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Thirty-nine women former residents of nine 
shelters entrusted us with the wealth of their 
life experiences in interviews between March 
and September 2019. The retelling of painful 
experiences leading up to their taking shelter 
was not easy, yet the women were willing to 
share their experiences, and for this we are 
truly appreciative and grateful.

In putting together this publication we foreground the 
experiences the women entrusted to us. We draw 
on storytelling as a technique to convey experience, 
and present their own words, so that the women may 
speak to and connect with you, the reader, human to 
human. 

The women former shelter residents spoke to the 
researchers about their lives; the events that led them 
to seek shelter; their experiences in the shelters; what 
their stay in the shelters meant to them; and their lives 
after their stays in the shelters.

Ten staff members at the nine shelters spoke to the 
researchers on their experiences, on the moments of 
energy and inspiration when they felt proud of their 
contributions, and the challenges of running shelters.

All nine shelters included in this study are run by non-
governmental organisations and are affiliates of the 
National Shelter Movement of South Africa. Five of 
these shelters are in Gauteng Province, three in Free 
State and one in Northern Cape. The shelters were 
in operation for at least six years at the time of the 
interviews, were designed to house women between 
three to six months, and were located across urban, 
peri-urban, and rural geographies.

In Chapter One, four women share their stories. These 
stories give a glimpse into the four women’s lives, their 
relationships, the years of trauma they experienced, 
and the events that led to their seeking shelter. They 
speak of the impact of the shelters in a moment of 
need.

In Chapter Two, the thirty-nine women interviewed 
are introduced to the reader. Some background 
information is provided on the ages, education levels, 
financial situations of the women; their reasons for 
taking shelter and their length of stays at the shelters. 

This is then followed with a brief introduction by each 
woman in her own words. The majority of the women 
(28 or 71%) had fled their homes because of violence 
from an intimate partner – a husband or boyfriend. 
For a sizeable minority (9 or 23%) violence by a 
family member had led them to seek shelter. Most 
women (77%) were under 40 years old, had limited 
formal education, and had limited financial means.

LIFE AFTER 
SHELTER

EVENTS LEADING TO 
TAKING SHELTER

EXPERIENCE IN 
SHELTER

LIFE UP TO THE TIME 
OF TAKING SHELTER
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Chapter Three goes into greater detail on the women’s 
lives up to the time of taking shelter, and on the 
precipitating factors that led to their fleeing their 
homes to go into the shelters. For many women there 
were many years of violence and often the hope that 
things would get better. The precipitating event that 
led many of the women to seek the help of the police, 
social worker or clinic had been one beating too 
many or a particularly brutal assault accompanied by 
the fear that if they did not flee at that very moment 
they would be killed. 

Chapter Four focuses on the women’s experiences in 
the shelters and highlights the supports they received 
and the impacts of these supports on them. Entering 
the shelter was for the majority a relief from the 
precipitating violent encounter that had led them to 
flee their homes, and relief from the years of abuse 
many had lived with. Once in the safe haven of the 
refuge provided by the shelter the women were able 
to reflect on their lives. Most shelters provided holistic 
services that aided reflection and healing. The women 
speak in particular of the positive impact counselling 
had on them, of the care provided by shelter staff, 
and the healing that took place through day to day 
interactions as they cooked, cleaned and shared 
the shelter space with other residents. For most the 
experience at the shelter increased self-confidence 
and self-awareness and increased the ability to make 
independent decisions. They left the shelters with 
feelings of renewed hope that they would be able to 
live life on their own terms. Shelter staff speak of the 
successes, challenges and highlight stories of change 
which stand out for them. A key challenge that staff 
note is access to safe affordable housing and access 
to employment for women in order that they may build 
lives free of their former abusers. 

Chapter Five looks at the lives of the thirty-nine former 
residents after leaving the shelters. The women speak 
of the enormous benefit from the psycho-social support 
provided by caring and competent shelter staff at the 
times of their leaving the shelters and highlight that 
many of these gains continue to this day. However, 
their experiences also make clear the challenges 
they continue to face in securing regular work with 
adequate incomes. 

Chapter Six draws some conclusions from the 
experiences of former shelter residents’ and 
shelter staff, and links this to the broader context 
of increasing poverty and extremely high rates of 
violence against women in South Africa today. The 
role of shelters was critical and perhaps even life 
saving for the women interviewed. However only 
one of the thirty-nine had known about the existence 
of shelters and had they not been referred to shelters 
by the police, social workers, clinics or pastors 
they would have missed the opportunity for such 
support. Many other women out there may miss 
such opportunities because they do not know that 
these exist. There needs to be greater awareness of 
the existence of shelters and greater resourcing of 
shelters so that women in need may have access to 
this valuable support. Support is also necessary post 
shelter – supports of housing, jobs, incomes and in 
many cases ongoing counselling support. Since these 
supports go beyond what shelters can provide and 
are beyond what Department of Social Development 
can provide, they require collaborative responses 
from a range of government departments including 
departments of Housing and Human Settlements, 
Labour, and Education. Furthermore while immediate 
supports are needed there also need to be longer 
term actions aimed at ending the scourge of violence 
against women and intimate partner and family 
abuse. These violences take place in the context 
of poverty and unemployment which are in and of 
themselves forms of institutionalized violence, which 
need to be redressed. 
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CHAPTER ONE  
FOUR WOMEN SPEAK:

OUR STORIES OF CHANGE
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I am a mother of three girls and I am 36 years old. I have been working at a school 
feeding scheme since last year. I dropped out of school in grade 11. 

I was in an abusive relationship for 11 years and didn’t even notice it was so bad. 
I always made excuses for him. 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”. At one point he was in 
jail for three years and I waited for him. We had three kids already. He would beat 
up the kids when they didn’t listen, while I was at work. When I came home from 
work they told me and when I asked him about it, he would beat me up as well. 

There were times when I wanted to kill him. I became an angry person. He made me 
stand by the door for the whole night when I didn’t make a plan for him to smoke. 
The minute I slept, he would beat me up. So each day I had to give him R40 to 
smoke. He took the kids’ [government grant] SASSA money and gave them R5 each. 
He would search my purse for money. Because he stole all the money we didn’t have 
enough to pay the rent. We were always moving. He would come home vey late, tell 
us to pack and leave because we didn’t pay rent. Some of the shacks we stayed in 
didn’t even have windows. We never stayed in one for more than five months. 

He would force me to go borrow money from the mashonisas (loan sharks) and 
when it was time to pay it back, he would tell me he doesn’t have it. He beat me up 
when I refused. The last mashonisa I borrowed money from almost beat me up and 
instead of protecting me, he would say, “ya beat her up, I’ve been telling her about 
borrowing money”.  

He never wanted me to go outside especially when there were people around. He 
would say I should send the kids to fetch water because he thought I had boyfriends. 
He swore at me all time. He would beat me and chase me down the street and peo-
ple were watching. 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 of her house.  

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.

That man never loved me. I ended up hating him. I started doubting myself. I was 
sad most of the time. I isolated myself. There was a time when I thought of commit-
ting suicide and I thought of my kids. I would sleep with the knife under my pillow 
because I was fed up.  

One day my daughter came back from school very sad, with tears in her eyes. 
When I asked, she said it was because every time they spoke about abuse in class 

These four stories give a glimpse into the lives of four women. 
The women speak of their relationships, the years of trauma they experienced, and the 

events that led to their seeking shelter. All four women highlight that their experiences at the 
shelter strengthened them emotionally, and provided much needed psycho-social support.

GP15

10 RAISING WOMEN’S VOICES IN SOUTH AFRICAN SHELTERS



all the other children would look at her because everyone knew about it. My daugh-
ter said, “no mommy, you need to do something about this. We can’t live like this”. 
I was so hurt. It wasn’t only affecting me but it was also affecting my kids as well. 
That’s when I realised I had to do something. 

I heard people talking about shelters and I asked questions and I was told to go to 
a safety house. I went there a few days later and found Aunty S [a social worker 
at the safety house] who gave me all the information I needed. I went back home 
and the same week he beat me up again. I told Aunty S and she suggested I go to 
the police station to press charges. But they refused to open a case, even though 
I had blue marks on my face. They said we are husband and wife, we should just 
sort our issues. I then called Aunty S and she came by the police station. The case 
was opened and we were brought to the shelter together with my kids. I also got a 
protection order against him.

The first day in the shelter I was very sad but all the ladies where supportive. I kept 
to myself during the first three weeks. I didn’t want to share my experiences with 
anyone. But I realised we all had the same story and I made friends with Cleo. We 
visit each other and sleep over up to this day. 

I stayed in the shelter for three months. We did gardening, we baked and we were 
given food, three meals a day, and toiletries. We didn’t have to buy anything, so I 
could save my SASSA money. We bought snacks for our kids and sometimes you 
take your kids out. I thought the shelter was going to be like jail or something but it 
was the opposite. It felt like home. Sometimes we went out job hunting. 

The shelter helped me put lots of things into perspective and it taught me not to 
be dependent on people. Now I don’t rely on anyone but myself. But I also know 
that asking for help doesn’t mean one is weak. So whenever I feel overwhelmed, I 
know that I can always come and speak to someone at the shelter. They are always 
there to listen. I took everything I learned with me and I practice it in my day to day 
life. My mom and my sister were supportive as soon they realised that I was being 
abused, which was after a very long time. 

My life is much better. I am in the process for divorce. Since last year I met this guy 
and we fell in love. I’ll be going to Venda in December to meet my boyfriend’s fami-
ly. I never thought I would love again but here I am, head over heels. I’m so happy. 
I was so thin before, people thought I was on drugs. Now I have gained weight. 
Some of those who were laughing at my situation before come to me for help today 
and I don’t give funny remarks but help where I can. 
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I have three children who are nine, five and four years old. I like beautiful things. 
What was disturbing me has now passed. 

I finished school in grade 10. I had lots of family issues. My step dad was supportive 
but my mother was bitter. She used to drink and would want me to buy food even 
though I wasn’t working. I had to hustle for myself. I was approached by a boy 
when I needed more money and I tried prostitution and having many boyfriends. My 
mother encouraged this.

The father of my child was a mineworker. After I gave birth, I didn’t go back to 
school. I gave birth to my second child and life was still good. He started acting 
weird after our third child was born. There was emotional, financial, physical abuse. 
The relationship hurt me. He doesn’t maintain the children. He threatened to kill the 
children because they are ‘the problem’. He has a criminal record for murders.  

I saw myself as useless especially because I didn’t complete school and I had three 
kids. The father of my children used to tell me I am a low-life. I saw myself as a 
burden to others. I tried drinking but it’s not for me. If someone tells you that you’re 
useless, you begin to see yourself as such. I had a lot of self-doubt. I had no support 
and I attempted suicide. 

I was at the clinic and Nisaa was campaigning and I was given an option to go 
to the shelter. I arrived at the shelter in 2016 and stayed for seven months. I didn’t 
know what a shelter was. 

I was surprised to see beautiful women struggling. I felt like they were sisters. The 
cleaning and cooking was therapeutic. The shelter allows you to save money. I 
surprised a lot of people. The counsellors told me ‘you can’t stay a victim all your 
life’. They helped me with applying for a grant at Home Affairs. I had counselling. I 
learnt computer, gardening and cooking skills. I was taught to budget by the shelter 
staff. There was some conflict at times between the women but there will always be 
conflict when there are people. 

I felt ready to leave the shelter even before I actually left. I was happy but sad at the 
same time. My life changed a lot. I am independent. I am now feeling positive. I am 
able to feed my children. I am budgeting. I am able to put my lover in his place and 
set boundaries. I learned a lot.

I have a neighbour who supported me through this whole time. She gives me the 
mother love I don’t get from my mother. She still helps me today by paying for 
crèche for my son. 

P2
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I recently turned 50 years old. I have two children. My son is 30 years old and he 
is currently at the SAPS training college. My daughter is also doing a course at a col-
lege. I completed my grade 12 and I work part time as a domestic worker. 

My husband was abusive to me. There were occasions where he broke my arms if 
not legs. I feared having to open cases against him because I thought it would dam-
age his career and reputation as a police officer. He used to love women, he had 
multiple affairs and I was never allowed to ask about it. If I asked him, I would get 
assaulted. I have scars all over my body. This is a constant reminder of what I went 
through all in the name if love. He eventually shot me during one of his outrages. 

This takes me back to when I was in a dark space. I used to blame myself. I honestly 
thought I loved him, and that he loved me too. Never could I have imagined that this 
would be my life. 

He didn’t allow me to have friends or to socialise.

I was visiting my grandmother when my husband came to violently assault me. My 
family was scared to do anything against him because he is a police officer and has 
a gun. They were there for me emotionally though they did not know how to handle 
the matter. So I went to the local police station and they then referred me to the 
shelter. 

I stayed there for three months. I had counselling sessions with a social worker. They 
also supported me with going to the police and to court. 

The staff at the shelter is very helpful. They spoke to us and comforted us at times. 
They educated us and gave us the information we needed in order to move on 
with our lives. We did sewing as well. I made Xhosa neck pieces from the beading 
lessons. We also made jewellery boxes out of recycled material. 

I felt ready to leave because I needed to be there for my children, especially my 
daughter. She had developed anger issues. I arranged for her to get anger manage-
ment counselling. I was ready to leave the shelter because I needed to go to work for 
my children and my sister helped me to find employment. I was also ready because I 
received good service, and felt empowered.

I am happy now and stress free, since my husband and I have separated, although 
we aren’t divorced yet. I have kept myself busy with the sewing skills I acquired from 
the shelter. I now have so much self-esteem because I was assisted at the shelter. 
They managed to put me back in form.

I also still go and speak at various awareness campaigns that the shelter organises. 
I have decided to assist because I have come to the realisation that there are a lot 
of women and girls who are afraid to leave abusive relationships. Women should 
not be scared to leave abusive marriages or relationships. We are being killed daily 
because we hope that things will get well. I wish our president and government can 
really do something to truly eradicate abuse.  

FS9
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I am 22 years, I just finished going to Edcon retail academy. I’m about to graduate 
but right now I’m unemployed, looking for a job, I hope something comes up very 
soon. 

My life hasn’t been easy, I went through a lot of trauma in childhood and also later 
in life. I didn’t understand why I was acting the way I did, but I do now. I went to 
the shelter for six months - November 2018 till end of May 2019 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 17 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 became 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 turned to drugs 
so that I could forget and numb the pain of everything that was happening around 
me. I don’t even know how I passed my level three Early Childhood Development. 

Then I met this friend who introduced me to church. I started changing. I was able 
to talk about it. 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 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 noticed something was not right and she took 
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 in November 2018. 
I was suicidal, I had anger issues and outbursts. Most of the time I was asleep and I 
isolated myself. 

GP21

14 RAISING WOMEN’S VOICES IN SOUTH AFRICAN SHELTERS



The first two months at the shelter they worked on me and they also told me that if 
you are willing to listen and willing to help yourself then it will be easier for you to 
heal. I listened and started opening up about my past and my emotions. We had 
craft classes, I think that’s where my healing came from. It helped me focus. We also 
did colour therapy. It refocused my thought patterns. It taught us how to cope and 
even now I still do this. 

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. I started 
feeling much better. Each week I got better. 

I decided to look for a job because I felt grounded and they helped me look for a 
job and I got one. I became a teacher. I am a qualified level four Early Childhood 
Educator. As good as it was, the job was also a big challenge for me. My boss 
was very tough on me. There was too much pressure and I was also going through 
healing. I couldn’t keep up. I left the job after two months.

At the beginning it was nice at the shelter with the ladies but at some point there 
was a fall out and I was pulled in to it. All the ladies turned against me but I got 
through it. The last two months, a mother and daughter came in and they also had 
a spiritual walk with God and we connected, but then something happened. I felt 
like they were too much in my space. I told them and it went south. And again the 
whole house was against me. I felt hurt and drained and by this time I had stopped 
working. I then decided to apologise to them and eventually things went back to 
normal. 

I had support from church, they supported me and also prayed and I know when 
they prayed things started happening.

Two weeks after I left the shelter I got a call from the shelter informing me that I got 
the learnership from Edcon.

When I left the shelter I was supposed to go to another type of shelter and there 
they were going to give me the necessary resources to work on self, to help me 
dig deeper into my emotions and mind and whatever I went through when I was 
younger. I realise now that all the things I worked through while at the shelter I can 
deal with now 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 into the monster that he is. 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 came a broken vessel and they helped put together 
all the broken pieces because I was also willing to heal.
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CHAPTER TWO 
INTRODUCING THE 39 WOMEN
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For all of the women interviewed, their stays in the 
shelters resulted from their need to flee their homes. 
Twenty-nine women fled their intimate partners (that is 
a husband or boyfriend), while nine women fled an 
abusive family member (mothers, brothers, cousins). 
Fearing for their lives, and unable to find or afford 
any other place of safety in a moment of despair, 
these women were able to find a safe haven once 
they entered the shelters. 

One woman took shelter because a neighbor had 
burnt down her home after an altercation.

The thirty-nine women took shelter from between nine 
months (one woman) and four days (two women), 
with the majority (24 or 66%) residing in the shelter 
from between three to seven months. 

Almost all the women were struggling to make ends 
meet financially and the fact that they did not have 
to pay for services made it possible for them to enter 
the shelters. At the time of entering the shelters most 
did not have secure employment, or a secure income 
source. Many were unemployed, some were trying 
to make a living through precarious piece work such 
as part time domestic work, or selling goods such as 
cosmetics, pickles or clothing. Four women said they 
were receiving state child support grants.  

In terms of age at the time of their stay at the shelter 
the youngest woman was 19 and the oldest was 51 
years old. Most women, that is twenty-seven (77% of 
the women), were under 40 years old.

In terms of education a significant number of women 
(21 or 57%) had dropped out of high school and of 
these many (11 or 55%) had left school in grade 10. 
One woman had grown up on a farm and had never 
been to school. Six had trained in a range of subjects 
including early childhood education, beauty care, 
business administration, finance and paramedics. 
Eight had completed and not studied beyond matric. 

Most of the women (33 or 84%) had children. 
However, it was a minority who went into the shelter 
with their children. The majority of the women (89%) 
were interviewed between three months and two and 
a half years after leaving the shelter. 12 interviews 
were conducted in Sesotho, 7 in isiZulu, 2 in IsiXhosa, 
2 in Afrikaans and 16 in English.”

The women former shelter residents spoke to the 
researchers about their lives; the events that led them 
to seek shelter; their experiences in the shelters; what 
their stay in the shelters meant to them; and their lives 
after their stays in the shelters.
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AGE OF WOMEN FORMER SHELTER RESIDENTS AT THE TIME 
OF ENTERING THE SHELTER

FORMAL 
EDUCATION 
OF WOMEN 
FORMER SHELTER 
RESIDENTS 

GRADE 5 GRADE 11

NOT GIVEN

GRADE 7 GRADE 9 GRADE 
10

MATRIC

Post Matric (Beauty Care, 
ECD, Ist yr University, 
Business Admin, Finance)

19 (4) 20–29 (12) 30–39 (11) 40–49 (6) 50s (2) NOT GIVEN (4)



LENGTH OF STAY AT THE SHELTER

NUMBER OF SHELTERS PER PROVINCE 
AND THOSE INCLUDED IN THIS STUDY 
& NUMBERS OF WOMEN INTERVIEWED
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9 MONTHS 7 MONTHS 6 MONTHS 5 MONTHS 4 MONTHS

3 MONTHS 2 & 2,5 

MONTHS

2 WEEKS 1 WEEK 4 DAYS NOT GIVEN

OUT OF 24 
SHELTERS IN 

GAUTENG

S1 6 S2 5 S3 7 S4 2 S5 3

5 WERE 
INCLUDED IN 
THIS STUDY

(Numbers of women interviewed per shelter)

OUT OF 4 
SHELTERS IN THE 

FREE STATE

S6 2 S7 4 S8 4

3 WERE 
INCLUDED IN 
THIS STUDY

(Numbers of women interviewed per shelter)
OUT OF 3 

SHELTERS IN THE 
NORTHERN CAPE

S9 6

1 WAS 
INCLUDED IN 
THIS STUDY

(Numbers of women interviewed per shelter)

LENGTH OF TIME BETWEEN 
LEAVING SHELTER AND BEING 
INTERVIEWED FOR THIS STUDY 



Women who took shelter 

because of intimate partner 

violence 

P1     

I am 27 years old. I lost my mother at age 10 and I 
lost my father in 2009 when I was in grade 11 [at 
age 17 years]. I looked after my younger sister who 
stayed with me for a year before she returned to 
school. I studied civil engineering. I passed first year. I 
fell pregnant in second year [of study] in 2012, [when 
20 years old]. I dropped out of school and moved in 
with my boyfriend. At the end of 2014 I wanted to 
work and my boyfriend agreed. I worked at a uniform 
manufacturing company. I was pregnant with my 
second child in 2016. 

P2     

I have three children who are 9, 5 and 4 years old. 
I finished school in grade 10. I had lots of family 
issues. My step dad was supportive but my mother 
was bitter. She used to drink and would want me to 
buy food even though I wasn’t working. I had to hustle 
for myself. I was approached by a boy when I needed 
more money and I tried prostitution and having many 
boyfriends. My mother encouraged this.

GP2     

I am 29. I grew up in Free State, and did grade 10. 
I have no children. I worked until 2016 in a factory. 
I thought I would go back [to school] and study. My 
step father chased me away. 

GP3     

I have one child. I ended school in grade seven, 
lobola being paid. I am 32 years old and not working 
at the moment. I grew up well.

GP4     

I was born in 1972. I have three children, boys aged 
26, 21, 14. I Grew up well in a home with my mom 
and dad. I left school in standard three. In 1992 I was 
a domestic worker for five years. In the past year I 
was working piece jobs for only three months.

GP6     

I am a 32-year-old mother of two boys aged 13 
and 7. I completed matric in 2005. I moved to 
Johannesburg in 2008, and met my former husband. 
In 2009 I did a short course in business administration 
and in 2011 I worked in retail. I currently work as an 
office administrator. The past year I was at the shelter, 
and trying to figure things out.

GP8     

I am forty years old and have no children. I dropped 
out of school in grade 11. Lobola was paid by my 
former husband. I am working as a temp for a security 
company since last year. 

GP9     

I am a mother of five children. I am 37 years old and 
divorced. I have matric (grade 12). I am unemployed. 
I have not been doing much the past year but trying to 
find myself. I survive on temporary jobs.
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In their own words
The following are brief introductions by each woman, taken from 

the interviews, with ages given at the time of the interviews



GP10     

I am 25 years. I have one child, turning 4 years next 
month. I have grade 12 and I am currently employed 
on contract. I am a community health care worker and 
I am currently living with my grandmom. 

GP11     

I am 22 years old. I have one child and I’m 
unemployed. Last year I was at school and I went to 
stay at the shelter. I was doing grade 11 and I got 
stabbed and I failed last year June. It was too much. I 
didn’t go back (to school) this year, I took a gap year. 

GP13     

I had five children but one passed on so I’m left with 
four, three boys and one girl. I was employed but had 
to stop working because the shift was abnormal. I 
would work from 6am to 2pm sometimes, but mostly 
from 2pm -10pm. I had to fetch my son from the 
helper very late, past 11pm. The helper complained 
that it was too late so I decided to stop working. But I 
am still looking for a job. I wasn’t working last year. 
I tried selling some stuff but people just don’t want to 
pay. We depend on a social grant, it’s not enough but 
it’s better than nothing.

GP15     

I am the mother of three girls and I am 36 years old. 
I am currently working at a school feeding scheme. I 
dropped out of school in grade 11.

GP16     

I am 33 years old, I have two daughters and I am 
married. Currently I am doing voluntary work and I 
get a stipend. [Last year] I was working as a scholar 
patroller for a year. 

GP17     

I’m 43 years old and I have four children. Three boys 
and one girl. I finished school in grade 12 then got 
married. I am still married but we separated. [Last 
year] I was working as a helper for a lady I met at the 
shelter. I was cooking, cleaning and taking care of the 
child.

GP18     

I have four children - 36, 28, 21 and 17 years old. 
I am married. I didn’t finish school. I dropped out 
in standard six (grade eight). I am 52 years old. I 
was working last year but had to stop because my 
husband didn’t want me to. He was accusing me of 
cheating.

GP19     

I’m 20 years old. I used to stay with my granny and 
my aunt. I have a brother and a half-sister. [Over the 
past year] I was working and I was also a client here 
at the shelter.

GP20     

I’m 34 years old. I completed my matric and did a 
culinary course. Cooking is my passion. I divorced 
long ago, nearly 10 years now. For the past year I 
was a stay at home mom, raising my son. We depend 
on a SASSA grant and the father of my other two 
children is maintaining them.

FS2     

I am 30 years old. I finished school at grade 10. I 
have three kids, aged 12, 10 and 4 years. In the past 
year I have been trying to get piece jobs.

FS3     

I am 36 years old with two kids. My son is 12 and the 
girl is 8. I am currently unemployed. I did my grade 
12 but failed. I am not married. I’ve been looking for 
a job the whole of last year but with no success. We 
survive on social grant (SASSA) and also I have some 
stokvels that help me save.

FS4     

I am 51 years old, married with two kids. I am 
unemployed and my husband is also not working. 
We survive on odd jobs. I dropped out [of school] in 
grade 10. I haven’t been doing anything over the past 
year because of my health. I have diabetes and high 
blood pressure and I struggle to see properly and my 
husband also doesn’t want me to work. The last time 
I worked was in my late 40s. Even if I can get a job I 
wouldn’t bother because no boss will understand that I 
have to eat every now and then so that I can take my 
medication.
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FS5     

I am 20 years old. Currently I stay with my granny. I 
dropped out of school in grade 10. I don’t have kids. 
I’ve been doing some businesses, selling things like 
beans, Longrich Products, Botle Buhle beauty products 
and atchaar [pickles]. The business is on and off, 
sometimes customers don’t pay on time and I have to 
run after them so it can be stressful. Now I am selling 
only atchaar because it’s more affordable.

FS7     

I have two children, aged 6 and 2 years old. I am 32 
years old and work as a paramedic officer. I was not 
married to my partner, but we were living together. 
He works for our local municipality. [Over the past 
year] I just focused on work and my children.

FS8     

I am 28 years old and I have one child. I am not 
married. I dropped out of school at grade 11. I have 
been unemployed over the past year.

FS9     

I recently turned 50 years old. I have two children. 
My son is 30 years old and he is currently at the SAPS 
training college. My daughter is also doing a course 
at a college. I completed my grade 12 and I work 
part time as a domestic worker. [Over the past year] I 
have kept myself busy with the sewing skills I acquired 
from the shelter. I also still go and speak at various 
awareness campaigns that the shelter organises. I 
have decided to assist because I have come to the 
realisation that there are a lot of women and girls who 
are afraid to leave abusive relationships.  

FS10     

I am a 42-year-old mother of two, aged 7 and 1. I 
work as a part time domestic worker and previously 
worked as a care giver at an old age home. I love 
church and enjoy sewing. I passed my matric and did 
a short Educare course.

NC1     

I am married with five children, four sons and one 
daughter. I will be 39 in November. I completed 
grade 10. I have been working for the past five years 
as a messenger.

NC2     

I was born in 1979. I have three children, one son 
and two daughters. I grew up on farms so I never 
went to school. I had a job last year at the Central 
Hotel. But I don’t have a job now.

NC4     

I am married with four children. I am a community 
health worker. I completed my matric and worked as 
a motivational speaker at Love Life. I am 39 years old. 
[The past year] I have been working as a community 
care giver at a hospice. 

NC6     

I have six children. I finished grade 11. Then I went 
to a college for computer classes. I like to spend time 
with my children. Family is important to me. [The past 
year] I have been doing piece jobs at different houses 
to earn a little money to care for my children. 

Women who took shelter because 

of family violence 

GP1     

My childhood was tough because of money and 
family issues. I was homeless. When I fell pregnant I 
went to stay with my mom and siblings. My siblings 
and I have different fathers. I have one child. 

GP5      

I am 23 years old. I have one child. After my mom 
died in 2014, I moved. My aunt passed away in 
2015. I matriculated in 2017. I was bullied by my 
aunt’s child. I was working as a casual. I wanted to 
study social work. I’m now working in a school as a 
school guard and renting my own place.

GP7      

I am 37 years old, and have one child. I dropped out 
in grade 11. I am currently unemployed, and spent 
the whole of 2018 looking for a job but in vain. 
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GP12     

I am unemployed and I have matric. I completed in 
2014. I have two kids. I’m turning 23 years in August. 
I was working as an intern last year for a knitting 
program.

GP14     

I’m a mother of five, currently unemployed and only 
did grade nine. I stay with my boyfriend. After I left 
the shelter I met this guy and we dated, then I moved 
in with him. I had four children at the time, then I fell 
pregnant with his child and I’ve been with him for two 
years now. I am a stay at home mom, I can’t really 
work because my children have medical issues so I 
need to be at home and take them for their treatment. 
I am a house mother.

GP21     

I am 22 years, I just finished going to Edcon retail 
academy. I’m about to graduate but right now I’m 
unemployed, looking for a job, I hope something 
comes up very soon. My life hasn’t been easy, I went 
through a lot of trauma in childhood and also later 
in life. I didn’t understand why I was acting the way I 
did, but I do now.  

FS1     

I have two sons aged 14 and 4 years. I attended 
[school] until grade 10. I was orphaned and had to 
leave school to find work and support my son. My 
parents died when I was 15 years old. I am struggling 
as I have no parents and my life is tough. I hustle 
where I can. We live on my son’s grant.

NC3     

I am 24 years old. I have a daughter. She is 4 years 
old. I did my matric. I love singing. I am a church 
goer. I like being around people. [The past year] I 
was in Cape Town for three months, working as a 
cleaning lady. In August I came back and now I am 
looking for another job. I missed my daughter so I 
came back. She stayed with my adoptive parents. 

NC5     

I lived with my grandmother. After I completed matric 
I stayed with my mom and stepdad. I studied financial 
and marketing management for a year. I only studied 
for a year due to financial problems. I am 23 years 
old. I do not have children.

The woman who took shelter 

because of violence from a 

neighbour

FS6

I am 46 years old. I am divorced with three children, 
and I dropped out in standard eight (grade10). 
I worked for a curtain and blanket firm. It was a 
temporary job and ended this year, end of February.
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CHAPTER THREE
WHY THE WOMEN TOOK SHELTER 
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The women’s entry into the shelters was precipitated 
by a traumatic event. Many had experienced years, if 
not entire lives of abuse up to the point of their entry 
into the shelters. Many had had thoughts of suicide, 
some had attempted suicide, in some cases more 
than once. For many of the women, even those in 
the throes of despair, there was the hope that things 
would be better, the hope that their abusers would 
change. 

The two main reasons for fleeing their homes were 
intimate partner violence and abuse by a family 
member. The majority of the women (28 or 71%) had 
fled their homes because of abuse from an intimate 
partner. They had gone to the police or to a social 
worker who had then referred them to the shelter. 
For a sizeable minority (9 or 23%) abuse by a family 
member had resulted in their leaving their homes in a 
state of trauma. Three of these nine women had been 
raped, one by a father, one by a stepfather and one 
by a stepbrother. Six of the nine women has been 
thrown out of their homes following fights with their 
mothers, brother, or cousin.

The women had not known anything about shelters 
prior to entering the shelter. Following the traumatic 
event that precipitated their flight from their homes, 
the women had sought help from the police, social 
workers, clinics, or they had confided in a friend or a 
pastor. The majority, (16 or 47%) went to the police 

station to report their abuser, and the police had then 
referred the women to a shelter. A significant number 
(8 or 23%) went to a social worker for support, and 
the social worker had referred the women to the 
shelter. Some women (4 or 11%) had confided in 
a friend; two (6%) went to a clinic after sustaining 
injuries from physical abuse by their partners; and 
two (6%) had confided in their pastors. The friends, 
clinics and pastors had then referred the women to the 
shelter. 

Of the 36 women who specified their length of stay 
at the shelter, the majority (24) stayed at the shelter 
between three to seven months. This was the case for 
the Gauteng and Free State shelters with the majority, 
that is 18 of 20 women in Gauteng shelters and 
seven of 10 women in Free State shelters, having 
spent three to seven months at the shelters. Northern 
Cape however presented a different picture. Of the 
six women interviewed, five spent between four days 
and two weeks in the shelter, and only one spent three 
months in the shelter.

One of the women interviewed did not fit the above 
profile, in that she was not fleeing an abusive intimate 
partner nor an abusive family member. The reason 
for this woman taking shelter was that a neighbour 
had burnt down her shack following an altercation. 
Left homeless, she was taken to the shelter and after a 
period of nine months returned to her rebuilt shack.

SOURCES OF REFERRALS TO THE SHELTERS

26 RAISING WOMEN’S VOICES IN SOUTH AFRICAN SHELTERS

REASONS FOR TAKING SHELTER

INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE

ABUSE BY A FAMILY MEMBER

SEXUAL ABUSE 
BY MALE FAMILY 
MEMBER

SHACK BURNT BY 
NEIGHBOUR

POLICE
16

8
SOCIAL WORKER

4
FRIEND

PASTOR
2 COURT

1

NOT 
SPECIFIED

5
SELF 

REFERRAL

1

CLINIC
2



Women under 40 years old who 

experienced intimate partner 

violence

Twenty-two of the women who experienced abuse 
from their intimate partners – husbands or boyfriends 
- were under 40 years old. Many of these women 
had lived in the abusive relationship for many years. 
They had experienced verbal, emotional and physical 
abuse, and at times death threats from boyfriends and 
husbands. In many cases boyfriends and husbands 
controlled the women, limited their movement and 
isolated them from other people. They accused 
the women of having affairs with other men. They 
demanded money for drugs, cigarettes or whatever 
else they wanted, and would beat the women when 
they said they had no money. 

The precipitating event that led the women to seek the 
help of the police, social worker or clinic had been 
one beating too many or a particularly brutal assault 
accompanied by the fear that if they did not flee 
at that very moment they would be killed. For three 
women it had been the realisation that their children 
were deeply distressed and that continued violence 
would do untold harm to the children.

Up until the precipitating event the women had 
thought their male partner would change, that things 
would get better. This was despite the fact that most 
of the women had lived in fear. At times they felt they 
were to blame. At times they found it difficult to tell 
even close family that they were experiencing abuse. 
One woman, who had experienced years of abuse, 
told her mother and sister of the abuse only after she 
left the shelter. For many women there were no close 
or caring family to tell. Parents had died when they 
were young, or parents and close family did not care. 
Many women felt isolated and without support. Four 
of the twenty-two women had had thoughts of suicide, 
or had actually attempted suicide, one of the four had 
attempted suicide four times. 

One 35-year-old woman (GP15) told how she had 
lived with the abuse for 11 years but did not “know 
this was abuse”. Her partner was jealous, controlled 
her movement and beat her physically. Yet she said, 
“I kept making excuses for him”. On the day after he 
had assaulted her, his mother called the police. The 
woman lied to the police when they arrived, and her 
partner’s mother would have nothing to do with her 
after this incident. The woman did not tell her own 
mother of the abuse. When she visited her mother 

with a swollen neck resulting from an assault during 
which her husband had bitten her neck, she lied to her 
mother about the cause of her injury. While protecting 
her partner and not opening up to her sister and 
mother who would have supported her emotionally, 
she herself had had thoughts of suicide. 

Three women said no one believed them when they 
spoke of their experience of abuse. Their partners 
presented as upstanding men who would not beat 
women. This included the 35-year-old woman quoted 
above, (GP15), who said that her partner would tell 
others that she was on drugs or mad, that once when 
she ran out of the house screaming to prevent further 
beatings, her partner told concerned neighbours that 
she was mad, that he had done nothing to her. On 
another occasion her abusive partner won the trust 
of the police who believed his claims that she was 
delusional, over her claims that he had physically 
abused her. 

One woman (GP19) told how after she had got her 
abusive ex-boyfriend charged and arrested, her 
mother, grandmother and aunt came to the police 
station, where she was still making her report, to 
beat her up. The social worker and police were able 
to protect her from physical attack by her family by 
hiding her in an office at the police station. The police 
then took her to the shelter to protect her both from the 
abusive partner and her own family. 

One woman (FS3) said that the justice system had 
failed her. She had reported her partner’s abuse 
several times but each time the police did nothing. 
Her partner’s family did not believe her. She felt alone 
and desperate. 

It was in such emotional states that the women entered 
the shelters.

On the following page are accounts from two women, 
in their own words.
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He bad mouthed me to my family and no one believed me when I told them about 
the abuse. He had turned everyone against me with his lies and they all believed 
him. He was the good guy and I was the evil witch. He wasn’t even working and I 
was the one bringing in the money. I washed peoples’ clothes, cleaning and ironing, 
then I would come home with the money. When it was time to buy groceries I would 
give him all of the money and when we got to the shops I would take the items we 
needed and then he would pay, just to make him feel like a man. When we bumped 
into his friends they would say, “hey you taking good care of your family”, and he 
said, “yes you know a man has got to do what he has to do, if I don’t take care of 
my family no one will.” I was the one who gave him the money but when I came 
back from work, he’ll say it was from whoring around. He would pull my panties 
down and check if really I wasn’t sleeping with anyone. It’s been two years now 
since he died. I was seven months pregnant at the time. A day before he died he 
stabbed me with a spoon and I bled so bad. After that, he took the social grant 
money by force and went to buy drugs with it. 

My husband abused me, he beat me up and would kick me out of the house. I 
went to the police to open a case and because I was afraid to go back home, the 
police brought me to the shelter. It started in 2015, after we had been married for 
a year [a customary marriage which took place when she was 15 years old]. He 
used to drink a lot at the time up until 2018. [I married young because] the situation 
was bad at home. My dad is somewhere out there and my mom passed away in 
2005 [when I was 6 years old]. We were left with my granny, and survived on her 
pension. It was seven of us children and it was tough. Then I met my husband and 
he seemed like a nice guy. We fell in love and before I knew it we got married. I 
felt like I had no control over my life. He controlled me. I felt helpless and he even 
refused for me to go back to school. I didn’t think [going back to school] would be 
a problem considering that his mom was a teacher. He said that he didn’t want an 
educated woman because they are a problem. They think they know too much. I had 
to ask for permission for everything and that drained me. I was always stressed and 
scared. I had to make sure I was home by six o’clock or else he would beat me up. 
When it was time for him to come home I would get so frustrated. I cried all the time, 
asking God what I did to deserve such. I thought that maybe the alcohol was the 
reason he was abusive because he would abuse me when he was drunk. He would 
insult me and threaten to kill me and beat me up. He stopped drinking in 2017 and 
we were fine. His mother was my support. She tried talking to him but he wouldn’t 
listen. At one point she told me to come stay with her for few months and leave him 
by himself and I did. After his mom died it got worse. At the end of 2017 he started 
again. 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 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. I asked for a protection order. 
My aim was not to ruin his life but I didn’t want him anywhere near me. Honestly I 
don’t think I will get married again. I feel like men are bullying and controlling. 

GP13

FS5
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Women over 40 who 

experienced intimate 

partner abuse

Seven of the women who experienced intimate 
partner abuse were over 40 years of age at the time 
they took shelter. For these women the abuse had 
been ongoing for between ten to twenty-five years. 
Their experiences were similar to those of the women 
under 40 including controlling husbands or boyfriends 
who abused them emotionally and physically, their 
own feelings that maybe they were to blame, and lack 
of family support. Two of the women had considered 
suicide. 

What seemed different for the women over 40 as 
compared with the younger women, was the extent to 
which their staying in the relationship was the result 
of societal and religious dictates that a woman’s role 
is to keep family together and that if a woman leaves 
she is breaking up her home. Weighing up this dictate 
against an impetus for personal survival, even when 
one felt suicidal, was not easy. For two women it was 
thinking of their children that led to their decision to 
take shelter.

One woman (GP18) spoke of her feelings that she 
might be destroying her marriage by taking shelter. 
She said of her state of mind when entering the 
shelter, “a lot was going on in my mind during that 
time. I felt as though I was destroying my marriage. 
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.” 

The abuse in her life started a few years after 
marriage. He accused her of affairs, he followed her 
to work, he beat her. He did not want her to go to 
work, even after he had lost his taxi business, and 
it was her earnings that were enabling them to pay 
their bills. One day he beat her so badly, she says, “I 
couldn’t even recognise my face”. On that day, after 
assaulting her, he drove her to the clinic and waited 
outside while she went in with her grown daughter. 
The doctor and social worker arranged for her to be 
transported to the shelter ‘secretly’ while her husband 
waited outside the clinic, unaware that she had left. 
She agreed to take shelter because her husband had 

hit their daughter when the daughter had tried to 
intervene in the assault. It was her daughter’s life in 
danger that made her act. (GP18)

A second woman said, “the abuse started more than 
ten 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.” She thought of committing suicide. She 
felt she was a burden and useless. She confided in 
a friend who told her about the shelter and she took 
shelter when it got too much to handle. (FS4)

A third woman said, “you know as a wife and a 
mother you cannot just up and leave.” In her case 
the abuse had started 25 years ago when she was 
17. She thought it was her fault. She felt maybe she 
should be more submissive. She has scars on her arms 
and upper lip where her husband stabbed her with 
a bottle. When he hit her on the head with the bottle 
and the headache would not go away, she went 
to the local clinic. The clinic sent her to the hospital 
for a scan and the doctor at the hospital called in a 
social worker who referred her for counselling. She 
went for counselling while continuing to live with her 
husband. The beatings continued. The social worker 
then referred her to the shelter. While she was at the 
shelter her 24 year-old-daughter took care of her two 
younger children – the youngest 10 years old at the 
time. (GP17)

A fourth woman spoke of not reporting her husband’s 
abuse as she did not want him to lose his job. Her 
husband had beat her over the years, breaking her 
arms and legs. He once shot her. “He loved women. 
If I asked him, I would get assaulted”, she said. She 
says that the scars all over her body are “a constant 
reminder of what I went through all in the name of 
love.” She did not want to ruin her husband’s career 
as a policeman so she did not report the abuse. Her 
family were scared of him because he is a policeman 
and has a gun. The precipitating event that led her 
to the shelter was when he beat her while she was 
visiting her grandmother. She went to the local police 
station and they referred her to the shelter. She said: 
“I used to blame myself. I honestly thought I loved him, 
and he loved me too. Never could I have imagined 
that this would be my life. My family was there for me 
emotionally, though they did not know how to handle 
the matter.” (FS9)

For a fifth woman, realising the effect their fights were 
having on her daughter led her to take shelter. Her 
husband would beat her every weekend. Her 6-year-
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old daughter feared for her mother’s safety, and was 
herself violent at school towards other children. The 
school called the mother in and having just given 
birth to a week old baby, she decided to take shelter 
with both her children (FS10). For a sixth woman the 
event that precipitated seeking shelter was that her 
boyfriend beat her, made her drink a concoction to 

induce vomiting and then made her eat the vomit. She 
fled home intending to go to the police station, when 
two policemen patrolling the area in a van, found 
her in a state of distress and took her to the shelter 
(NC2). Below are accounts by two women in their 
own words.

I was in a very abusive marriage. My husband was physically, emotionally and 
financially abusive. He would beat me up most of the time. I remember the last he 
beat me it was so bad that I started having a headache that just wouldn’t go away. 
So I went to the clinic and I told the nurse what happened. She then referred me to 
Lillian Ngoyi hospital for a scan because he had hit me with a bottle. When I got 
there the doctor did a head scan then he sent me to a social worker who then asked 
what was happening. I told her everything. She said that there’s help available 
for women who are in abusive relationships and also counselling is available. She 
asked if I would like to get help and I agreed because I couldn’t take it anymore. 
That’s when I started counselling sessions but I was still living with him at the time. 
The abuse started long time ago hey, I think more than twenty-five years ago but you 
know as a wife and a mother you cannot just up and leave. I was seventeen when it 
started. 

He was my first love and it started with little things, he would shout at me for petty 
things. Then it was jealousy, he would accuse me of sleeping with every man. I kept 
telling myself that it was going be fine. I thought I’ll pray about it since I am a strong 
believer in God. Then he wanted to stop me from going to church but I did go by 
force. It went on and on for years. You see these scars [pointing at her arms and 
leg], he stabbed me with a bottle. He didn’t even want me to work. Even my mouth, 
as you can see the upper lip, was never like this. It was starting to affect my kids 
as well. We would argue for something the kid had done, then he would blame me 
and beat me up. I also started believing that it was my fault because that’s what he 
would say every time the abuse happened. 

But the last straw was when he came home asking where my older son was because 
it was late. I told him he was still at work, but he wouldn’t believe me, he said we 
were making a fool of him. He continued to say that the children no longer respect 
him because of me - he makes rules but no we just don’t listen. I tried explaining but 
he wouldn’t listen, instead he hit me so hard. That’s when he also hit me with a bottle 
as you can see this tiny scar. I was in a bad state when my son got back. Then he 
called all the children and told them that since they don’t listen to him, every time 
they are disrespectful he will beat me up because I’m the reason they disrespect him.

Then I realised that if I don’t leave I will die. I had no control over my kids’ be-
haviour. Things were getting worse. So I then decided to go back home to my mom, 
but before going home I went to let the social worker know that the situation had 
got worse and that I was going back home. That’s when they suggested that I come 
stay at the shelter and I decided to stay at the shelter instead of going back home. 
I had left my [children] at home with my daughter. She was 24 years at the time so 
she took care of the other two, especially the last born because he was 10 and we 
communicated by phone. 

GP17
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I had no confidence and I blamed myself. At some point I felt like maybe I should 
have been more submissive. I think going to church played a big role [as my support 
structure]. I meditated on the scriptures a lot, though at times I would hurt to a point 
that I couldn’t even pray. I used to tell his mother but she never supported me in any 
way. Instead she would say it’s going be okay, these things happen. The sad part 
was that even my family knew about the abuse but they did nothing. You know I 
felt like my parents didn’t care. It’s like they sold me to the highest bidder and got 
the money. As to what was happening after that, no one really cared. As for my 
mother-in-law I wasn’t really surprised, she’s not a considerate person at all. Hence I 
decided to stop telling her whatever was happening. 

I would never go back to that man no matter what. I’m currently staying at my 
daughter’s friend’s place. I’m renting here and my house is just few blocks away. He 
thought he was breaking me but he failed. Now it’s all about me. 

I was working last year but had to stop because my husband didn’t want me to 
work. We kept fighting about it up until I stopped working. He was accusing me of 
cheating. It really hurt me, imagine at my age cheating. He’s always had trust issues 
and extreme jealousy issues. My husband thinks I am a loose woman. Even when 
we bump into some of his friends, he’ll start accusing me of flirting with them. [The 
abuse] started a few years after we got married. He would come back home angry 
and take it out on me by beating me up. I continued living that life for years, hoping 
it will end one day. His family always took his side. One minute he would be okay 
and the next all moody. I would get a job and work for only a few months and he 
would tell me to stop working, that I don’t need to work because he has a business. 
Then in 1997 we lost our taxis and the situation got bad. I went looking for a job 
because we stay in the suburbs. Bills had to be paid and the kids needed to go to 
school. One morning as I was on my way to work, it started to rain and a car drove 
past, I stopped the car and asked for a ride but the guy wasn’t going where I was 
going so I couldn’t get a ride. Only to find that my husband was following me but 
I wasn’t aware. When I got home after work he beat me up. I continued working 
until he made up some story saying that one woman from church told him that I 
was having an affair with one of our fellow brothers from church. He beat me up 
and told me to stop working as well. So I decided to start a small business, selling 
food, sometimes second hand clothes, and no one was allowed to pass by my stall, 
especially men or else I’ll be dating them. Even when someone passed by to go to 
the bathroom he would accuse them of being my boyfriends. He started saying that 
I should close the business. Then I asked how we are going to survive, considering 
that we have bills to pay and he’s not even helping. Hell broke loose and he beat 
me up so bad. I couldn’t even recognise my face. He insisted on driving me to the 
clinic and said I shouldn’t say a word to anyone about what happened. Luckily he 
didn’t go in with me into the consultation room. I told the nurse what happened 
and how long it has been happening. My children had had enough of the fights as 
well and they were threatening to move out and I realised that something had to be 
done. No one deserves to be treated the way I was and I was starting to realise that 
myself. I was tired of the abuse. The nurse suggested I go to the police station but I 

GP18
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couldn’t because he was waiting for me outside and besides I didn’t want to open 
a case against him. She referred me to the doctor to get both my front teeth fixed 
because they were cracked. Then the doctor called in the social worker and after 
listening to my story she told me about the shelter. She phoned my daughter and told 
her to go to the shelter and arrange for transport to come fetch me. They came to the 
clinic and we left for the shelter. We left my husband there outside waiting for me, 
still under the notion that I was busy with the doctor. It was very painful. I always 
asked God for direction and prayed about it. 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. I wanted to go [to the shelter] because I could see 
that my daughter was serious about leaving home. This one time he was beating me 
up and my daughter tried to intervene and he hit her as well, so I felt like something 
had to be done. A lot was going on in my mind during that time. I felt as though I 
was destroying my marriage, 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. I was asking myself what awaited 
me on the other side. At the same time, I felt sorry for him. But I think what made it 
better was the fact that I had left with my kids [third and last born]. The ladies from 
church and my kids were my pillars.

Women who were abused by a 

family member

A significant minority of the women, nine of the 
thirty-nine women interviewed, were abused by family 
members. People they expected to love and nurture 
them had caused them pain and trauma instead. All 
of the nine women were under 35 years old when 
they took shelter.

Three of the nine women were raped – one by a 
father, one by a stepfather and one by a stepbrother.

The one woman was sexually abused by her father 
when she was three or four years old. She had 
repressed this childhood rape but had flashbacks 
when her father raped her when she was 17 years 
old. She went to live with her grandmother for three 
years. She was depressed, suicidal and took to drugs. 
A friend introduced her to the church. When she felt 
a little better, she returned to her parents’ home and 
did not speak about the rape until a year later. Aged 
21 and living with her parents she started talking 
to her family about being raped by her father. Her 
family, including her mother, refused to believe her. 

She moved to her aunt’s place with no will to fight. 
A woman at church noticed she was troubled and 
took her for counselling. She told the woman about 
the rape and the woman confronted her parents. The 
father denied he had raped his daughter. The pastor 
and wife took her in, looked for a place where she 
could stay, and referred her to the shelter. (GP21)

The second woman was raped by her stepfather over 
a period of three years. She told her mother but her 
mother would not believe her. With no support, she 
felt like “killing herself”. She opened a case of rape 
against her stepfather, and the social worker told 
her about the shelter and helped her to lay charges.  
(NC5).

A third woman felt “betrayed and disappointed 
that the only person who was supposed to protect 
me wanted to exploit me.” Her half-brother “forced 
himself on her”, repeatedly. The day the police were 
called, they referred her to the shelter. This tore her 
family apart and she is not on speaking terms with 
some family members. (GP7)

Six of the nine women had been thrown out of their 
homes following abuse by family members – three by 
their mothers, one by her brother, one by an adoptive 
brother and one by a cousin.
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Of the three abused by their mothers, one had a bad 
relationship with her mother from the time she was 12 
years old. She started taking drugs after separating 
from the father of her three children. At one point 
her mother took her four children and did not let her 
see the children for five years. When she returned 
to live with her mother and her children, there were 
arguments and her mother would throw her out of the 
house, and she would sleep on the streets. After an 
especially traumatic argument, she left her mother’s 
home with her children, intent on taking her life and 
theirs. She made her way to her daughter’s school in 
a suicidal state and the school social worker took her 
and her children to the shelter. (GP14)

One woman was attacked by her mother, her mother’s 
boyfriend and her sister. She had grown up with the 
feeling that her mother did not love her. She felt no 
sense of belonging, and was suicidal. (GP12) 

Another woman took shelter twice, the second time 
with her four-day old baby. Her mother fought with 

her over money after her baby was born. Police 
intervened following a violent confrontation and took 
her to a shelter. (GP1) 

Of the three women who experienced abuse from 
brothers and a cousin, one had lost her parents when 
she was 15 years old. Her brother was abusive, and 
took her children’s food. She and her children were 
on the street when the police found them and brought 
them to the shelter (FS1). A second woman lived 
with adoptive parents following her mother’s death, 
but their son hit her, called her names and forced 
her to leave their home. She stayed with friends, 
with someone from church, until the pastor told her 
about shelter. Her 3-year-old had tuberculosis at the 
time (NC3). A third woman was living with her aunt 
following her mother’s death. After her aunt died, her 
aunt’s daughter abused her and chased her out of the 
house in middle of the night. She went to the police 
who referred her to the shelter (GP5). Below are 
accounts by four women in their own words.

I lived with my granny but after I completed matric, my granny was sick and her 
circumstances were not good, so I went to stay with my mum. My mother was in an 
abusive marriage. I worked in a shop owned by my mother but my stepfather ran it. 
At first I didn’t like my stepdad and we always used to fight. My mother asked me 
to give him a chance. I decided that I was being unfair to him so I tried to get along 
with him. Things got a bit better but then he started molesting me. I was physical-
ly abused. My twin sisters [stepdad’s biological daughters] were also physically 
abused. He used to give us hard labour. He would call us names. He took away all 
my freedom. He didn’t allow us to go to family. We must ask permission or he would 
go with us. I was raped for three years. I was struggling emotionally. I was always 
in my room – during and after the rape. I told my mother that he molested me and 
my mother took his side over mine. There was no support. I couldn’t tell anyone. I 
have one uncle who is very protective over me but if I told him, he would have taken 
matters into his own hands. I did not trust anyone and I was scared of the world. It 
was difficult to be around people. I felt like killing myself. I was emotionally unsta-
ble and suicidal. I was more comfortable in my room than around people. It was 
difficult. I didn’t feel like a person anymore. I opened a case of rape against my step 
father. The social worker who did my intake report advised me to go to a shelter. I 
was at the shelter for a few days. The social worker said it would help me [to go to 
the shelter]. Now I live with my cousin and my twin sisters.

NC5
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I’m a mother of five, currently unemployed and only did grade nine. I stay with my 
boyfriend. My mother and I were not on speaking terms and she would kick me out 
of the house. Sometimes I would sleep on the streets. I was going through a lot of 
stuff. I was also on drugs. This one day we had a full blown argument and she said 
lots of hurtful things, I decided that was it. I took my kids and decided I was going to 
take my life and my kids’ lives. I had decided to go throw us on the train, but lucky 
enough I ended up going to my eldest daughter’s school and I found a social worker 
there. I was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. I told her I can’t take it anymore, 
that I have had enough, that God turned my footsteps to her. I explained to her what 
was happening and she immediately called the shelter and they brought us here. I 
stayed six months. I was able to heal emotionally and to open up with everything 
I was going through. I learned how to cope with my kids. I tell people I was in the 
shelter and how much it helped me. 

My mother passed away two months now. It is sad but I’m glad that after I left the 
shelter and went home our relationship got much better. We started understand-
ing each other more, and we were more like sisters. I forgave everything, my life 
changed for the better. I was at peace.

My mother and I always fought. It started when I was twelve. We never got along 
but she loved my kids. I started taking drugs after separating from the father of my 
three kids. We were together for 13 years. After the separation I stayed with my 
mom. But she treated me like a child. There were too many rules. After two years 
of staying with her I met my fourth baby’s father and he moved in with me. When I 
fell pregnant he started abusing me and my mother witnessed it. My life was turned 
upside down. My mother put me out of the yard and took my kids. I didn’t see them 
for five years. She didn’t want me to see them. I used to stand in the corner to see 
my children or to just give them a hug. But she was taking good care of them. My 
boyfriend and I had to find a new place. We were both working but he was beating 
me up all the time. I left him. I had to put a stop to it. After I left the shelter I met this 
guy and we dated, then I moved in with him. I had four children at the time, then I 
fell pregnant with his child and I’ve been with him for two years now. I am a stay at 
home mom, I can’t really work because my children have medical issues so I need to 
be at home most of the time and take them for their treatment. I am a house mother. 
I do odd jobs and we depend on SASSA money. I’m just struggling with my kids 
now because we don’t understand each other. We are not even close. They are so 
rebellious and it’s putting a strain to my relationship.

GP14
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FS1

NC3

My parents died when I was 15 years. I’m struggling as I have no parents and my 
life is tough. I hustle where I can. We live on my son’s grant. I was brought to the 
shelter by the police. It was late at night and I was found in the streets with my kids. 
I was fighting with my brother because he would take my food that I was saving for 
my kids. My brother is an ex-convict. 

I love singing. I am a church goer. I like being around people. I was working as a 
cleaning lady. I was at the shelter in March 2018 for about a week or two weeks. 
I heard about it from my Pastor. I was staying with my adoptive parents. My mum 
passed away so I started staying with them. But my adoptive parents’ son doesn’t 
like me. He hit me and called me names and said a lot of nasty things to me - that I 
would end up just like my mother who died of HIV. He said I must leave his parents’ 
home. I was forced to leave. It was painful and my adoptive parents never said 
anything. I stayed with my friend for a night and then for another two days at an-
other friend’s house. Then someone I pray with at church said I could stay with her. I 
stayed there for two months and then the pastor told me about the shelter. At the time 
my 3-year-old daughter had TB and needed her medication and to be fed on time.
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The woman whose house was 

burnt down by a neighbour

One woman took shelter after a neighbour burnt 
down her shack. She stayed at the shelter for nine 
months in 2018 until her shack was rebuilt. Here is 
her story:

I had a fight with one of my neighbours who was mentally disturbed. I was not 
aware of her condition at the time. 

I borrowed money from her friend who is a mashonisa (loan shark). My neighbour 
would come to my place every day demanding that I give her the money. I told her I 
wasn’t going to do that. I paid the money to the loan shark directly instead. 

I told my neighbour I had paid the loan but she didn’t believe me. She started 
fighting with me. The next morning I went to the shops. On my way I bumped into 
her and she started fighting with me. 

I was thinking to myself, maybe I should report this to the police because she was 
making my life miserable, when I got a call from another neighbour. I rushed back 
home only to find my place burnt down and the police already there.

That same day she went to my shack and started a fire. She burnt everything, 
clothes, furniture, my documents including my ID, children’s birth certificates. I was 
left with nothing but the clothes I had on. I opened a case against her and I got a 
protection order as well.  

The police asked if I had somewhere to go and I told them I had nowhere. My 
children were also not around, so I was all by myself. The police called a social 
worker who referred me to the shelter. I didn’t even know there was a place of 
safety. 

I had to start afresh and build my shack, I had no ID document, I wanted to go look 
for a job but I couldn’t. I stayed at the shelter from April to January 2018.

FS6
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CHAPTER FOUR
EXPERIENCES IN THE SHELTER
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The women generally found that the shelter staff 
was welcoming and kind and that the shelter was 
comfortable. As one woman said, when she and her 
children arrived at the shelter, they “…were welcomed 
with love. They gave us our room. I felt like something 
had been lifted off my shoulders, I felt safe”. (GP18)

Another woman said that when she entered the shelter 
she had nothing to worry about for the first time. For 
the duration of the women’s stays at the shelter they 
were in a context of comfort, the shelter serving as a 
space of retreat where they had time to reflect on their 
lives and situations. As two women expressed: 

“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.” (GP12) 

“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.” (GP10)

Of the thirty-six women who specified their length 
of the stay at the shelter, the majority (24) had 
stayed between three to seven months. This was the 
case for the Gauteng and Free State shelters where 
the majority of women (that is 18 of 23 women in 
Gauteng shelters and 7 of 10 women in Free State 
shelters) stayed three to seven months at the shelters. 

The Northern Cape shelter, however, presented a 
different picture. Of the six women interviewed five 
spent between four days and two weeks in the shelter, 
and only one spent three months in the shelter. The 
reasons for this are not clear.

The services and support the women received from 
the staff at the 9 shelters were holistic in that they 
touched all parts of the women’s lives and needs. 
They included: 

• counselling and support groups (anger 
management, parenting skills)

• informal supportive relationships with other clients 
and staff 

• provision of food, toiletries, clothes

• support with ensuring that police took action (e.g. 
following up with charges against perpetrators of 
violence) 

• assistance with court cases, with court processes 
relating to protection orders, accompanying 
clients to court and with transport

• assistance with applying for birth certificates, 
identity documents and social grants from the 
relevant government departments

• therapeutic activities (craft classes, colour 
therapy, yoga)

• skills training (sewing, beadwork, jewellery 
making, computer courses, gardening, cooking 
courses, budgeting, how to start a small business)

• where possible locating learnerships and job 
possibilities

Some shelters offered more of these services than 
others. For example, one shelter did not have a skills 
development programme. 

Many women mentioned receiving three meals a 
day with joy and appreciation. There was nothing to 
worry about, all their basic needs were covered and 
their stress decreased.  

Six women shared that when they first got to the 
shelter they found it difficult to relate with others and 
to open up. However, this changed after spending 
some time at the shelters. As one woman expressed it: 

“When I came to the shelter I couldn’t cope at all. I 
was also suicidal at some point. I had low self-esteem. 
What made it worse was that I had no one to talk 

Most women arrived at the shelters following a traumatic experience and 

in a state of emotional fragility. For all the women being in the shelter was 

a relief. The shelter provided safety away from the ongoing abuse they had 

experienced, and safety from the precipitating event that had led to their 

seeking shelter. 
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to. However, all of that changed when I entered the 
shelter because I had to learn to interact with  other 
people. This was hard for me because I was used to 
staying alone. My then husband didn’t want me to 
socialise with other people. He wanted me to always 
stay indoors. As a result, I kept to myself most of the 
time. It took me a while but I ended  up being able to 
open up. I also realised that I wasn’t the only one with 
marital problems.” - (GP8) 

The formal activities of counselling and support groups 
as well as informal experiences of living with other 
women who had been through similar experiences, 
made it possible to open up and share experiences. 
Thirteen women specifically mentioned that the 
counselling helped them. Here is what some of the 
women said: 

“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. They taught me that I don’t 
have to tolerate everything. And if a relationship is 
toxic it is important to seek help. Counselling sessions 
helped me a lot because I was now able to vent out 
all the pain and hurt I’ve carried for years. I started 
having peace of mind. (GP18)

“The people around me and counselling really helped. 
By the time I left, I was feeling like myself and I was 
ready to face the world again. I had time to think 
about my life. Now I am strong enough to stick to 
my decisions. The friendliness at the shelter was 
overwhelming. People there were very supportive to 
me. I received moral and emotional support. It meant 
so much. They just supported me in a way that I really 
appreciated. For a long time I felt heartache. Actions 
like writing would help me and counselling let me 
express myself. Even if I wanted to cry, they let me. 
They provided all kinds of support. They provided 
moral support by just being there. It made me feel 
special, important, and worth being a woman.” 
(NC4) 

“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”. (GP9)

“The shelter is like a rehabilitation facility. They used 
to help us with everything. They gave good advice. 
The counselling sessions also helped a lot. It was so 
peaceful, away from violence. The staff members are 
also friendly and helpful.” (FS7) 

Two women who received couples counselling with 
their partners said that this helped their relationships, 

and in both cases they have re-entered these 
relationships.

One woman said that cooking and cleaning was 
therapeutic while another said that craft classes and 
colour therapy were healing. As one said: “We had 
craft classes, I think that’s where my healing came 
from. It helped me focus. We also did colour therapy. 
It refocused my thought patterns. It taught us how to 
cope and even now I still do it.” (GP 21)

A number of women shared that they made friends 
or sisters from their time at the shelter. One woman 
shared that they would cook together, laugh and sing 
and share ideas. Many said that realising they were 
not alone in their experience of abuse and violence 
helped them to open up.  

In addition to the more formal support through 
counselling, the informal experience of living 
together in close proximity with other women at 
the shelter, in ways that resembled the intimacy of 
family relationships, demonstrated that harmonious 
intimate relationships were possible. As they cooked, 
cleaned and ate together while enjoying light-hearted 
conversations the idea of relationships not filled 
with trauma and drama became more evident as a 
possibility. 

The vast majority of women reported a positive shift 
in their feelings about themselves and their lives. This 
included increased self-esteem, increased confidence, 
and feelings of self-worth; greater self-awareness and 
being able to plan and make decisions. Some of the 
ways women described these shifts were: 

Self-esteem was “built”, “increased”, or “put back”  
(5 women)

• “Being here day by day really encouraged me a 
lot” (3 women) 

• “I realised it wasn’t my fault. I stopped blaming 
myself” (3 women) 

• “I was given hope” (3 women)

• “It [being in the shelter] made me feel special, 
important, and worth being a woman.” (NC4)

• “I know my worth as a woman now and 
understand that you teach people how to treat 
you.” (GP17) 

• “The shelter helped me put back my life all over 
again.” (GP16) 

• “I was able to find a plan for myself and my 
daughter.” (GP10) 
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• “The shelter helped me put lots of things into 
perspective and taught me not to be dependent 
on people.” (GP15) 

• “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.” (GP18) 

• “I decided to look for a job because I felt 
grounded and they helped me look for one and I 
got one.” (GP21) 

• “Being in the shelter helped me to be able to end 
my relationship.” (FS2) 

• “The counselling sessions helped me make 
decisions about my children, my future and my 
husband.” (NC6)

• “I also learned that for one to get help she needs 
to open up, help is always available, and I 
wasn’t the only one going through such”. (GP16) 

With their basic needs covered some of the women 
were able to save money. A few said that they were 
taught budgeting from the shelter staff. 

Shelter staff provided support to women with getting 
protection orders against their abusive partners (in 
six cases) and help with going to police stations and 
court (in seven cases). This included transport to the 
police station or court and being accompanied by 
shelter staff. In two cases shelter staff placed pressure 
on police to press charges against the perpetrators of 
violence after the police refused to do so. In one case 
the police didn’t want to press charges because the 
woman had previously dropped charges. In another 
case, the police were of the view that the problem 
was a family problem that could be sorted out by the 
couple without police intervention. Five women shared 
that the shelter helped them with organising child 
support grants. 

A few women mentioned the sewing and beadwork 
programmes as beneficial. One woman said that she 
now includes the beadwork she learnt at the shelter in 
the clothing she designs and sells. Another said they 
sewed blankets together at the shelter which they sold. 
One of the women said they were assisted by the 
shelter to write their CVs and that this helped her get 
a job, while another woman got a learnership through 
the shelter. 

Although most women interviewed had children, 
only nine women spoke about their children being 
at the shelter with them. One of these women gave 
birth while at the shelter. Another woman came 
to the shelter with her newborn baby. Two of the 
women also shared that their children got counselling 
during their stay. One woman said that her child was 
malnourished when they arrived but got better during 
their stay. Another woman mentioned that the shelter 
helped her child receive medical treatment. 

The overwhelming majority of women mentioned only 
positive experiences at the shelter and they thanked 
the shelter staff for their care, love and contributions 
in supporting them and in championing their causes 
in interactions with the police and courts. As three 
women said: 

“They took me in when I had nowhere to go and 
made me feel at home and I will always be thankful 
for them and I wish they can keep up the good work.” 
(GP19) 

“When I came to the shelter the social worker and 
the house mother were great. They helped in every 
way they could and I’ll always be thankful for that.” 
(GP10) 

“The specific night when I came there, I had nothing, 
no clothes, facecloth, soap etc. They gave me all 
those too.” (NC2) 

One woman, however, felt that she had been unfairly 
treated by the housemother, who had expelled her 
after she had left the shelter for two days to visit 
her sick brother. A second woman, whose own 
experience was positive, noted that some staff at 
the shelter were insensitive to other women residents 
during the time she was at the shelter and suggested 
there be ways for residents to give anonymous 
feedback as women were scared to speak out about 
negative experiences with shelter staff.

Although a few women mentioned conflicts between 
clients at the shelter, this did not seem to have 
detracted from their overall positive experience.

The following quotes capture the holistic nature of the 
services residents received from a caring staff and the 
overall effect of the experience in the shelter.

“The shelter showed me that my life can change for 
the better.” (P1)

“When you enter here, you feel like you don’t ever 
want to look back.” (GP3) 
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“At the shelter I was able to get the support I needed 
and the counselling sessions helped me a lot and 
I was also taught how to save money, which was 
something I wasn’t good at. I learned a lot and I was 
motivated so much. Everyone did chores. We also 
cooked and did some baking. We ate three meals 
a day, we were given toiletries as well and clothes 
sometimes.” (GP13)

“My third born was very skinny and malnourished 
and sick when we got here but after all the diet and 
nutrition and supplements that was given to him, 
he gained so much weight with the shelter’s help. 
They made provision for us, took us for medical 
appointments when needed.” (GP14)

“For me, I felt welcomed from the beginning and it 
was the total opposite of what I had in mind. I thought 
I’ll be bored to death. The counselling sessions helped 
me a lot. Slowly but surely my esteem started building 
up. We ate three times a day, sometimes took turns to 
cook and really motivated each other. I also learned 
some skills like sewing of blankets, beading and 
gardening. And I realised that I wasn’t the only one 
going through abuse. Most of us women, we do, but 
it’s up to you as an individual to decide that you will 
not remain a victim forever but you will survive and 
break the silence.” (GP17)

“My life took a 360 turn, from being this angry and 
emotional person to being relaxed and not always 
wanting to be in control. ‘Cause when I came to the 
shelter everything was provided from food, clothing 
and toiletry. For once in my life I didn’t have to 
worry about anything. I slept under nice and warm 
blankets. I found a family. Even though we were not 
supposed to share our stories with the ladies, but 
we’d just switch off and sit by ourselves and share our 
hardships. And also the counselling helped so much. 
They were always there to listen and I was able to 
open up with time. If I wasn’t happy about something 
they always addressed it. We had craft sessions and 
also made a memory board – basically you had to 
have two positives for each negative. When I look at 
that board I could literally see where I was coming 
from and where I was going. I became more focused 
when I was here for that seven months.” (GP20) 

“I got counselling sessions when I came here and they 
were very supportive during the court process. They 
helped gain my strength and confidence back. They 
took us to workshops. That’s where they taught us how 
to save money and how to love ourselves and to stand 
for ourselves rather than depending on someone. We 
also had cooking and baking workshops.” (FS3)

“Being in the shelter helped me to be able to end my 
relationship. I now live with my children and it is much 
better to struggle for other things than to be abused.” 
(FS2)

41RAISING WOMEN’S VOICES IN SOUTH AFRICAN SHELTERS



The Voices of Shelter Staff

Twelve staff were interviewed from nine 
shelters. These included seven social workers, 
two house mothers and five shelter managers. 
All the staff interviewed were women. Two 
of the twelve staff interviewed were former 
clients of the shelters they now work for.

All staff appreciated the work of their shelter in 
providing housing and psycho-social support to clients 
and were proud that their shelter had made changes 
in women’s lives. They saw the women they supported 
as brave and courageous and recognised that it was 
not easy for them to leave abusive situations and not 
easy for them to ask for help. 

Stories of change from staff: 

Shelter staff were asked to share an experience or 
event when they felt proud of their efforts, or a story 
that touched them. This is what they shared:

“The story that touched me was of a client with three 
children who was beaten up so badly by the husband. 
All she could think of was ending her life. She had 
no hope at all. She had given up on life. I remember 
the first thing I would do every morning was check 
up on her because I was very concerned. I had a few 
sessions with her and referred her to a psychologist 
and she started having sessions with her as well. So 
she had support from both of us. In two months her 
thinking started to change. She would come to the 
office and ask if she can help with anything. She also 
asked if we could help her type her CV. Two weeks 
prior to exit she got herself a job. I have never seen 
her so happy. She exited and never went back to her 
husband.” (S5.1)

“A client couldn’t get her social grant from SASSA, 
and was taken from pillar to post and it took a while 
for her application to get approved. They kept telling 
her they wanted a letter from her former employer 
and it was very difficult to get that letter. She was told 
to come back after six months. That’s when I had to 
step in and went to their offices. I asked what was 
the delay because the client had already submitted 
documentation as proof that she is no longer 

employed, including bank statements. I explained that 
they are actually obliged to help the client, and within 
three months the grant was approved.” (S5.2)

“There was a client that came in with a newborn baby 
and was beaten up by the husband. Few days after 
that she was served with divorce papers. We didn’t 
even know how the husband knew she was here. The 
client was a mess after being served with divorce, 
she wasn’t coping emotionally. We helped her get an 
appeal because the husband didn’t want to share any 
of the assets with her. She was granted the appeal 
with the help of pro bono [lawyers] and she was 
attending the case while here at the shelter. Finally, 
she got her half of everything. She now found herself 
a job and is doing much better.” (S7)

“We once had a client who was diagnosed with HIV 
and was not taking her treatment. We managed to 
give her counselling and to take her to the clinic to 
be assisted with taking her treatment. She was also a 
mother of a new born baby. We provided for all the 
baby’s needs. She also arranged for her daughter 
in primary school to find a school in a nearby 
community.” (S8)

“One story that stood out for me was that of a client 
that didn’t have grade 12 nor any other skill. She took 
part in the skills programme and showed so much 
determination in everything she did. Now she works 
as a skills development trainee.” S3

“There is a case where the police accidentally found 
a client at a bus stop. She left everything and wanted 
to run away. Her boyfriend, who was not even living 
with her, visited her and smelt beer on her breasts so 
he made her drink a concoction made of household 
substances like vinegar and salt and different things. 
She threw up and he made her eat her vomit. This 
poor lady had applied for a protection order ten 
years before this incident, but her boyfriend was well 
connected and told her that nothing would come of it. 
When she came to the shelter, I managed to speak to 
the magistrate personally and she had the protection  
order granted.” S9
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Positive Impacts On Women Who 

Took Shelter

The staff spoke about the positive impacts 
of communal life, counselling and support 
groups on the shelter residents’ sense of self-
worth and healing. The comments of shelter 
staff echoed the comments made by the 
women on their experiences in the shelters. 
Shelter staff spoke also of their efforts in 
creating a safe and welcoming environment 
for the women who took shelter. Shelter staff 
said:

“We are there for the victims and make them feel 
at home especially after an incident of domestic 
violence. Because most of them think the shelter will 
be more like a jail setting but on their arrival they 
realise that it is a house like any other.” (S2) 

“[I appreciate] helping clients heal emotionally and 
become more independent, ready to generate an 
income for themselves and realise that there is more to 
life than  tolerating abuse. I assist them to regain their 
self-worth.” (S3) 

“I guide clients and walk with them to their journey 
of self-discovery, I don’t impose my ideas on them. I 
work from the person centred approach.” (S4)

“Counselling and skills development and parenting 
skills and/or support groups forclients are the biggest 
contribution. Because normally when a client comes 
you can  see that they are distraught but after staying 
at the shelter and having a few counselling sessions 
you can see the glow. They start smiling more and 
take care of themselves and they are full of life.” 
(S5.2) 

“We try our best to ensure they get all the emotional 
support they need and provide the necessary 
knowledge like on the Domestic Violence Act, Sexual 
Violence Act and help with other documents they need 
for SASSA grants and protection orders etc.” (S7)

“Clients appreciate the counselling services. They also 
say that the shelter generally is good. We try to create 
a home-like environment. They still do chores and 
things and have nothing that they are left wanting for. 
If they need things and it is in our means to provide, 
then we do”. (S9)

Shelter staff also shared that residents generally left 
the shelters empowered and that some were able to 
get jobs or set up small businesses as a result of their 
time at the shelter. The staff spoke of the following 
positive impacts of shelters on women who took 
shelter: 

“When our clients leave here, they leave here 
understanding that it’s not their fault. They often come 
here with a lot of self-blame.” (S6) 

“At least 70% of clients leave the shelter empowered. 
They exit the shelter ready to take on the world, 
knowing their worth and also some leave already 
having jobs so that they can care for themselves and 
their children. The skills they acquire during their stay 
at the shelter also come in very handy.” (S5.1) 

“The shelter is more of a support base for the clients, 
because they get to understand that they are not the 
only person that goes through such. They meet other 
people that have similar problems. At times they end 
up encouraging one another. That way they learn to 
communicate and address whatever issues they might 
have and they also learn to share and not live in 
isolation.” (S5.2)

“[I appreciate] seeing our clients heal emotionally, 
getting jobs and acquiring skills through the programs 
at the shelter. For instance, we have a sewing project 
where our clients sold each item they made and 
we would give them ten per cent and they were 
motivated. After they left the shelter some opened 
small businesses.” (S7) 
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Challenges Experienced In 

Providing Shelter

While the staff interviewed generally rated 
the services they provided highly, they also 
spoke of challenges and limitations with the 
shelters’ work. These included finances to 
run the shelter, failure of the justice system 
and the lack of jobs and secure housing for 
women.

A key challenge is finances, with staff from three 
shelters noting that it was sometimes difficult to cover 
the basic needs of the shelter. As one staff member 
said: “We struggle at times to buy food but we make 
sure food is available no matter what” (S5.1). The 
failure of the justice system to respond adequately 
to the women who experienced such violence was 
another key challenge. Perpetrators are arrested and 
then freed a few days later. As one staff member 
noted: “Our country is in crisis honestly speaking, 
and it makes me sad that in this day and age we still 
have men who prove their masculinity by violating 
our rights. And the justice system is failing us. The 
perpetrator violates you today, you lay charges, 
they get arrested and they are out after two days. 
That’s the reason domestic violence will never end. 
Our justice system is not doing enough. However, as 
NGOs we are doing our best. It’s not enough though. 
We need other stakeholders to come on board also to 
help combat domestic violence.” (S4)

Often problems were experienced with perpetrators 
not arriving at court hearings: “A challenge is that I 
would accompany the client to court, and we spend 
the entire day and the perpetrator didn’t even come. 
It’s frustrating.” (S4)

Many staff members mentioned that while some 
women experienced powerful shifts, from their 
experience at the shelter, others went back to their 
abusive partners, and some of these women would 
return to the shelter again. “Some go back to their 
abusive partners, only to realise that nothing much 
has changed. Instead it’s worse. In some of these 
cases the victim is given another chance to come back 
to the shelter without any judgement.” (S5.1)

One staff member saw the return of a woman to the 
shelter as a sign that they were doing a good job, as 
the fact that they chose to return must mean that the 
woman felt the shelter was a safe place for her. 

Most staff were of the view that the big challenge 
women faced in leaving abusive relationships was 
that many women did not have jobs or secure housing 
when they left the shelter. Many of the staff spoke of 
the need for secondary housing, as a space women 
could go to after leaving the shelter and until they got 
back on their feet. One staff member recognised that 
these issues were beyond their ability to deal with and 
stated that the government should create more jobs. 
Another staff member suggested that the government 
should give women former shelter residents priority 
places on RDP housing lists. The feeling was that 
government needed to act on housing needs and on 
ensuring that shelters were provided with budgets for 
skills development. As three staff members noted: 

“I wish that there can be a secondary housing stage 
for women after exiting the shelter so that when they 
leave they can go somewhere to stay up until they 
are back on their feet. If the secondary housing stage 
is not an option, then maybe have a memorandum 
of understanding with the Department of Human 
Settlements so that they can put the ladies on the 
list for RDP houses. Because clients also do skills 
development I feel that clients should be given start-up 
capital or equipment to start small businesses because 
not everyone is able to get a job after exiting the 
shelter. Skills development is important because of the 
high unemployment rate and some of the clients don’t  
even have Grade 12. Government should provide a 
budget for the shelter since it becomes tough at times 
to provide for clients at the shelter.” (S5.2)

“So far we have a secondary stage house but it’s 
rented, so I would like us to have another one for the 
survivors that exit the shelter with no plan. Sometimes 
they exit  without getting jobs and they have kids as 
well so that would help them a lot”. (S4)

“The government should do something with regard 
to the survivors, for instance provide them with 
jobs because some of them go back to the abusers 
because they are still unemployed and feel like they 
have no choice (S5.1). 

Another challenge shelter staff mentioned in relation 
to job hunting was that it is difficult for women with 
children to go out and look for jobs while they were at 
the shelter, and having an in-house crèche for children 
at shelters would help. 
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“We need a day care at the shelter because it 
becomes a challenge when clients have to go out to 
look for jobs, particularly those with children. But we 
try our best to ensure that the children are well looked 
after.” (S5.1)

While most shelters have initiatives to support women 
to get jobs and earn incomes after they leave the 
shelter – training, helping women to prepare CVs, 
connecting them with recruiters and opportunities for 
learnerships where possible – only a few seemed 
to benefit from these. This is not surprising given the 
broader socio-economic context where unemployment 
is high, job opportunities few, and many of the 
women do not have matric, let alone tertiary 
education. 

Additionally, shelter staff said that those clients who 
participated in the different training programmes 
on offer got the most benefit, while those who did 
not stay long enough or “did not feel motivated” to 
participate in these programmes missed opportunities 
to develop skills. As a staff member whose shelter is in 
partnership with a company told the interviewer:

“It depends with an individual. Some exit with 
enough knowledge to help them start something for 
themselves, like small businesses while others don’t 
seem interested at all – and remember we cannot 
force anyone to participate – but I do explain to them 
the benefits of these skills development programs. 
Some just want a nine-to-five job and we let them job 
hunt. We are also in partnership with Edcon and they 
train survivors in retail jobs.” (S4)

The staff member at the one shelter which did not 
have a skills training programme noted that this was 
a problem as women who were already feeling 
isolated at being away from their normal home and 
community environments had nothing to do all day. 
“They complain that they have nothing to do for most 
of the day. It becomes problematic because they feel 
a bit isolated from the rest of the world. They can’t tell 
their friends where they are and feel like the rest of the 
world is moving on and they are stuck at the shelter.” 
(S9) 

An additional challenge was that many women 
needed help to apply for identity documents. “Some 
clients come to the shelter with no identity documents 
because they had left their homes sneaking out, but 
when they get to the shelter we helped them apply for 
ones. Some partners refuse to maintain children, and 
we assist these women to apply for social grants.” 
(S5.1)

Other challenges staff spoke about included 
arguments between shelter residents, and referrals 
made to shelters of people who are homeless, as 
opposed to being survivors of violence. 

“Clients have different personalities and sometimes 
they don’t get along with one another. I have had to 
learn and ensure that everyone is treated equally.” 
(S8). In these cases shelter staff intervene, listen and 
try to resolve the argument. 

“Sometimes clients are referred by other service 
providers under false pretences and  when you 
screen the client or do the intake you find that the 
client is actually homeless. It becomes a challenge, 
because now what will be the exit plan if the  client is 
homeless!” (S3)

 Many of the staff had suggestions for how women 
could be supported more in getting skills and jobs. 
They suggested:

• More skills development including accredited 
programmes and permanent staff to teach skills,

• That the shelter that did not have a skills 
development programme should develop skills 
development programme,

• In-house skills development was preferable so that 
women did not need to travel out of the shelter 
and risk meeting their abusers.

• Women needed support with equipment and 
capital to start businesses following their skills 
training. 

• Businesses and companies should come on board 
so that the shelter can refer clients for employment 
opportunities.

• Links should be made with ABET colleges so that 
women can go back to school. 
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CHAPTER FIVE
LIFE AFTER SHELTER
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As shown in the previous chapter, women 
who had taken shelter had left the shelter with 
greater feelings of confidence, self-esteem 
and self-worth. Their stays at the shelter had 
enabled self-awareness, some healing and 
the abilities to plan and make decisions. 
The vast majority had left the shelter feeling 
restored, and ready to face the outside world. 

Most significantly they left with feelings of hope that 
change in their lives was possible. One woman said, 
“Life can change, starting afresh, knowing who I am”. 
Another said, “the shelter showed me that my life can 
change for the better.”

These feelings were in stark contrast with their 
emotional states following the traumatic experience in 
their homes which had caused them to flee and seek 
the help of the police, social workers or clinic staff 
who had referred them to the shelter. These feelings 
were also in stark contrast to their emotional states on 
entering the shelters.  

As one woman said, she had “come into the shelter 
broken, but when I left I found my new self”. Another 
said, “when I got to the shelter I was heartbroken, 
lonely, and I needed people who understood what 
I was going through.” A third said she was “crying 
all the time, feeling stressed” in her first days at the 
shelter.

In contrast, when they left the shelter the vast majority 
of women interviewed felt strengthened, empowered, 
and emotionally much better. As one woman put it, 
“they restored the brokenness in me.”

Women spoke of learning to know themselves at the 
shelter, being able to make decisions, being able to 
plan. 

The shelters had had a positive psycho-social impact 
on most women. However their material conditions 
relating to housing and finances continued to be an 
ongoing struggle. As shelter staff expressed, some 
women did not have adequate housing to return to 
on leaving the shelter and many were in precarious 
financial positions. 

At the time of the interviews (between March and 
September 2019) the vast majority of women were in 
vulnerable financial positions, and only 7 of the 39 
were in relatively secure employment.  

• 25 women (64%) were in vulnerable financial 
positions being unemployed, looking for more 
secure employment, and in the interim making 
ends meet through precarious piece jobs, which 
were not regularly available, such as domestic 
work

• 7 women were in relatively secure employment 
as community care giver, community health care 
worker, school guard, messenger, paramedic 
officer, working at a school feeding scheme, with 
two working as domestic workers

• 2 women were not looking for jobs outside the 
home and were looking after their children

• 4 women said they were receiving state grants 
and looking for jobs to supplement the grants

• 1 woman had left school the previous year and 
planned to continue her studies

Women who experienced intimate 

partner violence

Most women who experienced intimate 
partner violence had been made to feel 
worthless over lengthy periods of time, by 
boyfriends or husbands. Most left the shelter 
with a new sense of self-worth, with feelings 
that they would not allow anyone to abuse 
them and with a sense that they needed to 
pay attention to their own happiness rather 
than spending their lives attending to the 
needs of others. As four women expressed: 

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

“I am not going to allow anyone to abuse me whether 
emotionally, verbally or in any other way.”

“I now know that I shouldn’t sacrifice my happiness 
for someone else. I can stand up for myself and 
whether people believe me or not it doesn’t mean I 
deserve to be treated badly.”
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“I now have so much of self-esteem because I was 
assisted at the shelter. They managed to put me back 
in form. I am happy now and stress free, since my  
husband and I have separated. Although we aren’t 
divorced yet.”

Many women felt empowered to make decisions 
in contrast to the years of being controlled by their 
abusive partners. As one woman said, “I am able to 
make decisions about my children, my future and my 
husband”. 

One woman came back to the shelter for a second 
time after she had returned to her abusive husband. 
She was welcomed by shelter staff: “I thought the 
treatment was going to be different and the staff was 
going to judge me but I was welcomed again with 
love”.

Life at the time of the interviews 

At the time of the interviews the majority 
shared that they had been able to sustain 
these initial positive impacts in their lives. 
Women expressed that they were in a good 
space, focusing on their own happiness, 
and making good decisions.

“Right now I’m in a good space where I can say the 
shelter helped me take my power back.” (GP 20) 

“Now I am strong enough to stick to my decisions. 
[My life is] not 100%. But I am living life on my terms. 
I am focusing on myself and my own happiness, not 
the next  person, not my husband or my children. I 
think of myself. I cannot always make others happy. 
I wish more people can use the shelter. I knew about 
the shelter, but not about what a difference it can 
make in one’s life. (NC4) 

“My life changed a lot. I am independent. I am now 
feeling positive. I am able to feed my children. I am 
budgeting. I am able to put my lover in his place and 
set boundaries. I learned a lot.” (P2) 

“I have a home now because of them [the shelter]. My 
life is good. I live well. They’ve taught me a lot. (GP2)

“My life today is much better. I am able to stand on 
my own. I separated from my husband and found a 
place of my own. I am working on my confidence. It 

is a process. Thanks to the shelter staff, I am no longer 
dependent on anyone.” (GP8) 

“I‘m much better now than I was years ago because 
I’ve realised that there is more to life than giving 
yourself to someone that doesn’t even deserve you. I 
am more confident than I was before and I‘m sure in 
future I’ll make wiser choices and decisions. (GP11)

Two women spoke of plans to study, one wanted to 
study nursing, while a second wants to complete high 
school.

“I’m trying to save so that I can do a nursing course. 
I’m glad I ended up at the shelter because I was 
able to find myself and plan for both my life and 
my daughter’s life. I applied for a flat and it got 
approved. I’m waiting for them to finish building. I 
opened a future educational trust for my daughter so 
that she can be motivated to study further.” (GP10)

I want to go back to school next year and complete. 
(FS5) 

Some women were happy in new intimate partner 
relationships they had entered. They had not 
despaired of entering new relationships despite past 
traumas, and their comments seemed to indicate 
that they were more confident and more in control 
in these relationships as compared with the previous 
relationships they had been in. One woman said 
that she was able to “put my lover in his place and 
set boundaries”. Two women shared their feelings of 
happiness in their new relationships. 

I’m happy especially because I’m getting married. I 
just want to sign and have a little party. (GP3) 

Since last year I met this guy and we fell in love. I’ll be 
going to Venda in December to meet my boyfriend’s 
family. I never thought I would love again but here I 
am, head over heels. I’m so happy. (GP15)

Two women under 40 years old, spoke of improved 
relationships with the same partners who were 
previously abusive. They both said that couples 
counselling had helped them to heal and improve 
their relationships. As one said: “After the counselling 
and all that I did there, and the session where my 
husband was with, my relationship went much better. 
My husband and I are still together today”. (NC1). 

For the second woman, her husband had gone to a 
“spiritual rehab” at the same time as she went into the 
shelter, and this appeared to make a difference.  

“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 
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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. (GP16)

Four women over 40 were back with the same 
partner, and experiencing happier times. They said 
there was no conflict, they were happy, there was 
respect in their relationships and they have learnt to 
resolve differences without resorting to violence. The 
women said: 

“There’s no conflict. We have peace now. The court 
process changed him. I don’t have problems with him 
anymore. (GP4)

“We are happy now, I don’t want to lie. Even though 
we do argue from time to time he doesn’t lay a hand 
on me. Instead he is the one that apologises even 
when I am wrong. We respect each other now.” 
(GP18)

“It’s much better now, we don’t get physical with each 
other anymore. Even 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)

One of the women who was back and happier with 
her former abusive partner was concerned about the 
choices her daughter would make, and was not sure 
how she felt about marriage given her experience of 
abuse. She said, “You know I’m not sure if I want my 
daughter to get married because of the abuse I went 
through. I know people are not the same but now 
how will she know she’s marrying the right one. It 
worries me. But I can only hope she makes the right 
decisions”. (GP18)

One woman had gone back to her husband believing 
him when he said he had changed. However, she 
found there was no change and they divorced. 
At the time of her interview for this study she was 
continuing to receive counselling support. She said: 
“I left the shelter because my then husband told me 
he had changed and wanted us to work things out. 
But after a few weeks everything started again. After 

getting divorced it was very difficult but with help 
from counselling I am able to cope. At present I attend 
counselling once a week”. (GP9)

Having emotional support following their stay at the 
shelter was important in enabling continued healing 
and a continued sense of self-worth and confidence 
for many women. Two women mentioned supportive 
relationships that sustain them. In one case this was a 
supportive relationship with a friend’s mother, in the 
second case a supportive relationship with a woman 
pastor who took her into her home. 

“My best friend’s mother called and told me that I 
was welcome at any time and I should come stay 
with them and I shouldn’t feel embarrassed. She said 
she will always be there for me because I’m like a 
daughter to her. Being at the shelter encouraged 
me and made me realise that I wasn’t the only one 
going through difficulties. I also made friends who 
encouraged me.” (GP19)

“This 50-year-old pastor stepped into my life. I met 
her through my daughter. She is a counsellor at the 
school my children go to. This lady is God in a human 
form. We are staying with her. She has been my pillar 
of strength, she has become my spiritual mother, a 
granny. She accepted me with my children and she is 
helping with almost everything. She has only positive 
impacts in my life. (GP20)

In contrast one woman spoke of not having support 
in her life. It is clear that for many women who leave 
shelters there may still be need for counselling and 
emotional support. 

Many women noted that healing and learning to 
stand on one’s own footing was a process. As one 
expressed, “I am working on my confidence, it is a 
process”. And in this process there is often the need 
for ongoing support.

Two women said that while the abuse had ended they 
experience daily financial struggles in their current 
lives.

“Being in the shelter helped me to end my 
relationship. I now live with my children and it is much 
better to struggle for other things than to be abused. 
My life now is good. I am no longer scared but the 
only thing now is stress about having money for food. 
Is there any way of assisting us to find work? Because 
we have needs to meet with my children. I am not 
working and things are really difficult. Often I have 
to choose between buying food or clothes for my kids 
because I rely on their social grants.” (FS2)
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“Life goes on though it’s challenging. Customers are 
stressing me most of the time. Financially I’m not that 
stable. My dreams keep me going. I want to go back 
to school next year and complete. Then I want to 
expand my business and register it. I want to also sell 
livestock.” (FS5)

One of the women interviewed has become active 
in awareness campaigns run by the shelter. Her 
own awareness was raised while at the shelter and 
she continues to have a relationship with the shelter, 
now as a volunteer. She said, “I also still go and 
speak at various awareness campaigns that the 

shelter organises. I have decided to assist because 
I have come to the realisation that there are a lot of 
women and girls who are afraid to leave abusive 
relationships. Women should not be scared to leave 
abusive marriages or relationships. We are being 
killed daily because we hope that things will get well. 
I wish our president and government can really do 
something to truly eradicate abuse”.  (FS9)

I went to my grandma’s place. The initial plan was that I was going so save and put 
a structure because I had already saved like R6500 at the time. Because we don’t 
really get a lot of money where I work it was a big accomplishment. I’m trying to 
save money so that I can do a nursing course. So there is a plan (smiling). I’m glad 
I ended up at the shelter because I was able to find myself and plan for both my life 
and my daughter’s life. Now things are a bit better. Like I said I’m planning to go 
back to school. I applied for a flat and it got approved. I’m waiting for them to finish 
building. At work I also save. We have our so called stokvel and I opened a future 
educational trust for my daughter, so that she can be motivated to study further. 
My parents never did that for me but I’m doing it for my daughter. I also sell, I’m a 
sales lady. I’m busy with a business proposal and if it works out and I get funding I 
will also do a business course. My calling is nursing but I’m an entrepreneur. I love 
convincing people to buy something even if they don’t need it. I can even sell you 
ice in winter!

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. 

GP10

GP17

In their own words

The following are some stories of change which indicate 

some of the impacts of sheltering on the women’s lives.
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I wasn’t working last year, I tried selling some stuff but people just don’t want to pay. 
We depend on a social grant. It’s not enough but it’s better than nothing. I wasn’t 
ready [to leave the shelter] the first time. My partner was very abusive and I was 
also destitute. I took him back after leaving the shelter and he was okay the first 
month. Then it was back to square one. When I came back the second time I thought 
the treatment was going to be different and the staff was going to judge me but I 
was welcomed again with love. I stayed longer because I was trying to save so that 
I could buy myself a shack. The funny part is that I always took him back. I didn’t 
want to give up on him. I kept hoping that maybe one day he’ll change. He died 
two years ago in 2017. Sometimes I get up in the morning and think of all the things 
I went through and I would just cry. But it’s peaceful. He was my friend, my brother, 
we fought and made up. Sometimes I don’t even go out, I just stay indoors. What 
hurts me most is that we were not on speaking terms before he died. We had fought 
and I said some hurtful things to him because I was so upset. I feel like I owe him an 
apology. I’m living for my kids now. I don’t have friends because they still believe 
what he told them - that I’m using drugs. Some people still judge me.

I was, emotionally, spiritually and mentally ready to face the outside world again. 
Because 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. After moving from the shelter 
I went back where I used to stay, to my friend’s place. It was fine for the first month 
and after that I became more like a burden and she decided to move me to a back 
room with no electricity and no running water with a five month old. Having to get 
my kids back was a plan that was never going to work. But it worked out in God’s 
way. When I took them back I had no plan. I didn’t know what they were going to 
eat, which school will they go to. I just didn’t know anything. And that’s when this 
50-year-old pastor stepped into my life. I met her through my daughter. She is a 
counsellor at the school my children go to. This lady is God in a human form. We 
are staying with her. She has been my pillar of strength, she has become my spir-
itual mother, a granny. She accepted me with my children and she is helping with 
almost everything. She has only positive impacts in my life. I released all [my anger, 
frustration, hurt, pain] when I was at the shelter. I’ve grown to be the mother of my 
three kids. They are my biggest joy and protection. They are my reason I wake every 
day. I’ve learned to live with all seasons, winter, summer, spring and autumn. I’m at 
peace. I am currently applying for nursing learnerships, and hope I find something 
regardless of my age. I came to the shelter broken but when I left I found my new 
self. I learned to be responsible. They give you the resources you need. 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. 

GP13

GP20
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Experiences Of Women Who 

Faced Abuse By Family Members 

Seven of the nine women who had 
experienced abuse from family members 
said that their experience at the shelters had 
enabled some healing, which “gave hope”, 
helped put together “all the broken the 
pieces” of their lives, and in some cases led 
to improved relationships. One of these seven 
women says she is inspired to open her own 
organisation to help girls in situations similar 
to her experience.

However, it is a matter of concern that two of the 
nine women who had experienced abuse from family 
members felt that the two weeks they had spent at 
the shelters was too short, and that they are still in 
need of support. Clearly there was need for both 
women to have had longer stays at the shelters. One 
woman (NC3) who was abused by the son of her 
adoptive parents, said that the shelter made some 
difference but she was not ready to leave. She had 
no money and things have not changed for her. She 
would clearly have benefited from a longer stay at 
the shelter. The second women who had been abused 
by her brother, said she had nowhere to go, that she 
is alone and feels that she needs counselling. After 
two weeks at the shelter she went back to “the same 
life of struggle”. She needs help with “food parcels, 
counselling and clothes”. (FS1)

Relationship problems with 

mothers

Three women who had experienced relationship 
problems with their mothers spoke of the positive 
impacts of their stays at the shelters.

One woman whose fraught relationship with her 
mother had resulted in her seeking shelter, spoke of 
the greater understanding she had achieved in her 
relationship with her mother. She was grateful that 
this improved relationship was possible before her 
mother’s death, two months before the interview. She 
said that her six months at the shelter really helped 
her and her children. However, she shared that her 
current struggles were in her relationship with her 
children:

“I was able to heal emotionally and open up with 
everything I was going through. I learned how to 
cope with my kids and even now I tell people I was 
in the shelter and how much it helped me. I am now 
stable and happy and I can still call whenever I’m 
not feeling well. The shelter really helped me and my 
kids. If it wasn’t for them I think I wouldn’t be alive 
today. They gave me hope when I felt like it was the 
end. I’m just struggling with my kids now because we 
don’t understand each other, we are not even close. 
They are so rebellious and it’s putting a strain to my 
relationship. My mom passed away for two months 
now. It is sad but I’m glad that after I left the shelter 
and went home our relationship got much better. 
We started understanding each other more, and we 
were more like sisters. I forgave everything, my life  
changed for the better. I was at peace.” (GP14)

A second woman, whose relationship problems with 
her mother resulted in her spending three months in 
the shelter at age 21 in 2018, said that she is “very 
stable, very independent now” and that she wants 
to open an organisation, to help girls with similar 
problems to those she had. 

For a third woman who had spent 3 months at the 
shelter at age 19 her life changed “in so many ways” 
as a result of her stay at the shelter. “I used to have an 
attitude problem”, she said, “Now I respect my mom 
and listen to her”. 
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Sexual Abuse

The woman who had been raped by her father, and 
taken shelter for 6 months at the age of 21, said that 
working through things while at the shelter helped 
her emotionally. She learned to forgive her father. 
However, she had expected to go to another shelter, 
but this did not happen and she is struggling to deal 
with things that are resurfacing. She said:

“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 was 
supposed to go to another type of shelter and there 
they were going to give me the necessary resources 
to work on self. They would have worked on me, 
help me dig deeper into my emotions and mind and 
whatever I went through when I was  younger. 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.” 
(GP21)

The 23-year-old, who was raped by her stepfather 
found sessions with the social workers helped her a 
lot. Even though she spent only 4 days in the shelter 
in 2019, she says that these sessions changed her 
state of mind. She said “Whenever I have challenges 
I remind myself of the social worker. I am more 
positive. I smile more, it is not so difficult for me to 
open up about my experiences”. It is clear that she 
would have benefited even more greatly from a longer 
stay at the shelter

New relationships, economic 

hardship and need for ongoing 

emotional support 

Two women are in new intimate partner relationships 
over the past two years, since leaving the shelter, 
with both relationships going well. These are signs of 
healing in their lives. One of these two women said, “I 
have found a loving boyfriend who also cares for my 
daughter. Regardless of how things turned out I don’t 
regret asking for help and would recommend the 
shelter to anyone going through abuse”. (GP7)

Many of the nine women spoke of economic 
difficulties. One wants to study nursing but does not 
have the financial means. Others are looking for jobs, 
working odd jobs, while surviving on state grants. 
As one said: “I just finished going to Edcon retail 
academy. I’m about to graduate but right now I’m 
unemployed and looking for a job, I hope something 
comes up very soon. (GP21).

While counselling at the shelters played an important 
role in the lives of many of these women, there is need 
for ongoing emotional and counselling support given 
the fragility of most lives.

The woman whose house was 

burnt down

The woman whose shack was burnt down by a 
neighbour went back to a rebuilt shack after 9 
months. She says “If it wasn’t for the shelter I don’t 
know where I would have been, so I want to thank 
them for everything they do for all women that are in 
need of help. May God bless them”.

She is currently looking for a job. She says: 

“When I left the shelter I could feel that I was ready to 
start afresh and get myself a job. I went back to my 
place. My son came back so during my stay at the 
shelter he was helping rebuild my place. So when I 
went back everything was fine though it was empty. I 
am back at my place now and that woman (who burnt 
my house down) was taken to a psychiatrist hospital. 
And I’m still looking for a job. (FS6)
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSIONS
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This publication attempts to highlight the 
impact of shelters on thirty-nine former 
women residents, of nine shelters in three 
provinces of South Africa. As noted in earlier 
chapters, twenty-nine of these women had 
left their homes as a result of intimate partner 
violence, nine had left because of abuse 
by a family member and one because her 
shack had been burnt down by a neighbour 
following an altercation. The majority of 
women were under 40 years old, had 
meagre financial resources, and had stayed 
at the shelters between three and seven 
months. 

It is clear from the women’s experiences that the 
shelters provided much needed and in many cases 
life-saving care and support in what was for each 
woman a moment of crisis and trauma which led to 
their fleeing their homes, often in fear of their lives. 

Only one of the thirty-nine women had known of a 
shelter prior to entering one. All others had fled their 
homes with the idea of getting help at the police 
station, from a social worker or at a clinic.They were 
then referred to a shelter by those whose help they 
had sought.

When they arrived at the shelters they were welcomed 
by caring shelter staff. The shelter provided a safe 
haven, a roof over their heads when there was 
nowhere else, three meals a day, toiletries, clothing 
for those who had fled with nothing but what they 
were wearing at the time of fleeing. 

During their time at the shelter counselling was a 
critical support, demonstrating care and enabling 
deep reflection. Counselling support led to 
introspection, self-awareness and a greater sense of 

self-worth, self-esteem and confidence. The women 
spoke of remarkable shifts in how they began to 
see themselves as a result of the counselling support 
and how they arrived at new understandings of 
their relationships with intimate partners and family 
members. 

Spending three to six months at the safe haven, 
provided by the shelters, being able to rest, recover 
and reflect on their lives and receive counselling 
support made a tangible difference to their lives.

These basic components of a roof over their heads, 
a place of safety, accompanied by care and support 
from dedicated staff enabled huge changes for almost 
all the women. The exceptions were two women who 
had each spent two weeks in two separate shelters 
(one in Free State and one in Northern Cape). Both 
these women felt that while they had gained some 
benefit, they were still in need of help and would have 
gained from a longer stay at the shelters. 

The critical importance of the accommodation, 
psycho-social care and counselling support cannot be 
overstated. This is the bread and butter of sheltering 
and this is the aspect shelters need to focus on and 
hone. 

In addition to the more formal counselling, women 
gained from the informal gatherings and everyday 
moments in the shelter kitchens where they shared 
meal preparations, washing up and eating together. 
Light hearted conversation, at times laughing together, 
while engaged in these everyday routines built 
relationships and also demonstrated possibilities 
of living together in more harmonious ways than 
was the experience in the homes they had fled. The 
importance of these informal moments is corroborated 
in a study of shelters in Canada1.

Shelter staff helped women navigate court processes, 
deal with police when they refused to act on the 
women’s behalf, and helped women apply for identity 
documents and social grants. These were other 
necessary critical supports.

The women interviewed had nowhere else to go at 
the time of their crisis, and this made the shelter a 
critical support, where no other existed. When faced 
with the crisis that made them feel their lives were in 
danger the women did not have the financial means 
to secure other accommodation, whether a hotel for 
a few nights, or a back room or apartment rental as 
a more permanent measure. Many women did not 
have friends or families they could turn to for support, 
in some cases because intimate partners had isolated 
them from such support, in most cases because they 
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felt they would be burdens to friends and families who 
were in similar economic circumstances to themselves. 

That these women were referred to the shelters was 
fortuitous. The police directed sixteen of these women 
to shelters, social workers directed seven to shelters, 
friends directed four women to shelters, clinics and 
pastors directed two women each to shelters, and the 
court referred one woman to a shelter. Without these 
referrals the women themselves would have had no 
idea that they could receive sheltering.

Women in similar situations, unless referred by 
someone who knows about the existence of a 
shelter, will be without this life-saving and potentially 
life-changing experience. Given the high rates of 
unemployment across the country and the high rates 
of violence against women including intimate partner 
violence, femicide and rape, it can be expected that 
many more women than those who actually seek 
shelter are in need of and can benefit from taking 
shelter.

All of this provides ample evidence of the critical 
importance of shelters and the necessity that the 
National Department of Social Development 
continues, improves and deepens its support, financial 
and otherwise to shelters. Some shelter staff spoke 
of precarious funding and that at times their shelters 
had no funds to provide food for women arriving at 
shelters.

Two other critical areas of support – housing after 
shelter and jobs/ incomes and skills that could lead to 
jobs – are not within the ambit of shelter services and 
the relevant government departments need to ensure 
that women and their children are supported to lead 
healthy, harmonious and violence free lives.

Shelter staff concerns were that women’s prospects of 
building lives independent of abusive partners and 
abusive family members, would be near impossible 
because most women did not have independent 
housing and regular income sources, and because 
their low levels of skill and education limited their job 
prospects. Some shelters provided training in various 
skills, some helped women prepare CVs, and in one 
case a shelter made links with companies for job 
placements. 

While these supports are important, these needs 
can only be adequately met by bringing in 
other government departments (for example the 
Departments of Housing, Education and Labour) and 
the private sector.

Many of the women were unemployed or engaged 
in precarious piece work at the time they entered the 
shelters. Only five had any skills qualification, (these 
being in health care, early childhood education, 
paramedic, finance, beauty-care). One woman had 
no schooling at all and twenty had dropped out of 
school before completing matric. Shelter staff were 
concerned about women’s lives after sheltering. 

When interviewed six months to three years after 
leaving the shelters most women were still facing 
economic difficulties. At the time of the interviews 
nineteen women were unemployed while the others 
were working in low paying jobs as domestic 
workers (five), in unspecified temporary work (six), as 
community health workers (two), and as a care giver, 
messenger, school guard, paramedic officer and 
selling pickles.

This indicates the necessity of addressing needs 
around skills, employment and housing.

Ongoing work is also necessary with the police 
and courts to ensure that women’s needs are more 
adequately addressed when they need protection 
from intimate partner violence. While the police were 
the major source referring women to the shelters, there 
were also reports of police refusing to take action 
when approached by women. In two cases the social 
worker from the shelter championed the women’s 
cause and insisted police take action when they were 
refusing to do so. Both police and courts need to be 
prevailed upon in order to be more sympathetic to 
women in crises. 

Counselling support to women in crisis is critical 
and the interviews suggest the need for ongoing 
counselling support after women have left the shelter. 
This may be easier to secure for women in urban 
areas, and might pose greater challenge in more rural 
or peri-urban areas where counselling services are not 
easily accessible, and attention needs to be given to 
ensuring such provision.

In addition to the need for the above mentioned 
supports in times of crises, there is need to attend 
to the root causes of intimate partner and family 
violence. The roots lie in the extreme conditions of 
poverty and inequality and the many forms of violence 
this unleashes. 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 tends to 
lead to continued violence.
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While there is a critical need for shelters there also 
need to be efforts to deal with the causes of violence 
against women. 

When women are seen as subordinates and inferiors 
whose existence is to care for and serve families, 
providing for men’s needs, including their need for 
sex, and when women buy into this narrative, this 
seems to legitimate violence against women. 

Changes are needed to the material conditions that 
breed violence as well as to the meanings given to 
being women and men. The awareness raising work 
by shelters and by the organisations that run shelters 
is critical and needs to continue and deepen. 

The experience of women in South Africa and 
worldwide show just how important it is to address 
support to women who have experienced violence 
and the need to work for the eradication of such 
violence. UN News highlights that worldwide a 
third of all women and girls experience physical or 
sexual violence in their lifetime. Half of the women 
killed worldwide were killed by their partners or 
family, and violence perpetrated against women is as 
common a cause of death and incapacity for those of 
reproductive age, as cancer, and a greater cause of 
ill health than road accidents and malaria combined2.

South Africa’s 2016 Demographic and Health Survey 
found that one in five women older than 18 years in 
all households across the country has experienced 
physical violence. The study found that in the poorest 
households one in three women experienced physical 
violence. A 2009 Medical Research Council study 
reported that in South Africa three women die at the 
hands of their intimate partner every day. This is five 
times more than the global average for femicide. The 
rate of sexual violence in South Africa is also one of 
the highest in the world3.  

Despite a strong legislative and policy-enabling 
environment that seeks to protect and promote 
the rights of women civil society organisations 
providing services to women, South Africa continues 
to experience extremely high rates of violence. The 
evidence suggests that violence against women is 
interlinked with relations of power and feeds on and 
induces multiple vulnerabilities relating to economic 
circumstances, and broader experiences of structural 
and personal violence. Attempts at tackling Violence 
Against Women in South Africa must consider these 
complexities and should not be looked at in isolation 
from other structural and social problems4.

Government departments relating to social 
development, labour, education and training, safety 
and security all have a part to play, as do non-
governmental organisations in addressing support to 
those women who have experienced violence and in 
ensuring an end to the scourge of violence.   

1 UN News 24 November 2019 A staggering one-in-three 
women, experience physical, sexual abuse

2 https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/11/1052041
?fbclid=IwAR3Zev0uOMAdQf2ww5Lrnji0AbKhJW03n-
CqRKEDsIeyLpGEY9S0n6I2xJo

3 Violence Against Women in South Africa A Country in 
Crisis, Nonhlanhla Sibanda-Moyo, Eleanor Khonje and 
Maame Kyerewaa Brobbey, 2017, the Centre for the Study 
of Violence and Reconciliation

4 ibid
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