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Abstract 

 

Homeless people often have multiple and complex needs resulting in deep social 

exclusion. Homelessness research represents a contested arena and one in which it 

is important to place the human experience of homelessness at the heart of the 

process. This paper reports on the Seldom Heard Voices project which used poetic 

inquiry as a qualitative research tool to examine the experience of homelessness. A 

performance poet, a group of homeless people attending a homeless hostel, and 

academics from social science backgrounds worked together to explore the lived 

experience of homelessness creating insights into wellbeing, identity, and belonging.  

 

This paper presents an overview of the project and considers how ‘poetic’ writing can 

engage seldom heard voices, providing a context for understanding the lived 

experience of homelessness through the words of participants, alongside the 

reflective narrative of the poet working with them. The project methodology is 



considered and the themes arising from two poems and the poet’s narrative is 

discussed.  
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Introduction 

 

Homeless people often exist on the fringes of society, and although they are known 

to exist as a ‘social problem’ and are increasingly visible on the streets, their lived 

experiences and daily challenges often remain hidden from view. Those 

experiencing homelessness often have multiple and complex needs resulting in 

‘deep social exclusion (Fitzpatrick, 2007). They may become treated as objects in 

public space subject to harassment, violence and abuse (Farrugia, 2011). They are 

excluded not only in economic and social terms, but also in terms of how they are 

able to participate in the process of policy and research about homelessness 

(Norman and Pauly, 2013). It is therefore important for research to address the ways 

in which the voice of homeless people is included within the research process.  

 

Social workers have a responsibility to ‘promote the recognition and protection of the 

human rights of people experiencing homelessness’ (Aykanian and Lee, 2016,   

p. 184). To achieve this aim, it is important not only to adhere to social work values 

underpinned by social justice which upholds the dignity of all people (IFSW, 2012), 

but to have a person-centred understanding of the lived experience of 

homelessness. The increasing growth in officially estimated numbers of rough 

sleepers in the UK, up by 132 per cent since 2010 (Fitzpatrick, et al., 2017), means 

that more than ever social work agencies and professionals need increased 

understanding of the challenges faced by homeless people. This paper discusses 

how participatory poetic inquiry offers a useful approach to engage with 

homelessness, promoting improved insights into the ‘lived’ experience of 

homelessness and the challenges faced by homeless people. Discussion will be 

illustrated by reference to the Seldom Heard Voices project which used poetic inquiry 

with a group of homeless people (n=15) recruited via a local homeless hostel in the 

South West of England.  



 

Homelessness as a ‘hard to reach’ research topic 

 

Undertaking research on homelessness has been described as complex as it is ‘a 

contested, and politically and morally charged enterprise’ (Farrugia and Gerrard, 

2016, p. 270). The contested nature of homelessness pivots around whether 

homelessness is seen to result from individual factors or structural factors (Farrugia 

and Gerrard, 2016), or as an interaction between both (Fitzpatrick, 2005). This 

complexity has led one researcher to describe homelessness research as ‘still 

uncomfortably close to being a conceptually inconsistent mess’ (Pleace, 2016, p.  

25). The way in which homelessness is viewed within society is also mediated by 

welfare systems which construct notions of agency and responsibility. For example, 

the impact on how certain groups are depicted as deserving or underserving of 

assistance has been linked to a punitive turn in welfare systems, influenced by 

neoliberalism and a focus on individual responsibility (Wacquant, 2010). This is 

evidenced by a growth in the conditionality of welfare benefits in the UK since 2012, 

which increase the challenges faced by homeless people (Reeve, 2017). Such 

changes in welfare policy, and the growth in strict eligibility criteria, therefore serve 

‘as a punitive/disciplinary measure against the socially marginalised’ (Reeve, 2017, 

p. 66).  

 

Rather than adopting an approach to the project focused on normative distinctions 

between ‘the homeless’ and ‘everyone else’, the Seldom Heard Voices project used 

creative means to communicate the experience of homelessness. This approach 

hoped to evoke an emotional response from those accessing the poetry, helping to 

construct alternative forms of representation to promote dialogue and understanding 

(Jones, 2006). This offers a balance to the ‘orthodoxy’ of homelessness research by 

delivering ‘a renewed focus on the experiences, understandings, subjectivities and 

activities of those who are homeless’ (Farrugia and Gerrard, 2016, p. 280).  

 

Homeless people encounter multiple exclusions including stigma and discrimination 

which may make them hard to reach in terms of both research and practice 

(Liamputtong, 2007).  Those described as hard-to-reach are generally socially 

invisible and this poses barriers to recruitment into research (Faugier and Sargeant, 



1997), particularly in terms of identifying potential participants (Ellard-Gray, et al., 

2015). Our approach aimed to overcome this challenge by adopting facility-based 

sampling (Shaghaghi, et al., 2011), working in partnership with a homeless hostel as 

gatekeeper to potential participants. A limitation of using a ‘facility’ as a gatekeeper is 

that the project only reaches those individuals who use the services offered by the 

hostel. This might be deemed a weakness in that the sample represents lived 

experiences which occur within a policy response, in as much that hostels have been 

constructed to offer an intervention to deal with homelessness, and individual 

identities have been forged within this environment. This may limit insight into a 

wider appreciation of what homelessness means to those who prefer to avoid 

contact with organisations offering support to homeless individuals.  

 

As with any research with so called ‘hard to reach’ populations, certain individuals 

may remain in the ‘half shadows’ through choice. Even when using participatory 

methods, it is important for researchers to acknowledge that some individuals will 

choose to remain hidden from view. Despite the sampling limitations resulting from 

facility-based sampling, it did allow us to communicate directly about the project with 

those who used the hostel. As sessions took place within the hostel, it also provided 

a familiar venue in which to hold the creative workshops.  

 

Another challenge in undertaking research with ‘hard to reach’ homeless participants 

was linked to the chaotic life styles of some which resulted in attrition and sporadic 

attendance at the fortnightly poetry workshops. High drop-out rates and poor 

attendance at research sessions have been identified as common features in 

research with certain vulnerable groups (Bonevski, et al., 2014; Johnsen, et al., 

2008). Sporadic attendance was an issue for the Seldom Heard Voices project. 

Although fifteen individuals took part in the workshops over the course of the ten 

sessions, attendance was often intermittent leading to challenges for the facilitator of 

the sessions. This will be considered in more detail later in the paper. To increase 

attendance sessions took place at a time when food was available in the hostel as it 

was felt that this might act as an incentive to participants to stay for the poetic inquiry 

sessions. Although this did help, issues linked to mental well-being made regular 

attendance a real challenge for some individuals.   

 



Background to The Seldom Heard Voices Project 

 

The Seldom Heard Voices project built on the poetic methodology employed in the 

authors’ previous research with other seldom heard groups (Fenge, et al., 2016; 

Hodges, et al., 2014). The aim of the project was to provide insights into the 

everyday lived experiences of homeless people, using their own words and language 

captured through participant poetry. Our approach was focused on providing in-

depth, nuanced information about the nature of homelessness and the ‘multiple 

exclusions’ homeless individuals experience (Fitzpatrick, et al., 2013).  Our use of 

participatory participant poetry, written by either single authors or as a collaborative 

group poem, was based on using poetic inquiry to uncover or create new knowledge. 

Participant written poetry can create insights using language where exploration of 

feelings and experiences can occur (Furman, et al., 2012).  

 

This approach is grounded in social justice through its participatory approach, which 

engages directly with the experiences and feelings of homeless people to explore 

issues related to family, identity and marginalisation. It offers a means to empower 

and promote the voices of those who are historically silenced or marginalised 

(Bagley and Castro-Salazar, 2012), enabling them to frame the issues that are 

important in their lives. By using such methods we sought to address the challenge 

offered by Pleace (2016, p. 37) that homelessness research should ‘acknowledge, 

respect and understand the human beings at the heart of homelessness’. This also 

links with international social work values which seek to recognise all aspects of a 

person’s life (IFSW, 2012).  

 

Participants in the Seldom Heard Voices project were all recruited via a local 

homeless shelter in the South West of England using facility-based sampling. This 

hostel caters for 40 residents who stay between a minimum of one night to a 

maximum of six months at the hostel. This was a convenience sample of homeless 

men and women who used the hostel and there were no specific inclusion/exclusion 

criteria. Fifteen participants attended the ten workshops, although attendance was 

sporadic. Most participants were male although two women attended occasional 

workshops. Hostel residents move through the hostel and local area in an ephemeral 

manner.  



 

The project was a collaboration with the shelter, and the project was funded by 

Bournemouth University Impact Acceleration Fund. Most participants had multiple 

and complex needs linked to the category of ‘deep social exclusion’ described by 

Fitzpatrick (2007).  This type of multiple exclusion homelessness (MEH) is defined in 

the following way Fitzpatrick, et al. (2013, p. 149): 

 

‘People have experienced MEH if they have been ‘homeless’ (including 

experience of temporary/ unsuitable accommodation as well as sleeping 

rough) and have also experienced one or more of the following other 

‘domains’ of deep social exclusion: ‘institutional care’ (prison, local authority 

care, mental health hospitals or wards); ‘substance misuse’ (drug, alcohol, 

solvent or gas misuse); or participation in ‘street culture activities’ (begging, 

street drinking, ‘survival’ shoplifting or sex work)’. 

 

Using poetic inquiry allows new insights into the intersections of various exclusionary 

factors which frame homeless experience and individual identity.   

 

Rationale for Arts based research 

 

Arts-based research and arts-informed inquiry were developed to challenge the 

‘limitations and oppressive features of traditional scientific research, opening spaces 

for experimentation of alternative approaches’ (Butterwick, 2002, p. 243). These 

creative methodologies can also facilitate the formation of identities for people 

experiencing oppression or marginalization (Moxley, 2014), and this may be an 

important consideration when undertaking research with homeless people. The 

opportunity to engage in arts-based projects may support homeless people to 

represent the issues they face in their daily lives, including identity issues, feelings of 

belonging and feelings of being ‘othered’. The Seldom Heard Voices project worked 

with a performance poet, and performance poetry can be viewed as a form of social 

activism.  The performance poet was pivotal in creating an artistic space which 

offered opportunities for expression to people who do not readily fit into normative 

structures (Rawdon and Moxley, 2016). 

 



The value of an arts-based approach is that it develops understanding of both 

participant and researcher experience (McNiff, 2008). Different arts-based 

methodologies have been employed to engage with the ‘voice’ and experience of 

homeless participants in recent years. For example, Clover (2011) used a feminist 

arts-based participatory research project with a group of homeless women. Others 

have used arts based poetic approaches when working with homeless groups to 

represent the interactions which take place between researchers and young 

homeless participants (Oppong Asante and Meyer-Weitz, 2015; Finlay, 2000). 

Poetry may therefore be used as a tool within qualitative research to understand and 

portray the lived experiences of individuals, and to ‘create new spaces for 

understanding the disparate images of social constructions and lived experiences’ 

(Finlay, 2015, p. 508). Despite a growing visibility in the research literature it has 

been suggested that poetic inquiry struggles for recognition and ‘is yet to be fully 

established and accepted by the mainstream qualitative research community as a 

legitimate approach’ (Bishop and Willis, 2014). 

  

Arts based research has been classified as occurring across three major categories: 

research about art, art as research, and art in research (Wang, et al., 2017). Using 

this classification it appears that the Seldom Heard Voices project, and indeed the 

authors’ wider body of research using participatory arts based approaches, fits the 

description of art in research. Participant poetic inquiry is the use of art in research in 

which ‘art is actively applied by participants and/or artist-researchers as a creative 

process in one or more phases of a research process studying social and 

behavioural science phenomena’ (Wang, et al., 2017, p. 15).  Participant poetry is 

treated as data (Lahman. et al., 2010), and as such the words and language used by 

participants directly allows exploration of feelings and experiences (Furman, et al., 

2012). This approach is different to other forms of poetry used in qualitative research 

in which researchers use words or themes from research interviews to generated 

poetry. The latter is referred to by a variety of terms such as found poetry (Sjollema, 

et al., 2012), poetic transcription (Clarke, et al., 2005; Glesne 1997), or poetic inquiry 

(Butler-Kisber, 2004). 

 

The participatory nature and openness of art in research offers a medium that allows 

research participants to ‘communicate’ with researchers about their situation, whilst 



also being a vehicle for dissemination of research findings through the generation of 

artefacts. In this project the artefacts are in the form of individual and group poems. It 

is important for those engaging with poetry as data to recognise that ‘traditional 

measures of validity are not appropriate criteria for judging research poems” (Hesse-

Biber and Leavy, 2008, p.13).  

 

Aims and Objectives 

 

The project ran through a series of poetry workshops (n=10) facilitated by a 

performance poet known as Jon Seagrave AKA Jonny Fluffypunk. He had previously 

worked with the researchers on earlier projects with other seldom heard groups such 

as young people with disabilities and older people in sheltered housing. The aim of 

the workshops was to utilise a range of creative means to assist participants to 

express their lived experiences of homelessness, including issues related to identity, 

belonging and otherness. 

 

From the outset we were mindful to create an atmosphere in the workshops which 

would reinforce human connections. After the first session, which both researchers 

attended along with the performance poet, we quickly decided the presence of all 

three of us was overwhelming and potentially oppressive for participants. We agreed 

that the sessions would be facilitated by the poet with support from a member of the 

hostel staff. This was important to try to ‘normalise’ the activity within the day to day 

running of the hostel. The approach taken by the poet stressed connectivity through 

positive human emotions, focusing on communicating through ‘a good personal 

story’ (Thomas, et al., 2017)  

 

Research Findings 

 

The discussion of research findings will be illustrated by discussion of two group 

poems, and we approach the participant poetry as data (Lahman, et al., 2010). 

Alongside this there is consideration of the poet’s reflective account of working on 

the project. These two perspectives give insights into key themes which are 

important in developing understanding of homeless people’s lives, as well as 

consideration of some of the challenges involved in the project.  



 

This is The Place: A Bournemouth Poem - Group Poem (written in the style of a 

poem by Tony Walsh which was shared with the group) 

 

This is the place 

where I am. 

 

This is the place 

where you meet your circle 

in the square at the bottom of the triangle. 

 

This is the place 

where it’s like a war, 

and most of the time 

it seems we get only shrapnel 

 

This is the place 

where beggars get contributions 

be it silver or gold 

Where a tenner drop 

is like a diamond 

 

This is the place  

where people follow their own shadows 

in endless circles 

where you are alone in the crowd, 

where you are either non-existent 

or all eyes are on you 

the place of many hiding places, 

some in full view 

 

This is the place  

of sun, sea and skag 

of twenty three deaths 



in just ten weeks 

of dole offices that don’t give a shit 

and buses that just drive past 

 

This is the place  

of millionaires and Tory conferences 

 

This is the place 

where my children and grandchildren are 

and that makes it the most special place 

 

This is the place 

you are meant to be. 

 

 

Some People - Group Poem (written in the style of a poem by Rita Ann Higgins 

which was shared with the group) 

 

Some people know what it’s like  

To have your mum sleep with Prince Valium on a daily basis 

To have half your possessions in Cash Converters 

To have the godsend of finding a quid in your pocket that you’d forgotten 

To roll out of bed and have the thrill of finding a few quid underneath 

To never hold the queen’s head for more than a few hours 

To know the ruthlessness of the DWP 

To know getting into the queue for the queue for the queue 

To loathe the sound of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons 

To make the mistake of thinking that the clue is in the name ‘Benefit Enquiries’ 

To spend 49 minutes on the phone to finally get through 

to a girl who tells you to go to the Job Centre anyway cos she can’t help you 

To look at the food and think where did they get that from? 

To choose good food over accommodation 

To be bailed out by the masons when your pitch crashes 

To have people show concern then not even listen to your answer 



To have people show concern then not even listen to your answer 

To have people show concern then not even listen to your answer 

 

Some people know what it’s like 

To have a hard mattress like a prison mattress 

and three quilts on top to make it comfortable 

To dread asking questions and prolonging the anxiety- 

will he lend me a tenner or tell me to fuck off? 

To be a slave of time’s laws 

To feel the burden of free time and to dread empty hours 

To be wealthy of time and non-wealthy of funds 

To have PGT- pre giro tension 

To have reliability increase tenfold on giro day 

To have Groundhog Day syndrome 

To go to sleep and wake to the same conversations. 

 

And other people don’t 

 

[Clarification of terms used in this poem: ‘Queen’s Head’ refers to the monarchs 

head on bank notes and coins, ‘DWP’ refers to the Department for Work and 

Pensions, and ‘PGT’ is a pun on PMT (pre-menstrual tension) and refers to the 

feelings that build up prior to a benefits cheque being cashed]  

 

Extracts from Poet’s Reflective Diary  

 

The following extracts from the performance poet’s reflective diary demonstrate both 

the challenges and rewards of undertaking research with homeless people. Names 

have been changed to ensure anonymity.  

 

Various people who had been keen to take part didn't show, which is apparently par 

for the course. Was a bit disappointed Percy didn't come. The project worker 

reckoned he'd been really looking forward to it all week, but then had some sort of 

mood shift yesterday and disappeared. 

 



Around six or seven passed through our ranks today- it’s difficult to be exact 

because people came and went all the time, and I had my hands full trying to keep 

those who were there at any one time engaged… I showed some poetry films, which 

were hotly debated (John Cooper-Clarke came out top). We then did an ‘identity’ 

piece based on Rita Ann Higgins’ ‘Some People’, which is a great poem to use with 

marginalised groups as it is a strong, defiant, self-assertive piece from someone at 

the bottom of the pile.  

 

Well, we got a poem out of it! This is easier said than done. The session was very 

lively, and every line of the poem was hotly debated.  

 

There was continuous disruption, which slows everything down, but this is par for the 

course. Frankie, for instance, -will suddenly be ‘called away’ by someone just in the 

middle of delivering a lyrical gem, and disappears. This happened several times. 

Each time someone new appeared, proceedings had to be explained. Certain 

personalities- such as Martin-, seem to delight in being controversial 

 

And the level of engagement, once participants are there, is very good (disruptions 

aside); there is very lively debate around the topics and lots of helpful comments to 

help shape phrasing and lines. People take real pride in a good turn of phrase and 

are quite keen to please. 

Arrived to find a group waiting! Lovely surprise. It was great having an attentive 

group to work with- it's been a while! They responded very well to the photo prompt; 

it provoked very animated discussion and a good selection of 'response' pieces, all 

of which seemed to have a common 'heavy' import- a lot of good/evil, dark/light 

symbolism. There were lots of linking references to the 'darkness' the participants 

unanimously feel to be a core part of their life experiences. 

 

The pressure on me just to keep them present and engaged often precludes me 

being able to focus on individuals and wheedle something more satisfying out of 

them, lest the others get distracted, down pens and disappear. Today we only lost 

one. 

 



The following section discusses the themes and issues arising from both the poetry 

and reflective diary notes. 

 

 

Discussion 

 

Both poems give insight into the subjective experiences and feelings of those living 

on the streets, including the multiple complexities of daily life and the deep social 

exclusion which result from experiencing multiple challenges (Fitzpatrick, 2007). 

These narratives do not represent statistics about homelessness or attribute 

structural or individual roots to homelessness. They illustrate issues related to 

belonging and being ‘othered’, and highlight how being displaced changes a person's 

sense of self, place, and belonging (Vandemark, 2007). For those existing in the half 

shadows, place and space present stark choices which take place in a context of 

‘warfare and shrapnel’, where choices pivot around eating or accommodation. The 

lived experience is central in these descriptions, and the reflective account from the 

poet facilitating the poetry sessions describe how 'darkness' is unanimously felt to be 

a core experience.  

 

Space in these poems depicts intersections of ‘sun, sea and skag’, of affluence and 

poverty co-existing. Homelessness is both visible and invisible ‘the place of many 

hiding places, some in full view’. Existing in such public spaces is not easy and 

subjects homeless people to ambivalence at best, but often violence and abuse 

(Farrugia, 2011). Yet these spaces also represent links to family and friends, spaces 

which retain meaning and resonance across time, representing ‘the most special 

place’ where my children and grandchildren are. Poetic inquiry can support a more 

person-centred approach (IFSW, 2012), allowing us to locate the experience of 

homelessness within a wider understanding of individual narrative and biography. 

This helps to balance homogeneous approaches which depict homelessness in a 

particular way, and illuminates the complex and nuanced experiences of individuals. 

 

The relentless challenge of survival day by day permeates both poems depicted 

powerfully as ‘the weight of Groundhog Day syndrome’. This gives insight into the 

perpetual grind involved in time passing slowly when you ‘sleep and wake to the 



same conversations’. The structural challenges created by systems which create 

barriers is clearly evidenced in the poem ‘Some People’ where difficulties faced 

when trying to access benefits are graphically described.  

  

These insights are important for social workers in terms of understanding homeless 

people more holistically, and providing an opportunity to enhance dialogue on 

important societal issues linked to inclusion and exclusion (Gergen and Gergen, 

2011). Social work practice takes place with individuals and communities who have 

unique stories and needs. It is important to recognise the barriers which are created 

by systems which alienate individuals through ambivalence and disinterest. The 

repeated line ‘to have people show concern then not even listen to your answer’ is 

an important one for social work. It stresses the need for social workers to treat 

everyone with dignity and respect, and to develop awareness of how discourse and 

stereotypes about homelessness may get in the way of seeing the individual 

experience. It also reiterates the importance for social work to resist discourse that 

‘unjustly places responsibility upon the shoulders of marginalised people and groups 

while obscuring systemic factors of oppression’ (Shdaimah and McGarry, 2018, p. 

34). 

 

Arts-based research using poetry creates a ‘space’ for new understanding between 

the writer and audience. Collaborating with the performance poet allowed all phases 

of the research process to be imbued with a more creative way of expression, 

therefore disrupting ‘our traditional modes of thinking and acting in analytical 

practice’ (Coemans and Hannes 2017, p. 44). However, research with individuals 

who experience deep exclusion and experience chaotic lives is not easy. As the 

reflective diary extracts detail, attendance was often sporadic, and some individuals 

were disruptive or demanding. Fifteen participants contributed at various times 

during the ten poetry workshops, but sometimes no-one turned up. Attrition and poor 

attendance at research sessions are common features in research with certain 

vulnerable groups (Bonevski, et al., 2014; Johnsen, 2008). However, the reflective 

diary also depicts how participants also engaged during the sessions. When 

sessions were well attended they were described as a space for ‘lively debate 

around the topics’. Participants appeared to relish the opportunity to explore 

language and imagery whilst shaping phrases and lines. A key output from the 



project has been a book of participant poetry around homelessness which is drawing 

attention to the challenges of living on the streets (Seldom Heard Voices, 2017). It is 

planned to use this as both a learning resource for social work students, as well as a 

wider resource for those interested in homelessness. Those from the hostel who 

contributed to the project, and could be found, were given copies of the poetry book. 

Informal feedback from participants was that this experience gave recognition of their 

lives and their work. Although taking part in the project did not find participants a 

home, the process acknowledged the human experience at the heart of 

homelessness (Pleace, 2016).  

 

Conclusion 

 

This paper has considered how poetic inquiry can be used to create insights into 

lives lived in the half shadows. Such projects are not without challenge, as it may be 

difficult to recruit participants who experience challenging and ephemeral lives. As 

well as proving unique insights into the nuanced experiences of homeless individuals 

within a wider narrative, poetic inquiry can enable homeless people to collectively 

question society’s attitudes and actions towards them, as well as allowing the 

audience to develop insights into the lived experience of life on the streets. Such an 

approach may also provide useful insights for social workers who seek to support 

individuals who experience multiple exclusions.  
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