
RAISING WOMEN’S 
VOICES IN SOUTH 
AFRICAN SHELTERS

COMPOSITE REPORT



RAISING WOMEN’S VOICES
IN SOUTH AFRICAN SHELTERS

–COMPOSITE REPORT– 



Our deepest appreciation to the 101 women former shelter residents who were 
willing to share their life experiences for this research project.

Our thanks to the 32 shelter staff members interviewed for this research.

Our deep felt thanks to the interviewers who despite challenges, not least to 
do with COVID 19 lockdown conditions, were able to make contact with the 
women and engage with them in ways that enabled the sharing of experiences.

Without the participation of the women, shelter staff and the interviewers this 
report would not have been possible.

The women and the shelters are not named in order to protect identities.

Research Coordination: Zubeda Dangor and Shamim Meer

Research Coordination Assistance: Moaza Mohamid, Lungile Sithole

Interviews: Rebotile Matoane, Amanda Lande, Bianca Msimango, Joy Lange, 
Sima Diar, Sinovuyo Qumpula, Humaira Mohamed, Lungile Sithole, Fisani 
Mahlangu, Analisa Naidoo, Agnes Jones, Mariam Mangera 

Publication Coordination: Shamim Meer

Text: Shamim Meer and Maia Marie

Review of text: Fisani Mahlangu and Zubeda Dangor

Images: Shamim Meer and Naadira Patel

Design and Layout: Naadira Patel & Wynona Mutisi (studiostudioworkwork)

Published in November 2021 by the National Shelter Movement of South Africa 
(NSMSA),  based on a series of three publications on women’s experiences 
in shelters, namely: Raising Women’s Voices in South African Shelters (2019), 
Raising Women’s Voices in South African Shelters #2 (2020) and Raising 
Women’s Voices in South African Shelters #3 (2021)

The South African National Department of Social Development (DSD) provided 
financial support for the research and publication

ISBN (Print): 978-0-620-97013-6 (print)

ISBN (Web PDF): 978-0-620-97014-3 (e-book)

CHAPTER ONE
THE RESEARCH AND THE WOMEN          7

CHAPTER TWO
WHY WOMEN TOOK SHELTER     15

CHAPTER THREE
EXPERIENCES IN THE SHELTERS    25
 
CHAPTER FOUR
LIFE AFTER SHELTER       37

CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSIONS        45

 

CONTENTS



CHAPTER ONE
–  

THE RESEARCH AND 
THE WOMEN 



This report presents the 
experiences of 101 women 
who were former residents 
of 31 shelters affiliated 
to the National Shelter 
Movement of South Africa 
(NSMSA). 
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The aim of the research on which this report is 
based, was to hear and share the experiences 
of former shelter residents.  A semi structured 
interview schedule covered the relationships 
that led the women to take shelter, the 
incident that led them to take shelter, their 
experience in the shelters and leaving the 
shelters, and their life after shelter. Equipped 
with the interview schedule, the interviewers - 
all social workers connected to NSMSA - took 
care to engage the women in conversation, 
using the schedule as a checklist. 

While the focus was on abuse, we also 
wanted to get a sense of the women as 
people with identities beyond the abuse 
they had suffered.  So we also asked: where 
had they grown up? What were their early 
childhood experiences? What were their 
hopes and dreams?   

We anticipated that the majority of women 
would have sought shelter from abusive 
relationships with their intimate partners and 
we wanted to know about these relationships. 

How had they met? Had there been happy 
times? We asked that the women please 
share some of these happy times. 

We asked who referred them to the shelter, 
how they felt when they arrived at the shelter, 
how they were received. We asked how they 
spent their days in the shelter and what 
activities and services they received. We 
asked about their experiences with the other 
women in shelter, and their experiences with 
shelter staff. We asked how they felt when it 
was time to leave, whether they were ready 
to leave when they did. We asked about 
their lives at the time of being interviewed 
and about their hopes and dreams for their 
futures.

Between 2019 and 2021, 13 interviewers 
spoke with a sample of women from a 
sample of shelters affiliated to the NSMSA, 
in each of South Africa’s 9 provinces. Each 
year the interviewers focused on 3 provinces. 
In 2019, 5 interviewers spoke with 39 former 
residents of shelters in Gauteng, Free State 

and Northern Cape. In 2020, 3 interviewers 
spoke with 26 former residents of shelters in 
Mpumalanga, Eastern Cape and North West 
province. In 2021, 6 interviewers spoke with 
36 women former residents of shelters in 
KwaZulu-Natal, Western Cape and Limpopo. 

The women were interviewed in the language 
they were most comfortable to communicate 
in: 49 were interviewed in English, 24 in 
isiZulu, 12 in Sesotho, 6 in Afrikaans, 7 in 
isiXhosa, 2 in Setswana, and 1 in siSwati. 
Interviewers who interviewed in languages 
other than English had the additional task 
of translating the non-English interviews into 
English, for this report.

It was not always easy to find women who 
were willing to speak to us. Some were 
willing at first contact. Others were not 
willing, because they did not want to open old 
wounds. Interviewers were unable to contact 
some women as their contact numbers had 
changed. The interviewers spent much time 
trying to locate women and when a woman 
refused or was not contactable, interviewers 
went back to the shelters to get a new contact 
and tried all over again. 

A few women (12) were distraught as they 
retold their experiences in the interviews. 
Some clearly needed further counselling 
support, and this was particularly so for those 
who had spent under a month in a shelter. 
The social work skills of the interviewers came 
into play as they supported these women and 
referred them for further counselling.

The 2020 and 2021 interviews were 
additionally challenged by COVID 19 
restrictions. All of the 2020 and 2021 
interviews were telephonic. This made it not 
only more challenging to contact the women 
and get their agreement to participate in the 

project, but also more challenging to create 
the intimacy and trust within the interview 
for women to freely share their experiences. 
However, despite these challenges, there was 
a rich sharing of experiences as can be seen 
in the 3 reports and this composite report.

Individual reports were written for each of 
the 3 years and are available online1. In 
writing these reports we used as much as we 
could of the women’s own words, so that the 
reports would be vehicles for the women’s 
voices and so that the women could speak 
from their hearts to the hearts of readers.

Drawing from each of these 3 reports, 
this report puts together a picture of the 
experiences of the 101 women interviewed, 
and the views of 32 staff members from the 
31 shelters.

To protect the identity of the women and the 
shelters we have given each shelter and each 
interviewee a number.

1.  The three reports Raising Women’s Voices in South African Shelters, 2019; Raising Women’s Voices in South African Shelters 
#2, 2020; Raising Women’s Voices in South African Shelters #3, 2021 can all be downloaded at the NSMSA website: 
https://www.nsmsa.org.za

https://www.nsmsa.org.za


The women

Most of the 101 women former residents 
of 31 shelters who shared their experiences 
were between the ages of 20 and 40 when 
they entered the shelter. Most were in 
precarious financial positions. Almost half of 
them had dropped out of high school. Many 
received state child support grants and these 
grants helped with survival. Less than a third 
of women (27%) were in employment, and 
most of these (95%) in precarious and low 
paid jobs. Given their precarious financial 
positions, sheltering was possible because 
the women were not required to pay for 
being in the shelter. 

Employment and financial 
circumstances 

Sixty three (64%) of the 98 women who 
provided employment information were 
unemployed; 27 were in employment with 
many in precarious employment; 6 were 
studying; and 2 were homemakers, not 
looking for employment. A majority received 
child support grants, a few received disability 
grants, a few students received government 
NSFAS bursaries, and 3 women mentioned 
receiving COVID 19 grants during 2020.

At the time of the 2019 interviews, 25 of 
the 39 women interviewed (64%) were 
in vulnerable financial situations being 
unemployed, looking for more secure 
employment, and in the interim making 
ends meet through precarious piece jobs 
such as domestic work. Eight women were in 
relatively secure employment as a community 
care giver, a community health care worker, 
a school guard, a messenger, a paramedic 
officer, working at a school feeding scheme, 
and two worked as domestic workers. Two 
women were not looking for jobs outside 
the home and were looking after children. 

Four women said they were receiving state 
grants and looking for jobs to supplement 
the grants. One woman had left school the 
previous year and wanted to continue her 
studies.

The vast majority of the women interviewed 
in 2020 (23 of 26) shared that their major 
concern or worry was unemployment and 
lack of financial stability. These were huge 
obstacles in creating safe and comfortable 
lives. Twenty of the 26 women did not have 
secure employment at the time of being 
interviewed. Fourteen of these women 
received state child support and or disability 
grants. Two of the women were studying to 
complete their high school education. One 
received a government student bursary from 
NFSAS and did piece jobs as well. The 6 
women who had secure employment worked 
as a cook, a creative arts mentor, a junior 
receptionist, a domestic worker, 1 worked 
with the expanded public works programme 
and 1 woman got a job at the shelter after 
her time there as a client.

Twenty one of the 36 women interviewed in 
2021 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 
distress grant instituted by government in 
2020. Three women were university students. 
Ten women were in employment. Two were 
working as cashiers in supermarkets. Two 
worked for municipalities. One ran a small 
business doing make-up and hair. Others 
were working in domestic work, nursing, 
school counselling, and in a bakery. Three 
of the women in employment had supported 
their abusive partners financially before they 
entered shelter - 1 woman ran her partners 
farm, while 2 supported unemployed 
partners.
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NUMBER OF NSMSA SHELTER AFFILIATES; NUMBER OF 
SHELTERS IN SAMPLE, NUMBER OF WOMEN INTERVIEWED 
BY PROVINCE

out of1  
NSMSA affiliated shelter

1 was 
included in 
this study

3 
women were 
nterviewed

LIMPOPO

WESTERN CAPE

out of17 NSMSA 
affiliated shelters

6 were 
included in 
this study

17
women were 
interviewed

EASTERN CAPE

out of 7 NSMSA 
affiliated shelters

3 were 
included in 
this study

9 
women were  
interviewed

FREE STATE

out of 4  
NSMSA affiliated 
shelters

3 were 
included in 
this study

10 
women were  
interviewed

GAUTENG

out of 24  
NSMSA affiliated 
shelters

5 were 
included in 
this study

23 
women were  
interviewed

MPUMALANGA

out of 14  
NSMSA affiliated 
shelters

5 were 
included in 
this study

14 
women were  
interviewed

NORTHERN CAPE

out of 3 NSMSA 
affiliated shelters

1 were 
included in 
this study

6
women were  
interviewed

NORTH WEST

out of1NSMSA 
affiliated shelter

1 was 
included in 
this study

3
women were  
interviewed

KWAZULU-NATAL

out of16 NSMSA 
affiliated shelters

6 were 
included in 
this study

16
women were  
interviewed



Of the 95 women who disclosed their age when they 
entered the shelters:
• 64 or (67%) were between 20 and 40 years old

AGE OF WOMEN ON 
ENTERING SHELTERS

UNKNOWN (6)

UNDER 20 (7)

40 - 49 (14) 50 - 59 (10)

20 - 29 (32)

Of the 88 women who disclosed their level of formal 
education, 42 (or 48%) had been to high school but 
dropped out before completing matric, 24 (or 27%) had 
completed matric, and 22 (25%) had studied at tertiary 
level.

FORMAL EDUCATION

UNKNOWN (13)

GRADE 9 (5)GRADE 5 (4) GRADE 6 (1) GRADE 7 (4)

GRADE 10 (18)

GRADE 12 (24) TERTIARY (22)

GRADE 11 (10)

30 - 39 (32)

EMPLOYMENT STATUS

UNEMPLOYED  EMPLOYED STUDYING 

HOMEMAKER UNKNOWN 

LENGTH OF STAY AT SHELTER

18 MONTHS (4)10 MONTHS (4)9 MONTHS (3)

8 MONTHS (2)

7 MONTHS (9)

6 MONTHS (15)

5 MONTHS (8)

4 MONTHS (10)3 MONTHS (16)

2 MONTHS (8)

1 MONTH (8)2 WEEKS (5)1 WEEK (4)

63 27 6

2 3



CHAPTER TWO
–

WHY WOMEN TOOK 
SHELTER



Up to the point of their entry 
into shelters many of the women 
interviewed had experienced 
years of abuse. Some had 
experienced lifetimes of abuse, 
since childhood. Most women 
had gone through periods of 
depression, some had had 
thoughts of suicide, some had 
attempted suicide. 

Yet for many, even in the throes of despair 
they hoped things would be better, that their 
abusers would change. Until a particularly 
brutal encounter led to their fleeing their 
relationships and their homes, often with 
nothing more that the clothes they wore. 

They approached the police, a social worker, 
a priest, a teacher at their child’s school or a 
nurse at the clinic for help, and it was these 
people who referred the women to a shelter.

On average the women stayed in shelter 
between 2 and 7 months. Most of the women, 
(71 or 70% of the 101) had sought shelter 
from intimate partner violence. The violence 
they experienced from their intimate partners, 

all of whom were men, was emotional, 
psychological and physical. In some cases, 
women carried lasting disabilities from the 
physical violence. In some cases, women 
faced death threats and attempts by their 
intimate partners to kill them. Some women 
had been raped by their intimate partners.

Twenty of the 101 women took shelter 
because of abuse and violence by a family 
member. For 5 of these 20 women the abuse 
took the form of rape by a family member 
- a father, stepfather, half-brother, brother-
in-law, and uncle. All of these 5 women 
suffered further family abuse when other 
family members took no action and did not 
believe them when told of the rapes. 

Seven women took shelter because they were 
attacked and raped by a stranger, someone 
who was not a family member.

Two women took shelter because they were 
homeless. One after a neighbour burnt her 
shack; the other after a burglary while she 
was in hospital for 2 months, left her home

stripped and uninhabitable.

One woman took shelter because she wanted 
help to end sex work and make a new start 
with her life.

HOMELESS WANTING TO END 
SEX WORK

INTIMATE PARTNER 
VIOLENCE 

FAMILY CONFLICT 
AND VIOLENCE  

RAPE

71 20 7

2 1

REASON FOR TAKING SHELTER

Intimate partner violence

The majority of women interviewed (70%) had 
taken shelter from intimate partner violence. 
In all cases the intimate partners were men. 
The violence included verbal, emotional, and 
physical abuse and for some death threats. 
The women told of excruciating experiences, 
of living in fear, their relationships zones of 
daily conflict.

Lasting physical injuries inflicted on some 
women included an ear cut off, kidney 
damage, a broken shoulder, a disabled 
hand, an injured back and an inability to walk 
unaided. Impacts on the women included 
years of depression, low self-esteem, self-
blame, suicidal thoughts and attempts at 
suicide. 

Two women said that they had not experienced 
physical violence, that the violence and 
abuse they suffered was emotional and 
psychological. One of these two women, 
a 36 year old (WC2) 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 face. All the 
pain was locked in my mind and that made 
me suicidal”. 

At times the physical violence took place 
in public. A 32 year old woman (KZN5), 
who completed her degree while still in 
the relationship, shared that her boyfriend 
would assault her outside school or outside 
a store. A 31 year old woman (KZN1) told 
how her husband dragged her out of a taxi 
and assaulted her on the street. A 44 year 
old woman (KZN2) told how her husband 
would drag her on the ground in the yard 
in full view of neighbours and “show off to 
them how badly he treats me”. A 36 year 
old (GP15) said: “He would beat me and 
chase me down the street and people were 
watching”.

In most cases abusive partners controlled the 
women’s movements and isolated them from 
friends and family. Control often also took 
the form of telling the women what to wear 
and what to think. In some cases the men 
followed their movements, either in person 
or through their phones. In a 38 year old 
woman’s experience: “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. 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) 

A 43 year old woman related: “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 it 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)

Women did not leave these relationships 
earlier for a range of reasons - some because 
of fear, some because they thought the abuse 
would stop. A few said they did not know 
this was abuse, they did not know that there 
could be help to get out of these situations. 
A few women made excuses for the abuser, 
covering up injuries so that no one would 
know. One woman, when family members 
called the police, lied to the police that there 
was no problem. Some blamed themselves, 
feeling that they had done something to 
bring on the abuse. Some women said no 
one believed them when they spoke of the 
abuse and so they did not expect that there 
would be anyone in the world who could 
believe them and offer help. Some said they 
had previously gone to the police yet the 
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police had done nothing to assist them. Some 
women believed that a woman should hold 
the family together and that leaving meant 
they would be responsible for breaking up 
the relationship. Some stayed because this is 
what their religion taught. Some stayed for 
their children. 

A 36 year old woman (GP 15) said: “People would ask me why don’t I leave him 
and I’d tell them ‘no I can’t leave him, he’s the father of my kids’. I always lied 
to my mom. One day he bit me on the neck and I was swollen. My mom asked 
me and I lied about what had happened. He even beat me in front of his mother 
and his mom called the police. When the police came I changed the whole story 
and lied. Then his mother chased me out her house. My mom and sister were 
supportive as soon they realised that I was being abused. They asked what took 
me so long and I told them it wasn’t easy to make that decision”.  

A 51 year old woman (GP18) said: “When you are Christian it’s not easy to 
leave your marriage because the bible says that God hates divorce. I was always 
asking God to change his heart. On the other side I felt like I had to do it for my 
children as well. My kids were not happy and I was always scared, walking on 
egg shells each time he was home. I didn’t feel safe at all”.

A 50 year old (FS4) said: “The abuse started more than 10 years ago. I had to 
tolerate it because when we get married we are told that marriage is not easy, 
that when the going gets tough you cannot change your mind. So divorce was 
not an option for me. We fought physically – I realised we would end up killing 
each other”.

A 41 year old woman (GP17) said: “I didn’t want to give up on my marriage. 
I had hope we will be fine until he started kicking me out of the house every 
time he got drunk. I had no confidence and I blamed myself. I felt like maybe I 
should have been more submissive. I realised that one day he’ll kick me out and 
something bad will happen to me, that I’ll die out there in the streets and that’s 
when I decided to go to the police”.

A 20 year old woman (FS5) said: “I used to blame myself. I honestly thought I 
loved  him, and he loved me too, never could I have imagined that this [abuse] 
would be my life”.

For many the hope that their intimate partner 
would change was based on earlier happier 
times when they had met, fallen in love and 
started their lives together. A 27 year old 
(EC8) said: “The early days of the relationship 
was the honeymoon phase, where he spoke 
to me nicely and everything was nice”. A 57 
year old (EC9) said: “We had some beautiful 
times together at first. He would buy me ice 
cream or we’d go watch a movie. You know, 
he had this charm and he could make you 
feel so good”. A 29 year old (NW2) said: 
“There were nice times. He spoilt me, he 
took me out on picnics at the park”. 

For many who were in long term relationships, 
things went wrong after a few years and the 
men they once loved and who had once 
loved them became their abusers. Many of 
the women said that things changed as a 
result of their partners’ abuse of alcohol and 
drugs. A few women said things changed 
when they became pregnant. 

In addition to the emotional and psychological 
reasons for not leaving earlier, there were 
also material reasons. Given the precarious 
financial situations of most women there was 
just nowhere else to go. Most women did not 
have the financial means to set themselves 
up in a place of their own and in many cases 
family and friends did not have the financial 
means to take the women and their children 
into their own homes. In cases where women 
had been forced by their abusive partners to 
sever links with family and friends, such help 
was not possible.

While material factors are a real constraint 
the emotional constraints cannot be 
underestimated as seen in the cases of 5 
women who were the breadwinners and 
were supporting abusive partners, but who 
hid their scars, lived in fear and in the case 
of one attempted suicide.

What led most women to flee to the shelters 
was one beating too many, a particularly 
brutal assault and the fear that if they did not 
flee they would be killed. Some made their 
escapes in secret fearing what their partners 
would do if they realised they were fleeing. 

A 35 year old woman (MP3) told of the 
assault that led her to take shelter: “He was 
drinking beer. He choked me, demanded 
that I agree or confirm that I am cheating 
with different men. Fearing that he would kill 
me, I felt like my breath was going out. He 
was even saying that he intends to kill me. 
He also forced himself on me and had sex 
with me without my consent”. 
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A 19 year old (MP4) told of the night of assault and torture that led her to the 
shelter: 

“In June 2017, it happened that I was staying with my 33 year old boyfriend at 
his parent’s home, where he lived with his 2 sisters. On the day of the violent 
incident we spent the day well. However, my boyfriend was drinking beer. 
Later, in the early evening around 7 pm, he called me to join him in his outside 
room where we slept. When we got there, he began accusing me of cheating 
on him and demanded to see my phone. He did not find anything on my 
phone, but he insisted that I am cheating on him. It was just about to get dark. 
He began hitting me with a bottle and I screamed. When I screamed his sister 
and neighbours came and tried stopping him. He pretended to stop and said 
we should go inside his room again. Once we were inside, he broke a beer 
bottle and used a broken glass to stab me. He was stabbing me all over my 
body. He locked the door so that I could not escape. When I tried screaming, 
he would stab me even more. He then dragged me to a bush. One neighbour 
saw us and tried to stop him but he over-powered her, and we continued to 
move to the bushes. As we were going away, I saw police arriving at his home 
because his sisters had called them. I could not break away from him at that 
time because he was more powerful than me. We walked until we got deep 
into the bushes. He continued stabbing me until I could not move. He then 
raped me the whole night. Before dawn, he took me back home and locked 
me in his room again. On our way back, he had a glass that he used to stab 
me on my back. Whenever I tried to break loose from him, he would stir it deep 
inside my back. This happened until we got home. In the morning he opened 
the door and his sisters and neighbours asked where I was. I heard him telling 
them that he does not know. They asked him where he was going and he told 
them that he was going to buy Panado because he had a headache. I gathered 
my strength and I opened the door. I went outside and fell down in the sight 
of those who were outside there. Everyone was shocked and they called the 
police. The police came, and they called an ambulance. I was taken to hospital 
because I had lost a lot of blood. The police could not arrest him that day, 
because he ran away before they arrived. I was taken to hospital and I stayed 
at hospital for 2 days. When I was discharged the police and the hospital staff 
told me that I will be going to a shelter because my boyfriend was not yet 
arrested. Police and hospital staff decided that I would rather be sheltered 
because they feared that he would attack me if I went home.”

Abuse by family members

Most of the 20 women who were abused by 
family members spoke of lifetimes of abuse. 
This included sexual abuse from men in their 
families, abusive relationships with their 
mothers as well as from aunts, uncles and 
siblings. 

Sexual abuse by family members

Five of these 20 women were raped by a 
father, stepfather, half-brother, brother-in-
law or uncle. These women got no support 
from mothers, grandmothers and other 
family members who they told of the rapes. 
Instead they faced additional abuse by 
family members who failed to support them 
and in most cases did not believe them. 
A 22 year old (GP21) was raped by her 
father when she was 3 or 4 years old and 
when her father raped her again when she 
was 17 she remembered the earlier rapes 
and told her mother. Her mother did not 
believe her. A 23 year old woman (NC5) 
was raped by her step father for 3 years 
and her mother did not believe her when 
she told her. A 37 year old (GP7) who was 
raped by her half-brother reported him to 
the police. Family members, angry with 
her for reporting her half brother, are not 
on speaking terms with her. A 25 year old 
woman (MP6) was raped by her uncle. 
When she told her grandmother, she got no 
support – instead her grandmother told her 
never to speak of the rape. This woman’s 
aunt pressured her to sleep with a man, 
telling her this man would marry her. She 
suspects that this man paid her aunt for sex 
with her. 

These four women were referred to shelters 
by community members, a social worker and 
police who recognised they needed help. 
GP21 was suicidal and on drugs when a 

woman at church noticed she was troubled 
and referred her to the shelter where she 
stayed 6 months. NC5 said she “felt like 
killing herself” and went to a social worker 
who told her about the shelter and helped 
her to lay a rape charge. GP7 was referred 
to a shelter by the police when she reported 
the rape. MP6 was referred to a social worker 
by a neighbour who noticed her distress, and 
the social worker referred her to the shelter. 
“At that stage I felt committing suicide was 
the only thing as my life was getting harder 
instead of better”, she said.

A fifth woman (MP2) who was living with her 
sister and brother-in-law, was raped by her 
brother-in-law when she was 13 years old. At 
age 14 she was pregnant and at age 17 she 
summoned the courage to go to the police 
who referred her to a shelter. 

Difficult relationships with mothers

Five women had difficulties in their 
relationships with their mothers. Two of these 
women, aged 21 (GP12) and 19 (GP1) went 
to the police after violent altercations with 
their mothers and the police referred them 
to shelters. One woman (WC16, age not 
given) went to a social worker after a heated 
conflict with her mother and sister. The social 
worker referred her to a shelter. A 19 year 
old (KZN3) and her 7 year old brother, were 
abandoned by their mother who simply left 
home with her youngest child, a baby, and 
failed to return. The brother’s school referred 
her to a shelter where both stayed for 6 
months. 

One woman (GP14) shared that she had 
a bad relationship with her mother from 
the time she was 12 years old. When she 
separated from the father of her 3 children, 
her mother took her 4 children, kicked her 
out of the house and did not let her see her 
children for 5 years. At the time the woman 
was on drugs. She returned (after 5 years) to 

20 RAISING WOMEN’S VOICES IN SOUTH AFRICAN SHELTERS – COMPOSITE REPORT 21RAISING WOMEN’S VOICES IN SOUTH AFRICAN SHELTERS – COMPOSITE REPORT



live with her mother and her children, and 
the arguments continued. After a particularly 
heated argument she left her mother’s home 
with her children, deciding to take her life 
and theirs, to “throw us on the train” as 
she said. Instead, she found herself at her 
daughter’s school in a state of utter despair 
and on the verge of breakdown. The school 
social worker took her to the shelter.

Difficult relationships with other family 
members

Ten women experienced problems with a 
father, brothers, cousins, aunts and in-laws. 
For 5 of these 10 women disagreements and 
violent altercations led to homelessness, and 
the need for shelter. In all cases the women 
had been completely reliant on the family 
member who threw them out of their homes 
and lacked the financial resources to find 
other accommodation.

A 35 year old woman (FS1) who was thrown 
out of the house by an abusive brother was 
on the street with her 3 children when the 
police found them and brought them to the 
shelter. A 23 year old woman (NC3) was 
beaten and thrown out of the house by her 
adoptive brother. Her pastor told her about 
shelter. A 19 year old woman (GP6) was 
abused and chased out of the house by her 
aunt’s daughter after her aunt’s death. She 
went to the police who sent her to shelter. A 
57 year old woman (EC2) was thrown out 
of the house by her sister in law after her 
brother died. A friend referred her to the 
shelter where she stayed until she found 
accommodation. One woman, a 33 year 
old, (WC12) recovering from substance 
abuse had a conflictual relationship with her 
family who did not trust her, and who threw 
her out of their home. The Department of 
Social Development referred her to a shelter.

For the other 5 women physical violence 
and fears for their safety led them to flee to 

the police or a social worker who referred 
them to shelters. A 24 year old woman (EC6) 
sought help in fear of her life after her sister 
attempted to stab her. One woman (EC7, 
age not known) went to the police after her 
father tried to stab her. A 35 year old woman 
(MP1) with a month old baby had a quarrel 
with her aunt which turned physical, her 
aunt biting her on her chin. A 25 year old 
women (KZN4) feared for her life as a result 
of violence by her mother-in-law and sister-
in-law. A 59 year old woman (KZN16) who 
lived with her daughter and her daughter’s 
boyfriend was physically attacked by the 
boyfriend. 

GP21 (22 yrs old at time of taking shelter)

“My life hasn’t been easy, I went through a lot of trauma in childhood and later 
in life. I didn’t understand why I was acting the way I did, but I do now. I went to 
the shelter because of sexual abuse. It started during my childhood. I was three 
or four and I decided to keep quiet and blocked it all. When I was seventeen it 
happened again and that’s when the flash backs and memories came out into 
the light and I knew this happened before. I was torn apart because I had kept 
quiet for so long and once you keep things inside you start wasting away inside 
and you lose your power and your strength. You just become an empty vessel of 
what you were before. I laid charges but they fell through because there was no 
evidence, they couldn’t prove it. It broke me because now it was like I was the 
one who wanted it and that wasn’t true. From there I moved out from my parent’s 
home. I went to stay with my grandmother from the age of 18 till the age of 20. 
The first year was the toughest for me. I went through depression, had suicidal 
thoughts. I didn’t want to go to school and couldn’t get out of bed and I was 
aggressive. I couldn’t focus. I don’t even know how I passed my level three (early 
childhood development). I turned to drugs so that I could forget and numb the 
pain of everything that was happening around me. Then I met this friend who 
introduced me to church. From there I started changing and I was able to talk 
about it. Emotionally I felt a little better because I never spoke about it until I was 
21 years and from there everything went downhill. I started speaking up about it 
with my family and then there was a fight. The family was against me, they didn’t 
believe me instead they cut me off. My mom didn’t believe me. It was actually my 
dad that sexually abused me. I think she (my mom) doubted me because before 
I was in a relationship with one of my family members, which I regret with all my 
heart up to this day because it was wrong. So now my mom thought ’ooh okay so 
you want every man in the family’ and that’s when I was like ‘no that’s enough, 
he abused me when I was a baby’. I moved to my aunt and I tried healing. I had 
no will to fight anymore or pick myself up again. I decided to go back to stay with 
my family because I thought we could try again but it didn’t work. Then the lady at 
church noted something was not right and she decided to take me for counselling. 
I didn’t want to talk about it but eventually I cracked and told her everything. She 
confronted both my parents and my father denied everything. After that they 
kicked me out of the house and it was painful. The pastor and the pastor’s wife 
took me in and they looked for a place for me so that I could find healing and 
that’s how I ended up in the shelter. All I could do was take my power, because 
my control and power was taken and when I went through counselling I realised 
that I can have my power back.”

Here is one woman’s story:
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Rape

The women who took shelter after being 
raped needed healing from this traumatic 
experience of violence to their bodies and 
minds. 

Two of the 7 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 22 year old student (KZN7) 
mentioned a history of sexual and physical 
abuse but did not elaborate on this. She fell 
pregnant as a result of rape, was unsure as 
to whether to keep the baby and once she 
decided to keep the baby, she sought help 
and was referred to a shelter. She stayed in 
the shelter for 10 months.

The second woman (LP3) who was reluctant 
to speak of the rape shared that she had 
been raped by a church member in 2017 
when she was 24 years old. This was the 
second time she had been raped. Needing 
help, she approached the shelter, and stayed 
at the shelter for 5 months.

The 5 women who were more willing to share 
their experiences shared the following: 

One woman (EC5), a 29 year old, had been 
running at a stadium when she was raped. 
On the third day after the rape the nurse at 
the clinic saw that she was not coping and 
referred her to a shelter.

A 24 year old  (LP1), was working on the 
street as a sex worker, when she was raped 
by 8 men. She was approached by the shelter 
who offered her a place to heal. Another 
woman (WC1) went to view advertised 
accommodation when 2 men drugged and 
raped her. A friend referred her to the shelter.

A 25 year old student (EC1) was attacked 
and raped in her student room after a party. 
She was afraid to stay in her room after the 
rape. She had little support and was blamed 
by friends and family who told her, had she 
not got drunk and gone to the party, she 
would not have been raped. She went to see 
the university social worker who referred her 
to a shelter where she stayed 10 months.

A 28 year old woman (KZN9) who was living 
with her sister and their 5 children, was the 
only adult at home when drug dealers came 
looking for her sister’s boyfriend. Not finding 
him or her sister at home, they forced the 
woman into their car with the idea that they 
would 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. She 
stayed at the shelter for 3 weeks.

CHAPTER THREE
–

 EXPERIENCES IN 
THE SHELTERS
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Some of the ways women described positive shifts

“Self-esteem was built or increased, or was put back” 

“I realised it wasn’t my fault. I stopped blaming myself.” 

“I was given hope.” 

“It made me feel special, important, and worth being a woman.” 

“I know my worth as a woman now and understand that you teach people 
how to treat you.” 

“The shelter helped me put back my life all over again.” 

“I was able to find a plan for myself and my daughter.”

“The shelter helped me put lots of things into perspective and it taught me 
not to be dependent on people.” 

“Coming to the shelter brought so much awareness on certain things. I know 
now that as a woman I have rights, I don’t have do to anything I don’t want 
to do because I feel obligated to.” 

 “Being in the shelter helped me to be able to end my relationship.” 

“The counselling sessions helped me make decisions about my children, my 
future and my husband.” 

“My life took a 360 turn, from being this angry and emotional person to 
being relaxed and not always wanting to be in control.”

The women arrived at the 
shelters in a state of trauma. 
They spoke of feeling 
scared, confused, angry, sad, 
overwhelmed. Most of the 
women interviewed had not 
heard of shelters before. The 
first time they heard of shelters 
was when they sought help and 
the police, a social worker, priest 
or another community member 
referred them. They did not 
know what to expect. 

Some women were so broken and bereft 
they did not feel worthy of support. One 
woman, a 35 year old2 (MP12) related 
that she could not believe there could be a 
place that would take care of her and her 3 
children. Even her close relatives refused to 
take her and her children into their homes 
as they were too many mouths to feed. The 
injury caused by her husband had resulted 
in her hospitalisation, and her brother had 
arranged for her and her children to go into 
a shelter on her discharge. Not believing that 
any place would be willing to provide for her 
and her children, on being discharged she 
went back home. It was only when a social 
worker came to her house and convinced her 
that the shelter would take care of them, that 
she accompanied the social worker to the 
shelter.

Some women, on arriving at the shelter were 
overwhelmed by the physical comforts which 
they lacked in their homes. A 31 year old 
woman (WC14) said, “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 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”.

A 57 year old (EC2) shared: “When I arrived 
I was shocked about how big the house is, 
shocked about having my own room with a 
shower. You know how it is for someone who 
had always struggled. I could not believe 
what was happening. I thought maybe there 
would be something else wanted from me”. 

Commenting on their fragile emotional states 
on entering the shelter a 40 year old woman 
(GP8) said, “When I came to the shelter I 
couldn’t cope at all. I was also suicidal at 
some point. I had low self-esteem”. A 29 
year old woman (EC5) said, “When I got to 
the shelter I was an emotional wreck. I don’t 
think I knew what was happening and I don’t 
even remember what day it was. I had gone 
through a traumatic experience but then I got 
support, firstly, from the people at the shelter, 
the clients who were there when I arrived, and 
the house mother supported me”. A 37 year 
old woman (GP9) said, “During the abuse I 
ended up having a very low self-esteem and 
I blamed myself for the abuse. I felt like I was 
the one provoking my ex-husband, until I 
started counselling sessions at the shelter”. 

The warmth and care with which the 
women were welcomed helped many to feel 
immediately comfortable, while others took 
a few days before they felt at ease. 

The importance of a warm welcome from 
staff at the moment of entry into a shelter 
was emphasised by the negative experience 
of a 44 year old woman (MP10) and her 
children who did not feel welcomed on the 
evening of their arrival at the shelter. The 
following morning the woman informed the 
social worker about her unhappy experience 
and the care worker apologised. However, 

2. Ages given in this chapter are as at the time of shelter.

this woman and her children never felt 
completely comfortable in the shelter during 
their month long stay at the shelter, as a result 
of their unhappy experience on entering.

“We were not treated well at all. The care 
worker failed to welcome us nicely. She did 
not offer us any water for bath, she locked 
herself in one room and left us to find our 
own way around a place we did not know. 
She did not offer us any food. The way we 
were treated reminded me of the situation I 
was coming from”. 

Positive emotional and 
psychological outcomes 

Sixty five percent of the women interviewed 
stayed in shelter for between 2 to 7 months.

The vast majority of women interviewed 
(99%) experienced positive shifts in how 
they felt about themselves and their lives as 
a result of their time in shelter. From feeling 
unworthy, with low self-esteem, they became 
more confident and able to face life in the 
world outside, after shelter. Some of the ways 
women described their shifts were: 
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What helped these women was the time 
out from the world of turmoil they had left 
behind. Most had left behind cycles of abuse, 
of many years. Those in precarious financial 
situations had left behind the daily struggle 
for physical survival. Their needs of food 
and accommodation were taken care of. 
They had time to rest, reflect, recover and 
heal. Counselling by professionally trained 
staff and supportive relationships with other 
women and the shelter staff were key during 
this time of retreat from turmoil.

As a 25 year old (GP10) said: “It gave me 
time to do introspection, find out what are my 
goals and what is it that I want to accomplish, 
what kind of life I want for my daughter, for 
me spiritually.” 

And as a 22 year old (GP12) shared: “I took 
time out from everything and focused on 
myself for a change and with all the other 
ladies we were also able to comfort one 
another. I started realising I wasn’t the only 
one with problems. We were taken good 
care of.” 

Rules and schedules 
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. Women are told not to 
give out the shelter address as a requirement 
for ensuring safety. COVID lockdowns placed 
further restrictions on the movement of those 
women in shelters from March 2020. 

Rules and schedules are important in order 
to create the retreat space for reflection and 
healing and in order to manage the diverse 
group of women that come together in a 
shelter at any one time. Given the capacity 
of the shelters in the study the number of 

women at full capacity was 8 women at the 
smaller shelters or as many as 28 women 
at the large shelters. Different reactions from 
women, based on their past experiences and 
personalities are part of what shelter staff 
have to navigate in their roles as holders of 
the space and counsellors.

While most women appreciated the rules 
and schedules, a few felt challenged. As a 
36 year old woman (WC2) 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” .

A 43 year old woman (KZN11) said the rules 
triggered her experience of control from her 
abusive partner, and affected her feeling of 
safety and comfort within the shelter. She 
said, “the rules triggered events from my 
previous relationship. The chores also were 
done in a systematic order and you can’t 
miss any scheduled time. So somehow it felt 
like because we were in an institution, we are 
also being institutionalised”.

A 34 year old woman (GP20) said, “Staying 
in a shelter takes so much discipline. There 
are so many rules and restrictions. It’s like 
you are being put in a cage for 7 months, for 
your own good though”.

Relationships

The relationships among the women clients 
and the women’s relationships with staff 
members shaped the atmosphere within the 
shelters. With the exception of one or two 
women per shelter who went out to work, 
the vast majority of women spent their days 
together in the shelters. This meant living in 
close proximity with other women they had 
just met.

The majority of women interviewed 
experienced positive relationships with other 
women in the shelters. Although there were 
times of conflict, the women generally got 
along well, shared experiences, 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. 

There were at times arguments over chores 
and rosters, differences in viewpoints, and 
misunderstandings. In most cases the women 
interviewed saw these as minor differences, 
that were easily resolved by staff members. 
However, 3 women related that a woman at 
the shelter at the same time as themselves 
was asked to leave the shelter - one woman 
for being repeatedly “disrespectful to others”, 
another for getting drunk and another for 
stealing.  These incidents, however, did 
not affect the overall positive atmosphere 
experienced by the majority of women in 
these shelters at the time. 

Eight women said that they did not have 
much contact with other women for various 
reasons, such as being out much of the day 
as they were in employment, because they 

preferred to be on their own, 1 because she 
was sick and preferred to be on her own, 
and 1 (EC3) because race and language 
differences prevented her and her children 
connecting with others: “Sometimes they 
would have a conversation and we wouldn’t 
be included in the conversation because we 
could not understand”. 

Many women described their experience as 
being part of a family, and spoke about other 
women in the shelter as sisters. Most women 
interviewed (90%) kept in touch with a least 
one other woman from the shelter after they 
had left. 

The majority of women bonded with other 
women with whom they shared shelter and 
this also gave them a sense of the possibility of 
forging healthy relationships. The experience 
of supportive, caring relationships where 
conflict can be easily resolved cannot be 
underestimated for women who had come 
from situations of serious conflict, especially 
for women who have lived in abusive 
situations from childhood. Supportive 
relationships can form a foundation for 
healing, and help women to create a new 
model for relationships. 

Women shared positive relationships with other women

A 33 year old (MP1) who stayed 3 months in shelter shared:

“Life in the shelter was very good for me, considering that I was coming from a 
home with no love. In the shelter, we treated each other with respect and love. 
I never had a challenge or a fight with anyone.” 
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Two shelters with an 
overwhelming atmosphere of 
conflict

Five women from two different shelters 
described an overall negative atmosphere in 
their shelters as a result of very conflictual 
relationships between women. They shared 
that there were always fights between 
women, and shelter staff were not able to 
resolve conflicts. The conflicts significantly 
interrupted feelings of safety within these 
two shelters for these women. 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. 

A 36 year old woman (WC2) who stayed 5 
months in one of these two shelters, shared: 
“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”. 

A 45 year old woman (WC1) was asked, after 
a 3 month stay,  to leave this shelter after 
getting into a fight with another client. “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.” 

A 52 year old woman (WC7) who stayed 4 
months in the second of these two shelters, 

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 while she was at the shelter and 
no one in the shelter helped her to lay a 
charge. 

A 39 year old woman (WC8) who had stayed 
4 months in shelter described the negative 
atmosphere at this second shelter: “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 mouth [the shelter]. Hurt 
people will hurt others.”

Services and activities

Most women spent their days at the shelter 
and engaged in activities on offer. The 
few women who had jobs had a different 
structure to their days, spending more time 
outside the shelter and participating in fewer 
activities with other women.

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, most offered some form of skills 
development, most offered assistance with 
accessing legal and other services, and some 
organised outings. A few shelters offered 
other forms of therapy such as massage 
therapy, yoga and art and movement 
therapy. A few shelters provided specialised 
support services for drug addiction including 
access to specialised counselling and an 
addiction programme. Two shelters offered 
second stage or transitional sheltering, 

A 17 year old (MP2) who stayed 5 months in shelter shared:

“We interacted very well as women in the shelter. We shared, as women, 
about the struggles that brought us to the shelter and supported each other 
emotionally. Life amongst ourselves, as women, was always up and down. 
There was nothing extraordinary - our quarrels were because we had different 
problems and different viewpoints towards life. We supported each other 
emotionally. We talked about our problems and shared ideas a lot.” 

A 22 year old (MP11) who stayed 1 month in shelter shared: 

“We took turns to cook and do dishes. No one needed to be reminded about 
what they needed to do. We became friends. We helped and supported each 
other emotionally. We sat and talked about our hopes, our dreams and what 
we would do  if things favoured us in future.” 

A 19 year old (KZN3) who stayed 6 months in shelter shared:

“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.” 

A 33 year old (KZN13) who stayed 4months in shelter shared:

“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.” 

A 38 year old (WC13) who stayed 18 months in shelter shared:

“We supported 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.” 
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an option where women may live semi 
independently after four months in a shelter, 
for 6 to 12 months, as they prepare for life 
after sheltering.

Counselling 

Most women 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 not 
to lose hope and gave them a new start. 
Counselling built confidence, helped to deal 
with past trauma and abuse, to learn what 
abuse is and to deal with the pain. It offered 
many women the space to be listened to and 
to work through the traumatic experiences 
that brought them to the shelter, as well as 
traumatic childhood experiences.

Many women shared that counselling 
changed the way they saw themselves and 
their lives in a positive way. Two women 
shared that counselling helped them 
understand the different kinds of abuse 
(emotional and physical) and their rights to 
stand up for themselves.

Women who were counselled jointly with 
their husbands found this useful. A 39 year 
old  woman (KZN14), who stayed in shelter 
1 month said she was able to share her 
needs with her husband in a joint counselling 
session and this helped the couple discuss, 
“how we will live life going forward”. 

Women shared that they felt better and were 
empowered by counselling. A 25 year old 
woman (EC1), who had been raped by a 
stranger, and stayed 10 months in shelter 
said: “I did feel like I could start over with my 
life because when I first went to the shelter 
I did not even want to see a male person. 
I didn’t even want to smell them. After 
attending counselling and all those sessions, 
I got better. I was empowered to stand on my 
own two feet and be well.” 

A 35 year old woman (MP3), who took 
shelter from intimate partner violence, has 
no children of her own, and stayed 2 months 
in shelter, said: “What I appreciate the most 
about the services is that counselling helped 
me change my view and outlook on life. I 
used to drown my problems in alcohol, but 
after receiving counselling I stopped drinking 
heavily and I stopped being angry. I never used 
to manage being around children, I would 
get angry very quickly, but with counselling, 
I can now spend time with children without 
being irritated. I also appreciate that I can 
distinguish various kinds of abuse. It was 
through counselling that I can now stand up 
for my rights. I did not know how to say no 
to many forms of abuse but with counselling 
I can tell a man: ‘I do not want to sleep with 
you’. So, I feel very empowered”. 

A 33 year old woman (MP1) who had 
experienced conflict with and abuse by her 
aunt, and who stayed 3 months in shelter, 
said: “I appreciated counselling so much 
since it helped me to get over the anger I 
had inside of me towards my aunt and the 
family. Counselling helped me to focus on 
myself and the positive things that I needed 
to see happening rather than the hurt and 
pain I was bottling up inside.” 

A 52 year old woman (WC7) who took shelter 
from intimate partner violence, and stayed 4 
months in shelter, was able to work through 
earlier trauma resulting from rape.

“A psychologist came in once a week and 
helped me a lot in working especially through 
the rape by 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.”  

While the vast majority of women who shared 
their experiences of counselling found it 
helpful in some way, it is important to note 
that how much women got out of counselling 
had much to do with how safe and able they 
felt to open up. A 20 year old woman (KZN8) 
for example, who took shelter from intimate 
partner violence, and who stayed 6 months 
in shelter found counselling 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.” 

Shelter staff helped some women to reunite 
with their families. Being in shelter helped 
some women deal with substance addictions. 
One woman shared that she was “clean” 
from taking drugs for 3 years now, thanks to 
her shelter’s addiction programme. 

Skills development and other supports

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

The women interviewed appreciated these 
activities, they helped to pass the time and 
enabled bonding as the women chatted 
while they engaged in activities. However, 
many asked that shelters consider providing 
skills more directly linked to employment 
opportunities. 

All shelters supported women to some extent 
with information and transport to access 
services from clinics, the police, SASSA, home 
affairs and courts, In some cases shelter staff 
accompanied the women to these service 

providers, and in some cases they advocated 
on the women’s behalf. These supports were 
critical and enabled women to attend to legal 
matters relating to divorce, protection orders 
and rape charges; to apply for state grants; 
and to attend to health needs. 

A few shelters offered biblical classes and 
Christian devotional groups. Some shelters 
offered parenting courses. One shelter 
offered an education programme for children 
and one shelter had a child protection unit 
to support children. A few shelters organised 
outings - to presentations, talks, church and 
in one case to the zoo. 

At some shelters staff helped women prepare 
CVs and with job searches which in some 
cases led to employment and learnerships.

Children in Shelter

Thirty four (55%) of the 62 women interviewed 
in 2020 and 2021 were accompanied by 
their children. The age range was from new 
born babies (there were 3 newborns) to an 
18 year old daughter. Information on women 
accompanied by children is more limited 
for 2019 as this was not a specific question 
asked in the 2019 interviews. 

Seven of the 34 women said their children 
had difficulties and were unable to adjust 
to the shelters. In most cases the challenge 
was the shelter rules, while in one case a 
mother and her children were not made to 
feel welcome on their day of arrival and this 
tainted their entire stay. 

Twenty seven women said that their children 
had positive experiences at the shelters. 
Thirteen of these 27 women said their 
children had a wonderful time, liked, or 
loved being at the shelter; and that they 
received love and care from shelter staff and 
the other women. Eight of the 27 women 
said their children initially struggled to settle 
down and eventually did adjust. 
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The women spoke of the support of shelter 
staff and other women in the shelter in caring 
for their children, and said that social workers 
engaged their children and took care of their 
emotional and physical needs. This was 
especially the case for mothers who went 
out to work during the day. Older children 

received counselling when necessary and 
this helped their healing from the trauma 
they had experienced. Many shelters had 
games and activities for the children. Some 
shelters offered parenting skills workshops 
for women. 

Women shared their children’s experiences:

A 44 year old woman (MP8) who stayed two months in shelter with her son 
said:

“My son was treated very well. He loved being in the shelter very much. He 
misses the shelter and always talks about life in the shelter. He became so close 
to the granny (Gogo) who was there with us. He felt bad when we were leaving 
the old woman behind. My son got counselling. When we got to the shelter, my 
son was a very angry person. The counselling he received healed him and this 
is evidenced by the fact that one day he phoned his step father and apologised 
for all the things that happened in our past. My son hated that man so much 
but now he is over the anger.” 

A 36 year old woman (WC2) who stayed 5 months in shelter with her children 
said:

“In the beginning it was a little stressful. It was a new environment and they 
believed that they were on holiday for a long time. They went to nursery there 
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.” 

A 31 year old woman ( KZN1) who stayed 6 months in shelter with her son 
said:

“My son got support from the social worker. 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 child got better due to 
counselling. There were toys to play with and charts to learn from. There is no 
teacher, parents would assist the children (at the shelter).” 

Voices of Shelter Staff

The 32 shelter staff interviewed from the 31 
shelters, were proud of their shelters and 
the work they did to support, as one staff 
member put it “people who may have been 
killed.”

Shelter staff saw positive changes with women 
empowered, and their self-esteem built. They 
emphasised that these changes were on an 
emotional and psychological level and were 
important in helping the women to cope 
better with the challenges they faced once 
out of the shelter. 

Staff noted that shelters needed funding, 
better security, renovations to the physical 
space. There was a need for training of shelter 
staff in order to perform their challenging 
roles. 

In the 2021 interviews, some staff members 
spoke about the need for greater support 
and training in dealing with the mental 
health issues of clients. One social worker 
said in the absence of consistent and timely 
support from a mental health professional 
qualified to deal with these issues, she had 
to collect information to attend to a client 
who was “seeing things and hearing voices”. 
This experience led the social worker to build 
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 helpful 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.  Shelter 
staff also often play a key role in supporting 
childcare, also often without the training to 
do so. 

Some of the staff noted that there were 
limitations to what shelters could offer women. 
On the one hand many of them said that the 

women who benefited most from their time in 
shelter were the ones who were most willing 
to engage and participate fully in the different 
programmes they offered – including skills 
development and counselling. Many shelter 
staff also emphasised that their shelters’ 
programmes are not able to support women 
with finding employment and housing, key 
needs that must be addressed in order for 
women and their children to live comfortable 
and safe lives, and to enable women to stay 
out of abusive relationships. They felt strongly 
that women who took shelter needed help to 
access housing and employment.

Some staff members wanted their shelters 
to offer skills development programmes, 
including accredited programmes, that 
could lead to jobs. Others wanted to be able 
to support women with funding to be able 
to start businesses with the skills they learn 
within the shelter. Most agreed that attention 
should be given to furthering education 
as many women had not completed high 
school.

Many staff members noted that other 
stakeholders - including businesses and 
government - need to play a role to support 
women with these needs. These staff members 
pointed to a collaborative approach where 
shelters work in tandem with these other actors 
to ensure women are holistically supported 
to live lives free of violence. They also spoke 
about needing better collaboration with the 
other government services including health 
services, home affairs and SASSA to be able 
to take care of women’s needs. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
–

LIFE AFTER SHELTER



Shelters offered women a safe 
haven, a place for rest and 
respite, where they received 
counselling and care from staff, 
and experienced relatively more 
wholesome relationships with 
other women and shelter staff. 
This helped women to build 
confidence, to heal, to plan and 
make decisions for their futures. 

When their agreed duration of stay came to 
an end the majority of the women interviewed 
felt ready to leave the shelters. However some 
women did not feel ready to leave. They did 
not feel safe enough, or they did not have 
the supports to make new lives outside of the 
shelters. 

While the majority of the 101 women 
interviewed, said that they had experienced 
healing, were able to cope better emotionally, 
were no longer in abusive relationships, and 
felt a greater sense of confidence, they were 
struggling financially. In a country context 
of deepening poverty and inequality and 
widespread unemployment most women 
were struggling to make ends meet, and the 
biggest challenge for almost all was having 
a  job that would bring in a decent income. 

Regardless of whether the women felt 
empowered to start new lives after being in 
shelter or not, or had a secure safe living 
situation – most women described major 
stresses and challenges in their current lives, 
much of which had to do with lack of secure 
employment and income. As highlighted in 
chapter 2 of this report the majority were 
unemployed at the time of the interviews, 
those who had jobs, with possibly 3 
exceptions, were in precarious and low paid 

jobs. Without employment and financial 
stability, it was and is difficult for the women 
to realise their dreams and create the new 
lives they envision.

Yet for some there is a resilience and a 
determination to realise their dreams, given 
that they have overcome daily battles with 
abuse. As a 533 year old woman (NW1) 
interviewed 2 and half months after a 4 
month stay at a shelter shared, while she 
was struggling to provide for basic needs 
she appreciated how much less stress she 
had now that she was out of her abusive 
relationship: “Compared to 27 years of hell, 
now I’m happy. I don’t have stress anymore 
like when the sun sets or when weekends 
come, thinking I’ll be running up and down 
in the street, thinking that I’ll be running 
away from my husband. I’m okay. Some of 
the things that I’m experiencing like lack of 
money, food, it’s normal – it can happen to 
anyone. But life is 100% perfect.” 

For others challenges are overwhelming, 
as was the case for 12 women who 
became emotionally distressed during their 
interviews. The interviewers, who were also 
social workers, counselled these women and 
referred them for ongoing counselling. These 
women also spent shorter periods less than a 
month - in shelter.

3. Ages given in this chapter are as at the time of the interviews

Women who experienced 
intimate partner violence  

Of the 71 women who took shelter from 
intimate partner violence, 2  women, both 
interviewed in 2021 were still in shelter at the 
time of the interviews. 

Women who left shelter and who did 
not return to their partners

Of the 69 women who took shelter as a 
result of intimate partner violence, and who 
left shelter, 53 women (77%) did not return 
to the relationships they had taken shelter 
from. Most of these women were feeling 
safe and confident, and the emotional and 
psychological benefits from sheltering helped 
them to cope despite the financial challenges 
all faced. 

At the time of the interviews, two of the these 
53 women shared that they did not feel 
safe from their ex-partners. A 29 year old 
woman (MP9) interviewed 5 months after 
her 3 month stay at a shelter, said: “He goes 
around telling people that I know that he will 
still do something bad to me because I have 
refused to get back with him. As a result, I try 
to make sure that I am always with people 
and my whereabouts are known, always”. 

The second woman, a 20 year old (NW3) 
interviewed one month after her 5 month 
stay at a shelter, shared her fear: “What’s 
going to happen if my baby-daddy finds out 
where I’m staying?”.

Two others of the 53 women (MP7) and 
(MP10) shared the difficulties they were 
experiencing even though they no longer 
lived with their former partners. Both these 
women had not felt ready to leave the shelter 

when they did. As the 52 year old women 
(MP7), interviewed 7 months after her 6 
month stay in shelter said: “Housing is my 
major concern and it gives me sleepless 
nights because I can see that my children are 
losing hope in this life too. They worry about 
not having a place to stay.” 

The other woman (MP10) a 44 year old, 
interviewed 4 months after her 1 month stay 
in shelter, and who had severe spinal injuries 
as a result of violence inflicted by her abusive 
husband said: “I went to my house which I 
owned from way back in 2006. Financially, 
it is tough. We survive on our grants for all 
our needs. My children left without [school] 
transfer cards, and I worry about that a lot. 
I think my children will miss out on their 
education due to the movements we made 
within a short time. I am not thinking of any 
relationship now because I am very sick. All 
I care about are my children. I do not want 
to know anything about the father of my 
children at all. My life is ruined as you can 
see, I cannot walk, I have this special chair 
that I sit on, I barely move so I have no life 
anymore”. 

Financial worries were a factor for all the 
women. Worries over housing were a factor 
for many.

The majority of the 53 women were, however, 
in a good place emotionally since leaving 
shelter, even though they faced financial 
challenges. 
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A 34  year old woman (GP20) who spent 7 months in shelter shared:

“I came to the shelter broken but when I left I found my new self. I learned 
to be responsible. They helped me get my woman power back. They 
restored the brokenness in me. I am not going to allow anyone to abuse 
me whether emotionally, verbally or in any other way. I now know who 
I am and thanks to them. I was, emotionally, spiritually and mentally 
ready to face the outside world again. Staying in a shelter takes so much 
discipline. There are so many rules and restrictions. It’s like you are being 
put in a cage for seven months for your own good though. I had to figure 
out all these things and right now I’m in a good space where I can say 
the shelter helped me take my power back.” 

A 43 year old (GP17) who stayed 7 months in shelter shared:

“I’m free now, I can do whatever I want, whenever I feel like. I don’t have 
to ask for permission and be treated like a child. I know my worth as a 
woman now and understand that you have to teach people how to treat 
you. If it wasn’t for the shelter I wouldn’t be where I am today, they really 
helped me to heal and they held my hand through my painful journey 
and never gave up on me. For that I will forever be thankful and we still 
keep in touch. I go visit when I get a chance.” 

A 35 year old (MP12) who stayed 6 months in shelter with her three children 
shared: 

“My mind was confused, I was thinking of killing my kids, then myself. I 
had thought of that because I love my children too much and I could not 
bear the thought of leaving them to suffer. But the shelter made me come 
back to life. I came back alive from the shelter. I am no longer afraid of 
my husband. I have courage to speak for myself and I know there is help 
out there. I can say that I have peace because of counselling I received. I 
want to live happily from now on.” 

Women who left shelter and went 
back to their partners

Sixteen (23%) of the 69 women who took 
shelter from intimate partner violence, and 
who had left the shelters at the time of 
interview, went back to the same partner on 
leaving shelter.

Of these 16 women, 3 women subsequently 
left their abusive partners when the abuse 
resurfaced and at the time of the interviews 
they were no longer with these partners. 
Two women were experiencing abuse at the 
time of the interviews and were seeking help 
with this ongoing abuse. One woman was 
living in the same house with her former 
partner, for financial reasons, but was not in 
a sexual or romantic relationship with him. 
The abuse had also stopped. 

A 23 year old woman (MP11) who had 
stayed 1 month in shelter, said she was not 
in a financial position to leave her partner, 
and furthermore she did not have an identity 
document. She shared that, “the relationship 
is still the same but at least he does not hit 
me. Ever since the police took me to the 
shelter, he has never laid his hand on me 
again”. 

Ten of the 16 women said they were 
“happy”, that there was “no conflict”, or that 
“we respect each other” and that there was 
better understanding in the relationship as a 
result of their time in the shelters. A 43 year 
old woman (GP4) who stayed 6 months in 
shelter said the court process had changed 
her partner. Two women, a 51 year old (FS4) 
and a 42 year old (FS10), who stayed in 
shelter 5 months and 4 months respectively, 
said they are better at managing conflict with 
their partners since their time in the shelter:

“When he loses his temper I try to 
be calm. Either he will go out or 
I will walk out to get some air and 
when I come back I’m much better. I 
understand that sometimes our views 
will differ on certain things because 
we are different as people.” (FS4)

“My husband and I attended support 
groups, we managed to resolve 
matters. My life now is  better, my 
family is united. I am happy. My 
husband and I can better work on our 
emotions. I believe we communicate 
well after our therapy.” (FS10)  

A 33 year old woman (GP16) who stayed 
2 and a half months in shelter, said her 
husband attending a spiritual rehab and 
joint counselling helped.

“A week after I came to the shelter 
he left for a spiritual rehab to seek 
help. We started phoning each other 
a lot. He said he has changed and 
I believed him. I decided to exit the 
shelter. My life is much better. We 
have been to counselling, so we 
are in a better place now. We are 
no more drinking.  We go to church 
on Sundays like a normal family. 
Sometimes we go out with the kids. I 
got a job since I left the shelter. He is 
also working as a security guard. We 
even got married by the magistrate.” 

Women who experienced family 
violence

Time in shelter gave most of the 20 women 
who took shelter from family violence a place 
of refuge outside of the abusive situations they 
had grown up in. One woman shared that 
she felt that the shelter staff were the parents 
she never had in her life. Most benefited 
from their time in shelter, particularly through 
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counselling, which they described as healing 
and beneficial. Most left the shelters with 
a new perspective on themselves and life, 
and most moved into new situations, away 
from family members who had caused them 
pain. They spoke of ways the shelters had 
enabled healing, even though healing is a 
long process.

A 22 year old woman (GP21) whose father 
had sexually abused her said that her time in 
the shelter had helped her, although at the 
time of the interview she was struggling with 
things she had not dealt with in counselling. 
She had stayed 6 months in shelter.

“I came a broken vessel and they 
helped put together all the broken 
pieces because I was also willing to 
heal. I’m thankful for everything the 
[shelter staff] have done. I am more 
patient with myself now, I wasn’t okay 
with myself and all of that changed. 
I realise now that all the things I 
worked through while at the shelter 
I can deal with them without even 
feeling emotional. But those that I 
didn’t work on are now resurfacing 
and I’m struggling to deal with this. 
I take it one day at a time and of 
course there are days where I feel 
sad and depressed but I can quickly 
snap out of it. I’ve learned to forgive 
my father for everything he did. One 
day he will acknowledge what he 
did, so from a compassionate point 
I decided to forgive him. Maybe he 
went through some stuff growing up 
that turned him to the monster that 
he is. “

Positive change

Six women spoke of positive changes 
in their lives. These included 3 of the 5 
women who experienced problems with 
their mothers, a woman (EC6) whose sister 
attempted to stab her, a woman (EC7) 
whose father attempted to stab her, and a 
woman (MP2) whose brother-in-law had 
raped her. This woman (MP2), a 24 year 
old, said, “I am here now because of the 
shelter”. On leaving the shelter after a 5 
month stay, she went to her father’s home. 
Her brother-in-law who had raped her 
and from whom she had taken shelter, 
kept contacting her to return to his home, 
but she refused to do so. Her brother-in-
law subsequently died. She said of her 
life at the time of the interview, 6 and a 
half years after her time in shelter: “My 
life at the present moment is wonderful. 
I have a family and I love the man in my 
life now. There is so much respect and 
mutual understanding. He cares for me, he 
is currently saving money for lobola and 
a wedding. We have a 4 year old child 
together and we live in peace with our 
children and my sister’s son who is 20 years 
old now”.

Not much change

For 4 of the 20 women who had experienced 
family violence, there was not much change 
in their circumstances after shelter. These 
women were in need of ongoing support. 

The 25 year old woman (MP6) who was 
raped by her uncle at age 10, and whose 
aunt had sold her for sex to an older man, 
was reluctant to go back to her family as her 
aunt was abusive and her grandmother not 
supportive. At the time of the interview (2 
years after her 7 month stay in a shelter) she 
was living with a woman who was not family, 
and she was still struggling to get an identity 
document. She told the interviewer that she 

is always scared as she does not know what 
can happen to her. She said, “I want to share 
with you that life without a home is very 
hard. It is hard for me to live with my aunt 
or grandmother since they feel like I am a 
burden in their lives. So I am staying with a 
stranger even now but I am enquiring about 
stands where I can mount my own shack 
and build my own life”. The interviewer, who 
was also a social worker, counselled her and 
referred her for further counselling.

The 35 year old woman (MP1) whose aunt 
had abused her went back to live with her 
aunt after her one month stay at the shelter. 
There were no changes in her relationship 
with her aunt: “Life at my aunt’s home has 
not changed at all. She still makes me feel 
that she does not like me at all compared 
to other family members. I am staying there 
because that is the only place I know as home, 
otherwise, I wish I had an alternative.” She 
had no alternative as she did not have the 
financial means to leave her aunt’s home. 

Two women, (FS1) and (NC3) had spent 
only 2 weeks in shelter, clearly too short a 
time to make much of an impact. One (FS1, 
age not known) said she was still in need 
of counselling, that she felt alone and had 
nowhere to go on leaving the shelter. 

“I was not ready to leave the shelter because 
I had nowhere to go. I feel crazy because my 
story is quite sad. I feel that I need counselling. 
I am alone. I don’t have anyone. I don’t want 
my kids to live the same life. When I’m sad, 
I pray and cry. Although it’s good that the 
support groups help one to cope, the thing 
is that when you leave, you go back to the 
same life of struggle”. 

The second woman (NC3), a 23 year old said 
she had no money and no accommodation 
on leaving the shelter and little support. 

“I found a job. It was paying me R1000. My 
aunt managed to get me a zozo and I was 
staying in her yard with my child. But it was 

difficult. I was paying my aunt R600 rent and 
so I only had R400 left for me and my child. 
So I had to leave my child with my adoptive 
parents for a month. Then my aunt kicked me 
out because she and her husband thought 
that I went to a sangoma to hurt them. I think 
they didn’t want me there anymore and were 
just looking for an excuse. So I moved out and 
went back to my mum’s house, but things are 
not going well. I will just wait it out until I find 
another job and I can then move out with 
my daughter and have my own space. Being 
in the shelter did make a difference, but the 
time was too short, I wasn’t ready to leave.” 

Women who were raped 

Four of the 7 women who took shelter after 
being raped by strangers spoke about their 
time in shelter as positive. 

A 29 year old woman (EC5) who left shelter 
after a 5 month stay to take up a job at an 
arts NGO was coping well at the  time of her 
interview, 8 months after leaving shelter.   

At the time of her interview, 2 years after 
her 10 month stay in a shelter, a 24 year 
old university student (KZN7) was 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. 

A 28 year old woman (LP3), interviewed 4 
years after her 5 months in shelter was living 
with her brother and sister-in-law and was 
working towards her BA in education. “I 
have healed and I am looking forward to the 
future. 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.” 

However, 1 of the 4 women who spoke of 
healing while at the shelter, encountered 
challenges in a new relationship after leaving 
the shelter. This woman (EC1), a 25 year old, 
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shared that sometime after leaving the shelter 
she had entered a romantic relationship and 
started a business with her romantic partner. 
When the business failed her partner left 
her without any support, and she attempted 
suicide. At the time of the interview, 3 years 
after her 10 month stay at the shelter, she 
was rebuilding her life with support from a 
psychologist, that she was looking for a job, 
having completed her law degree and her 
practical training in law. 

Three of the 7 women who took shelter after 
rape described their lives as challenging, 
financially and otherwise. All 3 were 
struggling to find jobs. One felt safe after 
the perpetrator was arrested but she faced 
financial struggles. A second woman (WC1) 
left the shelter to live with her boyfriend but 
her “dreams shattered” when he left her. She 
described herself as battling and stressed. A 
third woman (LP1) went to live with her sister, 
in a situation that was “not great” as they do 
not have a good relationship. 

CHAPTER 5
–

 CONCLUSIONS
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The interviews with the 101 
women reveal clearly the 
importance of shelters in 
providing a refuge, a place for 
healing and emotional and 
psychological support when 
women experience violence at 
the hands of intimate partners, 
family members or when raped. 

The experiences of the women interviewed 
point to unacceptable levels of violence, akin 
to torture or wars, at the hands of the men they 
once loved and who were themselves once 
loving, and by families who are expected to 
love and nurture. The more extreme injuries 
included an ear cut off, damaged kidneys, 
a broken shoulder, an injured spine and a 
disabled hand. Women faced death threats 
and attempts on their lives. Some were 
raped by intimate partners and male family 
members. In addition to the physical injuries 
women experienced deep emotional scars 
from years of physical and emotional abuse. 

While the experiences of violence took place 
in different contexts and from different 
sources, experiences of intimate partner 
violence, rape and family violence were often 
interlinked within an individual woman’s life. 
Many of the women who experienced intimate 
partner violence also grew up within abusive 
family situations. Some of the women who 
took shelter from intimate partner violence 
and family abuse were also raped within 
these abusive intimate relationships.

This points to the reality that the violence 
women experience within their many 
relationships is part of a broader continuum 
and culture of violence that define women’s 
and men’s experiences in South Africa. 
Girls, and boys, who grow up within violent 
family and societal cultures, experience such 
violence as the norm. It impacts how they see 
relationships, how they see themselves and 
others. 

Shelters provide space to rebuild 
and need to be better resourced

Their time in shelter enabled reflection and 
healing and an opportunity for the women 
to experience different kinds of relationships 
within a home context. The relationships 
among women shelter residents, the 
relationships between shelter residents and 
shelter staff, and the counselling support 
women received were important in creating 
an atmosphere within which reflection and 
healing could take place. Their experience of 
relationships based on care, trust and safety 
demonstrated new possibilities as women 
created new ideas for the lives they want to 
live.

The roles of shelter staff in creating and 
maintaining a space for introspection and 
healing is both critical and challenging. The 
skill and empathy of shelter staff is crucial 
in maintaining a balance between the 
need to ensure that the rules and schedules 
that structure shelter life are observed and 
followed, and the need to demonstrate 
care and empathy. This balance helps in 
the creation of an atmosphere to advance 
healing, and often shelter staff face 
challenges in maintaining this balance.

The needs of women in shelter are many, 
and as one shelter staff member said, she 
was playing the roles of “pastor, social 
worker and psychologist” with very little 
training. Women come to shelters in states 
of trauma, their entry precipitated by fresh 
experiences of fear, hurt and pain. Individual 
personalities respond to these traumas in 
particular ways. At times the wounded may 
inflict wounds on others. At times they might 
retreat into themselves and be difficult to 
reach. 

Often staff are not sufficiently trained to 
respond to all of the needs of the women 
in shelter. Often staff do not have skills in 
child care yet they have to care for children 
when mothers in shelter are in employment 
and leave children in the care of shelter 

staff. Often shelter staff are overstretched 
and in danger of burn out. Shelter staff need 
ongoing support and training to be able to 
continue providing care and support without 
burnout.

Shelters need ongoing financial support to 
ensure an improvement in staff salaries, 
regular upkeep and maintenance of 
buildings and physical security and to be  
able to continually provide for the needs of 
the women and children who take shelter.

Greater public awareness on shelters is 
necessary

Very few of the women interviewed knew 
places such as shelters existed before they 
were referred to a shelter by the police, a 
social worker, a clinic nurse or community 
member. In order for more women to benefit 
from shelters, attention must be given to 
increasing public awareness on shelters and 
their services. 

Support with incomes and housing is 
critical for women to lead violence free 
lives

Shelters provided critical emotional and 
psychological support for most of the 
women interviewed, enabling them to leave 
shelter after a period of 2 to 7 months (the 
average stay for women in the study) with a 
sense of hope that they could rebuild their 
lives. However the interviews also revealed 
ongoing challenges that made it difficult for 
women to build fulfilling, violence free lives. 
A lack of education and skills to find secure 
employment, and precarious financial 
situations which do not allow women to 
access suitable housing being the major 
challenges.

The interviews with the women confirmed 
the words of one shelter staff member that 
the changes from sheltering were on an 
emotional and psychological level. While 
these are important in helping the women 
to cope with the challenges once out of the 
shelter, women’s abilities to create healthy 
happy lives are limited given their precarious 
financial situations and their lack of education 
and skills for jobs. Staff pointed to the need 
that women needed help with furthering their 
education, with skills linked to jobs, and with 
housing. It was 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 economic plight of the majority of 
women interviewed points to the need for 
more adequate supports in the form of 
housing, jobs and incomes. Without such 
supports women will not be in a position 
to lead healthy, happy violence free lives. 
Government departments of Education, 
Labour and Housing need to be addressing 
problems such as the high rate of school 
dropouts, issues of skills and jobs, and 
housing. 

These findings from our interviews with the 
101 women are supported by research 
contracted by the NSMSA and Heinrich Boll 
Foundation and conducted by Lopes et al 
in 2018. Lopes et al4 make the point that 
shelters work and they recommend attention 
to housing, skills and comprehensive service 
provision. 

4. 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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Work with police is necessary

There would appear to be clear links between 
shelters and the police as seen by the many 
women referred to shelters by police in this 
study. However, there were also instances 
where police failed to help women who 
called on them for help, and this is an issue 
that needs to be addressed.

A 2018 research paper on policing responses 
to gender based violence in South Africa 
found that generally: “Information regarding 
shelter services does not seem to be easily 
accessible in most stations, with most police 
officers either: (1) not knowing about shelters 
in the local area; (2) taking a long time to 
find contact data for shelters; or (3) not 
having the necessary resources to locate the 
information”.5 

This research paper also found that police 
generally do not fully understand the Domestic 
Violence Act and their responsibilities 
in relation to it, and that they are often 
insensitive to victims of domestic violence.  
However this research also noted “pockets 
of excellent service do exist”. The existence 
of these pockets of service is supported by  
the many instances where police referred 
women to shelters in our interviews. This is 
also  testimony to the work of shelters, in 
building networks with police.

NSMSA taking up the challenges

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, violence free lives. 

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 
of shelter staff. 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 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 with 
policing matters, protection orders and 
placement at shelters.

Tackling the roots of violence

While the supports provided by shelters are 
critical to help with healing, and to enable 
women to rebuild their lives, the causes 
of such violence against women must be 
addressed  in order to end the violence, and 
to ensure that no woman ever experiences 
such terrible acts against their bodies and 
minds.

The roots of violence against women lie in 
the violence of a system which privileges 
profits over people. A system which privileges 

5. Stone, K, and Lopes, C. (2018). Policing responses to domestic violence: Exploring reactions by the police to women in need of 
shelter. Cape Town: Heinrich Böll Foundation. https://www.nsmsa.org.za/2019/10/13/policing-responses-to-domestic-violence-
exploring-reactions-by-the-police-to-women-in-need-of-shelter/

property over lives. A system where the lives 
of the majority are deemed surplus and 
expendable. A system which exists through 
violence and which breeds violence. A 
system which deems women subordinates 
and inferiors whose existence is to care for 
and serve families, and to provide for men’s 
needs, including their need for sex. 

Poverty in itself is a form of structural violence 
which limits the life chances of the majority 
of black people in South Africa. When the 
majority live in conditions where there seems 
to be little hope, and where daily life is 
marked with violence this can only lead to 
continued violence.

The rate of sexual violence in South Africa is 
one of the highest in the world. A 2016 Health 
Survey6 across South Africa  found that 1 in 
5 women in all households had experienced 
physical violence. In the poorest households 
1 in 3 women experienced physical violence. 
A 2009 Medical Research Council study7 

reported that in South Africa 3 women die at 
the hands of their intimate partner every day. 
This is 5 times more than the global average. 

This violent system breeds and reinforces 
violence not only for the poor but for every 
living human being, for all forms of life on 
the planet, and for the planet itself. This 
violence seeps into our very beings, and into 
our intimate relationships. Violence is our 
way of life. We see it exploding in xenophobic 
attacks from time to time, it takes the form of 
racial attacks from time to time, and all the 
time it takes the form of attacks on women. 
And the attacks on women come more often 
than not from the men we love, the men 
who were once loving to us. Our intimate 
partners.

Material conditions and systemic violence 
need to be addressed, alongside changes 

to the meanings we give to being women 
and men. What is crucial for all of us to take 
note of is that the violence of the system does 
not lie only in the state or corporations. The 
violence takes root within ourselves as human 
beings, as women and as men. Changes are 
needed not only in laws and policies but also 
in how we see ourselves as human beings. 
Changes are needed in how we relate to 
each other. So that love does not turn into 
war-like physical attacks. So that we may be 
filled with kindness to our fellow humans, 
all life around us and on the planet. This is 
perhaps the true meaning of the personal is 
political. Change has to start with you and 
me, while continuing our ongoing work for 
systemic change.

6. South Africa Demographic and Health Survey 2016: Report, National Department of Health (NDoH), Statistics South Africa 
(Stats SA), South African Medical Research Council (SAMRC), and ICF
7. Abrahams, N., Mathews, S., Martin, L. J., Lombard, C., & Jewkes, R. (2013). Intimate partner femicide in South Africa in 1999 
and 2009. PLoS Medicine, 10(4), e1001412.
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