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This qualitative study aims to identify the social factors that contribute to adult 

homelessness in Malta. This study seeks to portray the reality of 

homelessness in our small closely-knit communities by identifying the 

conditions and needs of homeless persons in Malta. Resources and literature 

related to Maltese homelessness are limited; therefore this study is a 

contribution towards an increase in awareness regarding this social issue. 

Additionally, this study looks at the services available for homeless people in 

Malta and also explores the possibility of new services that may be beneficial 

in our communities. 

The data was collected through six in-depth unstructured interviews with 

homeless participants living in shelters for homeless persons. The sample 

population was identified through the snowball sampling technique.  The first 

resources to be tapped were the three shelters for the homeless in Malta. 

These shelters are Dar Patri Leopoldo of Gżira and Dar Tereża Spinelli of 

Valletta from Fundazzjoni Suret il-Bniedem; and Dar Niki Cassar from the 

YMCA (Young Men's Christian Association) which is also situated in Valletta.  

Further data was also collected from three professionals working in these 

shelters in order to get an additional perspective of homelessness in Malta.   

The findings of this study identify the social factors that contribute to 

homelessness in Malta. These social factors are; marital problems, 

dysfunctional family relationships, missing or broken social networks, 

unemployment, debts, addictive behaviours, psychiatric problems of the 



x 

 

homeless person or of a member in their family, and past imprisonment. The 

lack of affordable housing and limited access to secure housing are also 

significant contributing factors to homelessness in Malta.  

The results of this study demonstrate that the identification of these social 

factors is only the first step in addressing the problem of homelessness. 

Further in-depth research should be carried out regarding the relationship that 

every one of these social factors, which emerged from this study, have in 

relation to homelessness.  

The findings of this study also suggest that further attention should be given to 

the effects that family breakdown is having on our society. This study shows 

that broken families fail to provide a certain degree of support to its members, 

thus resulting in instability and homelessness. 

Homeless participants in this study demanded further support regarding the 

issue of housing.  Through a discussion of the problem related to housing, a 

suggestion that emerged from this study is that more communication should 

take place between those who work with the homeless people and the 

authorities dealing with housing.  

Another recommendation that emerged from this study states that social 

workers should be able to contribute in the development and improvement of 

social policy regarding homelessness in Malta. By using the experiences 

acquired from the direct contact with homeless individuals, social workers 



xi 

 

should contribute in the making up of new policies and the setting up of 

services that can bring further improvement and development in the field of 

homelessness. 
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“Hungry not only for bread – 

but hungry for love. 

Naked not only for clothing – 

but naked for human dignity and respect. 

Homeless not only for want of a room of bricks – 

but homeless because of rejection”. 

Mother Theresa (n.d) 

  

I decided to start this dissertation with this quote because it provides a holistic 

perspective of homelessness. Homelessness entails more than the loss or 

absence of a physical accommodation. Homeless individuals lack the 

protection of a home, may be subjected to loneliness and rejection, and 

conduct an unstable life.  

This dissertation will be dedicated to homeless individuals in order to explore 

and to expose the real picture of their situation. In Malta, we are rarely 

subjected to the sight of homeless persons sleeping in public places. 

Homelessness in Malta is hidden and discrete, thus very different from the 

usual stereotypical perception of homelessness.  

I started to understand better the notion of hidden homelessness after I read 

The Glass Castle: A Memoir by Jeannette Walls (2005). Walls experienced 

homelessness together with her family while she was still a child. She explains 

that her family was always lacking financial security and as a result of this they 
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never had a stable accommodation. She recounts various adventures where 

they lived in cheap motel rooms and abandoned apartments. On other 

occasions they had to spend the nights in their car or ask other family 

members to provide them with temporary refuge. Walls and her family roamed 

from one place to another in search of an accommodation, which always 

resulted to be temporary and insecure. Walls explains in detail an alternative 

picture of homelessness from that of sleeping on the streets of big 

metropolitan cities.  

The situation of homelessness in Malta is quite similar to what Walls 

experienced and explained in her memoir. In our country, homeless people are 

generally out of sight and hidden from the majority of the general public. 

Inspired by this hidden, ignored, and sometimes overlooked reality, I decided 

to focus my study on the issue of homelessness. The main aim of this study is 

to identify the main social factors that contribute to adult homelessness in 

Malta. In this study, the unexplored journey to Maltese homelessness will be 

analysed and explained in detail.  

Since the resources and literature about homelessness in Malta are relatively 

limited, it is expected that this study will also contribute towards more 

awareness on this topic.  This study is meant to show that homelessness 

exists also in Malta even though we live in small closely-knit communities.  

Homeless people will directly benefit from this study because it aims to provide 

a clearer picture of their situation. This study will focus on their needs. It will 
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look at the services available, as well as the services which we as a 

community lack to provide. I believe that the results of this study can be useful 

for the practice and development of effective housing policies in Malta. Apart 

from that, this research will be of a great help to social work practice in relation 

to homelessness.  

My study will be of a qualitative nature. The reason why I employed this 

particular type of research is that it is more conducive to gain a better 

understanding of the social factors that may lead to homelessness. Presenting 

in depth the situation of these people will help me to identify the social factors 

that may lead to homelessness and to explore more about them in my 

dissertation.  

In order to get a clearer picture of the homeless population in Malta, help from 

three homeless shelters was provided throughout the study. These are Dar 

Patri Leopoldo and Dar Tereża Spinelli from Fundazzjoni Suret il-Bniedem; 

and Dar Niki Cassar from the YMCA (Young Men's Christian Association). 

Interviews with the professionals working in these shelters were also 

conducted in order to grasp a detailed understanding of homelessness in 

Malta.  

This study is divided as following: 

I will start the dissertation with a Literature Review focussing on the main 

themes related to homelessness. Following that, an explanation of the 
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Methodology used for this study will be presented. The next chapter will be the 

Findings, Discussion and Analysis chapter which will deal with the key findings 

that emerged from this study together with the discussion and analysis of 

these results. To conclude my study, Recommendations and a General 

Conclusion will be presented. 
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2.1. What is homelessness? 
 

2.1.1 Definition of “Homelessness”  

 

“Homelessness” is a wide term which cannot be encapsulated into one single 

definition. Therefore several authors use different definitions and highlight 

various aspects when they define this term.  

FEANTSA, the European Federation of National Organisations working with 

the Homeless, devised a definition of homelessness so that all the thirty 

countries members of this organisation, including Malta, will define this social 

phenomenon in the same way.  This common definition is known as ETHOS, 

an acronym which stands for European Typology on Homelessness and 

Housing Exclusion. It classifies homeless people according to their living situation 

and it takes into consideration the physical, social, and legal aspects of 

homelessness. This definition includes situations such as:  

 rooflessness : without a shelter of any kind, sleeping rough 

 houselessness : with a temporary place to sleep in, like institutions or 

shelter 

 Living in insecure housing : threatened with severe exclusion due to 

insecure tenancies, eviction, domestic violence 

 Living in inadequate housing: in caravans on illegal campsites, in unfit 

housing, in extreme overcrowding.                                       

 (FEANTSA, 2007) 
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The above definition illustrates that being homeless does not necessarily mean 

a person living on the streets. As explained above, the term homelessness is 

broad and includes other situations besides rooflessness. 

Pickvance (2003) states that the very basic definition of homelessness is being 

without a roof; however there are other different scenarios which contribute to 

a wider homeless population. These include those who live in homeless 

hostels, those who have insecure housing, and those who live with a risk of 

leaving their house at anytime.  

Hodgetts, Hodgetts, and Radley (2006) conducted a study on how the media 

portrays the homeless people in the UK. The media creates a distance 

between „us‟ - the general public, and „them‟ - the homeless people. The 

authors state that homeless people do not identify themselves with how the 

media depicts them. The media, including films and the news, portrays 

homeless people in a negative way. They are described as drunken people, 

beggars, isolated individuals, diseased, needy, and as individuals who might 

bother others who are passing by on the streets.  
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2.1.2. The “Visible” and the “Invisible” homeless population 

 

As it was explained in the definition of homelessness provided by FEANTSA, 

the term includes various situations and therefore it is important to distinguish 

between two important instances of homelessness: the visible and the invisible 

homelessness.  

Ferril (1991) explains this distinction by stating that the people living on the 

streets are the visible homeless, who make up only a small part of the 

homeless population. The other part of the population includes invisible 

homeless people who are not sleeping rough but who still do not have secure 

housing. According to Ferril (1991) instances of invisible homelessness include 

whole families who live with other relatives or friends, or babies who are taken 

directly into care immediately after they are born. 

Somogyi and Tosics (2003) provide a clearer explanation of the 

invisible/hidden homeless population. The authors state that the problem of 

hidden homelessness emerged in Europe in the 1990s and since then there 

has been no available definition to define hidden homelessness. This is due to 

the vast circumstances that it may include. The phenomenon of hidden 

homelessness emerged from the homeless groups that were not being 

reached from the available services and shelters.  

Somogyi and Tosics (2003: 4) divide the hidden homeless population into four 

different categories. These are:  
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1. The roofless homeless population who lives in hidden places such 

as forests, caves, inhabited areas, in huts, or tends.  

2. People who do not have a safe and permanent accommodation, 

they live with friends and family members but have no fixed address.  

3. The homeless population who live in sub-standard, intolerable, 

overcrowded, or dangerous housing. This includes also those who 

are physically or emotionally abused within their home, and those 

who are threatened by eviction.  

4. Those who are not receiving support from homeless services or 

shelters. This category may overlap with the other three because it 

may refer to those homeless people who are in one of the above 

mentioned situations.  

 

 

2.1.3. Homelessness and Housing 

 

The term homelessness in itself shows that the main problem entails the lack 

of secure housing. Luba and Davies (2006) define the term homelessness by 

focusing on the ownership and accessibility of housing.  

In order to explain better the meaning of homelessness, the authors provide a 

clear distinction between those people who are homeless and those who are 

not homeless. Luba and Davies (2006) list out five characteristics related to 

housing which homeless people lack when compared to other people who are 

not homeless. Homeless people lack:   

1.  A present accommodation. 

2. An accommodation which is available for them to occupy. 

3. The right to occupy an accommodation. 
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4. The possibility that they are physically able to occupy the 

accommodation. 

5. An accommodation which is in a reasonable state for them to occupy or 

to continue occupying. 

 

The issue of housing is further discussed by Dimitz and Paulischin (2004). The 

authors state that in economically favoured countries, the social aspect of the 

housing policy is not always given enough importance. This may create 

barriers for those who are poor and who cannot enter the housing market. As a 

result of this, the risk of homelessness may increase. 
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2.2. What leads to homelessness? 
 

Literature shows that lack of housing is not the only factor which leads to 

homelessness. Calterone Williams (2003) wrote that, “Homelessness, then, is 

not ideologically a simple lack of home, but the concept of home does 

influence the ways people think about homelessness” (p.134). The author 

further explains that homelessness is most of the time linked primarily to lack 

of housing. However, more often than not, lack of housing is not the only factor 

which leads to homelessness.  

Before becoming homeless, a person passes through various stages in his or 

her life that will eventually contribute to the ultimate situation of becoming 

homeless.  

Hombs (1994:34) gives a list of possible factors that lead to homelessness. 

These are: 

 Lack of affordable housing 

 Unemployment and employment-related problems 

 Poverty 

 Substance abuse and lack of available services needed 

to address this social problem  

 Mental illness  

 Inadequate public assistance benefits 

 Domestic violence 

 The economy 

 Healthcare costs 
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While on one hand, authors like Hombs (1994) try to identify the causes which 

lead to homelessness, on the other hand, other authors argue that homeless 

people are those who create their own difficult situation.  

Awalt (1996) states that those homeless people who are uncomfortable with 

their situation, try to find a way out and strive to end their state of 

homelessness. He continues by saying that there are the hard-core homeless 

who have been in this situation for several years and they are not willing to 

change it because they have chosen to lead a life free of responsibility. There 

are various reasons for people to become chronically homeless; such as 

mental illness, alcoholism, poor education, drug addiction, and laziness. Hard-

core homeless seem to be happy with their situation.  

Snow, Anderson, and Wagner (1996) opine that people are homeless by 

choice. They see homelessness as a lifestyle and they support the idea that 

people voluntarily choose this type of lifestyle. The authors explain that 

everyone has options in life and that homeless people took a decision to 

choose this way of life. However, Snow, Anderson, and Wagner (1996) state 

that while conducting the study with homeless participants, they found little 

evidence in their findings to support their hypothesis. 

Other authors do not agree with the idea that homelessness is a chosen 

lifestyle. In fact many others tried to find out the main causes which lead to 

homelessness. Some focussed on childhood homelessness and its risk to 

develop into adult homelessness later on in life. Georing, Tolomiczenko, 
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Sheldon, Boydell, and Wasylenki (2002) conducted a study to find out the 

characteristics of people who become homeless for the first time. The authors 

demonstrate that childhood homelessness is a risk factor which can lead to 

adult homelessness. Poverty alone is not a major contributor to homelessness 

but housing instability increases the risk of becoming homeless for a long 

period of time.  

 

 

2.3. Who are the homeless? 
 

The literature shows that there are different kinds of people who can become 

homeless or are at risk of becoming homeless. The homeless population is 

indeed very vast and diverse. Like any other population it evolved throughout 

the years with all the changes that happened in our societies. 

Hahn, Kushel, Bangsberg, Riley, and Moss (2006) compared the homeless 

people of today to those of the 1950s and 1960s.  They concluded that the 

homeless people of today are poorer, have worst health conditions, are living 

more outside, and their homelessness is becoming more chronic as the time 

passes by. 

Hombs (1994) wrote that there are people in our societies who still hold to the 

stereotypical and traditional idea of the homeless person that was present 
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mostly in the 1980s. The stereotypical homeless person is a middle-aged white 

urban male who is usually called with several names which today are 

considered to be politically incorrect such as vagrant, tramp or hobo.  

However, nowadays the homeless population is very heterogeneous and 

includes much more than just middle-aged white urban males. There are many 

other facets of the homeless population. The following are some other 

categories of homeless persons: 

 

2.3.1 Homeless Families 

 

Homeless families form part of the invisible homeless population. The idea of a 

homeless family in Malta is alien to the majority of the general public, due to 

the fact that most of the time homeless families are out of sight. One factor that 

contributes to family homelessness is the lack of strong and supportive social 

networks.  

According to Mihaly (1996), homeless families are an increasingly sub-group 

which is growing in the homeless population. As an example, he mentions the 

hidden homeless families who live with relatives and friends. Mihaly (1996) 

states that four-fifths of the homeless families in the US are headed by women. 

Single-parent families, which are an alternative to the traditional nuclear family, 

are frequently associated with poverty and homelessness. Calterone Williams 
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(2003) mentions the term feminization of poverty. She states that families 

headed by women are more likely to be poor than those headed by men. This 

also means that homeless families are more likely to be headed by women 

because they tend to be poorer than those headed by men.  

Meadow-Olivers (2003) conducted a study regarding homeless women living 

in homeless shelters with their children. The study shows that moving to 

homeless shelters was the last resort for these single mothers. The majority of 

these women, previous to their stay in the homeless shelters, tried to live with 

relatives and friends. Meadow-Olivers (2003) states that when these mothers 

arrive at the homeless shelters, they start to feel a sense of loss. These 

mothers miss their homes, their privacy, their freedom, their parental authority, 

and their respect for others.     

Other authors, like Schindler and Coley (2007), suggest that more attention 

should be given to homeless fathers because services for this particular sub-

group are limited. Schindler and Coley (2007) shifted the spotlight from 

homeless mothers to homeless fathers. Homeless fathers can face several 

challenges that will influence their role within the family. Society presents an 

idea of the stereotypical role of the father as the financial supporter of the 

family; however on the contrary of that, homeless fathers experience 

unemployment and financial crises. While staying in homeless shelters, 

homeless fathers feel dependent and as a result of this they start to question 

their paternal role. 
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2.3.2 Homeless Children 

 

Even though the primary focus of this study will be homeless adults, it was 

considered appropriate to provide an overview of literature concerning 

homeless children and homeless youths.  

Besides, experiencing homelessness when they are part of a homeless family, 

children can also become homeless due to living in care, and consequently 

they have limited or no contact with their families of origin. 

Power, Whitty, and Youdell (1999) conducted a study about the difficulties that 

homeless children encounter at school. In this study, 86% of the head teachers 

who were interviewed stated that homelessness has a negative effect on the 

children‟s academic development. Power, Whitty, and Youdell (1999) 

concluded that homelessness causes social loss in the parents and the 

children‟s lives, since most of the time they are continuously moving from one 

settlement to the next. If the parents are poor and unemployed, their children 

will be affected both directly and indirectly.  

 

2.3.3 Homeless youths  

 

Youths also form part of the homeless population. In Malta there is a lack of 

services to support homeless youths, especially those who leave residential 

care at the age of sixteen.  
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Buhagiar (2003) explains that there are two types of homeless youths. There 

are the runaways who run away from their homes and the throwaways who are 

sent out of their homes.  

Boffa (2004) states that many researchers who studied the causes of youth 

homelessness found out that the majority of cases are related to family conflict. 

This includes domestic violence, abusive behaviour, and neglect of the parents 

towards their children.   

Wrate and Blair (1999) state that there are certain factors which are very 

common among homeless youths. These are: lack of parental care, parental 

conflict, parental psychiatric disorders, physical and sexual abuse, lack of 

social support, high rates of anxiety, depressive symptoms, and conduct 

disorders.  

 

2.3.4 Homeless men  

 

Marin (1996) states that the problem of homelessness affects mostly single 

adult men. According to the author, homelessness in men is the main problem 

in the homelessness field. Therefore, in order to eradicate homelessness, 

priority should be given to address the problems within this sub-group which 

forms a significant part of the homeless population.  Marin (1996) further 

explains that homelessness within the category of single adult men is more 
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linked to mental illnesses, alcohol or drug dependency, and poor social 

networks.  

 

2.3.5 Homeless women  

 

As it can be perceived from the literature, the causes and the circumstances 

which lead to homelessness among women are different from those leading to 

men‟s homelessness.  

Calterone Williams (2003) conducted a research regarding the different 

experiences of homeless women in various homeless shelters. The author 

explains that with regards to women, homelessness can be clearly linked to 

poverty. In certain circumstances women lack job experience and 

qualifications because earlier in life they were driven towards the traditional 

roles of housewives and child bearers. This can create a difficult situation for 

women who try to enter the workforce in order to escape poverty and 

homelessness.  

Calterone Williams (2003) states that causes of homelessness among women 

are domestic violence, lack of affordable housing, single motherhood, drug 

abuse, mental illness, and poor social network. 
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2.3.6 Homeless people in relation to imprisonment 

 

Another category of people who constitute a significant part of the homeless 

population consists of those who have just been released from prison and 

other correctional institutions.  

Kushel, Hahn, Evans, Bangsberg, and Moss (2005) conducted a comparative 

study and found that persons who have served a sentence in prison are at a 

higher risk to become homeless when compared to the general public. This 

happens because once they are released from prison, this group of people 

face several opposing situations especially when it comes to employment. If 

they are unable to engage in a secure job, they will be at a greater risk of not 

finding adequate housing.  This may eventually lead them to homelessness.  

 

2.3.7 Homeless people and addictive behaviour 

 

The term homelessness is also linked with alcohol dependence, drug addiction, 

and compulsive gambling. In fact many authors identify addictive behaviour as 

one of the main social issues which leads to homelessness (Crane, Byrne, Fu, 

Lipmann, Mirabelli, Rota-Bartelink, Ryan, Shea, Watt, & Warnes, 2005; 

Mahoney, 2007; Tyler & Johnson, 2006).   

Shaffer, Freed, and Healea (2002) conducted a study based on the 

relationship between homelessness and compulsive gambling. The authors 
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found a high link between these two variables. A suggestion that emerged 

from this study is that routine treatment for problems related to gambling 

should be provided to homeless people. Homeless people should also be 

regularly screened and given treatment for substance abuse and psychiatric 

disorders. The authors conclude that these recommendations need to be 

implemented because homeless people have unmet psychological and safety 

needs, and generally a low self-esteem.  

Tyler and Johnson (2006) conducted a study among adult homeless people 

with alcohol and drug dependencies. The majority of the homeless people 

interviewed for the study alleged that they abuse drugs and alcohol to gain a 

positive sense of emotional well-being. A large number of the respondents said 

that substance abuse helps them to cope with the problem of lack of food, 

money, and shelter. Some of them reported that it helped them to cope with 

their situation of homelessness.  
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2.3.8 Homeless people with psychiatric problems 

 

Literature illustrates that psychiatric disorders are commonly found among the 

homeless population (Crane et al., 2005; Dimitz and Paulischin, 2004; Goering 

et al., 2002; Hahn et al., 2006; Hombs, 1994; Min, Wong, & Rothbard, 2004; 

Rosenheck, 1996).  

Alloy, Riskind, and Manos (2005) suggest that training in adequate skills 

should be provided to those people who are ready to leave mental institutions 

and to reintegrate back in society. People with psychiatric disorders should be 

taught the skills that they need to live outside the institutions. After spending a 

period of time in an institutionalised setting, these people may lose the skills 

which are needed to manage their housing and their financial situations. As a 

result of this they can be in a greater risk of becoming homeless. The authors 

suggest that people with psychiatric disorders should be guided and monitored 

once they move back in the community in order to find a stable job and to keep 

secure housing. This will reduce the risk of homelessness among people with 

psychiatric disorders.  

In their study, Min et al. (2004) demonstrate that people with serious mental 

illness experience a higher rate of homelessness when compared to the 

general population. Risk increases when these people lose contact with 

support services offered outside the institutions.  Most of the time these people 
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may face a number of obstacles that make it difficult for them to keep stable 

housing.  

 

2.4 Homeless Shelters 
 

Since this study is going to be based on homeless people who are currently 

living in homeless shelters, it was deemed important to include a section in this 

literature review about the different ideas linked to homeless shelters. 

Nunez (1996), states that homeless shelters can be helpful for the homeless 

population, in particular to those who want to change their situation. He makes 

a distinction between emergency shelters known also as bed-night shelters, 

and those shelters which offer additional support to the homeless population. 

Most of the time, when a person becomes homeless there are a number of 

issues that need to be addressed. In these cases emergency shelters are not 

the best solution for this particular situation, as they provide only a bed and a 

meal. Shelters should base their philosophy on educating homeless people 

and addressing their needs in order to help them deal with their homelessness. 

The authors suggest that authorities should offer support to these shelters 

since they are the solution to homelessness.  

While certain literature portrays homeless shelters as beneficial to deal with 

the problem of homelessness, there are other sources which provide an 
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opposite perspective. Timmer, Eitzen and Talley (1996) explain that living in 

shelters may lead homeless people to victimize themselves and therefore to 

adopt a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

Haralambos and Holborn (2000) define the term self-fulfilling prophecy as cited 

in Hargreaves, Hester, and Mellor (1975). The self-fulfilling prophecy is a 

prediction made on a particular person or a group of people, which tends to 

take place later on in life. People are influenced by the predictions which are 

made on them, and this will lead them in making decisions and planning their 

lives basing themselves on that particular prediction.  

According to Timmer, Eitzen and Talley (1996), the predictions made on the 

homeless population are that they are sick and dirty people, who have failed 

from reaching society‟s expectations. Shelters for homeless people keep on 

imposing these predictions and therefore enforcing the self-fulfilling prophecy 

on homeless people. Timmer, Eitzen and Talley, (1996) found that homeless 

people tend to look at shelters as places where they lack independence and 

privacy. In fact they try to avoid them even though this is not always possible. 

The authors suggest that homeless shelters should still be available; however 

they should not be seen as the permanent solution to reduce homelessness.  
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2.5 Homelessness in Malta 
 

Few studies have been carried out to illustrate the reality of homelessness in 

our country. A major study was carried out by Vakili-Zad (2006), who provided 

a clear picture of homelessness in Malta. Vakili-Zad (2006) states that since 

there aren‟t any visible signs of homelessness in Malta, the availability of 

services and programmes related to this particular social problem are scarce. 

The author states that the reality of homelessness in Malta is hidden by the 

strong family ties and the closely knit communities. Homelessness goes 

against the strong beliefs of Catholicism that the Maltese population 

predominantly holds to.  However this is a reality in Malta which cannot be 

hidden any longer, neither by the general public nor by the authorities.  

Vakili-Zad (2006) defines Maltese homelessness as a condition which is very 

vast, ranging from a situation of inadequate housing to that of rooflessness. 

The term homelessness encapsulates a wide spectrum which includes various 

scenarios. Due to the difficulty in defining homelessness one will also 

encounter a greater difficulty in quantifying the homeless population in Malta. 

Vakili-Zad (2006) states that depending on which definition of homelessness is 

utilised, the number of homeless people in Malta can range from that of 300 to 

18,000.  
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Additionally, Vakili-Zad (2006) explains that the main victims of homelessness 

in Malta are women and children. The author states that the main social 

factors which lead these women and children to become homeless are marital 

problems and the effects of broken families. 

 

2.6 Homeless Shelters in Malta 
 

Vakily-Zad (2006) illustrates that the main agencies which offer shelter and 

support to the homeless population in Malta are Fundazzjoni Suret il-Bniedem 

and the YMCA (Young Men's Christian Association). There are also other 

agencies which do not consider themselves as homeless shelters but still offer 

help to the homeless population. Vakili-Zad (2006) classifies these agencies, 

which most of the time are part of church organisations, in a Gray Area since 

their main aim is not that of exclusively helping homeless people.   

This study will in fact focus on a sample population that will be chosen from 

three homeless shelters belonging to the two abovementioned organisations.  

These shelters are Dar Patri Leopoldo and Dar Tereża Spinelli, both of which 

are run by Fundazzjoni Suret il-Bniedem, and Dar Niki Cassar which is run by 

the YMCA (Young Men‟s Christian Association). 

Suret il-Bniedem Foundation, which was set up in the year 2000, is a 

foundation dealing with homelessness in Malta.  It forms part of the Maltese 
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province of the Franciscan Capuchin Order.  Its actual foundation could 

however be attributed to the late Fr. Leopoldo Tabone, OFM Cap, who in 1993 

opened a shelter mainly for homeless male ex-prisoners in Fgura which he 

aptly named Welcome Home. In 2000 the Welcome Home was transferred to 

Gżira where it is still in operation under the name of Dar Patri Leopoldo.  

Another homeless shelter offered by this foundation is that of Dar Tereża 

Spinelli in Valletta.  While Dar Patri Leopoldo in Gżira caters for men, Dar 

Tereża Spinelli offers a shelter for those women and their children who are 

experiencing homelessness (Suret il-Bniedem Newsletter, Autumn 2006). 

Another major agency which provides support for homeless people in Malta is 

the YMCA. It runs two centres in Valletta, one as a shelter, and the other as a 

drop-in centre. The shelter is called Dar Niki Cassar and offers 

accommodation for homeless men, women, and children. The drop-in centre 

provides help to homeless people by offering various services; such as 

psychotherapy, social work service, and additional support regarding several 

social issues such as housing, legal, and matrimonial matters.  

 

.  
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2.7 Conclusion 
 

In this chapter, an overview of the literature focussing on the different types 

and causes of homelessness was presented. 

The next chapter will feature an exposition of the Methodology employed in 

this study together with the most significant ethical issues involved.
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 
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3.1 Design  
 

After referring to different literature it was decided that qualitative analysis is 

the most appropriate method to identify the causes that lead to homelessness 

among adults in Malta. For this study, qualitative analysis was adopted by the 

gathering of data through in-depth interviews with homeless people living in 

homeless shelters. Additional data was also collected through semi-structured 

interviews with a number of professionals working in homeless shelters.   

Rubin and Babbie (2005) describe qualitative analysis as the method that 

allows the researcher to use the listening and observation skills in order to 

understand better the participants of the study. It is beneficial in developing a 

deeper understanding of the argument that is being studied.  

Schindler and Coley (2007) state that while studying an emerging population, 

researchers should make use of methods of research that will help them to 

identify new themes and experiences that the new population will bring along. 

The authors state that in-depth interviews are an effective exploratory method 

that can help the participants to express themselves in a profound way by 

sharing their experiences and opinions.  

Thus, unstructured in-depth interviews were used in order to identify themes 

that are present in the Maltese homeless population.  



The Unexplored Journey to Homelessness                                                                             Methodology 

 

29 

 

In order to avoid collecting data only from one source, it was decided that a 

form of triangulation will be adopted in this study by interviewing a number of 

professionals working in the homeless shelters. Franklin & Ballan (2001) 

define triangulation as a research method where the researcher decides to use 

more than one process of data collection. According to the authors an 

advantage of triangulation is that it makes the study higher in reliability and 

validity.  

 

3.2 The Participants of the study 
 

The participants of this study, which consisted of homeless people in Malta, 

were chosen by the non-probability snowball sampling technique. Rubin and 

Babbie (2005) state that snowball sampling is appropriately used when the 

population that needs to be researched is difficult to locate. The authors 

present various examples of samples which are difficult to trace including that 

of homeless individuals.  

While choosing the sample it was ensured that the participants present 

different characteristics in order to increase the representation of the homeless 

population. It was made sure that in the sample both genders are equally 

represented, and that it reflects a representation of different age groups.  

When using the snowball sampling technique to construct the sample, the 

researcher needs a strong initial contact that can provide a link with the rest of 
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the homeless population.  The initial contact was made with the three 

homeless shelters in Malta. The professionals working in the shelters were first 

contacted through an e-mail where everything about the study was explained 

to them.  A copy of this e-mail is found in Appendix 1. Later, contact was made 

through several telephone calls. The shelters that participated in this study are 

Dar Patri Leopoldo and Dar Tereża Spinelli from Fundazzjoni Suret il-Bniedem; 

and Dar Niki Cassar from the YMCA. Through the contact with these shelters, 

homeless people were being approached to participate in this study.  

The main limitation in drawing up the sample was the difficulty to trace the 

homeless population. However lots of help was offered while forming up the 

sample from all the three shelters. Another limitation encountered was the 

difficulty to find the participants that could meet the criteria. However, at the 

end three male and three female participants from different age groups were 

located.  

Six participants, two from each shelter have taken part in the study. The 

female participants were of the ages of twenty-one, forty-seven, and fifty-two. 

Two of them were residing at Dar Tereża Spinelli and the other participant was 

residing at Dar Niki Cassar. One of the participants was from Gozo while the 

other two were from Malta. The male participants were of the ages of eighteen, 

forty-four, and fifty-six. One of them was residing at Dar Niki Cassar and the 

other two were living in Dar Patri Leopoldo. All of the male participants were 

from Malta. 
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As mentioned in the previous section, professionals working in these shelters 

were also interviewed. Dar Patri Leopoldo and Dar Tereża Spinelli (which both 

make part of the Fundazzjoni Suret il-Bniedem), use the system of a shelter‟s 

coordinator. The coordinator takes care of the admissions, referrals, and 

terminations of the persons staying in the shelter. The coordinator also 

manages the staff and the resources of the shelter. Both shelters have a social 

worker working with the persons residing in the shelters; however the 

coordinators still keep track of the improvements or difficulties that every 

person might be facing.  Therefore it was deemed important that the 

coordinators of the shelters, Mr. Charlie Mifsud from Dar Patri Leopoldo and 

Ms. Emma Portelli from Dar Tereża Spinelli, were interviewed for this study. 

Dar Niki Cassar that forms part of the YMCA uses a different system. The 

social worker, Mr. Ashley Cumbo, manages the admissions, referrals, and 

terminations of the persons living in the shelter. He is also responsible for the 

resources and for keeping track of the improvement of every person residing in 

the shelter. Therefore, Mr. Ashley Cumbo was interviewed about what he 

perceives to be the causes that lead to homelessness in Malta.  
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3.3 Instrumentation  
 

Two types of interviewing methods were used in this study to collect the data 

needed, one from a sample of homeless people residing in homeless shelters, 

and the other from the professionals who work with them. Before the 

formulation of both interviewing tools, a list of the topics and issues that 

needed to be covered during the interviews was set up. This list was drawn 

from literature regarding this topic.   

Goodman (2001), points out that during the unstructured interviews, the 

interviewee is more likely to be guiding the interview. Due to this fact, the 

interviewer must carry a baggage of knowledge about the subject, while at the 

same time be able to question existing theories and findings.  Additionally, a 

minimum degree of instrumentation can help to minimize the collection of 

unnecessary or unrelated data during unstructured interviews. Such 

instrumentation may include a list of key words or questions that the 

researcher sets up in advance in order to cover them during the interview.  

While taking into consideration these recommendations, it was decided that a 

number of guidelines were going to be set in order to guide the unstructured 

interviews. The aim of the guidelines was to help out in maintaining the 

purpose of the interview. In order to test the guidelines that were going to be 

used, a pilot interview was carried out with a homeless person residing in one 

of the shelters. After the pilot interview took place, changes were made to the 
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guidelines in order to be more accurate and later a finalised version of the 

guidelines was formulated. A copy of the guidelines used to guide the 

interviews is found in Appendix 2.   

Following that, a set of semi-structured interviewing questions was set up to be 

carried out with the professionals working in the shelters. The questions were 

aimed to get a clearer picture of what leads to homelessness since these 

professionals work very closely with different homeless people. The 

professionals were asked about their experiences and about their opinions 

regarding the homeless population in Malta. A copy of this semi-structured 

questionnaire is found in Appendix 3. A Maltese version of the questions was 

prepared because it was anticipated that some interviews will be carried out in 

the Maltese language. This can be found in Appendix 4. 
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3.4 Data Collection 
 

 

The first interviews that were carried out were those with the professionals 

working with homeless people. This helped to increase the familiarity with the 

homeless shelters before the interviews with the participants took place. The 

interviews with the professionals were held in their respective offices and the 

interviews lasted between an hour and an hour and a half each.  

The participants were first approached by the social workers or the 

coordinators of the shelters. Those who agreed to participate in the study were 

later approached in order to be provided with further details about the study. 

Before the interviewing started, a small talk with the participants helped to 

break the ice. This included an explanation about the aim of the study, the 

reason why the study was being conducted, and what were the questions 

going to be about. After that, it was explained to them that they had the 

possibility to refuse answering questions that they might feel inappropriate, or 

to withdraw from the study even after it had already started. The participants 

were asked the permission to be recorded on audio-tape and those who 

accepted were later explained that their recording was going to be destroyed 

once the research was terminated. It was made sure that the participants were 

still willing to participate in this study even after they were provided with this 

further explanation. A letter of consent in the Maltese language which included 

all the information about the study was presented to them. The letter of 
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consent both for the participants and for the coordinators can be found in 

Appendices 5, 6, 7 and 8. 

Since unstructured open-ended interviews were carried out with the 

participants, a similar technique to collect the needed data was used in every 

interview. First an open-ended question was asked to the participants in order 

to make them recall the events that made them seek help in a homeless 

shelter. After that the person recounted his/her story, the guidelines that were 

set to guide the interviews, were used in order to cover those issues that the 

person left out or didn‟t explain well.  

The interviews with the participants were carried out in the shelters that they 

were residing in. Most of the interviews were carried out in conference rooms 

or empty offices found in the shelters. Only one of the interviews was carried 

out in the person‟s room, since this person had mobility problems.  During all 

the interviews, all caution was taken to respect the interviewees‟ privacy and 

the interviewer‟s safety. The interviews with the participants lasted between 

thirty-five to fifty-five minutes each. The whole process of data collection took 

around eight weeks to be finalised.  
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3.5 Ethical Issues 
 

 

The outmost was made to respect the ethical issues that emerged during this 

study. Reamer (2001) states that in social work studies researchers are prone 

to face a number of ethical issues at every stage of the study. Therefore social 

work researchers should be knowledgeable about different ethical issues 

before they start researching.  

Rubin and Babbie (2005) state that social work studies should be sensitive 

enough not to endanger the participants, especially when they are asked to 

reveal personal information that later might have an impact on their private 

lives. The information that researchers are looking for might be embarrassing 

or uncomfortable for the participants to disclose. Therefore researchers have 

to be sensitive towards the participants in order to cushion the effects that the 

research might have on them.   

Regarding the protection of the participants, Reamer (2001) states that 

according to the NASW Code of Ethics, “Social workers engaged in evaluation 

or research should protect participants from unwarranted physical or mental 

distress, harm, danger, or deprivation” (p.433).  

A major ethical issue that was given a considerable amount of importance is 

that of confidentiality. Rubin and Babbie (2005), state that the protection of the 

participants‟ identities has to be respected throughout the study.  
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In order to respect confidentiality, the participants were immediately informed 

that their names and other recognisable factors about them will be changed 

during the publication of the results.   

Reamer (2001) underlines the fact that participants have to be presented with 

a consent form which should explain the purpose, the method, and the risk of 

the study. Participants need to voluntary agree to participate in the study after 

the researchers have explained to them the content of the consent form.  

While the interviews with homeless people were being conducted, it was made 

sure that the participants were presented with the information about the study, 

both verbally and written by the distribution of a consent form.  

Reamer (2001) quotes the NASW Code of Ethics: “Social Workers should 

inform participants of their right to withdraw from evaluation or research at any 

time without penalty” (p.437).  In order to respect this ethical code, the 

participants were given the liberty to refrain from answering questions that they 

deemed inappropriate or to drop out of the study at any time. 

Another ethical issue that was taken into consideration was the importance of 

the accuracy in the publication of the results. Reamer (2001), draws on the 

NASW Code of Ethics “Social workers should report evaluations and research 

findings accurately. They should not fabricate or falsify results and should take 

steps to correct any errors later found in published data using standard 

publication methods” (p.433). 
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3.6 Data Analysis 

 

Coding was the method implemented to analyse the data collected from each 

participant. Rubin and Babbie (2005) describe coding as a method that helps 

the researcher to find patterns and sort large amounts of data usually gathered 

from in-depth interviews. It consists of “Classifying and categorizing individual 

pieces of data – coupled with some kind of retrieval system” (Rubin and 

Babbie, 2005, p.532). 

When implemented in this study coding helped to identify patterns from the 

data collected. Patterns included structures, processes, causes, and 

consequences. Such analysis enabled the identification of the different social 

factors that lead to homelessness in Malta. 

As shown below, the data was analysed, by the six guidelines governing the 

method of coding as outlined by Auerbach and Silverstein (2003).  

 

Step 1 - Raw text 

The first step was to create a script of the raw text. Auerbach and Silverstein 

(2003) use the term raw text to refer to the word by word transcript of what 

have been said during the interviews with each participant.  
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For this study, there were nine raw texts in all. Six belonged to the homeless 

participants and the other three were those of the professionals working in the 

shelters. 

Step 2 - Relevant text 

The raw text that was formulated in the first step, was then transformed into 

relevant text. In this second step of analysing the data, Auerbach and 

Silverstein (2003) suggest that the researchers need to read through the texts 

and “cut the text down to manageable proportions” (p.37). The relevant text 

was chosen according to the specific research concerns, in this case being the 

causes that lead to homelessness.  

 

Step 3 - Repeating ideas 

The third step was to identify the repeating ideas from the relevant text that 

was chosen in the previous step. Auerbach and Silverstein (2003) describe 

that a case of repeating ideas is present when the participants talk about 

similar issues even if they express themselves in a different way.  

At this stage the repeating ideas collected from the homeless participants and 

those collected from the professionals were kept separately.   
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Step 4 - Themes 

At this point, the researcher should be familiar enough with the repeating ideas 

that were present in the texts. This leads to the fourth step, where the 

researcher has to point out common themes that are present in the data 

collected. Auerbach and Silverstein (2003), state that “a theme is an implicit 

topic that organizes a group of repeating ideas” (p.38).  

For this study, a theme was formed when two or more repeating ideas were 

found in the texts. Repeating ideas were grouped in a theme that best 

describes them, such as „Unhealthy relationships with family members‟ or 

„Dysfunctional marriage‟.  

When forming the themes, the data collected from the homeless participants, 

and that collected from the coordinators of the shelters were combined 

together. In this way all the data was grouped in a number of themes.   

 

Step 5 - Theoretical Construct 

In this stage Auerbach and Silverstein (2003), suggest that the researcher 

should group the themes that were formed in the previous stage, into larger 

ideas that are referred to as Theoretical constructs.  

The themes listed in the previous example are now part of the same 

Theoretical construct. „Unhealthy relationships with family members‟ and 
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„Dysfunctional marriage‟ were listed under the same Theoretical Construct 

called „Family patterns‟.  

When a list of Theoretical Constructs was finalised, literature was used to back 

up or criticize the data collected.  

 

Step 6 - Theoretical Narratives 

In the final stage, Auerbach and Silverstein (2003) state that the researcher 

should look at the Theoretical Constructs which were constructed in the 

previous stage and list them in order to narrate the participants‟ experience by 

using their own words.  

Furthermore, the authors suggest that when constructing the Theoretical 

Narratives, the researcher has to be able to blend the experience of the 

participants together with the theoretical concepts.  
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Summary of the Coding Method used to analyze the data 
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3.7 Conclusion 
 

In this chapter, the methodology used in this study was described in detail. The 

next chapter will deal with the findings of this study.  The results obtained 

through the interviews carried out with the homeless participants and the 

professionals will be presented, together with a discussion of the major results.



 

 

43 

 

 

Chapter 4  

Findings, Analysis 

and Discussion  
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4.1 Who are the homeless in Malta? 
 

4.1.1 Every different person has a different story  

 

Throughout this chapter it can be perceived that every homeless person has a 

unique story. A brief introduction about each participant is provided below in 

order to understand better the social factors which contributed to their 

homelessness. The story of every participant will be further explored in the 

following sections.  

 

Angie 

Angie is in her early twenties and has been living in the homeless shelter for 

seven months. Angie and her sister were brought up in care because they lost 

their parents when they were still young. When she turned eighteen, Angie 

started to live independently, and after some time she decided to get married. 

She lived with her husband for two years and together they had a daughter. 

After some time, Angie and her partner started to have several problems in 

their relationship. Angie decided to leave the matrimonial home and went to 

stay with her sister. After a couple of months Angie had an argument with her 

sister and had to leave her sister‟s house. Since then Angie has been living in 

the homeless shelter. Two months ago Angie discovered that she is pregnant 

again. 
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Anna  

 

Anna is in her late fifties and has been living in the shelter for about two 

months. Fifteen years ago Anna decided to leave the matrimonial home 

together with her children because she could not tolerate her husband‟s 

behaviour anymore. Anna‟s husband engaged in extra marital affairs and 

would not return home to his family for whole days. Since she left, Anna lived 

in several rented apartments together with her children. Before she became 

homeless Anna was living in a rented garage on her own because her children 

are now adults conducting their separate lives. Anna became homeless after 

she was asked by her landlady to leave the garage that she was renting. Anna 

states that her landlady never provided her with a reason why she asked her to 

leave the garage. Anna explains that she had always paid the rent and that 

she had never caused any trouble.  

 

Anthony  

Anthony is in his late fifties and has been homeless for about three years. This 

is not his first time in a homeless shelter. Every time he enters the shelter he 

makes plans to leave but unfortunately after a short period of time he becomes 

homeless again. After six years of marriage, Anthony separated from his wife, 

left the matrimonial home, and went to live at his mother‟s house. His family 

owns a business and he used to work there as an employee. Three years ago 

Anthony and his mother had an argument. His mother ended up asking him to 
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leave the house and his job at the business.  Since then Anthony has been 

trying to cope and to rebuild his life. 

 

Philip 

Philip is a young adult who has been homeless ever since he was a kid. After 

his father‟s death, Philip used to live with his mother and sister. Philip 

experienced a difficult childhood where he was being physically abused by his 

mother.  One night, when Philip was still fourteen years old, he went home late 

and drunk and this made his mother furious. She called the police station and 

Philip was taken into care. Philip has not found a secure accommodation since 

he left care. Philip had a partner and together they had a child. Right now, 

Philip and his partner are not on good terms and therefore Philip is not allowed 

to have contact with his child.  

 

Shirley 

Shirley is in her early fifties and has been living in the shelter for around two 

months. Shirley used to work as a beautician but had to stop working due to 

her mobility problem caused by her multiple sclerosis. Shirley was married and 

had a child. Unfortunately, Shirley lost her child at a young age. After that 

episode, Shirley‟s marriage started to fall apart. She separated from her 

husband and went to live in a house that belonged to her parents. However 

when her father died Shirley‟s mother asked her to leave the house, leaving 
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her with nowhere to go. Her sister offered her temporary accommodation in 

her garage, but since they were never on good terms, Shirley decided to move 

in a homeless shelter.  

 

Vince 

Vince is in his early forties and has been homeless for several years. After 

fifteen years of marriage he separated from his wife, and left their matrimonial 

home. His marriage has not been functioning well for several years. He 

discovered that his wife was pregnant from another person when he decided to 

leave. Since he left his house he has been living with various friends, with 

other family members, and also in homeless shelters. Vince is finding it very 

hard to live on his own and feels that he lacks love and attention.  

 

As explained in the previous chapter, the information gathered from the 

interviews with the professionals, will be included in order to present a wider 

understanding of every issue that is going to be discussed in this chapter. Mr. 

Charlie Mifsud from Dar Patri Leopoldo will be tackling the problem from the 

perspective of male homelessness, while Ms. Emma Portelli from Dar Tereża 

Spinelli will be referring to female homelessness. Mr. Ashley Cumbo from Dar 

Niki Cassar works with both male and female homeless persons; therefore he 

will be tackling both gender perspectives.  
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The professionals were asked to provide further information about the different 

backgrounds that homeless people come from. Mr. Cumbo and Mr. Mifsud 

agreed that every person carries a different background. A large number of 

these homeless individuals have experienced family and marriage problems, 

and had to leave their home for a variety of reasons. It is also common that 

people become homeless after they have been released from a previous 

institution. They mentioned also youngsters who had to leave their homes for 

several reasons.  

According to Mr. Cumbo, families and single parents with their children are 

also part of Maltese homelessness. Mr. Mifsud mentioned cases where 

homeless men were perpetrators in a domestic violence situation and were 

ordered by court to leave their matrimonial home. In some cases people with 

low IQ or with mental health problems become homeless because they have 

been victims of manipulation and betrayal. Others are homeless because they 

have been introduced to the cycle of crime or addictive behaviours.  

Mr. Mifsud pointed out that in Malta we have never experienced a natural 

disaster that left a substantial number of people without a home. Therefore in 

Malta people become homeless because they experience various social 

problems.  

According to Ms. Portelli, the main reason why women become homeless is 

that of domestic violence. The perpetrators could be their partners or any other 

member of their family. Young unmarried mothers sometimes also leave their 
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houses because they experience problems with their partners or with their 

parents. Some other women are referred to the homeless shelter after they 

have spent some time at domestic violence shelters like Għabex, Merħba Bik, 

and Dar Qalb ta‟ Ġesu`.  

In an article published by The National Coalition of Homelessness (2007) and 

in a study carried out by Crane, Byrne, Fu, Lipmann, Mirabelli, Rota-Bartelink, 

Ryan, Shea, Watt, and Warnes (2005), homelessness is also described as a 

situation that can be caused by various social factors.  

In the following sections the social factors that lead to homelessness among 

Maltese adults will be further explored.  

 

4.1.2 Is homelessness a choice?  

 

Before starting to explore the different social factors that lead to homelessness, 

it is essential to clarify if there are people in Malta who actually choose to 

become homeless.  

American authors, Snow, Anderson, and Wagner (1996) see homelessness as 

a lifestyle and support the idea that people voluntarily choose to become 

homeless.  

As seen in the above stories and as it will be explained in more detailed in the 

following sections, no one of the homeless participants in this study 
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consciously chose to become homeless. All of them were driven through 

different paths to homelessness.  

The professionals working within the homeless shelters never encountered 

homeless persons who had actually chosen to become homeless. They 

described homeless people as being generally confused, lost, and miserable. 

Having no place to call home was described by the professionals as a terrible 

and an undesirable situation. 

On the other hand, the professionals made it clear that even if homelessness 

in Malta is not a chosen lifestyle, there are still those people who choose to 

abuse our system and the services provided, instead of dealing with their own 

responsibilities. 
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4.2 Childhood  
 

4.2.1 A difficult childhood 

 

The first issue that is going to be tackled is that of childhood experiences. As it 

was described previously, some of the participants experienced a difficult 

childhood. Philip lost his father at a very young age. He also claimed that 

during his childhood he was physically abused by his mother.  

Philip: “Meta kont niġi mill-iskola dejjem kont neħel ma‟ rasha. Kienet 

tajjarni b‟missieri mejjet … Dejjem kienet taqbad miegħi. Daqqa taqbad 

ittini b‟dak l-oġġett u daqqa ittini b‟ieħor.”  

“When I used to arrive at home from school I always used to get on my 

mum‟s nerves. She used to insult me by mentioning my dead father… She 

was constantly picking up on me. She would hit me with different objects”.  

 

Shirley also experienced an unstable childhood. Her mother‟s obsession in 

saving money used to leave Shirley and the rest of the family deprived from 

their basic needs.  

Shirley: “Meta kont żgħira, ommi dejjem kien moħħha biex iċċaħħadna 

minn affariijiet bżonnjużi ħalli tfaddal … Ma kellix nourishment meta kont 

zgħira … Għalfejn iżżewget ommi? Kollox hi taħti! … Missieri kien jaf x‟inhi. 

Donnha ġiet tobgħodna. It is unnatural of a mother”. 

“When I was young, my mother used to deprive us from basic necessities 

in order to save money … I was a malnourished child … Why did my 

mother get married?  It is all her fault! … My father knew what a kind of 

person she was. It is unnatural of a mother”.  
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Similar patterns were found in a study carried out by Koegel, Melamid, and 

Bumam (1995) where the homeless participants in their study have also 

experienced a problematic childhood, including insufficient funding for basic 

necessities, violence, disruptive behaviours within the immediate family, and 

childhood homelessness.  

 

4.2.2 Childhood homelessness 

 

Literature shows that there is a link between childhood homelessness and 

adult homelessness. Childhood homelessness includes out-of-home 

placements, living in care, and spending the childhood period away from the 

immediate family (Georing, Tolomiczenko, Sheldon, Boydell, and Wasylenki, 

2002; Koegel et al. 1995). 

Angie recounted the difficult situations that she experienced when her parents 

died and she had to move into care. Angie also pointed out that after a number 

of years she is living again in another residential setting.  

Angie:  “Meta mietet ommi kelli six u missieri fifteen. Meta miet missieri 

kont mort ġo home sa kemm kelli eighteen. Issa erġajt spiċċajt ġo tip ta‟ 

home oħra”.   

“My mother died when I was six years old and my father died when I was 

fifteen. When my father died I was admitted in a residential home till the 

age of eighteen. Now I am living again in a residential setting”.  
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Regarding this issue, Mr. Mifsud explained that during his working experience 

with homeless people he has seen a link between being brought up in care 

and the risk of adult homelessness. Ms. Portelli further stated that some 

women have been moving from one institution to the next for around twenty 

years and they find it hard to break the viscous cycle.  

In their study, Georing, Tolomiczenko, Sheldon, Boydell, and Wasylenki (2002) 

concluded that childhood homelessness is a risk factor which can lead to adult 

homelessness.  

 

4.2.3 Women and children as the main victims of    

homelessness 

 

A major study about homelessness carried out by Vakili-Zad (2006) shows that 

in Malta the main victims of homelessness are women and children. The 

reasons behind their homelessness are marital problems and the effects of 

broken families.  

Ms. Portelli agreed that these findings reflect the reality within our country. Mr. 

Cumbo explained that homeless women and children are not only those who 

are staying at the homeless shelters. There are also those who live in 

domestic violence shelters, in children‟s home, with relatives, with friends, and 

in insecure accommodations.  
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Mr. Mifsud agreed that the problem of homelessness in women and children is 

alarming. However he further explained that as a society, homeless women 

and children are perceived as victims of homelessness, while homeless men 

are seen as the deserving homeless. As a result of this, the real problem of 

homelessness in men is not being given enough importance.  

This is also supported by Marin (1996) who suggests that single men are the 

core problem of homelessness because they tend to take much longer to deal 

with their circumstances. The reality in our society is that more services are 

available to help women and children to deal with their situation of 

homelessness.   
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4.3 Family Patterns  
 

4.3.1 Dysfunctional marriage  

 

Almost all the homeless participants in this study experienced a dysfunctional 

marriage which contributed to their risk of homelessness.   

Angie got married at a young age and after two years of marriage she started 

to experience several problems with her husband. Anna has been now 

separated for fifteen years. She could not live with her husband any longer 

because she could not compromise with his extra marital affairs and the 

disrespectful attitude that he had towards her. Shirley also separated from her 

husband. When their only child died, Shirley realised that their marriage was 

not functioning any longer. Shirley wanted to have more children but her 

husband did agree with her.  

After experiencing a personal assault, Vince was passing through a trauma. 

During this period, his marriage was falling apart because, according to Vince, 

his wife could not understand what he was going through. Vince decided to 

leave his wife and his home after he found out that his wife was pregnant by 

another man. Anthony also experienced a separation after being married for 

six years and have had two children.  

In our closely knit communities, being part of a strong family improves the 

person‟s support network. This is further sustained by Vakili-Zad (2006) who 
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states that the protection that the Maltese families offer to its members are 

being put on a threat because of the modernisation, urbanisation, and 

individualisation that are taking place in Malta. When the family fails to offer 

this protection, some other strong entities like the church or the state has to 

take its place. If this protection is not being offered or it is not reaching all the 

citizens, there will be those who will be marginalised. These people will be 

more vulnerable to homelessness because they are left to struggle on their 

own.  

 

4.3.2 Leaving the Matrimonial home   

 

A common event that happened to the participants who separated from their 

spouses is that they had to leave their matrimonial home and seek alternative 

accommodation. 

Anna decided to abandon the matrimonial home because she could not 

tolerate her husband‟s lifestyle anymore.  Anna‟s husband used to deprive her 

and their children from sufficient money to conduct an adequate living. 

Sometimes her husband would be absent from home for whole days and 

nights. With hurtful feelings Anna stated that all the neighbours knew that he 

had extra marital affairs while he was still married to her.  

Anna: “Ma jistax ikun noqgħod miegħu aktar. Meta jkollok it-tfal tkun taf 

x‟jiġifieri. Jixtiequ dan l-oġġett u ma tistax tixtrijulhom. Lil uliedi ma 

ridthomx agħar milli jien. Iktar ma kienx jidħol id-dar milli jidħol”. 
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“I could not live with him any longer. You will know what it means when 

you will have children. I did not have money so I was depriving my 

children from the things that they wanted to have. I did not want my 

children to be in a worse situation than mine. It used to happen regularly 

that my husband would not return back home”.   

 

In addition to Anna‟s experience, Ms. Portelli further explained that women feel 

emotionally devastated when they are forced to abandon their homes. The 

situation gets more sensitive when the woman is accompanied by her children 

who find it more difficult than adults to understand the reason why they had to 

leave their homes.  

A similar connotation can be seen in the study carried out by Meadow-Oliver 

(2003). The author explains that entering the shelter can be very stressful for 

the mother and for her children because they generally tend to experience a 

feeling of loss. 

The financial dependency that Anna had on her husband is further described 

by Calterone Williams (2003) as a common characteristic among homeless 

women. A large number of homeless women have never lived alone and have 

never been financially independent before their episode of homelessness.   

Shirley, Anthony and Angie experienced a different situation from that of Anna. 

They were helped by their family members after they left the matrimonial 

homes. Shirley was offered to move in a house which was owned by her 

parents, while Angie was offered accommodation by her sister. Anthony 
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moved in with his mother and his unmarried brother and further explains why 

he decided to leave the house to his wife. 

Anthony: “Ftit qabel ma sseparajna, il-gvern kien tani flat sabiħ, u ċedejtu 

lilha bil-patt u l-kundizzjoni li trabbi t-tfal fih”.  

“Before I separated from my wife, we were granted a nice flat from the 

authorities. I decided to leave the flat to my wife, on only one condition: 

that of bringing up the kids in the flat”.  

 

 

Since Vince left the matrimonial home he has lived in various temporary 

settlements. Sometimes he stays in homeless shelters and on other occasions 

at his friends‟ houses. However he had never been able to find a secure 

accommodation since he left the matrimonial home.  

Separation and marriage breakdown were mentioned by Mr. Mifsud as one of 

the social factors that may lead to homelessness among men. A large number 

of homeless men have been separated from their spouses for several years 

and they have not been able to find a secure accommodation since then. This 

can be seen clearly in the cases of Vince and Anthony. 

Furthermore Marin (1996) states that in cases of marital breakdown a number 

of men decide by themselves to leave the house for their wives and children. 

Others are ordered by court to leave their homes and to find alternative 

accommodation.  
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4.3.3 The loss of a significant other 

 

All the participants recount that the dead of a significant person in their lives 

has partly contributed to their unstable situation.  

Philip lost his father and Angie lost both her parents when they were still young. 

Since the death of their parents, both of them started to face difficult situations 

that contributed to their homelessness. 

Anna, being a lonely child, had a very good relationship with her parents. Her 

parents used to support her financially and emotionally, and while they were 

still alive it was easier for her to deal with her husband‟s emotional abuse. 

However when they died she was left dealing with her dysfunctional marriage 

without their support.  

Anthony explains that while his father was still alive, he used to manage the 

business and everything was going smooth. But after his father‟s death, 

Anthony‟s mother decided to appoint Anthony‟s brother as the sole managing 

director of the business, leaving the other siblings out. This caused several 

conflicts among the family members.  

Anthony: “Minn mindu miet id-daddy tiegħi, kelli għoxrin sena, il-mummy 

tiegħi dejjem ippreferit lil ħija minna il-ħamsa. Imexxi il-ħanut hu, avolja 

suppost jinqasam … Jien issaportejt, aċċettajt li noqgħod fil-ħanut 

sempliċiment bħala employee, bħal-ħaddiema l-oħra, u kont noqgħod 

dejjem għal kollox”.  
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 “I was twenty years old when my father died. After his dead my mother 

always preferred my brother over the five of us (siblings). He was 

managing the business; even though it should have been divided between 

all the siblings … I tolerated the situation and accepted to work at the 

family business just as an employee. I used to put up with everything”.  

 

Shirley‟s father and uncle whom she had a very good relationship with, passed 

away few years ago.  

Shirley: “Meta kienu għadhom ħajjin il-papa u z-ziju kont ok … Meta mietu, 

ommi ma felħitx. Inqalgħu ħafna problemi fil-wirt. Affarijiet delikati”.  

“When my father and my uncle were still alive I was in a good situation … 

When both of them passed away, my mum could not take it anymore. 

There were lots of problems in their inheritance. Delicate matters”.  

 

During the interviews with the professionals this issue did not emerge as a 

possible cause to homelessness. However all of them stated that when the 

immediate or the extended family of the individual is passing through a rough 

time and it is not strong enough to provide a certain degree of support, the 

person is more prone to become homeless.  

The participants of the study lost significant others who were contributing to 

their stability in different ways and who formed part of their support network.  

Crane et al. (2005) observed that the loss of a significant other can contribute 

in some ways to homelessness. The struggle linked to the bereavement phase 

and the loss of support that the missing person used to provide, can result in a 

difficult situation for the homeless person. 
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In Malta there is no such study that shows that the death of an important 

person may lead to homelessness, however several studies about 

homelessness show that homeless people in Malta have either a damaged or 

a missing support network (Busuttil, 2007; Demanuele, 2004; and Vakili-Zad, 

2006). Damaged and missing support networks will be further explored in the 

following section.  

 

4.3.4 Unhealthy relationships with family members 

 

All the six participants mentioned that they have a damaged relationship with 

some of their family members. This lack of support in their relationships made 

the homeless participants more vulnerable to homelessness.  

When Angie separated from her husband, her only sister offered her to move 

in with her. However after some time they ended up having an argument and 

Angie‟s sister asked her to leave the house. After seven months Angie and her 

sister still have not cleared their differences.  

Anthony describes how over the years he has lost contact with his other 

siblings and with his children.  

Anthony: “Kelli relazzjoni ma‟ ħuti il-bniet, imma meta bdejt indur u niġri fit-

triq imbgħad tlift il-kuntatt … It-tifla m‟għandhiex grazzja miegħi, għax kif 

tellgħatha nannitha ux … It-tifel kien baqa‟ jigi jarani l-ħanut fejn kont 

naħdem, kont intih il-manteniment. Imma mbgħad ħija kien iħarislu bl-ikrah, 

kien jiddejjaq jarah hemm. U dat-tifel meta għalaq eighteen, qalli mhux ġej 

iktar sakemm ikun hawn ħuk il-ħanut. Imbgħad trabbit dik il-gap. It-tifel xi 



The Unexplored Journey to Homelessness                                                Findings, Analysis & Discussion 

 

62 

 

kultant jitfaċċa u narah. Hemm id-distanza imma mhux mibegħda. Qisu 

bħal meta emigra”. 

“I had a relationship with my sisters, but I lost contact with them when I 

started to move from one place to the next … My daughter does not like 

me because that is the way how she was brought up by her maternal 

grandmother … My son used to visit me while I was working at the family 

business and during his visits I used to give him the allowance. But my 

brother disliked this idea. My son stopped visiting me when he turned 

eighteen because he felt uncomfortable about my brother‟s attitude. Then 

a certain gap between us started to develop. Sometimes I do see my son. 

There is this distance between us, but not hatred. It is like he emigrated 

from Malta”.   

 

Philip recounted the night when he was only fourteen years old and he went 

home late and drunk. That was the night when Philip was sent into care and 

that was when Philip‟s journey to homelessness started.  

Philip: “(Ommi) Qaltli li ma tridnix, irrid inkeċċik minn hawn, toqgħodx iktar 

miegħi. Għalqitni ġewwa u ġabet il-pulizija. Ħaduni St Patrick‟s”.  

“My mother told me that she does not want me in her house anymore. She 

locked me inside the house and she called the police. They came and 

took me to St. Patrick‟s residential home”. 

 

 

Shirley has a damaged relationship with her mother and her sister. Her mother 

asked her to leave the house despite of her mobility problems. When her sister 

let her sleep in her garage, Shirley was physically assaulted by her and she 

could not react back due to her weak physical condition.   



The Unexplored Journey to Homelessness                                                Findings, Analysis & Discussion 

 

63 

 

Shirley: “Ġiet toqgħod ommi miegħi u għamlet ħerba minni. Bidlitli s-

serratura. Jien ġejt homeless. Oħti aċċettatni għal short period of time. 

Imbgħad ħebbet għalija u ma stajtx noqgħod b‟min isawwatni, għax jien 

marida. Minn hawn u minn hemm kelli nitlaq il‟ barra”. 

“My mother moved in with me and put me into a chaotic situation. She 

changed my door lock and I ended up being homeless. My sister accepted 

me at her house for a short period of time. But then she physically 

assaulted me. I could not tolerate that anymore because I am sick. I had 

to leave also from my sister‟s house”.  

 

 

Confirming what can be observed in the above experiences, Mr. Mifsud and Mr. 

Cumbo stated that most of the time homeless people do not have a healthy 

relationship with their family members. In some cases the person‟s family 

would be settled down and living a regular life, and therefore they refuse to 

have contact with the homeless person. Some of them limit their contact to a 

telephone call every now and then but would not offer the person any further 

help. In other cases, the person‟s family would be also passing through a 

rough time and therefore they will be unable to help the homeless person.  

Such patterns can also be observed in the study carried out by Busuttil (2007), 

where the relationships that Maltese homeless people have with their families 

are seen as weak and dysfunctional. They lack to provide reciprocal support 

and protection even in the most difficult situations. This is further supported by 

Demanuele (2004) and Vakili-Zad (2006) who both agree that family ties in 

Malta are extremely essential for the support of an individual. Caton et al. 
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(2005) explain that those individuals who have adequate family support tend to 

get out of homelessness much quicker.   

 

4.4 Educational achievement  
 

Caton et al. (2000) illustrate that a low educational level is a factor that can 

contribute to homelessness especially among men. On the contrary, 

professionals working in the homeless shelters explained that during their 

experience they have encountered homeless people from different educational 

levels.  

The homeless participants in this study all have a different educational level. 

Shirley studied to become a qualified beautician. Anthony attended a number 

of private schools when he was a child. He had the opportunity to continue his 

education however later on he gave up on his studies. He was always more 

interested to work in his father‟s business.  

Vince attended school till the age of sixteen and later on he went to a Trade‟s 

school to advance in a particular skill.  The younger participants, Philip and 

Angie, both finished school till the age of sixteen and neither of them have 

planned to further their studies.  

Anna attended school till the age of fourteen. She missed a lot of her schooling 

days because she used to stay at home helping her mother with the house 
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chores. She can understand some spoken English however she does not 

know how to read and write.  

Mr. Mifsud, Ms. Portelli and Mr. Cumbo stated that different people with 

different educational level can experience homelessness in Malta. However a 

good educational level can help a person to get out of homelessness much 

quicker because it might be easier for the person to engage in employment.  

 

4.5 Financial Situation 
 

4.5.1 Employment  

 

As described by the homeless participants, their relationship to employment 

can be classified as poor. Out of the homeless participants, only Vince was 

employed at the time of the interview. Vince has an extensive working 

experience and he has never stopped working, even at the time that he 

became homeless.  

Vince:  “Jien naħdem bħala cleaner. L-imgħallem kollha jħobbhom lill-

ħaddiema, imma lili l-iżjed li jħobb. Qiegħed ħafna għal qalbi x-xogħol”. 

“I work as a cleaner. My boss likes all the employees, but he likes me 

best. I am very happy at my place of work”.  

 

Shirley worked for twenty years as a beautician but she had to stop working 

due to her mobility problem. Angie had several kinds of jobs and the last job 
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that she undertook was that of a chambermaid. She decided to stop working 

when she found out that she was pregnant.  

Since Anthony lost his job at the family business he had worked in several 

other working places. He recalls one particular experience where he used to 

work for a man who owned several cars and racing horses. This man also 

offered Anthony a shelter while he was working with him.  

Anthony: “Meta mort naħdem miegħu, kien qalli li nista‟ norqod fil-kamra 

tar-razzett tiegħu. Kont norqod bil-lejl f‟nofs l-għelieqi, imma jien ma 

nagħtix kas.  Minn meta tiġi drifter ma tibdix tati kas fejn torqod”.    

“When I started to work for this man, he also offered me to sleep in a room 

that he had on his farm. This room was situated in the middle of the fields, 

but I did not mind. When you become a drifter you do not take notice of 

these things anymore”.  

 

 

After some time Anthony was getting exasperated at his job because he was 

expected to take care of all the horses and to wash a number of cars every 

day, so he decided to leave.  

Philip also worked at different working places. Right now he is not working 

because he got annoyed at his last job and decided to leave.  

Philip: “Kont naħdem ġo kċina bħala dishwasher. Imbgħad mort naħdem 

ma‟ tal-karozzi tal-linja. Imbgħad erġajt mort ġo kċina, imma ddejjaqt”. 

“I used to work as a dishwasher in a kitchen. Then I worked with the bus 

service. Later on I went to work again in a kitchen, but I got tired of it”.   
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All the three professionals agreed that homeless people generally have a 

negative relationship with employment. Mr. Mifsud further explained that some 

of the homeless people are willing to work only if they are given the option to 

evade taxes. Others have a low level of education and might find it harder to 

find an employment. After they have spent several years out of the working 

force, when they manage to find a job, some homeless men might find it 

difficult to be consistent with jobs‟ responsibilities.  

Ms. Portelli explained that the majority of homeless women prefer to live on 

social benefits, even if they have the possibilities to work and to be better off. 

Others cannot join the workforce because they have to care for their young 

children.  

When homeless individuals engage in employment they can be financially 

independent and will have a better chance to find a secure accommodation. As 

explained by the professionals, unemployment is one of those social factors 

that may contribute to homelessness. Several authors state that when 

homeless persons engage in employment they might have a better chance to 

find a secure accommodation and to lead a better lifestyle, thus getting out of 

their homeless situation (Dimitz and Paulischin, 2004; Hombs, 1994; 

Rosenheck, 1996). 
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4.5.2 Debts 

 

The issue of debts among homeless people emerged during the interviews 

with the homeless participants. Vince owes money to different people and until 

he pays his debts he will not be able to rent a secure accommodation. 

Vince: “Inħossni li għandi bżonn l-għajnuna finanzjarjament. Qed naqbad 

il-paga, pero‟ għandi d-dejn u rrid naqtgħu bilfors”.  

“I feel that I need financial help. I am receiving my pay, but I have debts 

and I strictly need to pay them”.    

 

Anthony also explained that over the years he accumulated several debts with 

different people. The amount of money that he owes continues to increase with 

exaggerated interests and he finds it difficult to get hold of it.  

Anthony: “Tidħol fl-użura u fid-dejn. Kważi kollha n-nies li naf u li huma 

bħali għandhom xi tip ta‟ dejn u użura. Tispiċċa tħallas id-doppju. Meta 

jkolli paga tajba, nieħu ċans u nerġa nissellef”. 

“You end up having debts and interests to pay. Almost all the homeless 

persons that I know have some sort of debts. You end up paying double 

the amount that you borrowed. When I have a good pay, I end up 

borrowing money again”.  

 

Mr. Mifsud explained that debts with exaggerated amounts of interests are a 

detriment to the person‟s financial stability. Those who lend money ask in 

return an exaggerated amount of interests together with the borrowed sum. 

Sometimes, these exaggerated interests are also accompanied by threats on 

the person‟s and his family‟s safety. 
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Debts are a common social problem among the homeless population. They 

are mainly generated due to drug addiction, alcohol addiction, and gambling 

problems. Debts generate insecurity and damage the person‟s financial 

stability therefore increases the risk of homelessness (Crane et al., 2005).  

 

4.6 Addictive behaviours 
 

Addictive behaviours can also be classified as a risk to homelessness. 

Anthony turned to alcohol when his marriage started to fall apart. His mother 

used to have a problem with his excessive drinking while he used to live at her 

house. While being homeless Anthony decided to start an alcohol rehabilitation 

programme but he did not terminate the programme.   

After Vince became homeless, he started to have a gambling problem. His 

addiction to gambling made him generate several debts.  

Mr. Mifsud and Ms. Portelli explained that those homeless people who make 

use of drugs cannot be admitted at Dar Patri Leopoldo and at Dar Tereża 

Spinelli. On the other hand there is no formal policy that prohibits persons with 

alcohol and gambling problems to be admitted in the shelters. 

Mr. Cumbo stated that at Dar Niki Cassar those people who currently have a 

drug or an alcohol addiction cannot be admitted in the shelter; however there 

is nothing that restricts the admission of those with gambling problems. 
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According to Mr. Mifsud the problem of alcoholism and gambling are common 

among homeless men. Addiction problems disrupt the person‟s financial 

situation and sometimes also the relationship with his family. This was further 

illustrated by Mahoney (2007) who adds that substance abuse among 

homeless people can negatively affect the person‟s employment, family and 

social ties, and financial situation. From Ms. Portelli‟s perspective women are 

less likely to have problems of addictive behaviours when compared to men.   

Mr. Cumbo clarified that a gambling problem does not necessarily implies 

betting or losing a large amount of money. Any gambling activity that could 

disrupt the economic balance and the lifestyle of a person or of a family is 

considered as a gambling problem.  

Drawing on the participants‟ and the professionals‟ experiences, addictive 

behaviours can be perceived as a cause to homelessness. This was also 

demonstrated in the study conducted by Crane et al. (2005) where it was 

found that gambling problems, substance abuse, and drug abuse are one of 

the major causes of homelessness.  
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4.7 Psychiatric disorders 
 

From the participants‟ and the professionals‟ experiences it can be clearly 

observed that psychiatric disorders might cause several difficulties for a person 

or a family, and thus contribute to the risk of homelessness.  

Shirley and Philip have both struggled against difficulties precipitated by the 

psychiatric conditions of their family members. Shirley explained that at times it 

was difficult to understand her mother‟s behaviour which was the result of her 

psychiatric condition. Her mother emotionally abused Shirley throughout her 

life especially when she started to experience mobility problems due to her 

multiple sclerosis. In the end she also forced her to leave the house where she 

had lived for several years.  

One of the reasons why Philip claimed that he had a difficult childhood was his 

mother‟s psychiatric condition and the effects that it had on him. He recounts 

several episodes of abuse especially when his mother used to miss her 

psychiatric medication. 

From the homeless participants, Vince stated that he suffers from the 

neurological condition of epilepsy. He explained that being epileptic 

complicates his situation of homelessness. Vince‟s mother wants him to move 

in with her, but Vince is concerned that his mother cannot help him in case of 

epileptic seizures.  
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Vince: “Jien għandi epilepsy. Ituni ħafna ħass ħazinijiet u nieħu il-pilloli. 

Ommi trid iżżommni magħha imma jien ma rridx noqgħod magħha … Hi 

ma tiflahx għal battikati biex tgħini jekk jaqbduni il-ħass ħazinijiet”. 

“I have epilepsy. I often faint and I take medication for this condition. My 

mother offered me to move in with her but I don‟t want that … She is not 

strong enough to help me if I experience an epileptic attack”.  

 

 

Mr. Mifsud explained that during his experience in this field he has 

encountered several homeless men with different mental health conditions. 

Some of these men carry with them the painful experience of being rejected 

from their families after they have been released from Mount Carmel Hospital. 

In such cases it is not easy for these homeless individuals to adapt back to 

society without their families‟ support. This also contributes to their difficulty in 

finding an employment and in leading an inclusive life in our society.  

Ms. Portelli stated that mental health problems are also common among 

homeless women. In some cases, women experience domestic violence 

because their perpetrator cannot understand or tolerate their mental health 

condition. During the last eight months preceding the writing of this study, 

three women sought for refuge at Dar Tereża Spinelli because they 

experienced a similar situation.  

The consequences that mental health problems generate can be classified as 

possible contributions to homelessness. Moreover several authors conducted 

various studies to demonstrate that mental health problems can cause and 
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also prolong homelessness (Crane et al., 2005; Dimitz and Paulischin, 2004; 

Goering et al., 2002; Hahn et al., 2006; Hombs, 1994; Min et al., 2004; & 

Rosenheck, 1996).  

 

4.8 Past Imprisonment 
 

None of the homeless participants in this study had a past experience of 

imprisonment. Philip was arrested for one night when some thefts and a huge 

row between some residents happened inside the shelter.  

Since in various sources of literature imprisonment is considered as one of the 

social factors that can contribute to homelessness, the professionals from the 

homeless shelters were asked to share their opinions and expertise about this 

issue.  

All the three professionals stated that they receive referrals directly from 

Cordin Correctional Facility. Ms. Portelli stated that last year there were two 

women who were released from prison and found shelter at Dar Tereża 

Spinelli.  

Mr. Mifsud explained that those people who have just been released from 

prison might face several difficulties when they try to settle back in our society. 

This is further demonstrated by Kushel et al. (2005) who state that ex-

prisoners find it harder to find an employment and to move into secure housing, 
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thus they are in greater risk of becoming homeless. The risk of homelessness 

after an episode of imprisonment was also proved in various studies (Caton, 

Hasin, Shrout, Opler, Hirshfield, Dominguez, & Felix, 2005; & Crane et al., 

2005).  

 

4.9 Lacking a secure accommodation 

 

Almost all the homeless participants experienced the changing of various 

settlements as soon as they left their primary secure accommodation. 

Since Philip had to leave care, he lived in various temporary settlements. He 

lived in different homeless shelters and he used to spend some nights at his 

girlfriend‟s family house before she got pregnant with their child.  

Anthony here explains the different settlements that he used to live in after he 

had to leave his mother‟s house.  

Anthony: “Meta tlaqt bdejt indur l‟hawn u l‟hemm. Ġieli għixt ma‟ partner li 

kelli. Ġieli għixt barra fit-triq. Mhux din ix-Xitwa, imma ta‟ qabel, tlaqt minn 

shelter għax kien mingħalija li se jkolli fejn se noqgħod, u spiċċajt ġo ġnien 

fuq bank. Kienet ix-xita, bdew jinqagħlu l-weraq tal-palmi bir-rih li kien 

hemm. Imbgħad erġajt sibt post ġo hostel ta l-istudenti. Kien iżomm nies 

oħrajn fix-Xitwa mhux studenti biss. Meta beda ġej is-Sajf talabni iktar flus 

u kelli nitlaq. Erġajt spiċċajt fit-triq. Qadt ftit jiem ma‟ persuna ġo guest 

house. Qadt ġo flat u ġo kerrejja. Irqadt ġo site ta‟ bini imwaqqa‟. Kont 

indawwar ġakketta miegħi. Kont noqgħod attent minħabba li jkun ħafna 

bard. Kont inqum nagħmel jogging xit-tlieta ta‟ filgħodu. Tgħallimt dan it-

trick bħala survivor. Kont nistħi għax in-nies jindunaw, jarawk għaddej 

dejjem bl-istess basket u dejjem fl-istess post”.  
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“When I left my mother‟s house I started to wonder around. I used to live 

with my ex-partner. Last winter I was sleeping on the streets. I left the 

homeless shelter because I thought that I had a place to stay, but instead 

I found myself sleeping in a public garden. That night the wind was so 

strong that it was tearing off the palm trees. Then I found shelter in a 

students‟ hostel, because during the winter the owner used to welcome 

also other non-students. But when summer approached, he asked me to 

pay extra money if I wanted to stay, so I had to leave. I ended up sleeping 

on the streets again. I also stayed in a guest house, in a flat, and in a 

lodging house. I slept in a building site. I used to wrap myself in a jacket. I 

had to be cautious because it used to get very cold. In order to keep 

myself warm I used to wake up at 3am and jog around. I learned this trick 

as a survivor. Sometimes I used to get embarrassed because people will 

know about me. They used to see me passing by always with the same 

bag and always wondering around the same place”.   

 

 

Vince also recounted his different settlements during his period of 

homelessness.  

Vince: “Kont għamilt ħabta niġri, daqqa noqgħod hemm u daqqa hemm. 

Dan l-aħħar kont qed noqgħod ma‟ ħabibha tiegħi imma ma kontx komdu. 

Kienet qed traqqadni taħt it-taraġ u mal-art”. 

“I used to move from one settlement to the next. Before I came to this 

shelter I used to live with my friend but it was uncomfortable for me. She 

used to make me sleep on the floor and under the staircase”.  

 

 

All the three professionals agreed that in Malta there is a small number of 

people who sleep in public places. Due to our closely-knit community it is 

easier for homeless people to find a temporary settlement for the night. 

However one should not assume that homelessness in the form of 
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rooflessness does not exist in Malta simple because we do not see people 

sleeping in public places.   

Mr. Mifsud explained that before homeless people resort to homeless shelters, 

they would have tried any other option that they had available. As a result of 

their frequently change in placement, sometimes when they arrive at the 

shelter they cannot recall where they have left all their personal belongings. 

This is also illustrated by Clines (2007) who states that homeless people 

desperately accept any other unstable temporary settlement that they are 

offered before turning to homeless shelters.   

Mr. Cumbo stated that six of his clients are homeless individuals who prefer to 

live on the streets rather than seeking shelter at Dar Niki Cassar. They sleep in 

several abandoned buildings, in hidden public places, and in private cars. Mr. 

Cumbo explained that he has no means to contact these people and nobody 

knows where they are heading next.   

The definition of homelessness provided by FEANTSA includes several 

circumstances that can be classified as homelessness. Sleeping in public 

places is just one facet of homelessness. The most common circumstances of 

homelessness in Malta include people living in insecure and inadequate 

housing.  

Due to our size and cultural mentality, the problem of rooflessness in Malta 

can be easily hidden. The implications of this are explained by Dimitz and 
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Paulischin (2004) who state that when compared to visible homelessness, 

hidden homelessness is much more spread and out of reach.  Since the 

majority of homeless people are hidden, homelessness in itself tends to look 

less alarming than it really is.  

 

4.10 Final Remarks  
 

4.10.1 Our dreams and future plans 

 

The dream of every homeless individual is that to have a secure place to live in. 

From the interviews carried out, only Shirley had a concrete plan of moving in 

a house that her uncle left for her before he died.  

Shirley: “Issa daqt immur id-dar. Taf kemm għandi x‟nagħmel! Qed nara l-

qisien tad-dar biex nixtri l-affarijiet. Iz-ziju ħallieli biċċa plot. Partattha ma‟ 

din il-maisonette. Issa din id-dar tiegħi, għax qiegħda fuq ismi”. 

“I will soon go home. I really have lots of things to do! I am checking my 

rooms‟ measurements so that I can buy different things for my new home. 

My uncle left me a plot in his will. I exchanged it with a maisonette. Now 

this house is mine, it is also listed on my name”.  

 

 

The plans of the other homeless participants are not as clearly stated as 

Shirley‟s plan. Angie describes her situation as being disheartening and 

confusing.  She is going to be a mother again and she is also passing from a 
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difficult financial situation since she stopped working weeks ago. Years back 

Angie applied for a government‟s housing unit.  

Angie: “Ilni xi 4 snin li applikajt għal post tal-gvern u xejn… ma jagħtux kas. 

Hawn ħafna postijiet magħluqin. Hu difficli, l-kirja kollha għolja. Ma 

naffordjawx”. 

“They seem not to take notice of the application that I filled four years ago 

to be granted a housing unit from the concerned authorities. Due to the 

high renting prices it is very difficult for me to rent an apartment. We 

cannot afford it”.   

 

Anna was offered a social housing unit while she was still living with her 

husband. Since Anna is not de facto separated and she has no proof to show 

to the authorities that she has not lived in that house for fifteen years, she 

cannot receive any further benefits related to social housing.  

Anna: “Nixtieq insib post fejn noqgħod. Anke‟ jigi t-tifel jarani mhux sew li 

jarani hawn. Imma l-kera għolja ħi. Il-kera qed taqtagħli qalbi. Bir-relief ma 

tagħmel xejn. Jitolbok ir-rigal minn qabel”.  

“I wish I could find a place where I can stay. It does not feel right when my 

son visits me at the shelter. But it is very expensive to rent a place to stay. 

I cannot pay that much while living on social benefits. Sometimes 

landlords ask for an amount of key money before they allow you to move 

in”.   

 

 

Similar patterns like that of Angie and Anna can be observed in the study 

carried out by Busuttil (2007) who reported that homeless individuals felt 

discouraged about affording to rent a private accommodation. Homeless 
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people also reported that they were not being offered enough support by the 

authorities.  

On the other hand, Philip explores the possibility of leaving the homeless 

shelter and describes how he is thinking of pursuing such aspiration.  

Philip: “Minni jrid jiġi biex nitlaq minn hawn. Insib xogħol li nissetilja fih. L-

ewwel trid tiċċekja kemm hi l-kera, d-dawl u l-ilma qabel ma titlaq minn 

hawn. Meta nġemmgħa ftit nibda infittex post. Imma rrid nibqa‟ naħdem 

għax inkella nerġa nispiċċa hawn. Forsi iktar il-quddiem, nibda nġib it-tifel 

u noħorġu. Meta tkun ġo home ma tkunx tista tagħmel xejn. Illum jew 

għada dan it-tifel irid ikun jaf min hu missieru”. 

“It is up to me to leave the shelter.  I should settle down in a job. Before 

leaving the shelter, one should check out how much the rent, the water 

and electricity bill will cost. When I will have saved enough money I will 

start to look for a place to stay. But I need to keep up with the job even 

after I have found a place to stay, or else I will end up living at the shelter 

again. Maybe in the future I will be able to take my child for outings. When 

you live in a shelter you cannot do whatever that you want. But one of 

these days my child needs to know who his father is”.  

 

 

Vince also shares his aspirations to leave the homeless shelter and to meet 

someone who cares about him.   

Vince: “Qed nippjana li naqta‟ d-dejn li għandi, insib daqxejn ta‟ post u 

immur noqgħod fih b‟xi kera mhux għolja, u forsi „l quddiem niltaqa‟ ma‟ xi 

ħadd”. 

“I am planning to get rid of my debts, then I will try to find a place to rent 

which is not very expensive, and then maybe in the future I would also 

meet someone”.  

 



The Unexplored Journey to Homelessness                                                Findings, Analysis & Discussion 

 

80 

 

 

All the professionals stated that it is difficult for homeless individuals to be 

granted a type of accommodation from the concerned authorities.  Mr. Mifsud 

further explained that homeless individuals are more likely to receive other 

types of support, such as a subsidy for their rent.  

Mr. Mifsud further explained that when homeless people find an 

accommodation to rent, they usually fail to ask their landlord for a written 

contract or for a receipt to confirm their payments. By having such documents 

their accommodation becomes much more secure and they would be able to 

apply for a subsidy from the concerned authorities.  

 

4.10.2 Sharing our suggestions  

 

Homeless people were asked to share their opinions about what society and 

the authorities should be doing to help them deal with their situation.  Some 

participants mentioned that further support should be provided when it comes 

to housing.  

Anthony: “Il-postijiet abbandunati jifthuhom, jgħamluhom b‟kera raġonevoli. 

Il-gvern l-iktar li jgħin lis-single mother, għax dik kerha fit-triq”. 

“They should open all those abandoned houses and rent them out with a 

reasonable price. Government prefers to help single mothers because the 

idea of a single mother living on the streets is unattractive”.  
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Anna: “Kullimkien tarahom il-postijiet magħluqin. Kuntenti (l-awtoritajiet) li 

jħalluhom jaqgħu imma ma jtihomniex. Tmur issaqsi u jgħidulek li għal-

bejgħ. Il-bank mhux se jgħini biex nixtri. Imisshom iħennu għalina għux. 

Għax ma jtihomniex (il-gvern)? “ 

“There are empty houses everywhere. The authorities prefer to leave 

them abandoned rather than giving them to those who have nowhere to 

stay. All the houses are for sale. The bank will not help me to purchase a 

house. The authorities should have mercy on homeless people. Why does 

not the government give them to us?”  

 

Almost all the homeless participants are in great difficulty regarding their 

housing situation. The majority of them claim that banks will refuse to offer 

them financial help to purchase a house. It is also a challenging situation to 

rent a private accommodation while living on social benefits. On the other hand 

when they turn to the authorities for help, their application for social housing 

takes years to be processed. Homeless participants have only an average 

period of six months at the homeless shelter so they have to make alternative 

arrangements to find a place to stay while they wait for a reply for their social 

housing. 

In relation to this, Heybach and Nix-Hodes (2007) state that the right of 

adequate housing is a human right, as it is articulated in the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights which is adopted by all the member states of the 

United Nations.  Furthermore Smith, Nolen-Hoeksema, Fredrickson, and 

Loftus (2003) explain that according to the Maslow Hierarchy of Needs a 
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person can never reach self-actualisation and self-fulfilment unless the basic 

needs such as food and shelter are being met.    

As a conclusion to this chapter, further suggestions from the homeless 

participants, regarding the homeless shelters will be presented. All the 

participants of this study described their experience at the homeless shelter as 

a positive one. Some of the participants believe that homeless shelters do not 

receive as much funding as needed. Others admit that they were unaware of 

the existence of these shelters before they became homeless.  

 
Angie: “Djar hawn bżonn, għax li hawn għal adulti ta‟ Tereża Spinelli u tal-

YMCA biss. Imbgħad domestic violence li hawn imma lili ma jaċċettawnix”. 

“There is the need of other shelters. Homeless women are only admitted 

in Dar Tereża Spinelli and Dar Niki Cassar. I could not be admitted in the 

other shelters because they cater only for victims of domestic violence”.  

 

 
Anna: “Meta mort l-Appoġġ qaluli fuqhom (ix-shelters), il-bqija ma kontx 

naf bihom”. 

“I only found out about the existence of such shelters when I went to seek 

help at Aġenzija Appoġġ”.  

 

 
Shirley: “Ikun hawn bżonn donations, biex jgħinu lil homeless u għal 

construction tad-dar. Id-dar trid il-maintanance”.  

“There is always the need for donations, to help the homeless people and 

for the construction of the home. The house needs maintenance”.  
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Anthony:  “Kuntent ħafna f‟din id-dar. Kull darba li tinġabar (mit-triq), 

timpruvja”. 

“I am really happy at the shelter. My situation improves every time that I 

settle down in a shelter”.  

 

 

4.11 Reviewing the Major Findings 

 

From the literature, the knowledge of the professionals working in this field, 

and the life experiences of the homeless participants, it can be concluded that 

homelessness in Malta is not a choice. Apart from lacking a secure home, 

homeless people have to deal with several other social problems that 

contribute to their difficult situation.  

A major contribution to homelessness that can be clearly noticed is the 

negative effects that broken marriages and unhealthy family relationships have 

on the life of Maltese individuals. The support that a strong family can offer to 

its members can surely decrease the risk of homelessness. The death of a 

person who was contributing to the security of a person can also contribute to 

homelessness. It was also perceived that difficult childhood experiences and 

childhood homelessness can later be linked to homelessness in the adult life. 

Other social factors that contribute to homelessness in Malta are; psychiatric 

problems of the homeless person or of a member in their family, addictive 

behaviours, debts, the lack of employment, and a history of past imprisonment.  
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Homeless people in Malta constantly struggle to find a secure and affordable 

accommodation. With the rising price of renting a private accommodation and 

the limited support that homeless people claim to receive from the concerned 

authorities, their cry for help seems to be ignored.   
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Chapter 5 

Recommendations 
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While carrying out this study, it was noticed that there is still a degree of 

scepticism regarding the existence of homelessness in our country. Maltese 

people believe that due to our closely knit communities and support networks it 

is impossible for a person to fall out of the margins of society and eventually 

become homeless.   

Others are aware of the existence of homelessness but classify it as a 

secondary problem when compared to other social issues present within our 

society. This happens because there is still lack of adequate information about 

homelessness and the issues related to this social problem.  

After considering all this, I believe that an increase in awareness about 

homelessness needs to take place in our country.  As part of society we 

should be encouraged to look around and to notice the different circumstances 

of Maltese homelessness. Homelessness does not only entail a person 

sleeping on the streets. By looking deeper within our communities we will be 

able to notice those people who are living in insecure and unstable 

environments. As it can be seen in this study, homelessness implies diverse 

circumstances which can be derived from different social factors.    

In the previous chapter, the social issues that may lead to homelessness were 

identified. These were derived from the experiences of the homeless 

participants and the knowledge and expertise provided by the professionals 

working in this field. Identifying these social problems is only the first step to 

address the problem of homelessness. I suggest that further studies should be 
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carried out on every one of these social issues. This could help us to better 

understand the implications that each one of these social issues have on 

Maltese homelessness.  

One of the major social problems that may contribute to homelessness is the 

dysfunction in immediate and extended families. Limited support among family 

members, the loss of an important person, separation between spouses, and 

dysfunctional relationships within families, are characteristics present in the life 

of homeless individuals.  Such results can also be seen in the studies carried 

out by Busuttil (2007), Demanuele (2004), and Vakili-Zad (2006).  In relation to 

this, I suggest that further studies should be carried out regarding the effects of 

family breakdown on Maltese citizens. As a society we need to replace the 

missing support that a strong family can offer to its members. This will help us 

to decrease the number of people who lose control of their stability and risk to 

become homeless.  

Even if homelessness means more than just being without a home, the basic 

need that these people lack is a secure accommodation. As seen in the 

Literature Review and in the Findings, Analysis and Discussion chapters, 

ending up without a home can happen for a variety of reasons.  

The homeless participants of this study suggested that more help should be 

provided to them by the authorities regarding the issue of housing.  The 

professionals explained that a very small number of homeless people apply to 

receive a housing unit from the Department of Social Housing. The YMCA in 
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an article published in 2003 stated that in the same year only two homeless 

people were granted a unit from the Department of Social Housing. During the 

interview carried out with the staff at Dar Patri Leopoldo, it was stated that only 

one person was granted a unit from the Department of Social Housing in 2008.  

Regarding this issue I would like to suggest an increase in support for 

homeless persons when they are searching for secure housing. The Housing 

Authority offers subsidies to those who rent a private accommodation and 

have an annually income which is less than €16,699.25. In fact a large number 

of homeless people benefit from this scheme when they decide to rent a 

private accommodation. However it must be noted that homeless people 

sometimes cannot afford to rent a private accommodation even if they are 

benefiting from this subsidy.  The majority of homeless people engage in low 

paid jobs or survive on social benefits so they do not have enough finances to 

rent out a private accommodation.  

After understanding better the difficulty that homeless people encounter when 

they try to find a secure accommodation, I suggest that more communication 

should take place between those who work with the homeless people and the 

relevant authorities dealing with housing in general and social accommodation 

in particular. I believe that a constant liaison between these entities is needed 

in order to grant social housing or the related benefits to those homeless 

persons who are really in need. 
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Homelessness is the most crucial stage where a person urgently requires a 

home. However when applying for a housing unit from the appropriate 

authorities, the application might take years to be processed. The authority 

should give the possibility to the professionals working with the homeless 

people to act as advocates and to represent those homeless people who 

urgently need an accommodation.  

A person needs to present an address when applying for social benefits or for 

a housing unit from the Department of Social Housing. An issue that emerged 

from the interviews carried out with the professionals regarding this topic was 

that normally homeless people do not have a fixed address. This is another 

issue which needs to be further explored in order to check if such requirement 

is excluding homeless participants from certain benefits and services.  

The rising cost of housing is also another issue which is putting Maltese 

families in great financial difficulties. Financial instability can increase the risk 

of becoming homeless. This issue is also supported in the study of Maltese 

homelessness carried out by Vakili-Zad (2006).  In addition to that, families 

and persons with low income find it almost impossible to enter the housing 

market. In relation to this I suggest to policy makers, to take into consideration 

the difficulty that Maltese families are facing when they decide to purchase a 

house.  I believe that further support should be provided, especially to those 

families with low income, in order to reduce an increase of future 

homelessness.  
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During the interview with the homeless participants, an issue that was 

discussed was that of empty abandoned houses around Malta. The homeless 

participants feel that these units are being wasted instead of being provided to 

them with a cheaper price. Sometimes the general public might fail to 

understand that a number of the abovementioned empty properties may 

belong to private individuals. It could also be the case that such property might 

not be deemed structurally safe to allocate. However as part of this study I 

would like to suggest further assessment of these empty housing units and to 

make the best use out of them in order to help those who are in need of a 

home.  

Other social problems that may contribute to homelessness are addictive 

behaviours. In the interviews with the professionals it was discussed that 

persons who are currently making use of drugs cannot be admitted in the 

shelter. In the YMCA report of 2003, it was stated that one of the main reasons 

why these people are not admitted in the shelter is because it is unethical to 

have children living with a person who is currently making use of drugs. 

Therefore this group of homeless people is being excluded from the present 

homeless shelters. I would like to recommend further exploration of this issue 

and the possibility of establishing a new service for homeless people that 

caters also for this group of people.   

In some European countries and in the USA the problem of homelessness is 

much bigger and more visible when compared to the Maltese situation. In 
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these countries one can find Bed Night Homeless Shelters or Emergency 

Shelters, which are very different from the homeless shelters that we currently 

have in Malta. Bed Night shelters do not offer a programme for homeless 

individuals to help them address their issues and to assist them in breaking out 

of homelessness. They offer only a bed and a meal on a first come and first 

serve basis to those homeless individuals who would not like to sleep on the 

streets. Most of these shelters operate only during the night.   

A current debate that has been going on within the homelessness field is 

whether these shelters should also start to operate in Malta. Professionals in 

favour of this argument state that these shelters will be very useful in order to 

offer a shelter to those homeless people who cannot find a place to spend the 

night. On the other hand, those against this idea believe that these shelters will 

instigate laziness and procrastination among homeless individuals. My 

suggestion regarding these shelters is to carefully consider the impact that 

they will have on our society once they are put into practice. An in-depth 

debate of the implications that will arise with the opening of such shelters 

should be clearly discussed among the authorities and those professionals 

who work with homeless people.  

My study focussed on adult homelessness; however I could not ignore the 

ongoing issue of youth and childhood homelessness in Malta. Through the 

interviews with the professionals and the literature about Maltese 

homelessness, one can clearly notice that there is a need of implementing new 
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services to address the problem of unaccompanied homeless children and 

youths. The professionals explained that they face a dilemma whenever they 

receive a referral of an unaccompanied homeless child or young person to be 

admitted in the shelter. They believe that an adult homeless shelter is not 

suitable for unaccompanied children and youths; while on the other hand they 

are aware that there is a lack of services available to offer a shelter to these 

minors. Through the discussion with the staff at the YMCA, I was told that they 

are currently working on a project to open a shelter for unaccompanied minors 

who become homeless. However such project is taking longer than planned to 

be implemented because of lack of finances. In relation to this issue I would 

like to recommend further investment in services related to unaccompanied 

homeless minors.  

Finally I would also like to propose some recommendations related to the 

social work practice with homeless individuals. As social workers working in 

this field, first we need to be aware of the difficult situation that homeless 

people have to face. Having no place to call home and living on the margins of 

society may cause isolation, loneliness, and helplessness among homeless 

people. We also need to be aware of the different social factors that contribute 

to homelessness and the different backgrounds that these people come from.  

The final point that I would like to mention is that as social workers we need to 

be able to contribute in the development and improvement of social policy 

(Gambrill, 1997). As social workers we need to analyse and criticise existing 
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policies and procedures. By making use of the experiences that we acquire 

from the direct contact with homeless individuals, we should also contribute in 

the making up of new policies and services that can bring about further 

improvement and development in the homelessness field.  
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 
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The compiling of this dissertation was a very enriching experience that 

contributed to my personal and professional development. I had the 

opportunity to explore the different realities of Maltese homelessness. I hope 

that through this exploration, I was able to contribute towards an increase in 

awareness about homelessness in our country. 

This dissertation also helped me to grasp a deeper understanding about the 

different experiences that homeless individuals carry with them. A homeless 

person does not only lack a secure accommodation, but is also deprived from 

the security and the protection that only a home can provide. The stories and 

experiences of homeless individuals made me realise that having no place to 

call home can be a terrifying and miserable experience.  

Homelessness can be precipitated by different social factors and life situations. 

In fact the major aim of this study was to point out the social factors that 

contribute to adult homelessness in Malta. Through this study I was able to 

identify various social factors that might contribute to homelessness. These 

include: dysfunctional family relationships, broken marriages, past experience 

of childhood homelessness, lack of social support, unemployment, debts, 

addictive behaviours, psychiatric problems, and past imprisonment. Lack of 

affordable housing and limited access to secure housing are also major factors 

that contribute to homelessness. It has been argued that social workers should 

be able to address these issues in order to prevent the possibility of 

homelessness in Malta as much as is realistically possible.    
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A clear observation that emerged from this study is that every homeless 

person undergoes a unique journey that leads to homelessness. I hope that by 

identifying these social issues I was able to contribute to the understanding of 

these unexplored journeys to homelessness and also towards a safe return 

journey home. 
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Appendix 1: Letter of Consent for the Homeless Shelters  

 

Dear                           , 

 

I am a social work student currently working on my dissertation. The aim of the 

dissertation is that to identify the social factors that contribute to adult 

homelessness in Malta.  

Around September and October of the following year, I am planning to conduct 

in-depth interviews with homeless people. Further interviews also need to be 

carried out with professionals who work with the homeless people in order to 

obtain a broader perception of homelessness.    

Since the homeless population is difficult to track, I am asking for your help. I 

would like to interview homeless people who will be residing in the shelter and 

also a professional who works in the shelter.  Thus I am writing this letter to 

ask if you would like to participate in this study.  

Even if your help is not needed right away, in few weeks time I need to present 

a confirmation from the shelters that I will be working with, to the dissertation 

board.  

While I wait for your reply, I thank you in anticipation.   

Yours truly, 

                                     ,     

Melissa Mifsud 

(Social Work Student) 
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Appendix 2: Points to guide the Unstructured Interviews with the 

participants from the homeless shelters  

 

 Marital Status 

 Family 

 Social network 

 Physical and Mental Health 

 Education 

 Employment 

 Presence of addictive behaviors (if any) 

 Past Housing experience 

 Domestic violence (if any) 

 Past imprisonment (if any) 

 

 What do they consider to be the direct and indirect effects of being 

homeless? 

 The experience in getting to know about the shelter, how the person 

approached the shelter. 

 Any social work agency which referred the person to the shelter. 

 Overall experience at the shelter: Especially, is the shelter helping the 

individual/family to get secure housing.  If yes, how? 

 Do they consider themselves partly or wholly responsible for becoming 

homeless. 

 Whether they consider that society as a whole has contributed to their 

state of homelessness. 

 What could the state and society in general do in order to eradicate 

homelessness from Malta? 
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Appendix 3: Questions for the professionals working in the homeless 

shelters 

 

1. What do you understand by “homelessness”? 

 

2. What is the philosophy of this shelter? How do you think that this 

philosophy helps the homeless people who seek help in this shelter?    

 

3. How would you describe the overall condition of a person who arrives at 

this shelter for the first time? 

 

4. What are homeless people usually expecting from this shelter when 

they seek help?  

 

5. Where do you receive referrals from?  

Is it common that people seek help by themselves without being 

referred from another agency?  

 

6. What are the different backgrounds that homeless people staying in this 

shelter come from?  

 

7. Literature provides theories that show a link between mental health 

problems and homelessness. What is your opinion about these theories? 

 

8. How would you describe the overall relationship that homeless people 

have with their family members?  

 

 

9. How will you describe the overall educational level of homeless people 

who stayed or are staying in this shelter? 
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Do you think education plays an important part in preventing or 

controlling homelessness? Why?  

 

10. From your experience, what are the patterns of homeless people in 

relation to employment?  

 

11. Various authors link addictive behaviors to homelessness. Does your 

experience support these ideas?  

 

12. What do you think is the effect of Malta‟s housing situation on 

homelessness? 

 

13. According to a study carried out in Malta about homelessness, the 

researcher Vikili-Zad Cyrus concludes that the main victims of 

homelessness in Malta are women and children. He points out that the 

reasons behind this are marital problems and the effect of broken 

families. What are your arguments about this conclusion?  

 

14. Certain authors wrote that past experience of imprisonment may 

present opposing situations that may increase the risk of homelessness. 

Do you think that this is a reality in our country?  

 

15. In 1996, Snow, Anderson, and Wagner wrote a paper stating that 

people become homeless by choice. They look at homelessness as a 

lifestyle that people chose to adopt. According to your experience, what 

do you think of this statement?  

 

16. Some authors concluded that childhood or youth homelessness may 

increase the risk of adult homelessness. Do you think this is evident in 

Malta?   



 
 

109 

 

17. Some authors wrote that when a person becomes homeless, they lack 

healthy social networks. Do you think that a strong social network can 

prevent a person in becoming homeless? And why?  

 

18. In other countries, one can find “emergency shelters” that offer only a 

bed and a meal for homeless people. Do you agree with the system that 

they utilize and do you think that we need these type of shelters in Malta?  

 

 

19.  The sight of visible homelessness in our closely-knit communities is 

very rare, thus the general public might not even know that homeless 

people exist in Malta. What are your opinions about this and how do you 

think this is affecting this whole social problem?   

 

20. As an expert in this field, what would you conclude to be the causes of 

homelessness in Malta and why?  
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Appendix 4:  Domandi għal professjonisti li jaħdmu fil-homeless xelters  

 

1. X‟tifhem bil-kunċett ta‟ homelessness? 

 

2. Fuq liema flilosofija hu bbazzat ix-xelter tagħkhom? Kif taħseb li din 

tgħin lin-nies homeless waqt li jkunu qegħdin jgħixu fix-xelter?  

 

3. Kif tiddeskrivi l-kundizzjoni ta‟ persuna li tiġi titlob l-għajnuna fix-xelter 

għall-ewwel darba? 

 

4. Xi jkunu qed jistennew in-nies homeless mix-xelter meta jfittxu l-

għajnuna?  

 

5. Minn fejn tirċievu ir-referrals?  

Huwa komuni li n-nies homeless jfittxu l-għajnuna huma nfushom 

minflok jiġu referuti minn xi aġenzija oħra?  

 

6. X‟tipi ta‟ ambjenti differenti jiġu minnhom in-nies homeless li jfittxu 

għajnuna f‟dan ix-xelter?  

 

7. Tagħrif juri li mard mentali jista‟ jwassal għal homelessness. X‟inhi l-

opinjoni tiegħek dwar dan?  

 

8. Kif tiddeskrivi r-relazzjoni li in-nies homeless ikollhom mal-familjari 

tagħhom?  

 

9. Kif tiddeskrivi l-livell ta‟ edukazzjoni li għandhom in-nies homeless li 

joqgħodu f‟dan ix-xelter? 

Taħseb li l-edukazzjoni għandha rwol importanti  biex homelessness tiġi 

ikkontrollata jew saħansitra‟ evitata?  Għaliex? 
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10. Mill-esperjenza tiegħek, x‟taħseb dwar in-nies homeless fil-qasam tax-

xogħol?   

 

11. Bosta awturi urew li hemm konnessjoni bejn addictive behaviors u 

homelessness. Mill-esperjenza tiegħek taqbel ma dan?   

 

12. Kif taħseb li s-sitwazzjoni tal-housing f‟Malta fil-preżent qiegħda taffetwa 

lin-nies homeless?  

 

13. Skont ir-riċerka li Vikili-Zad Cyrus għamel fuq il-homelessness, 

ikkonkluda li l-maġġoranza tal-vittmi tal-homelessness f‟Malta huma 

nisa u tfal. Huwa sab li r-raġunijiet prinċipali li jwaslu għal dan huma 

problemi matrimonjali u l-effetti li jġibu magħhom familji separati.  X‟inhi 

l-opinjoni tiegħek dwar dan?   

 

14. Tagħrif juri li meta persuna tkun qattet ċertu żmien il-ħabs fil-passat, ir-

riskju ta‟ homelessness fil-ħajja ta‟ dik il-persuna jiżdied. Taħseb li din hi 

realta‟ f‟Malta?  

 

15. Fis-sena 1996, Snow, Anderson, u Wagner għamlu riċerka fejn 

ikkonkludew li n-nies jagħżlu huma stess li jkunu homeless. Huma 

jiddeskrivu homelessness bħala stil ta‟ ħajja li ċertu nies jagħżlu li jgħixu. 

Mill-esperjenza tiegħek x‟taħseb fuq dan?  

 

16. Xi awturi ikkonkludew li meta persuna tesperjenza homelessness fit-

tfulija jew fl- adoloxxenza tagħha, ir-riskju li l-istess persuna tkun 

homeless fil-futur jiżdied. Taħseb li din il-konklużjoni hi komuni fin-nies li 

huma homeless f‟pajjiżna?   
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17. Numru ta‟ awturi sabu li persuna homeless ikollha nuqqas ta‟ network 

soċjali. Taħseb li network soċjali b‟saħhtu jista‟ jnaqqas iċ-ċans li 

persuna ssir homeless? U għaliex?  

 

18. Pajjiżi oħrajn jagħmlu użu minn “emergency shelters” li joffru biss 

akkomodazzjoni u ikel għan-nies homeless. Taqbel ma din is-sistema li 

jużaw dawn ix-xelters u taħseb li f‟Malta għandna bżonn dawn it tip ta‟ 

xelters?  

 

19.  F‟Malta huwa rari li tara nies homeless jgħixu fit-toroq. Minħabba f‟hekk 

jista jkun li ċertu nies mhumiex konxji dwar li homelessness teżisti ukoll 

f‟pajjiżna. X‟inhi l-opinjoni tiegħek fuq dan il-fatt u kif taħseb li taffetwa 

din il-problema soċjali?   

 

20. Bħala espert/a f‟dan is-suġġett, x‟taħseb li jwassal persuna biex issir 

homeless f‟pajjiżna?  
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Appendix 5: Letter of Consent for the professionals who participated in 

this study 

 

Dear                                              , 

I am a Social Work student from the University of Malta, who is compiling a dissertation 

regarding Maltese people living in homeless shelter. The aim of this study is to gather 

information about those social factors that contribute to homelessness in Malta.   

For this study I am asking you to carry out an interview with you and also with a number of 

participants currently residing in this shelter. In this way I will be able to gather information 

regarding homelessness in Malta from both perspectives.   

The collection of data will be done through an interview regarding your experience during 

your work in the homeless shelter. Everything that will be said during the interview will 

remain confidential and the recording of the interview will be destroyed as soon as this 

dissertation will be published.  

Whilst thanking you, I remain, 

Yours faithful,   

 

 

 

Melissa Mifsud 

Social Work Student 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - - - - - -  

I agree to participate in this study. While doing so I understand that my identity and other 

identifying factors will be eliminated during the compiling of this dissertation. I am also 

aware of the fact that I can refuse to continue participating in this study even after the 

collection of data has already started.  

 

Signature: ___________________________ 

Full Name: ________________________ 

Identity Card Number: __________________ 



 
 

114 

 

Appendix 6: Ittra ta’ Kunsens għall-professjonisti li jahdmu fix-xelters 

 

Għażiż/a                                               , 

Jiena studenta tal-kors tas-Social Work fl-Universita‟ ta‟ Malta, u bħalissa qiegħda 

nagħmel riċerka dwar in-nies li qegħdin jgħixu ġewwa homeless shelters. L-iskop ta‟ din ir-

riċerka hi li tinstab informazzjoni fuq xi jwassal biex persuna f‟Malta issir homeless. 

Għal dan l-istudju jien qiegħda nitlob il-permess tiegħek biex nagħmel intervista lilek kif 

ukoll lil xi residenti mix-xelter. B‟dan il-mod inkun qiegħda niġbor perspettiva ta‟ 

homelessness f‟Malta, kemm mingħand ir-residenti, kif ukoll mingħand dawk li jaħdmu 

magħhom.  

Ir-riċerka ser issir permezz ta‟ intervista fuq l-esperjenzi tagħkom fil-ħidma ġewwa il-

homeless shelter. Dak kollu li se jintqal waqt din l-intervista se jibqa‟ kunfidenzjali u r-

recording ta‟ l-intervista tiegħek se jiġi kkanċellat wara li tintemm ir-riċerka.   

Nirringrazzjak bil-quddiem għal ħin tiegħek. 

Dejjem tiegħek, 

 

 

Melissa Mifsud 

Studenta tas-Social Work  

 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - - - - - -  

 

Jiena naċċetta li nkun parti minn dan l-istudju.  Filwaqt li nagħmel hekk nifhem li l-identita‟ 

tiegħi u dettalji oħra li jistgħu jiddentifikawni se jiġu mħassra.  Nifhem ukoll li jien ghandi d-

dritt ma nkomplix nipparteċipa f‟dan l-istudju f‟kull ħin jekk jidhirli li għandi nagħmel hekk. 

 

Firma: ___________________________ 

Isem Sħiħ: ________________________ 

Numru tal-karta ta‟ l-identita: __________________ 
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Appendix 7: Letter of consent for the participants in this study residing 

in the homeless shelters 

 

Dear                                                   ,  

 

I am a Social Work student from the University of Malta, who is compiling a dissertation 

regarding Maltese people living in homeless shelter. The aim of this study is to gather 

information about those social factors that contribute to homelessness in Malta.   

Therefore I am asking you to participate in this study. I believe that those individuals who 

are currently residing in a homeless shelter are the most adequate persons who can truly 

contribute to this study.  

If you accept to participate in this study, I must inform you that the information will be 

collected through an in-depth interview that will focus mainly on your experience before 

you sought help at the homeless shelter. Whatever will be said during the interview will be 

confidential, names and recognisable factors will be changed in fictitious ones, and if the 

interview is recorded the tape will be destroyed once the research is terminated.  

I thank you in advance for contributing towards this study. 

Yours faithful,  

 

 

Melissa Mifsud 

Social Work Student  

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - - - - - -      

I agree to participate in this study. While doing so I understand that my identity and other 

identifying factors will be eliminated during the compiling of this dissertation. I am also 

aware of the fact that I can refuse to continue participating in this study even after the 

collection of data has already started.  

 

Signature: ___________________________ 

Full Name: ________________________ 

Identity Card Number: __________________ 
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Appendix 8: Ittra ta’ Kunsens għal parteċipanti tar-riċerka li jgħixu fix-

xelter  

 

Għażiż/a                                                    , 

 

Jiena studenta tal-kors tas-Social Work fl-Universita‟ ta‟ Malta, u bħalissa qiegħda 

nagħmel riċerka dwar in-nies li qegħdin jgħixu ġewwa homeless shelters. L-iskop ta‟ din ir-

riċerka hi li tinġabar informazzjoni fuq xi jwassal biex persuna f‟Malta issir homeless. 

Ghalhekk jien qiegħda nitolbok biex tkun participant/a f‟dan l-istudju. Nemmen li dawk in-

nies li bħalissa qegħdin jgħixu f‟wieħed mil-homeless shelters li għandna f‟Malta huma l-

aħjar persuni li jistgħu jgħinu f‟din ir-riċerka.   

Jekk inti taċċetta li tipparteċipa, l-informazzjoni għar-riċerka se tinġabar permezz ta‟ 

intervista fuq l-esperjenza tiegħek li waslitek tfittex kenn f‟dan ix-xelter. Dak kollu li se 

jintqal waqt din l-intervista se jibqa‟ kunfidenzjali, l-ismijiet se jinbidlu f‟oħrajn fittizji, u ir-

recording ta‟ l-intervista tiegħek se jigi mħassar wara li tintemm ir-riċerka.  

Nirringrazzjak bil-quddiem talli se toffri il-ħin u l-esperjenza tiegħek għal dan l-istudju. 

 

Dejjem tiegħek, 

 

 

Melissa Mifsud 

Studenta tas-Social Work  

 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  - - - - - - - - - - -    

Jiena naċċetta li nkun parti minn dan l-istudju.  Filwaqt li nagħmel hekk nifhem li l-identita‟ 

tiegħi u dettalji oħra li jistgħu jiddentifikawni se jiġu mħassra.  Nifhem ukoll li jien għandi d-

dritt ma nkomplix nipparteċipa f‟dan l-istudju f‟kull ħin jekk jidhirli li għandi nagħmel hekk. 

 

Firma: ___________________________ 

Isem Sħiħ: ________________________ 

Numru tal-karta ta‟ l-identita: __________________ 
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