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Introduction

The Women’s Night Service, staffed and run by Novas Scarman and based in the Day 

Centre in New Street, was a six month pilot scheme to provide an emergency 

accommodation support service for vulnerable homeless women. It was established as a 

result of evidence from service users and practitioners which suggested that this group of 

women were unlikely to access mixed emergency accommodation and found it hard to 

engage with more structured routes into support. The Novas Scarman Group provides a 

range of services to women and men in housing need within Bristol. Their services 

include a large women’s hostel which provides services to 150 women annually.

Additional consultation about the Night Service provision took place with service 

providers from  One25,  Second Step,  Alabare (The Well), caring at Christmas and 

representatives from Safer Bristol. Funding was obtained from the Supporting People 

Innovations Fund and a donation from Halifax Bank of Scotland (HBOS).

Before the project was implemented, it was also fully discussed with relevant 

neighbourhood partnerships and organisations, including The Compass Centre, St Paul’s 

Community Partnership, the Hostel Review Group and the Street Sex Workers Action 

Group. Existing links with the agencies to whom onward referrals were likely to be made 

were renewed, and a multi-agency advisory group was established to work with the 

project. Members of this group were drawn from  One25, Second Step, English 

Churches Housing Group Outreach, Streetwise, The Well and the local police force.

Aims and Objectives

The aims and objectives of the Women’s Night Service were to:

 provide a women-only emergency night service geared specifically to the needs of 

vulnerable single women who are not currently engaging with Supporting People 

funded services. The target group includes those experiencing domestic violence 
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and abuse, ex offenders, rough sleepers, young women and girls and street sex 

workers.

 address the complex needs and chaotic lifestyles of the target group. Novas 

Scarman anticipated that the largest group to access the Night Service would be 

those trapped in or leaving the sex industry, who, on the whole, have chaotic, 

addiction based lifestyles, and are particularly vulnerable to abuse by others. Their 

needs are complex and include problems with mental health, substance misuse, 

the criminal justice system, homelessness and exclusion from services.

 encourage women to engage with the Night Service workers to assess their needs, 

establish action plans and suggest appropriate referrals, before attending the day 

centre (in the same location) so that workers there could make referrals when 

partner agencies are open and staffed.

 facilitate an easy transition from one service to another, supporting women to 

take the first steps into different pathways with a user-led approach.

 ensure the long term aim will be to link women into safe, longer term 

accommodation with support, health care, assistance with drug and alcohol 

dependencies and related services through multi-agency partnerships working to 

achieve a coordinated approach.

The aims of the evaluation were to:

 Examine the data on the number of women using the service across the duration 

of the six month pilot project;

 Identify the specific and complex needs of this client group, and how these can 

be met;

 Identify the role of other service providers and what Pathways are needed to 

facilitate multi-agency working;

 Assess the effectiveness of the service in enabling the target group to engage in 

services and achieve positive outcomes;
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 Consider the wider impact of the Women’s Night Service on other statutory and 

third sector organisations, including how agencies can work together to provide 

coordinated support packages;

 Identify options for future provision to inform Bristol's Pathways work, the 

development of the Housing Register and future commissioning of services.

The Women’s Night Service

The Women’s Night Service operated from 1 December 2009 to 31 May 2010 and was

open from 10pm to 8.30 the following morning, seven days a week, for a maximum of 

fifteen women a night. The ground floor of the building used as the main area for the 

New Street day centre, is cleared of the furniture and mattresses laid out to provide 

sleeping accommodation. There is wheelchair access to the area and a toilet and shower 

with disabled access. Basic refreshments - tea, coffee and soup – are available through 

the night, as well as a simple breakfast in the morning and women can use the laundry 

facilities. Women must be up by 7am and leave the premises by 8.30, so that the room 

can be cleaned and set up for use during the day. 

Two members of staff are normally on duty each night with, if possible, two volunteers.

A handover to the day centre staff takes place each morning. The manager, who is also a 

member of the day team is on duty for one full shift each week and is also present for a 

short while each night. Women can self-refer or be referred by an agency. They can come 

in to the accommodation at any time, but, once in, are not able to come and go, to avoid 

disturbing other women. There was no bar to the number of times a woman could use 

the service – this was considered essential if workers were to build up trust and enable 

women to take steps towards a more stable lifestyle. However, behaviour which was 

abusive towards the workers or volunteers, or disruptive of the service could result in a 

woman being banned from using the service for a set period of time.

The evaluation

The evaluation team consists of 4 experienced researchers from the University of Bristol.

All have experience of researching women facing trauma and difficult life situations.
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The evaluation of the Women’s Night Service took place alongside a broader mapping 

study of services for homeless women across Bristol (Henry et al, 2010). Incorporating 

the night service evaluation in the wider study meant that additional data could be 

gathered from other service providers whose clients may be using the Night Service and 

to whom referrals from the Night Service might be made.  The aims and objectives of 

the evaluation are identified above.

Methodology

The evaluation consisted of conducting additional interviews and fieldwork relating 

specifically to the night service alongside the wider mapping study (see: Henry et al, 2010 

for more information about the design of the wider mapping study). The research team 

used service user interviews, stakeholder interviews and analysis of quantitative data to 

conduct the evaluation. The research team visited the Shelter on 6 occasions from 

January to April 2010. In terms of evaluating whether the night service was successful or 

not, the project was evaluated both in terms of standard measures of use and satisfaction, 

alongside objectives identified by stakeholders and service users themselves. By using a 

variety of sources of information, evaluators have been able to consider the ability of 

the services to meet the needs of service users, funders, service providers and staff.

Recruitment of evaluation participants

Women who used the Night Service were recruited directly by the research team. They 

were approached and asked if they would like to take part in the research either by 

completing a short survey, or by completing a semi-structured interview1 which included 

completing the short survey as a starting point. Women who took part in interviews were 

asked to sign a consent form, and where permission was given, the interviews were 

digitally recorded. Where permission for recording was not given, researchers took notes 

during the interview. Eleven women were recruited to complete the short survey and 5 

women took part in face-to-face interviews as the Night Service.

Ethics

                                               
1 Copies of the short survey and interview schedule are available in the wider mapping study report, 
Henry et al, 2010.
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Prior to the commencement of fieldwork, the project underwent ethical review by the 

School for Policy Studies Research Ethics Committee. This committee adheres to the 

standards outlined by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) and is based at 

the University of Bristol. The evaluation and the wider mapping study received ethical 

approval in December 2009.

Profile of service users 

The main quantitative data in this section is taken from 3 different data sources: 

1) the daily record sheets kept by night service staff (for the first 4 months of the 

service)2, which were analysed by the research team, 

2) an analysis of service users during the six month duration of the service which 

was undertaken by the Night Service itself,

3) information gathered from the eleven women from the Night Service who

completed short questionnaires (see –methodology above). In addition 

comparisons are made between the profile of service users within this evaluation 

of the night service and the broader Women’s Mapping Study (Henry et al, 2010).

An examination of the ages of women using the service (Table 1) shows that women 

from all age groups were represented as service users. The largest group of women who 

used the service were from the youngest age category (40%). This reflects the need 

already identified by Bristol City Council and service providers in this study for dedicated 

services for young homeless women. A substantial proportion of women using the 

service were forty years or over (34%). Interviews with women using the service showed 

that older women who had received help in the past were sometimes still in the system, 

failing to keep or get tenancies and to find more stable ways of living. This finding may 

suggest a need for more extensive or more tailored housing support to help women to 

maintain tenancies.

Table 1: Ages of women using the Night Service from December 2009 to March 
2010 (Night Service daily record data)

                                               
2 Due to timing issues it was not possible to conduct an analysis of the data over the full six months.
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Age group

Number of 

women

Per cent Cumulative 

Per cent

16-25 22 43.1 43.1

26-39 17 33.3 76.5

40+ 11 21.5 98

No info 1 2.0 100.0

Total 51 100.0

The majority of women using the service were from white UK backgrounds (74.5%) 

(Table 2). A significant proportion of women came from the second largest ethnic group 

where women defined themselves as Black African or African Caribbean (8 women).

These statistics compare to the Black African and Caribbean group of 16.9% in Bristol 

Supporting People statistics (Supporting People 2010). Overall, a quarter of all women using 

the Night Service were from Black or other minority ethnic origins. Night Service users 

were less likely to be from minority ethnic communities than people in the wider group 

of Supporting People service users but more likely to be from those communities than 

individuals in the most recent population estimates for the whole of Bristol (Supporting 

People 2010, Bristol City Council 2009, 5).

Table 2: Ethnicity of women using the Night Service from December 2009 to 
March 2010 (Night Service daily record data)

Ethnic group

Number of 

women

Per cent Cumulative 

Per cent

Black African or 

Caribbean

8 15.7 15.7

European 3 5.9 21.6

Multiple Heritage 2 3.9 25.5

White UK 38 74.5 100

Total 51

Profile of women participating in the evaluation
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The analysis of short questionnaires from 11 women shows that women participating in 

the evaluation (as opposed to using the service) were almost exclusively from ‘White UK’ 

backgrounds (8 of the 9 women who responded). However, night service records show 

that a quarter of the women using the service were from outside the ‘White UK’ group. 

Of the 10 women who responded to questions on the survey about sexuality, two are 

bisexual, and the other 8 are heterosexual. One woman defined herself as disabled in this 

part of the evaluation. The group of women completing questionnaires was less than a 

quarter of the total number of women using the service in the four month period 

covered above. 

Routes into the Women’s Night Service

As this was a new service, we asked all of the women who conducted an interview how 

they had come to hear about the Women’s Night Service.  Three of the women were 

brought in by the police and for one of the women this was in relation to domestic 

violence.  Ellie already attended the mixed gender day centre and read about the 

Women’s Night Service on the notice board.  Dawn had found it difficult to find the 

service and after making many phone calls to different services, was finally given the 

number by the Julian shelter which provides mixed-gender accommodation.  The Julian 

Trust also referred another female client to the service.  Pat was given the address by one 

of the St James Priory Project’s after being asked to leave that service.  Finally, one 

woman was referred to the service by the BRI Homeless Health Team.  It is important to 

note that during the course of the 6 month period the number of women using the 

service increased (see details below).  In many cases, subsequent services users had heard 

about the service from other homeless women.

Use of the Women’s Night Service



10

In its first 4 months, the Night Service accommodated 51 women who occupied 580 

places in the four month period (the service has places for up to 15 women per night)3. 

There was a great deal of variation in the number of nights stayed by each individual 

woman. Some women stayed just one night whereas the woman using the service most 

frequently stayed for 82 nights out of a possible 121 between 1 December 2009 and 31 

March 2010. Use of the service increased over the 4 month period with 91 spaces 

occupied in its opening month compared to 190 in March. Bristol had unusually cold 

weather in January and this may have contributed to the increased use of the service in 

this month (Table 3).

Table 3: Individual women’s use of the Night Service from December 2009 –
March 2010 (Night Service daily record data)

Nights stayed per 

month

December January February March December 2009

to March 2010

Minimum 1 1 1 1 1

Maximum 19 29 17 26 82

Monthly total 91 172 127 190 580

Table 4 (below) shows the number of women joining the service and those ‘not 

returning’ to the service within the four month period. (For the purposes of this 

evaluation, women are defined as ‘not returning’ if they used the service in one month 

and then did not use it again in the period from December to March.) The night shelter 

had a steady intake of women who were new to the service with between 10 and 14 

women joining the service each month. (For the purposes of this analysis, women leaving 

the service are defined as those women who used the service in one month but did not 

use the service again before the end of March 2010). There were 5 women ‘not returning’ 

to the service in December, 7 in January and 13 in February. Attracting 51 new women 

to the service within the 4 month period seems a major achievement for a service 

working with ‘hard to reach’ women. This figure suggests a clear need for a service of 

this kind in Bristol.

                                               
3 It was only possible to analyse this data for 4 of the 6 months within which the service ran.
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Table 4: New service users, women joining and women ‘not returning’* 
to the Night Service December 2009 – March 2010 (Night Service daily 
record sheet data)

December January February March Total

Service users 14 19 23 26 51

Joining 14 10 13 14 51

‘Not returning’ 5 7 13 N/A N/A
*For the purposes of this evaluation, women are defined as ‘not returning’ to the service if they used the 

service in one month and then did not use it again during December to March. No figures are listed for 

‘not returning’ in March because it not possible to know whether or not the service users who came in 

March will use the service in April.

Internal data from the Night Service (which covered the entire 6 month pilot period)

shows us that of the 76 women who used the service 15 were referred onto supported 

housing in the Bristol area, and 2 into bed and breakfast accommodation. 

The number of women using the Night Service in any one month steadily rose from 14 

in December to 26 in January and 51 women staying at the Night Service over the four 

months. Women stayed for an average (mean) of 11.37 days (Table 5). In December 

service users stayed for an average (mean) of 6.5 days for the month compared to just 

over 9 days in January which was a significantly colder month. In February, the mean 

number of nights stayed was 5.52 compared with the March figure of 7.31. (A lower 

mean would be expected in February, the shortest month). There was major variation in 

the length of time each of the women stayed with one night being the most common 

length of time stayed for each of the 4 months. In February, the equal most common 

length of time stayed was both 1 and 3 days.
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Table 5: Average number of women staying at the Night Shelter from December 2009 –
March 2010 (Night Service daily record data)

December January February March Total

Number of women 14 19 23 26 5

1

Number of nights 

stayed

91 172 127 190 580

Mean number of nights 6.50 9.05 5.52 7.31 11.37

Std. Error of Mean 1.815 1.911 1.006 1.339 2.219

Median 3 6 4 5.5 5

Mode 1 1 1/3 1 1

Std. Deviation 6.791 8.330 4.823 6.828 15.8

Variance 46.115 69.386 23.261 46.622 251.2

Range 18 28 16 25 81

Table 6 explores the number of nights occupied by each woman using the service over 

the four month period. Of the total number of women using the service, over half (28 

women) stayed for between 1 and 5 nights. Of the remaining women, over 15% stayed 

between 6 and 10 nights in the four months and the remaining women (just under 30%) 

stayed for between 11 and 82 nights. Examining the amount of time women used the 

Night Service is important as it will have a significant bearing on the ability of the staff to 

achieve the wider aims of the service.  Almost 20% (10 women) stayed at the Night 

shelter for more than 20 nights over the 4 months. This included 2 women staying more 

than 40 nights. Looking at our interview data, it appears that certain women who found it 

difficult to engage with other agencies’ more structured routes into services.  In 

providing a more open access ethos the Women’s Night Service were able to offer a 

‘half-step’ into other services.  The Night Service were able to offer service users food, 

shelter and a safe place to stay, and in the process staff were able to engage with service 

users about routes into other support services.  
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Table 6: Women’s Night Shelter Use: Total number of nights stayed from 
December to March 2010 (Night Service daily record data)

Number of nights 

Number of 

women

Per cent Cumulative 

Per cent

1-5 28 54.9 54.9

6-10 8 15.7 70.6

11-15 3 5.9 76.5

16-20 2 3.9 80.4

21 days or more 10 19.6 100

Total 51

Immediate needs of women using services 

Predictably, the most frequently recorded immediate need of the women in our survey 

was for a ‘safe place to stay’ (8 women) (Table 7). The following needs were also 

mentioned by more than half of the women completing the questionnaire: ‘help with 

finances’ (7 women), help ‘finding somewhere to live’ (6 women), ‘something to eat’ (6 

women). Five women needed immediate help with their ‘general health and wellbeing’ 

(Table 3). Women identified having combinations of other needs including ‘counselling’, 

‘someone to talk to’, and help with ‘drug or alcohol treatment’. When shown a 

comprehensive list of services, none of the 11 women said that they needed support for 

mental health needs, attending court or probation appointments or sexual health services. 

From the contact that researchers had with the Night Service users, we might have 

expected there to have been more mention of needs for mental health support. It may be 

that the stigma associated with mental health is a reason for this lack of 

acknowledgement or possibly that women are not able to consider these needs (not 

included in table 7) alongside more pressing issues such the need for food or a place to 

stay. Mental health issues are examined later in this report and also in the wider Women’s 

Mapping Project report (Henry et al 2010). Table 7 shows the needs identified most and 

least frequently by the 11 women taking part in the evaluation. Less frequently 

mentioned needs were an immediate need for ‘support with life skills’ (3 women), 

‘confidence building’ (3  women) and help with problems of abuse or violence (3 

women). Two women needed legal advice, to see a doctor or nurse or ‘help with being a 
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mum’. Only one woman identified immediate needs in each of the categories: ‘help 

leaving sex work’, ‘help with problems of sexual abuse or violence’, or ‘help with 

education and training’. In the Women’s Mapping Study of 94 women, the most frequently 

mentioned immediate needs were for ‘someone to talk to’ and ‘help building confidence’ 

(48 and 47 women respectively) (Henry et al 2010).  It appears that women in this smaller 

study were understandably prioritising basic needs for food and shelter.  In other words, 

service users were prioritising survival. However, additional needs for emotional or social 

support or support to deal with physical health issues were also identified by women in 

the survey.

Table 7: Immediate needs of women using the Night Service – Most and least 
frequently identified needs are shown (Short Survey Data – Night Service
respondents only, N=11)*

Need

Number 

of 

women 

(N=11) Per cent Need

Number 

of 

women 

(N=11) Per cent

A safe place to stay 

now

8 73 help with job search now 4 36

Help with finance, 

benefits or debt now

7 64 help with drug or alcohol 

treatment now

4 36

Help finding 

somewhere to live now

6 55 support to live 

independently now

4 36

Something to eat now 6 55 help with job search now 4 36

Help with general 

health and wellbeing 

now

5 45 help with mental health 

now

0 00

Someone to talk to 

now

4 36 support attending court or 

probation appointments 

0 00
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now

Help with counselling 

now

4 36 needs sexual health 

services now

0 00

*Information included for the eleven most frequently identified needs (self-report) and the three least 

frequently identified.

Future needs of women using services

Women completing the questionnaires women were also asked to identify aspects of 

their lives that they thought they might need help with later. Table 8 (below) shows the 

needs most frequently identified as being important in the future. Problems with finance, 

benefits and debt and with general health and well-being were the most likely to be 

identified by the women completing the questionnaires (five out of 11 women). Health 

needs, counselling and education and training were raised as an issue by four women 

using the Night Service and three women had needs for support with ‘abuse or violence’, 

‘drug or alcohol treatment’, ‘help with finding a job’, ‘sexual health services’, ‘legal advice’ 

or ‘confidence building’. The other categories (not listed in table 4) where women 

identified a particular need in the future were ‘someone to talk to’, ‘independence skills’, 

‘mental health problems’, support to ‘attend court or probation appointments’, with 

‘being a mum’ (each identified by 2 women) and support with problems with ‘sexual 

violence’, ‘leaving sex work’, ‘something to eat’ and ‘a safe place to stay’ (identified as a 

need by one woman). None of the women completing the survey said that ‘a place to 

live’ was something that they would need help with in the future. (This is likely to be 

because they were focussed on their immediate housing needs with 8 women saying that 

they needed a place to stay at the time the questionnaire was completed (See Table 7

above).

The evaluation found that there were high levels of trauma experienced by service users 

and that the causes of this trauma were the issues identified above.  Drug or alcohol 

issues, mental health problems, experiences of violence and abuse, and exploitation.  As a 

result of the trauma experienced this group of service users prioritised safety issues, 

particularly safety in respect of men’s violence and exploitation.
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Table 8: Non-immediate needs of women using the Night Service – Most and 
least frequently identified needs are shown (Short Survey Data – Night Service
respondents only, N=11)*

Need

Number 

of 

women 

(N=11) Per cent Need

Number 

of 

women 

(N=11) Per cent

Help with finance, 

benefits or debt - later

5 45
Support for problems with 

abuse or violence later

3 27

Help with general 

health and wellbeing -

later

5 45
Support with drug and 

alcohol problems - later

3 27

A doctor or nurse –

later

4 36
Needs sexual health 

services - later

3 27

Counselling - later 4 36
Needs - legal advice later 3 27

Help with life skills –

later

4 36
Help with building 

confidence - later

3 27

Help with finding 

education or training –

later

4 36
A place to live - later 0 0

Help with finding a 

job - later

3 27

*Information included for the twelve most frequently identified needs (self-report) and the single category 

where no women indicated the need.

Listening to women’s views about their needs

During the evaluation, we carried out in-depth interviews with five women who were 

using the Night Service and, on each visit talked informally with those who completed 
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the short survey and with other women using the service. Four common themes emerged 

strongly from the broad spectrum covered by this material:

1) fears over safety

2) the need for women-only services

3) the importance of the attitude of the workers

4) the impact and accessibility of services on women with multiple/complex 

support needs.

Safety

Concerns over physical, sexual and mental safety were voiced by all of the women we 

interviewed. They talked of the dangers they themselves had encountered and had seen 

happen when sleeping rough - robbery, assault, rape and the possibility of dying on the

streets. Some had walked the streets all night (recognising that this, too, could be 

dangerous) rather than placing themselves in a more vulnerable position by sleeping 

outside, or, alternatively, going to a shelter which catered for both men and women.

Emergency shelters shared by men and women were regarded as unsafe, unless a woman 

had a male partner with them for protection. Potentially, this form of accommodation 

could be even more risky than rough sleeping, since women were always in a tiny 

minority among a group of homeless men.   The issue of safety for women in mixed 

hostel accommodation was recognised by service providers within the wider Mapping 

Study (Henry et al, 2010).  One service specifically located beds for female service users 

nearer to staff to offer additional safety.  Women who had experienced these hostels 

talked of service users who were drunk, constant noise and fighting, and unwanted sexual 

advances. It was necessary to ‘sleep with one eye open, shoes under your pillow’ and 

‘with your valuables in your hand’. 

Reaching women

It was evident from talking to women, workers and volunteers that those using the 

service were indeed, from the hard-to-reach groups of women that the service was 

intended to target. Many were struggling with substantial and interlinked problems in 
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their lives, including mental health difficulties, drug and alcohol dependencies, street sex 

work and a range of self-harming behaviours. They had little in the way of support 

networks and, because of the complexity of their problems, it seemed that agencies had 

tended to shift them from one to another, resulting in feelings of frustration and 

negativity. This had been Dawn’s experience:

‘every place I go, everything I do … ‘It’s not our problem, it’s not our problem’. You 

just get passed on to all these different services …everybody’s passing you on. Eventually 

there’s nobody to pass you on to, so you are just left at the end of the road … you just 

think, what’s the point?’

From the accounts of the women, the attitude of the staff of the Night Service, and the 

flexibility of the service provision seemed to offer an approach which worked with their 

often chaotic lifestyles, making it easier to engage with what was on offer and, perhaps, 

see a way of moving on. A further element in the value of the Night Service was the 

presence of other service users, who encouraged and supported each other. This mutual 

support, despite some tense moments, was often visible during visits and was immensely 

moving. 

Case study – Pat

Pat is in her 50s and has slept rough intermittently for many years. She talked at length about 

the vulnerability of life on the streets. A few years ago Pat was raped whilst living on the streets 

and she is aware that several rough sleepers had died in recent years. Pat has also spent several 

periods of her life in prison, has drug and alcohol problems, previous experience as a sex worker 

and has experienced abuse from a previous partner. Pat is also a mother with three children and a 

grandchild but she has very little contact with her family.

Pat came to Bristol after leaving prison just over a week before the interview. She was referred to 

an abstinence based drug and alcohol project through her local council. After only one week in the 

project, Pat was evicted from the house. She says she left because she didn’t like the rules and 

because she did not get on with one of the other residents but she also acknowledges that she used 

alcohol and drugs before she was evicted. She came to the Night Service because it was the only 

place available. She seemed quite unhappy at the Night Service; she did not get on well with other 

residents and had just one friend. She complained about the facilities for laundry and the showers. 
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In general she was positive about staff at the Night Service, but she found exchanges with some of 

the younger staff difficult because she felt ‘talked down’ to.

Pat has several chronic health problems including hepatitis C and complaints that affect her 

mobility. She is pleased that she had been able to get help to manage these issues (through health 

service staff at New Street) and is hoping to find a dentist soon. She was pleased with her move to 

Bristol, finding life a little easier than it had been in the South East. When asked what she 

would like to happen in the future, Pat said that she would like more contact with her children 

and grand-child. 

Providing services for women

Safety was raised by service users as an important issue and is one of the principles of the 

Women’s night Service.  The reasons why safety is important have been raised elsewhere 

in this report.  We therefore asked service users about whether they preferred services 

(primarily accommodation services) run by women.  Where respondents expressed a 

clear opinion, five out of six women said that they preferred services run by women4.  

Within the wider mapping study, which included data from women using a range of 

service, (Henry et al, 2010) 67% of respondents said that they preferred services run by 

women with over 80% of women saying that they preferred to see a female worker.  

Table 9: Do you prefer services run by women? (Short Survey Data – Night 
Service respondents only, N=11)

Number of 

women

Per cent

Yes 5 45.5

No 1 9.1

Don’t mind 2 18.2

No response 3 27.3

Total 11 100

Table 10: Is it important to you to be seen by a female worker? (Short Survey Data 
– Night Service respondents only, N=11)
                                               
4 1 woman said no, and 2 didn’t know.  A further 3 participants did not answer this question.
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Number of 

women

Per cent

Yes 4 36.4

No 4 36.4

Sometimes 2 18.2

No response 1 9.1

Total 11 100

The first point made by women about the Night Service was that it felt safe, because 

there were no men around. As Ellie put it ‘you get treated right and no blokes’. They felt 

able to sleep without fear, in a less stressful atmosphere, making them more relaxed and 

able to work on the problems in their lives. Women agreed that, from time to time, it 

could get noisy and chaotic in the accommodation, with arguments and shouting among 

the women, but they pointed out that this was almost inevitable, given the stresses and 

pressures they were under and that staff were normally able to sort things out firmly and 

speedily. Despite these outbursts, women also drew emotional support from each other, 

saying that it felt like being part of a family. (It was apparent that many of these women 

had little or no contact with their own families.) Jane said ‘I’ve realised I’m not alone; 

being here has made me a better person, because I’m learning from all of these girls’. 

We also asked women if they felt they had different support needs from homeless men 

and, if so, what these were. The consensus was that they did indeed have different needs 

from men; in particular, they needed a safe, woman-only space in which to talk through 

their issues and problems. Their concerns, as homeless women, were around their own 

vulnerability, both physical and emotional and the complex range of problems in their 

lives. Often, these problems stemmed from, or were compounded by an abusive 

relationship and they needed to be physically away from this situation and in a safe place 

where they could think about what was going on for them. They wanted to be able to 

talk about their circumstances with other women who understood what had happened to 

them, to receive emotional support and, when they felt ready to do so, to work on their 

problems with dedicated support. There was a desire for more women-only emergency 

services in different parts of Bristol and perhaps a woman-only Day Centre to provide 

activities during the day.
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Case study - Ellie

Ellie is just 18 and pregnant. She has a history of running away from home, sleeping rough and 

being returned home by the police, but has no involvement with drink, drugs or sex work. She 

finally left home at 18 to be with her boyfriend in various locations in the city. Ellie is a regular 

user of the Day Centre at New Street, where she learnt of the Night Service. Like other women in 

this study, she uses the Julian Shelter if her partner is with her, but if on her own she feels more at 

risk there – lots of drunks, loud, noisy, fights, police often there and it is very restricted and 

regimented.

Ellie feels much safer in the Night Service because it is all female and that she gets ‘treated good, 

treated with respect and they try and help you as much as they can. I’ve never known any other

workers that’ve been so nice’. Flexibility was also important and the sense that the workers at 

Novas are good because they understand and ‘know where you’re at’. The workers are working 

with Ellie to help her access appropriate accommodation, since, as a teenage mother she should be 

getting priority. Her dream is to have a place of her own, but knows she will need support to learn 

how to be a mum. 

Ellie has strong views about the need for women only services and for the Night Service in 

particular. She wants to see more services of this nature across the city and that ‘women need 

different things when homeless, they need to be inside and safe, not on the streets. ‘I don’t think 

women are safe on the streets because of all the risks. Kidnap, rape, anything can happen to 

women because we’re women. When someone sees a homeless woman, they’re going to take 

advantage.’

The Experience of Using Night Service

We were interested in whether women who had used the Women’s Night Service were 

satisfied with the service they had received.  Of the total sample of women in the wider 

mapping study (Henry et al, 2010), 20 women had used the night service and responded 

to this question.  15 of these women (75%) said that they were satisfied with the service 

they received (Table 11).
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Table 11: Satisfied with Women's Night Service? (Short Survey Data – All 
respondents, N=94)

Frequency Per cent
No 5 25

Yes 15 75

Total 20 100.0

All five women who were interviewed spoke positively about the attitude of the workers 

and volunteers in the Night Service. They felt that staff had experience and 

understanding of the circumstances which had resulted in them coming to the night 

service and that they were accepted as they were, without being judged. Being treated 

with respect was not something they had come to expect from other agencies and 

comparatively small luxuries, like showers and the provision of toiletries, a choice of 

clothes and boxes for their personal belongings appeared to contribute to improving 

their self-esteem. Other services available within the service, in particular the availability 

of on-site health services was also greatly welcomed.

Women who had used the service for more than one night were appreciative of the 

support they were offered - flexible and related to their needs, rather than trying to 

impose a rigid package with terms and conditions with which they would not be able to 

comply. This approach and the attitude of the workers made it easier for women to 

engage with the workers, to look at their problems and see what sources of additional 

support might work for them. With low levels of self-esteem and lack of confidence, self-

advocacy in approaching other agencies was difficult for many of them and the fact that 

workers were willing to accompany them to appointments was seen as extremely 

beneficial. Dawn explained ‘Representing me. You’ve got more clout if you have 

someone representing you rather than going in by yourself’. We noted that, from time to 

time, this task was undertaken by workers and volunteers outside their normal hours. 

As we saw on our visits, the stresses of a homeless life could result in difficult and 

challenging behaviour towards workers. (Some women had, in fact, already been asked to 

leave other projects offering accommodation and support to homeless individuals, 

because their behaviour was unacceptable to the staff and other service users.) If this 

pattern continued and became extreme, or the behaviour was disrupting the operation of 



23

the service, it was dealt with firmly and could result in a ban from using the service for a 

set period. We noted that other agencies offering, accommodation and support, saw 

the Night Service as a safe place of referral when women were asked to leave their 

projects.  When a woman who had already been asked to leave another service was 

subsequently banned from the Night Service, there were, as a result, very few options 

for her, other than rough sleeping, walking the streets, or using mixed shelters which 

many women found to be unsafe.  As a result, imposing this firm boundary on 

behaviour within the service was understood by all the women and could have a 

considerable impact, marking, on occasion, a critical turning point in a woman's life 

where, with support from workers, she recognised what was happening and was able 

to change her behaviour and move towards a more settled lifestyle.

Case study – Sandra (information provided by Novas Scarman workers)

Sandra is a young woman 20 years old, she was one of the first people to use the Night Service

when it first opened. Sandra was referred to the Night Service by Trinity Road Police Station, she 

was vulnerable and at risk of being bullied, Sandra also had a lot of family issues that she was

trying to deal with.

During the early months of the Night Service, referrals were made for Sandra to a women’s hostel, 

an assessment was made, which she attended and then turned down, her reason was she didn't like 

hostels, Sandra went through a phase where she was drinking, coming into the Night Service quite

drunk, she even used drugs, it got to the point where she was banned for a few nights.

When Sandra returned after her ban, Night Service workers sat down and talked about what she 

was doing to herself and what her goals were, the next day she got in touch with her mother and 

sister, who were happy to hear from her. She now visits her family on a regular basis, which had 

made such a difference to her behaviour, a referral has been made to a supported housing project, 

she is waiting for an assessment. 

Stakeholders views
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Before examining the outcome of this evaluation, it is important to reflect on the views 

of key stakeholders.  During the wider mapping study we conducted 31 interviews 

covering 42 services providing services to homeless women, and women at risk of 

homelessness, in the Bristol area.  

Analysis of that data is outlined in a separate report (Henry et al, 2010), however a 

number of themes are specifically relevant to the provision of the Night Service.  

Stakeholders were asked about gaps in services, examples of good practice, and barriers 

to service provision.  10 service providers identified a lack of services for (homeless) 

women with mental health issues and a further 6 specifically mentioned a lack of services 

for women with borderline personality disorders, both  issues compounded if the 

individual with mental health issues also had a dual diagnosis relating to alcohol or drug 

use.  14 service providers recognised a need for services for women who were still using 

drugs (6) or alcohol (8).  For many of the service users within this evaluation using drugs 

or alcohol had led to them being asked to leave other services, and in these 

circumstances, being able to access the safety of the Night Service was vital.  

Another issue raised by a number of service providers was a lack of provision for women 

with children and/or for women to work on developing their relationships with their 

children.  The women only space of the Night Service provided some space for service 

users to discuss their roles as carers/mothers with workers, and this was something that 

the women raised with us in their interviews.  Service providers within the wider 

mapping study identified a number of aspects of good practice which, in their experience, 

led to positive results when working with homeless women.  The most important 

element, identified by 10 service providers, was the need for client centered (customer 

focused) approaches which were flexible (7); holistic (5); safe (5); and based on trust (5); 

consistency (3); and mutual respect (2).  In addition, service providers identified the need 

for workers to focus on building the confidence of service users and to empower 

women.  The importance of having skilled workers (6) who were able to listen and 

advocate on behalf of service users was also identified as being central to working in this 

area.

When asked to identify key barriers to working in this area the key complaint by service 

providers was a lack of adequate funding (10).  Also mentioned were a lack of multi-

agency working (3); failure to get service users engaged with services (3); a lack of 
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specialist knowledge (4) – this was in relation to the needs of women and homeless 

women in particular; a lack of information sharing (2); lack of training (2); and finally a 

concern about the inflexibility of services, particularly relating to referrals, out of office 

hours (4).  

Outcomes for women using the service

Due to the kind of project being evaluated and the fact that it only operated for six 

months, opportunities to track service users and outcomes are limited. However, data 

collected by Night Service staff tells us that over the course of the 6 month pilot 76 

women used the service of which: 

 15 were moved into some form of supported housing;

 2 women moved into bed and breakfast accommodation; 

 4 women moved outside of the Bristol area; 

 20 women moved back to their own homes, family, or friends (and therefore in 

some cases might still be at risk of homelessness); 

 2 women moved into police custody or prison;  

 1 woman was deported by immigration services; 

 1 woman was referred to hospital; 

 3 women moved into private rented accommodation; 

 2 women continued to sleep rough.  

 In the case of 17 women their movements after using the service were unknown.  

Of the 76 women using the Night Service staff identified that: 

 21 women had issues relating to both alcohol and drugs; 

 9 women had drug issues; 

 8 women had issues with alcohol; 

 16 women using the service were involved in the sex industry; 

 36 women had issues relating to domestic or sexual violence; 

 45 women had some form of mental health issues; 

 31 were involved in the criminal justice/legal system; 

 6 women were defined as having learning disabilities; 

 33 had issues relating to their physical health.
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Considering the long term and deep seated nature of problems for many of the women 

using these services, these outcomes are viewed as very successful for a project that was 

only in existence for a few months.

In addition, the positive feedback from service users, as well as other service providers in 

the Bristol area, meant that the Women’s Night Service was seen as a crucial piece of the 

wider service jigsaw.  

Summary of themes from Night Service users
Positive aspects

 Physical and mental safety;
 Basic survival needs were met;
 Women-only environment;
 Support from other service users;
 Being treated with respect;
 An understanding of the difficulties and problems women faced;
 Small gestures (toiletries, boxes for personal belongings) which recognised them 

as individuals and worthwhile members of society;
 Support which was flexible and tailored to their needs;
 Advocacy;
 Service users came from a broad spectrum in terms of age and ethnicity but only 

one woman identified as disabled;
 Unsurprisingly, basic needs seemed to the forefront in the minds of women but 

social, emotional and physical health needs were also highlighted by the 
evaluation participants;

 The service met its aims and objectives, providing a service for 76 women;
 The number of women using the service increased during the pilot as more 

women heard about the service;
 Different patterns of using the service could be identified, including those using 

the service for just one night and those returning to the service for several weeks 
or months;

 The number of women using the service had increased steadily over first four 
months. From 14 women in December to 26 women in March 2010;

 Over half the women responding said that they preferred services run by women;
 A large majority of women who had used the Night Service said that they were 

satisfied with the service.

Negatives
 Lack of information about the availability of the service – local police were highly 

praised for their knowledge and use of the service (see routes into the service);
 Occasional disruptive and noisy behaviour;
 In the period when services were closed (out of hours) there were still issues of 

safety as women said that they had nowhere to go.
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Summary from quantitative data
 Service users came from a broad spectrum in terms of age and ethnicity but only 

one woman identifying as disabled;
 Unsurprisingly, basic needs seemed at the forefront in the minds of women but 

social, emotional and physical health needs were also important for participants;
 The service had achieved a great deal, providing a service for 51 women in the 

first few months;
 Different patterns of using the service could be identified. Including those using 

the service for just one night and those returning to the service for weeks or 
months;

 The number of women using the service had increased steadily over the four 
month period. From 14 women in December to 26 women in March 2010;

 Over half the women responding said that they preferred services run by women;
 A large majority of women who had used the Night Service said that they were 

satisfied with the service.

Key Findings

It is important to recognise that the findings of this evaluation are based on a number of 

different sources of data which included data collected by the research team and the 

service provider.  

1. Considering the long term and deep seated nature of problems for many of the 

women using the Women’s Night Service, the outcomes are viewed as very 

successful for a project that was only in existence for a few months.  

2. The first point made by women about the Night Service was that it felt safe, 

because there were no men around.  Women felt able to sleep without fear, in a 

less stressful atmosphere, making them more relaxed and able to work on the 

problems in their lives.

3. This was reflected in the positive way in which staff were able to engage with 

service users and the high number of clients who were referred onto other 

services.

4. The consensus of both service users and providers was that the women using the 

Women’s Night Service did indeed have different needs from men; in particular, 

they needed a safe, woman-only space in which to talk through their issues and 

problems. Their concerns, as homeless women, were around their own 
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vulnerability, both physical and emotional and the complex range of problems in 

their lives.

5. In its first 4 months, the Night Service accommodated 51 women who occupied 

580 places in the four month period.  Overall, 76 women used the service in the 6 

month pilot period.

6. The informal atmosphere of the Women’s Night Service made it easier for 

women to engage with the workers and volunteers, especially for those women 

who had used other services in the past but been unable to  maintain change.

7. The service achieves a number of the key elements identified by other specialist 

service providers, and service users, as examples of good practice.  For example, 

offering a flexible and client focused approach to working with this group.

8. The role of workers and volunteers in going with women to appointments with 

other agencies and advocating on their behalf made it easier for women to 

establish positive relationships and move forward.

9. The largest group of women who used the service were from the youngest age 

category 16-25 (40%). This reflects the need already identified by Bristol City 

Council and service providers in the wider mapping study for dedicated services 

for young homeless women.

10. Interviews with women using the service showed that older women who had 

received help in the past were sometimes still in the system, failing to keep or get 

tenancies and to find more stable ways of living.  The Women’s Night Service 

therefore gave a further opportunity for re-engagement with this group.

11. Night Service users were less likely to be from Black and Minority Ethnic 

communities than people in the wider group of Supporting People service users but 

more likely to be from those communities than individuals in the most recent 

population estimates for the whole of Bristol.  See the Wider Mapping Study for 

further information (Henry et al, 2010).   We recommend that commissioners 

review this to ascertain whether there are specific reasons why BME women are 

not using such services.
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12. Women stated that their main service need was for a ‘safe place to stay’.  It 

appears that Night Service users were understandably prioritising basic needs for 

food and shelter, which were provided by the Women’s Night Service.

13. The women using the Women’s Night Service also had a range of complex needs 

which, after the provision of basic food and shelter, they required support to 

address, both in the short and long term.

14. It was evident from talking to women, workers and volunteers that those using 

the service were indeed, from the hard-to-reach groups of women that the service 

was intended to target.

15. From the accounts of the women, the attitude of the staff of the Night Service, 

and the flexibility of the service provision seemed to offer an approach which 

worked with their often chaotic lifestyles, making it easier to engage with what 

was on offer and, perhaps, see a way of moving on. 

16. The Women’s Night Service also offered support through the presence of other 

women (service users), who encouraged and supported each other.  There were at 

times conflict between service users but despite these outbursts, women also 

drew emotional support from each other, saying that it felt like being part of a 

family.

17. Many women felt that being treated with respect was not something they had 

come to expect from other agencies and comparatively small luxuries (like 

showers and the provision of toiletries, a choice of clothes and boxes for their 

personal belongings) provided by the Women’s Night Service appeared to 

contribute to making them feel valued and respected, which impacted on their 

self-esteem. 

18. Due to the positive experience of the Night Service, service users said they would 

like the centre to provide women only activities during the day also. 

19. For many of the service users within this evaluation using drugs or alcohol had 

led to them being asked to leave other services, and in these circumstances, being 

able to access the safety of the Night Service was vital.  
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20. The Women’s Night Service was also an important resource for women to access 

when other women only services were closed.  It enabled women to stay safe 

until they were able to access these other services.

21. The Women’s Night Service was also able to support all women on the night 

they came into the service, irrespective of immigration status, which meant that 

when other services were unable to provide safety to women with no recourse to 

public funds the Women’s Night Service was crucial. 

22. Because the service works on a self referral basis it was easily accessible to 

women.

23. In addition, the central location of the service made it easy for women to access 

the service.

Conclusion

The Night Service acts as a successful service in its own right and as an important 

addition to the options available to other services within Bristol.  As such, it is a crucial 

service which this evaluation found was not only meeting, but exceeding its own aims 

and objectives.  It was also offering a service which met client defined outcomes.  The 

service provided a safety net where women could access a safe place to stay (shelter) and 

food.  It also enabled women to receive respite from the men in their lives to consider 

how they might move forward.  This was important where some of the issues faced by 

the women using the service were exacerbated by the relationships clients had with the 

men in their lives.  Within this safe space staff had the opportunity to provide flexible 

and client centered services.  This was well received by service users who were 

overwhelmingly positive about their experience of using the service.

We recommend that the Night Service be funded on a more permanent basis because it 

represents value for money in addressing the needs of homeless women in Bristol.   We 

believe that the Women’s Night Service is an essential service which will ensure that 

during this difficult financial period, the basic needs of homeless women, safe shelter and 

food, are met.  The service also offers a valuable opportunity for staff to engage with 
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service users in order to address their wider needs and to engage women in other relevant 

services.

The funding of the Women’s Night Service is part of the recommendations made in the 

wider mapping study (Henry et al, 2010).  The findings of this evaluation also form part 

of those recommendations.  Commissioners need to recognise that the needs of 

homeless women differ from the needs of homeless men and that if homeless women 

are not physically and emotionally safe then they are vulnerable to further abuse which 

compounds the problems they already face.  The Women’s Night Service, during it’s 6 

months pilot, was successful in meeting its aims and objectives.  In particular staff were 

able to engage with clients who might not otherwise access services, and provide a 

supported route into other services. 
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