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Abstract

An estimated 150 million people are homeless worldwide, with homelessness being poorly
documented and not prioritized in policymaking. In South Africa, over 200,000 people are
estimated to be homeless, whilst the official figure sits at 55,719. Prior research has highlighted
the causes and effects of homelessness, focusing on the experiences of people experiencing
homelessness. However, there has been a lack of research on the experiences of service
providers in the sector. Thus, this study examined the experiences of social services staff
regarding the challenges they encountered while providing services to individuals
experiencing homelessness in Johannesburg. A qualitative approach and descriptive single
case study design were utilized. Purposive sampling was employed to recruit 12 social
services staff from two shelters, and data were collected through semi-structured interviews.
Reflexive thematic analysis revealed that the staff faced various challenges related to
interactions with people experiencing homelessness, their employer organisation, external
organisations, and outreach initiatives, as well as adverse effects arising from these challenges.
These findings resonate with local and global literature, adding nuance to already recognized
challenges related to clients and organisations, while also offering novelty, particularly
regarding external organisations and outreach initiatives in the homeless sector. Furthermore,
the findings highlight the persistent need for debriefing, supervision, and training workshops
to ensure the effectiveness of shelter staff in the homeless sector, and for including shelter
management in similar research to gather more details on organisational limitations and a lack
of management support.
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Introduction

Homelessness is a phenomenon that affects many people across the world and is
defined as having inadequate or no housing, either living on the street or temporarily
sheltered in a homeless shelter (Statistics South Africa, 2022; United Nations [UN]-
Habitat, 2024). As such, homeless people are those who are unable to access personal,
permanent, adequate dwellings or to maintain such a dwelling due to financial
constraints and other social or personal barriers, such as poverty, unemployment, or
substance abuse (Rufo, 2021; Speak, 2019). An estimated 150 million people worldwide
experience homelessness (World Economic Forum, 2021). However, it has been argued
that such figures have been, and remain, inaccurate representations of the situation, as
there are multiple definitions of homelessness, leading to inconsistencies in reporting and
suggesting that the actual number is likely higher (Busch-Geertsema et al., 2016). In South
Africa, Statistics South Africa (2022) reported an official estimate of 55,719 people
experiencing homelessness. However, it has been suggested that this number is a
misrepresentation, as 200,000 people are estimated to be experiencing homelessness in
the country (uTurn, 2025). Regardless, Gauteng accounts for 15,6% of the national total
(Statistics South Africa, 2022). This highlights that Johannesburg, like many other
contexts, struggles with homelessness, despite the presence of services meant to address
the phenomenon.

While most research studies, locally and globally, have focused on characterizing
homelessness by centralizing the experiences of those experiencing the social condition,
only a few have sought to understand the factors determining the effectiveness of services
designed to address homelessness by drawing on the experiences of service providers.
The limited literature focusing on service providers has highlighted that they encounter
several challenges across various contexts; however, most of these findings exist in the
context of the coronavirus disease of 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, which was a crisis
within the homeless sector, providing a limited understanding of the nature of the
challenges faced to enable the formulation of appropriate solutions to improve service
delivery. Thus, this study aimed to address this gap by exploring the experiences of social
service staff in Johannesburg shelters to highlight and understand the challenges that
undermine the effectiveness of the services provided to people experiencing
homelessness. The benefit of addressing this gap is the contribution of valuable
information about the challenges undermining service delivery in the homeless sector,
along with recommendations that may improve conditions within the sector, beyond
Johannesburg and possibly South Africa.

Literature Review

Across the globe, homelessness is understood as caused by structural issues, such as
unemployment and poverty, paired with insufficient welfare (Bramley & Fitzpatrick,
2017; Mitchell, 2011). In the Global North, a further cause for homelessness is recognized
as being personal choices, vulnerabilities, and behaviours, with a common personal cause
being substance abuse (Bramley & Fitzpatrick, 2017; Mitchell, 2011; Piat et al., 2015).
Within the African context, this distinction between structural and personal causes seems
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to be overlooked as homelessness is reported as caused by a plethora of challenges,
including urbanisation, natural disasters, conflicts and violence, peer influence, youthful
exploration, eviction, addiction, religious and cultural ideology, and systematic failures
(Famous, 2023; Oppong, 2016). In contrast, structural and personal causes are considered
to be interrelated in the South African context. The root cause of homelessness is the
country’s history of land dispossession, the migrant labour system, and unequal racial
divisions, which created a poor urban population in townships, living in conditions of
poverty and insufficient housing and security (Obioha, 2022). Within modern-day South
Africa, unemployment is the prominent cause of the phenomenon (De Beer & Vally,
2021).

Regarding the effects of homelessness, there is a consensus across different contexts.
In both the United States of America (USA) and the United Kingdom (UK), the most
prominent effect of homelessness is chronic substance abuse and mental health
challenges in most people experiencing homelessness, along with the stigmatisation
(Bramley & Fitzpatrick, 2017; Mitchell, 2011; Rufo, 2021). The same challenges are
identified, along with a vulnerability to abuse, victimisation, the exacerbation of the
already identified individualistic causes or their eventual emergence, and difficulties in
accessing services and opportunities in South Africa (Black, 2017; Jadezweni, 2021;
Moloko-Phiri et al., 2017; Pophaim, 2019; Tayob, 2019). The cases of Nigeria and Ghana
are unique, as the focus is on children (Famous, 2023; Oppong, 2016). Nonetheless, they
similarly found that homelessness exposed its victims to risks, such as sexual abuse,
health problems, and stigmatisation. Abekah-Carter and Oti’s (2020) study on Ghana'’s
mentally challenged adult homeless people highlights difficulties in accessing basic and
psychiatric services. These challenges highlight that individuals experiencing
homelessness suffer various challenges.

Most studies within South Africa have focused on people experiencing homelessness,
providing a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon, as discussed above. Only
a few studies have examined the experiences of shelter staff, particularly the challenges
they face in providing services to people experiencing homelessness. The commonly
identified challenges can be categorized as structural or user-related. Concerning
structural issues, studies have highlighted that shelters experience limitations in terms of
funding and resources, high caseloads, and insufficient organisational support for staff
through supervision and training workshops, which undermines service delivery
(Mlauzi, 2019; Prinsloo & Van der Berg, 2017; Viljoen, 2020). These challenges were
exacerbated during the COVID-19 pandemic, as shelters in Gauteng struggled to
accommodate service users and render specific services, such as family reunification,
which was compromised by transport problems (Muleya & Lelaka, 2025). Mathole and
Ross (2024) highlighted that shelters in Tshwane, in particular, struggled with limited
personnel and a poor quality of food and toilet facilities (resources).

Studies from Canada and the UK reflect a similar reality. Kerman et al. (2022) found
that service providers within Canada’s homeless sector encountered limited sectoral
capacity and resources during the pandemic, whilst Armstrong et al. (2021) and Muzafar
and Cunningham (2024) highlighted that workers in UK hostels struggled to access
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healthcare services for clients due to the wider societal stigmatisation of homeless
individuals, misunderstandings by health services, leading to poor collaboration with
hostels, and a lack of responsiveness to the needs of hostels. The studies from the UK
importantly highlight that shelter staff also struggle to meet the needs of their clients due
to failures in other service sectors. Furthermore, Kerman et al.’s (2022) findings suggest
that the negative consequences of COVID-19 on service delivery were similarly
experienced across different contexts.

Various user-related challenges have been identified within South Africa. Viljoen
(2020) highlighted that social workers in Western Cape shelters encounter an
unwillingness to receive necessary services and the lack of cooperation from clients.
Mathole and Ross (2024) found that service providers in Tshwane struggled with
infighting and disorder when working with people experiencing homelessness during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Spencer (2021) and Yamada (2022) found similar findings to
those of Viljoen (2020) within the USA. Meanwhile, Aspinall (2022) highlighted that staff
in UK homeless hostels struggled with clients’ resistance to change. These findings
highlight that user-related challenges are similar across different contexts.

Muleya and Lelaka (2025) found that shelters in Gauteng faced similar challenges;
however, their discussion interestingly highlighted intersections between user-related
and structural issues. For instance, the failure of organisations in equipping staff with the
skills necessary to deal with clients” mental health needs led to safety and security
concerns related to client behaviour being encountered by staff (Muleya & Lelaka, 2025).
The Department of Home Affairs’ (DHA) failure in providing identity documents to
shelters led to staff being unable to assist clients in accessing grants and potential
employment (Muleya & Lelaka, 2025). This highlights that structural challenges predict
or exacerbate user-related challenges faced by shelter staff.

The above-discussed studies provide significant information about the challenges that
have affected service delivery in shelters in South Africa and abroad, highlighting how
they were exacerbated during the COVID-19 pandemic, a crisis in the homeless sector.
However, concerning the South African literature, none of it focused exclusively on
Johannesburg, as Mathole and Ross (2024) and Prinsloo and Van der Berg (2017) focused
on Tshwane, Viljoen (2020) on the Western Cape, Mlauzi (2019) on a single organisation
in Randburg, and Muleya and Lelaka (2025) on Gauteng as a whole. The research
problem that directs this study is an analysis of the specific environmental,
organisational, and interpersonal challenges experienced by social services staff in
Johannesburg shelters and the implications for the development of effective support
structures and the overall quality of care provided to people experiencing homelessness.

Methodology
Research Approach and Design

A qualitative approach was employed to gather detailed descriptions of the social
services staff’s experiences, opinions, and feelings (Rahman, 2016). The study is situated
within the interpretivist paradigm, as it treated reality and knowledge as subjective,
accessible only through the shelter staff’s interpretations of their experiences (Pretorius,
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2024). The study employed a descriptive single-case study design, which enabled an in-
depth understanding of the social services staff's experiences and how they were
influenced by their context (Ellinger & McWhorter, 2016). Ellinger and McWhorter (2016)
posit that a case study is an entity bounded by time and setting from which detailed
information is collected through various data collection methods over a sustained period.
In this study, the bounded entity was the social services staff working at two homeless
shelters in Johannesburg. The detailed information collected focused on the challenges
social services staff face when providing services to people experiencing homelessness.

Research Sites

The case study sites were two homeless shelters in Johannesburg: one owned by the
City of Johannesburg and the other by a non-governmental organisation (NGO).
Johannesburg is a metropolitan municipality in the Gauteng Province, South Africa. It is
the provincial capital of Gauteng and the largest city in South Africa.

Sampling Procedure

The study employed purposive sampling, which involves selecting cases from the
population with specific characteristics related to the research aim (Creswell & Creswell,
2023). The inclusion criteria were that social services staff must be employed at one of the
two homeless shelters in Johannesburg, be a social worker or social auxiliary worker,
have worked at the shelter for at least 6 months, and be able to communicate in English,
isiZulu, or Xitsonga. Non-social services staff members (e.g., caregivers, nurses, security
guards, or cleaners) and social services staff with less than 6 months of experience were
excluded. The inclusion and exclusion criteria ensured that the collected data helped
understand the challenges affecting service delivery for people experiencing
homelessness.

A total of 12 social services shelter staff participated in the study, including nine social
workers (SWP) and three social auxiliary workers (SAWP). Social workers develop and
provide interventions to clients, whilst social auxiliary workers mainly conduct intake
and screening to collect preliminary information that will guide the interventions
developed by the social workers. In the context of this study, both social services shelter
staff also participate in outreach initiatives. Regarding demographics, there were 10
females and 2 males. The age range of participants was 31-50 years, with an average age
of 37. The experience ranged from 6 months to 6 years. Of these, 8 staff members (5 SWP
and 3 SAWP) were from the NGO-run shelter, and 4 (SWP) were from the City of
Johannesburg-run shelter. The final sample comprised 12 shelter staff members, as no
new insights were gained at this point, indicating that data saturation had been reached
(Creswell & Creswell, 2023).

Data Collection

Data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews, which enabled
shelter staff to provide detailed descriptions (Panyasai & Ambele, 2025). The interviews
took place between July 21 and September 16, 2025, and were conducted in person at the
two shelters. The interviews were conducted individually, primarily in English, the
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language all staff members understood. Most interviews lasted 20-30 minutes, with the
shortest at 18 minutes and the longest at 49 minutes. The variation in length was due to
certain staff members providing brief responses, even when probed or asked for
examples.

Data Collection Tools

The data collection tool utilized was a semi-structured interview guide comprising
both closed- and open-ended questions, framed in accordance with the study’s overall
aim and objectives (Adams, 2015). To ensure the appropriateness of the guide, a pre-test
interview was conducted with a shelter staff member from the sample population who
was excluded from the final study. Pretesting resulted in simplifying some questions and
adding prompts to request examples from participants, to enhance the clarity and depth
of the guide.

Data Analysis

Data were analysed through Braun and Clarke (2019) six phases of reflexive thematic
analysis, which involved identifying themes or patterns in data, whilst acknowledging
the author’s positionality when interpreting: (1) familiarisation, (2) initial code
generation, (3) constructing initial themes, (4) reviewing and developing themes, (5)
refining, defining and naming themes, and (6) writing up. Since the study was conducted
for degree purposes, only the primary author was involved in the preliminary analysis.

Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness was enhanced through the four criteria outlined by Creswell and
Creswell (2023): credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. To ensure
credibility, the authors use direct quotations from interviews to ensure that the findings
accurately reflect the lived experiences of social service staff, and the authors held peer
debriefing sessions. Transferability was addressed by providing thick descriptions of the
Johannesburg shelter context, allowing readers to evaluate the applicability of the
findings to similar contexts, and by employing purposive sampling. Dependability was
ensured by accurately documenting the steps taken during the research process, thereby
promoting transparency and facilitating methodology tracking. Additionally, an audit
trail was kept. Finally, confirmability was addressed through a reflexive
acknowledgment of the authors’ positionality. The researchers acknowledged their prior
interest in homelessness services, particularly the first author’s experience as an intern at
one of the shelters; this reflexivity ensured that the final interpretations remained
grounded in the participants' narratives rather than in the authors” preconceptions.

Ethical Considerations

Before data collection, ethical clearance was obtained from the University of the
Witwatersrand’s Non-Medical Ethics Committee (Clearance number: SW 25/04/02) and
permission from the organisations overseeing the operations of the two shelters that
formed part of the study. Participants were provided with an information sheet detailing
the aim and purpose of the research, as well as the nature of their participation. All
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participants provided formal informed consent, understanding that their participation
was voluntary, that they had the right to withdraw from the study at any time, and that
they were not required to answer any questions that might make them uncomfortable.
Confidentiality was ensured during data collection, as interviews were conducted in
private offices and data was stored on a password-protected computer. Anonymity was
ensured by using codes for participants (i.e., SWP for presenting social workers and
SAWP for presenting social auxiliary workers).

Results

Analysis of results revealed several challenges experienced by social services shelter
staff when providing services to people experiencing homelessness in Johannesburg.
These challenges are presented in four major themes, each with its own subthemes, as
illustrated in Figure 1. The four major themes are as follows: 1) Challenges related to
client engagement and compliance, 2) Challenges related to organisational insufficiencies
and limitations, 3) Challenges related to external organisations and outreach initiatives,
and 4) Adverse effects from challenges faced by social services shelter staff.
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Figure 1.
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Theme 1: Challenges Related to Client Engagement and Compliance

These challenges include clients’ reluctance and information withholding, clients not
committing to and absconding from service programmes, clients’ unwillingness to
comply with the rules at the shelter, and conflict between clients and their families. Each
sub-theme is explained and illustrated with verbatim responses from the social services
shelter staff.

Clients’ Reluctance and Information Withholding

Client reluctance and information withholding were among the challenges that most
of the shelter staff mentioned they encountered when engaging with people experiencing
homelessness. For instance, some participants highlighted that clients tended to withhold
the truth about their reasons for being homeless and their identity:

Sometimes they re not being honest with their, the issues or whatever that have driven them
from their families, that led them to the street. So it can be that you don’t want to be honest.
(SWP2)

So, eh, on the street. Eh, when you go, we go today, I find someone will say it’s Tshepiso today,
but tomorrow you might find that that person is saying his, eh, Skhumbuzo...[we] come to
you need to assist you and then you lie on top of that....(SWP8)

Other participants were of the view that this reluctance and information withholding
was due to fears of being judged, and clients sometimes felt uncomfortable engaging with
the shelter workers due to gendered cultural beliefs or stereotypes related to male
vulnerabilities:

They feel that maybe they would be judged, according to maybe the criminal activities they
were involved in. So, if they feel that they are coming here and portraying themselves as a clean
person or just saying, 'I'm a drug addict, I've never been in any jail.” Then they think that,
‘hayi (No), maybe I would be treated better than being known.” (SWP7)

We are, we are raised to say, 'Men don’t cry.” And, um, those gender inequalities. You, a man,
cannot talk to a woman about my problems. So, something like that as a man, you have to hold
on it, and you can’t just say to a woman. You can’t let a woman know you from a vulnerability.
(SWP1)

Clients Not Committing to and Absconding from Service Programmes

The participants noted a lack of commitment and absconding from programmes as a
challenge they faced when working with clients. For instance, SWP4 noted the lack of
commitment from the majority of clients, SWP7 explained that even when they receive
treatment support for substance abuse, they still drink alcohol and smoke:

And also challenge number two is lack of commitment when it comes to programs, for majority
of them. They can come, you can initiate them into a program, but they don’t commit most of
them. (SWP4)
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Yeah, so, and even alcohol it's the biggest challenge. Though other people are attending
SANCA, they still smoke, they still drink. (SWP7)

Other participants highlighted that clients enrolled in a rehabilitation program tend
to abscond or fail to complete it, resulting in incomplete service provision: “Um, most of
the challenges is especially people who are under substance use, they abscond. They tend not to
complete the program while they stay here” (SWP2).

Clients’ Unwillingness to Comply With the Rules at the Shelter

The participants highlighted that the unwillingness of some clients to comply with
the shelter rules was another challenge they had to contend with. Some participants
highlighted that some clients refuse to comply with the rules at the shelter: “They just
want freedom like when you come, and then you open the rules and say, “You're supposed to do
this and that and that,” they just don’t want that” (SWP9).

Some participants provided context for the non-compliance that clients presented,
reporting that clients had difficulty adjusting to or accepting the shelters” rules, because
they had grown accustomed to the freedom they experienced while living on the streets.

When you are living on the streets, you are used to making your own rules...So, sometimes
conforming to rules of the shelter, it becomes a challenge for them. (SWP7)

Because you see people who go out, they come back under the influence of alcohol. It is like they
want to do everything at any time...So it's difficult for people to comply with the rules of our
shelter.(SWP2)

SAWP2 further explained that a client’s failure or refusal to comply with the rules
translated into a refusal of the services offered to clients placed at the shelter:

Yeah. So, if you, you be like, “Nah, your rules are too much, blah blah, blah. So, I'm not, I won't
be able to stay here anymore.” So that's a refusal of services and, and, and refusal of our rules
here at the shelter.(SAWP2)

Beyond struggling to comply with the shelters’ rules, other participants noted that
people living on the street refuse to come to the shelter due to their unwillingness or
difficulty with complying with them.

That's why sometimes, even when we do outreach, they'll tell us that, "Ah-ah, I cannot go to
the, to the shelter, because at the shelter we feel. We feel like we are caged. We have to come in
certain time, we have to eat a certain time. We are not allowed to drink.”(SWP6)

Conflict Between Clients and their Families

The participants highlighted that another challenge encountered during service
provision was conflict between the client and their family. The conflict was noted as
leading to either the family rejecting the client or the client being unwilling to go back to
their family.

Some of the people you find [whose] families don’t want them back anymore...Because maybe
whatever happened, problems happened there at home...Because some of them mess up before
they leave their homes. (SWP8)
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Firstly, mostly they are not willing to go back home because of family conflict and everything.
(SAWP3)

Theme 2: Challenges Related to Organizational Insufficiencies and Limitations

These challenges include insufficient funding for services, inadequate shelters
specifically for families and women, a lack of supervision, debriefing, and training
support, as well as client resistance enabled by the voluntary nature of services. Each sub-
theme is explained and illustrated with verbatim responses from the social services
shelter staff.

Insufficient Funding for Services

Participants highlighted funding issues, reporting that insufficient funding limited
their ability to effectively render basic and psychosocial services to clients staying at the
shelter.

Uh, eish, the resources are very limited. Even with toiletries. I mean, we have 320 beneficiaries.
Sometimes we do buy toiletries, but at times it's not enough for everybody. Even the washing
soap, [we] have a challenge with. (SWP6)

It becomes a limitation in terms of what intervention are you able to provide to the client.
Because you can sit down with an individual client, think of maybe the best intervention that
you can have for him or her, as per the aspirations of the client. But the financial part becomes
a limitation in terms of what you can do, what you cannot do. (SWP4)

SAWP1 and SWP2 noted funding insufficiencies as an issue that also limited the
provision of basic services to people living on the streets, such as food and ablution
services:

We sometimes don’t even have the food to give the people who are on the streets... because if
we had enough funds, we could [give them food] every week...(SAWP1)

For people who are staying on the street, the only thing that we can offer them is information.
So, if maybe we had a way or maybe a budget to assist them. Maybe every now and then we
can go and provide food and toiletries and maybe showers for them. (SWP2)

Limited Shelters Specifically for Families and Women

Another challenge discussed by the participants was the lack of specialized shelters
for specific groups, such as families and women. Thus, these populations are unable to
access the services that must be received by people living in homelessness, as noted
below:

Yeah. So, shelter for families is scarce. For families, you will find a husband, a wife, and two
children outside on the street...There was one family shelter in Florida, and now there is no
bed. It's full. (SWP8)

It’s not a lot of people. So, women, you feel like as a social worker, having been in the space.
Women are still yet to receive services, more attention in a way. (SWP5)
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A lack of Supervision, Debriefing, and Training Support

One of the main challenges cited by most workers regarding their working
environment was the lack of support in the form of supervision, debriefing sessions, and
training workshops. The participants’ responses below reflect a lack of professional
supervision and debriefing support:

No, we don’t receive supervision. Even from the department [of Social Development], were
don’t receive. Because [there], the social workers, they call themselves supervisors. But most of
the time when they come here, they just come to check the files, they just come to check
compliance, and that’s it. (SWP2)

So far, they are struggling. There’s no debriefing of staff members or team building. Ah, there’s
nothing... (SWP4)

Regarding training, while some participants noted that they had not received any
training before, others noted that in the instances wherein it is provided, not all of them
attended, as they do not have enough time to attend, due to the workload that they
contend with, as reported by SWP4 and SWP8:

I don’t think there’s much [training], because since I got here, we haven't been to any formal
training to sharpen the skills that we’ve learned. So, it’s also lacking on that aspect. (SWP4)

Sometimes we do trainings...but trainings are not for every time. Sometimes they can be a
training and then we fail to attend because of other things that we’re supposed to do. (SWP8)

Client Resistance Enabled by the Voluntary Nature of Services

The voluntary nature of the services offered by shelters was viewed by some
participants as enabling client resistance. They expressed that it hindered the provision
of services, leading to homelessness and its associated issues not being addressed. This
was highlighted in the narrations below:

I think maybe this [is], because our services are very voluntary. So, we don’t force anyone. 1
feel like it works against us because some of the clients will tell us, ‘We don’t want your
services, I'd rather sleep on the street rather than go to the shelter.” So that thing on its own is
setting us back. (SWP3)

Theme 3: Challenges Related to External Organisations and Outreach Initiatives

These challenges include delays in the provision of rehabilitation services,
periodically delayed and inappropriate skills development opportunities, and safety and
security concerns when providing services to people living on the streets. Each theme is
explained and illustrated with verbatim responses from the social services shelter staff.

Delays in the Provision of Rehabilitation Services

One of the challenges mentioned by participants concerning external organisations
was the delays in the processes that they provided to people experiencing homelessness,
hindering the interventions rendered to re-capacitate service users: “I feel like the rehab
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process is a long process. It can take two to three months for you to place a person. So, I feel like
it’s slowing us down because of our people are impatient” (SWP3).

Elaborating on the delays from rehabilitation services, some of the participants were
of the view that the reason for this was the inability to apply directly to rehabilitation
facilities:

As social workers in the shelter, in the organisation actually...We are not allowed to apply for
rehabs directly...Then we have to go through either DSD (Department of Social Development)
or SANCA (South African National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence). I think
that limits us again. (SWP9)

SWP1 further reported that government officials, such as the province’s Member of
the Executive Council, can sometimes exacerbate the delays by engaging with the
management of a rehabilitation centre, so that particular people can be prioritized when
distributing services.

They will apply for them in other rehabs, several rehabs. And the MEC will just go to the
streets, take people, and bring them to the rehab. Now our lists have to wait a little bit longer.
Only because they have to prioritize the ones that are coming with the MEC. (SWP1)

Delays in the Provision of Certificates and Limited Exposure to Hands-on Skills

A few participants cited the skills development organisations that have relationships
with the shelters as presenting challenges. Specifically, there were the delays that
periodically occur concerning the provision of certificates to shelter beneficiaries, which
hinders the process of assisting them with searching for employment:

Sometimes the skills development takes time to issue like the certificates for our clients... So,
if this person does a six months or a three months course, we need them to get a certificate as
soon as possible, so that we can assist them to look for a job and then we reintegrate them.
(SWP9)

The second challenge was the limitedness of appropriate skills development
opportunities provided to people experiencing homelessness, as SWP4 noted a need for
more hands-on skills opportunities:

The limitation that we encounter is the lack of appropriate development opportunities, that are
specifically designed for homeless people... majority of them, they don’t have formal education
like your matric (leaving certificate after completing grade 12) and whatnot... So, you need
hardcore hand skills. So the majority of the skills development opportunities available are, like
your computer [skills]. (SWP4)

Safety and Security Concerns when Providing Services to People Living on the Streets

The participants highlighted safety and security as an issue when providing services
to people experiencing homelessness. They noted that the areas that they travel to
provide community outreach services and awareness initiatives present a threat to their
safety. For instance, safety concerns were reported due to the presence of drug dealers
who may feel that their business is being threatened as the prospect of rehabilitation is
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presented to people living on the streets: “The issue is the drug peddlers. Some of them are in
close proximity. So, when you try to engage with them [people living in the street], you are kind
of a threat to their [drug peddlers] business” (SWP4).

Generally, some participants believed that their community outreach and awareness
initiatives are not safe in these areas:

In terms of outreach, it is not safe. I don't want to lie. We do outreach, and some of the places
we go to they're not safe. Especially as in our shelter, we mostly have ladies. And then we also
do have our caregivers, but the spaces are not safe. (SWP2)

SWP4 highlighted the threat of being sick due to the secondary smoke from a
substance user living on the streets. Along with this, he also highlighted the presence of
needles, which may be around the area:

Some of them, when we're engaging them, they're still smoking. You can also get [exposed to]
secondary smoke, and usually go home with the flu or not feeling well. Also, you need to be
careful because some of them are injecting themselves with needles. So, they can be thrown all
over. So, you need to be careful. (SWP4)

SWP2 highlighted that the mental state induced by substance abuse presents the
threat of erratic behaviour from homeless people using substances:

And another thing, when you go there on the streets, these are people that you meet, they are
high. So, someone is high, doesn't think, [or is] on a good mental state. So, anything can happen
because you find somebody's injecting themselves, they're doing all these kind of things... So,
our lives are in danger at sometimes. (SWP2)

Theme 4: Adverse Effects from Challenges Faced by Social Services Shelter Staff

The adverse effects experienced by social services shelter staff include demoralisation
and discouragement from the challenges faced when providing services, frustration from
the inability to provide services to people experiencing homelessness, and unpleasant
feelings and trauma from providing services to people experiencing homelessness. Each
theme is explained and illustrated with verbatim responses from the social services
shelter staff.

Demoralisation and Discouragement from the Challenges Faced when Providing
services

The participants highlighted that they felt demoralised by the challenges they faced
when providing services to people experiencing homelessness. Demoralisation was
described as a sense of hopelessness, loss of interest in one’s work, and discouragement
in the narrations below:

I feel like that thing on its own, like it’s a demoraliser. You feel like there’s nothing you are
doing. So, I don’t know how it can be solved or whatever. But you put all your effort. You
sacrifice, sometimes you even leave late or something. Like you, you even sacrifice your own
time. But, sometimes things don’t go the way you wish them to happen. (SWP3)
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Um...I guess sometimes it does affect us because you know, when you prepare yourself to come
to work, but when you know that you're going to deal with situations like going to outreach.
For a person, we end up not having that interest because we know the situations, or what we
can come across, especially when you do those outreaches. (SWP2)

There's absolutely nothing that we can do... it's very discouraging because you see them every
day on the streets. It's like, what are we doing? What exactly? (SWP5)

Frustration from the Inability to Provide Services to People Experiencing Homelessness

Some of the participants reported that they felt frustrated by the inability to assist
people experiencing homelessness due to the limited accessible shelters for women.

You find like it’s yeah, it's very frustrating. You go to an outreach, you find a woman, and
they say, ‘I'm ready for your shelter.” The shelters that are available are MES (Mould Empower
Serve). But MES, they are paying...It's frustrating. Sometimes you don’t even engage with
them anymore, because what I, what am I going to give them? (SWP5)

Unpleasant Feelings and Trauma from Providing Services to People Experiencing
Homelessness

Unpleasant feelings during client interactions when providing services were
mentioned by other participants. These feelings were acknowledged, but not specified in
the narrations below:

Because when you attend clients, you're having session with this client and that client, you
come across some other painful challenges that a person encounter in life or that cause being
homeless or this and that. And some of the things that affect you psychologically so. (SWP8)

And dismissing the client, it’s not nice at all knowing that this person might probably be going
back to the streets. (SAWP1)

Two other shelter staff members noted fear and anxiety as feelings felt regarding their
experiences conducting community outreach and awareness. They also highlighted
trauma, but SAWP2 spoke from an experienced perspective, whilst SWP4 spoke from a
future-oriented perspective.

I don't know, but yeah, it's around town. Yoh. That was the worst day of my life. We got in
there and the building, it's, it's. The building, it's. It's scary itself, inside. It's dark, it was
dark and people are just living in there... I don’t want to remember that day, honestly...it was
trauma and I was like, ‘I don’t like, I don’t want this job anymore.” (SAWP2)

Yes, there’s that anxiety to say okay, you got luck today, you got luck tomorrow, but eventually
one day something might happen...And it could be traumatic, a traumatic experience as well.
(SWP4)

Discussion

The findings revealed that social services shelter staff encounter various challenges to
effective service delivery across different areas of their work. These challenges involved
client engagement and compliance, organizational shortcomings, limitations, and
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external organization and outreach efforts. The findings further showed that these
challenges have adverse effects on the personal and professional well-being of social
services staff.

The social services staff highlighted that they encounter difficulties when providing
services to people experiencing homelessness due to issues related to their engagement
and compliance. Most of the staff revealed that homeless people often withhold
information about their identities and the reasons behind their homelessness, which
hampers the provision of services like counselling that require client information.
Holdsworth and Tiyce (2012) in Australia and Chaturvedi (2016) in the UK similarly
found that homeless people interacting with service providers were reluctant to open up,
feared being perceived negatively, and were in denial about their problems, leading to
service providers being unable to render services effectively. The current study found
clients” fear of judgment from others, gendered cultural beliefs and stereotypes, and
patriarchal cultural norms related to male vulnerabilities as some of the reasons for
withholding information. This is absent in homelessness literature. However, it is
corroborated by Sikweyiya et al. (2025), who found that college men in South Africa were
socialized not to express their feelings and use mental health support services, and prefer
male counsellors. In the context of South African shelters, where the majority of the
homeless population are male (Statistics South Africa, 2022) and the majority of social
services professionals are female, these patriarchal beliefs lead to males struggling to
engage in services and them withholding information. This undermines the staff’s ability
to render services.

The findings highlight the lack of commitment from homeless people when enrolled
in programmes and the tendency to abscond shortly after enrolment, as well as other
common issues encountered. This lack of commitment has been attributed to various
scholars (Aspinall, 2022; Spencer, 2021; Viljoen, 2020; Yamada, 2022) as an unwillingness
to receive necessary services, uncooperativeness, and resistance to change. These studies
mostly identified this in the context of counselling. In contrast, this study’s findings
associate these issues with clients recovering from substance use. This resonates with
Siemens et al.’s (2023) study, which highlighted that during the COVID-19 lockdown,
many homeless people in Tshwane shelters, a city similar to Johannesburg, absconded
from or failed to maintain rehabilitation treatment. This highlights that the connection
between substance abuse and homelessness presents unique challenges for shelter staff,
as clients abusing substances are prone to not committing to and absconding from
programmes. This is likely due to the increased chance of substance abusers relapsing
after a period of sobriety.

Similar to Viljoen’s (2020) study on social workers in the Western Cape, this study
also found that clients fail to comply with shelter rules. Whilst Viljoen (2020) gave no
reason for this failure in compliance, this study’s findings suggest that it is due to shelter
beneficiaries struggling to adjust to the highly regulated shelter environment, which
starkly contrasts with the freedom they have when living on the streets. This is
corroborated by Donley and Wright's (2012) study in the USA, which found that
unsheltered homeless people viewed shelters as undesirable due to their excessive rules
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and regulations, which undermined the freedom they possessed living outdoors. The
study’s findings further highlight that this lack of compliance leads to the inability to
provide services, as the inability to follow rules translates into a refusal of services.

Conflict between clients and their families, in either direction, was another challenge
identified, as it prevents social workers from rendering family reunification. These
findings are supported by Mitchell (2011), who also found family conflict to be one of the
main reasons behind homelessness. However, the findings highlight that family conflict
persists beyond being a mere cause, as it also serves as a barrier to family reunification.
This was a unique finding in the context of adult homelessness, as Bornman and Mitchell
(2020) found that family conflict served as one of the main barriers towards reintegration
for homeless children in Pietermaritzburg, South Africa. Despite Bornman and Mitchell’s
(2020) study focusing on children, it clearly shows that family conflict is a significant
barrier to reunification. This finding significantly highlights that families can serve as
barriers to the provision of services to adults experiencing homelessness. Therefore,
family conflict contributes to the ongoing existence of homelessness in Johannesburg and
other contexts.

Beyond challenges related to clients” engagement and compliance with shelter
services, the social services staff also reflected on organisational challenges. As has been
frequently identified by scholars (Kerman et al., 2022; Prinsloo & Van der Berg, 2017;
Viljoen, 2020) globally and locally, insufficient funding was noted as a challenge by some
of the shelter staff, as it undermines the delivery of basic services, such as food and
toiletries, to those living on the streets. Regarding psychosocial and reintegration
services, there were unclear limitations cited; one staff member mentioned that funding
constraints limited interventions, but did not specify the extent of the limitations. Some
staff also highlighted the lack of shelters, specifically for families and women, as another
challenge faced, as it limits the assistance that can be rendered to these groups during
community outreach and awareness, as appropriate referrals cannot be made. This
highlights that the reported lack of shelters for women and families undermines efforts
by shelters in Johannesburg to address homelessness (Hirsch, 2024; The Cradle of Hope,
2023). Therefore, the lack of resources meant to curb homelessness in Johannesburg leads
to the persistence of the social ill, as shelter staff are limited in how they can assist people
who are living on the streets. This highlights the need for greater financial support in the
homeless sector and shelters that accommodate diverse groups of people.

Regarding the working environment, most social services staff reported receiving
insufficient supervision, debriefing, and training. These findings are supported by the
conclusions of Muleya and Lelaka (2025) regarding shelters in Gauteng during the
COVID-19 pandemic and those of Viljoen (2020) on social workers in shelters in the
Western Cape. The staff provided more details, noting that supervision was either absent
or inappropriate, that debriefing sessions were absent, and that they sometimes could not
attend training sessions, when organised, due to a high workload. The literature from the
Global North has highlighted that organisational support plays a crucial role in ensuring
the effective functioning of shelter staff when providing services (Camp, 2023; Kerman et
al., 2022). Thus, the adverse effects the participants reported can be understood as the
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products of insufficient supervision, debriefing, and training support, as they are left ill-
equipped and unsupported to contend with the challenges they faced in the field.

The findings revealed that the participants perceived the clients’ resistance to the
services provided as being enabled by the voluntary nature of the services. As provided
in Section 12(2) of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (1996), homeless
people have a right to bodily and psychological integrity, which means they can refuse
services offered to them. As such, their autonomy, which participants perceived as
resistance, seemingly perpetuates homelessness by undermining service delivery. Rather
than a simple rejection of help, the clients’ non-compliance with shelter rules and
resistance to services may stem from how these rules and services are structured, as they
appear restrictive to clients. As such, the policies that inform the rules and services can
serve as a barrier to effective service provision. In agreement with Moloko-Phiri’s (2017)
study on women’s experiences with Tshwane shelters, these findings underscore the
need to reimagine services designed to address homelessness, ensuring they effectively
respond appropriately to the needs of their target populations.

The findings further highlighted that some of the challenges faced by social services
staff occur outside the shelter or employer organisation, as they emanate from
malfunctioning in the external organisations they rely on to provide certain services or
the external working environment. Some of the participants stated that they encountered
delays in the provision of rehabilitation services to homeless people placed at the shelter.
This is not corroborated by most scholars in the homeless sector, as Muleya and Lelaka’s
(2025) study found that shelters in the Gauteng province relied on SANCA for
rehabilitation services, but did not identify any issues with their delivery. Nonetheless,
the presence of delays in rehabilitation services is confirmed by Isobell et al.’s (2015)
study on the Western Cape province, which highlighted delays in the admission of
substance users for inpatient treatment due to various reasons, such as long waiting times
and the time-consuming referral system. The findings highlight that the referral system,
which requires social workers to refer clients to agencies, such as SANCA, to secure
admission to rehabilitation facilities, exacerbates delays. Furthermore, these delays can
be worsened when substance users brought in by government officials are given priority
by the facilities. Some shelter staff noted that these delays contribute to clients' non-
commitment, as they become impatient. These findings significantly highlight that issues
in SANCA’s functioning undermine the transition of people out of homelessness. Thus,
recognising the link between substance abuse and homelessness, the presence of enough
rehabilitation services and the improvement of their admission system would improve
outcomes in addressing homelessness.

Similar to rehabilitation services, delays were noted in the skills development training
services that social services staff use to link homeless people to. Organisations that
provide the services sometimes delay issuing certificates, thereby hindering clients from
seeking employment. Prinsloo and Van der Berg's (2017) study on shelters in Tshwane
acknowledged only the lack of qualified personnel to conduct skills development training
as a challenge to service delivery. Nonetheless, the lack of qualified personnel can
similarly predict delays in the overall provision of skills development training services.
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Furthermore, the findings highlighted that the available skills development
opportunities for homeless people often emphasise computer skills rather than hands-on
skills. This was viewed as a shortfall of the skill development programmes. This issue has
not been noted in the literature on the homeless sector; however, Matha and Jahed’s
(2024) study identified inappropriate skills identification techniques, leading to a failure
to identify and address skills shortages across different industries in South Africa. This
suggests that gaps within the skills training sector undermine social services staff’s ability
to assist homeless people in ultimately accessing employment opportunities, thereby
threatening the client’s chances of exiting homelessness. These findings significantly
highlight that shortfalls in external services that form part of interventions with homeless
people undermine effective service provision in Johannesburg, and likely in other
contexts as well.

Another significant challenge identified in this study is concerns related to safety and
security faced when conducting community outreach and awareness initiatives, due to
substance-related factors. This is a unique finding, as other scholars have noted only
safety and security issues within the shelter’s premises (Makhubele, 2025; Mathole &
Ross, 2024; Viljoen, 2020). Regarding the hotspots where outreach takes place, they first
have drug dealers who were described as threatened by the educational content
presented to homeless people, which informs them about rehabilitation services.
Secondly, the environment and homeless people were highlighted as a threat to staff well-
being, as second-hand smoke can make one ill, needles can be used to stab, and homeless
people under the influence may behave erratically. This highlights that the
environmental factors of the hotspots, as well as the behaviour of homeless people and
drug dealers within these hotspots, serve to inhibit shelter staff’s ability to render
services. It further highlights the need for police to accompany shelter staff during
outreach, as there are high levels of crime and violence in Johannesburg (Scorgie et al.,
2017). However, this would likely exacerbate client resistance, as most homeless people
anticipate harassment from police (Pophaim, 2019). Thus, shelters face a dilemma:
whether to prioritize staff security or the receptiveness of homeless people.

The challenges discussed were collectively noted to have adverse effects on the shelter
staff. Kerman et al. (2022) and Schiff and Lane’s (2019) studies, focusing on the Canadian
homeless sector, found that service providers’ mental well-being was undermined by the
challenges they faced in providing services. In contrast, this study found that shelter staff
experience adverse feelings, rather than adverse mental health outcomes, from the
challenges they face. Demoralisation, discouragement, and frustration were identified as
emotional responses to the inability to provide services to homeless people effectively.
Crucially, it was noted that this has negative implications for service provision, as it leads
to a loss of motivation or disinterest in engaging clients. These findings are confirmed by
Ruiz-Fernandez et al. (2021), who highlighted that, in Spain, social workers working with
vulnerable populations experienced various negative emotions, which could threaten the
efficiency and effectiveness of their practice when training and support were not
provided.
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Furthermore, the current study identified fear and anxiety among shelter staff
concerning community outreach and awareness initiatives, due to the dangerous nature
of the hotspots where these activities occur. These findings resonate with the work of
Peters et al. (2021), whose review highlighted that shelter staff frequently operate under
exhausting conditions, often forced to tolerate significant personal risk while witnessing
the acute distress and challenging behaviors of service users. Traumatic experiences were
noted as likely during community outreach and awareness activities, aligning with
Phipps et al.'s (2017) description of cumulative vicarious trauma experienced through
overexposure to human suffering within the context of homeless services. These findings
contribute to the current literature by highlighting that professionals, such as social
services shelter staff, tasked with assisting the vulnerable, are themselves becoming
vulnerable to the traumatic nature of the work environment, especially during
community outreach initiatives. Moreover, the staff reported that a decline in their well-
being compromises their willingness or ability to render services to people experiencing
homelessness. These findings highlight the various challenges that social services shelter
staff encounter when providing services to people experiencing homelessness in
Johannesburg, both within and outside of the shelter, and in interactions with various
actors, including service users.

Limitations

Whilst appreciating the contribution of these findings, it is important to acknowledge
the study's limitations when interpreting them. The one limitation was the small sample
size of 12 shelter staff members, purposefully selected from two shelters in Johannesburg,
who significantly provided perspectives from social service professionals who work
closely with homeless people in the shelters. As much as these interviews reflect the
experiences and perceptions of 12 shelter staff members, they are indicative of the
challenges encountered in Johannesburg’s homeless sector and possibly in other contexts
within and outside of South Africa.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Staff in shelters within Johannesburg face various challenges that occur at different
levels, undermining their ability to provide effective services to people experiencing
homelessness. The engagement with clients who receive essential services was
challenging due to the clients” reluctance to share information, unwillingness to comply
with shelter rules, and conflict with their families, which sometimes acts as a direct or
indirect barrier to exiting homelessness. The limitations experienced by shelters prevent
staff from providing certain services to clients and certain client groups. Furthermore,
they contribute to a working environment that enables the adverse effects experienced
by staff due to the challenges encountered, as well as certain client-related challenges.
The environment external to the shelter also presents challenges, as external
organisations fail to provide essential services in a timely or appropriate manner, whilst
staff’s well-being is threatened when conducting community outreach and awareness
initiatives in hotspots. These challenges collectively undermine the well-being of social
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services shelter staff and, consequently, their ability to provide effective services. This
study not only illustrates the challenges encountered by shelter staff in Johannesburg but
also contributes to similar research.

The findings of this study also highlight the need for improvements within
Johannesburg’s homeless sector. Considering the adverse effects social services staff
experience due to the challenges encountered and the absence of appropriate support
from management, it is recommended that management in Johannesburg shelters and
beyond provide debriefing sessions, proper supervision, and time-appropriate training
workshops for social services staff. This will improve staff’s well-being and, in turn, their
effectiveness in delivering services, as the absence of this assistance has predicted the
adverse challenges faced by staff locally and globally. Given the shortage of shelters and
certain services for homeless people, it is recommended that the City of Johannesburg
increase its budget and build more shelters, as well as design more appropriate services
for people experiencing homelessness. The latter can be adopted into other contexts to
address the issue of people living in homelessness, disregarding the services offered due
to their structure. Furthermore, management within shelters must collaborate more
closely with external organisations to improve aspects of their work that concern them,
such as rehabilitation. Additionally, further research is needed to examine the coping
strategies utilized by social services shelter staff in response to the challenges they face
within various contexts. It is also recommended that future research include shelter
management to gather detailed information on the challenges faced by shelter staff,
including organisational limitations and a lack of support from management.
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