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On the Margin

Homeless people in Budapest at the turn of the century (1999–2000–2001)

"On an ordinary winter evening – between 5 p.m. and midnight on a Wednesday, on 3 February 1999, when the day temperature was -5 °C – we recorded a fifteen question survey among the inhabitants of the homeless services of Budapest. ... Simultaneously (after 6 p.m.), charities serving hot tea and sandwiches at railway stations as part of the “winter crisis action” asked some of  the same questions from 360 people they served. ... One of the purposes of the survey was to provide a clear “snapshot” of the users of homeless services in Budapest at a given time. Another aim was to start an annually repeatable data-collection, which will make comparison of the users of the services at different times possible, as well as tracing certain tendencies of change – in the interest of ongoing evaluation and development of the service system." 

The date (3 February), place (street areas covered by homeless hostels and street services) and method of the surveys were basically unchanged during the three years. In street areas we tried to interrogate everybody we could somehow reach. We recorded questionnaires among users of mobile tea-buses (serving hot tea on cold winter nights), as well as at places which street services and the crisis van covered. 

While doing our job in homeless-serving institutions or out on the street, we can not help getting new impressions, which, for one thing, we use to arrive at some conclusion concerning the changing nature of the composition of the group of the homeless. Based on these impressions it appears to us that there are more youngsters, women, incapable or sick people finding themselves in this situation than before. The comparative data of so far (three years) have done away with many such hypotheses of ours.

Most changes are in the areas of medical state, capability of work, and having a salary. More and more dwellers of hostels and street areas say that they are incapable of work, and it is probably a consequence of this (and of the helpers’ work) that a somewhat greater number gets some kind of social security provision. In contrast to this, during the past few years there has been a perceptible increase in the number of people living on salaries, and a decrease in the number of people without an income, living on social aids. Meanwhile, the inner structure of the homeless serving system of Budapest has somewhat altered, too: formerly, most people questioned were living in hostels, while today the number of dwellers of night shelters has increased, and the amount of residential homeless institutions (hospital, recovery, social and rehabilitative homes) has doubled. 

The change of the composition of the group questioned between 1999 and 2001 (%)

1999
2001

Rate of those incapable of work (%)
34
46

Living on social security
28 
32

Living on salary 
41
49

Without an income 
20
13

Living on social aids 
12
 6

Altogether 
100
100

Living in hostels
58
 40

Living in night shelters 
37 
48

Living in residential institutions
5
12 

Altogether 
100
100

There was no great change in the past few years, however, in the composition according to age, sex, education and temporary and permanent addresses of homeless people in hostels and street areas of Budapest. This is even more remarkable, as different people got surveyed: during the three surveys, 85% of the subjects changed. Previously (based upon our pessimistic hypothesis evolving from our impressions), we had believed that we will find basically the same homeless people in Budapest – with little alterations – among those surveyed. We were surprised how false this apparently simple preconception proved to be. 29 percent of the 2522 people interrogated on 3 February 2001. were among those asked in the previous year, 24 percent were there two years prior, and 15 percent were surveyed on all three occasions. This indicates that the “dwelling” situation of approximately one third of those living in hostels and street areas of Budapest has been nearly unchanged for the past years, while more than two thirds “move in-and-out”, they do not spend years in a row in homeless hostels ad street areas. (1/4th of subjects interrogated in hostels, 1/10th in night shelters and 1/20th of people found in a street area became subjects of the surveys in all three years.)

This, however, also indicates that the number of those entering the world of hostels and homeless during a few years is a multiple of that of people sleeping in those places on a certain night.

If only 376 of the 2522 people interrogated in hostels and street areas of Budapest were at similar places one or two years prior – while 1953 said that they had been homeless for more than two years –, the question arises: where are those two-two thousand people, whom we found in these dwellings and street areas doing the survey last year or the year before, and are missing from those surveyed this time?

The referred former study of ours conceptualised the hypothesis that being homeless is a way of life, such that the following living situations keep alternating: being without a home – being without a dwelling – real homelessness – rooflessness. There are frequent movements between these situations, and one, but not the only one station of the alternation of these “dwelling” conditions is the homeless serving institutional system: the number of homeless in a wider sense (those without a home) is much larger than those using the service system at a given time, while among those using the service system at a certain time we find both those that had been, and those that will be in the above mentioned situations for a shorter or longer period of time. To find out whether this hypothesis of ours is correct is one reason for the following data collection.

Time spent without a home

On 3 February 2000., one of the questions we asked was “How many weeks have you spent in a street area, in a hostel, in a flat, in prison, or hospital during the last year?” With the help of this, a kind of micro-timescale can be prepared describing where the different groups of those surveyed had spent the year’s 52 weeks according to main types of dwelling. On an average, altogether those interrogated had spent 29 weeks, that is more than half the year, in hostels, 8 weeks on the street, in a street area, 7 weeks in flats, 4 weeks in hospitals, and 1 in prisons.

These, of course, are average time periods, including everyone’s data, those spending the whole year on the street just as well as those spending no time there. 65% of our subjects did not sleep on the street at all, 70% did not spend a night in a flat, 96% avoided the world of prisons, and 76% did not get into hospital. Of all those surveyed, 23 percent did not spend a week in a hostel. We could conclude from the above data that most subjects may have spent the whole year in hostels, as that was one of the locations of the surveys. However, this is contradicted by the fact that only 30 percent of those interrogated spent the whole year in a hostel, 47 percent said that they had lived in a hostel and elsewhere during the year. This is worth a more thorough analysis, but, for the time being, let us get back to some of the more remarkable results of the annual micro-timescales of the certain groups.

Youngsters (younger than 29 years of age) had spent double of the average time (12-19 weeks)  in flats, the middle aged spent somewhat more time than the others on the street (10 weeks), and the older subjects spent more time in hospitals (10 weeks). Women, on an average, spent half as much time (5 weeks) in a street area as men (9 weeks), while they spent more time in hostels.  It is somewhat surprising that we found differences according to education, too, as those not having at least eight elementary classes had spent more time on the street, or (supposedly the older ones) in hospitals, while those homeless subjects having a high school diploma or a college or university degree spent twice as much time (5 vs. 9-10 weeks) in flats during the year. Those subjects having no income spent twice as much time on the street as the others (19 weeks on the average), and we found have the same results for those living in groups (gangs), and not alone.

For us, probably the most interesting result is that, although subjects living in night shelters had spent one month more (7 weeks) on an average in a street area in comparison to those living in hostels (3 weeks), they did spend one month more (9 weeks) on an average in flats, too, during the year, compared to those living in hostels (5 weeks).

An even more striking marker of the direction of “entering” the “homeless way of life” or at least a homeless service is that those saying that they had become homeless within a year altogether spent only 16 weeks (4 months) on an average in hostels, they spent the smaller part of the rest of the time (4 weeks, or one month on an average) in a street area, while for 24 weeks, that is 6 months, on the average they still lived in a flat. This fundamentally differs from subjects having been homeless for a longer time, and it indicates that losing one’s dwelling leads to sleeping in street areas only in the minority of the cases, and it may even indicate that it is rather those losing their flat-like dwellings who get into institutions, and only for the smaller part those living on the street. (See hypotheses of our former study for details.)

This issue, however, is worth taking a closer look. Almost half of those interrogated spent the last year in only one type of accommodation. The overwhelming majority of this group, one third of all subjects, lived only in a hostel, one tenth lived only in a flat, or slept only on the street. The other half of those surveyed had more than one type of accommodation during the year. They are the ones living on the street and/or in a hostel and/or in a flat, too. The same number of subjects lived on the street and in a hostel during the year as in a hostel and in a flat, half this number lived on the street and in a hostel and in a flat, and only 3 percent lived only on the street and in a flat. 

This also indicates (and this time much more evidently) that in the world of those without a home – or at least in the case of a large group of those in that situation – there is a constant movement among ways of dwelling, and we can say that the frequency (and especially poor variability) of this movement has so far gotten little attention from those working in, organising and regulating homeless services.

The older a homeless person is, the less likely it is that he or she can spend some nights in a flat (for 20-25 years old subjects it is 46 percent, for 60-69 years old subjects 16 percent), and the more likely it is that he or she had slept only in a hostel (for 20-29 year-old subjects it is 25 percent, for 60-69 year-old subjects 44 percent). Mostly middle aged subjects slept in street areas for a couple of weeks during the year (40% did), 70% of the older and younger ones spent no nights in street areas at all.

7 percent of male subjects (149 men) lived on the street the whole year, and 30 percent (657 men) said there was at least one week last year when they slept on the street. 13 women, that is 3 percent of female subjects, said that they spent the whole year on the street, and 21 percent of them (106 women) said there were some weeks they slept on the street.

It is thought-provoking that there is a clear relationship between highest education and sleeping on the street (55 percent of those having less than 8 elementary classes, and 78 percent of those with a college or university degree spent no nights at all in street areas).

65 percent of all subjects did not sleep in a street area last year at all, 29 percent (743 people) spent some weeks in street areas, and 6 percent (154 people) lived in a street area all year. Had our hypothesis been that those having become homeless within the year more probably stayed on the street (they had not had a chance yet to earn a place in a hostel), we would have been wrong: we find less people in that group having to sleep on the street. On the contrary, it is rather those having been homeless for a greater period of time, more than ten years, who had to live partly, or the whole time on the street.

The majority of those having become homeless within a year spent part of the year still in a flat (65 percent, while it is only 27 percent for all subjects), but one fifth of those having been homeless for a longer, or even a very long, time spent some nights in a flat during the year, too.

While among those with no income at all the ratio of those having slept all year (17%) or part of the year (44%) in a street area is twice or two and a half times the average, the greatest rate (77%) of those not sleeping on the street at all is in the subject group living on different types of social security provision. Surprisingly, we find a similar tendency for living in a flat: it is slightly more frequent than the average in the group of those without an income, and less frequent in the group of subjects living on social security provision. A much greater than average portion (34%) of the latter group simply had to spend some part of the year in hospital.

It is remarkable how strikingly even these few data reflect the organisational differences between the life of homeless people living alone or in groups or gangs. Those living in groups sleep in a street area with a much greater frequency than the average (57 % vs. 35%), but they also sleep more often in a flat (34%, while the average is 27%), while many of them do not use homeless services at all (36%, while it is 19% for those living alone), and very few of them (hardly 15%) spend the whole year in a hostel (31% among those living alone).

Naturally, it is not the same if somebody gets a place in a night shelter or in a hostel: 21 percent of the first group lived all year in a hostel, while 46 percent of the latter group spent the whole year in a night shelter. The opposite of this is also true, that is less people among those living in night shelters spent part of the year in either a street area or in a flat.

Thus the night shelter is a “waiting room” in the sense that 40 percent of those spending time here also spent time on the street during the year, but 37 percent of them spent some weeks in a flat, too.

In our previous study we discussed why there might be such a significant gap between the time of becoming homeless and the time of losing the last flat. We did ask the usual question in February 2000, too: “Since when have you been homeless?”, and also “When was the last time you lived in a flat?”. Besides those questions we also asked “When was the first time you slept in a hostel?”, because we were interested how these events are connected in time, for example, how much time passes between becoming homeless and getting to or into a hostel.

We experienced the same phenomenon as before: the answers vary as to the order of losing the flat and becoming homeless. Half of the subjects (49%) had sometime before lost their flat (or, more exactly, they had to leave the flat where he or she had been allowed to live before), another, not much less portion of them (40%), however, locates becoming homeless to an earlier date, although they did live in a flat after that time.  (After having been able to take a closer look at what kind of dwellings the subjects had spent the year prior to the survey, we can say that this actually not surprising at all.) This fact was one of the reasons for our former line of thought, that we have to distinguish between having no home – having no flat – homelessness –  rooflessness, because although these are connecting, they are not equivalent living conditions.

Compared to the above data, we found no significant differences as to younger and older, and male or female subjects. It is slightly surprising again, that we found another difference according to education, namely that there are twice as many subjects who get in a hostel simultaneously with becoming homeless among those with a higher educational level (24%), than among those having not even eight elementary classes (11%).

What is even more thought-provoking, though, is that the longer somebody had been homeless, the less likely it is that becoming homeless coincided with getting into a hostel, or it is also true that in the last one or two years, the chance of somebody getting into a hostel immediately after becoming homeless has increased significantly. 39 percent of the subjects having become homeless within a year immediately got into a hostel, 19 percent of those having been homeless for one or two years, but only 6 percent of those homeless for ten years said that becoming homeless and getting into a hostel coincided.

But how much time passed between these events on an average? To reveal it in advance: not very little. 21 months went by on an average between becoming homeless and staying in a hostel for the first time. Considering those subjects having become homeless within a year, 6 months on an average passed between losing the flat and becoming homeless, and then only slightly more than a month while getting into a hostel. For the subjects having been homeless for one or two years, 9 months on an average had been spent before losing their flat and becoming homeless, and then 4 months on an average before getting into a hostel for the first time. Periods of time keep increasing in that manner up to the extent, where, for example, for those having been homeless for more than ten years the interval between losing the flat and becoming homeless is 27 months long, and 65 months, that is more than five years went by on an average, while they first got into a hostel after becoming homeless (how much it is a result of memory-distortion, and how much of something else, we cannot say just now). Education, again, does differentiate in the world of the homeless: subjects having less than 8 elementary classes had spent nearly three years (34 months) without a flat before considering themselves homeless, and another three years (34 months) went by before getting into a hostel, while those with a college or university degree estimate the time period between losing their flat and becoming homeless hardly 2 months, and after 15 more months they usually live in a hostel. 

The time period between becoming homeless and getting into a hostel first

(average, months)

Groups
# of months passed

All those surveyed 
21

Having become homeless within a year 
1

Having been homeless for one or two years
4

Having been homeless for more than ten years
65

Having an education of less than 8 elementary classes
34

Having a college or university degree
15

Men
22

Women 
15

Without income
27

Having a salary
18

Living in groups/gangs
31

Living alone
20

These data clarified and strengthened our former hypotheses about being homeless: these locations (street areas, hostel, favour flat, etc.) – despite all bitter experiences – are often not “end stations”, but ever changing locations, stations of movement between the state of being without a home in the wider sense. It is possible that the movements among these locations are part of a circulation within the margins of dwelling, while we – in street areas, night shelters and hostels – find those on the margin at the certain moment. This idea is supported indirectly by the fact mentioned in the first part of our paper that the composition of those surveyed by us on the whole is very constant, while, in fact, 85% of the subjects had changed during the past three years. It is possible that the composition of those without a home in the wider sense is reflected by our annual surveys carried out in a more limited group. With the help of our data (number of actually homeless, “rate of circulation”) we may be able to estimate the number of those without a home in the wider sense – however, this is rather the issue of a future, methodological study. 

Whom do present homeless hostels serve?

The two basic types of homeless accommodation are the so called night shelters and the so called hostels. These are organised for completely different purposes, and therefore have different service provision regulations and everyday rules (rules of getting in, length of stay, day schedule, free of charge or paying, etc.). Thus it is obviously an interesting and significant issue, whether there are any differences between the users of the two types of institutions – which is preconceptualised in the way they had been set up. At the first survey we found surprisingly little difference between the users of the two types of institutions. As there are data from three surveys now, it is worth studying where there are invariably little differences between the users of the two types of institutions, where there are constant dissimilarities, and if we can find any tendencies looking at the changes taking place during the three years.

First we try to answer the question whether there is any demographic difference between the subjects using the night shelters and those living in hostels. Then we try to find out how different the life situations and ways of life of dwellers of the two types of institutions are.

We also try to answer the question that if the above two answer-groups do not adequately explain the use of a certain dwelling type, then what other factors can be related.

In our opinion, the answers to these questions are important from the point of view of homeless policy making, homeless services provision, and also understanding the world of the homeless better.

First, let us consider the factors that are basically independent from the actions of the subject, they present themselves to the person as objective circumstances, or are part of the life prior to becoming homeless. Such factors are age, sex, education, or even having social security provision (which here is considered as a characteristic of a final state), as well as the time passed since having become homeless, and the reason for becoming homeless.

(Age) In the last three years, opposite changes took place in the two types of dwellings: younger and younger people got into hostels, while, the number of people above 50 getting into night shelters kept increasing.  While the average age of people living in hostels keep decreasing, the average age of people living in night shelters keep increasing considerably. There is a significant move toward equalisation between the two types of institutions as to the average age. 

(Education) There is also a gradual equalisation – obviously connected to age – in educational level. Previously, the rate of those with at most 8 elementary classes was much larger in hostels, today their ratio is basically the same as that among subjects living in night shelters; the reason for this is evidently the younger age and higher education of those getting in recently. At the same time, the rate of those with a technical school has increased in hostels (from 23 to 37 percent), which is worth noticing because this is the type of education that is easiest to find a temporary job with, and thus earn the minimum to be able to live on.

(Sex) The distribution of sexes has not changed in the two types of dwellings, this however – as we indicated in the 1999 survey – is mostly connected to the sex distribution of places: the number of female places in night shelters has increased in the studied time period, while it has slightly decreased in hostels. Note that the rate of female places in hostels (24%) has been larger all along than the ratio of women within the homeless population (16%).

(Social security provision) There is also a marked equalisation – obviously connected to age again – in the rate of those provided for by the social security system: the rate of those living on some kind of social security provision has decreased in hostels and increased significantly in night shelters. 

(Time passed since having become homeless) While the average time passed since having become homeless keeps slightly increasing for the dwellers of both types of institutions, the tendencies behind this phenomenon seem to be contradicting. Previously, the rate of those having become homeless within one year was greater for those sleeping on night shelters (and we found this natural, considering the function of this type of institution), however, by now this is surprisingly reversed: the rate of those having become homeless within one (or even two-three) year(s) is larger in hostels. In 2001, among those having become homeless within a year, 36 percent slept in a night shelter and 38 percent in a hostel, which means that after becoming homeless, the chances of getting into either type of institutions are practically even.

At present, we can only make guesses as to the reason for this, but we will get back to this issue at the summarising thoughts.

(Reason of becoming homeless) The difference in the reasons of becoming homeless has basically also vanished between the subjects living in the two types of dwellings. Two thirds of those living in hostels named some kind of a personal conflict as the reason for becoming homeless, and one third an existential, economical reason. Previously, among the subjects living in night shelters, the rate of those mentioning economical reasons was perceptively smaller, however, by now this difference has practically vanished.

Percentage of subjects surveyed in night shelters

Percentage of subjects surveyed in hostels

1999
2000
2001

1999
2000
2001

42,5
41,6
44,4
Average age (year)
45,8
45,3
44,9

24
26
37
Older than 50
37
37
37

9
8
8
Women
28
28
24

39
42
41
Education - 8 elementary classes at most
51
51
42

13
18
21
Has an income from social security
39
38
31

64
66
77
Homeless since when? (# of months)
59
62
67

16
15
12
Homeless since one year at the most
6
13
15

26
26
21
Homeless since two years at the most
12
26
26

38
37
31
Homeless since three years at the most
22
39
36

56
53
62
How many months since last living in a flat?
60
61
67

71
64
63
Has become homeless for personal reasons
62
60
60

17
26
28
Has become homeless for economical reasons
28
30
31

83
85
80
Lives alone
79
86
77

32
33
30
Has a permanent address outside Budapest
24
24
23

3
4
8
Has a temporary address outside Budapest
1
6
1

72
63
65
Capable of work
66
53
50

45
34
30
Has no regular income
17
16
9

42
48
49
Has a salary
43
47
56

Below we take a look at the factors that are connected rather to the life-style of the homeless, as well as the ways of using the two types of dwellings: how they obtain an income, how much money they have for a day, what their cohabitational and social relationships are, what kind of help and protection do different kinds of dwellings provide for them.

(Work – regular income) Health of people without a home is of a fast declining tendency, and this is confirmed by our own personal experience, as well. The rate of subjects suffering from illnesses that hinder working has increased significantly among inhabitants of both types of dwellings. Hostel-dwellers composition according to health has worsened with a greater extent recently. Even so, the rate of subjects without a regular income has decreased, and so did the rate of subjects provided for by the social security system, on the other hand, the rate of subjects living on a work-salary has increased. Similarly, less and less people from night shelters answered that they had no regular income: the rate of subjects having a work-salary has significantly grown in this group, too, while the rate of those getting social security provisions has also increased among them. The growing tendency of the rate of people having a work-salary – and especially the surprisingly little difference between the two types of institutions – is also worth attention for the reason that the two types of dwellings provide a fundamentally different background of living conditions and services for going to work. The question inevitably arises: should service content and regulations of the types of dwellings follow this phenomenon?

(Financial situation – spending in a day) The data of average daily spending – even if the trustworthiness of the answers is methodologically questionable – supports the similar positions in obtaining an income, the average daily spending was 777-733-1085 Ft/day in 1999-2000-2001 among subjects from night shelters, while it was 615-558-901 Ft/day for those living in hostels. During the three years, there was an average 30% rise in the amount of money to be spent in a day among those surveyed in shelters/hostels and street areas, which means that the purchasing power of the money (considering the average inflation) remained almost the same, or decreased. In comparison with the average, younger people spend more in a day. The rate of the increase is also larger among young people, while in the case of older people the increase is much smaller, or, actually, those above 70 have to live on practically the same amount of money on an average as two years ago (470 Ft).

Relatively, subjects from towns of the countryside have the most money to spend, and those living in groups or gangs have also exceeded those living alone by a daily amount of 1087 Ft. This may support our everyday experience that the urban day-labourers of the once again prospering building trade – descendants of long-gone people standing around with wheel-barrows on Teleki square – organise themselves in gangs (brigades) and take their places in free or cheap hostels of the capital.  This is part of the reason why dwellers of night shelters still have the most money on an average, while those surveyed in street areas were most short of money. Looking at the growth-dynamics of the amount of money to be spent, the first place goes for dwellers of institutions of municipalities, which, in our opinion, is partly the result of the decision in the institutions that they no longer make young and strong people wait in line for places till they get afflicted enough.

We will get back to the issue of possible exchange strategies of free-cheap institution-favour dwellings versus security-insecurity versus spending money-consumption.

(Relationships) This issue is dealt with separately in the next part of our study. Here we continue listing the similarities and differences between the subjects living in the two types of institutions.  


Percentage of subjects surveyed in night shelters
Percentage of subjects surveyed in hostels

Living alone
80
77

Living in groups/gangs
11
7

Living with a family member
9
16

Has a regular social-family relationship
58
67

Has a friendship-type relationship
58
54

Has a sexual relationship
36
38

Received help from a social worker
60
74

Got into the accommodation without any help
32
18

Did not receive help in finding work
67
61

Did not receive help in obtaining an income
69
63

Was the victim of a crime
46
35

Partly because of the organisation of accommodation, 4/5th of dwellers live alone in both types of institutions. However, while the rate of subjects living in groups or gangs has decreased in hostels during the past two years, their rate has doubled in night shelters. The majority of subjects have some kind of a regular personal, or family relationship, this is basically limited to the so called friendship-type relationships in the case of subjects living in night shelters, and is completed with family relationships in the case of some of the hostel-dwellers.

For the questions starting with “Who helped you?”, 2/3rd of the subjects mentioned social workers, somewhat less in night shelters and more in hostels, but much preceding in both institutions personal, friendship type and family relationships in frequency. (As to the quality of service provided in these dwellings, it is worth considering that subjects living in street areas mentioned getting help from a social worker with almost the same percentage (59%) as subjects sleeping in night shelters.)

According to the evaluation of the people surveyed, this help mostly consisted of facilitating getting into the accommodation, and less of finding work or obtaining an income.

Subjects living in night shelters were the victims of somewhere, sometime committed crimes more often (in the case of almost every other subject) than dwellers of hostels (1/3rd mentioned such experiences). This may be one motivation behind the fact that people living in night shelters, as a way of self-protection, more often organise groups or gangs. However, it is exactly these people living in groups or gangs that sleep more often in street areas, and therefore have more chance to become victims of crimes. 

Conclusions – an attempt to give a new interpretation

We can now declare safely that users of the two characteristic institutionalised types of services are equivalent in demographic composition, and the (former) differences can be related mostly to age. The cause of the equalisation that has taken place is obviously the phenomenon that younger clients, who have been homeless for a shorter period of time, have appeared in hostels, while older homeless people, after having lived in hostels for years, had for some reason (like expiry of legal entitlement, or refusing permanent accommodation) been discharged and became dwellers of night shelters. (In our opinion, as FSZKI
 has a decisive share in homeless services, the changes which have taken place in 1999, regulating admission to the institutions, a new system of assigning, priorities of assignments, and elongation of the legal entitlement have also played a role in the growing homogeneity of the population of the two types of accommodation.)

 Based on the comparative analysis of factors describing lifestyle, it can be stated that the professional-regulational logic of layered elements of the service system in the uses of night shelters and hostels does not prevail. The question inevitably arises whether our “being surprised” time and time again at the similarity of the users of the two rather dissimilar kinds of institutions results from the fact that we still take the preconceptions defining the establishment of the service system for granted, trying to find the differences between clients served in street areas, “transit” homeless people, clients of night shelters established for people in crisis, and then – following each other in time, too – the residential institutions established to treat the life problems of more and more permanently homeless people. A stubborn thought arises: is the layered system of homeless services just an illusion? The truth may be that the present homeless serving system is more a reflection of the preconceptions about the homeless of those establishing the system, rather than of the actual organisation of life of the clients using these services. If this is the case, it may be a good idea to reconsider for whom, how and in what ways is the provision of help reasonable?

Homelessness is usually described along the lines of basic living conditions, and within that, more precisely, as a state of shortage in the range of dwelling conditions. This approach directs the logic of the handling of the homeless issue toward replacing or providing accommodation. This is not a fundamentally wrong approach, but a slightly one-sided and limited one, that has made providing various types of accommodation the central organising factor of homeless services provision.

Our survey, however, shows time and time again that clients are not found on the points of the service system where they are expected based on any of their characteristics – such as age, capability of work, income, time of becoming homeless, etc. –  (to put it more exactly, they are not at the locations they are “supposed to be” according to the preconceptions of the service policy). This also indicates, in line with everyday experiences, that the lives of clients of homeless serving institutions are not, or not merely organised along the lines of using the accommodations. We should consider much more than we presently do the fact that during their everyday lives, besides finding a solution for their dwelling problems, homeless people keep trying to satisfy other needs as well. According to our experiences, such other basic needs are security, avoiding social loneliness, arranging for the daily consumption and living conditions, and obtaining the minimal goods for that (food, drinks, clothes, medication, etc.).

We suppose that the decisions concerning ways of living of our fellow-men being without a home have their rationality (or irrationality, for that matter), just as in the case of the decisions of anybody else. Using the resources they have, similarly to other people, they try to maximise “gain” and minimise loss. Dwelling conditions, money  spent on consumption, maintaining social relationships and the security-insecurity accompanying these factors are interchangeable within certain limits. The price of better quality, more permanent, perhaps more secure dwelling conditions (e.g. at a non-free homeless dwelling) is the narrowing of accessible resources. The reverse of it is when the person living in a hostel “freely” spends his or her little money or quits his or her job and does not fulfil payment obligations, the price of which is having to go to a less comfortable night shelter. A similar exchange takes place when the homeless person spends free money on the collective costs of “living in a gang”, and in exchange enjoys the protection that the group provides, and thus sacrifices the possibility of living in an institutional accommodation. In this case, dwelling conditions are exchangeable for resources of social relationships, the homeless person shares his or her dwelling or shelter with others, or he or she is taken as a favour flat-user. Naturally, this always means a significant pressure to adapt. In the opposite case, when the person consumes all his or her accessible income on his or her own, does not lend any money, wishes to get into a hostel or begins preliminary savings, the “price” of this often is the weakening of his or her group-relationships. 

To love – to eat – to live, if these basic needs of human existence are not satisfied even partly, then one has to make a choice (a replacement) every day: to consume even less in order to be able to spend on a better, safer living, giving up sexual relationships and limiting social relationships, relying on the institutional help of social workers, or, instead of the safer and perhaps more comfortable cheap dwelling, taking the “choice” of the night shelter, with the risks that go with it. In the latter case, more money may be left for consumption, and relationships (if there are any) can be maintained by means of which he or she can sleep some other place for a while, some time in a street area, or as a favour flat-user. Obligations raise these alternatives day by day, and they strictly limit the degree of freedom of decisions concerning these exchanges.

What conclusions can be drawn from all this? In our opinion, by this approach, among others, we can get closer to understanding why the institutions established for the homeless and with the basic purpose of providing a dwelling are not used by those and in the way it had been planned and could still be expected, relying upon the preconceptions based on the conservatism of the regulations. It is not only the lack of a dwelling that the life of these people is about (even if this lack is so elementary), but security, social relationships, getting along every day.  Their life is organised in a multi-dimensional field, just as the life of others, or even more so, in the different forms of being without a home – being without a dwelling – real homelessness – rooflessness.

Or let us take a very simple, very practical example: there are legal regulations of how a day centre or a night shelter is supposed to work, where, what, how and for how much do these places have to offer to homeless people. The regulations concerning day centres are based on the supposition that although all homeless people could take a rest somewhere during the night, he or she should be able to use certain services in the daytime, too. Regulations for night shelters are based on the idea that homeless people are mobile, get up in the morning, go to work, or to collect things, “spend their time” somewhere, and then return to have some rest. In contrast to this, day by day we can find homeless people in day centres, who, after a night’s work, are sitting or sleeping at tables, or in the evening or at night we see people pushed out of public institutions into street areas, just to “hang around there”. Consequently, in our opinion the needs would be better met if we just had shelters – with no adjectives – for occasional sleeping and centres providing rest, naturally both open non stop.  Another example: the composition of the actual users of the institutions also indicate that satisfying the obviously existing needs for free hostels and “non-free” shelters should also be considered. Watching from the safe home, or stable office, the life of the homeless may seem to be schematic, awful (or terrifying, for that matter), but actually it is rather diverse, and there are many kinds of needs and strategies organizing the possible ways of survival on this level, too, for which much more adaptive forms of support should be established.

In a web of supporting and excluding relationships

It is a common belief that homeless people – often in need of help of others – are lonely, and have no relationships. While this seems true for many of them, a thorough understanding of the loneliness, just as the social relationships of those living on the margins, is worth a whole different study. 

(Family - children) A majority of homeless people living in Budapest have siblings, actually, they come from large families (family fragments) more often than the average. However, only the smaller part of the sibling relationships are living bonds: hardly a quarter of the subjects meet their siblings on a regular basis. The more siblings one has, the more living this relationship is: 35 percent of those having three or more siblings meet their siblings regularly, and this probably means a very important support for them. A question worth further study is how the lives of different children of the same family evolves, why it is exactly that child becoming homeless whom we meet.

The line of large families is broken by those driven to homelessness, but not completely. Most of them have children, but among them only every other person keeps regularly in touch with the child(ren). More than half (56%) of subjects who are only children have no kids of their own, but a large part (48%) of those having three or more siblings have three or more children of their own. Homeless women have on an average more children than their male fellows, more than half (58%) of subjects having three or more children have been divorced, and 29 percent of single subjects have children.

A majority of the subjects keep in touch with some relative, mostly a sibling, or daughter or son, or possibly with their parents. In a much smaller part, they also keep in touch with the former spouse. 

(Sexual and social relationships) Homeless people live alone, and can be lonely even in a crowd. Most of them say so in the survey, too. There are more of them, who did formerly have their families, spouses of their own (and are divorced, widowed, or married presently), than those that never had such relationships. 

There are almost twice as many married, three times as many widowed and three times fewer unmarried and divorced subjects among homeless women than among homeless men. 
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32 percent of homeless women are living with a partner or relative, while this rate is only 10 percent for men. Considering homeless people in different “dwelling” conditions, the highest rate (25%) of subjects living together with a partner or relative is among those living in street areas. It is generally known that under the present institutional circumstances spending any time with somebody, cultivating a relationship is only possible outside the institutions (in street areas, parks, on the street or in gateways). 

(Relationships with friends and pals) Among the surveyed homeless people, every other subject said that they had a friend: most frequently those living in street areas (as we saw above, living in groups or with a partner is also most frequent in this subject group), they are followed by subjects spending the nights in night shelters, and the most lonely are exactly those living in residential institutions with lots of inhabitants. The number of friends mentioned decreases as one gets older: widowed subjects have the least friends, while those having a spouse also have friends most often.

(Sexual relationship) One third of people surveyed mentioned that they have such relationships: the rate is higher among women: almost every second one of them a partner.  Half (51%) of homeless subjects who are presently married said that they do not have an actual sexual relationship, and this kind of relationship is the least frequent again among widowed subjects (29%).

(Holidays) Those who had a chance greeted the new millennium in the company of loved ones, friends and fellows. The majority of our subjects (55%) surveyed on 3 February 2000 spent New Year’s Eve with fellows from the hostel, 28 percent found  different company, and every sixth homeless person in Budapest “celebrated” lonely. Most lonely among those spending this night in street areas were more aged homeless people, having no relatives.

(Helping relationships) Answers for the question “Since you have been homeless, who has helped you in finding a dwelling, food, money or work, and in managing your affairs or by lending money?” show that the greatest help in the life of homeless people is provided by social workers, friends and relatives, and these people can rely less on other officers or homeless fellows. Most help from social workers comes in the fields of managing affairs, and finding a dwelling or food, while friends and relatives can be most counted on for giving food or lending money. It is characteristic, that finding work is the area where either social workers, or friends and relatives can give the least support. The help from social workers is practically independent of the kind of friend or family relationships that one has.

In the course of the homeless existence, family and sexual relationships usually get loose, it is mostly friendships (along with the activity of social workers) that provide help in surviving the hardships of homeless living.

Based on the study of social relationships, the vague outline of three groups seem to appear. One group consists mostly of people coming from the countryside, from a poor family, who continue living their rural, poor life: they have a double kind of homeless life, similar to commuters, while they found a “family” of their own, their background-family ties get looser and looser.

The other group is the group of only children, who find themselves on the street when, reaching adult age, they are discharged from orphanages or who face multiple disadvantages of different types. The majority of them become homeless instead of founding a family.

Members of the third group come from seemingly functional, whole families, get on the street as “black sheep” of the family.

Offences - atrocities

Previously, sometimes we ourselves, like others, were tending to interpret homelessness which symbolises a multi-dimensional deprivation, as a state that automatically implies a condition of “societal loneliness”. Based on our surveys and experiences, our opinion today is that we have to make a clearer distinction between “societal loneliness”, being excluded, and having or not having personal relationships. Some homeless people are personally lonely, partnerless, some are able to replace these relationships partly, in an all too fragmented way, by institutional relationships with social workers – however, for a rather significant part of them having some kind of social, personal relationships is an elementary condition of survival, and a very important factor of life.

(Offences against the homeless) Immature young adults more and more often and with great amusement tell stories about offences against “bums”.  Bum-abuse on the level of rhetoric may be harmless, but it would be a mistake to underestimate this tendency. It is a fact that we hear numerous personal accounts from homeless people spending the nights in street areas telling about experiences getting beaten up by people on their way home in the night, doing it just for fun. Since crimes against homeless people can not result in a large gain, it seems very likely that the reason why these beatings are so frequent is that those committing them remain unpunished.

These practical experiences motivated us to ask homeless people living in Budapest on 3 February 2001, what offences or beatings had happened to them since not living in a flat. We asked questions concerning street offences, beatings in hostels and police atrocities. We asked separate questions concerning the crimes, as well as experiences in hostels and discrimination in the workplace.

Two thirds of the two and a half thousand subjects reported some kind of offence, most mentioned crimes: every other person had become the victim of a crime since being homeless. Every tenth person said ‘yes’ to the question of “Have you ever been beaten in a hostel?”, and every sixth subject mentioned atrocities from the police (or security people). Who are most exposed to becoming a victim, being offended?  The answers show that the more time one has been homeless, and the more time he or she spends on the street, the more frequently they get offended. Although more than two thirds of subjects interrogated in street areas reported some kind of an offence, and 60 percent had been the victim of a crime, the answers show that those having been homeless for a long time, and are sleeping at night shelters, are not much less endangered.  As we will see, in this latter case they are less harmed inside the institutions, but outside of them, they, too, are often offended. This means that the existence of institutions in itself does not protect people from offences outside of them, victimisation goes with the deprivation of the different forms of the homeless way of life. 
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The chance of becoming a victim, however, does show a significant difference between homeless people in different positions. The rate of subjects having been offended is very low, for example, among subjects above seventy (only 5 percent), but even less in the group of women. We can only have tentative suppositions that the protection of women and the older ones prevail for one part through the helping institutions.

Naturally, it is not obvious what kind of experiences do different people find offensive. Subjects with medium or higher education mention crimes against them with a much higher rate (10% higher) than do those less educated. It appears that we have to take the remarkable differences between thresholds of sensitivity of offences into consideration. Beyond those exposable (sensed) offences, there probably are numerous cases, which the victim has not realised.

Human dignity and discrimination

Offences taking place in the homeless services (committed by each other, or by those working there) were mentioned with the least frequency (“only” 10 percent of subjects mentioned such cases). As we saw, more than two thirds of subjects living in street areas mentioned some kind of an atrocity, so it seems at least doubtful to us, whether it is really fear of being offended that keeps away a notable part of those spending the nights in street areas from hostels.  We had a separate question: “Has it ever happened to you that those working in the hostel have not regarded you as a human being?”. An average of 14 percent of subjects answered ‘yes’ for that question. (It is not surprising that subjects with a higher education reported this kind of offence also more frequently (30%).)

In our work we come across a large number of complaints that indicate offences or discrimination at the workplace. That is why we also asked: “Has it ever happened to you that an employer did not employ you, sacked you or paid less because you were homeless?”. One third of subjects answered ‘yes’ to that question. In the case of homeless people, refusing to pay the salary in itself results in a very serious situation. Besides not paying the salary, another “legal” type of discrimination in the area of employment is when somebody is not employed because of lacking an address, or when somebody is sacked for some fallacious reason.

Atrocities against homeless people are events discouraging people in already disadvantaged positions. We do not know what role those beatings and offences, which the already homeless people reported to us, played in losing one’s flat. Some say that the relationship between being offended in the past and later becoming homeless can be considered significant. If it is true that the victim, who has been treated unfairly, is outside the circle of “equals” until he or she gets compensated, then atrocities have the same consequence for the person as being homeless: exclusion.

From the point of view of the atrocities, the position of being excluded suggests the nightmare of outlawry. Naturally, noone is trying to say that homeless people have no possibility to take legal remedy. We have to notice, however, that the latitude is much different from the bottom-view. If one gets into a world where everything seems inevitable, exercising one’s rights seems almost pointless.

Based on our data and the hitherto experiences of the Legal Aid Forum for the Homeless, it appears that legal order can only provide protection beyond a certain level of social security. Being roofless – homeless means without protection and security not only in the symbolic sense, but it is accompanied by a concrete insecurity and defencelessness in the everyday experience. In our opinion, the means of help that are aimed at a minimal satisfaction of needs (providing accommodation or food) are in themselves unable to prevent this kind of societal exclusion.

It may seem odd, but by now we think that today even the denotation of “homeless” has become an expression that is stigmatising, excluding, abstracting in a prejudiced way from the complicated individual situation of the person, and it is negatively generalising.  In our experience this is accurately detected by the people in different life situations, being without a home, flat or roof. Beyond a certain point of deprivation and exclusion, somewhere on the margin, they concede and acknowledge that they are “homeless” (but not “bums” – even a part of homeless people delimit themselves from them). Before being driven to the margin, however, they are not homeless, even if they do not have a flat. 
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