent
supplement. You need a month’s rent and a
month’s deposit to secure an apartment but even
with a quick turnaround rent supplement approval
takes around 10 days and often wouldn’t include
the deposit as well.
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Another widespread problem is families afraid to complain to
their landlord when their homes need repair or general
maintenance. Broken windows, doors and locks, damp and
mould, faulty heating and vermin infestations are common
issues faced by tenants. There have been no policy changes
to address these issues, meaning children and families continue
to silently shoulder the hidden burden of the housing crisis.

DONNA’S STORY 
Donna became homeless in February 2015 and moved into
emergency accommodation with her 11-year-old son. They
had been renting privately but Donna experienced depression
which led to falling behind on their rent and they were
subsequently evicted. Donna and her son lived in a small town
where there was no other affordable accommodation available. 

‘We moved into a women’s hostel in Mullingar. It was
scary for both of us and my son found it very difficult as
there was only one other boy who wasn’t the same age.
Living in one room with a curfew, a set bed time and
little independence strips you back. My son had to be
with me constantly. He hated not having any space but
couldn’t express himself so he’d get really angry. We
had a strong relationship but it started to suffer under
the strain. He struggled at home and in school. I got
support from the staff in the hostel and with their help I
learned how to budget and save some money. They also
suggested my son link in with Barnardos and this really
helped him cope with the situation; but it was still a
struggle. I spent my time applying for jobs and constantly
trying to find somewhere else to live; but rents were
always too high and in any case landlords didn’t want to
know once I mentioned rent supplement.’

Through hard work and support from the services she
accessed, Donna managed to turn things around. After nine
months in the hostel they now live in a two-bed apartment
under the Rental Accommodation Scheme.

‘My son is delighted to have his own space. He didn’t
leave his new room for a full day when we first moved
in and he’s getting on well in school. Without support
from Barnardos and the hostel staff it could have been
a different story for us – I saw in the hostel not everyone
comes out the other side. I wish I had known about the
services available before becoming homeless.’

Barnardos Project Worker: We have lots of
children living in appalling conditions. We have a
number of families that are in really poor private
rented housing and they are scared to do anything
about it in case they are asked to leave. We also
have families living with extended family in really
overcrowded conditions and this is affecting the
children very badly. Whatever the parents are
feeling the kids feel it too. The stress families are
under is just untenable.

Barnardos Project Worker: I was visiting a
family when I noticed a rat crawling on the kitchen
counter. The family had nowhere else to go and
were too scared of a rent increase or eviction to
complain to their landlord.

BARNARDOS CHILDLINKS ISSUE 3, 2016 HOMELESSNESS



6

CONCLUSION
Not enough was done in 2016 to reduce the burden of the
housing crisis on families and, despite clear recognition from
the new government of the severity of the crisis, it remains to
be seen whether ‘Rebuilding Ireland’ (Government of Ireland,

2016) will lead to greater improvements in 2017. While it is
clear the Government is attempting to prioritise efforts to
provide sufficient housing for all families, essential supports
to reduce the volume of families becoming homeless and to
mitigate the effects of homelessness on children are still missing.
Among the more recent measures announced are provisions
to provide free school transport and free pre-school places
for children living in emergency accommodation plus the
prioritisation of their involvement in the School Completion
Programme. We also commend the Government’s efforts to
end the use of hotels as emergency accommodation for families
by summer 2017 and will monitor progress in this area. 

But we need more. In the recognition that the crisis will not be
solved overnight, alternative practical supports must be provided
for families, such as access to hygienic cooking facilities to
provide nutritious food and access to laundry facilities. The
desperate need for children to have a safe space to play, do
their homework and have some normal family time must also
be met. Among the consistent failures are the Government’s
continued reliance on the private rented sector to provide
accommodation combined with lack of appetite to source
dormant properties and the building of new units progressing
at snail’s pace. At the same time, virtually nothing has been
done to help families in overcrowded and inappropriate
accommodation with the problem being largely ignored.
Once a child has a roof over its head the State seems
uninterested in the quality and safety of their home.
Understandably, construction is moving slowly; however in
light of this, stronger action is needed in the immediate term
to relieve the pressure on families.

REFERENCES

Central Statistics Office (2014) EU Survey on Income and Living Conditions, 2008-
2014 (accessed online at http://www.cso.ie/en/silc/releasesandpublications/ 17
October 2016)

Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government (2016a)
Homelessness Report August 2016 (accessed online at
http://www.housing.gov.ie/housing/homelessness/other/homelessness-data 17
October 2016)

Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government (2016)
Social Housing Strategy 2020. (accessed online at
http://www.housing.gov.ie/housing/social-housing/social-housing-strategy/social-
housing-strategy-2020 17 October 2016) 

Government of Ireland (2016) Rebuilding Ireland – an Action Plan for Housing
and Homelessness

HOMELESSNESS   CHILDLINKS ISSUE 3, 2016   BARNARDOS



Imagine you are a second year college
student, renting a room in a shared house in
Dublin. You have been seeing a guy for a few
weeks but it’s nothing serious. You discover
you are pregnant. How would you feel?

Your parents are separated and have their own pressures so it
would not be an option for you to return to your rural family
home to have a baby. The room you are renting is a box room in
a shared house that is more like a party house, even though
there are students living in it. It would not be appropriate for
having a baby in. Although you like the guy you have been
seeing, you have no idea if the relationship is going to last
long-term or not, never mind what he’d be like as a parent. And
what about your college course? You were really starting to get
into the swing of it and had only been counting your blessings
that the course was something that you were lucky enough to be 
really interested in and hoping to follow on with a career.

7

ANEW
SUPPORTING
WOMEN &
FAMILIES:
Supporting homeless 
pregnant women
LINDA BREATHNACH, 
National Counselling Co-ordinator, Anew
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But what now? You’re pregnant. You have a baby growing in
your womb. You wouldn’t even know what to do with a baby or
how to look after him or her. You were only a young teenager
the last time you held your newborn cousin in your arms and
even then you handed her back to her mum when she started to
cry two minutes later. The thoughts of you being that mum make
you feel sick. You wouldn’t even know where to start. There would
be so many things to consider: money, college, accommodation,
all the things that a baby needs such as a pushchair, cot, clothes,
nappies and all the accessories people acquire nowadays.
When does a baby sleep or eat? How often would it need
changing or washing? Would you have to give up college? What
about childcare? Where would you live? If your landlord finds
out you are pregnant, you might get evicted. You don’t even know
where to begin. You always thought you might like to have a
baby some day and that you’d know all this by then but not now,
not when you have so much else going on. You don’t feel ready.

For most people, the initial reaction would be blind panic and in
this panic it is very difficult to think rationally or calmly as one
considers her options. Of course it is understandable that
anybody who finds themselves pregnant when they hadn’t
planned it might feel a whole range of confusing emotions.
Feelings such as fear, anxiety, loneliness, sadness, guilt, shame,
isolation, regret, powerlessness and hopelessness would all be
very normal in a situation like this. Talking about your situation to
someone you trust can help. Anew can assist in this way.

ANEW SUPPORT SERVICES
Anew provides a free helpline that anyone can call if they
suspect they are pregnant, have had an abortion recently or a
long time ago, or if they are worried about a friend or family
member. People can also make an appointment to come and
meet one of our qualified counsellors. It can be really helpful

to avail of the safe confidential space that Anew offers and be
supported to work through all of these confusing emotions
that can make it very hard to think clearly and make such a
big decision. If a client chooses adoption, they will be supported
in linking up with an Adoption Support Service such as
Cúnamh. If she chooses termination, she will be referred to her
GP and offered further emotional support on her return from
the procedure if she so wishes. If she chooses to continue with
her pregnancy and go on to have her baby, the client can avail
of a wide range of practical and emotional supports from Anew
including accommodation where necessary.

Anew was established in 1981 to address the needs of women
who found themselves pregnant and with little or no support.
We are an all-inclusive, non-advocacy, non-denominational
organisation. Anew’s vision is to provide any woman and her
family on the island of Ireland with professional support services
empowering them to overcome issues surrounding pregnancy,
homelessness and parenthood. For over thirty years Anew has
provided an accommodation service to homeless women. The
accommodation service is supported by Anew’s centre in Dublin.

In today’s climate, being pregnant and homeless is becoming
more and more common. These women and girls need a
unique type of support different to what other homeless people
are being offered. Clients who come to Anew come from many
different backgrounds, age categories and education levels and
they present with many different challenges. We have had clients
who were on student visas who found themselves unexpectedly
pregnant, clients who were couch surfing, clients who were
rejected from their family home upon disclosure of their
pregnancy, teenage clients who were hungry when they came to
see us, clients recovering from addiction, clients with mental
health issues and clients coming from domestic violent situations.
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PREGNANCY AND HOMELESSNESS
The causes of homelessness, and the reason people remain
homeless for many years, are complex. Homelessness has
been a significant issue for many decades in Irish society.
Losing your home comes at the end of a long chain of events.
Getting caught up in drug and alcohol addiction, fleeing
domestic violence, finding it difficult to cope with daily living
or leaving the care system without any backup or adequate
support are just some of the many challenges people face in
finding a home. These issues coupled with pregnancy and/or
children can lead to an even greater vulnerability for the
homeless person. In light of the recent economic downturn,
Anew recognises a widening gap in support provision for
homeless pregnant women with high support needs.

Women who find themselves homeless during pregnancy often
lack the type of support available to most new mums. The
changes and breakdown of family structures can mean that
women are left without the type of skills that would have
traditionally been supported by the wider family unit. Anew
provides a six-month temporary supported accommodation
service. Clients are registered as homeless when they stay with
us and they are still considered ‘Homeless Priority’. The
accommodation service is available to clients who are pregnant,
right up until after their baby is born. There is such high demand
for our service that, generally, the clients who live in Anew’s
accommodation move in during the later stages of pregnancy.
Clients can either refer themselves or be referred by any
professional working with them including hospital workers,
aftercare support workers, mental health teams or Tusla, the
Child and Family Agency.

All clients who use our accommodation service are invited to
avail of the additional emotional support offered through our
one-to-one counselling service. Clients live independently with
regular visiting support from Anew staff. Each client is assigned
a keyworker from within the organisation and they are supported
in determining appropriate social welfare entitlements. Advice
and support is also provided with regard to accessing permanent
accommodation. If there are immigration issues, clients are also
provided with information and support around this. New mums
living in Anew’s accommodation also receive practical and
emotional parenting support both in group settings and on a
one-to-one basis. 

After the birth and the initial supports have been given, a client is
then helped in moving on to live independently with her child. As
the clients are still entitled to social housing support, they may
be assisted in availing of the HAP Scheme or Local Authority
Housing might come available to them while they are still with
us. In some cases, if there is a need to extend the agreement
and allow the client to remain in the house for a few weeks
because there is a gap between the moving out and moving in
dates, this can also be facilitated. Occasionally, clients have to
return to hotel accommodation.

ACCOMMODATION SERVICE CARE PATHWAY
Every client that comes to our accommodation service,
whether they are self-referred or referred by a professional or
another agency, goes through the following steps on our
Accommodation Service Care Pathway, starting with meeting
support worker from the team (see below).

Accommodation Service Care Pathway

PRE-ASSESSMENT
ADMISSION

(contract) AFTERCARECARE PLAN FAMILY
SUPPORT
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Admission Process 1st Stage: A completed referral form
is submitted to Anew and, as part of the referral process,
each client is met by the Anew Accommodation Team and
assessed for suitability.

Admission Process 2nd Stage: Where the client is
accepted for suitability, they undergo a complete induction
process. As part of induction process, the client is provided
with an Agreement document which is read to them. The
client is then required to sign the Agreement. This document
contains all relevant policies and procedures including a brief
on health and safety regulations incorporating all aspects of
fire prevention.

Admission Process 3rd Stage: Once the client has moved
into the house, they work collaboratively with a member of the
accommodation team to:

Develop a care plan and aftercare plan
Conduct weekly reviews and evaluate progress
Link in with relevant support services
Attend in-house parenting and life skills classes
Attend in-house counselling service
Complete appropriate application forms for housing and
welfare entitlements

Where a client has more complex needs, other professionals
may become involved. In these cases, Anew provides a case
management framework to ensure a coordinated approach to
the needs of the client. In conjunction with the client, a
support plan will be developed addressing the requirements
of each individual client and any obstacles that may arise.
Outreach Support can also be offered where necessary.
Anew also helps to support clients by offering links to other
agencies that can provide advice such as adult literacy and
other such services. This service is available to women who

are living in accommodation provided by Anew as well as
those who may be on our waiting list.

WEEKLY LIFE SKILLS CLASSES
Anew runs weekly life skills classes on Wednesday mornings
for people who are living in our accommodation or those who
are on our waiting list. Topics that are covered include:

Caring for Baby
Nutrition
Personal Care
Healthy Relationships
Budgeting
Social Welfare Entitlements
Parenting
Looking after our Mental Health

Classes are run in a relaxed informal group setting where
participants are encouraged to participate and share their
ideas and experiences. They can also be an ideal opportunity
for people to get to know other people in similar situations
and for them to support and encourage each other and feel
less isolated.

CRITERIA FOR REFERRAL
In order to be eligible for Anew’s accommodation service:

Clients must be over 18
Clients should be homeless or at risk of homelessness
Clients should be capable of independent living
Clients must be pregnant and or/recently had a baby
No alcohol or drug issues

After an assessment is done, suitable clients may be offered a
placement or, if this is unavailable, they will be placed on the
waiting list while being continuously supported where needed.

10

0

5

10

15

20

4 6 5 8 10 11 7 9 15 20
2014

2015

DCC SDCC Domestic
Violence

Unit

Aftercare Hospital

Sources of Referrals

HOMELESSNESS   CHILDLINKS ISSUE 3, 2016   BARNARDOS



11

If you would like to know more about Anew or any of our services:
Log on to our website www.Anew.ie
Like us on Facebook https://www.facebook.com/AnewSupportServices
Send an e-mail to hello@Anew.ie
Call our free helpline on 1800 281 281

WAITING LIST
There are a meagre 21 beds servicing the city of Dublin
which provide specialist care for homeless pregnant women.
There are no statistics available from the Homeless Executive
as to how many pregnant women are currently on the street.
The reason for this is due to the invisible nature of the issue.

Anew currently has just four beds to sustain mothers and
babies who are homeless. In 2015, forty pregnant women
who applied to Anew’s accommodation service could not be
accommodated. Anew offered these women some of the
other supports mentioned above but unfortunately we could
not offer them any accommodation.

These vulnerable pregnant women often then stay in
one-night-only hostel accommodation that has to be vacated
every morning. They then have to take all their belongings
with them and start the process all over again daily, making
calls to find a vacancy for that night, which may not be in the
same hostel. For some clients, this can go on right up to the
birth. Other hostels do provide accommodation where women
can have their own room where they can leave their belongings
but again they still have to vacate their room every morning
and not return until around 7pm that evening. If a client is
over seven months pregnant, she may be considered for
hotel/B&B accommodation but this depends on demand and
availability. Hotels and B&Bs tend to be more busy during the

tourist season in the summer. Also, a homeless family with a
few children might get priority over a single pregnant woman
who has none. Even if hotel or B&B accommodation does
become available to a pregnant woman, this is never
guaranteed and often only offered during the periods in
between guest reservations, therefore the woman may have
to move around several times. 

After the birth, the woman and baby then have an entitlement to
guesthouse, B&B or hotel accommodation. In these cases,
the Anew team may also still support them through outreach. 

Anew is currently working on expanding our existing
accommodation service to meet this demand and support
this particular profile of vulnerable homeless pregnant
women that other hostel-type accommodation is just not
appropriate for. We hope to do this by providing additional
accommodation units in Dublin, Cork and Thurles.

FUNDING
The counselling and parenting supports offered by Anew are
funded by the HSE Crisis Pregnancy Programme as part of
the National Sexual Health Strategy and the Homeless
Service is funded by the Dublin Region Homeless Executive.
We are also engaged by TUSLA on a project-by-project
basis to work with individual clients who have higher support
needs. Anew also gratefully accepts donations.
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HOMELESSNESS & 
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Homelessness is one of the most extreme manifestations of
marginalisation in modern societies. In Ireland, homelessness
has proven to be a persistent social problem and recent years
have seen a quite dramatic increase in the numbers of
individuals and families presenting as homeless. Historically,
in Ireland, as indeed in other countries throughout Europe,
homelessness has been viewed as a primarily male
phenomenon, owing in large part to the fact that the number
of males recorded as homeless tend to outnumber females.
(See Pleace (2017) for a critique of the techniques of
enumerating the homeless and the tendency for these
techniqes to ‘miss’ or not count large numbers of women who
are homeless or living in precarious housing situations,
including in situations of domestic violence). Consequently,
there is a paucity of research on women’s homelessness and
the literature has only recently begun to include women’s
experiences (Baptista, 2010; Mayock and Sheridan, 2012a; Moss and

Singh, 2015). Indeed, women have remained largely ‘invisible’
within both popular and academic portrayals of homelessness
(May et al., 2007; Wardhaugh, 1999), even if, for some time, there
is recognition that women’s experiences of homelessness
differ from those of men and that there can be an important
gender dimension to the problem of homelessness (Edgar and

Doherty, 2001; Watson and Austerberry, 1986). One of the most
distinctive gendered dimensions of homelessness relates to
the extent to which women who experience homelessness
report domestic or other forms of gender-based violence
(Mayock et al., 2015).

This article discusses the relationship between women’s
homelessness and domestic violence, focusing specifically on
violence experienced by women in the domestic sphere – that
is, in their homes – perpetrated by an intimate male partner.
There are, of course, many other forms of violence that
homeless women may experience, including for example,
violence, abuse or other forms of victimisation experienced
during childhood, within homeless service settings or in
street-based environments. However, violence from an intimate
male partner in the domestic context is frequently cited as one
of the strongest contributors to women’s homelessness
(Jasinski et al., 2010; May et al., 2007; Moss and Singh, 2015).

Domestic or intimate partner violence may involve different
acts of physical, sexual, psychological, and economic violence
and abuse, including acts of physical aggression, psychological
abuse, sexual coercion, and controlling behaviours (World

Health Organization, 2002: 89). In the research literature, and in a
growing number of policy documents, domestic violence is

conceptualised as a multidimensional phenomenon, occurring
in the private sphere and encompassing different acts of
physical, emotional, and sexual violence or abuse as well as
economic abuses and/or threats of abuse. Domestic violence,
as understood in this article, relates to all of these acts as they
occur within the family or domestic unit perpetrated by former
or current male spouses or partners.

THE CAUSES OF HOMELESSNESS 
In the international literature there is widespread consensus
that homelessness arises from social mechanisms that operate
on structural, interpersonal and individual levels, often in complex
ways that can be challenging to disentangle from a research
perspective (Fitzpatrick, 2005; Fitzpatrick et al., 2013). In general
terms, however, there is strong evidence that individual
vulnerabilities interact with structural factors such as povery,
unemployment and the lack of affordable housing as well as
with systemic factors – frequently related to weak social
support systems – to produce trajectories of homelessness. It
is perhaps important to note that recent data from a number
of European countries, including Ireland, the UK and Sweden,
suggest that family homelessness is strongly related to
structural factors. For example, in Ireland – where a steep
and consistent increase in the number of families registering
as homeless became apparent from early 2014 (Department of

the Environment, Community and Local Government, 2016) – the
reasons for families becoming homeless centre primarily on
conditions within the private rented market. Writing in the Irish
context, Walsh and Harvey (2015: 38) concluded that “[t]he
primary cause of family homelessness appears to be the
freezing out from private rental accommodation sector of low-
income households. This freezing out has happened because
the stock of private rented accommodation has seen rents
increase and the number of properties available to rent
reduce in number”. 

...findings suggest that a 
large proportion of women
who access homelessness
services will have experienced
domestic violence at some
stage in their lives.”
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There is also evidence of factors that pertain specifically to
women, including women with dependent children, and their
routes to homelessness. For example, research and official
statistics in several European countries and in North America
show that women are more likely than men to experience
domestic violence and to report related loss of accommodation
(Baptista, 2010; FEANTSA, 2007; Heslin et al., 2007; Jasinski et al.,

2010). Pleace et al’s (2008) analysis of families accepted as
homeless by English local authorities found that two in five
(41 per cent) of all adult respondents – the vast majority of
them women – reported that they had experienced domestic
violence at some stage in their lives while, in Portugal, a
qualitative study of the use of supported accommodation by
homeless people in the cities of Lisbon and Porto found that
almost half of the women interviewed had left home to
escape violence from an intimate partner (Baptista et al., 2005).
Similarly, Moss and Singh’s (2015) research on women rough
sleepers in four European countries documented extremely
high rates of partner abuse among women (albeit among
small samples of approximately 20 women per country), with
100 per cent of Spanish, 93 per cent of Swedish, 70 per
cent of UK and 50 per cent of Hungarian women reporting
that they had been abused by an intimate partner. Together,
these findings suggest that a large proportion of women who
access homelessness services will have experienced
domestic violence at some stage in their lives. Homelessness
may therefore be an inevitable consequence for many
women who flee domestic violence and the economic
consequences of leaving an abusive relationship are severe
for most (Mayock et al., 2012).

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN DOMESTIC
VIOLENCE AND HOMELESSNESS
The apparent association between women’s experience of
domestic violence and homelessness has led some researchers
to claim that violence, often in the form of intimate partner
violence, is a leading cause or primary reason for women’s
homelessness. Those who assert a direct causal relationship
argue that the two processes are intimately linked because
women experiencing violence in their homes will need to flee
their abuser for their personal safety and the safety of their
children. For example, a study of 737 women recruited from
homeless shelters in the United States recorded high rates of
victimization across the life course among this sample of
women, leading the authors to depict violence as a major
cause of homelessness among women (Jasinski et al., 2010). In
the European context, Moss and Singh’s (2015: 170) recent
research on women rough sleepers in the UK, Spain,
Hungary and Sweden – which also uncovered high rates of

intimate partner abuse – concluded that “perhaps the most
significant finding is the number of women whose
homelessness is directly attributable to partner abuse”.

Others, however, argue that some research exaggerates “the
causal role of violence in homelessness among women, and
de-emphasize structural causes” (Shinn, 2011: 585). Rather
than claiming a direct relationship between domestic violence
and homelessness or housing instability, becoming homeless
is depicted by these researchers as a process rather than a
single or abrupt event (Mayock and Sheridan, 2012a,b; Wesley and Wright,

2005; Williams, 1998), involving a complex interplay between
structural and individual factors resulting in women’s loss of
accommodation (Shinn, 2010). Furthermore, a number of
studies have depicted the link between domestic violence and
women’s homelessness as non-linear and not necessarily
experienced by all women in the same way (Mayock and Sheridan,

2012a; Mayock et al., 2012; Wesley and Wright, 2005). The structural
underpinnings of the relationship between domestic violence
and homelessness have also been argued, with one analysis
demonstrating that migrant women’s responses to domestic
violence are “intimately linked to broader factors – economic,
social, legal and cultural – within which their lives are played
out and ultimately bound” (Mayock et al., 2012, p. 77).

The remainder of this article draws on selected narratives from
women who participated in a qualitative study of women’s
homelessness in Ireland in order to highlight some of the nuances
and complexities underpinning the relationship between domestic
violence and homelessness. In particular, the need for a
better informed understanding of the relationship between
domestic violence and homelessness is argued, including
analyses that encompass the multiple oppressive contexts
that characterise the gendered experiences of women who
are enmeshed in homeless and domestic violence trajectories.

Briefly, the study – which aimed to trace women’s paths into
and through homelessness – involved the conduct of
biographical interviews with 60 homeless women recruited
from homelessness and domestic violence services in Dublin,
Cork and Galway. Ethnographic observation was also
conducted in four homeless service settings in Dublin city (see

Mayock & Sheridan, 2012a and Mayock et al., 2015 for a more detailed

account of the study’s methodological approach). This research found
that two-thirds of the women (n=40) had experienced
intimate partner violence as adults; 28 (40 per cent)
reported sexual abuse during childhood and over half (55 per
cent) of the women had experienced some form of violence
or abuse during both childhood and adulthood. A majority of
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the women had therefore experienced some form of violence
or abuse during their lifetimes. For those women in the sample
with histories of long-term or recurrent homelessness, leaving
the homeless service system and entering or re-entering
abusive relationships emerged as an enduring pattern in the
lives of a considerable number (Mayock et al., 2015).

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE: INTERSECTIONS WITH
STRUCTURAL INEQUALITY AND WOMEN’S
SUBORDINATION
There is no question about an association between domestic
(and, indeed, other forms of gender-based) violence based
on the figures documented from the study referenced above.
However, a detailed analysis of the women’s narratives
reveals a complex picture, particularly in terms of women’s
responses to domestic violence and the forces driving or
influencing those responses. The women’s narratives reveal
the extent to which domestic violence is embedded within
broader structures of inequality that result in the loss of
housing and, in some cases, lead to ongoing trajectories of
housing insecurity and homelessness.

Of the forty women (two-thirds of the sample) who reported
intimate partner violence, a considerable number did attribute
their homelessness to the experience of domestic violence: 

However, many more did not link the experience of domestic
violence with the events and circumstances leading directly to
their homelessness. Thus, while domestic violence emerged
as a strong and recurring theme in the women’s narratives,
women’s perceptions of the impact of violence on their lives
and its role in precipitating their homelessness varied quite
considerably. Indeed, a majority described complex situations
and life experiences that strongly mediated their responses to
violence. Of these, poverty, as well as women’s limited
access to alternative safe and sustainable housing emerged
as a primary reason for their remaining in and/or returning to
abusive home environments. The following accounts help to
demonstrate this dynamic:

There were many accounts that positioned women living with
the threat or reality of domestic violence in a ‘no win’ situation
because of their constrained options. Women’s economic
dependence on their partners or spouses – and the various
ways in which this influenced their responses to domestic
violence – emerged strongly in the narratives and, in effect,
meant that many found themselves in a situation in which they
were choosing between a situation of domestic violence or
homelessness.

Several women told that they feared that their child(ren) would
be taken into State care if they reported domestic violence or
sought help at a domestic violence refuge, a notion frequently
instilled in them by their abusive partner. Such threats
contributed to women remaining in abusive relationships for
longer than might otherwise have been the case.

Significantly, while a majority of women told that they strongly
desired to leave their partners, they felt that they had no
choice but to remain in the relationship as they felt unable to
seek help or report their experiences of domestic violence.
Secrecy was a dominant theme in the women’s accounts of
the ‘everyday’ reality of violence in their lives, often linked to
controlling partners who isolated the them and engendered
an atmosphere of fear in their homes: 

Donna (Age 35): I always blame my husband
you know, because if he hadn’t have been so
violent I would still have my home.

Dominikia (Age 39): My husband have job and
me same had job. It’s not fair because he have
my money.

Ruth (Age 24): [My partner] was saying the child
would be taken off me and everything if I was to
report him to anyone.

Roisín (Age 37): He’d beat me up and I’d take
that then… anything just to save my kids, just to
have my kids with me always... And he’d say, ‘Go
on you’ve split us up now, do what your dad and
mam did to you, break up your family, you do that to
your family now’ and that kind of clicked with me.

Maria (Age 29): It was difficult [to leave], you
know… you don’t have anything, you don’t have
assistance…
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Equally, however, secrecy was strongly related to a belief or
fear that they would not be believed if they disclosed their
experiences of abuse to relevant professionals or authorities.

When reflecting on her situation, one migrant woman framed
her current experiences using her home country as a key
reference point. As her account suggests, some women
arrive from countries where domestic violence may not be
reported because of a lack of legal protection or cultural
prescriptions that prevent women from reporting violence.

Sofia’s account bears strong resemblance – albeit expressed
differently – to the experiences recounted by many Irish-born

women in the study who frequently expressed a sense of
‘obligation’ to their abusing partners and, by implication, a
need to ‘endure’: 

These women were aware of the power exerted over their
lives but the constraints they faced in accessing alternative,
safe housing – coupled with weak social supports, in many
cases – meant that many remained in or returned, again and
again to abusive home situations. A large number of the
women had become homeless on several separate occasions
and a considerable number told that abuse and/or violence
had been a feature of their lives from childhood.

CONCLUSION
Intersections between domestic violence and homelessness
are complex and, as the data presented here demonstrate,
are not always a simple matter of cause and effect; rather,
‘relationships’ and ‘associations’ between domestic violence
and homelessness are strongly mediated by wider political,

Grace (Age 31): I just didn’t [go to domestic
violence services to report intimate partner
violence]. Fear of making the situation worse,
didn’t think anything could be done.

Isobel (Age 21): I was reared up knowing that a
father or a man could hit a woman and get away
with it. I was never told any different, I never seen
any different and I suppose that is where my
learning is caught, that they are the people that I
go for… so I still have flashbacks of every ordeal
in my life and I still make mistakes in my life.

Roisín (Age 37): I thought that by getting away
from that house [childhood family home], that was
like a terror house… Thinking by being away from
it all, from being abused… All I had was bad
memories. So, when I left I thought everything
was going to change for me... And then I met my
husband, my partner, and he was a dominating
person as well, I suppose. I moved from one thing
to another thing. So, what I was used to like. Total
control thing... that was something I was used to.

Immanuela (Age 29): So it [violence] started
when I was six month pregnant and then was very,
very often because he know that I don’t tell
anybody this, I was so scared of talking. I never
go to doctor to show my bruises.

Donna (Age 35): I went to the police… because
[my partner] was forcing himself on me and they
said ‘your husband can’t rape you’… I never went
for help again you know.

Sofia (Age 34): I would say the root of my
problem is the patriarchal culture in [country of
origin]; the lack of development there; women are
victimised so much and we are made to believe
that this is normal, that our husbands will always
treat us badly and hit us and that we must endure
this. This is what the problem is. If I could change
the situation, I would try and solve the problem of
poverty and violence, this is the root of all my
problems and the reason for which I am here…

Isobel (Age 21): Yeah, I walked back into
situations with partners that I shouldn’t have... I
know it’s the best thing me walking away but when
you love something so much it is not that easy.
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economic, social and cultural factors. Furthermore, a
complex interplay of issues affect women’s risk of housing
instability and homelessness after separating from their
partners, including their economic, social and personal
resources, the availability of affordable housing, and potential
housing discrimination. 

Violence against women is closely linked to women’s social
and economic circumstances as well as to broader processes
of inequality, exclusion and marginalisation. Furthermore,
housing has long been recognised as one of the vehicles
through which gender relations are mediated and sustained
(Edgar and Doherty, 2001; Vickery, 2012). Analyses that focus on
understanding the multiple oppressive contexts that characterise

the gendered experiences of women who are enmeshed in
homeless and domestic violence trajectories emphasise the
diversity of women’s positions, circumstances and experiences
within and across societies. This focus can enhance
understanding of the complex interactions between different
kinds of structural factors (related, for example, to the social
divisions of gender, race and class) implicated in the intersections
of homelessness and domestic violence. This is because both
phenomena are conceptualised as multidimensional and as
depriving women from the full enjoyment of their rights.
Women who experience violence are given voice while still
focusing on the structures of inequality and oppression that
shape and constrain their lives and choices.
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Focus Ireland works with people who are homeless or are at
risk of losing their homes across Ireland. We offer individuals
and families advice, support, education and housing to help

people to have and keep a home. We believe that everyone
has a right to a place they can call home and we campaign to
address the causes of homelessness.

CHILD 
SUPPORT
WITHIN THE FAMILY
HOMELESS ACTION TEAM

CATHERINE MAHER
National Director of Services,
Focus Ireland
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INTRODUCTION
The number of families and children experiencing homelessness
in Ireland is the highest since records began. Over 2,300
children are currently residing in emergency accommodation.
Focus Ireland, in conjunction with the Dublin Region Homeless
Executive (DRHE), operates the Family Homeless Action
Team (Family HAT). Our staff support the majority of families
experiencing homelessness in Dublin, both during their time
in emergency accommodation and in assisting them to move
on to stable accommodation. In Dublin, almost 75% of
families experiencing homelessness are residing in commercial
hotels (DRHE, 2016). Many families are staying for long
periods in single hotel rooms, without access to cooking or
washing facilities. Given the scale of the current crisis, and
the number of families who have to be accommodated on a
nightly basis, families are often residing considerable distances
from their centres of interest and the schools their children
are attending. Families are also removed from their personal
support structures, such as other family members. 

Family homelessness is a relatively new phenomenon in
Ireland. The longitudinal research generally required to fully
understand the impact of homelessness on children has not
yet been undertaken. As such, we are reliant on the knowledge
and expertise of those experiencing homelessness and those
working to support them. In our capacity of the Dublin Family
HAT, we believe that we are in a unique position to offer insight. 

THE FAMILY HAT TEAM
The history of the Family HAT begins in 2011 when it became
apparent to Focus Ireland that there was a cohort of families
experiencing long-term homelessness in Dublin. The organisation
decided to invest funds from its own reserves to develop an
innovative programme to support 176 families. Many of
these families had become homeless as a result of social
factors and a previous housing crisis. The initiative proved
incredibly successful and, by 2015, all but eight of the
original cohort of families had been moved into sustainable
accommodation. While supporting these families to move on,
Focus Ireland recognised that in order to prevent a recurrent
situation, there was a need to address the eight new families
each month that were becoming homeless. The organisation
developed the ‘New Presenters Homeless Team’ to work with
families as soon as they become homeless. From the eight
families a month who were becoming homeless in 2011, the
equivalent average in 2016 thus far is 84 families.

The team has expanded significantly to cope with the increasing
number of families in need of assistance. There are currently
998 families experiencing homelessness in the Dublin region.
The Family HAT is working with 543 of these families. A
significant portion of the remaining families are self-
accommodating, meaning they might be moving to different
accommodation each night. This makes linking in with them
much more difficult. 

Primarily funded by the DRHE, the Family HAT has adjusted
the spread of the team to better support parents and children.
Originally based in a single office in Dublin city, a number of
staff are now based across the Dublin region in hotels that are
accommodating significant numbers of families. Others are
travelling to support families who are staying in other
accommodation. This means that the support the Family HAT
offers is more efficient. Teams spend less time travelling and
families benefit from the consistency of permanent staff
members. The objective of the team is to help families to
move out of homelessness, but they also work to support
families to reduce the damaging impacts of homelessness,
particularly on children. 

The team uses a multi-disciplinary case management approach.
At present, the team is made up of:

1 project leader
2 team leaders
25 case managers
4 child support workers
2 accommodation finders

Family HAT staff work with parents to help them meet the
challenges of living in emergency accommodation. Our initial
aim is to help families to move out of homelessness as quickly
as possible and this work is supported by the dedicated
accommodation finders, who are recruited from professional
property managers. Families are referred to the Family HAT
by DRHE staff after being assessed as homeless and placed
in emergency accommodation. We aim to contact the family
within 24 hours in order to arrange an initial assessment.
Following the initial assessment, families are referred to a
case manager who conducts a complete Holistic Needs
Assessment in order to ensure that families are provided with
all the support services they need. Staff work with families
until they are moved out of homelessness and into stable
accommodation, at which point they are referred to a tenancy
sustainment service if they feel this would be helpful. 
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THE CHILD SUPPORT WORKERS
Another innovative aspect of the Family HAT is the emphasis
on specific support for children experiencing homelessness.
There are currently four child support workers employed on
the team. The original posts were funded by the HSE Social
Inclusion division, with two additional workers recently provided
with the support of Tusla. Not every child experiencing
homelessness requires additional support. The child support
workers focus on the needs of children who would benefit
from specific, child-focused attention while residing in emergency
accommodation. Child support workers will continue to work with
children after they have moved out of homelessness as necessary. 

The child support workers aim to limit the impact of
homelessness on the children they are working with. All
children are assessed and child support workers receive
referrals from case managers if they deem that the children in
a family require additional support. The child support worker
then reaches out to the parents and schedules a meeting
where they explain their role and begin a full assessment with
the child. Staff use an assessment methodology combining
the Hardiker Model and the High Scope Model. The former is
a tool to evaluate different levels of need in a population of
children, while the latter focuses more on individual child
development theory. This is a comprehensive assessment
tool which covers family relationships, physical development,
speech and language, emotional and social development, and
behavioural and intellectual development. The assessment
informs the support plan, which the child support worker
develops along with the parents and the child, if appropriate
depending on age. Taking into account the perspective of
children is foundational to child support work. Children
residing in emergency accommodation are coping with an
environment and emotions which their peers are not. Young
children rarely have anywhere to play, while older children
lack privacy. Children are unable to bring friends home, which
can contribute to a sense of embarrassment and isolation.  

Each child support worker has a caseload of between 15 and
20 children. Staff will work with any children from infants to
those aged 18. The support runs from three months to 18
months on average, dependent on the needs of the child. The
child support workers have engaged on an individual basis
with over 80 children since the beginning of 2016.  

The model of support offered by the child support workers in
the Family HAT is broadly comprised of three strands:

One-to-one support
Support sessions are conducted in consultation with parents and
with regular reviews. Sessions are generally planned and take
place on a weekly basis, though this will be dependent on the
level of support that the child needs. One-to-one sessions
include innovative approaches such as play therapy and art
therapy and staff ensure they are age-appropriate, based on
the child’s interests, and are engaging. These sessions allow
the child support worker to build a relationship with the child
and give them their own space, focusing on their emotions
and needs, rather than the fact that they are homeless.   

Collaboration with parents
Family HAT staff constantly note the level of commitment
demonstrated by the parents of families experiencing
homelessness. Parents do everything within their power to
maintain stability for their children, although the pressures
they are under can be staggering. Parents are included in and
guide each step of the child support process. Child support
workers will also facilitate sessions between parents and child
if required. This may be beneficial if the family’s situation is
impacting on the child’s behaviour and parents are finding it
difficult to manage. The child support worker will support
parents to develop techniques to improve behaviour and
support families to develop routines to make their situation
more manageable. While the majority of families are currently
experiencing homelessness as a result of economic factors,
family homelessness is traditionally caused in large part by
family breakdown. By supporting children and families during
their time in emergency accommodation, it is hoped that
increased stress will not contribute to family breakdown and
increasing numbers becoming homeless. 

Linkages with local supports
Child support workers understand the importance of building
community supports around families and children. Assisting
families to access and engage with local supports is a critical
aspect of the work of the team. In particular, staff are in regular
contact with schools and social worker supports, as well as
community organisations. The latter might provide supports
like cooking or cleaning facilities. 

STAFF PERSPECTIVES
The child support workers offer a wealth of experience about
the family homelessness and its impact on children. The
issues which Focus Ireland lobbies on are often those raised
by the staff of the Family HAT. These include health and
nutrition concerns, difficulty arranging transportation to and
from schools, a lack of positive child play, and parental stress. 
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With regards the latter, one child support worker noted that:

Child support workers also noted that not all of their work
consists of one-on-one meetings with families and children. In
particular, one staff member noted that:

Staff emphasised the unique character of the child support
role. In reflecting on their job, one worker noted that:

Family homelessness is a relatively recent phenomenon in
Ireland. As such, we do not have the robust research that we
have in relation to other forms of homelessness. Our
knowledge of the impacts of homelessness comes from our
customers and staff. Child support workers outline most
pressing issues facing the families they are working with:

Parents may be facing a lot of stress and they can be
very overwhelmed. An important part of our role is
helping parents to see the situation from a child’s
perspective. Simple tips can really improve relationships.
Transitioning out of emergency accommodation can be a
difficult time for children. I advise parents to start
preparing them for this as early as possible. Even saying
things like ‘dinner will be in 10 minutes’ introduces pre-
planning and helps children get used to idea that there is a
change on the way.

There is a lack of cooking facilities. Families have to
spend money on food that might not have good
nutritional value. If there are cooking facilities, children
are not allowed in the area but they are also not
allowed to be left alone. This is proving very difficult
for lone parents.

Some families are waiting for specialist appointments
and are then moved to different catchment areas. They
then go to the bottom of the waiting list in the new area.
If they then find suitable accommodation, they go to
the bottom of the list again. In the meantime, the child
is not receiving the intervention they may need.

Linking in with local services is a very important part
of my work. This involves being in contact with schools
but also researching what local services are available
to families. I’m working on mapping private emergency
accommodation and area-based services at the
moment.

It takes a village to raise a child. Families living in
emergency accommodation don’t have that village
anymore. They don’t have the support network, it’s a
one-man show. We’re there to scaffold the families 

and support the parents. We help give children a
voice and we give them the opportunity to talk about
how they feel in their situation.

The whole family are in one or two rooms. There is a lack
of space and opportunity for children. Teenagers tell us
that they have lost their independence, that they miss
their friends. They don’t have the autonomy to hang out
and they don’t have the privacy they need to study.
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CONCLUSION
Focus Ireland has always understood the importance of
supporting children and families. The funding of child support
workers is an explicit acknowledgment by State agencies that
some families need targeted support during this time. From
our experience working with families and children experiencing
homelessness, we have estimated that up to one quarter of the
children that we engage with would benefit from additional child
support work. Children and parents benefit from this targeted
support. Children are supported to deal with the effects that
homelessness may be having on their physical and psychosocial
wellbeing. Parents are supported to provide their children
with the means to overcome the challenges they are facing. 

The work we undertake with families is primarily aimed at
supporting them to move out of emergency accommodation
as quickly as possible. However, given the current housing
crisis and the severe constriction in supply, families are
remaining in emergency accommodation longer than ever
before. Our work is to minimise trauma and prevent inter-
generational and intra-generational homelessness (a risk outlined

in Mayock, Parker & Murphy, 2014). We hope that by providing a
strong support system for families we can significantly lower
the risk of them or their children ever experiencing
homelessness again. 
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When we think about family and family life, one of the first
thoughts that comes to mind is the concept of home. Home is
where we belong, where we feel safe, where we sleep, eat,
wash and carry out the 100 daily tasks that allow us to go out
into the world and participate in work, school and society. Home

is full of our belongings and is the base that we use to prepare
for the day, where we return to at night, where we bring and
store our weekly grocery shop, where we cook, where we
shelter from bad weather, where we spend our sick days or
have friends to visit. 

‘I feel like my whole life, and the life of my child, has been put on hold by a system
that doesn’t really know or care that I am in it.’ 

THE IMPACT ON 
FAMILY LIFE

HOMLESSNESS
ESTHER PUGH
Project Leader, 
Barnardos
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MEGAN AND EMER’S STORY
Megan self-referred to Barnardos Teen Parent Support
Programme in October 2015. She was 19 and her daughter
Emer was five months old when they started working with
Barnardos. Megan had a difficult childhood and was received
into care at the age of 11. She was placed in several residential
settings over the seven years before she left care to start living
independently at 18. Megan found the transition to independent
living difficult and said that she had poor capacity to cope with
stress. She was worried about the impact of her childhood and
her poor mental health might have on her capacity to parent.
Megan was living in a modern one-bedroom apartment which
she had made into a lovely home. The lease was secure and
she had a good relationship with her landlord. Megan and Emer
have good practical and emotional support from Megan’s
boyfriend, Emer’s father Mike, who lives at home with his
parents and siblings.

Mike and Megan participated in parenting work together to
support their understanding of Emer’s development and needs.
Megan started counselling for her low mood. Megan was offered
support to return to college following her maternity leave, she
was given help to find suitable childcare for Emer and supported
to access crèche fees through a school completion fund.

In May 2016 Megan described her
life in simple terms, she was happy,
loved being a new mother and for the
first time since early childhood felt
secure in her home. Emer was
meeting all her development
milestones, was in a well-established
daily routine and sleep pattern, and
was eating fresh, healthy home-
cooked meals. Megan had returned
to college and had been successful
in her application to progress to a
higher level FETAC course in
September 2016.

In June 2016, unexpectedly, Megan
was given legal notice of the end of
her tenancy by her landlord. Megan
and Emer had to vacate the
apartment in July. The impact of this
on both Megan and Emer was
immediate and increased over time.
Megan’s mood altered and her
coping skills with normal daily
activities and Emer’s growing
independence deteriorated. 

Megan received practical support from Barnardos to register
with her local authority as being at risk of homelessness and
was given HAP (housing assistance payment) approval at the
homeless rate to increase her potential to rent in a competitive
market. She was supported to attend and view potential rental
properties and advocacy was carried out on her behalf, but this
was not successful. As the last day of their tenancy approached
Megan had to downsize, selling or putting in storage her small
amount of furniture, kitchen equipment, Emer’s cot, clothes and
toys. Megan’s stress levels increased and Emer, picking up on
this, became unsettled and increasingly upset. Megan lost
confidence in her capacity to parent, becoming anxious and
frustrated with Emer.

On the day that Megan and Emer became homeless, there was
no emergency accommodation available through the local
authority and Megan was asked to self-accommodate in the
short term until something became available. This meant that
Megan had to phone hotels and B&Bs across Dublin and
Wicklow during peak holiday season and find accommodation
for one week that would accept payment on a local authority
credit card. Megan describes this day as the most stressful and
difficult day in both her and Emer’s life. She spoke to her
Barnardos worker about the impact on Emer, having to stay in
her buggy for hours that day, being in unfamiliar surroundings,
her lack of emotional availability to Emer due to her own stress
levels and the physical time she spent on the phone.

Over the next seven weeks, Megan and Emer faced the same
dilemma every few days. Sourcing and moving from one hotel
to another nine times, carrying a travel cot, food, clean clothes,
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laundry bag, buggy and baby. This caused huge stress and
anxiety to Megan. She was away from her home area and
support system, had no stability and no access to local services,
including her social welfare payment, cooking facilities, laundry
facilities or Emer’s part-time crèche space. Megan, who had
always managed her household budget, now found that she was
running out of money before her next payment was due
because she was eating out and the additional cost of transport,
laundrettes and phone. Emer became increasingly unsettled,
crying frequently and refusing to be put down. She was
disturbed out of her usual daily routine due to high levels of
noise at night and unfamiliar surroundings. Megan reported
feeling pressure to keep Emer quiet and not to use general
areas while staying in hotels. 

Barnardos put in place additional
supports, supporting Megan to
attend her GP and advocating on
Megan and Emer’s behalf, submitting
letters and medical reports to the
local authority. She was provided
with guidance on a more flexible
routine for Emer. Megan and Mike
planned to support Emer as best they
could by increasing his access,
including overnight access in Mike’s
home as a short-term solution. Emer
was no more settled and her
increased access with her Daddy
caused friction in an already
overcrowded household.

The local authority responded by prioritising Megan and
Emer, moving them to homeless accommodation when a
unit became available. Megan and Emer now live in
temporary accommodation in a one-room bedsit with
bathroom. Megan has daily cooking facilities and access to
laundry facilities twice a week for eight hours in total. She
can do a weekly shop and has started preparing home
cooked meals again. She says that Emer has now got a
taste for processed foods and is difficult to feed. Megan is

trying to encourage Emer to sleep in her own cot again as
she has started sleeping with her in the bed. Megan says
that she still feels pressure to keep Emer quiet and has had
complaints from the person living below her about the noise
Emer makes when playing with her toys on the floor. She is
anxious not to put this accommodation at risk and,
understandably, gives in to Emer rather than sticking to
boundaries. Megan talks about feeling that she is a poor or
lazy parent, and says that she sometimes feels that Emer’s
difficult behaviour is her fault. Megan is now receiving
support to regain confidence in her parenting.

Although grateful for this new level of stability in their lives,
the family still face huge challenges to their family life. Mike,
who is a critical support to both Megan and Emer, is not
allowed to visit the accommodation and must collect Emer from
outside the accommodation by appointment. The bedsit is
small and Emer has limited space and toys available to her.
There is no outside play space and the accommodation rules
do not allow the green space outside the building to be used
by tenants. 

Megan started back in college mid-September and Emer
was enrolled in a new crèche locally. Megan tries to stay on
in college and complete college work before collecting Emer
from crèche and going back to the homeless unit. Megan
says that she goes to bed with Emer at about 8.30 p.m. She
says that she feels that she is existing, not living her life. She
finds weekends long and tiring and worries about Emer and
how homelessness will impact on her development when
she is at a critical stage in her development at 16 months. At
her most recent support visit she said:

‘I feel like my whole life, and the 
life of my child, has been put on
hold by a system that doesn’t even
know that I am in it. That is why 
I’m sticking to my plan, staying in
school, keeping Emer in crèche 
and doing the best I can. I’m waiting
for my own council house, because
then my life and Emer’s life can
start again’.
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THE IMPACT OF HOMELESSNESS ON CHILDREN
AND IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

‘Homeless families 
have a range of needs
including social problems,
lack of quality learning
environments for their
children, and challenges
carrying out the basic 
roles of parenting and 
daily living.’ [Powell, 2012] 

Megan’s family is one of six families in our project who are
currently experiencing homelessness. In addition, the phenomena
of hidden homelessness, where several generations of families
live together in overcrowded accommodation, can also be found
among our client base. Many of the children in these families
live in poverty and suffer from the impact of disadvantage.

For young children who are already living in poverty, their
range of needs will be intensified by homelessness. Birth to
six years is recognised as a time of high vulnerability in
children’s lives and it is important that professionals working
with homeless children and families understand the impact of
homelessness on both young children and children at different
stages of development. Research has shown that homelessness
in young children can affect their social and emotional
development. In addition, where children move frequently
from place to place they find it difficult to maintain friendships
and attend services such a playschool or school.

Professionals need to develop an understanding that, for
many vulnerable, high-needs homeless families, there may be a
limit as to how far certain interventions, such as early childhood
intervention programmes for example, can meet their
objectives unless baseline material security is put in place
(Turnbull, 2014). Therefore, how you plan and prioritise your
work with families and children, and when an intervention is
offered are important factors in effecting positive change. 

Homeless children need access to quality early learning
environments and to schools. For children of school-going
age, their families may need help enrolling them in school or

keeping them in their original school. You may need to factor
transport into the support offered. 

Research shows that:

‘homeless students are
academically compromised’
and that ‘no population is
more at risk of school failure
than homeless children’ 
(Murphy, 2011)

School attendance suffers and time at school is lost during
transition times to homelessness. Movement between homeless
placements also impact on school attendance as families re-
orientate themselves in new surroundings and learn new areas
and transport routes. A change to a new school also impacts
on learning as children need time to adjust and fit in. Where
there is crisis in the family, children may not have head space
for learning as anxiety levels leave little room for daily living
activities and learning. Homework can also be problematic as
children may lack basic necessities to carry out the task, such
as a table at which to sit, or a quiet area in which to concentrate.

Homeless children can also experience higher than average
health problems and poor nutrition. Professionals supporting
families need to check to ensure that the basic needs of food
and clothing are met. For many children who live in hotel
accommodation, cooking facilities may not be available. One
possible alternative is to support families to identify a family
member or friend who can cook even one family meal a
week. There are also local community services available in
some areas, where families can be linked. With the consent of
the parent, a check that the Public Health Nurse is aware of
the family’s change in circumstance can mean that the
primary health service can respond appropriately. Many
families have to downsize possessions and lose track of
essential items such as winter coats, for example.
Professionals have a role here to advocate with Community
Welfare Services for exceptional needs payments to replace
essential items.

When planning to meet with homeless children and families, it
is important to provide a consistent and reliable service. If
possible, invite families to a local, welcoming and supportive
physical environment. Create a space where children have
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the opportunity to play, which may not be available to them
where they are living. Consider providing a toy library and
modelling play interactions with children that are adaptable to
the homeless environment. If visiting families in their
homeless accommodation, try to create a sense of calm and
safety by arriving on time with your work planned and with
any additional information and/or supports that they have
requested. Consider bringing some toys to engage the
children during the session and model interactions to parents.

When families lose their home, often the immediate priority
are practical supports, a place to sleep, cook or wash and dry
their clothes. Think about ways that you can use existing
resources in your centre or area to include time and space for
this for a homeless family. Professionals can become
essential advocates on both a small and larger scale and
support families to rebuild resilience in this stressful and
disempowering time for them.

WHAT ABOUT EMER’S FUTURE?
Research would indicate that, as Emer experienced her first
episode of homelessness in infancy and toddlerhood, she is
at a 60% risk of not reaching her full potential, with development
delays possible between the ages of four to six years, 

‘… studies have linked the
experience of childhood
homelessness to increased
emotional distress and
decreased academic
achievement’ (Taylor, 2015).

A significant protective factor for Emer is her parent’s
engagement in support services and motivation to engage in
education, her regular attendance at an early years setting,
childcare funding and the support that Megan and Emer
receive from Mike and his family.

Megan and Mike are working hard to co-parent Emer and
provide stability and consistency in her life. Megan and Emer
were made homeless due to their landlord’s financial
circumstances. Emer has had a period of constant and
significant change, however both of her parents are present
and active in her life. She attends full-time day care while
Megan attends college. This provides opportunities for early
stimulation and room for Emer to move around and play away
from the small bedsit. Without support, Emer and her mother
would most likely still be living in a hotel room today.

The family have received significant supports from Barnardos
in terms of advocacy to the Local Authority. Megan is
currently being assessed for the priority housing list and for
the moment is in stable homeless accommodation. They have
received practical supports to make phone calls, move from
place to place, attend appointments, access education and
find childcare. Most significantly, both her parents have been
supported to focus their attention on parenting Emer and
attempting to compensate for the recent months of change
both in her physical and emotional environment. 
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Useful Resources on 

Homelessness
The following resources are available to borrow from Barnardos Library. You can search the
library catalogue on www.barnardos.ie/library.
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