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Results and Conclusions
Background on the women: The women's ages varied from 20 up to 60 years. Four of 
the women came from Finland. Ten were divorced, five unmarried, one was still 

married and one a widow. Six of the women abused alcohol, three narcotics, and eight 
had a mixed dependence, most often a combined abuse of alcohol and medication. Which 

drug a woman used was related to her age. Younger women were more frequently 

addicted to narcotics, older women to alcohol.
The women's housing and living relationships at the time of the interview: Three 

of the women had right of tenancy with their own leases and the married woman owned 
an apartment in a cooperative housing association. 13 of the 17 women were roofless. 

My definition of roofless entails that residents who do not have ownership, tenant- 

owner or tenancy rights are to be regarded as roofless. With regard to rights of 

tenancy the definition implies that those who do not have first-hand leases are 
roofless, since second-hand leases and sub-let rooms are insecure residential forms. 
Being roofless also implies not having any kind of roof over one's head.

The causes of rooflessness varied among the women. Some had never had a dwelling 
with a first-hand lease, others had had such a lease but had relinquished it, either 
voluntarily or due to persuasion. The majority of women, however, had to give up 

their dwellings when they were evicted. Abuse of narcotics and alcohol and the 

economic problems that follow were the main cause of the evictions.
Womens housing and living careers: The in-depth interviews indicate that there is 

a relationship between the conditions under which the women grew up and their 

patterns of moving and addiction. The more unstable their upbringing, the more they 

tend to move from place to place as adults and the poorer the prognosis for ending the 
addiction. The results of the interviews also show that the women had three different 

types of housing and living careers/forms: stationary, oscillating, and ambulating. The 

various types of housing and living forms affect the living identity. As a rule the 

stationary form of living corresponds to an established living identity. The oscillating 

form of living can lead to a disrupted living identity, while the living identity that 

corresponds to the ambulating form of living is chaotic.
The majority of the women lead an ambulatory existence and generally stayed with 

other addicts. In addition to the three forms of living, circulation between care and 

other institutions was extensive. Housing and living conditions for most of the women 
were, thus, unsatisfactory and insecure.

Conditions of work: Insecurity can also be linked to poor economy and 

unemployment. Twelve of the women were unemployed. Two had jobs to return to when 

they left the institution. Their sources of income were sickness benefits, disability 
grants, supplementary benefits or benefits from family insurance funds. Some of the
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older women received either sickness or widows' pensions. Most of the women did, 

thus, not qualify for benefits related to income disbursed by the national social 
insurance system. The women who did receive supplementary benefits were severely 

controlled by society and lived at subsistence level.
The women who had been in gainful employment had primarily worked in the 

public sector. Some had held a number of jobs in the service sector, most often as 

cleaners, restaurant staff and assistants in several social care sectors.
At the time of the interview gainful employment was not important for most of the 

women. The first priority was to solve the housing problem. For women with infants a 

job was not an issue. Other women said working was not remunerative because of the 
expense incurred by living in an institution and the lack of influence over one's own 

income. Some women were reluctant to seek work while they were staying in an 

institution and did not know with what they wanted to work. A couple of women were 
actively looking for work but, because they were living in an institution, they were 

not regarded as satisfactory employee material.
Social networks and the need for support: The lives of the women, their 

residential and addiction histories were often affected by close relationships. The 
women were particularly affected by the men in their lives, who generally were also 

addicts. These relationships were often destructive, psychological and/or physical 
oppression was an experience common to the women. Their additional social networks 
were also very weak. In a number of cases their children had been taken into care by 

society but, nevertheless, several women said their children were the most 

meaningful parts of their lives. The results show that most of the women did not have a 
secure family circle to return to after their stay in the institution and less than half 

had contact with their parents or siblings.

Their friends consisted mainly of other addicts. Only two of the women had friends 
who did not abuse intoxicants. By breaking off contact with gangs of addicts, friends or 

addicted partners, the women experienced loneliness and emptiness. The lack of social 
networks outside the institution mean that all that is left is support from society, but 

the women's previous experience of care and staying in an institution was that no 

treatment, aftercare and continuous support was available.
At the time of the interview the women were strongly motivated to change their 

lives. They feared illness and death, but were simultaneously aware of the difficulties 

involved in kicking their addiction. Several of the women wanted support, not only to 
deal with their addiction but also to solve their housing problem, which was the most 

important issue for them. They wanted support both from social and private sources. 

They wanted contacts that could offer practical assistance and deeper, more continuous 
relationships. Many of the women did not, for instance, have any non-addicted women
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friends with whom they could talk. Some of the women wanted to live together to 

provide support for each other. Others wanted to have access to several people when 

the addiction made itself felt.
The conclusion, drawn from the women's evidence and the interpretation, is that 

these women lack many of life's essentials: their own secure dwelling, an economic 

base and a social network.
Statements by informants with a structural perspective demonstrate that the 

authorities and companies have different opinions about housing for addicts. The 

housing companies regard it as their task to approve or reject a prospective tenant, 

depending on their ability to pay and whether any complaints have been noted. The 

housing authority must assign flats, but in certain cases must reject applicants for 

housing if they believe that landlords will refuse them a dwelling. In the social 
services different points of view of the housing problem exist. In certain cases, staff 
sometimes pay rent arrears so that an addict may retain her dwelling, and they look 

for a greater number of trial flats. In other cases, the social services play a role in the 
eviction of addicts and are more restrictive in searching for priority and trial flats. 
From the point of view of the women, the social services can either help them or turn 

their lives upside-down. The social services are, however, at a disadvantage in 

relation to both the housing authorities and the housing companies. The most powerful 

are the housing companies, the social services have the least power.
One conclusion drawn is that personnel in the social services regard the question 

of landlords who refuse to be of assistance as very worrisome. The landlords - both 

private and public utility companies - often reject priority referrals and also trial 
housing, even though the social services pay the rent. The social services also think 

that the housing authorities reject too many of the priority applications submitted on 

medical or social grounds.
Another conclusion is that there is a tendency for the women at the home for 

mothers to have a better chance of being allocated a dwelling and aftercare than the 

women at the other three institutions. When the women have a dwelling they must 
continue to live by trial and error, while remaining registered at the home. At the 
other institutions, the organization of housing for women is associated with major 

difficulties. The lack of housing in turn exacerbates the women’s unemployment.
Addicted women thus have fewer opportunities to act and to choose to exchange or 

acquire new dwellings. Evicted women have virtually no chance of acquiring a new 
dwelling, even though they are highly motivated to give up their addiction. The women 

have also tried to find some place to live, but when expectations fall, passivity 

increases.
One proposal that follows from the results, that indicate the poor prospects for
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housing and jobs for women after a stay in an institution, is a model for cooperation in 

which the social services, the housing authorities, the labour exchange and the addicted 
women together try to break the evil circle of rooflessness, homelessness and 
joblessness. Eventually this may lead to increased opportunities for choice of work and 
dwelling for former addicts and offer additional alternatives in a shorter time. Such 

cooperation may, however, increase control over the addicts. Personnel may, because 

of their powers, persuade addicts to accept housing and jobs that are unsuitable for 
them.

The women experience various forms of control to be obstacles to changing their 
housing and living conditions. Relationships to men, where oppression of women has 
played a role, have been major obstacles, but also the rules that apply both inside and 

outside the institutions. Some forms of control, which include support, may be 
experienced positively, as opportunities for change.

The opinions of the various categories of personnel depended on how they 

perceived human nature. Some informants recommended coercive measures; 
restrictiveness with, amongst other things, housing applications; institutional care 
and approved schooling for the group of addicts. They regarded the addict as an object. 
Others thought that voluntary out-patient care and their own flats were preferable. 
They regarded the addict as a subject (actor).

A perception that makes common cause with human nature, however, cannot affect 

the lack of housing and the women's or social services' opportunities to acquire 
housing. A study that reviewed available alternative housing and living forms with the 
possibility of social integration, support and a community for the group of addicts, 
shows that there is a dearth of such alternatives. There are, however, several types of 
dwelling forms linked to an institution. In certain housing areas some preventive and 

rehabilitative activities are available, but for access to these a precondition is that the 

addict has a dwelling. For the roofless, only an ambulating existence or a segregated 
type of semi-institutional living remain.

The difficulties experienced by addicted women on the housing market lead to 

questions on the significance of homelessness and what the concepts of home and 
dwelling mean to the women. I differentiate between being roofless, i.e. without a 

dwelling, and being homeless. I maintain that homelessness has a deeper significance 
than the lack of a physical dwelling. Homelessness can also entail psychological 

instability and a lack of social ties. One can lead a homeless existence in spite of having 

a dwelling. Homelessness may also entail a lack of a feeling of safety and security in a 

dwelling, a lack of an atmosphere of comfort and homeliness. The relations a person 

has to the people with whom she lives are also important to whether a dwelling feels 

like a home or not. A sense of homelessness can be based on childhood experiences.
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Individuals, who have had a very insecure childhood and experienced early 
separations, can express homelessness in innumerable moves as adults. The concept ot 
homelessness, of course, includes being roofless and total homelessness can encompass 

that: to be evicted; to have rent arrears, which make it impossible to get a new 

dwelling; to be unemployed; to have lost the custody of one's children; to have a 

destructive dependent relationship; and to be stigmatized as an addict. The results of 
this study showed that the majority of the women were homeless. The few women who 

did have dwellings felt insecure in them because of unreliable relationships or because 
of their previous experiences which entailed constant leave-takings. The lack of a 

dwelling meant that the lives of roofless women were badly shaken up, at the same 

time as they were homeless.
Research indicates that the significance of home and dwelling differs between men 

and women. A home is more important to a woman, while a man has more ties to the 

public sphere. A home is associated with family, intimacy and relationships, and 
women are more oriented towards relationships than men. For many women the home 

is the only place where they have any influence. To create a home from a dwelling 
becomes an important part of a woman's living identity. To lose one's dwelling, and 

thereby one's influence over the interior of the dwelling, is significantly more 

difficult for women than for men, since the home is the centre of a woman's existence. 
There is no place for women without housing to either develop ties or have a sphere of 

influence. Their living identity is characterized by chaos. Addicted women regarded the 

home as a symbol of security, enjoyment, creativity, positive relationships, closeness 

to the children and self-control. They wanted both a sense of community and integrity 

in the home for which they were longing.

Conceivable Solutions
The dissertation leads up to proposals for conceivable solutions, various alternative 

styles of living, to break the pattern of homelessness. Before their 

institutionalization, the actual housing and living conditions of the women may have 
been stationary, oscillating or ambulating. Into these, hypothetical changes are 

introduced after the entry of supportive relationships in their lives. Together with the 
women, supportive relationships may help to change the conditions of these women's 

lives by increasing their self-esteem, strengthening their motivation to resist a 

relapse into addiction (a change of addict identity), and by providing support in living 
(change in the living identity). The women might live in one of the existing alternative 

housing and living forms, i.e. housing collectives, communes, or service/care 

buildings, in cooperation with housing companies, authorities and residents, or where 

there are residents with responsibility for their neighbours. These forms of housing 

would be conceivable solutions for all women who feel lonely and isolated. A
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precondition is that there are several supportive relationships in these forms of 
living. It would also be possible for them to live in as yet non-existing but envisioned 

alternative living forms, if they are realized. These ideas are based on support and 

community. The envisioned alternative forms of living are designed in such a way that 

all people, irrespective of gender, economic or social status, will be able to live in 
them. The last suggested form of living is the usual, stationary but with supportive 

relationships. The difference between stationary living with or without supportive 
relationships is that after the introduction of supportive relationships, the women are 
no longer either homeless or addicted. They have a social network. The women's 

identities appear stable. They have a stronger self-confidence and have social and other 
ties. These are, however, fictional pictures and reality appears to be different. My 

thesis is that, through the power of their own actions and with support from tangible 
social networks, the women will become able to change the conditions of their lives, 
including their housing and living conditions.

On the basis of the women's own demands, they desire, above all, a dwelling with 
their own lease. The best solution, therefore, ought to be stationary integrated living 

with a first-hand lease and with supportive relationships in the building, housing area 
and neighbourhood. The women may, in the meantime, have different chances of 
succeeding in living on their own. This may be related to whether their need for 
contact is greater than their problems with isolation. For isolated women with a great 

need for contact, or women who are unsure about their dependence on intoxicants, a 
conceivable solution may, therefore, be an alternative, integrated living. Three of the 
women in the study expressed a desire to live more collectively. In a housing collective 

women can participate in communal work and leisure activities. Addicts often cannot 

afford hobbies nor do they have the energy or time, since the addiction has drained 

their strength. Several of the women confirmed this and wanted friends with whom to 
share their joys and sorrows.

In addition to psychological and social support, the women may also need economic 
and practical support in their own dwelling. Such support can be offered in 

cooperation with the public sector (social services, contact persons, therapists) and 

the informal sector (new friends, neighbours, companions from work and studies). 

Temporary alternatives to emergency or short-term housing also offer a solution. 

They may be premises or flats with support relationships to which women may turn 

and perhaps stay for a few days after a relapse, threats or other crises. Another 

possibility is to have premises in the housing area where the health, medical and 

welfare services can cooperate with the home-help services and provide support and 
help to all the residents with acute medical, social and practical needs.
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The interviews and the interpretation of the results demonstrate that the women have a 
poor starting point for a return to life in society and few opportunities to exert an 

influence over their living conditions because of structural limitations. They have to 
battle continuously against their addiction, which has robbed them of much that is 

self-evident in life: to feel appreciated and needed, to have self-esteem. In addition, 

there are economic and material losses, poor opportunities for work and difficulties in 
changing their housing situation.

Addicted women, and men, must have the right to their own dwellings, to take 

their own decisions, to retain their integrity and right to fellowship. With the 

assistance of supportive relationships as well as her own participation in stationary 

or alternative integrated living, a woman may, in time, be able to create a feeling of 

being at home. The difficulties are to find supportive relationships and, in the 
prevailing situation, to find a dwelling in which such a woman can exchange her 

feelings of homelessness for those of homeliness.

Translated by Madi Gray
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