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We try to honour the women’s voices and 
the experiences they have entrusted us with. 
As writers we see our role as curating these 
experiences so that the women may, as far as 
possible, speak directly to you the reader, so 
that you may get an understanding of their 
lives and connect with them as living human 
beings, and not statistics.  

Between March and July 2020, the women 
spoke to 6 interviewers. They spoke of their 
lives, the relationships and events that led 
to their taking shelter, their experiences in 
the shelters, and their lives after shelter. The 
interviews were conducted telephonically 
since COVID 19 lockdown measures 
restricted mobility and face-to-face contact. 
Despite what should have been a drawback, 
the interviewers were able to engage the 

women and the women were able to open 
up about their experiences. 

The women were interviewed in the language 
they were most comfortable with. Twenty five 
women were interviewed in English, 7 in 
isiZulu, and 4 in Afrikaans.

Seventeen of the women were former 
residents of 6 shelters in the Western Cape, 
16 of the women interviewed were former 
residents of 6 shelters in KwaZulu-Natal and 
3 women interviewed were former residents 
of 1 shelter in Limpopo.

Thirteen staff members, 1 from each of 
the shelters, also spoke to the interviewers. 
They shared the contributions made by the 
shelters and the challenges they experience 
in managing shelters and providing care to 
shelter residents.

NUMBERS OF SHELTERS 
AND INTERVIEWS

Main Findings

Twenty six of the women were under 40 years 
old. Of the 29 women for whom we have 
information on education, 9 had dropped 
out of high school, 20 completed matric and 
of these 12 had tertiary qualifications. 

The majority of the women were in precarious 
financial situations. Most women did not 
have secure employment, or secure sources 
of income at the time of taking shelter and the 
fact that they did not have to pay for being 
at the shelters made taking shelter possible.  

Twenty one of the women were unemployed 
at the time of the interviews and of these 
13 received state child support grants, 

1 received a state disability grant and 
1 received the COVID 19 distress grant 
instituted by government in 2020. Three 
women were university students and 10 
women were in employment. Two women 
were working as cashiers in supermarkets, 2 
worked for municipalities and 1 ran a small 
business doing makeup and hair. Others 
were working in domestic work, nursing, 
school counselling, and in a bakery. 

Before taking shelter 3 of the women had 
supported their abusive partners financially 
- 1 woman ran her partner’s farm, while 2 
supported unemployed partners.

Twenty five of the 36 women had not heard 
of shelters before the crisis that led them to 
take shelter.

“Raising Women’s Voices in South African Shelters #3” is based on 
interviews conducted in 2021 with 36 former women residents of 13 
shelters in KwaZulu-Natal, Western Cape and Limpopo. This is the 

final publication, in a series of 3 publications presenting the voices of 
former women residents in nongovernmental shelter affiliates of the 
National Shelter Movement of South Africa1. The 2019 publication 

focused on women’s voices from 3 of South Africa’s provinces: 
Gauteng, Free State and Northern Cape. The 2020 publication 

focused on women’s voices from Mpumalanga, Eastern Cape, and 
North West provinces.

1. The two previous publications for 2019 and 2020, Raising Women’s Voices in South African Shelters and Raising Women’s 
Voices in South African Shelters #2 are available on the NSMSA website https://www.nsmsa.org.za/
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Needing shelter as a result of 
intimate partner violence, family 
violence and rape

Intimate partner violence was the reason 
the majority of the women interviewed 
needed shelter. This was so for 24 (66%) of 
the women, all of whom had intimate male 
partners.  Five of the women needed shelter 
and healing as a result of being raped. Five 
of the women needed shelter because of 
abuse and violence from family members. 
One took shelter after a burglary left her 
homeless and without possessions. One 
was working on the streets as a sex worker 
when she was approached by a shelter staff 
member who offered her the support of the 
shelter. 

For most of these women there was nowhere 
else to turn for help in a moment of extreme 
crisis when many feared for their lives. With 
no other support they fled to the police, or 
turned to a social worker or a priest who in 
turn referred them to a shelter.

Most of the 24 women who fled intimate 
partner violence, experienced untenable 
violence, akin to torture at the hands of 
the men they once loved. Many had been 
isolated by men who would not allow them 
to see family and friends. For many, their 
movements were controlled. Some were not 
allowed to express their opinions. They were 
abused emotionally, psychologically and 
physically. Some had near death experiences 
– 3 women shared how their partners had 
attempted to kill them. Women spoke of 
being depressed and some spoke of suicidal 
thoughts. Two women attempted suicide. 

Women spoke of living in fear. Yet leaving 
these abusive situations was not easy and 
many of the women stayed for many years 
with their abusers before making an escape.

Shelters offered women a refuge 
and a place to heal and rebuild 
their themselves

Women arrived at the shelters with mixed 
feelings – relief being a palpable feeling 
amidst other trauma linked feelings. 
Many had to flee their situations with few 
belongings. Some came with children, 
others had left children behind. Twenty of 
the 36 women were in shelter with at least 1 
child. The youngest were 2 babies, 1 of these 
born while the mother was in shelter, while 
the oldest were teenagers. Fourteen women 
left their children with family members or 
the father of the children. In some cases, 
these children had not been living with their 
mothers, even before they took shelter. 

Shelter rules, schedules and activities, 
together with the relationships formed with 
other women and shelter staff created the 
atmosphere of the women’s stay in the 
shelters. While most women seemed to 
appreciate the rules and schedules which 
were in place to help run shelters smoothly, 
some women experienced challenges, 
particularly with rules that limited movement 
and defined behaviour. One woman said 
that the rules triggered her experiences with 
her abusive controlling partner, who she had 
just fled. Some of the children also found the 
rules difficult and were unable to adjust to 
life in the shelter. 

Most (27 women), experienced positive 
relationships with other women in the 
shelters. 

They spoke of feeling like part of a  family, 
with women in the shelter as sisters. Although 
there were times of conflict, for most the 
issues were minor and staff members 
resolved the issues. Most women kept in 
touch  with a least one other woman after 
they had left the shelters. Most women also 
had positive experiences with shelter staff. 

For these women, the relationships, amongst 
women and with staff members,  were 
key to their healing in their time in shelter. 
The relationships offered them comfort, 
nourishment and a sense that they were not 
alone in their experiences.

However, 10 women experienced challenges 
which affected their experience of comfort 
and safety within their shelters. Five women 
had challenges with specific staff members 
in situations where the general shelter 
atmosphere did not seem affected by these 
individual challenges. Five women from 
2 different shelters in the Western Cape, 
described an overall negative atmosphere in 
their shelters with very conflictual relationships 
among women. 

Counselling was offered at all shelters and 
most women shared that counselling had 
played a big part in their healing. All shelters 
offered some kind of skills development, 
including computer literacy and training, 
sewing, baking, gardening, knitting and 
craft work, bead-making, and cooking and 
the women appreciated these. Four women 
shared that staff in their shelter helped them 
with CV’s, job hunting and applying for a 
bursary. Two of these women got jobs due 
to this help.

All shelters supported women to some extent 
with accessing services such as clinics, 
the  police, state grant applications, home 
affairs and courts. In some cases shelter 
staff accompanied women to these service 
providers and advocated on their behalf. 
Three shelters provided specialised support 
services for drug addiction. Two shelters 
offered second stage housing.

Voices of shelter staff

The 13 shelter staff we interviewed, 1 
from each shelter, shared the positive 
transformations they witnessed in women 
during their time in shelter. They spoke with 
pride about their and their colleagues’ work 
in providing refuge, counselling support and 
skills building for women. 

They noted also that shelters were limited in 
their abilities to facilitate changes to ensure 
that women live happy, violence free lives. In 
part this had to do with the extent to which 
women themselves were open and receptive 
to transformations, but more critically this 
was to do with Issues such as financial 
insecurity, low levels of skills for employment 
and lack of housing, all of which were 
beyond the influence of shelters.  As 1 staff 
member noted, it is beyond the scope of 
shelters to address these challenges and 
other stakeholders, mainly government need 
to address them. 

Life After Shelter for the 33 
women who left the shelters

At the time of the interviews, 33 of the 36 
women were no longer in shelter. Of the 
three women still in shelters at the time of 
interviews, 2 were sheltering from intimate 
partner violence and 1 was sheltering from 
disputes with her family. 

The shelters in this study were set up to 
accommodate women for a specified period 
of time, ranging from 2 weeks to 6 months. 
Women were made aware of the length of 
time they would be accommodated and 
most women, (22 of the 33) left when their 
stay came to an end. At the time of leaving 
most felt ready to restart their lives. They felt 
“better”, “empowered”, their self-esteem 
built, and ready to stand on their own feet.
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Eleven women left when they did not feel 
ready. No matter whether women felt ready or 
not to leave the shelter, leaving meant facing 
many of the challenging life circumstances 
that had contributed to their needing shelter. 

At the time of the interviews two of the women 
who took shelter from intimate partner 
violence were still in shelters. Of the 22 
women who took shelter because of intimate 
partner violence, and who left the shelters - 
17 did not return to these relationships, while 
5 women went back to their partners. Of 
these 5 women, 2 said that their relationships 
were in a better place and 1 eventually left 
her husband when the abuse started again.

At the time of the interviews 1 of the 5 women 
who took shelter from family violence was 
still in shelter. The 4 women who had taken 
shelter from family violence and had left 
shelters, were living in improved situations as 
compared with the situations they had fled 
from. 

Of the 5 women who took shelter after being 
raped, 2 described their lives after shelter 
in positive terms, they were both studying 
towards degrees and were supported 
financially, while 3 women described 
their lives as challenging, financially and 
otherwise. 

The woman who took shelter after the 
burglary was in her home again but 
struggling financially, while the woman who 
took shelter from her life as a sex worker on 
the streets was making a new start with a 
new job. 

The vast majority of women shared that they 
were experiencing challenges with finding 
jobs and with meeting basic needs as a 
result of financial challenges. The COVID 
19 lockdown presented a further challenge 
for women’s economic situations – 4 women 
shared that either they or their partners were 
affected by the lockdown through losing their 
jobs or not being able to run their businesses. 

Shelters must link with strategies 
to end violence

The experiences of the women highlight 
just how important shelters are to women 
in need and how urgent it is to ensure that 
shelters continue to provide a place of 
safety and reflection from which women 
may emerge empowered and lead happy 
fulfilled lives. For such lives to be a reality 
there is need for ongoing support to women 
in the form of skills linked to jobs and this 
requires action from the private sector and 
government departments. There is need also 
for strategies to end the physical harm, the 
rapes, the emotional harm and damage 
done to women. No women should ever 
have to experience the forms of abuse we 

have shared in this report.

CHAPTER ONE  
THREE WOMEN SPEAK  
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I am 33 years old. I only went up to secondary level [in school]. I have an 8 year 
old son. 

I am not working and we survive on a child support grant. I have been trying to 
look for work. COVID 19 also worsened things. 

I was in a relationship with the father of my child and he was drinking too much. 
On many occasions, he demanded to sleep with me any time he wanted. He 
also guarded how and when I worked. One day he dragged me from a taxi 
and people left me to him and he beat me on the street, and he slept with me 
by force on the very same day. 

I once attended a women’s dialogue, where we were in a dialogue talking about 
our fears and life stories. One police officer gave me direction on rape and 
other issues. That is when I gathered courage to stand up for my case.  

In 2016, I made a protection order against him for being violent and he didn’t 
take it well. He hit me and I repeatedly reported him to the police. The warrant 
officer handling my cases ended up arresting him for violating the protection 
order. He was let out again. We were living in fear that he could attack us at 
any time. 

One day in August 2019 my child came from school and I locked the house. 
I had done some washing during the day. In the evening I opened the door to 
collect the washing. I made sure I closed the door on my way out but I did not 
lock it. He sneaked inside the house and hid under the bed. I got back inside 
and began washing my son and myself. I asked my son to collect something 
from under the bed and as he checked, [he saw his father] and he just began 
screaming. We were so afraid. I ran outside naked to the neighbours and they 

Three women speak of the events that led to their 
taking shelter. They speak of their experiences at 

the shelters, and they speak of their lives on leaving 
the shelters.

called the police. That is how I ended up at Lifeline and they referred us to the 
shelter on that day and we stayed for 6 months.

He was arrested in August 2019 and he is now in prison. His family wants me 
to forgive him.

I am still angry at him and when I talk about him, I get very angry. When we 
started out our relationship was very nice and we were in love. But when I look 
back, I realise now that he was always abusive but I did not see it. Because I was 
in love I did not notice many things. 

He became controlling and he looked for stories even when they did not exist. 
He would accuse me of things that I did not do. He became demanding and his 
controlling was too much. For example, if a car comes and a man looks at us, 
he will demand to know why this man is looking at me. He will start telling me 
that I know this man and he would not stop until I agree that I know a stranger. 
He will check my vagina saying that he wants to see if I slept with men in his 
absence.

I never knew about a shelter until Lifeline referred me. When I got there, I met a 
social worker. I was afraid as there were other people, and I am used to it being 
me and my child only. I also could not sleep for the first days. As days went by, 
I became used to the shelter. There was a student social worker and she used to 
talk to me and made me feel good. She would ask what is going on in my life. 
I ended up opening up about my story that brought me to the shelter and those 
conversations helped me a lot. 

I got counselling at the shelter and that helped me and my child. It worked for 
my child as he was beginning to have behaviour problems. My child got better 
due to counselling. 

There were about 9 women at the shelter and some of us had children. We 
would wake up around 5 am and bath and prepare food. My child attended 
school so I would prepare his food and make sure he goes to school. There 
were duties and I would do my share of work. In the afternoon, there was a child 
who was good with beadwork and she would teach us how to do beadwork. We 
spent most of the time inside the shelter. We were told to minimise movement 
outside of the shelter for our safety. 

We chatted and shared our stories, we taught each other things, learnt skills, we 
got close to each other. We shared rooms, we created a roster for ourselves, we 
looked for our children and we assisted with each other’s kids. 

I am still friends with some of the women and we still meet and we are friends 
on Facebook, and we ask each other about our lives beyond the shelter. Some 
I meet on the streets or in town. There is another lady in my area and we meet 
at the mall and we talk to each other.
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I am 47 years old. I have 2 children, a boy who is 24 years old with a mental 
condition and a girl who is 5 years old. My highest level of education is a post 
graduate degree in business management. I am working as a supervisor at the 
municipality, and I am single. I have been working, taking care of family, going 
to church. I read books, watch movies, and I also have been assisting an NGO 
that helps women who are in crisis, on a voluntary base.

I went to the shelter in 2017 when the abusive relationship threatened my life. 
It started off as verbal abuse and it became physical. And in most cases the 
abuse happened in front of my kids. I realised that he was unstable because 
sometimes he can be like a good partner and then when he is angry, he can 
turn into something else. He was suicidal and he had a gun. He would want 
me to submit to him and even when he was wrong I can’t question him. He was 
unfaithful. He used to shout at me and expect me to wake in the middle of the 

night when he came back from wherever he was and say I must cook for him. 
And if I complained he would take out his gun and point it at me, saying that he 
is the man of this house. He never allowed me to visit my family. If I went out, 
he would phone to ask, “where are you and what time are you coming back”. 
It was toxic and at one stage he threatened to throw the kids out of the balcony. 
We were staying on the 13th floor. And then he said he was going to shoot me 
and then shoot himself because he cannot live without us. I was so stressed, 
and I was afraid of what will happen to the kids if I left them with him. 

I could not voice out that I was unhappy because I was not allowed to say how 
I felt. I honestly never wanted to involve my family, because of the danger that 
I could foresee from that person.

And all this time, I was the one who was financially stable. 

The situation was so bad that my productivity at work was affected and my 
supervisor noticed. I was then referred to a programme called “Care Wave’’ at 
work. I explained my situation and they referred me to the shelter because I was 
also financially constrained.

I decided to leave him, but I had to do it secretly because I was afraid that he 
might do something or harm us if we moved openly. So we were placed at the 
shelter and we stayed there for 6 months while a case of assault was opened 
and an application for a protection order was made.

When we arrived at the shelter I met the social worker who referred us to the 
house mother who showed us our room and she was very nice and kind. The 
social worker provided professional help. She also provided support to my 
kids because even my kids were exposed to an environment that was violent or 
unpleasant. We were supported with food and clothing and also psychological 
support and protection, while I picked up my pieces and thought of my way 
forward.

At the shelter somehow it felt like because we were in an institution, we are 
also being institutionalised. They have lots of rules. But I later understood that 
those rules were mainly for control purposes. The thing is that most of the rules 
triggered events from my previous relationship. We had to clean and cook. And 
everything was done in a systematic order and you can’t miss any scheduled 
time. 

I was working and had to leave early in the morning. They placed my child in 
a preschool near the area which is a good one because my child is still there. 
So in the morning I will prepare myself and my daughter and then we will eat 
breakfast and then take my child to preschool. And then the other child that I 
was with [her brother’s daughter was at the shelter with her] was a teenager 
going to high school. So I will go with her and come back in the afternoon and 
prepare for the next day. Food will be ready when we get there, and we were 

KZN11

House mothers became like our mothers. They educated us on child care and 
our responsibilities. 

My son was a little afraid. He was used to being alone at home. He couldn’t fit 
in at first but after a short while, he got used to it and enjoyed playing with other 
kids. At the shelter there were toys to play with and charts to learn from. Parents 
would assist the children.

He ended up liking other people and he got used to even the mothers and he 
also got used to doing things by rules, not like at home.  At first, for about 2 
weeks, I used to take my child to school. Then I ended up getting transport for 
him. He got space at a private school. At first, he had problems at school and 
the teacher called to see me. Afterwards my son was provided with counselling 
at Lifeline. The social worker there spoke to him on how he should conduct 
himself. My son received a lot of counselling. He has eczema and he attended 
doctors and they gave us medication. He is better now.

I left the shelter because I felt that I needed to go out and do things for myself 
and stand up for my problems. The shelter staff made me see things differently. 
My mind was opened. The social worker was very good to me. 

When I left the shelter, I went to my aunt’s home. Financially we depend on my 
son’s child support grant. To survive is hard but we try with the little we have. 
Being unemployed is my major worry. I wish I could afford more because my 
child deserves to be treated well.

I have no relationship at all with my child’s father. He is still in prison but the 
way my case is handled at court worries me. It feels like they will let him go, they 
keep postponing and I won’t know if they decide to let him go. 
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not allowed to come back after 5pm. And before we have dinner, we would 
have afternoon meetings and the house mother will check on us about how our 
day was. They provided us with lunch packs in the morning, and the women 
who were at the shelter during the day were provided with meals also.

There were 6 women and 5 children at the shelter. We were provided with 
baking skills, cooking skills, sewing skills, knitting skills. We were also offered 
counselling and spiritual support.

We used to sit outside and chat and we were not really encouraged to get more 
involved with other residents. We were not encouraged to make friendships or 
tell our stories to one another. I think they had a fear that it might backfire in 
terms of our stories remaining private. But we sat and talked about general 
things and watched TV together.

There were incidents here and there. It was mainly our kids fighting and the 
mothers getting involved and picking sides. I remember I had an incident where 
one of the mothers shouted at me because my child did something wrong and 
it was like I had encouraged my child to act the way she did. But the house 
mother will assess the situation and listen to both sides of the story and make 
the last call. It was nothing out of the ordinary, just normal things. 

Some of the women call me and some even come to my workplace for my 
assistance because they know I work at the municipality.

When you come in you are told that you have a minimum of 3 months to 6 
months, so within that period I made sure that I saved and managed to find 
myself a place to stay. I was also safe because the perpetrator apologised and 
I had a protection order against him. I was requested to draw a plan on how 
I will be supported and if I will have someone to support me. If you are still 
unsafe and not ready, they will extend your stay beyond 6 months. 

I feel that the shelter needs to review and adjust the rules so that you don’t feel 
like you are in an institution and you are being institutionalised. And also, to 
allow us to go out as long as we are sure that we are safe. And there should be 
a programme to raise awareness to help us not to end up in a same situation 
when we leave the shelter, and develop us so that we don’t come back to the 
shelter. 

The perpetrator has moved on. He came to terms that we can no longer be 
together. For the sake of his daughter, he managed to find peace and let us go. 
He can come and spend time with his daughter and not cause harm to anyone. 

I am 40 years old, I have 5 children and 3 were with me at the shelter. The 
older 2 are living with their father. I completed grade 10. I’m not working at the 
moment, it’s just SASSA (government child support grant) as an income. 

I went into the shelter in September 2019. I spent 18 months in the shelter 
and came out of shelter on 15 December 2021. I’m currently living with my 3 
kids and mom as I got the family house. The shelter helped me to restore my 
relationship with my parents.

I grew up in a religious home. Mom was busy with community work and my dad 
always worked. At age 6 my dad molested me, and this brought big problems 
in the family. Problems between mom and dad and no trust between me and 
my dad. This resulted in my going off the rails, getting wrong friends and 
influences, smoking and drugs and different boyfriends. That is why I also left 
school.

I had 2 kids at an early age. When I got married to my 2 eldest children’s 
father, I was working and serving the Lord and we had disagreements about a 
lot of things and it just did not work in the end. We were married for three years 
and thereafter each went his own way. I went to my mom in 2009. We were 
separated for 10 years and he divorced me in 2019. 

In 2009 I went back to doing drugs and my mom put me out of the house. I had 
2 kids whilst I was separated and a baby from an abusive third partner, and I 
realised that I could not keep relationships.

My last boyfriend was abusive and I would provide food and stuff and work 
and provide for him. When I was pregnant and I could not work and bring in 
money, he would get upset, and became abusive, verbally and physically and 
would put us out in the middle of the night - kids and all. There were good 
times at the beginning. When the abuse happened, he would apologise, but it 
would just be worse the next time. We lived with his mom and she never did a 
thing to help me. She would rather support her drug addict and abusive son. 
Men could also sleep in the house with other women and pay my boyfriend a 
fee to use a room. 

I did not have support from anyone. I applied at a clinic for rehab but they 
never came back to me. The cops also did not really help. They would pick my 
boyfriend up and release him after two days. The cops said that he did not hit 
me open or put me in hospital so there was no need for a case. 

One day a lady referred me to church and at church there was a social worker 
and she phoned DSD (Department of Social Development) immediately. They 
could see I was neglected and the kids too. They referred me to the shelter.

When I arrived at the shelter I did not feel worthy of the support. I did not know 
how to feel and how to feel safe. It was strange at first. I burst out in tears when 

WC13
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I saw a bathroom cause where I came from there was no water to wash. So the 
shelter entry was a strange feeling at first as I did not believe I was worthy.

I stayed at the shelter for 18 months. There were 15 moms and children. I was 
very tired when I got there. They made it very easy for us. They gave us love, 
support and especially when my dad died, they supported me all the way. When I 
entered the shelter and when I exited, they helped to get my children into schools.

The days at the shelter were wonderful. I felt like at the beginning of a new 
journey.  The shelter provided counselling, both group sessions and one-on-one. 
There were addiction recovery group sessions twice a week. I got trained in first 
aid level 1 and 2 training, machinist training in Wellington, and a 4 to 5 day 
parenting course.

I interacted a lot with the other women and they always used me to do thank you 
talks etc.

The DSD minister came to visit and I had to do a speech and thanks and that 
had a big impact in my life. People in community come to me now for help and 
inspiration to help their kids who are addicted and in abusive relationships so 
that I can talk to them too.  Recovery is a real problem in our communities as 
women stay with addicted partners because they have no other way out.

We got on very well as women in the shelter, we supported each other a lot. We 
have an aftercare group and we keep contact with each other even after leaving 
the shelter.  We are women who will always take care of each other. One ex 
resident sent me R150 a few months ago when she heard it was going tough on 
my side.

There were also challenges, every day [laughs]. With women all living together, 
this is to be expected, but we would sort it out. We always cleared matters up. 
Especially over children fighting.

My boy was 6 years, my girl was 8 years old, and my 1 boy was born at the 
shelter. The staff helped me a lot. The support was excellent.  The children had 
to get used to the new life. They spoke about the trauma and the social worker 
helped them to understand what they were going through and they started 
settling down. I did not have to worry about hot food and hot water. I did not 
have to worry about my bed, bedding, toiletries etc. The kids also got all this that 
they never had before. They were well looked after at the shelter. They went to 
school, and the social worker helped me to put them in a school when I went 
home. Different people came out to work with the children and Stellenbosch 
university students used to come to work with kids as well. My baby shower was 
just tears for me. I got so much at the shelter.

When my time was up I was ready to leave. They really help you until you can 
get to a safe environment and you are ready. If you know you have a support 
system, then you are stronger to step into the world. I learnt to save and to work 
with money. I saved up to R3000 in the shelter so that I could fix the house when 
we moved in. I now live in a 3 bedroomed house with my kids.

My life is normal now and I look forward to the future with my children. I 
want to get a job, just to provide and support my kids and to fix the house. I 
would advise women to go to a shelter just for the support, the tools and group 
work. It saves your life, and you get to know your rights and learn to become 
confident. I thought that the system failed me, but it was not so. You just need 
to know where to go and reach out to the right people. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
INTRODUCING THE 36 WOMEN
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Of the 29 women who specified their formal education, 20 had completed 
matric and 12 of these 20 had completed tertiary education.

FORMAL 
EDUCATION

UNKNOWN (7)

GRADE 9 (1) GRADE 10 (5)

MATRIC (8) TERTIARY (12)

SECONDARY 
SCHOOL (1)

GRADE 11 (2)

Thirteen of the 20 women who were unemployed received state child support grants (also referred 
to as SASSA grants), 1 woman received a state disability grant, and one received a COVID social 
distress grant. Three of the 13 women in employment did not specify their employment. Among 
those who provided this information there were:

EMPLOYMENT
STATUS

UNEMPLOYED  (20) EMPLOYED (13) UNIVERSITY 
STUDENTS (3)

Of the 34 women who specified their age at the time of entering the 
shelters, the majority (26 or 76%) were under 40 years of age. One 
woman was 19 years old and 4 were over 50 years old.

AGE ON 
ENTERING 
SHELTER”

40 - 49 (4)UNDER 20 (1)

 20-29 (10)

30 - 39 (15)

 50 - 59 (4) UNKNOWN (2)

2 SUPERMARKET 

CASHIERS

2 MUNICIPALITY 

WORKERS
1 SCHOOL 

COUNSELLOR

1 BAKERY 

WORKER

2 DOMESTIC 

WORKERS

1 NURSE 1 SMALL MAKEUP AND 

HAIR BUSINESS OWNER

LENGTH OF STAY AT 
SHELTER
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18 MONTHS (4) 10 MONTHS (1) 9 MONTHS (1) 8 MONTHS (2)

7 MONTHS (1) 6 MONTHS (5) 5 MONTHS (3) 4 MONTHS (4)

3 MONTHS (7) 2 MONTHS (1) 1 MONTH (5) 2 WEEKS (1) 1 WEEK (1)

The women interviewed took shelter from between 1 week (1 woman) and 18 months (4 women), with 
the majority (22 or 61%) residing in the shelter from between 3 to 8 months. Three of the women had 
been in second stage or transitional sheltering, an option available through some shelters, and in some 
provinces, where women live semi independently after four months in a shelter, for 6 to 12 months, as 
they prepare for life after sheltering.



REASON FOR TAKING SHELTER

INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE (24) FAMILY CONFLICT 

AND VIOLENCE (5)

WANTING TO END 

SEX WORK (1)

HOMELESS AFTER 

BURGLARY (1)

RAPE (5)

Women who took shelter because 

of intimate partner violence 

KZN1: 

I am 33 years old. I only went up to secondary 
level school. I live with my aunt because both 
my parents are deceased. I am not married 
and I am not in a relationship. I have an 
8 year old son. I am not working and we 
survive on a child support grant.

KZN2: 

I am 45 years old. I have a matric certificate, 
computer certificate, lay counselling, home 
based [care] course, security and secretarial 
skills certificates. I am trying to find work. 
I’m at a rented place now. I grew up with 
my mother’s family. My father never was 
part of my life. I got a job and built my 
mum a house. I’m single for now. We are 
not officially divorced but we decided to live 
separate lives after shelter. I have 4 boys: the 
oldest is 25 years, the second 18, the third 
13 and last born 4. I am unemployed, and 
I do not get a grant for any of my children.

KZN5:

I am 33 years old. I completed matric and 
in 2016 I obtained a degree in teaching. I 
am not married and I am currently single. I 
have 1 child, a girl aged 12. Currently I am 
unemployed. I get a child support grant for 
my daughter. In 2020 I was employed at an 
FET college as an intern career development 
officer, assisting students with registration, 
choosing careers. I worked full time for 2020 
only.

KZN6: 

 I am 31 years old, I have 3 children, 2 boys 
and 1 girl. My first child is 13 years old, my 
second child is 12 years old, and my last 
born is 8 months old. I ended up in grade 
10 at school. I am planning on going back 
to school and completing my matric. I am 
married but separated from my husband for 
7 months now and I am not seeing anyone. 
I am unemployed and I am receiving SASSA 
grant for my 3 children.

KZN8:

I am 22 years old. I finished my matric in 
2018 but my results were not that good so 
I could not continue with my studies. I have 
not been doing anything for the past 2 years. 
I was looking for employment and I ended 
up doing this work as a maid since around 
June 2020. I stay with my sister and my twin 
brother.

KZN10: 

I am 30 years old, I have 3 kids, a 5 year old, 
a 4 year old and a 2 year old. I am a third 
born of 5 girls and grew up with my mom 
and dad. I have been unemployed for the 
past 7 years. I am receiving SASSA grant for 
my 3 children.

KZN11: 

I am 47 years old. I have 2 children, a boy 
who is 24 years old with a mental condition 
and a girl who is 5 years old. My highest 
level of education is a post graduate degree 
in business management. I am working at a 
municipality as a supervisor and I am single. 
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Three women were still at shelters at the time of being interviewed, while 33 women had left the shelters 
from between a few months to 5 years when they were interviewed.

LENGTH OF TIME BETWEEN LEAVING 
SHELTER AND BEING INTERVIEWED

1 YEAR OR 
LESS (12)

1 - 2 YEARS
(10)

2 - 3 YEARS
(5)

3 - 5 YEARS 
(6)

CHILDREN IN SHELTER 
WITH THEIR MOTHERS

WOMEN WITH 1 
CHILD (5)

WOMEN WITH 2 
CHILDREN (10)

WOMEN WITH 3 
CHILDREN (4)

WOMEN WITH 5 
CHILDREN (1)

In their own words 
These introductions are taken from the interviews. 

The ages given are at the time of interview. 



I have been working, taking care of family, 
going to church. I read books, watch movies 
and I also have been assisting an NGO that 
helps women who are in crisis, on a voluntary 
basis.

KZN12:

I am 34 years old. I have 5 siblings and I 
am the last born. I was raised by my mom 
who passed away when I was 11 years and 
then by my stepmom. My father was absent. I 
studied until matric in 2007 but I was unable 
to write my matric exams due to sickness. 
I have been married for 11 years but I am 
currently separated from my husband and 
in a process of divorce. I have no children 
but in 2013 I gave birth to one who passed 
away. I am working.

KZN13:

I am 38 years old and have a daughter age 
8. I am presently unemployed. I try and keep 
myself busy and I try and volunteer my time 
in the community. During July last year, I lost 
my job due to the COVID 19 pandemic. I 
have been volunteering at a shelter for a 
while.

KZN14:

I am 42 years old. I am unemployed and live 
with my husband and my 3 children who are 
10 years, 7 years and 5 years. My husband 
paid part of lobola for me and is yet to finish. 
I am unemployed but my husband works. I 
get SASSA grants for my 3 kids. In 2020 I 
was running a small business. However, 
since lockdown, it fell apart because I no 
longer had customers coming to buy. We 
have tried resuscitating it but capital is failing 
us.  During lockdown my partner lost his job 
and we had to survive on a child support 
grant plus the income we had made from 

the business. I need capital to start again, my 
child support is not enough at all.

WC2: 

I am 37 years old. I have a Degree in Visual 
Communication and worked in this field for 
most of my life. I have been doing freelance 
work but am actively trying not to work in this 
space anymore. I am not employed and am 
trying to start my own ventures with writing 
and photography, and want to express my 
creativity. I have two girls, 6 years old and 
18 months. I am not married. I get the SASSA 
grant and it helps a lot. 

WC3: 

I am 21 years old. I am currently studying 
at university and I am doing music. I am in 
a relationship and I have a 3 year old son. 
I went to the shelter and stayed there for 
about 3-4 months and after that I went back 
to school and I got a bursary so I was able to 
rent accommodation right next to the school 
and my bursary pays for everything.

WC4: 

I am 40 years old and my highest level of 
education is standard 8 (grade 10). My 
mother is present in my life and when I was 
born my father was not around so I never 
had any contact with him. I have 3 children 
and I got married 5 months ago. I am not 
working. I am not receiving any grant from 
SASSA.

WC5: 

I have 3 kids - 12, 16 and 4 years. I have 
been nursing (frail care) for the past 10 years. 
I love caring and taking care of people. I got 
married recently in Jan 2021. Over the past 
year I was working at a private home care 

centre. My patient passed away in December 
so I need to find a job. Only my husband is 
working now.

WC6: 

I am 26 years old. I started to get abused 
and went to a children’s home and came 
out at the age of 18 years. My bond (with 
my family) broke when I left to the children’s 
home.  My aunt got money for me and her 
son was on drugs and things got bad. I have 
2 children, a daughter of 4 and boy who is 
2 years old. I am just at home, unemployed 
and have a boyfriend who works, but not 
since COVID.  

WC7: 

I am a 53 year old woman. I completed 
Grade 12 but did not study further. I have 
3 children - 2 sons and a daughter. I am 
currently unemployed but previously worked 
as a sports teacher for grade R and grade 1 
learners, at a Hotel, and running my previous 
boyfriend’s farm.

WC8: 

I am 41 years old. Both my parents are 
deceased, my father was an alcoholic and 
my mother had dementia.  As a child I was 
molested by 2 people and I always blamed 
myself and my family was not very supportive. 
I completed matric and went to study further 
at a Technikon where I got a diploma in fine 
arts. I love sculpting, printing and ceramics. 
I got married to my boyfriend in 2009. We 
got divorced in 2018. In 2014 we had a 
daughter. I was a stay at home mom since 
the birth of my daughter, until 2018.

WC9:

I am 42 years old. My mother passed away 
when I was 6 years old and I was raised by 
my aunt. I never had any relationship with 
my father and my family never wanted me, 
and I did not understand why but I just let 
it be. I have a sister and a brother. I do not 
even remember my brother’s name because 
we are not close. I got married and now I 
am divorced. I have 2 children, a 6 year old 
boy and a 4 year old girl. Both are staying 
with me. I am employed and I receive SASSA 
grant for my 2 children. I ended in grade 10 
at school.

WC10:

I am 57 years old. I was married but I am 
divorced since about a month ago. I have 
a daughter who is 25 years old. I am 
currently studying for ECD [early childhood 
development] and I work part time as an 
assistant nurse. I am currently living with my 
family. I am in a relationship.

WC11:

I am 31 years old. I am married and have 2 
kids, a boy of 9 and a girl of 4.  I completed 
level 4 office administration in 2019. I get 
maintenance from the kid’s father. I receive 
the R350 COVID grant. I have been studying 
and running a small business doing makeup 
and hair dressing over the weekends when 
not at college.

WC13:

I am 40 years old. I have 5 children. I had 2 
kids in marriage, 2 kids whilst I was separated 
and a baby from an abusive third partner. 
The older 2 are living with their father. I 
completed grade 10. I grew up in a religious 
home. Mom was busy with community work 
and my dad always worked. At age 6 years 
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my dad molested me, and this brought big 
problems in the family. Problems between 
mom and dad and no trust between me and 
my dad. This resulted in my going off the 
rails, getting wrong friends and influences, 
smoking and drugs, and different boyfriends. 
I’m divorced now and gave my heart to the 
Lord. 

I’m not working at the moment, just SASSA 
as an income. I’m currently living with my 3 
kids and my mom.

WC14: 

I am 34 years old. I completed grade 10. My 
father started jolling [having affairs] when 
I was 6 years old. My mom tried to keep 
us and my dad came to fetch us. I had 3 
stepmoms and 2 were very horrible. I lived 
with different family members all my life - 
aunt, mom, dad, and so I moved from one 
to the other. I’m back with my dad. Things 
are not as bad as before. I am single at the 
moment. I have 2 children – my girl is 10 
years and my boy is 7 years. I work at Spar 
(supermarket) since August.  It is a full-time 
job. I get a SASSA grant for both kids 

WC15: 

I am 45 years old. I have 2 daughters, the 
oldest is now 25 and the younger one is 
16. My first marriage lasted 4 years. I got 
married and divorced again. Eight months 
later after my second divorce I got involved 
with the perpetrator and after 2 years I had 
to flee for safety. I did a course in paralegal 
while I was at the shelter and I also did some 
work in psychology. I am currently employed 
as a school counsellor and I am also working 
for a hospitality school as a manager. 

WC17: 

I am a 27 year old mom of 2, a son who is 
11 and a girl of 9.  I completed matric in 
2013. I am not married and in a relationship 
with my children’s father. I am not employed 
at the moment. I receive a SASSA grant. I 
worked as a home based care worker and 
resigned in December because the work got 
too much.

Women who took shelter from 

family abuse

KZN3:

I am 21 years old. I obtained my matric in 
2020. I am single and have a daughter who 
is 5 years old. She lives with her father and 
his family. I am not employed. 

KZN4: 

I am 27 years old. My mother passed away 
and my father was never involved in my life. I 
have 3 children from my former relationship. 
I am single and I live with my children. I am 
not employed. I rely on child support grant. 

KZN 16: 

I am 60 years old. I completed O levels. I am 
single and live on my own. I will be applying 
for SASSA pension as I just turned 60. I do 
not have any kind of income at the moment. 

WC12: 

I am 35 years old. I am a recovering addict 
and have been off substances for 3 years.  I 
am divorced. My 13 year old daughter is in 
the foster care of my brother and sister-in-
law since the age of 7. Me, my daughter and 
father live with my brother and his wife and 
their child in one house. I completed grade 

12 and did not study further, due to finances. 
In order to contribute to the household, I do 
domestic work and also assist a paraplegic.  
I have also applied for the COVID grant. I 
find it difficult to apply for employment due 
to my criminal record that comes up and 
can only be cleared in ten years-time. I was 
caught with tik in my possession. I enjoy 
doing community work with my sister-in-law 
and my sister-in-law’s family, whereby they 
make food and feed the community.   

WC16:

I I have an 8 year old child. I got a job and 
life skills training through the municipality. I 
am very hard working and I work hard to get 
somewhere. I am very disciplined and want 
to achieve in life. During 2020 I was sick and 
ended up in hospital for 3 months. My mother 
and granny looked after my daughter.

Women who took shelter as a 

result of rape

KZN7:

I am 24 years old. I am in the second year 
of my studies in transport and logistics. It 
is a 3 year degree and with the successful 
application of NASFAS I was able to attend 
college. I am busy with my studies, focusing 
on completing and getting a job thereafter.

KZN9:

I am a 30 year old woman. I went to school 
until grade 9 and did a security training 
certificate. I am employed as a security guard 
at a store. I am currently single and I have 2 
children, a boy and a girl. My children get 
child support grants. I am HIV positive.

WC1:

I am 46 years old. Life with my parents 
was not good and we were removed from 
them by social workers. I lived with my 
grandmother and later was moved around 
a lot.  My siblings believe that I am manic 
and wanted to put me in an asylum. Our 
relationship is not good and they owe me 
a lot of money. I completed grade 12 and 
did a Diploma Level 3 course in Freight 
Forwarding and International Haul Logistics. 
I have 2  children from my first marriage, a 
21 year old (son) and 18 year old (daughter) 
who reside with their father since 4 years ago. 
I was quite well-off but my second husband 
stole me blind, leaving me with nothing. I am 
unemployed and left my job as I was treated 
poorly by the pastor I worked for. I used to 
write articles for newspapers and magazines 
and would get payment. I am currently 
writing my autobiography.  

LP1: 

I am 29 years old. I am a mother of 2 boys. I 
dropped out at grade 11, because my parents 
were both late and I didn’t have parental 
guidance at home. I ended up smoking and 
doing drugs and being a sex worker in the 
street. I am employed as a casual worker at 
a bakery. I get a SASSA grant for my kids. 
I’m on ARV medication for HIV and insulin 
for diabetes.

LP3: 

I am 28 years old. I am not married, and I 
have 2 kids, a 9 year old boy and a 1 year 
6 months old boy. I am not employed and I 
am getting a SASSA grant for both my kids. 
I have a higher certificate in ABET and am 
working towards a BA Education. In the past 
year I wrote a book and published it with 
Amazon, I have a YouTube page and I have 
been doing a lot of public speaking.

28 RAISING WOMEN’S VOICES IN SOUTH AFRICAN SHELTERS #3 29RAISING WOMEN’S VOICES IN SOUTH AFRICAN SHELTERS #3



Homeless after a burglary

KZN15:

I am 57 years. I have matric. I trained as a 
police officer and later as a trauma and crisis 
counsellor for domestic violence and child 
violence. I divorced 3 years ago but we had 
been separated for over 20 years. I am not 
working. I was shot on duty. I get a disability 
grant from SASSA. I can’t walk or stand for 
too long.  I use a walker from time to time.

Working as sex worker and 
unhappy when approached by 

shelter staff

LP2:

I am 40 years old and I have 4 children 
and a grandson. Right now, I am staying 
with my children and I am working at Spar 
as a cashier. I receive a SASSA grant for my 
3 children. My first born is 23 years and is 
working.

CHAPTER THREE
WHY WE TOOK SHELTER 
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The majority, that is 24 (or 66%) of the 
36 women interviewed, took shelter from 
intimate partner violence. Five women took 
shelter from conflict with a family member 
and 5 women took shelter after being raped. 
One woman took shelter after a burglary 
made her homeless. One woman, unhappy 
with her life as a sex worker took shelter to 
help start a new life.

For many of the women, and particularly for 
those whose partners were violent, there was 
nowhere else to turn for help in a moment 
of extreme crisis. Alone and with no other 

support they fled to the police, a social 
worker or a member of their community, who 
referred them to a shelter.

For those who experienced conflict with 
family members there was a feeling of 
abandonment, of being alone and uncared 
for. In the case of the women who were raped 
there was the need to heal and be restored 
after this trauma. 

For all of the women the shelters provided a 
space for reflection, care and healing.

Twenty five of the 36 women had not heard of shelters before 
the crisis that led them to take shelter. Of these 25 women:

Others had known of shelters in various ways prior to the crisis:

The 24 Women who 
experienced intimate 
partner violence (IPV)

All of the 24 women who experienced intimate 
partner violence were from the KwaZulu-
Natal (KZN) and Western Cape (WC) 
shelters. Ten of the 16 women interviewed in 
KZN took shelter because of intimate partner 
violence, 14 of the 17 women interviewed in 
WC took shelter because of IPV.

Many of the women had been in long 
relationships with the partners who abused 
them and had children with these men. The 
length of the relationships ranged from 2 
years for women in their twenties to a 33 
year relationship for a woman in her fifties. 
Most women had met their partners, fallen 
in love and had had good times in the early 
years. Then there had been a change. 

There were exceptions to this pattern. One 
woman who had been in a 5 year relationship 
had no children. Another woman, a 20 year 
old, was in a new relationship of 1 week 
when her boyfriend raped her. This ended 
the relationship and resulted in her seeking 
shelter in a state of depression. 

A third exception was a 20 year old woman 
who was forced into a relationship with a 
pastor at the age of 17 when the pastor and 
his wife told her that it was God’s will that 
she live with the pastor as his wife. She had a 
child with the pastor who started to abuse her 
emotionally, psychologically and physically.  

“I was in a relationship with an older person 
and he was my pastor, and I was staying with 
the pastor and his partner. After 9 months 
of my stay, someone from church had a 
vision that I was the pastor’s soul mate. So, 
because of their religious beliefs, the pastor’s 
partner understood, and myself and the 

pastor moved out of the house. I was only 17 
years old and not on contraceptives, so that 
is how I fell pregnant at a young age. As time 
went by the pastor became abusive and he 
will say it was the will of God that he has to 
do the things he was doing to me because I 
was rebellious. The abuse went physical and 
the people from church knew about it but no 
one did anything. It [the relationship] was 
something that I never wanted and because 
they were religious people and they said it 
was the will of God I was like let me just do 
it. And the way he was abusing me, I ended 
up trying to commit suicide because it was 
too much and I could not take it anymore. I 
was emotionally drained.” (WC3) 

The early years of the 
relationships had been good, 
then there was a change

Most women spoke of the early years of their 
relationship as good, that they had been in 
love and there were no signs of the abuse 
they would experience. As 2 women shared:

“Yes, there were good times in our 
relationship. He was loving and cared for his 
family. He wanted everything good for his 
children. He worked hard for them.” (KZN2) 

“There were good times in our relationship, 
my husband was a loving person, he did 
everything for me and our children. I never 
struggled, he took care of me, he cooked, 
did sewing and many other things. He went 
shopping for me and a lot of things when I 
asked him.” (KZN14) 

Two women said that their partners had 
always been abusive but that they did not 
notice this. One woman said she did not 
notice this as she was in love with him, a 
second woman said that she was studying 
for her degree in the early years of the 
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were referred 
to a shelter by a 
social worker

women had heard 
about shelters at 

talks they attended

had learnt of 
shelters from a 

radio programme,

through a wellness 
programme at her 

work

woman was a 
volunteer at a shelter 
before she became 

a client

knew a staff 
member at a 

shelter

knew of shelters as 
she lived close to a 

shelter

were 
referred 
by police

by 
community 
members

by a 
psychologist

by a 
pastor

by her 
brother

2 1 1

1 11

11

1

8 3

1 1



relationship and did not spend much time 
with him as she was focused on her studies. 

“When we started out it was very nice and we 
were in love. But when I look back, I realise 
now that he was always abusive but I did not 
see it because I was in love. I did not notice 
many things.” (KZN1) 

One woman said she did not know what she 
was experiencing was abuse: “It was perfect 
at first, we were happy together and my 
husband is a pastor. After 5 years I started to 
realise some changes here and there. And at 
first, I was like maybe it is normal and so he 
loves me that is how he is showing his love. 
I was not aware that it was abuse. After 5 
years I was like no this is not right.” (KZN12)

Most women were not sure why things went 
bad in their relationships. Eleven women said 
the problem started when their husbands or 
boyfriends started to abuse drugs and or 
alcohol. Two of these women mentioned 
an additional factor, that there had been 
a change in the relationship when they 
became pregnant. One of these two women, 
had been the main provider, supporting her 
boyfriend. Pregnancy meant she could no 
longer work to support him financially and 
her boyfriend began to abuse her verbally 
and physically. This woman was one of three 
women interviewed who were the main 
providers in their relationships, supporting 
their abusers financially.  

One woman said that the problems in her 
relationship started when her husband’s 
mother died and he started to experience 
problems in his birth family and that he took 
this out on her. “He lost his mother and there 
were a lot of challenges and problems in his 
family. I suspect that whatever he was going 
through I became his anger outlet.” (KZN14)

 

Cruelty akin to torture

In most cases the abuse took the form of 
emotional, psychological and physical 
violence. In 4 cases in addition to all of this 
the husbands/boyfriends were unfaithful. 

In 2 cases women spoke of emotional abuse 
with no accompanying physical abuse. One 
of these 2 women said: “It would have been 
better if he hit me because at least you could 
see the pain. Nothing shows like a broken 
arm or blue mark in the face. All the pain 
was locked in my mind and that made me 
suicidal.” (WC2)

In all cases the abuse included untenable 
levels of cruelty akin to torture. One woman 
spoke of sexual abuse. Her husband 
demanded sex, raped her and “checked her 
vagina” to see if she had been sleeping with 
other men. 

Eight women spoke of the men controlling 
their movements. Six spoke of being isolated 
from family and friends. Their abusive 
partners did not allow them to make contact 
with family and in some cases with children 
who were living away from the women. Some 
women shared that their partners checked 
their phones to see who they had contact 
with and followed them when they went out.  
One woman was forced to make video calls 
to her husband to prove to him that she was 
at the shopping mall and not any place else. 
A third woman said that her husband would 
phone to ask where she was and when she 
would be coming home. 

Three women spoke of public humiliation 
from physical attacks in public places. One 
woman shared that her boyfriend would 
physically attack her outside school or 
outside a store. A second woman told how 
her husband dragged her out of a taxi and 
beat her on the street. A third woman told 
how her husband would beat her, insult her 
and drag her on the ground in the yard in 
full view of neighbours and “show off to 
them how badly he treats me”. (KZN2)

Two women spoke of being put out of the 
house and locked out in the middle of the 
night – in the case of one woman this meant 
she could not get to her baby who was in the 
house with her boyfriend.

Three women experienced threats of being 
killed, and of near-death experiences. One 
woman shared that her boyfriend had a gun, 

threatened to kill her and throw her children 
over the balcony from their apartment in a 
high-rise building. She lived in fear and had 
to plan to leave her boyfriend secretly. She 
was the financially stable partner in the 2 
year relationship. 

One woman told how her boyfriend of 2 
years tried to kill her. 

“He tried to kill me for 6 hours long and I 
nearly died 4 times with my daughter and his 
son present in the house.” (WC15)

Another woman said she knew she would be 
dead if she did not leave. 

Women suffered from depression. Three were 
suicidal and 2 tried to commit suicide. One 
of these 2 women ran her boyfriend’s farm 
for him. She shared: “The abuse became so 
severe he took my car from me and left me 

WC10

KZN11

WC4

“He would want you to submit to him and even when he is wrong you can’t 
question him. And if I am complaining he would take out the gun and point at 
me, and say that he is the man of this house. He never allowed me to visit my 
family - I must stay home, if I go out, he will phone me to ask where are you 
and what time are you coming back.” (KZN11)

“I was cut off from my family and friends. My mother was not in my life and it 
was not her fault. It was my fault, I was too afraid not to listen to him and I was 
too afraid to go to them and reach out to them. So, I was afraid he was going 
to kick me out of the house and separate me from my kids. So, I stayed away 
from everyone.” (WC4)

“He was always verbally abusing me, and he started to get very jealous of me. 
I could not actually go out much. I could only go to my family and I was a bit 
annoyed because he was always out and about. And then I said to him I need 
to go out a little more and one day I went to my sister and when I came back, 
he jumped on me. He hurt my shoulders and I had to see a doctor. And that 
made me realise that I have to wake up.” (WC10)
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Not easy to get help

One woman’s experience highlighted the 
difficulties with getting help from those 
expected to help. She had approached the 
clinic and the police in the past but received 
no help. “I did not have support from anyone. 
There is no help here. I even applied at a 
clinic for rehab but they never came back to 
me. The cops also did not really help. They 
would pick my boyfriend up and release him 
after two days. The cops said that he did not 

hit me open or put me in hospital so there 
was no need for a case.” (WC13)

She was eventually referred to a shelter by a 
social worker at church. 

Other women mentioned that their abusive 
partners had close relationships with the 
police and for this reason the police were not 
willing to help the women.

for days without food. I tried to hang myself - 
if not for a staff member who found me and 
cut me down, I would have died”. (WC7)

Four women shared that they themselves had 
taken drugs and alcohol and this had added 
to the problems in their relationships and how 
they dealt with these problems. All 4 women 
were in shelters where they were assisted 
with rehabilitation. One of these women, a 
26 year old, shared that she was a drinker at 
the time of going into the shelter, and from a 
young age had gangster boyfriends: “I was 
very difficult when I was young. I used to like 
taking gangster boyfriends. And just one day 
I felt I don’t want to live this life anymore”. 
(WC6) 

Leaving the abusive relationships 
was not easy

For most women, leaving these abusive 
relationships was not easy. One woman 
said that she stayed in the relationship for 
33 years for her daughter (who loved the 
father very much). A woman who lived in the 
relationship for six years, told how she had left 
her husband many times, and kept returning 
to him, until she could take no more. A third 
woman told how she kept returning to her 
husband despite the beatings and because 
she kept going back, lost the support of her 
family. Another woman said she stayed in a 
9 year relationship because her mother had 

told her there will always be some jealousy, 
however when her mother saw the extent of 
the abuse she advised her to do what was 
best for her. A woman in a 2 year relationship 
tried to leave but her boyfriend forced her to 
remain. 

All these women reached a point when 
they realised they had to leave. Many had 
to escape secretly in fear of their lives. One 
woman made her escape by running to a 
neighbour who called the police. Another 
phoned a woman who owned a car and 
whose husband is a policeman – the woman 
came to fetch her. Others went to the police, 
a social worker or clinic who then referred 
them to a shelter. One woman went to a 
priest who told her about the shelter.

In two cases women were referred for help 
through their work place – in 1 case by work 
colleagues, in a second case through a 
supervisor - who realised that these women 
needed help. 

“I’m just lucky that I still had the sense to know that this is not the life I wanted 
and that I needed to leave this relationship and it was quite an elaborate 
escape.” (WC2)

WC2

“I realised that what was going on was not what I wanted for my life. I listen 
to news and radio and I heard that there are services out there. I googled and 
found the shelter, but I did not know how to go there. So I visited a local social 
worker I knew in our area and she took me and my children to a local shelter. 
We went straight to the shelter and my clothes were fetched later.” (KZN14) 

“I knew I would be dead if I did not leave. I listened to a GBV discussion on 
the radio that day. I was listening to a lady and then I called the number and 
the lady was from Eastern Cape and she connected me to a Western Cape 
shelter.” (WC11) WC11

“On Monday I went to work but my face was bruised and my eyes were just not 
ok. So a staff member phoned my brother and explained the situation I was in. 
My brother contacted the shelter and asked their advice. They advised me to 
get my things and my daughter out of the house, because my daughter was in 
danger. I was in a moment where I did not know what was happening to me 
anymore. I later realised that I was going through trauma.” (WC15)

“The situation was so bad that my productivity at work was affected and my 
supervisor noticed. I was then referred to a programme called “Care Wave’’ at 
work, and they referred me to the shelter.” (KZN11)

WC15

KZN11

KZN14
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“I was staying with my mum. She has 3 children including me. One day in 2019 
she left me with my 7 year old sibling who is a boy, taking the little baby girl 
with her. A week passed and mother did not come back. My mother had never 
gone for such a long time. She was used to going to friends but she would 
return the same day or after 1 day. She had never left without telling me where 
she is going. I called her friends and they informed me that she had not come 
to them. I had to look after myself and my brother while also going to school. 
Our landlord gave us food and luckily my mum had paid rent. I left school 
for a short while to look for a job. My neighbours advised me to report at my 
brother’s school. He had no uniform, no food or soap to bath. Teachers knew 
we were struggling but when my mother left it was worse.” (KZN3) 

“In 2019, I was sober from using substances for a year but my family did not 
trust me and did not want me living with them. I did not blame them. Because 
I broke their trust before, this is what I could expect. I was living with different 
people at shady houses where I slept on the floor or in a garage. Prior to the 

KZN3

WC12

Three women’s experiences

“He would beat me and insult me and drag me on the ground in the yard. He 
became very violent.  He used to do this most of the time when he was drunk. 
One day he started beating me badly again and luckily, I had my phone close 
by. I ran out and phoned a woman who owned a day care near us, who is 
married to a police officer. The couple came and fetched me.” (KZN2)

“My boyfriend hit me, insulted me, followed me everywhere I went. When I 
told him that I no longer wanted us to continue, he forced me to continue with 
him. When I came out from school where I worked or from a store, he would 
suddenly appear and start beating and insulting me in front of people. One day 
I decided to go and report this matter to the police and to apply for a protection 
order. Police officers then referred me to a shelter.” (KZN5) 

“My husband was ill treating me. He was abusing me emotionally, physically 
in all sorts of ways. I also found out that he was having an affair with a lot of 
women, and he was expecting a child and it was emotionally draining and I 
was so depressed. I was not allowed to wear certain things, I was not allowed 
to visit my family, I was not allowed to have friends. If I had to go to the mall, 
I have to do a video call just for him to confirm that I was at the mall. He will 
even ask the neighbours to check on me when he goes to work. My family did 
not want to help me anymore because me and my husband had been having 
problems and I kept going back to him. So, I decided to find a shelter for myself 
because I saw that I needed help. I was depressed and had suicidal thoughts. 
I contacted Lifeline and they gave me counselling and then they decided that 
maybe I should go to a shelter because I was not in a good place. So that is 
when I went to a shelter because I had nowhere else to go.” (KZN12) 

“I was in an abusive relationship. He was drugging, and it just wasn’t right. 
I was drugging but never did it in front of my children. He lived at his house 
and I lived by my dad. So, I eventually moved to him and then he became very 
abusive and controlling. I could not see my children. He didn’t want me to go 
anywhere or to my family. He kept me away from everything and everyone.  A 
social worker came to the house. She told me about the shelter. I did not want 
to go at first but things got worse and I ran away with the help of my sister. I 
went to the children’s paternal grandmother and she called the social worker 
and I got to the shelter the next day.” (WC14) 

KZN12

KZN5

KZN2

Four women share the experiences that led them to seek shelter

WC14

The Five Women who 
experienced family 
conflict and violence

Of the 5 women who sought shelter as a 
result of conflict with family members, 1 was 
a 19 year old high school student whose 
mother abandoned her and her 7 year old 
brother. The mother left home with her baby 
daughter, without telling the 19-year-old and 
7-year-old where she was going. Left with 
no food the 2 children were assisted with 
food by the landlord. When their mother 
did not return after a week, the 19 year old 
approached her brother’s school and the 
principal took them to the Department of 
Social Development who referred them to a 
shelter. 

A second woman had problems with her 
mother-in-law and sister-in-law. They 
threatened to harm her. Fearing for her life 
and her children’s lives, she went to the police 
who referred her to a shelter. A third woman 
lived with her daughter and her daughter’s 
boyfriend. They lived happily for 2 years and 
then he started abusing both the daughter 
and her mother, emotionally and physically. 

A fourth woman was recovering from 
substance abuse but her family did not trust 
her and her relationship with them was 
conflictual. She had nowhere to go and 
no means of financial support. She went 
to the Department of Social Development 
and they referred her to a shelter. A fifth 
woman experienced continual conflict 
with her mother and sister. She went to the 
Department of Social Development and was 
referred to a shelter by a social worker.
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KZN7

WC1

WC16

LP1

“During the year 2017 I was raped and I fell pregnant. It was not the only 
sexual abuse encounter that I experienced. I experienced a history of sexual and 
physical abuse. I was very undecided whether I should keep the baby or not. 
Once I had a little baby I realised that I had no other help or support and all I 
wanted was a better environment for my baby. Through a community member 
and the help of a school principal, I was linked to the shelter.” (KZN7) 

“I was looking for accommodation and posted on Gum Tree that I’m looking 
for a place. A man contacted me saying that he has a place and that I could 
come and view it. Naïve as I was, I went for the viewing of the place just to be 
drugged and raped by 2 men. This happened in the Garden Route. I then made 
my way to Cape Town where a friend’s daughter assisted me with placement 
for a week and a half and then she was evicted for not paying her rent. A friend 
assisted in contacting various shelters and this is how we got to [the shelter].” 
(WC1) 

“I was in the street, as a sex worker and also doing drugs. I did not have a 
relationship with my family and my kids. There were things happening in my life 
in the streets, the challenges, the assault, the rape in the streets. [The shelter] 
offered to help after my rape incident. I was raped by 8 men. So, when [the 
shelter] stepped in and told me they could help, I just had to go and get help.” 
(LP1)

shelter I lived with my aunt. I was hardly there for two weeks when my aunt 
died and things went bad. I was emotionally abused and they refused to give 
me food. I was not working and totally dependent on others for my day to 
day living. I went to the Department of Social Development for assistance. The 
social worker found a place for me at the shelter.” (WC12)

“I went into the shelter in December 2020. I was mentally and physically abused 
by my family and sexually abused by outsiders. There was constant fighting 
every day. My sister is a drug addict and my mom always took her part and 
there was always an argument. I then decided to leave cause whatever could 
happen would not be worse than what happened already. My friend’s mom 
recommended me to social development and the social worker took me to the 
shelter.” (WC16) 

The Five Women who 
were raped

Two of the 5 women who were raped found 
it very difficult to open up about these 
experiences. The interviewers respected their 
privacy and did not probe any further than the 
women were willing to share. One of these 2 
women, a student, mentioned that she had a 
history of sexual and physical abuse but did 
not elaborate on when and where these had 
taken place or by who. She fell pregnant as 
a result of a rape in 2017 when she was 22. 
She decided to keep the baby, sought help 
and was referred to a shelter. 

The second woman who was reluctant to 
speak of the rape shared that she had been 
raped by a church member in 2017. This 
was the second time she had been raped. 
Needing help, she approached the shelter.

Three women were more willing to share 
their experiences. One of these women was 

living with her sister and their 5 children in 
2019. On a day when her sister was not 
home, drug dealers (it is not clear how many) 
for whom her sister’s boyfriend sold drugs, 
came looking for her sister’s boyfriend. Not 
finding him or her sister at home, they forced 
her into their car, planning to hold her until 
the boyfriend showed up. They drove around 
the township all night, and one of the men 
raped her. She was able to escape at dawn 
and ran to the police station. The police 
arranged that she be moved to a shelter for 
her own safety. 

One woman had answered an advertisement 
offering accommodation. When she went to 
view the accommodation 2 men drugged 
and raped her. A friend helped her to get 
into a shelter. 

One woman was working on the street as a 
sex worker, when she was raped by 8 men. 
She was in the shelter in 2016, 2018 and 
2020, the last time for a stay of 3 months.
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KZN15

LP2

Homeless and Unhappy 
on the streets

Two women had atypical experiences, one 
was homeless after a burglary, the other 
was unhappy in her life as a sex worker and 
sought the help of the shelter so that she 
could make a change in her life.

Homeless after burglary

“I had a burglary that left me wiped-out of everything I had in my house. I’m 
divorced for 3 years now, so when I went to hospital, I left my house with no 
one. I stayed for a full month at hospital and when I came back, I found my 
house with nothing. The thieves took toilets seats, bath tubs and everything that 
makes a house liveable. I went to the police station to report my case and they 
referred me to a shelter.” (KZN15)

Unhappy sex worker on streets

“I was working as a sex worker on the streets and the shelter founder found 
me there on the streets and told me that if I want to change and I am ready, 
need a better life for myself she can help me and I can go and stay with her. At 
that time, I was so stressed and my life was not good. So, she took me in and I 
stayed at the shelter. She encouraged me. She taught me how to pray and I took 
her advice and I was so relieved and after her teachings I learned to change my 
life and do good things and forget about my life on the streets.” (LP2)

CHAPTER FOUR
OUR EXPERIENCES IN THE 

SHELTERS
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Women arrive at the shelter at a moment 
of crisis. Many had to flee their situations 
with few belongings. Some come with their 
children, others have had to leave their 
children behind. For all women this is a 
moment where they had no other safe place 
to go. 

How they are received by shelter staff and how 
they experience their reception is important 
in helping them cope in this moment.

Thirteen of the 36 women interviewed felt 
immediately safe and relieved on arrival at 
the shelter. Twenty three of the 36 women 
felt a mixture of uneasy feelings of being 
scared, daunted, uncomfortable, anxious, 
embarrassed, confused, panicked and not 
knowing what to expect. While most of these 
23 women began to feel more at ease in a 
few days, 6 of these women continued to feel 
unease for a longer time before they settled 
in. 

Women who felt immediately 

safe and relieved 

The 13 women who felt immediately safe 
and relieved at the shelters spoke of the 
warmth and reassurance they received when 
welcomed by shelter staff. They also spoke 
of the comfort of having their needs met 
and not having to worry about anything. 
In some cases, they were also assisted by 
other women at the shelter, in addition to 
assistance from shelter staff.

“On arrival, I felt free immediately 
because the social worker had 
informed us that a shelter is very 
safe and we will not worry about 
anything at all. She was right.” 
(KZN3) 

“At the shelter the first person I met 
was the house mother. She was nice 
and welcoming, and she was like a 
mother to me and I lost my mom 
when I was 11 years old. I also met 
my roommate she was so nice too. 
I was emotional and my roommate 
was there for me.” (KZN11) 

Women’s experiences in shelter are defined by 3 phases: their arrival, 
their time in the shelter including their experience of services and 

programmes, and lastly their exit.

Arrival in Shelter

KZN11

WC4

WC11

LP2

KZN3

“The house mother was there 
to welcome me. It felt so good 
to have that kind of support.” 
(WC4) 

“I was relieved when I got to the 
shelter. I met the social worker 
and the housemother.” (WC11) 

“When I arrived at the shelter 
sister N welcomed me and there 
were also other 2 ladies who 
were staying there. They made 
me feel at home.” (LP2)

Women who experienced mixed 
feelings of unease on arrival at 
the shelters 

One of the 23 of women who experienced 
mixed feelings of unease did not feel worthy 
of the support the shelter was offering. 
Another was happy to be at the shelter but 
sad to be parted from the child she had left 
with her mother. Another was angry that she 
had to be at the shelter when she had done 
nothing wrong. A few experienced feelings of 
panic at being in a place with other people 
they did not know.

The warm welcome by shelter staff, and 
the realisation that the shelters were places 
of safety and calm, enabled most of these 
23 women to adjust within a few days of 
arriving. Their needs were met, they began 
to feel at home and comfortable. For many 
of the women who had come from situations 
defined by economic struggle, the comfort 
and care they received was a huge release 
and relief. 

“I was scared, I found people I did not know and was not free, then the House 
mothers spoke to me and helped me to settle in. They showed me warmth and 
all my panic and anxiety vanished.” (KZN5) 

“I literally cried, I never thought that I will be in a situation like that, that is how 
I felt. After 2 days I started to loosen up when I saw other women there and that 
some of those women went through worse than I went through. I was at peace. 
There was no noise, I was not fighting and I was taken care of. There were 
social workers and I was able to share my childhood stories like where I’m from 
and how I grew up. It was like a new start for me. The house mother welcomed 
me and showed me my room and around the house and she was very warm.” 
(WC3) 

KZN5

WC3
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WC15

A smaller number of women (6 of the 23), 
took a longer time to settle in.  For one 
woman her initial feeling of uncertainty was 
compounded by the fact that the housemother 
did not expect her arrival: “Coming into a 
shelter was difficult, as I had no idea where 
I was going or what to expect.  Everything 
was so overwhelming. The first person to 
welcome me was the housemother who had 
no idea that I was coming. It was not a very 
good experience. I only really settled down 
after two months”. (WC7) 

Other women found challenges within 
the context of the shelter, including the 
atmosphere with other clients and the rules: 
“At arrival, I felt relieved, and the first few 
weeks were scary. I did not want to come out 
of my room because I did not know what to 
expect.  Other women’s life situations were 
quite scary, they were involved in drugs and 
gangsterism and had personalities that were 
very aggressive and dishonest. It was scary 
and all of these women had all this hurt that 
caused some women to be hurtful to others. 
I did my best to participate in the shelter stuff 
like skills and counselling and this made a 
difference, a big difference. At first, I did not 
like the idea of not being able to go out. I 

could not understand why I could not do 
things like go out or to the shop etc, so I 
became rebellious and this caused conflict in 
the house and later I understood the need for 
rules.” (WC2)

Size of shelters and length of 
stay 

The 13 shelters that were part of this study 
differed in size and the services offered. They 
generally offered space for between 8 and 
28 clients and allowed for a stay of between 
2 and 6 months. Most shelters allowed clients 
to extend their stays based on the situation of 
the client.

One shelter had a capacity of 120. This 
shelter was 1 of 2 shelters that also had a 
second stage housing option, which clients 
could move to after an initial 4 month stay 
in the shelter (stage1), and where they lived 
semi independently for 6 to 12 months, as 
they prepared for life after sheltering.

One shelter was an emergency shelter which 
allowed for a stay of 2 weeks, after which 
clients were moved on to other shelters. 

“It was very confusing, obviously with the concussion that I had, my brain was 
kind of in shock mode. I was very confused, and, in my mind, I was like what am 
I doing here. I walked away from my job of 10 years, and I walked away from 
my friends. I walked away from my house, I walked away from everything. It was 
daunting and scary. Besides the residents that were there, there were 2 auxiliary 
workers staying in and they were there at 23 hours when we drove in. They just 
made it super comfortable for us. They gave us a temporary room for the night 
and they told me they will sort us out properly the next day. And we shared the 
room with another resident who had 2 kids for the night. They stayed up until 
we arrived, and they will text to ask if we needed anything when we got there 
which was nice. The following day they moved us to a room that I shared with 
my daughter, and it was wonderful.” (WC15) 

Our Time in Shelter

Life within shelters is structured by rules and 
schedules around meal times, timetables 
for shared house work, counselling sessions 
(individual and group), and activities such 
as skills development. Shelters also have 
restrictions on when women can go out and 
who can visit them. Some of the women 
interviewed were in shelter during COVID 
lockdown which placed further restrictions 
on their movements. 

For all the women being in an institution such 
as a shelter was a new experience. While 
most seemed to appreciate the rules and 
schedules, a few experienced challenges. 
One woman said: “At first, I did not like the 
idea of not being able to go out. I could not 
understand why I could not do things like go 
out or to the shop etc, so I became rebellious 
and this caused conflict in the house and 
later I understood the need for rules.” (WC2) 

A second woman said that the rules triggered 
her experiences with her abusive controlling 
partner, who she had just fled. This affected 
her experience of safety and comfort within 
the shelter. She said: “Later I understood that 
those rules were mainly for control purposes. 
The thing is that most of the rules triggered 
events from my previous relationship, and 
the chores also were done in a systematic 
order and you can’t miss any scheduled time. 
But we would not expect the house mothers 
to clean after us or cook. We had to clean 
and cook. So somehow it felt like because 
we were in an institution we are also being 
institutionalised.” (KZN11)

Services and activities

Most women spent their days at the shelter 
and engaged in activities on offer. Women 
who had jobs had a different structure to their 
days, spending more time outside the shelter 

and participating with the other women in 
more limited ways.

Women appreciated the services and activities 
on offer. In addition to accommodation, 
meals and toiletries, all shelters offered 
psycho-social support with social workers in 
one-on-one and group counselling sessions. 
A few shelters offered other forms of therapy 
such as massage therapy, yoga, and art and 
movement therapy. 

All shelters offered some kind of skills 
development, including computer literacy 
and training, sewing, baking, gardening, 
knitting and craft work, bead-making and 
cooking. 

All shelters supported women to some extent 
with information and transport to access 
services from clinics, police, SASSA, home 
affairs and courts; and in some cases shelter 
staff accompanied the women to these 
service providers, and advocated on their 
behalf. 

Three shelters provided specialised support 
services for drug addiction including access 
to specialised counselling and an addiction 
programme.

A few shelters offered biblical classes and 
Christian devotional groups. 

Two shelters offered parenting courses; 
1 offered an education programme for 
children and 1 shelter had a child protection 
unit to support children. 

A few shelters organised outings - to 
presentations, talks, church and in 1 case to 
the zoo.
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“There was a student social worker, and she used to talk to me and made me 
feel good. She would ask what is going on in my life. I ended up opening up 
about my story that brought me to the shelter and those conversations helped 
me a lot.” (KZN1) 

“I was very happy about the shelter referring me to see a psychologist because 
I feel that helped me a lot, it allowed me to deal with the abuse and to gain a 
better understanding.” (KZN13)

“A psychologist came in once a week and helped me a lot in working through, 
especially the rape of my step brother and abuse by my partner. I was raped by 
my step brother, who also raped his own sister. When I came out with it in 2009 
no one wanted to believe me and later the step brother admitted to doing it. I 
grieved the fact that my mother did not believe me.  The only time I really got 
help or spoke about it again was with the psychologist at [the shelter] and this 
helped tremendously.” (WC7)   

KZN1

KZN13

WC7

Women shared how counselling helped them

Counselling

Sixteen of the women interviewed spoke 
about the ways in which counselling was 
helpful. Counselling made them feel good 
or better, helped them to stand on their own, 
encouraged them to not lose hope and gave 
them a new start. Counselling built their 
confidence, helped them to deal with past 
trauma and abuse, to learn what abuse is, 
and to deal with the pain.

One woman who was counselled jointly with 
her husband, said she was able to share her 
needs with her husband and this helped the 
couple to discuss “how we will live life going 
forward”. (KZN14) 

Shelter staff helped 2 women to reunite with 
their families, who they now live with. One 
woman shared that she was “clean” for 3 
years now, thanks to her shelter’s addiction 
programme. 

One woman shared that the group work 
in her shelter was sometimes not well run 
and people did not always attend the 
sessions. Another woman shared that group 
counselling helped her: “When other women 
who had gone through abuse spoke in those 
events, it made me realise that I can fix my 
problems”. (KZN14) 

Another woman shared that although 
counselling helped, she found the process 
too challenging and stopped: “The 
counselling did help, but not fully. I just 
stopped going for counselling. I didn’t want 
to talk and sometimes, I couldn’t even explain 
my feelings. Like I said, I am very quiet, I 
couldn’t even open up to my psychologist or 
my social worker. I was actually struggling 
to communicate with my social worker and 
the psychologist. So, I just stopped going for 
counselling.” (KZN8) 

Skills development and other 
programmes

Some of the women interviewed shared 
positive experiences of sewing while in shelter. 
They made masks, peg bags, a jacket and 
cushions. One woman shared that attending 
the sewing course with other women helped 
her to forget about her abuse and she was 
able to just enjoy herself. 

Two women spoke about arts exercises – 
including writing and drawing, as relaxing 
and calming. 

A few women shared that being at the shelter 
gave them space to do things they loved. For 
1 woman this was gardening: “They asked 
me what do I love to do.  I love gardening, 
landscaping. I did the landscaping and 
stuff”. (LP1) 

Another woman enjoyed helping with 
childcare: “I also helped with one of the 
women’s kids, teaching the child how to 
speak and write English. I loved doing that 
and it is my passion hence I am studying ECD 
(Early Childhood Development).” (WC10) 

A few women shared that workshops on 
parenting skills were helpful. One woman 
said: “I learnt that there is no perfect parent 
and I always wanted to be perfect”. (WC8)

Other women spoke about talks, workshops, 
church and “motivation sessions” as 
enjoyable and beneficial.  

“On Saturdays we would have sessions of 
motivation and empowering and I felt that 
these were really beneficial.” (KZN13) 

“We had the Gender Based Violence lady 
come in and have a meeting with us. It 
was so wonderful because we did some 
activities and we all participated and it was 
so encouraging and that we deserve to be 
treated with respect.” (KZN6) 

“I could go to church on Sundays and prayer 
really helped me. They didn’t force you to go 
to church if you didn’t want to but I felt that 
for me it was important.” (KZN7) 

Three women mentioned that their shelters 
helped them with court cases and legal 
advice. One of these women was still 
receiving legal support from the shelter to 
gain access to her daughter who was in the 
custody of her ex-partner. 

Shelter staff also supported women in many 
ways that went beyond their roles as house 
mothers and social workers. Four women 
shared that staff in their shelter helped them 
with CV’s, job hunting and applying for a 
bursary. Two of these women got jobs due 
to this help. 

“[The shelter manager] helped me to get 
a job. I started volunteering at a bed and 
breakfast and eventually started working. 
[She] helped a great deal with the NSFAS 
application, it was already due but she 
managed to speak to someone and I was 
able to hand in my application. This was the 
most helpful thing for me. I was aiming to 
get a good education and be stable so that I 
can provide for my child.” (KZN7) 

One woman shared that the shelter director 
supported her to write: “I like writing so that is 
what I did most times. The director supported 
me a lot and gave me a book to write in. My 
writing helped me to express myself.” (WC1) 

Shelter staff helped another woman get her 
learners license. 

Two women felt that the shelters they were 
in needed more programmes. One woman 
said that they were not busy enough during 
their days in shelter. Another woman raised 
the need for skills development that can 
support women to find employment: “I 
would have  liked it if the shelter was able 
to link us up with more skills development 
programmes that could specifically identify 
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“We interacted with each other very well. I studied with another girl who was 
19 years old and staying in the shelter. We also chatted a lot and spoke about 
problems we experienced as women. There was an old woman (ugogo) and we 
got along very much. She actually got along with us all. We would look after 
her especially on weekends. On Sunday there was no cleaning house mother 
so we did the clean-up ourselves.  We assisted gogo with warm water to bath 
on Sundays and also brought food for her as she was older. There were no big 
challenges. The social worker would call us all to a meeting and we discuss the 
issue and we sort it out.” (KZN3)

“The women were helpful, they gave advice to me and I was even able to apply 
for a child support grant as they explained the process to me. We all shared 
our stories and experiences and I was able to learn that I was not the only one 
exposed to abuse in my life. It helped me a lot.” (KZN13) 

KZN3

KZN13

Women shared the support they received and gave

our skills and thus we could get jobs faster. 
It is so important to get a job because that 
brings about more financial independence 
and we do not have to rely on our abusers.” 
(KZN13) 

Relationships in Shelter

Shelters were a safe holding space for most 
women and a key aspect of women’s time 
in shelter was defined by the relationships 
of the women with each other, and their 
relationships with staff members. The nature 
of these relationships created the daily 
atmosphere that other activities happened 
within. When these relationships were 
positive  and supportive, they provided the 
grounding for healing and transformation. 
When these  relationships were conflictual, 
they interrupted women’s ability to feel fully 
safe and held within the shelter. 

Women who had good 
relationships with other women

The majority of women interviewed (27 of 
the 36), experienced positive relationships 
with other women in the shelters. The women 
got along well, shared stories, got close to 
each other, worked together in cleaning 
and cooking, helped look after each other’s 
children, learnt from each other, looked after 
and comforted each other. 

Some of these 27 women described their 
experience as being part of a family, and 
spoke about other women in the shelter as 
sisters. In most cases these women kept in 
touch with a least 1 other woman from the 
shelter after they had left. 

Most of these women shared that although 
things were not always smooth, and there 
were times of conflict, the issues were minor 
and staff members would intervene when 
needed and resolved the issues. 

WC6

“We shared a lot of life experiences and our dreams.  We were close with one 
another. Yes, were like one big family. I found a family and we would cover for 
each other. I would clean the bathroom for someone if she was not feeling okay 
and the next week she would do it for me. You know where women are, there is 
always something, but the housemother will come and get involved and we will 
sort it out. The one can’t take a joke and it will become a big argument.” (WC6) 

“We support each other a lot. We were friends with each other. We have an 
aftercare group and we keep contact with each other. We are women who will 
always take care of each other. There were challenges every day (laughs). With 
women all living together this is to be expected but we would sort it out. Women 
all have pride and don’t want to know when they are wrong. We learnt to take 
responsibility for each other’s children etc. The social worker stepped in to sort 
out issues. And we always cleared matters up. We always sorted it out. Especially 
over children fighting.” (WC13)

WC13

Women who did not relate much 
with other women

Four of the women interviewed described 
their experience as more individual or 
isolated. One of these women shared that 
her shelter discouraged women from getting 
close. She however still managed to make 
one friend. “You can sit together and have 
a chat but we were not encouraged to make 
friendships or tell our stories to one another. 
I think they had a fear that it might backfire 
in terms of our stories remaining private. But 
we sat and talked about general things and 
watched TV together.” (KZN11) 

Another woman did not relate much to 
other women as she went to work during 
the day, while the other 2 women said they 
preferred to keep to themselves. However, all 
these women had a peaceful time in shelter 
with minor conflicts between women being 
resolved by staff.  

Women who experienced an 
atmosphere of conflict

Five women from 2 different shelters, 
described an overall negative atmosphere 
in their shelters with very conflictual 
relationships between women. For these 
women, the conflicts significantly interrupted 
their feeling of safety within the shelter. It 
meant that they had to manage traumatic 
interactions while seeking to heal from the 
trauma of the experiences that brought them 
to shelter. It is important to note that these 
women still felt that they benefited from their 
time in shelter. 

One of these women was asked to leave the 
shelter after getting into a fight with another 
client. “Half of the women there were quite 
nice and the others were just not my type. I 
was not used to their swearing and language 
use. I stepped away from all the gossiping and 
backbiting. They were “afgunstig” [envious] 
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of one another. I prefer having men friends 
than women. I was thrown out of the shelter. I 
used to smuggle cigarettes in because I used 
to smoke a lot.  I was smacked by another 
client. I was bleeding and I grabbed her 
“kopdoek” [scarf].  I picked up a knife with 
no intention to hurt or stab her, everybody 
got angry with me and we were both asked 
to leave.” (WC1) 

Two other women from this shelter shared 
that there were a lot of fights between 
women, and shelter staff were not able to 
resolve conflicts. One woman said she made 
friends as a “survival tactic”: “The first few 
weeks were scary. I did not want to come out 
of my room because I did not know what to 
expect. Other women’s life situations were 
quite scary, they were involved in drugs and 
gangsterism and had personalities that were 
very aggressive and dishonest. It was scary 
and all of these women had all this hurt that 
caused some women to be hurtful to others. 
There were a lot of fights and it’s like being 
in a women’s jail just minus the violence. But 
I got to connect with some women and we 
looked out for each other. I did my best to 
participate in the shelter stuff like skills and 
counselling and this made a difference, a big 
difference.” (WC2)

A woman from another shelter shared that 
there was no sisterhood in her shelter and 
women would swear at each other at times. 
Her telephone and bank card were stolen 
during her time in shelter and no one in the 
shelter helped her to lay a charge. 

The fifth women who had an overall negative 
experience with other women described an 
atmosphere of distrust: “I was judged by the 
other women for the way I speak [with an 
accent] but I was also respected. It is very 
difficult to support one another as you sit 
with a lot of back stabbers. This is all the 
women know in survival mode. I am too 
scared to form friendships, the women look 
down at one another. They look at “why did 
you get the job” and they do not know how 

to lift each other up. Looking back, I can see 
how broken I was. I do not have contact with 
any of the women as a lot of them leave on 
bad terms and bad mouths [the shelter]. Hurt 
people will hurt others.” (WC8) 

In 3 other cases women from different 
shelters to the shelters referred to above, 
described problems that led shelters to ask 
women in shelter with them to leave. In 1 
case the woman who was asked to leave 
was repeatedly “disrespectful to others”, in 
another case a client was asked to leave 
after getting drunk and in the third case, 
the woman was caught on camera stealing. 
These incidents, however, did not affect the 
overall positive experience of the women 
interviewed.

Relationships between Clients 
and Staff

Most of the women interviewed had positive 
experiences with shelter staff. The warmth 
and care of staff was essential for these 
women to feel safe and comfortable during 
their time in shelter. Some of these women 
developed very close relationships with staff 
members and kept in contact with them after 
they left the shelter. 

Five of the women interviewed had challenges 
with specific staff members in their shelters. 
Three of these women described challenges 
with housemothers. A fourth woman felt that 
the shelter director was biased against older 
women and offered second stage housing 
and jobs to younger women only. 

A fifth woman (who was asked to leave the 
shelter after getting into a fight), felt that the 
shelter staff mistreated her and “boxed her 
in”. She said that they were stealing things 
within the shelter: “I feel that the house 
mothers were not very friendly. There is a lot 
of stealing going on at the shelter. The staff 
were the ones stealing. Like the housemothers. 
Management was not involved”. (WC1) 

“They used to give us clothes and everything that we needed. It felt like a home 
and they treated us like a family, it’s as though they treated us as their own 
children and it felt like I was staying with my parents. There was even a house 
mum that I was so close to, I even called her mum. I lost my own mother but the 
house mum treated me as her own child and she treated me so well.” (KZN8)

“I loved them so much. One staff member has a harder and non-emotional 
approach but I grew to like her. They were so, so good to us.” (WC2) 

“I had a good experience and the house mothers were kind and helpful and I 
really felt at home. You wouldn’t feel like you in a shelter. I felt welcome and at 
home.” (WC11) 

KZN8

WC2

WC11

KZN10

Support from Shelter staff

Challenges with Shelter housemothers

WC8

KZN16

“There were 2 house mothers at the shelter and 1 was nice and the other one was 
not so nice. That when it was her shift we will have to go out and buy food. While 
the other one makes everything available for us and when she’s around we don’t 
even go out to buy food because we get enough from the house.” (KZN10) 

“We did have challenges with 1 house mother and she was replaced. The staff 
were very kind to me, they were compassionate.” (KZN16) 

“The house mother is not very kind to me, she was a real “bitch”. In a little survey 
most of the women wrote and complained of her being disrespectful.” (WC8) 
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Women with children

Twenty of the 36 women interviewed were 
in shelter with at least 1 child. The youngest 
of the children were 2 babies, one of these 
born while the mother was in shelter. The 
oldest were teenagers. Of the 20 women 
accompanied by children, 1 was a young 
woman, 19 years old in high school, who 
was in shelter with her 7-year-old brother.

Fourteen women left their children with 
family members or with the father of the 
children. In some cases these children had 
already not been living with their mothers 
before their mothers took shelter. In the case 
of 2 of these 14 women, their children visited 
on weekends and during school holidays. 

Four women had children who were already 
adults. Two women did not have children.

Experiences of children as 
reported by the women 
interviewed

Three women shared that their children had 
a wonderful time in the shelter. Their needs 
were taken care of and they had time and 
space to play. One of these 3 women said 
her children would “go back there running”.  

Eight women shared that their children 
struggled to get used to the shelter but 
eventually did. They struggled to adjust to 
the rules and routines which were different 
from what they were used to at home. They 
struggled with the conditions of the shelter 
(such as sharing a room). 

“My son was a little afraid and he was used 
to being alone at home. He couldn’t fit in 
at first but after a short while, he got used 
to it and enjoyed playing with other kids. 
He ended up liking other people and he 
got used to even the mothers and he also 
got used to doing things by rules, not like at 
home.” (KZN1) 

“My boy was 6 years and girl 8 years old 
and 1 boy was born in the shelter. The staff 
helped me a lot, the support was excellent. 
The children had to get used to the new 
life and they spoke about the trauma and 
they helped them to understand what they 
were going through and they started settling 
down. I did not have to worry about hot food 
and hot water, my bed/bedding/toiletries 
etc. The kids also got all this that they never 
had before.” (WC13) 

Five women described their children as 
having difficulties during their entire stay at 
the shelter. In 2 cases, the children could not 
get used to the rules and routines. In a third 
case, a women’s teenage daughter was not 
happy to be isolated from friends and home 
life. In a fourth and fifth case, 2 women 
described their children as just not being 
happy to be in the shelter. 

“The kids did not have a good experience as 
they were not exposed to a shelter before. 
There are different rules at the shelter 
compared to what we would have at home. 
I wouldn’t say it is the same experience 
that I had as a mother. Services were more 
directed at mothers. My boy is very bright and 
the social worker would call him and had 
conversations with him to try and understand 
where he was at. Boy would say ‘you know 
mamma, I miss my friends and home’. Both 
missed papa the most.” (WC11) 

Support to children

Eight mothers shared that their children 
received counselling in their time in shelter. 
Shelters helped 3 women to get medical 
attention for their children (in 1 case with 
treatment for eczema, a second case with 
immunisation and help with stomach ache 
and the third case with bronchitis). Five 
women shared that the shelters helped to get 
their children a place in school or crèche, 
or with transport to school. Most shelters, 

“They played on their own, there was nothing provided by the shelter.” (KZN4) 

“Initially the baby was not used to the house mums but they were so supportive 
and helpful. The baby took very long to adjust but the house mums were extremely 
patient. The baby was attending a crèche while I was working, the house mums 
would even help to pick the baby up [from crèche] and when I came home the 
baby would already be there [at the shelter]. The baby was learning to crawl and 
was able to grow up in a safe environment. The shelter was able to create that 
for her.” (KZN7)

“In the beginning it was a little stressful. It was a new environment and they 
believed that they were on holiday. They went to nursery and they enjoyed activities 
and staff put special effort into Easter etc. They were constantly observing the 
kids. They explained what the kids were going through. They were well cared for. 
The kids were priorities in many cases”. (WC2) 

“My daughter had a bronchitis chest and it was treated. The director there is very 
concerned about our health and if we were not well, they would send us to a 
private doctor, not the clinic.” (WC6) 

“The shelter helped me so much with my boy for schooling. I contacted the 
teachers and told them what was going on and they would email the work to 
the shelter and they would print it out and he worked like that and he passed his 
grade 2 very well. So, he didn’t miss out on anything so now he is in grade 3 and 
I am so grateful for them.” (WC11) 

KZN7

WC2

KZN4

Experiences of children as seen by their mothers

WC6

WC11

though not all, had either toys, play areas 
or activities for children. One woman said 
she felt her shelter could have had “things 
for kids like swings or jungle gyms”. 

Many women spoke about the support they 
received from shelter staff and other women 
in the shelter in caring for their children. This 
was especially the case for women who went 
out to work in the day. These women shared 
that other women assisted in childcare and 

that social workers would engage their 
children and took care of their emotional 
and physical needs. 
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“There was not much of a children’s service there because my kids were the first 
kids to go to the shelter, so they had to buy small things for them. Like for games 
and stuff for the kids.” (LP1) 

LP1

Leaving Shelter 

All the women interviewed experienced 
psycho-emotional and material benefits 
during their time in the shelters, whether 
through counselling, nurturing relationships 
with staff and the other women, and or the 
safety and comfort of having all their physical 
needs met. However, women left the shelter 
at different stages of readiness. 

Three of the women interviewed were still in 
shelter at the time of their interviews. Of the 
33 women who left shelter 22 left at a time 
when they felt ready to re-enter their lives, 
while 11 women left at a time when they did 
not feel ready. 

Women who felt ready to leave 

Shelters were set up to take women in for a 
specified period. This ranged from 2 weeks 
to 6 months. Women were generally aware 
of the length of stay when they arrived at the 
shelter or in the days following their arrival. 
Most shelters were able to extend the time of 
stay, while some had a fixed time period that 
women had to leave within. 

Most of the women (22), left the shelters 
when the agreed period of stay came to an 
end, and most felt ready to restart their lives.

Many of these women (12) described the 
important emotional shifts during their time 
in shelter, and how this had helped them to 
feel ready to leave. These women said they 
were feeling “better”, “empowered”, their 

self-esteem was built, they were not the same 
person anymore and were ready to stand on 
their own feet. One woman felt prepared by 
the skills training and counselling. Others 
were “ready to start life afresh” and “ready to 
take life by storm”. 

Other reasons why women felt ready to 
leave were that they felt safe enough to be 
outside again and had supportive material 
circumstances such as accommodation, 
family support and income. Two women 
felt safe enough to leave as the men who 
had abused them were not bothering them 
anymore. Another had a protection order in 
place which helped her feel safe. 

Three women chose to leave the shelter 
before their time was complete. One of these 
3 left when she was in a financial position 
to rent her own place; a second woman felt 
ready to re-enter the relationship with her 
husband; and a third woman missed her 
children and wanted to be there for them.  

Three women were reconciled with their 
families during the time in shelter and 
therefore had a safe place to go to. Shelter 
staff had facilitated the reconciliation for 2 of 
these women.

One woman shared that the shelter allowed 
her to extend her stay by 2 weeks so that her 
family could be ready to receive her. Another 
woman noted that the shelter supported 
women to develop a plan for leaving and 
would be willing to extend the length of stay 
if needed: “I was requested to draw a plan 
on how I will be supported and if I will have 
someone to support me. But if you are still 

“I left because of time. I felt better. I felt that I needed to go out and do things 
for myself and stand up for my problems. The shelter staff made me see things 
differently. My mind was opened. The social worker was very good to me. I 
appreciate the way they empowered me.” (KZN1) 

“I was ready to leave and he did not bother me anymore. I had a place to go to 
after being discharged. I felt that as much as I can stay safe in a shelter, I needed 
to go outside and experience life on my own and see if he would come after me 
again. I felt empowered at that time.” (KZN5) 

“I decided to leave after 1 month in the shelter. I was ready to leave after my 
husband and I had received counselling. Before I left, we had a counselling 
session with a social worker, my husband and myself where we discussed how 
we will live life going forward. We discussed in the presence of a social worker 
to make sure we both had an understanding of how life should move forward. 
I explained to him that I needed solutions to our problems thus I went to social 
workers. I also explained to my husband that my desire was to seek help and I 
did not want to leave him.” (KZN14) 

“I was ready to leave. We were given all the training we needed to survive out 
there on our own. The computer training and the counselling and other skills that 
they taught us at the shelter prepared me for when it was time to leave. I was 
confident and ready to leave.” (WC10) 

“My time was up and they really help you until you can get to a safe environment 
and you are ready. If you know you have a support system, then you are stronger 
to step into the world. Yes, I was ready because they are with me. I have that 
support even via WhatsApp.” (WC13) 

“I felt that I was healed. I wanted to look for a job and I felt ready to take the 
world by storm.” (LP3) 

KZN1

KZN5

KZN14

WC10

Women who felt ready to leave

WC13

unsafe and not ready, they will extend your 
stay beyond 6 months”. (KZN11) 

One woman had mixed feelings about her 
emotional readiness to leave: “It was not 

easy. Because I was now going back to where 
I had a breakdown. It was hard for me to 
leave the shelter, but I had to. I did feel I am 
ready to leave because I’m the one who told 
them now I’m ready to leave”. (LP1) 

LP3
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Women who left before they felt 
ready  

One of the 11 women who left the shelter 
before she felt ready was asked to leave 
after she got into a fight with another shelter 
client, who was also asked to leave. 

Six of the 11 women who left the shelter 
before they felt ready, had to leave because 
their time at the shelters had come to an end. 
All these women had stayed in a shelter for at 
least 6 months. Two of these women had also 
stayed in second stage housing. For most of 
these women their lack of readiness to leave 
was to do with external circumstances - they 
said that they had “nowhere to go” and 
were unemployed. Two women shared that 
they did not feel well emotionally, that they 
were “scared” and “not happy” to leave the 
shelter. 

In the case of 1 young woman who sought 
shelter after being abandoned with her 
young brother by her mother, this meant she 
had to return to live with the mother who had 
abandoned them: “It was my wish to continue 
to stay but things did not go according to my 
wishes as a shelter has its own rules. I was 
not ready to go out to stay with my mother 
again. I knew that even if social workers 
had spoken to her about fixing her habits, 
she was not going to do things the way they 
asked her to do. I thought of being left with 
my brother again while my mother goes 
away for weeks without telling me where she 
is going.” (KZN3) 

Three women chose to leave the shelter 
early, even though they did not feel ready. 
One of these 3 stayed in the shelter for only a 
week. She felt that the shelter could not help 
her and she returned to her abusive partner. 
“I had to make a choice to go back to my 
partner, I felt like the shelter could not help 
me. I felt that they did not offer me the kind 
of help I needed at that time. And I was not 

ready to exit because I am unemployed and I 
have kids. It was difficult for me to stay there 
for longer and the things I needed the shelter 
could not give it to me so I had to go back.” 
(KZN10) 

The second of the 3 women left early 
because she felt she was treated unfairly by 
the shelter. Her cellphone and bank card 
were stolen and no one at the shelter helped 
her lay charges. She was also disappointed 
at not being offered the possibility of second 
stage housing and felt that this was due to 
the director’s favouritism of younger women. 

The third women chose to leave early as she 
did not feel safe when the shelter received 
threats that the place would be burnt down: 
“It was not my time to leave but the fire threats 
to burn down the place were scary and a lot 
of fighting was happening and 1 morning 
I just decided to pack my bags and went to 
staff to say I want to leave. And 2 days after I 
left, part of the shelter burnt”. (WC12)  

Women valued the experience in 
shelters

When asked if they would refer other women 
who were in difficulties to a shelter, all the 
women said they definitely would. They 
emphasised the importance of shelters for 
women in abusive situations and that they 
wished more women knew they were there. 

“I would like for more of these shelters to be available for our communities. 
I thought that the system failed me, but it was not so. You just need to know 
where to go and reach out to the right people.” (WC13) 

“One of my friends was actually in a very difficult position. Her husband 
physically assaulted her and even tied her up with a dog chain. The woman 
was extremely fearful for her life and she was unable to do anything in that 
situation. Fortunately, I was in that position before and was aware of the 
resources that are available and I was able to point her in the right direction. I 
still keep in touch with her and she is presently safe and doing well with her 3 
children at a shelter.” (KZN13) 

“In my relationship, I was looking down at myself because of my abusive 
partner. But coming to the shelter, has changed my life positively. More women 
need to know that there is help out there and spread the word about shelters. 
Help is available.” (WC11) 

“Yes definitely. Just for the support, the tools and group work. It saves your life, 
and you get to know your rights and learn to become confident.” (WC13) 

WC13

KZN13

WC11

Would the women refer other women in 
difficulties to a shelter?

WC13
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Stories of impact from staff members  

Voices of the Shelter 
Staff 

Thirteen staff members, 1 each from 13 
shelters were interviewed for this report.

Staff interviewed included 3 housemothers, 
6 social workers, 3 managers and 1 office 
administrator. These were all women. 

Shelter staff were proud of the work of their 
shelters and of their own contributions. 
Most felt they were helping women and 
spoke about the transformations they saw in 
women during their stays. This was the case 
even as staff acknowledged challenges in 
their working contexts. 

“I appreciate [the shelter] for being able to 
assist the vulnerable people in society. We 
stand in a gap where we prevent people 
from going homeless and being in danger. 
We appreciate that women coming to us do 
not need to worry about funding themselves 
while they are going through problems but 
we provide them with resources.” (S6) 

“Initially, when you start to work in a setting 
like this, it can be overwhelming at times but 
at the end of the day it is worth it once you 
see the progress of the client, what they have 
been achieving. It really gives us that thing 
that I helped her and I am doing a good 
job.” (S9)  

Many of the staff also spoke with appreciation 
about the teams they worked alongside. This 
was in relation to the support that they got 
from other staff, as well the ways in which 
their fellow staff supported the women in 
shelter.  

“I’m grateful for the support and guidance 
from other shelter social workers and it gives 
us a sense of us not being alone.” (S5) 

Positive impacts

All staff interviewed felt that in some way 
women experienced a positive change from 
their time in shelter. Many used terms such 
as “empowered”, “rebuilding”, “growing 
self-esteem” to describe transformations in 
women. As 1 staff member (S2) said: “Most 
of them when they first come are unable to 
make their own decisions and they don’t 
know what they are going to do with their 
problems but while at the shelter, they are 
empowered and when they exit, they are very 
self-confident”. 

Staff members credited the programmes 
they offered as supporting women to make 
these changes. In particular they mentioned 
the role of counselling individuals and 
groups. Many mentioned group work as an 
important space where women can relate to 
each other’s experiences and gain insights. 

Some staff spoke about the limits of shelters 
with supporting change and transformation. 
A few mentioned that women themselves are 
the main initiators of change regardless of 
the services offered. 

“It depends on the client, what they are going 
to do with the services that they receive. If a 
client is open to want to bring about healing 
within her life, then healing is what she’s 
going to get through the services being 
offered to her.” (S8)

Many staff members noted that access to 
housing and employment are key factors 
to support women’s empowerment and 
independence from abusive relationships 
after they leave the shelter, and that the 
possibilities for shelters to intervene in this 
terrain are very limited. As one social worker 
(S10) noted: “When they leave without 
having work, they leave anxiously. We are 
not able to provide jobs and housing, which 
is a challenge when they leave”. 

A few staff members noted that the changes 
women experience are primarily on an 
emotional and psychological level and that 
when they leave the shelter they will have to 
“apply” this to the challenges in their lives.  
“A lot of the time when the women exit, they 
might not have a job in hand but they feel 
more equipped to find a job and have an 
understanding that they have grown in 
themselves and feel stronger to face life’s 
challenges.” (S7) 

One staff member (S9) noted that skills 
development can contribute to an increased 
confidence: “The skills development that they 
get through training, it empowers them when 
they leave the shelter setting to hold a stronger 
CV and to really go out there with confidence 
for work and just feeling empowered”. 

However, some staff noted that they don’t 
hear much from women once they leave. 
Some women come back to thank them but 
in most cases staff cannot say how far these 
changes have extended into women’s lives 
after their time in shelter. 

“There was a client who was raped by the biological father and she came 
into our shelter and it was very difficult for her. But we managed to arrest the 
perpetrator while the client remained at the shelter. She was able to remain 
safe during the traumatic experience.” (S2) 

“A 21 year old with 2 children was placed and she was addicted to drugs. 
We attempted to place her at the shelter until she could go to rehab. She 
was a very violent client and aggressive and rude. She would only want to 
sleep and she would constantly look for stompies [cigarette stumps] because 
she could not go out. During our individual counselling sessions, it was 
established that she was raped, and that for me seemed to have been the 
underlying issue for her drug addiction. She was able to come to a point 
of realisation that her addiction stemmed from the rape and she began to 
change through counselling. She was able to obtain a job and she didn’t 
even end up going to rehab. She was successfully reunited with her family.” 
(S4) 

“I had a client who was not in possession of her ID and she wanted to study 
to work in the pharmacy field but the fact that she had no ID was a barrier to 
her. While she was at the shelter though, she was able to go back to school 
and the change that she made to her life was so powerful and she believes 
that once she has this opportunity, she can eventually fulfil her dream one 
day. What is even more amazing is how the community members can also 
see the changes that take place and people realise that there is hope.” (S4)

S2

S4

S4
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“I look at our home based care [training] and there was one particular 
person that when she left here, she continued with home based care. It’s 
2 years later and she’s still in home based care, so everything wasn’t for 
nothing for her. She came with a purpose to change, and she brought about 
change within her life.” (S8) 

Staff relating to clients

Staff members interviewed described their 
colleagues as being respectful and meeting 
clients with understanding and compassion. 
One (S9) said: “I think that we all see them 
as someone in need of a safe place, care 
and protection and we see them as human 
beings and needing our assistance. So, from 
my experience I know that the staff members 
do their best in their specific roles to make 
that person feel at home and feel safe and 
feel that they can achieve things. Sometimes 
it is still a struggle to just join in with the client 
and work through the issues because it also 
affects us because we are also human. It 
does sadden us but it also gives us purpose.” 

Others shared challenges in how other staff 
related to clients. A housemother (S1) shared 
that in her shelter, “some staff members do 
not conduct themselves as though they are 
ambassadors of GBV, they do not relate well 
with victims”.  A social worker (S10) said 
that in her shelter, “in the beginning staff 
did not have much knowledge and did not 
stick to healthy boundaries and now that has 
improved a lot”.

One of the shelter managers (S6) stated 
that a staff member who was previously 
judgmental to clients changed as a result of 
engagement with her and monthly training: 
“Now we have a staff compliment that 
understands GBV very well. We include staff 
training in our monthly meetings. We have a 
team who totally understand issues of GBV”. 

Another social worker shared that 
housemothers sometimes cross boundaries 
and listen to client’s experiences when these 
should be shared with trained social workers 
and not with housemothers. This can cause 
problems within the shelter, although it is 
a difficult situation to address when clients 
open up about their experience.  

“Sometimes the house mums are not trained 
to deal with the clients. I am not working on 
the weekends so even though the client was 
supposed to share experiences with me, they 
share with house mums. This isn’t supposed 
to be the case. The problems that may arise 
from this is gossiping and favouritism. The 
house mums know about things that [they] 
are not supposed to know about. They feel 
bad to tell the client to stop talking to them if 
they begin to open up.” (S4)

A social work manager noted that in her 
experience housemothers and volunteers at 
times do not have clear boundaries but that 
she regularly offers courses on boundary 
setting. “We highlight how you could unravel 
everything the social worker has done by 
coming in and giving your advice.” (S5) 

Many staff members shared challenges with 
clients who don’t follow the rules. In addition, 
2 staff members spoke of experiences with 
aggressive clients. In these cases, shelter 
procedures were in place to support how staff 
dealt with challenges. As one staff member 
said, they deal with things as a team. 

Support to mothers and children

Two staff members felt that the support women 
received in shelters was transformative for 
their relationships with their children. 

“Our services bring empowerment, our 
services build women as they come here 
severely abused, and that abuse distances 
women from their own children. We have 
routines where women engage with their 
children because when they are in abuse 
women do not focus on their children at all.” 
(S6)

One staff member believed that the 
parenting programme at her shelter played 
an important role.

“When they come to the shelter, they have 
their ways set especially due to cultural values 
about how to discipline a child and through 
parenting programmes for example, I am 
able to see that they are no longer just hitting 
the child but they are trying to impart good 
discipline due to what they have learnt” (S4). 

Challenges and needs 

Shelter staff shared the many challenges and 
needs to better support women. A key need 
was funding so that they could improve their 
buildings and infrastructure and the services 
they offer. 

Four staff members mentioned the need for 
funding to support the development of skills 
that women could use to get employed. As 
one manager (S5) shared: “We have more of 
domestic skills, here, like sewing and knitting 
and craft work. I would like a drive to have 
women take away a skill from here that could 
help them getting employed”. 

A housemother noted that though they have 
a skills development programme, women 
cannot start businesses without funding 
and that this was a need she would like to 

address. Another staff member spoke of the 
need to support women to get educated. 

Two staff members said that they needed 
an additional social worker onsite while 
one social worker (S4) said she needed a 
supervisor: “The amount of work that is 
expected is a lot and there is not time for 
debriefing”. 

Three staff members spoke of the need for 
support in dealing with clients with mental 
health issues. One social worker said she had 
to collect information to attend to a client who 
was “seeing things and hearing voices”, in 
the absence of consistent and timely support 
from a mental health professional qualified 
to deal with these issues. This experience led 
to the social worker building her knowledge 
and understanding of mental health issues 
and is also an example of how shelter staff 
learn through their experiences with clients.  

Another staff member said it would be great 
to have a psychologist and psychiatrist on 
board, even just to visit once a month, as 
it was a challenge to access these services. 
A housemother shared that she was doing 
the job of a “pastor, social worker and 
psychologist” with very little training.  As 
noted previously shelter staff often play a 
key role in supporting childcare, also often 
without the training to do so. 

Two staff members shared that their shelters 
needed cars to be able to transport women 
around. “We do not have transport and 
that is very difficult for us, especially if the 
client has to go for a hospital appointment. 
Especially with the very severe cases, the 
client cannot use public transport so we need 
our own transport so that the client would not 
be exposed in the community.” (S2)

Better security was another need raised 
by 4 staff members. This included needs 
for a remote control gate, security guard, 
alarms and good fencing. Two of these 
staff members spoke about the challenges 
of working within a community where you 

S8
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and the shelter are identifiable. One social 
worker was threatened by the partner of a 
client while another shared that bricks were 
thrown at cars in their parking area by 
perpetrators of abuse. 

Eight staff members spoke about needing 
either renovations to, or expansion of 
their physical space. This included basic 
renovations, space for a garden, more rooms 
and an ECD centre. Two staff members 
wanted their shelters to expand to include a 
stage 2 housing option. 

Five staff members spoke of the need for 
greater collaboration with other stakeholders 
– in their communities and within government 
– in order to offer women better support, 
especially in areas where the shelters could 
not help women. This included collaboration 
with government departments and businesses 
so that women can access housing and jobs; 
collaboration with SASSA and hospitals so 
that clients may have easier access to these 
services; and collaboration with community 
members so that they are supportive and 
understanding of the work of shelters. 

One staff member noted that the paperwork 
required for DSD funding is overwhelming: 
“It’s almost like numbers are more important 
than quality, you know we have got to meet 
our targets. I don’t believe in pushing people 
out of the shelter to meet our targets”. (S5) 

CHAPTER FIVE
OUR LIVES AFTER SHELTER
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Their time in shelter offered the women interviewed 
respite and refuge from abusive relationships, family 
abuse and or homelessness. Most of these women 
were in financially insecure situations and had little 
or no family support. No matter whether they felt 

ready or not to leave the shelter, leaving meant facing 
many of the challenging life circumstances that had 

contributed to their needing shelter.

For most women a key challenge was financial 
insecurity. Twenty one of the 36 women 
interviewed had no form of employment 
at the time of being interviewed. Many of 
the women who were employed were in 
precarious or low income employment. 
These included work as a domestic worker, 
security guard, part time nurse, casual 
worker at a bakery and for two women as 
cashiers at supermarkets. One woman 
earned an income doing hair and makeup 
and selling perfumes. Two women had jobs 
at municipalities, one of these in a secure 
and better paying job as a supervisor. Two 
women were university students at the time 
of their interviews. Four women shared that 
COVID lockdown had led to a loss in income 
earning for them and their families: for 2 
women their small businesses were affected 
by COVID, 1 women lost her job and for 
another woman, her partner lost their job. 

Seventeen women were receiving government 
child support grants, 1 woman received a 
government old age pension and 2 women 
received government COVID relief grants 
while it was available, during 2020. 

Women who took 
shelter from Intimate 
Partner Violence

Two of the women who took shelter from 
intimate partner violence were still in shelters 
at the time of the interviews. Of the 22 women 
who took shelter because of intimate partner 
violence, and who left the shelters, 17 women 
did not return to these relationships.. These 
women went on to live with family, friends or 
on their own. They had either no or limited 
contact with their former partners. 

For 9 of these 17 women, life outside of the 
shelter was a struggle financially, and not 
having a job or sufficient income was their 
main concern. Not having a stable income 
meant that the women were not able to 
create the lives they wanted for themselves 
and their children. One woman wanted to 
go back to school but needed money to be 
able to do this. One of these women was 
also worried about how the case against her 

KZN1

KZN2

WC5

“[After the shelter I went to] my aunt’s home. Financially we depend on my son’s 
child support grant, I was empowered financially. To survive is hard but we try 
with the little we have. He was arrested and we do not have a relationship at all. 
Being unemployed is my major worry. The way my case is handled at court also 
worries me. It feels like they will let him go, they keep postponing and I won’t 
know if they decide to let him go.” (KZN1) 

“I left when my time was up and rented a place. I stay in that place even now. 
I decided to leave because my time was up. I spoke to the social worker and 
informed her that I was going to rent a place since I had managed to buy a 
few things to start a life on my own. I survive on temporary jobs, sometimes I 
get called to be a caregiver for a month and I survive on that kind of money. 
Financially it is hard, luckily my children are not with me so they are okay. I do 
not ask for anything from my husband because I do not want to go back to being 
dependent on him again. I want to do things for myself now. We are not together 
anymore but from April this year, we are able to talk. For some time, we were not 
talking at all. I decided to stand on my own and try life at my own pace. Life is 
upside down due to work challenges but I’m surviving and trying to be my own 
person. He used to do everything for me but now I have decided ukuthi angivuke 
ngizithintithe, meaning I have decided to pick myself up and do things myself. My 
learners license is about to expire soon, I need to get a driver’s license.” (KZN2) 

“I went to live with my eldest sister. I faced challenges cause I did not have a full-
time job, it was part time. I was no more paying subsidised rent, and I had to pay 
in full. In the beginning it was tough. I don’t have my own privacy, even though 
it was my family. I had to do it due to my financial situation. He [ex-partner] got 
married to my best friend whilst I was at [the shelter]. I only saw them in court. 
There was no relationship at all. I am very happy, I met somebody that changed 
everything, I never thought I would be involved with anyone again. He sometimes 
has to remind me that he is not my ex.  Sometimes I still struggle with insecurities. 
I need to get a job. That is my main problem. My patient passed away last 
December so I need to find a job. Only my husband is working now.” (WC5) 

abusive ex-partner would turn out. He was in 
jail at the time of her interview for this study, 
and she was concerned for her safety once 
he was let out of jail.

Even with financial insecurity, 3 of these 
women shared that they felt positive about 
their lives. They had a sense of peace and 
were making a new start. One of these 

women was able to renovate her family home 
from money saved during her time in shelter. 
A second woman was in a new relationship 
that made her happy. The third woman had 
a supportive co-parenting relationship with 
her ex-partner who contributed financially 
and took the children on weekends. 
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KZN11

KZN12

“I must say that I am actually the happiest woman in the world. I am happy and 
yes I am single and I do get lonely sometimes but I am single because I am 
trying to scrutinise and not just fall for any man that comes my way. I am ageing 
and my main priority are my kids, so I am also trying to avoid any distractions.” 
(KZN11) 

“I went to stay with my father, then went to my stepmother. And in December 
last year I lost my step mother due to COVID 19. I experienced some financial 
difficulties but I survived. We were not on speaking terms [with ex-partner], and I 
was ok. My life at present is ok. I am now employed, I have a place to stay, I am 
not depressed as I was before, so yes, I am in a good place right now. I cannot 
complain. I still have my own house, and I am still concerned about my divorce 
because it is still in the process, and I am thinking about what will be granted 
to me and what I might not be granted - just the whole thing about dividing our 
assets. I am also concerned about having a place that I can call mine.” (KZN12) 

“I learnt to save and to work with money. I saved up to R3000 in the shelter 
so that I could fix windows and fix the house [of her family home] when we 
moved in. I now live in a 3 bedroomed house with my kids. Things got so bad 
that when I left him, his mom also left the house and his mom and him left 
to another area. My life is normal now and I look forward to the future with 
my children. And everything that I did not have before I have now. And it all 
started at the safe house. It’s winter and the kids need things and the All Pay 
[child support grant] is not enough. I want to get a job and I’m willing to do 
anything. I’m prepared to do anything.” (WC13) 

For 8 of the 17 women who did not return 
to their abusive partners, life was good even 
alongside the financial challenges they faced. 
These women were happy, in a good place, 
had a sense of freedom, with peace and time 
for themselves. They were employed and or 
had good support from their families. One 
was a university student with a bursary. 

These women still had concerns and worries 
but these did not overshadow their positive 
new start. One woman was concerned 

about the impact of COVID on her job in 
the education sector, another was working 
part time and wanted her own place. One 
woman’s divorce was not complete and she 
was worried what the settlement would allow 
her to keep. Another with very little support 
from her family and ex-husband felt alone; 
and another did not have access to her son, 
who was with her abusive ex-partner.

WC13 WC3

WC10

“I rented my own place. I am able to pay for that through my study bursary. I 
have no challenges because my bursary pays for everything. We never have 
any contact [with ex-partner] and I used to speak to someone I knew there to 
check how my son is. And he blocked me from contacting my son and I have 
never had any contact with my son since I left that house.  Right now I will say 
I’m happy. I am living my own life the way I want it, so I am at peace. [My main 
concern] has to be my child, not having access to him.” (WC3) 

“My family came to fetch me with my daughter and I went to live with my family. 
The only challenge was me finding a job. I was no longer with my ex-husband 
when I left the shelter.  My life is fine, I got my freedom, I can do everything that 
I want to do and not worry about anything. I have more time for myself and 
I can appreciate myself more and appreciate God. My main concern is that I 
wish I could have just a little place of myself.” (WC10)

Women who returned to their 
intimate partners

Five women who took shelter from intimate 
partner violence went back to live with these 
partners after their time in shelter. 

Two of these women said that their 
relationships were in a better place. One of 
these women shared that the joint counselling 
at the shelter “helped” her and her husband. 
Her main concern was not having a job, and 
she was hoping to get auditions as a singer. 
“I went back to my home, to my husband. 
Financially I was a bit okay because I had 
saved a little bit of my child support grant as I 
was not spending it in the shelter. In general, 
I faced challenges but it’s not as bad. I am a 
woman, I do this and that to get life moving. 
We were much better when I left the shelter. 
Attending counselling helped us a lot. I am in 
a good space. I’m gifted with a voice to sing 
so I am looking for auditions.” (KZN14) 

A second woman said her life was more 
peaceful as her partner’s family was not 
interfering in their relationship anymore. 
“The relationship was different, he was 
asking me why I did it and we came to an 
understanding cause I explained to him. I’m 
much stronger now. Things are much better 
than they were before. I am more at peace 
now, we don’t have others interfering in our 
lives. I’m not worried about anything, I have 
no struggles in my life at the moment.” (WC6) 

Of the other 3 women, who went back to 
their partners, one left her husband when the 
abuse started again. She was still in contact 
with the shelter, which was helping her legally 
to get access to her daughter.

“I went back to my daughter’s father because 
I missed my children and a few months down 
the line things went bad and I moved out 
to stay with my aunt. I was working then, 
financially it was not bad.... I am happy you 
know, there is still a lot going on, but I am 
living my own life. My main concern right 
now is my daughter’s wellbeing. My wish 
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is to finally get her to visit me on weekends 
and holidays, but they said we can start with 
just once a week. I am getting legal help 
from [the shelter]. I just want my daughter 
to be close to me, I want to be part of my 
daughter’s life because I am only allowed to 
talk to her on Sundays.” (WC5)  

A second woman lived alone with her 
daughter for a year after leaving the shelter 
but moved in with her ex-partner after she 
lost her job and had nowhere else to go. She 
shared that the abuse had stopped and at 
the time of the interview she was a volunteer 
at the shelter and had support from a social 
worker. 

“We are not in a relationship but we just 
live in the same house. We live completely 
separate though. I cook my own food for my 
child and I. He does not support us in any 
way at all. He hardly even has contact with 
the child. There is no abuse anymore, as we 
tend to avoid each other.” (KZN13)  

The last woman who returned to her 
boyfriend, left the shelter because she felt 
that the shelter could not offer her the help 
she needed. She was unemployed with 3 
children with no family in the city she lived 
in. When describing her situation during the 
interview she broke down crying: “it became 
better for some time and now the situation 
is back to square one. My life now, I am so 
unhappy”. (KZN10) 

Her main worries were for her safety and the 
safety of her children. The interviewer put her 
in touch with a social worker. 

This woman’s story highlights the need for 
socio-economic safety nets if women are to 
be truly able to leave abusive relationships. 

Women who took 
shelter from family 
violence and conflict

Of the 5 women who took shelter from 
family violence, 1 women was still in a 
shelter at the time of the interviews. The other 
4 women were living in improved situations 
as compared with the situations they had fled 
from. However, they all faced hardships due 
to their precarious financial situations. 

The young woman who took shelter after 
being abandoned by her mother, stayed with 
her mother on leaving the shelter and then 
went to live with a friend while she completed 
matric. After a difficult time with her friend, 
she went to live with her father. She wants 
to study further but so far this has not been 
possible. 

“The friend I shared with would sometimes 
go to her home when the food is finished. 
I would remain there and starve without 
anyone to ask for food or money. I suffered 
last year. My mum is still the same. As we 
speak my little brother is staying with another 
woman whom we used to stay close to. She 
felt pity and took him in. I am at home now 
at my father’s place. Life was hard in 2020 
but now my life is much better, I would go 
for days without food, yet I was studying. I 
wanted to study further and get NSFAS and 
use part of it to look after my brother and 
sister. But I am not getting any space to study 
further.” (KZN3) 

The woman who took shelter after abuse 
from her in-laws, was now living with her 
sister. Her main concerns were getting a job 
and her own place.

 “I survive on child support grant. In February 
and March this year I had a piece job. I left 
the little one in a day care and the middle 
one at school. Life is hard, I want to get a job 

and work for my children and build a home 
for them”. (KZN4) 

The woman who took shelter after abuse 
from her daughter’s boyfriend, described 
her life as fine with less stress, given that 
her daughter was also no longer with that 
boyfriend. Her main concern was finding 
work and a home. 

The woman, who took shelter after a period 
of drug addiction and living in an abusive 
situation at her aunt’s home, was reunited 
with her family who had previously wanted 
nothing to do with her. This was thanks to 
the help of a social worker at the shelter. She 
was grateful for her new start and wanted to 
find a job and clear the criminal record she 
got from being in possession of a drug (tik). 
“My life is good, I will say 100%, very nice. 
God is good to me. I can give God all the 
praise.” (WC12)  

Women who took 
shelter after rape

Of the 5 women who took shelter after being 
raped, 2 women described their lives in 
positive terms. One woman was a university 
student and renting her own place thanks to 
a NFSAS student grant. Her social worker 
had arranged for her baby (born as a result 
of the rape) to stay at a children’s home while 
she was studying. 

“I want to complete my final year at the 
college and then I want to find a job in the 
field of transport and logistics. I know that it 
will be hard but once I am able to do that I 
will have my baby back and will be able to 
provide for her. I will also prove to others that 
I can make it on my own.” (KZN7)

Another woman went to live with her brother 
and sister-in-law after her time in shelter and 
was working towards her BA in education.

“I am living my best life. I have healed and 
I am looking forward to the future. I have a 
qualification Higher Certificate in ABET and 
am working towards a BA in Education. I 
wrote a book and published it and it is out, I 
also have a YouTube page, I am able to help 
others and I have a good relationship with 
my mom.” (LP3) 

The other 3 women who took shelter after 
rape described their lives as challenging, 
financially and otherwise. One felt safe 
after the perpetrator was arrested but faced 
financial struggles. 

“My life is stuck because I’m the only one 
working in the house. My life is at a standstill. 
All my salary goes towards transport, food, 
rent and everything that needs to be done in 
the house. In a day I spend R42 traveling to 
and from work. I am worried because I have 
nothing to save.” (KZN9)  

A second woman left the shelter to live with 
her boyfriend but her “dreams shattered” 
when he left her. She described herself as 
battling and stressed. Her main concern 
was, “finding a job as I need to become 
independent again”. (WC1) 

The third woman went to live with her sister, 
in a situation that was “not great”. “I wouldn’t 
say my relationship with my sister is good. 
We don’t have a good relationship. We are 
now just 2 people living in the same place. 
My biggest fear and worry is that if I don’t 
get a job, I don’t have a place to stay. Then 
I will have a problem because I can’t stay 
for that long at home with my sister and the 
situation that is happening at the moment.” 
However, she shared that her relationship 
with her children was good and that her life 
was better than it was before: “I would say, I 
am not yet where I want to be, but I am not 
where I used to be. I would say it’s better 
than yesterday. My today is better than my 
yesterday”. (LP1)
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Woman who took 
shelter after burglary

The woman who was homeless after a 
burglary, left the shelter to stay with a friend 
while renovations were continuing to make 
her house secure. The shelter supported her 
with a bed and groceries when she moved 
back into her house. 

“My life at present is difficult because I’m 
trying to survive on my own. Disability grant is 
not enough. I am looking for a single person, 
a female to rent at my house.” (KZN15) 

Woman who took 
shelter to leave sex work

The woman who took shelter to leave her life 
as a sex worker, moved cities, found a job as 
a cashier in a supermarket and is building a 
house. 

“My life now is good, I do what I want, I am 
working, I have a stand, and I have already 
built 2 rooms for my children. And I am now 
saving money to extend the house.” (LP2) 

Women still in shelter 
at the time of being 
interviewed

Three women were in longer term shelters 
at the time of interview, 2 of these 3 women 
having moved from emergency shelters 
where they were first accommodated. 

One of the 3 women had taken shelter from an 
abusive family situation and felt empowered 
to leave this abusive situation. She had found 
a job and her main concern was to find a 
place to live when she left the shelter. The 
second woman, had taken shelter from 

intimate partner violence and felt at peace 
about what would happen next. She wanted 
to find a job and a place of her own when 
she left the shelter.  The third woman, who 
had also taken shelter from intimate partner 
violence, had to move shelters for safety 
reasons. She was now feeling safe, having 
her needs met, while being concerned about 
finding a job. 

Women’s Dreams

During the interviews women were asked 
to share their dreams. Women wanted a 
secure, safe and free life for themselves, their 
children and their families. They wanted jobs, 
further education, a good income, to start 
businesses and have their own houses. They 
wanted to offer their children safety and a 
good education. Some women also wanted 
to be in a position to help other women and 
children. 

KZN2

KZN12

WC 5 & 9

WC15

LP2

KZN13

“My dream is getting a job and being able to raise my child the way I 
want, a good life. I feel like I owe my child a lot from what I have put 
him through. I wish I could afford more because my child deserves to be 
treated well.” (KZN1) 

“My dream is to have money one day so that I can open an organisation 
like a shelter in rural areas and support women and children who are 
going through difficult times and have nowhere to go. I listen to others 
sharing and I can tell shelters are important for women.” (KZN2)   

“The dreams I have for myself is to have my own house, and maybe to 
find love again, and have kids, and also to have my own catering business 
because I love cooking.” (KZN13) 

“I would really want to work in a hospital one day. Caring is my passion.” 
(WC5) 

“I just want to be happy, and be secured, to be free to be whoever I want 
to be in life.” (WC9) 

“I kind of lived fully for myself. I have lived in a big house next to the beach, 
drove big cars and was financially well, though I lost it all. The dream 
I have now is for my daughters to get a good education and achieve 
whatever they wish for in life.” (WC15) 

“I don’t want to work forever. I am currently saving money to finish my 
house for my children and I want to be a business woman one day. My 
wish is to open a day care centre and register it. I love children and I 
can also be a teacher or a principal of that day care centre that I wish to 
open.” (LP2)
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSIONS

Most of the women who experienced intimate 
partner violence had lived with abuse for 
many years before seeking help. Alone and 
with no other support they fled to the police, 
a social worker, a priest, or a community 
or family member who then referred them 
to a shelter. Two were referred to shelters by 
work colleagues. Twenty five of the women 
(69%) had no idea there were places such as 
shelters prior to being referred. 

All the women interviewed made clear 
that shelters provided them with relief in a 
moment of crisis when they had nowhere 
or no one to turn to for support. For many 
women their time in shelter was a turning 
point and they left the shelter able to move 
into new situations. For most women the 
counselling, care, emotional and practical 
supports they received from staff and other 
women residents helped make this an 
empowering experience.

For these women, coming out of unsafe 
and abusive situations, the experience of 
living in a situation with supportive and 
caring relationships and where conflict 
could be resolved peacefully cannot be 
underestimated. This support and care was 
important for their healing and to inspire the 
hope that they could shape new lives. 

A minority of the women interviewed, 5 of 
the 36 women, experienced conflictual 
relationships with other women or staff 
members and this interrupted their experience 
of safety and healing. However, when asked 

if they would advise other women to go to a 
shelter in times of need, all the women said 
that they would. 

At the time of the interviews 3 of the women 
interviewed were still in shelters. Of the 33 
women who had left shelters most were in 
financially precarious situations. Twenty one 
of the 33 had no form of employment at the 
time of being interviewed. Seventeen women 
were receiving government child support 
grants, 1 woman received a state old age 
pension and 2 women received the COVID 
relief grants while it was available, during 
2020. 

Many of the 12 women who were in 
employment were in precarious or low 
income employment, as a domestic worker, 
a security guard, a part time nurse, a casual 
worker at a bakery and for 2 women as 
cashiers at supermarkets. One woman 
earned an income doing hair and makeup 
and selling perfumes. Two women had jobs 
at municipalities, 1 of these in a secure and 
better paying job as a supervisor. Two women 
were university students.

Eleven of the 33 women who left shelters 
were not ready to face the world largely 
because of a lack of housing and lack of 
employment. These women might well have 
benefitted from a longer stay at the shelters, 
and or from second stage housing. 

Of the 22 women who took shelter because 
of intimate partner violence (and who left 

This publication illustrates the experiences of 36 
women in shelters in KwaZulu-Natal, Western 

Cape and Limpopo. Twenty four of the 36 women 
interviewed needed shelter from intimate partner 

violence, 5 from family abuse, 5 after being raped, 1 
as a result of homelessness and 1 in order to make a 
change from her life as a sex worker on the streets.
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the shelters), 17 did not return to these 
relationships. Five women who took shelter 
from intimate partner violence went back to 
live with their partners. Of these 5 women, 2 
said that their relationships were in a better 
place. 

Staff members interviewed described 
seeing positive shifts and transformations 
in women during their time in shelter. Some 
staff mentioned counselling as specifically 
contributing to these shifts. They saw their 
work as important in providing a space for 
women in need and in some cases as literally 
saving lives.  

Shelter staff noted that women leave shelters 
emotionally empowered but without the 
economic empowerment needed to be 
able to be independent and provide safe 
and secure lives for themselves and their 
children. This, in many cases leads to women 
returning to abusive situations.

While many were of the view that shelters 
could play a role in skills development, 1 
staff member noted that other actors have a 
role to play in economic empowerment and 
the creation of jobs for people, especially 
women. 

Clearly, for women to build safe, happy 
lives after leaving the safety of the shelter 
they need considerable supports in terms of 
secure housing, employment and financial 
support. 

Staff also shared that shelters face huge 
financial challenges. This includes subsidies 
coming in late from the government, making 
it difficult to cover costs, and the fact that 
salaries were too low.

The NSMSA continues to take up with the 
Department of Social Development the 
financial challenges related to late payment 
of subsidies and in relation to low salaries. 
These issues need to be addressed in order 

to enable shelters to continue to provide the 
much needed services to women in need of 
shelter.

As the umbrella body of approximately 95 
shelters across South Africa, the NSMSA 
lobbies government to ensure that shelters 
have the resources needed in order to 
function; organises shelter network forums; 
and provides skills development, mentoring 
and coaching to shelter staff. During the Covid 
pandemic NSMSA raised and disbursed 
funding to shelters for both personal 
protective equipment, and operational costs, 
as some shelters were in danger of closing 
their doors as a result of a lack of funding. 
And this at a time when Covid 19 lockdown 
conditions had led to an increase in gender 
based violence. 

In 2020 the NSMSA set up a 24 hour Helpline 
for women and children affected by GBV. The 
helpline assists assist with policing matters, 
protection orders, and placement at shelters.

The experiences of the women highlight 
just how important shelters are to women 
in need and how urgent it is to ensure that 
shelters continue to provide a place of safety, 
support and reflection from which women 
may emerge empowered and able to lead 
happy fulfilled lives. However, in order for 
such lives to be a reality there is a vital need 
for ongoing support to women in the form of 
skills linked to jobs and this requires action 
from other actors such as the private sector, 
and other government departments besides 
social development.

It is also clear from the interviews that in order 
for more women to benefit from shelters 
women need to know shelters exist and can 
provide much needed help. Attention must 
be given to increasing public awareness on 
shelters and their services. 

It is clear also that second stage housing 
needs to be more widely available so that 

women who take shelter may be better 
prepared to enter the world outside after 
their time in shelter.

The findings from the interviews with the 36 
women are supported by research contracted 
by the NSMSA and Heinrich Boll Foundation 
and conducted by by Lopes et al in 21082. 
Lopes et al make the point that shelters work 
and they recommend attention to housing, 
skills and comprehensive service provision. 
Lopes et al call for:

• “An urgent policy conversation between 
government, NGOs and appropriate 
stakeholders is needed on government 
provision of safe, affordable housing 
options to survivors of IPV and their 
children including finalization of the 
Special Needs Housing Policy.”

• “An audit of shelter skills training 
programmes including linkages to 
employment is required in collaboration 
with a range of stakeholders including 
government and the private sector.”

• “Development of a strengthened 
coordinated, integrated service between 
relevant government departments and 
shelters for comprehensive service 
provision is a must.”

At the same time as ensuring all of the above 
so that shelters have resources and skills to 
provide much needed service to women in 
need, and that women have supports such 
as housing and employment to sustain their 
lives after sheltering, there is the ongoing 
challenge of finding ways to end the violence 
women experience. There is a need for 
strategies to end the physical harm, the 
rapes, the emotional harm and damage 
done to women. No women should ever 
have to experience the forms of abuse we 
have shared in this report. 

2. Lopes, C, Matebeni, Z, Ngcobo, S and Mangwiro, M. (2018). “If it wasn’t for them, I could have been dead!” The long-term 
impact of shelters on the lives of abused women. (Editor, Kailash Bhana) Cape Town: Heinrich Böll Foundation. https://za.boell.
org/en/2019/07/03/long-term-impact-shelters-lives-abused-women
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