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1. Summary 
Many countries, whether rich or poor, developed or developing, suffer from prob-

lems with homelessness. In Japan, which is one of the richest countries in the world, 
these problems have also grown since 1990s. These days, research on homelessness in 
Japan is gradually increasing, but there are virtually no studies on homeless women. The 
objectives of this study are (1) to reveal the circumstances of “hidden homeless” women 
in Japan and (2) to examine what kind of assistance they need. By using a case study 
approach, I will compare the conditions of female rough sleepers with that of women 
staying in a shelter. Although their conditions differ, they have some common needs, 
such as the need for supportive relationships as well as assistance in relation to income, 
employment and housing. 

 
2. Introduction 

 Since 1992, when the severe recession began, the number of homeless people has 
increased in Japan. In 2003, for the first time, a national survey of homelessness was 
conducted. According to this survey, 25,296 homeless people were counted on the street, 
and almost all of them were older single men1 (Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare, 
2003). As a result, homelessness is generally regarded strictly as a male phenomenon in 
Japan. This is one of the most distinct features of Japanese homelessness. Recently, 
however, the number of homeless women has been increasing gradually (see figure1). 

Another key point in understanding homelessness in Japan is that the word “home-
less” generally means rough sleepers. Before 1990s, the word “furo-sya”, which means 
wandering people, was in common use, but as problems with homelessness have deep-
ened in 1990s, use of the word “homeless”, just as in English-speaking countries, has 
prevailed in Japan. Unlike some other countries, however, the word refers only to peo-
ple who are actually sleeping rough and doesn’t include people who have inadequate, 
temporary or unsafe housing, such as shelters, institutions and cheap hotels. 
                                                  
1 According to this survey, 97% of homeless people were male, and the average age was 55.9; 9.9% were 
45-49; 21.9% were 50-54; 23.3% were 55-59; 20.2% were 60-64; and 10.4% were 65-69 (Ministry of 
Health, Labor and Welfare, 2003). 
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figure1.  The num ber of rough sleepers and the percentage of fem ales in Tokyo
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If the term “homeless” included these people as it does in other countries, the pro-
portion of homeless women would be much higher. This is because homeless women 
tend to avoid sleeping rough. Some women stay in welfare accommodations after leav-
ing their home; other women remain in their home, even if they are threatened by or 
have an 
experience of 
domestic violence, 
due to the lack of 
alternative 
housing and 
means of support. 
If we include these 
forms of hidden 
homelessness, the 
problem of 
homelessness is no 
longer solely a 
male phenomenon.  
 
3. Homeless women in Japan 
3-1. Social environment for Japanese women 

Why is the proportion of female rough sleepers extremely small, only 3 percent in 
Japan? One reason is that Japan is an exceedingly patriarchal society, and the view that 
a woman’s place is in the home is pervasive. For example, when Siaroff distinguished 
four types of welfare states applying a gender-sensitive perspective, he classified Japan 
as a late female mobilization welfare state, meaning the family welfare orientation is 
minimal, fathers are usually the recipients of benefits, and there are no great incentives 
for women to be employed (Siaroff, 1994). 

Women’s labour force participation in Japan has increased. In 2003, 40.8 percent of 
women were employed, but 40.7 percent of them were part-time workers with unstable 
employment and low wages. The wage gap between men and women remains wide: 
women earn, on average, 66.8 percent of what men earn. Moreover, the divorce rate in 
Japan is extremely small, 2.27 percent (2003), and according to Axine (1990), the fem-
inization of poverty remains potential in Japan. In short, it is difficult for women to earn 
enough to live independently, and they tend not to leave their family home. 

 
3-2. Gendering welfare policy for homelessness 

In Japan, welfare policy is different for males and females. With regard to home-
lessness, the differences are more pronounced than in general (Iwata, 1995). There are 
more diverse welfare programs for females, and they are regarded as eligible for more 
public assistance than men; consequently, they tend to stay in some form of welfare ac-
commodation. As previously noted, this is one of the reasons why the number of female 
rough sleepers is small. 

The Japanese Government has responded to poverty mainly by Seikatsuhogo-ho 
(The Public Assistance Act). It establishes the right to the minimum standard of living 
for all low-income Japanese people. As far as homelessness is concerned, however, this 



 
 

 
 

3

relief system actually has three major problematic features (Iwata, 2002). First, it re-
quires people to confirm that they have fully exhausted or applied all their assets and 
abilities, even though the unemployment rate reached a peak of 5.5 percent in 20022 
and homeless people rarely have the opportunity to be employed. Second, welfare offi-
cers are reluctant to apply this legislation to people without a fixed abode, because they 
fear it will encourage a concentration of homeless people in their areas. Thirdly, home-
less people who receive this assistance generally have to stay, at least initially, in Seika-
tsuhogo-shisetsu institutions, though most of them don’t like the shared rooms or strict 
rules. 

Consequently, in the case of homeless men, only those who are unable to work, 
that is, the elderly, disabled and sick, are regarded as eligible for this public assistance. 
Most of them, however, are considered employable, therefore they are excluded from 
this assistance benefit. In order to compensate for this situation, Hogai-engo (the out-
side-law program), which provides minimal food, clothing, medical treatment, and 
short-term shelters, simply keeps rough sleepers from dying. The first homeless legisla-
tion, Homeless jiritsushien-ho (The Self-Help Act for Homeless people) was enacted in 
2002, but its effectiveness is arguably limited. Under this act, some homeless men have 
received job-hunting support while staying at Self-Help Centers, but they are not always 
able to find a job within the deadline of six months.  

Homeless women, on the other hand, are generally regarded as more deserving of 
public assistance than men, so there are other welfare programs for homeless women in 
addition to those for homeless men3. Homeless women with children are eligible for 
Jido-fukushi-ho (The Child Welfare Act), and they are eligible to live in 
Boshi-shien-shisetsu (Fatherless Family Daily Living Support Facilities). Domestic 
violence victims are eligible for domestic violence boshi-ho (The Act of the Prevention 
of Spousal Violence and the Protection of Victims), which was enacted in 2001, and 
they are admitted to Fujin-sodan-syo (Women’s Counseling Centers) or domestic vio-
lence shelters. Single homeless women with certain problems are covered by Bai-
syun-boshi-ho (The Anti-Prostitution Act), and they are committed to Fu-
jin-hogo-shisetsu (Protective Facilities for Women)4. Homeless women tend to stay at 
these various types of facilities prior to living on the street. 
 
3-3. Homeless women in alternate accommodation 

 In 2003, the Japanese Government conducted its first national survey of the 
homeless population, counting only rough sleepers. According to this survey (Ministry 
of Health, Labor and Welfare, 2003), the number of female rough sleepers in Tokyo was 
178. There are many more “hidden homeless”, however, dispersed in various types of 
temporary accommodation, especially in the case of women.  

There are two kinds of facilities that rough sleepers may use: shelters and 

                                                  
2 The unemployment rate in 2002 is the highest it has been since 1953 when this information was first 
recorded (Ministry of Public Management, Home affairs, Post and Telecommunications 2004). 
3 The Self-Help Act for Homeless people is targeted virtually only to males, e.g., the Self-Help Centres 
lack facilities for women such as bathrooms.  
4 Protective Facilities for Women were originally established to protect and rehabilitate women regarded 
as sexual deviants under The Anti-Prostitution Act, but they actually serve women with a range of prob-
lems. For example, prior to the 2001 Act of the Prevention of Spousal Violence and Protection of Victims, 
they received domestic violence victims. 
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Self-Help Centers. Under the “outside-law program”, there are short-term emergency 
shelters, like one-night shelters or winter shelters. Prefab structures were erected as 
long-term shelters in particular parks in order to evict temporary shanties where home-
less people are lived5. And under the Homeless Self-Help Act, there are Self-Help Cen-
ters for those who are job-hunting. In Tokyo, specifically, short-term shelters and 
Self-Help Centers are virtually male-only facilities, and there are no long-term shelters; 
therefore there is no accommodation for female rough sleepers. 

 There are also many hidden homeless people in facilities not intended for “homeless 
people”. Some of 
them are Sheikatsu-
hogo-shisetsu institu-
tions6, which I have 
already mentioned. In 
one of these institu-
tions, for example 
Kosei-shisetsu (Reha-
bilitation Facility) for 
women, the number 
of residents increased 
after 1992 when the 
severe recession be-
gan, and the number 
of residents who had “no fixed abode”, has also increased (see figure2). In Tokyo, for 
example, the capacity of residents in Rehabilitation Facilities for females is 100.  

Recently, another type of accommodation, “Syukuhaku-syo” (a shelter for the 
poor) has rapidly increased because of the rise of homelessness. According to a survey 
of this kind of shelter in Tokyo, the reasons for entering these shelters are similar to that 
of the Rehabilitation 
Facilities, which I men-
tioned earlier (see fig-
ure2, 3).  

The number of 
female residents in 
shelters for the poor in 
Tokyo is 567 or 13.3 
percent of all users, a 
higher proportion of 
females than among 
rough sleepers. (Tokyo 
Metropolitan Govern-
ment Bureau of Social 
Welfare, 2003). This substantiates the claim that homeless women are more likely than 

                                                  
5 There are two long-term shelters, both located in Osaka, and they will remove in three years after build.  
6 As Seikatsuhogo-shisetsu, there are 5 kinds of institution. Three of them, Kosei-shisetsu (Rehabilitation 
Facilities), Kyugo-shisetsu (Relief Facilities) and Syukusyo-teikyo-shisetsu (Hostels for the poor), receive 
homeless people. 

figure2.  The reasons for entering Kousei-shisetsu
(Rehabilitation Facility) for wom en
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figure3.  The reasons for entering Syukuhaku-syo (shelters for
he poor)  (N = 4,257)
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men to avoid staying on the street and in some type of temporary accommodation. 
In addition, as I mentioned before, there are other types of accommodation solely 

for homeless women. In Tokyo, the capacity of Fatherless Family Daily Living Support 
Facilities is 788 families, that of Women’s Counseling Centers is 45, that of domestic 
violence shelters is unknown because of their secret character and that of Protective Fa-
cilities for Women is 240. 

I would argue that all or most of the residents of these kinds of accommodation are 
homeless. The total number of residents using them is much greater than the number of 
rough sleepers, so the problem of “hidden homelessness” is severe in Japan, especially 
among females. 
 
4. Homeless women in a shelter and on the street 

To understand the circumstances of homeless women and what kind of support 
they require, I studied two types of homeless women: residents of a female-only Syu-
kuhaku-syo, or shelter for the poor, and rough sleepers living in a park. 

In the shelter, the goal is for them to secure a more stable life, and there is no limit 
to lengths of stay, but the average length of stay is about seven months. Almost all of the 
residents receive public assistance, and the shelter is financed by their assistance income. 
Most of the 17 residents have a private room and share a living room, bathroom and 
kitchen, though they cannot cook freely. It has been managed by a NPO since 2000, and 
one or two staff is on-site at all times. 

While working at the shelter for ten months, I conducted participatory observation 
and interviewed residents. Their assessments of the shelter depended primarily on their 
relationships with fellow residents and shelter staff. Except for those with mental or 
physical disabilities, the most decisive obstacles to leaving the shelters and establishing 
a residence were a lack of information about what kind of support is available and a lack 
of contact with their social workers. Residents who had better relationships with others, 
such as social workers, doctors, counselors, self-help groups and workshop groups, 
were more likely to secure a stable life. 

I also conducted multiple interviews with four female rough sleepers over a period 
of 13 months. Three of them had husbands; one was single. They lived in temporary 
shanties made of plywood, plastic sheets and cardboard, located in a park. Although 
homeless women are generally regarded as deserving of public assistance, these four 
women didn’t receive any.  

Policy makers and the public generally assume that rough sleepers reject public as-
sistance and that their social exclusion is voluntary. This places rough sleepers at greater 
risk of eviction from public spaces. I found, however, that their choice of living on the 
street was not voluntary. They preferred living with their husbands on the street to en-
tering accommodation that would separate them, because there is virtually no accom-
modation for homeless couples or families in Tokyo. Some of them repeatedly moved 
from living in tents to hotels or shelters, depending on their relationships with their 
husbands, neighbors, friends and social workers. They also didn’t have enough informa-
tion about what kind of support is available and how to obtain it. 

 
5. Conclusion 

In comparison, women in the shelter received public assistance and had a room, 
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food and medical care, while women on the street lacked most of this. Both groups of 
women, however, could be regarded as homeless because they did not have adequate or 
secure housing. In both situations, the main determinant of where and how they lived 
was their relationships to others. 

My findings suggest that the most effective approach for assisting homeless 
women is the provision of information about income and housing support in conjunction 
with supportive relationships with others. 
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