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Abstract
Housing First, as implemented in Finland, offers two housing options for people who are homeless or at risk of homeless‐
ness. In this context, permanent housing refers to a scattered‐site rental flat or a community‐based housing unit in accor‐
dance with the Housing First principle. The focus of our study was on worker–client relationship and its diverse meanings
at different stages of women’s housing pathways. Our data consisted of narrative thematic interviews with nine women
who lived in scattered housing and three workers of a housing unit. The narratives of the housing unit workers were related
to a deep concern for the women who have the most limited choices and who do not always see the housing unit as home.
The workers felt frustrated with the inconsistency of care pathways in substance abuse care, psychiatric hospital care as
well as gerontological services. Women in scattered housing had received sufficient support at critical stages of their hous‐
ing pathway from the public service system, which is an integral part of the Finnish Housing First model. In their cases,
homelessness and problems with housing had been addressed as part of a holistic effort to improve the quality of their
lives either through adult social work, child protection aftercare or psychosocial services. Getting sufficient support in a
vulnerable situation in a trust‐based worker–client relationship was a unifying theme of this dataset of women. Our study
also challenges the development of services from the perspective of women whose housing pathways are characterised
by numerous losses and exclusions, and for whom many services remain out of reach.
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1. Introduction
In 2020, there were 1,065 homeless women in Finland,
25 percent of the total number of homeless people.
Of these women, 189 were experiencing long‐term
homelessness and make up slightly less than 20 percent
of the total number of long‐term homeless individuals
(ARA, 2021). This data is collected with an annual home‐
lessness survey from Finnish municipalities. It contains
people who have been registered as homeless in the
services and therefore does not take into account hid‐
den homelessness.
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Since 2008, Finland has been implementing the
Housing First principle, which has led to a gradual
decrease in homelessness year after year. Housing First
principle means that unhoused people are provided with
independent rental flats and adequate support instead
of temporary solutions such as hostels and shelters.
The Finnish Housing First model was developed indepen‐
dently of the Pathways Housing First model in the United
States but has similar features with it (Y‐Foundation,
2017). It follows the core principles of Housing First
as described in the Housing First Europe Guide (Pleace,
2016). In the Finnish context, these can be summarised
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into three themes: home of your own, rental contract
based on law and adequate support if needed and
wanted by the resident. In Finland, the implementation
of housing and support may vary. Housing can mean an
individual rental flat either in scattered housing located
in social housing or in flats bought from the private mar‐
ket or in a supported housing unit where on‐site person‐
nel is often available. In both housing options, the rental
lease is permanent. This research asks: What kinds of
supportive relationships exist between clients and work‐
ers at the different stages of women’s housing pathways?
The question is approached from two complementary
perspectives both produced in thematic narrative inter‐
views: first as a workers’ narrative from workers who do
their work in a supported housing unit, and second as
a women’s narrative from women who live in scattered‐
site flats. Both settings follow the Housing First principle.
Our special interest is on the supportive worker–client
relationship as part of homelessness intervention. As our
aim was to study worker–client relationships at different
stages of the housing pathways, we chose two signifi‐
cantly different research environments and interviewed
both workers and clients.
The article proceeds in such a way that first
(Section 2) we present the literature framing of our
research, followed by (Section 3) the research settings,
data and methods. Sections 4 and 5 are data‐driven and
present the research results we have generated based
on our analysis. Section 6 contains the conclusions of
the study.
2. Previous Literature
Several studies, starting from the pioneering study by
Watson and Austerberry (1986), have shown the inade‐
quacy, inexpedience, and attached associations of ser‐
vices for women (Bretherton & Mayock, 2021; Mayock
& Bretherton, 2016; Mayock & Sheridan, 2020, p. 27).
Research has focused on diverse aspects on women’s
experiences with homelessness and housing services
(e.g., Averitt, 2003, pp. 79–100; Cook et al., 2002,
pp. 285–316; Haahtela, 2015; Skobba, 2016, pp. 41–58).
The experiences of professionals working with homeless
women have been explored from the perspectives of the
strain of crisis intervention and coping with work‐related
stress (e.g., Baker et al., 2007, pp. 465–474; Lemieux‐
Cumberlege & Taylor, 2019, pp. 367–378; Salem et al.,
2018, pp. 665–687).
Homelessness pathway is a commonly used
metaphor in homelessness studies in recent years (e.g.,
Clapham, 2002, pp. 57–68, 2003, pp. 119–127; Clapham
et al., 2014, pp. 2016–2031; Fopp, 2009, pp. 271–291;
Juhila & Kröger, 2016; May, 2000, pp. 613–638).
Numerous studies of social work (e.g., Järvinen, 2015,
pp. 198–226; Karttunen, 2019, pp. 117–197; Ranta, 2020,
pp. 86–88; Ruch, 2018, pp. 19–35) have shown the impor‐
tance of a trust‐based relationship for the success of
interaction work. There has been a lot of research on
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home support (e.g., Juhila et al., 2020; Lydahl & Hansen
Löfstrand, 2020; Ranta et al., 2017) and besides research
on women’s homelessness has shown the importance
of compassion and practical help for clients. Juhila
et al. (2020) have conceptualised the unique content
of home visit work into three dimensions: situational‐
ity, boundlessness, and empathy, framed by home as a
context. On the other hand, Perälä and Jurvansuu (2016,
pp. 532–537) have also shown the fact that the residents
of a housing unit do not receive the substance abuse and
mental health services they would be entitled to from
the public sector. Research by Hansen Löfstrand (2015,
pp. 17–38) shows the last resort shelter for the most
marginalised homeless as a place of control and isola‐
tion from the rest of society. According to several studies
women have perceived services as stigmatising, control‐
ling and used only as a last resort when informal support
has not been available (Bretherton & Mayock, 2021).
As stated above, we participate in a research discus‐
sion on women’s pathways to housing and service expe‐
riences by focusing on the worker–client relationship,
from two complementary perspectives, and using two
different interview data.
3. Research Settings, Data and Methods
The context of our research focusing on the worker–
client relationship is the work of implementing the
Housing First principle that takes place at different set‐
tings and stages of the women’s pathway to housing
and home. The data contains qualitative interviews con‐
ducted in two settings.
Our first setting is a supported housing unit that oper‐
ates under the Housing First principle and which is tar‐
geted to long‐term homeless women. The housing unit
is owned by a non‐governmental organisation who also
provides the support and services for the women. In this
setting we interviewed the workers. Our second research
setting is rental flats in ordinary blocks of flats. These
flats are owned by another non‐governmental organi‐
sation which also implements the Housing First princi‐
ple. In this research setting we met the women in their
homes at a moment when they had just got their own
flats and the preceding stages of their housing pathway
were still fresh in their memory. The women looked back
on the support they had received in worker–client rela‐
tionships along their housing pathway and evaluated its
significance in a place that they felt was their home.
The data which was collected through one group
interview with three workers of a housing unit centres
on their relationships with women who are suffering
from psychosocial burden. All workers were female, they
were trained as practical nurses and their work experi‐
ence varied from a few months to four years. The hous‐
ing unit, the setting in which the worker–client relation‐
ships are formed, is both a workplace and a commu‐
nity. Group interview as a method of data collection
offers group participants an opportunity to diversify and
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refine each other’s narratives. On the other hand, a
group setting may create pressure to convey a unified
narrative, which can limit or even prevent the expres‐
sion of differing viewpoints (Esberg, 2020, pp. 49–52;
Pietilä, 2017, pp. 112–121). The power dynamics within
the group will inevitably influence what and how the
participants speak. In our interview, there were dispar‐
ities between the participants in terms of how much
they spoke: The more experienced workers spoke more.
Nevertheless, the participants were respectful towards
each other and supported and complemented each
other’s comments. The interview conveyed a shared per‐
ception of the work, which is not a surprise since the par‐
ticipants work as a team in the unit.
The group interview consists of the workers’ time‐,
setting‐ and encounter‐specific views regarding their
work and the women’s situations. The significance of
the setting and the community is highlighted in the
ways how relationships with the women are described.
Furthermore, relationships are described in relation to
the women’s life situations and the psychosocial stress
associated with them. The group interview material
has been analysed with data driven content analysis.
The structuring of the themes was influenced by the
interview frame we used, which we had compiled on the
basis of our previous research literature and our knowl‐
edge of Finnish Housing First work. We first structured
the overarching theme of worker–client relationship into
four main themes: place, community, sensitive topics
and coping at work. As a result of a more detailed ana‐
lysis, we merged the theme of coping at work and the
relevance of work into the other three, as their contents
seemed to largely determine the meaning of the work
and, on the other hand, the workload.
Our second dataset consists of nine one‐on‐one
interviews, which were conducted in the homes of
women who had exited homelessness or the risk of
homelessness. The women were recruited for the inter‐
views through housing counsellors. The selection cri‐
teria included that the women had moved to their
scattered‐site flats less than a year ago and that they
received support either from the municipality or from
a non‐governmental organisation. The women’s ages
ranged from 18 to 66 years old. The participants included
students, pensioners and working individuals. We inter‐
viewed mothers, grandmothers and childless women.
Some had been homeless for years, whereas for others,
homelessness had been an anomaly on their housing
pathway. Some women’s life courses had been marked
by the risk of homelessness, yet they had not experi‐
enced homelessness. All of the women had low income,
and some were struggling to pay off their debts.
We visited the women in their homes in order
to acquire narratives based on their own experiences
regarding the housing pathways that led them to a home
of their own. The interviews were conducted with the
help of loosely structured interview frame making sure
that the women had as much freedom as possible to dis‐
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cuss their experiences without a predetermined struc‐
ture. We sought to understand the subjective mean‐
ings that the women assigned to the supportive relation‐
ships they had experienced or not along their housing
pathways. Although the thematic questions guided and
restricted the narratives, the women’s experiences dif‐
fered significantly in terms of their focus.
We analysed the women’s interview material by
selecting three interviews from the data corpus, two
of which we built a story in which a young woman’s
homelessness path could have been prevented with suffi‐
ciently intensive and long‐lasting support and supportive
relationship in public child protection aftercare. From the
two interviews, we selected extracts that describe the
vulnerable life courses and, in particular, the meanings
that a young woman gives to a worker she has experi‐
enced as her own. In another story, the theme is a trau‐
matised life course in which psychosocial services with
supportive relationships in public sector have played a
major role in breaking the cycle of homelessness. Both
stories are stories built with the aim of showing how the
homeless woman’s category breaks down into a wide
variety of situations and lifestyles. The women’s inter‐
view material is characterised by the importance of a
timely, sufficiently long‐term and trust‐based worker–
client relationships. In addition, the entire material is
united by the significance of a home obtained on the prin‐
ciple of scattered‐site and perceived as a home as part of
the overall life situation.
Ethical reflections were given importance through‐
out the whole research process. Researchers submitted
an application for access and research plan to both organ‐
isations of the research settings through the standard
application process. After the application was approved,
an information sheet was given to people we were
recruiting for interviews. This sheet included basic infor‐
mation on the purpose of the research and empha‐
sised voluntary participation and anonymity of partici‐
pants (Kainulainen & Honkatukia, 2021, p. 117). Before
the interviews, all participants signed a consent form.
The interviews were carried out by two researchers, both
of whom were careful to emphasise the fact that par‐
ticipation in the research was voluntary and that what
the women shared in the interviews would be treated as
confidential and would in no way affect the services they
received. We decided not to include signifiers to any of
the quotations for two reasons. Firstly, the quotations of
the workers represent the view of the whole team and
our aim was not to highlight any differences. Secondly,
with both datasets, we left signifiers out to guarantee the
anonymity of our participants.
4. Relationships with Homeless Women: Work at a
Community‐based Housing Unit
Having a home can only improve quality of life if
other core elements of psychiatric recovery are also
present, such as hope for the future, meaningful
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activities, enjoying the company and support of oth‐
ers, and feeling included in society. However, perma‐
nent housing provides the conditions for normal, non‐
stigmatised housing. (Padgett, 2007, p. 1934)
This quotation from Padgett is the starting point for the
analysis of our data: Support following the Housing First
principle can mean working and creating relationships
with women who feel homeless in their own home on
a permanent tenancy.
Access to a flat does not always signify the end of the
experience of homelessness, as one housing unit worker
who participated in our study relates:
I haven’t heard any one of our residents call their flat
a home….They sometimes correct me if I talk about a
home, they say “this is not my home.”
Life without a home of your own means much more
than just a lack of housing. A home has a deeper
personal meaning than a flat, as it includes material,
social and emotional dimensions. In order for a flat to
become a home, the resident must attach it to her
feelings. Attachment can be difficult and without sup‐
port too overwhelming as a result of past experiences
of homelessness or traumatic events related to break‐
downs of homes (Granfelt, 1998, pp. 103–116; Ranta &
Juhila, 2019).
The place, in this case a housing unit, provides
a backdrop and entangles to worker–client relation‐
ships. The interaction between the women who have
experienced long‐term homelessness and the housing
unit workers is marked by psychosocial stress and the
fact that for the women, housing services are a last
resort option. An added strain may be caused by the
feeling of homelessness, despite a permanent tenancy.
For a person who is ‘homeless at home’ (Husso, 2003,
pp. 220–229), a home no longer signifies a safe place
of her own. Feeling homeless in one’s own flat creates
a tense to relationships in the unit: a housing service
provider that follows the Housing First principle, yet a
woman who feels homeless and whose opportunities for
social participation are in many ways limited. Taking a
step forward is difficult due to social exclusion, which
many homeless women, especially those with serious
mental health issues, have to face regardless of where
and how they live (Padgett, 2007, p. 1934).

requires not only a flat and support from profession‐
als but also the experience of a meaningful life (e.g.,
Vanhala, 2005, pp. 184–185).
Pathways in and out of homelessness can be very
complex, and linear development towards a ‘final state’
of a permanent home or permanent homelessness are
rare (De Decker & Segers, 2014, p. 611). The traumatic
events suffered by women who have experienced long‐
term homelessness at different points of their life histo‐
ries may have shattered the feeling of home so funda‐
mentally that it has become difficult to grasp. They may
never have had a home or may associate bad memories
with various temporary lodgings, all of which for their
part reinforce the feeling of homelessness. When rela‐
tionship with the self is fractured and one’s inner home
is destroyed, it may be impossible to find a home any‐
where. According to the workers, women’s housing path‐
ways included, in some cases, many evictions also from
other supported housing units:
The social services have assigned this place for them.
The other option is staying outside. When you take
that choice away, I don’t know whether it’s really,
whether it feels like home.
For homeless women, limited choice for housing is firmly
linked to structural factors, such as the housing mar‐
ket and the social service system. From the women’s
perspective, this may essentially mean an absence of
choice. The only available choice is not necessarily
designed with their situations in mind and corresponds
poorly to the needs of women in need of housing
(Mayock & Bretherton, 2016, pp. 278–280; Ranta et al.,
2017, p. 173).
The workers of the housing unit expressed concern
especially for the women whose lives were characterised
by the question “Who would take me?”:
These are individuals with psychogeriatric issues who
return here after an assessment period and the years
go by….Where does that person go when they get
older, I do worry about that a lot.
A supported housing unit cannot address all possible
social and health issues. A flat that is supposed to
be a home for the women cannot become a reposi‐
tory for psychosocial issues (Perälä & Jurvansuu, 2016,
pp. 532–533).

4.1. The Place of Relationships
4.2. Community Relationships
The worker–client relationship forms the core of inter‐
vention, also in communities affected by various strains
and conflicts (McMahon, 2018, pp. 147–164; Ranta,
2020, p. 15). According to the workers, the trauma‐
tised life courses of individuals who have experienced
long‐term homelessness do not change course at once.
These life courses have evolved over several years, even
decades, maybe across generations, and reversing them
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In the housing unit, relationships are strained by
untreated substance abuse and mental health issues as
well as the cumulative traumatic experiences that under‐
lie and intertwine them. Communal living with strangers
who are stigmatized with the same categories of prob‐
lems may feel like objectionable, forced interaction.
An unwell client may isolate herself inside a hard shell:
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Respondent: They don’t want to deal with us. And
if they are intoxicated, their behaviour is often very
aggressive. Towards us counsellors, and also towards
the other residents.
Interviewer: If there’s a resident who is paranoid, how
does that manifest here?
Respondent: Well, it will manifest as distrust towards
us. And everything that happens, it’s our fault. And
the fact that we are able to control both their finances
as well as their personal matters. We are here in order
to make their life difficult….We become the embodi‐
ment of all their misfortunes. We are at fault for what
happened to them.
Understanding the culture of homelessness and what
socially excluded and stigmatised women have experi‐
enced and continue to experience helps workers protect
themselves from taking aggressions and insults person‐
ally. The education of workers being in close relation
with homeless women must be developed by providing
a deeper and broader understanding of women’s home‐
lessness as a phenomenon, which will enhance their cul‐
tural competence. Workers must possess diverse skills in
order to support, communicate and create trustful rela‐
tionships with women who receive services. These skills
also include recognising that the women may have com‐
plicated relationships with services. This is why they fre‐
quently rely on the help of frontline workers, who can
respond to their crises with a more sensitive approach
(Lemieux‐Cumberlege & Taylor, 2019, p. 368):
A rough day is one when your phone is ringing from
the moment you come to work in the morning. Either
it’s the residents calling you or our partners, cleaners,
laundry services. And since our doors are closed, we
always have to be opening the doors. Then the alarm
system goes off….The constant demands. And mean‐
while your phone keeps ringing. And you can’t even
hear the person at the other end because of the noise.
Then you try to find a quieter place.
The workers in the housing unit work in small teams of
two in the daytime and alone at weekends. At times they
come under high levels of time pressure to complete mul‐
tiple tasks simultaneously. This may cause stress, espe‐
cially combined with lack of time or an excessive work‐
load. Eventually, the danger is that this will potentially
contribute to both emotional exhaustion and affect one’s
sense of personal accomplishment. On the other hand,
the sense of personal accomplishment related to one’s
work may act as a protective measure against burnout
(Baker et al., 2007, p. 471). Looking beneath the surface
and trying to understand a person’s circumstances can
help professionals cope with challenging worker–client
relationships. Similarly, seeing one’s work as meaningful
can have a strong positive effect on work engagement
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(Mette et al., 2020, p. 10; Salem et al., 2018, pp. 670–672;
Ward, 2018, pp. 55–74). Satisfaction and the experience
of meaningful relationships were reinforced by small
interactional episodes which were characterised by few,
but honest words:
Our residents are also able to say sorry. And it comes
straight from the heart.
It can be just a small thing, and when they thank you.
It doesn’t have to be anything major but they are
grateful for many things.
One resident called and said: “It’s nice that you
returned from your holidays.”
According to the workers the housing unit community
can be experienced differently by different women. For
some, it may represent an objectionable last resort
characterised by negative relationships and disillusion‐
ment. For others, it may represent a home associated
with positive aspects such as safety, shared space and
shared identities among women, and social relationships.
The women within the community may already know
each other from earlier stages in their housing path‐
ways, and they may have a sense of community that
is grounded in shared experiences (Hetling et al., 2020,
p. 412; Junnilainen, 2019, pp. 76–119; Nousiainen, 2016,
pp. 163–191). The workers discussed the significance of
community interaction with elderly women who have
lived in the community for a long time:
For example, if someone hasn’t seen a particular res‐
ident in a few days, they will often call us and ask if
everything is okay with them because they haven’t
seen her. We will go and check and if everything
is okay, we will tell her it’s fine. They take care of
each other.
Through their presence, the workers can show their
appreciation for the sense of community among the
women and acknowledge their right to be treated
respectfully as individuals. Such activity can be referred
to as presence intervention. The relationship based
on presence signifies spending time together, either
in conversation or in silence. The worker is present
and available, even until the very end (Granfelt, 2013,
pp. 231–237; Haahtela, 2015, pp. 54–57; Karttunen,
2019, pp. 135–146):
We have a common space on the fifth floor where we
have coffee together. Often at the weekends if I’m
alone here, I’ll just sit there for hours and talk with
the women about anything and everything.
We have also accompanied them on their final jour‐
ney, so we have gone to funerals and since we are
close, we can’t help but cry when we send them off
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on their final journey. So, it’s not, it’s not easy for us
either. It’s impossible to do this job without becom‐
ing close to them.
4.3. Sensitive Topics: Unspoken Narratives
And I guess it’s also because some of them have spent
their whole lives on the streets, so they have kind of
become hardened, and they need to remain like that
no matter what….They are hurting, but they don’t
know why they are hurting.
Even though the workers make themselves available
and are present in various situations, the shared reality
and the underlying emotional connection is difficult to
achieve, especially if the women have had many difficult
experiences that they are unable to confront:
They talk very, very little….I think they are sensitive
topics and they might be ashamed. Or it might make
them feel so upset that they don’t want that. So, they
just numb themselves with drugs or alcohol, it’s kind
of an endless cycle. It’s somewhere inside them, but
it never gets out.
The workers state that the women are unable to dis‐
cuss or share their trauma or cumulative history of
trauma. They have had to survive on the street and in
unsafe lodgings. They have learned to survive with the
help of armour, which protects them from insults and
rejection but simultaneously prevents them from accept‐
ing compassion and care (Thörn, 2004, pp. 153–185).
The women may have adopted a cross‐generational cul‐
ture of reticence since childhood. They are building nei‐
ther a victim narrative nor a narrative of agency; instead,
they are building a sad, unspoken narrative. Substance
abuse may provide a barrier for unbearably difficult emo‐
tions (Granfelt, 1998, pp. 142–145).
The women’s experiences with the service system
may also have contributed to the formation of a hard
shell. Rejection may signify an even stronger attachment
to violence, drugs and illness, which in turn may result in
guilt and shame, staying silent and shielding oneself from
the eyes of others. Such rejections may have cumulated
along one’s life history. Women’s negative experiences
and relationships with services may also result from a
perceived lack of control or say in their everyday lives and
feelings of surveillance and infantilisation, as attempts to
‘order’ their lives may have had significant negative rami‐
fications (Mayock & Sheridan, 2020, p. 27; Vanhala, 2005,
p. 270; Virokannas, 2017, pp. 274–283).
The restrictions set by the housing unit also con‐
tribute to the idea of a community of dysfunctional
women. Research on women’s homelessness has broadly
discussed issues related to motherhood (Granfelt, 1998,
pp. 117–132; van den Dries et al., 2016, pp. 179–208).
Homelessness and the loss of home may be accompa‐
nied by unspoken and broken motherhood. If a woman’s
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children have been taken into care, her motherhood is
not always recognised and her possibilities to fulfil her
motherhood are not explored. Living separately from
one’s own children and missing them can be too heavy
a topic to share with the workers and other women:
Based on what I have understood, I think she hasn’t
seen them and she misses them terribly. And it may
come up when she is reminiscing on things that she
used to do with her children. Then she often says
she misses them. And you kind of have to be dis‐
creet….I never got the chance to ask her if she ever
meets them… it’s such a sensitive subject, so I can’t
really ask her.
Above one of the workers discuss how greatly she thinks
one of the women misses her children. Bringing up such a
heavy topic in worker–client relationship does not seem
possible despite the fact that the woman had reminisced
on moments she had spent with her children. Ethically
challenging situations rarely indicate a clear approach;
instead, the worker must make intuitive decisions (e.g.,
Juhila, 2018, pp. 253–257). It is possible that the woman
in question wished that the worker would have taken a
more forthcoming approach. It is equally possible that
she appreciated the present, yet distant relationship.
Since the workers are involved in the women’s daily lives,
it is important that they are able to respect the women’s
privacy. Respecting the women was embodied in one
principle that was shared among the team, which was to
make sure that whatever is promised to the women will
also happen:
Even something trivial, if it has been agreed upon, we
will make sure it gets done.
5. Pathway towards a Home of your Own
Our second dataset consists of interviews with women
who have received a flat of their own. The women
had moved into their flats relatively recently, within
the previous year. In the interviews, we discussed the
stages on their pathway to home and the meaning of
home. Each of the nine women had received psychoso‐
cial and/or financial support along their housing path‐
way. The women’s housing pathways differed signifi‐
cantly. Some had lived in a cycle of crime, drugs and
homelessness for years and after years in supported
housing, had finally acquired a home of their own. Others
had retired from a low‐income career, which resulted in
spiralling debts and foreclosures, and finally eviction.
The following two narratives describe the situations
of women who have, with the help of psychosocial
support in their worker–client relationships, been able
to avoid becoming homeless or to break the cycle of
marginalisation and start forging a new identity. The first
narrative is based on interviews with two young women,
and the second one on one interview.
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5.1. The First Home of One’s Own
“I’m mentally better now,” she says.
Difficult teenage years took this woman who feels
now mentally better away from home to a children’s
home. She discussed her difficult teenage years and
yearning for peace and quiet amidst the bustle of the
child protection facility. Her biggest source of safety had
been a large dog, who remained with her through every‐
thing. Now her situation was different: She was about to
graduate into a profession that she loved, she was dat‐
ing and living in her first own home. She was also close
to securing a job. A new home, a flat with a permanent
tenancy on the top floor of a quiet building, just as she
had hoped:
There is a door code and you can’t get in just like that
and it’s a bit higher so it’s not the lowest level. It just
feels safe in that sense even though there is only one
exit. Because of some things in my childhood, it is
really important for me.
Her narrative includes description of a close, supportive
and helpful worker–client relationship. She had looked
for her own flat together with a social worker from child
protection aftercare services. Together, they had consid‐
ered different options and filled in rental applications.
The social worker had accompanied her to an interview
with a non‐profit organisation, which offered her a flat.
The social worker had encouraged her to express her
wishes regarding the flat.
As soon as she saw the flat she knew: “Yes, this is it.”
The flat was clean and beautifully renovated. The build‐
ing housed mostly elderly people, and her childhood
home was a short distance away. Although the neigh‐
bourhood has a reputation as a problem suburb, it did
not bother or scare her.
The social worker helped her get started with inde‐
pendent living. Anne is “probably the best social worker
I’ve had, sound and understanding; the kind of person
it’s easy to be with, easy to talk to. Anne gets back to
me immediately after she sees my message.” She took
care of the paperwork and discussed all kinds of things
related to a young person’s life. There were things she
didn’t want to discuss with her parents. It was good to
have another adult in her life.
She did not need support for living. She was able to
cook and keep a clean home. She had previously taken
care of her younger siblings, who enjoyed spending time
at her place, in her new home. Now she had a place of
her own where she could invite her friends. She liked it
at home so much that “sometimes I don’t really want to
leave it. This is my own safe haven.” She had started to
trust her own capabilities and to see the possibilities that
were open to her. Having “a place that cannot just be
taken away and people around me who help me so that
I’m not alone” gave her a sense of security.
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Having a worker you connect with is highly significant
to a young person living in a vulnerable situation. Child
protection aftercare services promote independence,
and secured housing is a prerequisite for independence.
The client–worker relationship involves the same basic
elements as client–worker relationships in the housing
unit: trust, sharing meaningful things and support with
practical matters. An interactional space where the client
feels at ease is the foundation for mutual sharing and
boosts confidence: People care about me and want to
help me.
The narrative is characterised by two significant fac‐
tors. The first one is the availability of support at a criti‐
cal stage on one’s housing pathway, when the young per‐
son is about to transition to her first own flat. When she
was a teenager, she had to leave her childhood home
and move to a child protection facility, which was a dif‐
ficult experience. The young person has lived indepen‐
dently from an early age and, at the same time, is about
to transition to working life. Her life course is guided by
traumatic events, which is why it is very important that
she receives professional support at the critical stage of
transition. Another significant factor is renting a flat that
feels safe from a non‐profit organisation that is commit‐
ted to helping residents with financial and other issues
that may jeopardise housing. Listening to the young per‐
son’s wishes and ensuring her freedom of choice, how‐
ever limited, regarding the flat contributes significantly
to creating a feeling of home.
For young women, homelessness can signify a rapidly
advancing process of marginalisation (e.g., Viisanen,
2019) and mark the beginning of a sad narrative. At the
time of the interviews, the narrative taking shape was
positive and hopeful about the future.
5.2. From Rehabilitation to Studies
The woman in our second narrative told she had been
under psychiatric care several times, both in inpatient
and outpatient care, and defined herself as a person in
mental health rehabilitation:
For a long time I kind of held it together, but then
I started getting into debt. I also had a gambling
problem and my debts grew and grew and because
of that my drug use and mental health got worse
and worse.
The insufferable situation led to a suicide attempt, after
which she found her strength:
Immediately after I was discharged from the hospi‐
tal, I contacted the substance abuse centre and got
a quick appointment and after two weeks I went to a
rehabilitation facility. I was first taken in for a month
and then for another month. And that was definitely
a turning point for me.
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She was given a place in a rehabilitation housing commu‐
nity for women, but she felt like an outsider among the
women who were much older than her. She lived with
her sister sometimes, and occasionally she would stay
with friends.
She got her drug use under control and started psy‐
chotherapy. Because she was homeless, a commitment
to regular psychotherapy sessions proved too challeng‐
ing, but she found help through a low‐threshold organ‐
isation that also arranged for a flat. She went back
to psychotherapy and started studies in a degree pro‐
gramme. Recently she had begun to identify herself
decreasingly as a person undergoing rehabilitation from
mental health and substance abuse issues and increas‐
ingly as a student:
And it feels really good because for so many years it
was like the drugs and the mental health issues com‐
pletely defined me.
She was herself amazed at how she had been able
to remain sober for months without a flat. She had
cried when she did the laundry for the first time in her
own home:
I can’t stress enough how meaningful housing is.
I don’t know where my path would have taken me
if I didn’t get a home of my own. It could have taken
me in a very different direction because it was stress‐
ful staying in other people’s homes.
This woman’s situation is very different compared to the
women whom the workers of the housing unit were most
concerned about. She had timely access to psychiatric
care, institutional rehabilitation and outpatient services.
At the final stage of her care path, she found a form of
psychotherapy that suited her. All in all, she had sev‐
eral trustful, supportive and helpful worker–client rela‐
tionships. She was no longer bouncing between acquain‐
tances, and her identity was shifting from that of a
person in rehabilitation from mental health and sub‐
stance abuse issues to that of a student.
6. Conclusion
The narratives of the housing unit workers related to a
deep concern for the women whose mental and physi‐
cal health was deteriorating. The workers had to assume
responsibility for the safety of clients with psychotic
symptoms and to work in an environment where some
women were unable to take care of themselves and their
flats. Workers felt frustrated by the inconsistence of care
pathways in substance abuse care, psychiatric hospital
care as well as gerontological services. Despite the emo‐
tional stress the workers felt their work as meaningful
and discussed their affection for the women. Although
the support given in the housing unit includes boundless‐
ness and situationality (Juhila et al., 2020), this should
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not result in women being excluded from the special
services. With an empathetic and flexible approach to
clients’ situations, more or less trust‐based relationships
were formed in the housing unit, which gave mean‐
ing to the work and thus supported the resilience of
the workers.
The housing unit does not provide women a normal
and non‐stigmatising flat (Padgett, 2007) but neither it is
a guarded last resort for people in the extreme margin of
society (Hansen Löfstrand, 2015). For some women, the
housing unit provides communal support, sharing a com‐
mon history of experience about the way of life that is
vulnerable in many ways. The workers of the housing unit
have limited possibilities to influence the marginalisation
that extends to various areas of women’s life. However,
this does not diminish the significance of worker–client
relationships in the unit in the lives of women for whom
many services still remain out of reach.
Our second research setting was a rental flat in scat‐
tered housing. Trustful, supportive and helpful worker–
client relationships at different stages of the housing
pathway and in different services enabled for their part
access to a flat that became a home, including a sense of
home. In both narratives, the woman had received what
she needed from social and healthcare services. Getting
sufficient support and help in a vulnerable situation in
a trust‐based worker–client relationship was a unifying
theme of narratives of the women. Homelessness and
problems with housing have been addressed as part of a
holistic effort to improve quality of life together with the
women either through adult social work, through child
protection aftercare or through psychosocial services.
Besides, the women had access to their own resources,
such as studies and employment, and close personal rela‐
tionships that supported coping. There was hardly any
need for housing support as such. The public service sys‐
tem, which is an integral part of the Finnish Housing First
model, had been able to provide sufficient support in
the critical stages of the housing pathway for women
whose situations, despite their vulnerability, were not
chaotic pathways burdened by accumulated deprivation.
Our research encourages the further development of
trauma‐oriented working methods and low threshold
women‐only housing options, from the perspective of
women living in a spiral of marginalisation who trust
no one.
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