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Abstract
Aims This study proposes to investigate the life contexts
and experiences of motherhood among homeless adolescents
and their relation with the “uncertainty reduction” theory.
Subjects and Methods A total of 21 teens, living in eight
temporary shelters in the city of São Paulo, were intentionally
selected. In-depth, face-to-face semi-structured interviews
were subsequently conducted. The study was performed by
means of qualitative methodology.
Results Six themes emerged in the content analysis with the
agreement of judges: “circulation” or domestic instability;
incapacity to rely on one’s own parents and relatives; the
street as a solution; fear of theft of the child; need for
support; motherhood as hope and search for identity.
Conclusion Motherhood acquires the function of giving
meaning to existence and opens a window of opportunity
for reorganizing their lives around more stable bonds. The
results suggest that the reduction in uncertainty could partly
explain the relevant role of motherhood in these teens.

Keywords Pregnancy in adolescence . Homeless youth .

Mother-child relations . Social psychology

Introduction

The theme of homeless teen mothers is not usually present
in specialized literature, particularly as regards its psycho-
logical, sociological, and etiological aspects. Besides, one
of the difficulties encountered when studying these groups
is precisely that of finding and examining people.
Researchers in the area of psychology of homeless teen
mothers have found that maternity in such context is far
from being a uniform process. Rather, it is a complex entity
involving, among other things, the familiar, emotional,
behavioral, interpersonal, psychological, economic, cultural,
and social dimensions (Greene et al. 1999; Bassuk et al.
1998; Weinreb et al. 1998).

Several aspects are potentially related to adolescent
motherhood outcomes, so there is a special need to measure
these characteristics, which are theoretically and function-
ally linked to the mental and physical health of young
adolescents. Cross-sectional investigations about homeless
teen and adult mothers have been carried out in North
America (Greene et al. 1999; Bassuk et al. 1998, Weinreb
et al. 1998). The findings reveal a population exposed to
poverty, lack of social support, substance abuse, mental
health problems, physical and sexual violence, and preg-
nancy, among other findings. A high number of women
have been physically or sexually abused during their
lifetime. Thus, it comes as no surprise that homeless
mothers have three times the normal rate of post-traumatic
stress disorders (PTSD, 36%), twice the rate of drug and
alcohol dependence (41%), and twice the rate of major
depressive disorders (45%). These studies also show that
many of the young women heading these homeless families
now have difficulty establishing themselves as independent
adults who successfully hold jobs and have a long-term
outlook of dependency on agencies to deal with their
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maternity. By comparing a group of teens living in their
houses and a group of teens living in shelters, some
researchers (Polit et al. 1989) have concluded that a great
number of teens in shelters have suffered sexual abuse.
Moreover, the fact that a teen has voluntary sexual relations
is significantly associated with the number of times she
changes shelters. Following other studies, the authors
associated sexual abuse with an unstable family life, high
risk sexual behavior, lack of use of contraceptives, and
pregnancy (Polit et al. 1989). In general, homeless pregnant
adolescents are at a higher risk of adverse outcomes than
adult women (National Center on Family Homeless 2005;
Kidd and Scriment 2004; Greenblatt and Robertson 1993;
Greene et al. 1999).

Previous research

Despite some recent publications, studies examining differ-
ent dimensions of homeless teen mothers remain scarce.
Qualitative studies about homeless or sheltered teen and/or
adult mothers have found various themes concerning this
issue (Ensign 2001; Banyard 1995; Saewyc 2003; Hanna
2001; Vega and Gutiérrez 1998). The following are among
the recurrent themes: lack of family support; the street as an
escape from an abusive home, associated with pregnancy,
prostitution, and drug abuse; shelters described with
ambivalence, involving difficulty in accepting rules and
trusting in others; pregnancy becoming an opportunity for
positive transformation.

Hanna (2001) and Saewyc (2003), while investigating
samples of homeless teen mothers and pregnant teens,
found turbulent, unstructured life stories, and the need to
find affection. While investigating the survival and adapta-
tion strategies of 64 mothers in a temporary shelter,
Banyard (1995) discovered that 39% of them preferred to
do things on their own rather than running the risk of
another disappointment. Vega and Guitiérrez (1998) argue
that street gangs define themselves through the daily
practice of sharing resources: human resources (compan-
ionship, personal abilities, and materials), clothing, food,
stolen goods, and drug consumption. This collective sense
is a social commitment, and the street gang replaces the
family.

However, qualitative studies published specifically with
samples of homeless adolescent mothers are rare. Three
metasynthesis studies have tried to put together the
information obtained from qualitative methodology. Two
studies were carried out by Mikki Meadows-Oliver (2003,
2006), who examined adult and teen mothers living in
shelters. Six reciprocal translations of homeless adult
mothers, caring for their children in shelters, emerged: on
becoming homeless, protective mothering, loss, stress and
depression survival strategies, and coping strategies.

Six other reciprocal translations emerged, thus illuminating
the experiences of homeless adolescent mothers: being
homeless, enduring abuse, lamenting lost years, searching
for support, recreating oneself, and seeking a better life. Of the
six studies examined (Leppard 1991; Levins 1995; Omolade
1997; Johnson 1999; Hanna 2001; Saewyc 2003), three are
Master’s theses, along with a doctoral dissertation from
which no subsequent publications were located.

A third synthesis was carried out by Donna Clemmens
(2003), who studied teen mothers. Five overarching
metaphors were found: the reality of motherhood bringing
about hardship, living between the worlds of adolescence
and motherhood, motherhood as a positively transforming
factor, the baby as a stabilizing influence, and the
supportive context as a turning point for the future.

A landmark article by Friedman et al. (1994) tried to
explain why individuals and couples still have children,
even when the economic costs of doing so clearly outweigh
the benefits. A theory based solely on economic opportu-
nity costs would always predict that, under modern life
conditions, individuals would never have children. This
paper used a non-standard value assumption to propose
that, in contrast, under the same modern life conditions,
uncertainty reduction offers a reason to have children. They
argue, “The impetus for parenthood is greatest among those
whose alternative pathways for reducing uncertainty are
limited or blocked. We claim, for instance, that the impetus
to have children among poor African-Americans or other
minority young women derives largely from their inability
to use stable careers or marriage as uncertainty-reducing
strategies. Having a child changes life from uncertain to
relatively certain.”

The development of this work is designed to study the
social and psychological aspects of these homeless pregnant
teens on the streets. The study brings contributions to the
specialized literature in some aspects. First, it examines how
it is possible, in the context of a developing country, to
manage motherhood, in terms of its social and psychological
aspects. Second, it investigates, within the theoretical context
proposed by Friedman et al. (1994), if teen pregnancy among
street adolescents, associated with limited economic and
family support, can help them to become aware of the
structuring of life and to reduce uncertainty.

Methodology

Ethical issues

Considering the extreme vulnerability of the participants,
whether in terms of age, housing, or pregnancy, ethical
questions received special attention. In addition to submitting
the project to be approved by the Ethics Committee at
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UNIFESP (Federal University of São Paulo), approval by a
guardianship judge was also necessary (Brazil; law no. 8069
from 13 July 1990).

Concept: homelessness

The term “homeless” was adopted, as it considers homeless
youths to be withdrawn from their families, but having
connections with institutions that provide shelter. This term
conforms to those of other researchers (Rosemberg 1993;
Noto et al. 1994; Saewyc 2003; Ensign 2001).

Design and sampling

The study design involved a measure of flexibility.
Intentional sampling sought out information-rich informants
(Patton 1990), following a double sampling technique. The
first one was sampling by criteria: through subject age,
between 10 and 19 years of age, according to the Word
Health Organization criteria (OMS 1997), and through the
concept of homelessness, that is, teens separated from their
families, who live in temporary shelters. Inasmuch as this is
a runaway population and subjects are hard to interview
(Aptekar 1996), the second technique was the snowball or
chain reaction, that is, by recommendation of people who
work with this population, or on the recommendation of the
teens themselves.

The inclusion criterion required that the subjects were
able to explain their family and personal situation (Patton
1990). Subjects with specific problems of language use,
mental retardation, psychotic disorders, and acute intoxication
by alcohol or drugs were excluded. This evaluation was made
by means of an interview, whereas the preliminary psycho-
pathological evaluation was made by one of the authors
(ALS).

Eight shelters with differing profiles were intentionally
selected. From an administrative perspective, they contem-
plated governmental and non-governmental institutions,
foundations, associations connected with religious institu-
tions, and churches. Concerning their operation, the
locations offered day and night activities or only day
activities. Furthermore, all of them worked with projects of
citizenship and socially vulnerable populations. The size of
the sample resulted from the saturation of the themes
considered (Patton 1990).

Procedures

Interviews were conducted by an interviewer (ALS) trained
by means of pilot studies, supervision, and record quality
evaluation. Interviews were recorded with the respondents’
consent, transcribed immediately and filed for an audit.
Transcripts were checked against the tapes by the researcher

for accuracy. The interviewer maintained a field diary and
schedule where socio-demographic data of participants were
recorded. The semi-structured interview began with the
following open question: “How is it for you to be a mother in
your situation?”

There were guidelines with questions that may not have
been touched on spontaneously by the teen in the interview:
characteristics of different life contexts, period of homeless
life, reaction when informed of pregnancy, relationships,
and child care (Scappaticci 2006).

Analysis

The theoretical emphasis of this study was the Grounded
Theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967), which seeks to construct
a theory irreducibly founded on the phenomenon under
study. Exhaustive vertical and horizontal readings of the
transcripts were carried out to organize categories and
subcategories (Miles and Huberman 1994). Throughout the
field work, transcripts were investigated and discussed to
identify similar themes and explore the reasoning of
participants. Hypotheses were formulated, tested against
the transcripts, and reformulated when necessary. Final
hypotheses were further tested with respondents in subsequent
interviews. Analysis continued during fieldwork, when tran-
scripts were further re-assessed and cross-referenced. Data
were analyzed by means of the QSRNUD*IST 4.0 Analytical
Software.

Agreement of thematic content

In order to increase the internal validity of the study, the
categories organized in this study were those on which four
trained judges, independently analyzing the content of the
five interviews, fully agreed.

Results

From 2002 to 2005, 21 teen mothers between 14 and 19
years of age were interviewed in the city of São Paulo.
Sample characteristics are shown on Table 1.

These teens were mostly dark-skinned (14), primiparous
(15), Catholic (9), and between 14 and 19 years of age. In
terms of level of education, none of them had studied
beyond the 8th grade. They came from poor families
headed by women, i.e., mother and/or grandmother. As per
sample selection criteria, all of the girls had temporary
housing in shelters. Fifteen reported having spent a period
of their lives on the streets, and 12 had used drugs
(marijuana, cocaine, crack). Most partners were missing,
not acknowledging fatherhood. A small group of partners
who were present mistreated the teen and were involved
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with drugs, three had police records, two were in prison,
two had been murdered, and one was the teen’s father
himself.

Content analysis

Six hypotheses emerged when analyzing the interview
content with the agreement of the judges: (1) “circulation”
or domestic instability (homelessness was not a new
phenomenon); (2) not being able to count on their own
parents and relatives; (3) the street as a solution; (4) fear of
theft of the child; (5) need of support; (6) maternity as
hope, searching for identity.

(1) “Circulation” or domestic instability. The stories of
these teens reveal an unstable, nomadic family life
with many changes of residence since childhood.
Different adults (mother, grandmother, aunt, neighbor)
successively took care of the child during childhood,
while she was not staying in shelters. Experiences of
neglect, family conflicts, separated family members,
unknown origin, parents with various partners, half-
brothers, violence, and sexual abuse were factors
connected with an unstable family and caused the
“child circulation” phenomenon (Gregori 1998).

“My life’s been like this since I was 7 years old. I left
home and stayed at the SOS (a public service that
provides temporary shelter for homeless kids and teens).
After the SOS, I went to the shelters. And when I got old
enough, I began to live on the streets” (case D).

“I’d make a friend, and she’d leave me with that
person. So I’d go and live with that person. If they
were good, it was all right. But some people I lived
with would hit me and force me to do heavy work.
Then, when she’d find out I was being mistreated,
she’d rush to get me” (case M).

“Circulation", or moving from house to house, something
that was present during childhood, appears when the teen
becomes aware of her pregnancy. For the teens interviewed,
non-acceptance of the pregnancy by relatives and the desire to
get off the streets–which becomes an uninviting environment
with the approach of birth–set off a search for a place of
shelter. The homeless condition starts before arrival at the
shelter when they go “couch-surfing” (Saewyc 2003 p. 355),
from home to home, places belonging to relatives or
acquaintances, as described by Choi and Snider (1999).

“When I was pregnant with his child, I went from
home to home, neighbors’ places, one week here,
another week there. It's not good staying in other
people’s homes, bothering them” (case B).

(2) Not being able to count on one’s own parents and
relatives. In the stories of these teens, from early on,
there had been no physical and/or emotional support
from their families. Four of the teens had suffered
sexual abuse, in addition to other types of violence.
This element riggers circulation and the search for
support.

“I wanted her to have a house, and I’d live with her.
She’d be different, you know, the same physically, but
inside…she’d be different, not like she was. You
know, different like that mother who gives her child
whatever he needs: school, living in just one place, not
one hour here and the next there” (case M).
“I was really disgusted with my family, nobody
wanted to help me, nobody…I had nowhere to stay. I
don't have that kind of mother who…She never
supported me, never sat down to talk to me, never.
After that happened, everything happened” (case I).

(3) In light of a painful family life, teens often seek the
street as a solution.

“And why did you run away from home?" "Because of
my grandmother’s husband, who was always after me
(alluding to sexual abuse). It's just that, when I ran
away, I did it with a friend of mine, because she had
the same problem at home” (case C).

The street was described as a magical place where
anything could happen: nobody goes hungry, you can sleep

Table 1 ”Socio-demographic characteristics of the sample”

Characteristics Number of
subjects (N=21)

Age
14–15 5
16–17 7
18–19 9
Education
0 1
5–11 14
15 6
Ethnicity
Caucasian 15
Afro-Brazilian 1
Multi-ethnic 5
Religion
Catholic or Evangelical 14
Other 2
None 5
Number of children
1 15
2 5
3 1
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anywhere, all you have to do is ask, take, or steal. The
street gang replaces the family.

“I bought and scrounged for money. I preferred to buy
drugs, rather than eat. When I was on drugs, I didn't
feel hungry. I slept near the station, where it was sealed
off. I slept on the floor with a blanket. Wherever there
was space, I’d lie down and sleep” (case S).
“There were lots of older people on the streets, and
everyone there helped me, gave me clothes, shoes.
They also helped when my teacher asked for a list of
school materials and bought these for me. It wasn't my
mother, ’cause my mother never bothered with this. I
just had to go there. Then, these older people bought
things for me. I asked for it, and everything was fine.
So, I ran away from home because of this too, not to
beg on the streets. But I ended up on the streets...I
stayed there to really get out of home” (case R).

The “I” becomes “we” or “everybody," revealing the
intense group interaction on the streets and its rules. The
street is associated with drug use and high-risk sexual
behavior.

“When it comes to people on the streets, everybody
decides. If everybody is together and something
happens to just one, they will all help, ’cause nobody
is gonna let that one get screwed alone” (case S).
“My brothers knew...They knew I was on drugs and
stayed out late on the streets."-"You sold yourself,
why? To buy drugs?"-"It's to take drugs” (case I).

(4) Fear of theft of the child. All the teens associated
staying at the shelter with the fear of someone stealing
their child.

Motherhood at the shelter is described with ambivalence.
It is, at the same time, the only place that gives them shelter
and an experience of invasion and harassment. For
someone who lived in a context of great instability, it is
difficult to establish reliable bonds.

“’Cause there are people who say, you know, that they
take children away. I get scared, but they don't know
this, right? Until now, the children I have seen here
without mothers, they were here ’cause the mothers
abandoned them” (case B).
“I didn’t run away. I told them, I went there and said I
didn't wanna stay anymore ’cause I was afraid they’d
take away my baby...” (case P).
I always looked for a shelter to stay, but not to sleep,
’cause my biggest fear is that someone could take my
daughter away. You see, she’s really cute and
enchanting” (case D).

The shelter is described as “suffocating” and “oppressive,"
with lots of rules and a lack of privacy. There are constant
friction and fights.

“’Cause this isn't like a house, it's not like you're at
home. If you wanna do one thing, you can't. You
wanna do something else, you can't. You try to go to
the streets to take a walk with your child, you can't. So
it's very difficult, right? It sure is. ’Cause here there are
rules. There are rules here that you don't have in your
house. You know, there is a time to get up, a time to
eat, and to take a shower here” (case I).

“Everything is harder for us, ’cause we just don’t have
any support, we don’t have anything. Then, we get
irritated. We get upset, and we end up swearing at the
coordinator, swearing at the technician. But, later on,
we calm down” (case S).

(5) Search for support. Incapable of relying on the support
of the family, motherhood brings about experiences of
loneliness and sets off a search for support.

“There in my shelter I got really close to a girl named
L. and called her ‘mother’” (case P).

“Whoever felt sorry for me would take me in. If they
didn't, I just stayed out on the streets. Every week I
stayed out on the streets, looking for someone to take
me in” (case B).

(6) Motherhood as a search for identity. Over time,
motherhood becomes a positive fact, a transforming
experience that helps the teen to leave both drugs and the
streets behind and have a purpose in life. Some girls
describe getting closer to their mothers. In addition,
motherhood interrupts the abrupt shifts of “circulation”
and obliges the teen to seek a stable residence situation.
Pregnancy and motherhood emerge as a recovery and
rebuilding of more stable relationships.

“So I thought about having a child and give it to someone
else. I like him a little. He helped me to lay off drugs, be
more careful, and stop picking fights and fooling around.
Now, I’m more careful with him” (case F).
“How do I feel as a mother? I feel protected, safe, and

also more relieved, ’cause as I’m with my daughter, I know
I'm not going back to the way it was before” (case D).

Discussion

Data originated from this study show teenagers with a
lifestyle marked by circulation and domestic instability

J Public Health (2009) 17:19–26 23



before their entry into the shelter. The teens interviewed
usually come from poor families headed by women, and, as
a rule, the father is less present. The family pattern was
characterized by the mother having several partners, the
circulation of children in several homes, and many changes
of residence. These data are comparable to those found in
other studies in Brazil, as well as among large poor and
homeless populations in the US (Bassuk et al. 1986; Bassuk
et al. 1996; Bassuk et al. 1998). As a result, homelessness is
nothing new in the lives of these teens, but rather
something inherent in their conditions of life.

The teens interviewed left their homes to escape from the
negative influence of abusive families. For example, four of
the teens interviewed in this study reported having been
sexually abused in their own homes. These kinds of abuse
have been reported by other investigators (Polit et al. 1989).
The street has a fascination and holds a certain magic as a
place where anything is possible.

Observations indicated that the girls in this study did not
see the possibility of returning to their own family, nor of
receiving support from them during pregnancy. As well as
in other studies, lack of a partner is a characteristic of this
sample (Saewyc 2003; Hanna 2001; Vega and Gutiérrez
1998).

Given the difficult family conditions presented here,
living on the streets is something that takes on a character
of solution and relief against an unsustainable situation. The
streets bring a sense of self-protection, a survival strategy in
the light of the neglect and abuse caused by an unstable
family context, as reported in other studies as well (Backer
and Musick 1994; Saewyc 2003; Greene et al. 1999; Ensign
2001).

One of the central questions raised by this study
concerns the stay at the shelter and the fear of loss or theft
of the child. These observations were present in several
testimonies and showed consistency among adolescents.
These data could be interpreted in different ways. The street
and shelter environment is subject to human and urban
violence of all kinds and could justify this apprehension.
Having grown up in a family environment that did little to
protect her and exposed her to many unstable situations, the
teen can feel difficulty in establishing relationships of trust
with other adults. She doubts her own capacity to establish
a warm and lasting relationship with her child, as well as
her own ability to become a reliable adult.

On the other hand, if maternity is considered as a
structuring, uncertainty-reducing condition, fear of
theft of one’s child could be viewed as the loss of
something vital for someone to organize themselves as
individuals. As far as this review goes, all this
information was little observed in the literature (Friedman
et al. 1994).

In this sample, there is a constant search for social and
psychological support. Nonetheless, ambivalence and hate
concerning this dependency also appear in the difficulty in
accepting rules, arguments with colleagues, and defiant
behavior. In their relationships with adults, generally a
woman from the shelter staff, this hopelessness seems to
awaken. In this sense, Oliver Rich (1990) emphasizes the
vulnerability of these teens due to their runaway tendency,
that is, their trying to escape from their life situations,
permanent connections, and need for support.

Changes of residence, violence, and neglect may have
influenced their lack of care concerning sexual behavior,
thus resulting in unplanned pregnancy (Polit et al. 1989).

For the teens interviewed, a pregnant girl is valued by
the group on the streets, while this pregnancy is rejected by
the family (Vega and Gutiérrez 1998). On the other hand,
motherhood in the shelter is experienced in an ambivalent
fashion. The search for support from colleagues and
educators represents a survival strategy, but it also triggers
anger, fear of dependency, and a disturbed behavior.
Comparable findings were observed in other studies
(Meadows-Oliver 2003; Meadows-Oliver 2006; Banyard
1995; Hanna 2001).

At the same time, living with others is a source of stress.
For those teens who grew up in a context of privation,
violence, and dependency, living with others causes
paranoia and is also threatening (Banyard 1995; Ensign
2001). Moreover, motherhood in the shelter turns what is
normally a private phenomenon into a public spectacle: the
mothers in this study were unable to protect their small
children from being exposed to their emotional state and
found the rules of the shelter excessive (Meadows-Oliver
2003; Boxill and Beaty 1990).

The research data, by means of consistent reports
throughout the interviews, pointed to maternity being an
expression of hope, an organizer, and a structure-builder.
For the teens studied, motherhood appears as an attempt to
give meaning to a harsh life, to establish stable and
meaningful bonds. Over time, motherhood becomes a
positive fact, a transforming experience that helps the teen
to leave behind drugs and the streets and to have a purpose
in life. Some girls describe getting closer to their mothers.
In addition, motherhood interrupts the abrupt shifts of
“circulation” and obliges the teen to seek a stable residence
situation. Pregnancy and motherhood emerge as a recovery
and rebuilding of more stable relationships. A systematic
review carried out by Donna Clemmens (2003), who
studied teen mothers, confirmed many of these findings.

In the context of a life with little perspective, economic
restrictions, and no loving figures, partner, or work,
maternity can be viewed as something that has the intrinsic
value of the child being capable of organizing and
disciplining this teenager’s life. Thus, the results from this
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work provide one more piece of evidence that supports the
theory proposed by Friedman et al. (1994). According to
this theory, the authors understand that the reduction in
uncertainty would be a universal principle. It would not
only be applicable to developed countries, where children
represent a significant economic cost, but especially to
developing countries, where children may not represent
such high economic cost. In this study, it was observed that
teen pregnancy among street children, associated with little
family and economic support, could have a structuring, life
uncertainty-reducing role, thus compromising the young
mother with rules and activities. Comparable results were
found in studies with divorced women or those who have
just become widows and have little economic protection. In
these conditions, women become pregnant with the
perspective of reducing uncertainty.

Limitations of the study

This study has the merit of having managed to investigate
in situ a sample that is difficult to interview. However,
some limitations should be taken into consideration when
analyzing the results of this research. Participants were
interviewed only once, and some opportunities for new
interviews were lost due to the runaway character of the
sample. To control this gap and increase the amount of
information, a triangulation of sources was carried out, by
means of experienced coordinators who work with this type
of population. Some participants were only allowed to
participate in the evaluation if accompanied by institutional
monitors, a situation that may well have stifled teens’
spontaneity. Finally, examining teens in shelters can
provide information that is different from that originating
from the literally homeless. The findings of this investiga-
tion, as a result, may differ from a sample obtained from
this other population.

Conclusion

In summary, it could be observed through this investigation
that leaving one’s home behind and staying on the streets
could not only be a problem, but also a solution for the
difficult family life conditions previously mentioned.
Among these conditions, the following stand out: lack of
support, violence, maltreatment, and sexual abuse. Mater-
nity develops through the need of support, and shelters
offer some measure of support. The shelter/teen ratio is not
free from conflicts, with the ambivalence between autonomy
vs. dependence, loss of privacy, and fear of theft of children
standing out as the most important elements. Maternity
organizes and disciplines the young mother’s life and also
gives support to the uncertainty reduction theory.
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