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Women and Homelessness








INTRODUCTION
Homelessness is a steadily growing social problem affecting many individuals in the United States. Within the homeless population, there has been a drastic increase in the number of women over the years and it seems that this epidemic is far from ending. Women who are homeless are a very vulnerable population as they face many different issues unique to women while out on the streets. Unfortunately for many women, domestic abuse has been the leading cause of their homelessness. Evidence suggests that, “domestic violence is among the leading causes of housing instability (including homelessness) nationally for women” (Baker, Billhardt, Warren, Rollins, & Glass, 2010, p.430). According to 2005 statistics, “50 percent of U.S. cities surveyed reported that domestic violence is a primary cause of homelessness” (ACLU, 2017,p.3). Unfortunately, homelessness is only the beginning of a downward spiral that many women who find themselves homeless face. These women often find themselves facing hardships when trying to reconnect with society. This paper will explore the link between domestic abuse and homelessness in women, how domestic abuse causes women to remain homeless, how being homeless causes a high percentage of these women to turn to drugs and alcohol, and the probability of becoming victims of violence while on the street.
Intersectionality, a term coined by Kimberle Crenshaw, helps to bring light to the discriminatory issues people of minority groups face. Williams (2017), describes intersectionality as “a sociological theory describing multiple threats of discrimination when an individual’s identities overlap with a number of minority classes” (p.1). Intersectionality is important because it allows us to see discrimination and inequality that we wouldn’t usually see. In our society, homelessness is looked at as a general topic as if there were no differences based on different demographics, such as gender, race, class, ethnicity, sexual orientation, age, or disability. In fact, there are many different homeless experiences and solutions. The perspective of intersectionality helps to illuminate these different experiences. This paper will examine the intersection of gender and social class in the experience of homeless women. This perspective would lead us to see things that are ordinarily invisible and hidden, such as how victims of domestic abuse tend to be homeless and how the homeless are more likely to be victims of violence. Research suggests that, “homeless people are at a greater risk of violence than those who are housed” (Murray, 2011, p.347). All of these experiences would be unknown if we don’t look at the experience of homelessness for poor women. By exploring and detailing the homeless experience, I hope to also propose possible solutions to the homeless problem.
	Privilege and social class are another part of intersectionality that makes the homeless problem invisible to some. Privileged individuals have the opportunity of not knowing or experiencing homelessness due to their social class and the advantages that are given to them through their upbringings or race. McIntosh (1990), defines privilege as “an invisible package of unearned assets that people can count on cashing in each day, but they are meant to remain oblivious” (p.1).  Privilege allows those who are fortunate enough to not have to worry about being homeless or be concerned about the homeless population and the problems they face. 
I chose this topic because I wanted my focus on the homeless and the challenges they encounter. My interest in this area stems from my professional experience as an intern at an emergency homeless shelter for families. Before starting this internship, I was very uninformed about the homeless population and the different struggles they encounter on a day to day basis. While at my internship, I have been given the opportunity to learn more about this often-ignored population of people. This internship opportunity has allowed me to read case notes on the many clients that have transitioned in and out of the homeless shelter over the past 25 years. I have also been given the opportunity to meet these people first hand and learn their stories. While reading these case notes and meeting and conversing with these clients, I became informed of barriers and obstacles this population face. Challenges that I previously never knew or thought of. My privilege of having housing my entire life has allowed me to not have to worry or even think about these possibilities. I started to really learn the effects homelessness has on this population and the struggles they encounter. A trend I noticed while at my internship was how a large portion of the cases at the emergency homeless shelter involved women who were victims of domestic abuse/violence. Many of these women became homeless because of a domestic violence issue. Since domestic violence is a such a major contributor to families ending up homeless, I wanted to identify the specifics of and to bring exposure to the challenges that homeless women face while out in the streets. By doing this I hope to bring greater knowledge of this issue and learn how to improve both social conditions and social policies that affect this population. 
FINDINGS
	Many homeless women face gender specific challenges and obstacles. To understand this epidemic, first we must define homelessness. Homelessness can be seen in multiple forms, ranging from people who live on the streets, to those who jump from couch to couch every night. These two types of homelessness are referred to as “literally homeless” and “hidden homeless”. Differentiating between these two different types of homelessness is important when it comes to addressing the homeless problem because many homeless women tend to be left out because of their unknown status. 
Goodman et al., (2006), define “literally homeless” as “the people who have spent nights in homeless shelters, on the street, or in other settings not intended for human habitation” (p.1). Therefore, those who are “literally homeless” are the only ones accounted for when statistics are given about the homeless population. The problem with the “literally homeless” definition is it misses those who are unaccounted for which in turn understates the homeless problem. 
The other category of homelessness is what Goodman et al., (2006) call “hidden homeless”. This type of homelessness is defined as “women who may stay on friends’, neighbors’, and family members’ couches night after night (“couch surfing”), women in rural areas where no shelters are available, and women who trade sex for a place to sleep” (p.1). This type of homelessness is problematic because statistics don’t account for “hidden homeless” individuals. Government officials and related services then believe the problem isn’t as drastic, leading to budget cuts in critical areas that are needed to help those who are homeless get back on their feet. This in turn continues to fuel the growth of the hidden homeless population as there are limited options of available aid. 
Rudolph and Hughes (2001), report that “nearly 2 million women per year are reported to be physically assaulted by their male partners” (p.281). Of these 2 million women, it is projected that “1.3 million of these women cite domestic violence as a primary cause of their homelessness” (National Coalition for the Homeless, 2012, p.1). To understand how this happens one must understand domestic violence (also called domestic abuse or intimate partner violence (IPV), and the effects they have on those who are involved. The National Coalition for the Homeless (2012) defines domestic violence as, “emotionally and/or physically controlling an intimate partner, often involving tactics such as physical assault, stalking, and sexual assault” (p.1). Women who are domestically abused face many issues such as the fear of potential death, health issues, psychological issues, substance abuse, maintaining a job, diminished job performance, and homelessness. 
Issues at work are a major contributor for women who are domestically abused becoming homeless. Alexander (2011) found that “IPV may lead to disorders such as PTSD and depression that interfere with women’s concentration, attention, problem-solving and other characteristics needed for optimal functioning at work” (p.255). IPV can negatively affect job performance, which could lead to risks of termination. Many female domestic abuse victims also face what is known as work interference by their partners. Alexander (2011) says that, “work interference (defined as a partner’s interference with or restraint of a woman’s working) was reported by 60% of women who had experienced IPV” (p.255). Being domestically abused can affect how a woman functions on a day to day basis. Due to the abuse, the woman may be afraid to leave the house fearing that someone will see signs of physical abuse. Domestic abuse also can emotionally affect a victim, leading to feelings of insecurity, and embarrassment. These effects in turn may cause the women to be afraid to leave the house which can cause a lack of attendance at their job. This lack of attendance may ultimately put them in jeopardy of losing their job and financial security, increasing the chances of homelessness. The National Coalition for the Homeless (2012), reports that, “victims of domestic violence lost about 8 million days of paid work because of the violence they experienced”.  Domestic violence negatively affects these women in the workplace which ultimately leads them to be vulnerable to the possibility of homelessness. 
Another way that domestic violence can contribute to a woman’s homelessness is by a woman’s dependency on her partner. As we saw before domestic abuse plays a role in the women’s workplace which could ultimately cause her to lose her job and have no income and therefore not be able to afford her own place but what happens to the women who are economically dependent on their abusive partners? Long (2015) reports that “women without economic power who leave an abusive partner make a forced choice between safety (leaving) and shelter (staying)” (p.1021). These women must choose between staying in an abusive situation to have shelter or facing life on the streets to get away from their abuser and most women will take their chances on the streets. A woman’s economic status can play a major role when it comes to facing homelessness. Long (2015) found that “abused women with lower incomes, higher public assistance use, and greater abuse severity were more likely than women with higher incomes to vacate their housing” (p.1021) and that “women with higher incomes remained in their homes and instead forced their abusive partners to move” (p.1021). Therefore, women who are not economically dependent on their partners have a better chance of escaping the abuse and remaining in a stable home than those women who are not economically stable. While interning at the homeless shelter I have heard this story many times. Some of the women I have encountered fled their homes due to domestic violence, but their partner was the bread winner, so they had no means to obtain housing and were forced to a life in the streets or in a shelter while they struggled to find proper housing. 
Domestic violence/abuse not only can be the cause of women’s homelessness, but it can also cause these women to remain homeless. Many women find themselves dependent upon their partners for economic support and stability. Once these women decide to leave they no longer have this support and they would rather choose to be homeless then to return to an unhappy home situation. 
Another contributor to women remaining homeless is the lack of available shelters, shelters that are filled or over capacity, or the time limit on shelter housing. If the women are turned away from a shelter some may get lucky enough and receive a voucher for a motel for a few nights, but this is still only a temporary solution. While at my internship I have learned that in every township there is a home that is referred to as “the safe house” that is available for women who are domestically abused. The house only fits 5 women at a time and the women’s time in this safe shelter is limited to 30 days. In some cases, the women may file for an extension that can be extended to 45 or 60 days if no one else is on the waiting list. If the women are denied an extension they must leave the house and are once again homeless with nowhere to go. They can apply for the shelter again but if there is a waiting list they must wait until space is available. While this is a nice resource for these women to have 30 days is not nearly enough time for these women to find sufficient housing. A lack of resources and places for these battered women to go are a huge reason these women remain on the streets. The National Coalition for the Homeless (2012) reports that “on a given day, 1740 people could not be provided emergency shelter and 1,422 could not be provided transitional shelter” (p.2). The governments lack of resources and shelters for these women to go to are another reason these women remain homeless.
Domestically abused women also face long waiting lists for housing, have trouble finding affordable housing and face discrimination from landlords when trying to obtain housing. These factors further contribute to domestically abused women remaining homeless. There are multiple reasons landlords discriminate against these women including poor credit, poor employment histories (due to work interference by their partners), and history of domestic violence. The National Coalition for the Homeless (2012) cites that “landlords often discriminate against victims if they have a protection order or any other indicator of domestic violence” (p.2). In fact, there was an investigation conducted in New York where it was found that, “28 percent of housing providers either flatly refused to rent to a domestic violence victim or failed to follow up as promised” (National Coalition for the Homeless, 2012, p.2). The government and the system not only alienate these women, but these women also face issue from landlords when trying to obtain housing. Fortunately, there are some laws that are put in place to protect these women. In 2005, a federal law was put in place which “prohibits many kinds of discrimination against victims of domestic violence who live in public housing or section 8 housing” (ACLU, 2017, p.4). While this law protects some victims, it is lacking as it does not protect all victims of domestic violence when it comes to housing. For those without public assistance for their housing, the National Coalition for the Homeless (2012) reports that, “if violence occurs in the home, landlords can evict their tenants, resulting in a victim becoming homeless because she was abused” (p.1). Many women who are victims of repeated domestic violence, lose their assisted housing due to a lack of supportive laws and regulations. 
Women who don’t find housing and must face life on the streets or in a shelter face additional challenges. While shelters provide these women with a place to eat and sleep they are not always the safest option. Women may face just as many dangers while living in some shelters as they would if they were living on the street or even at home with their abusers. 
Women may find refuge in shelters (both mixed-gender or strictly women), boarding houses, and transitional houses all of which can cause women further emotional and physical distress. Murray (2011) found that in, “private rooming houses there is poor security and this poor security raises the risk of sexual and physical violence against women, especially in situations where men were the majority of residents, as they are in mixed-gender rooming houses” (p.354) it was also reported that “the men break the locks so that the doors are unlockable” (p.354). Homeless women who arrive to shelters with hope of seeking help and safety may end up in dangerous situations. The study conducted by Murray (2011) found that “women were raped at these mixed-gender crisis accommodation services” (p.354) and received “harassment and intimidation from copresidents” (p.355). Many experienced homeless women know of the dangers these shelters possess and often choose to remain homeless rather than to potentially face these threats. 
When Murray (2011) interviewed a group of homeless women he found that, “feeling unsafe is the main reason people do not want to go into boarding house accommodation…many people have reported that they have experienced assault, intimidation and theft perpetuated by co-tenants and visitors and also by private boarding house owners and care-takers” (p.356). Therefore, these women are not only being exploited by their partners, but also by others seeking refuge and those who are supposed to be helping them and take care of them once at these sites. New laws and regulations must and should be put in place to protect these women from being further victimized. 
Homeless women not only face sexual/ physical violence while at home, but they also face those dangers while on the streets and in shelters. These women sometimes are forced into dangerous criminal behaviors to obtain necessities such as food and shelter. These behaviors can include prostitution, sex tracking and panhandling. Goodman et al., (2006) states that “these women are particularly vulnerable to multiple forms of interpersonal victimization, including sexual and physical assault at the hands of strangers, acquaintances, pimps, sex traffickers, and intimate partners on the street, in shelter, or in precarious housing situations” (p.1). 
Goodman et al., (2006) found that “many homeless women have little choice but to participate in activities that place them at further risk for sexual assault, such as panhandling, or trading sex for needed resources” (p.5) and they also found that “sexual violence is a common occurrence for women who engage in sex trade” (p.5). The women who engage in these activities willingly or not are also putting themselves in more danger. 
Studies show that “13% of homeless women reported having been raped in the past 12 months and half of these were raped at least twice” (Goodman et al., 2006, p.2). Goodman et al., (2006) also report that “over the course of a year, homeless women who panhandled or traded sexual favors for drugs or money were three times more likely to experience sexual assault and other forms of violence relative to their homeless peers who did not engage in sex trade” (p.5). In fact, “homeless prostituted women are at much greater risk for sexual assault, especially when they use sex to pay for their substance use” (Goodman et al., 2006, p.5). Unfortunately, these women on the street don’t have the option or simple privilege of having the safety that women who are in houses have and must find other unconventional means to survive. 
Women that have been domestically abused have been through a traumatic experience and leaving their abusers and heading for a life on the streets makes that experience even harder. Studies show that “homeless women are more likely to have substance abuse problems” (Goodman et al., 2006, p.5). Some of these women find themselves engaging in drug and alcohol use and/or addictions to cope with the trauma and to hopefully to forget about the experiences they’ve faced at home and while in shelters and on the streets. Research shows that “45% of homeless women have a drug and/or alcohol dependency” (Goodman et al., 2006, p.2). 
When these women turn to drugs and alcohol as a coping mechanism they also increase their risk for assault. Goodman et al., (2006) says that “substance abuse and dependency may put women at risk for victimization in a number of ways, such as by altering women’s perceptions of what is dangerous; leading them to engage in risky survival strategies; causing disorientation that may make it difficult to ward off an attacker; making them a target for assault because authorities will be less likely to believe them; or putting them in an environment that involves interactions with criminals” (p.6). 
Women who develop these addictions are more likely to be attacked than others. When these women are under the influence they are making themselves easier targets and they are less likely to be able to fight off their attackers.  Goodman et al., (2006) cites that “homeless women who had experienced either physical or sexual victimization in the past month were three times more likely to report both drug and alcohol abuse or dependence than homeless women who were not victimized” (p.6). In fact, it was found that “women who were dependent on drugs or alcohol were especially likely to have endured a recent (at most, 30 days prior) sexual assault” (Goodman et al., 2006, p.5). At this time the women also don’t realize that sometimes it is the ones closest to them that are exploiting them in their time of weakness.
As previously stated homeless women go through many different hardships when trying to escape domestic abuse and obtain housing. They have a challenging life at home and some find that they encounter the same if not worse life on the streets and due to this some women decide to return home to their abusers. Research shows that “46% of homeless women reported that they had previously stayed in abusive relationships because they had nowhere to go” (ACLU,2017, p.1). Some women also quoted that they “may stay in a relationship with a person who abuses them physically or sexually because the risks associated with leaving—homelessness, hunger, poverty, violence on the streets, lack of resources for children, risk of further abuse by additional perpetrators—seems worse than abuse” (Goodman et al., 2006, p.4). I believe that to begin to address the homeless women issue we must start with issues in the homeless shelters.


CONCLUSIONS: SOLUTIONS, POLICIES, INTERSECTIONALITY AND MY EXPERIENCE- interesecting,long conclusion with multiple parts 

I’m proud to work as an intern at the IHNSC shelter for families. Where I intern at the women don’t have to have these fears or worry about their safety and security while with us. At our shelter both females and males are allowed but we do limit the house to 4 families. Each family is warned before entering about shelter policies including what is acceptable house wear and procedures while other people are using the bathroom and/or showering. Any family found to be breaking these rules is subject to immediate discharge. Our shelter isn’t the typical shelter and we take pride in knowing that all families staying at the shelter are safe and closely monitored. I believe that more shelters should put these safety measures in place and that the government should implement more rules to protect these families while they are in the care of these shelters. Hotlines should be available to call if any shelter is breaking any rules or policies. 
Other solutions involve the need of more shelters to implement programs for these women to help them fight and beat their addictions. I believe that if we can lower the drug and alcohol use in these homeless women then we can also lower the rates of abuse that they encounter. At the shelter I intern at we have places we can send these women to get the help they need. We have drug and alcohol counsellors for them to talk to and we can also get them into any needed rehab or AA meetings to help them get better. These programs are important in helping these women break their addictions and break this cycle of being homeless. 

I also believe that these shelters should have more health counselors available for these women to talk to. Many women have undiagnosed psychological problems that need to be addressed in order to help them migrate into society and not relapse back into homelessness. While these women were on the streets or in shelters they have been through traumatic experiences and they need someone to help them recover. Goodman et al., (2006) notes that “traumatic incidents such as sexual assaults are layered upon ongoing traumatic conditions such as struggling to meet basic survival needs and living with ongoing dangers and threats” (p.2) and these traumatic experiences must be dealt with to fully help these women. 
Another way we can help these women would be to implement more programs and policies to support this ignored and marginalized group. Policies need to be put in place to protect these vulnerable women while on the streets and in shelters. We also must make sure that these women are aware of the resources that are out there to help them get back on the feet or provide them with safety and shelter while they are looking for a permanent residence. Murray (2011) found that “women who should have been eligible to enter services that catered for women escaping domestic violence did not get there, due to the lack of knowledge of the agencies (p.355). Many women are uninformed of the places that they can go for help before and after becoming homeless. We must make sure that these resources are known and provided for any women facing homeless. If we can bring more awareness to the available resources, we may be able to combat the troubles women find themselves in on the streets because we can help them before they even end up on the street.
Lastly, to help these women new policies need to be developed. More affordable housing options need to be available and social services needs to provide more assistance to these women who are seeking housing or housing assistance. Other policies that can be adapted to help these women are policies on what women are allowed to buy with their government assistance money. While I do believe that this money must be monitored and that they shouldn’t be allowed to buy anything they want, women should be allowed to buy things for their basic needs such as sanitary napkins. If the government can make some changes in welfare policies, provide more affordable housing options, and give these women more access to labor markets I believe that we can start to combat the homeless problem and get these women off the streets. 
While researching this topic I did learn that the experiences homeless mothers go through are different from those who are single women and even different from single men. I learned that homeless women with children have an easier time finding housing due to having children with them and this is due to DYFS and other agencies becoming involved for the welfare of the children. I have also learned that many homeless women don’t report any issues or instances of abuse to the police because they fear that the police will retaliate or not believe them. In many cases when women do try to report instances of abuse to the police they end up being taken to jail for prostitution and drug use. If the women are not taken to jail in some instances they then get exploited by the police who sexually assault them. The homeless experience for men is different than women. When men become homeless they get embarrassed and don’t feel “manly”. Due to these feelings they refuse to ask for help and would rather commit crimes to get back on their feet then to ask someone else for help. I found this very interesting how a man’s pride would stop him from receiving the help he needs.  
Another thing I learned that I did not know before researching this topic was that domestically abused women will sometimes be turned away from shelters due to their domestic abuse history. Regular shelters don’t have the same safety precautions and plans in place that battered shelters have and due to this many women neglect to tell shelters that they are victims of domestic violence. When these women leave out these facts it also stops them from receiving proper counseling because no one knows what they’ve been through. 
While in this research process I have learned that people who are homeless face different issues while on the streets. I have learned that people’s experiences while on the streets depend on their race, ethnicity, gender, age, disability, and sexual orientation. For example, men on the street don’t have to be as worried about the dangers around them as women do on the streets. Also, women of color on the streets are in more danger than those who are white and homeless. Different people experience different street life and I would not have known this if I never researched this topic or looked at how intersectionality plays a role in this topic. 
My topic illustrates the intersectional perspective because it highlights the experience of women who are homeless. Intersectionality allows us to see that men and women would have two different experiences while on the street. My topic also illustrates intersectionality because it allows us to see how lower-class women tend to be domestically abused and how that abuse leads these women who are already struggling to end up on the streets. As I quoted before the women who were in higher social classes had the ability to kick their abusers out of the house, but lower-class women don’t have that privilege. 
After doing this research I have realized that the intersectional perspective is important because it allows us to see discrimination that we would not usually see. It gives us insight into things that we would normally never think twice about, and it allows us to attempt to close these gaps and get rid of discrimination.  My research contributes to understanding people’s lives because it takes a deep look into the lives of women who have been domestically abused and who have had the experience of living on the streets. Through my research, I have been given the opportunity to get a better understanding of the dangers homeless women face while on the streets and in shelters. This research has also given me the opportunity to understand why some homeless women develop drug/alcohol dependencies. I now have a better understanding of what these women go through and why. 
Social policy is how society and the government address issues of social welfare. My research contributes to understanding social policy and social change by helping myself and others to realize that more social policies and changes are needed for this group of people. These women desperately need new social policies to help them avoid these issues and to help them avoid future chances of becoming homeless. Personally, I have learned that this group of women are vulnerable and in desperate need of advocacy. These women are alienated, marginalized and forgotten about. They face dangers in their homes and dangers on the streets and sometimes they have nowhere else to go. I have personally learned to not be so closed minded when dealing with these people and I have learned that they need much more help then I could’ve ever imagined. By doing this research I have learned that I want to be an advocate for these women and help to make changes in the current policies and develop new ones that will be beneficial to them. I will now be working as a case manager at the homeless shelter so I hope that in my new role I will be able to help these women work through their issues and not digress or relapse back into homelessness. 
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