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For-profit companies have begun competing with women’s shelters for ‘clients’ trying to escape violence. 
Using discourse theory, this study examines how 20 private shelters describe their business. The analysis 
shows that private shelters describe themselves as: (1) having a broad expertise and target group: (2) being 
able to tend to the individual needs of any client; and (3) being highly available and flexible. We understand 
this as an expression of a neoliberal market discourse and as a way to differentiate themselves from 
women’s shelters. This may put pressure on women’s shelters to provide similar ‘inclusion’, availability 
and flexibility. Furthermore: (4) private shelters contribute to shaping a desirable neoliberal subject, that 
is, a self-reliant woman; and (5), by articulating needs as individual and inherently mundane, they lean 
more towards ‘providing accommodation’ than addressing the particularities of (gendered) violence.
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Introduction

With the goal of supporting women subjected to violence from a male partner, 
local women’s shelters began to form in several countries during the 1970s. They 
were needed because public agencies did not consider such violence a problem and 
did not provide support (Wendt Höjer, 2002; Dobash and Dobash, 2005). In several 
countries, the women’s shelter movement (WSM) has been raising awareness ever since 
of both the ordinariness and the gravity of men’s violence against women, and has 
pressured governments to address such violence (Weldon, 2002; Corradi and Stöckl, 
2016). Sweden’s first women’s shelter opened in 1978, and the WSM in Sweden is 
credited with shaping government policy on men’s violence against women and 
improving legislation and basic funding for local women’s shelters (Eduards, 2002; 2023
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Helmersson, 2017). In a 2010 survey, the vast majority of women who turned to 
women’s shelters in Sweden expressed overwhelming satisfaction with the support 
they received (Hermansson et al, 2010).

Recent developments suggest that the landscape of women’s shelters in Sweden 
is subject to change, as for-profit companies have begun competing with women’s 
shelters for ‘clients’. Up until the beginning of 2000, there were almost no private 
shelters. In a 2012 survey by the National Board of Health and Welfare, 8 per cent of 
shelters were operated by private companies, and in their 2019 survey, that proportion 
had risen to 37 per cent (Socialstyrelsen, 2020).

The growth in private companies that claim public funding to provide shelter to those 
subjected to violence is understood as part of the broad and gradual neoliberalisation 
of the Swedish welfare state that has been taking place over the last few decades. This 
includes the deregulation of welfare arenas and the introduction of quasi-markets, which 
invite private corporations to compete with public agencies and non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) to provide such services as elderly care and substance abuse 
treatment, and to operate hospitals and schools within the taxpayer system. While such 
developments have been thoroughly examined in other contexts (for examples, see 
the next section), studies examining private shelters are extremely scarce.

Our point of entry is that an inquiry into private shelters’ self-representation will 
tell us something about the contemporary ideals surrounding shelters. Therefore, the 
aim of this article is to analyse dominant discourses in private shelters’ representations 
of their business and how such representations may shape the expectations of shelters.

Neoliberalisation processes in the social domain

To serve as a backdrop to our analysis, we will now discuss what constitutes neoliberal 
discourse, what effects have been seen due to the neoliberalisation of welfare 
provision and social work, and research on private shelters. Radical developments in 
the organisation and governing of public services have been taking place for several 
decades in both Sweden and other Western nations (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2011). 
Such processes are captured with different and sometimes overlapping terminology: 
‘privatisation’, ‘marketisation’ and ‘neoliberalisation’.

Foucault (1984: 73) argues that ‘each society has its regime of truth, its “general 
politics” of truth: that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes function 
as true’. Exerting power through discourses that a population understands as truth 
is an efficient form of social control because it legitimises power and the current 
social order, and will subsequently generate less resistance than overt techniques of 
power (Mansfield, 2000). Scholars have argued that neoliberalism today constitutes 
the dominant way of thinking about not only economic but also political and social 
aspects of society, thereby shaping both political culture and political subjects (see, 
for example, Brown, 2006; 2015; Garrett, 2010a: 343).

Neoliberalism has gradually replaced an understanding of society as a ‘justice-
producing social contract’ with that of markets and market requirements (Brown, 
2018: 62). According to Garrett (2010b: 87), this will ‘alter the aims, aspirations, 
and affiliations of a range of professional groups and fields’, and values like equality, 
democracy, care, rights and dependence will be undermined in favour of profitability, 
efficiency, productivity, responsibility, self-sufficiency and entrepreneurialism (Morley 
and Macfarlane, 2014: 339; Brown, 2006: 693–6; 2015: 10).
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While we understand neoliberalism as a hegemonic discourse, in line with Laclau 
and Mouffe (1985), we understand hegemony as contingent, that is, a ‘temporary’ 
fixation of meaning, yet always filled with contradictions and therefore permanently 
engaged in struggle and in need of constant affirmation and reworking. Clarke (2004) 
urges us to pay attention not only to specific national articulations of neoliberalism 
but also to seemingly contradictory aspects, such as progressive elements in neoliberal 
discourse. Studies suggest that the understanding of social problems and the ideals 
surrounding remedies to such problems have been altered by neoliberalism. One 
example of this is the tradition of empowerment: a collective-action strategy that 
has morphed into an individual endeavour in current social work, running the risk 
of stigmatising ‘clients’ who cannot lift themselves out of their predicament as lazy 
and irresponsible (Kamali and Jönsson, 2018).

In the context of the privatisation of residential care for children and young people 
(in Swedish, Hem för Vård och Boende - HVB), where some 80 per cent of institutions 
are now operated by private companies, Lundström et al’s (2020) study illustrates 
a development from small-scale establishments with a family logic and a focus on 
milieu therapy to private, often large-scale corporations, many of which adhere to 
evidence-based ideals. The growth of large care corporations has outrivalled many 
of the smaller, family-style residential care units, and the authors therefore conclude 
that, in opposition to a market logic, the variation in supply has decreased following 
marketisation reforms.

Herz and Lalander’s (2018) ethnographic work on drug-addiction treatment 
concludes that a neoliberal logic has changed how addiction is defined and the 
solutions that are proposed. Ignoring clients’ social history and the impact of social 
structures, a neoliberal rationality focuses on individual shortcomings and provides 
medical solutions in accordance with New Public Management and so-called 
‘evidence-based’ ideals. The authors argue that an economic rationality takes 
precedence over clients’ needs and rights.

Research on private shelters is close to non-existent. When reviewing the existing 
literature, we found no studies suggesting that the existence of private shelters for 
victims of violence is a phenomenon that occurs outside of Sweden. Research on 
the Swedish context is extremely scarce, but a survey by the Swedish National Board 
of Health and Welfare (Socialstyrelsen, 2020) shows that in comparison to women’s 
shelters, private shelters are larger and more often provide individual housing, staff 
around the clock, alarms and camera surveillance, and written guidelines for safety 
and cooperation with the social services. Private shelters offer less support to those 
who do not reside at their shelter (previous residents or others) and employ staff 
with less experience of social work and a lower proportion of staff who undertake 
university courses in gendered violence or other kinds of training. The (non-academic) 
journal of the National Association for Tenants in Sweden (Hem and Hyra, 2021) 
investigated complaints to the government’s Health and Social Care Inspectorate (IVO) 
regarding social services work with gendered violence during 2020. A total of 19 of 
the 100 complaints concerned shelters for those subjected to violence; they included 
inadequate security work, substandard housing and sexual harassment from staff. All 
the 19 complaints concerned private shelters. In a collection of essays, Rönnblom et al 
(2022) reflect upon the municipal procurement of shelter placements and argue that 
it may force women’s shelters to become more like any other service provider. This 
means that they will lose their function as a movement that gives voice to victims 
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of gendered violence, as the procurement process has problems with considering 
knowledge of gendered violence to be an important factor. The authors argue that 
the procurement of shelters will aid in silencing feminist voices.

General traits of the WSM

Since the private shelters are entering a domain previously controlled by women’s 
shelters, a discussion of some general traits of women’s shelters and the WSM will 
serve as a point of reference, not least because the private shelters relate and refer 
to them, both directly and indirectly, when describing their business. A first general 
trait of the WSM concerns its ideological conviction of the need to provide support 
to women who have been subjected to men’s violence. The mission to provide 
such support was put into practice by establishing local ‘woman to woman’ groups 
during the 1970s, when the lack of provision of such support from public actors was 
identified (Wendt Höjer, 2002; Dobash and Dobash, 2005). The support centred on 
providing a sanctuary space in which to discuss experiences, obtain advice and find 
temporary shelter in order to avoid violence, and was informed by ‘women-only’ (or 
separatist) empowerment ideals rather than professional therapeutic or ‘care’ ideals 
(Lehrner and Allen, 2009: 675).

The links that the WSM has identified between individual experiences of violence 
and gendered social structures connects to the second general trait of the WSM: its role 
as a social movement with a collective voice and a political agenda of social change 
through, but extending beyond, individual support. The ‘woman to woman’ support 
and a radical feminist perspective provided a theoretical lens and basis for knowledge 
production by means of which the WSM could challenge the ‘acceptability’ of men’s 
violence and the social structures that enable such behaviour (Dobash and Dobash, 
2005: 28; Enander et al, 2013: 10).

A third general trait of the WSM regards its organisation. From the start in the 
1970s, with cues from feminist theory regarding power sharing and cooperative work 
(Smith, 2001: 441), the WSM has strived for ‘a flat organisation, rejecting hierarchical 
relations and professionalisation’ (Enander et al, 2013: 10, our translation). Such an 
approach entails striving for egalitarian leadership, consensus decision making and 
a low degree of specialisation or hierarchies in the division of labour (Smith, 2001: 
442; Eduards, 2002; Dobash and Dobash, 2005: 29).

Studies suggest that women’s shelters in Sweden have indeed undergone a gradual 
transformation since their emergence in the late 1970s. This is perhaps most evident 
in women’s shelters associated with Unizon, one of the two umbrella organisations 
in the WSM in Sweden (the other being Roks), which are hiring (more) paid staff 
(that is, ‘professionalisation’) and becoming more of a therapeutically oriented service 
provider, sometimes at the expense of their political agenda, ideological conviction 
(that is, separatism) and ways of organising (Eduards, 2002: 101–2; Enander et al, 2013; 
Helmersson, 2017). While acknowledging such developments, in our understanding, 
the WSM in Sweden has not ceased to pursue its multifaceted mission of supporting 
individual women, voicing opinion and pressuring local and national governments 
to improve victim support, prevent violence and prosecute violent men.
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Analysing self-representation with discourse theory

To analyse dominant discourses in private shelters’ self-representations, we turn to 
discourse theory (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985). This serves as both our ontological 
presupposition and an analytical tool to untangle how the private shelters represent 
themselves online and how the interviewees attach meaning to their own work, as 
well as how they form the discourse on gendered violence and the WSM.

We will employ the analytical concept of ‘articulation’ (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 
105). An articulation positions different signs vis-a-vis each other, thereby displaying 
and stabilising their meanings. At the same time, this articulatory practice excludes 
other possible understandings. The concept of articulation is useful in understanding 
how meaning is reshaped and what social and political implications may follow 
from such a reshaping. It also helps us to establish how different concepts or 
different understandings are connected, how meanings are changed, and how new 
understandings can be connected to certain concepts.

Another discursive-analytical tool that we utilise is ‘chain of equivalence’, which 
helps untangle how different words, phenomena and concepts are attached and given 
meaning in relation to each other (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985: 93). From a discursive 
point of view, meaning is relationally produced: something is what it is because of 
what it is not and is thus constructed in opposition to something else.

Self-representation on websites and in interviews

In this article, we analyse empirical material from 20 private corporations in Sweden 
that offer shelter to those subjected to violence. Since we wanted to gather material 
from different contexts, we chose a mixture of interviews and text taken from the 
websites of shelters. The shelters were selected through a google search for ‘skyddat 
boende’ (‘protected housing’), the most common short Swedish term for a shelter 
where those (women) subjected to (men’s) violence can seek refuge. The shelters 
that pay to promote their names are found at the top of the search results. The top 20 
shelters that appeared in the search were contacted through email to enquire about 
a phone interview until ten had accepted. After ten had responded affirmatively, the 
remaining ten were selected for an analysis of their websites. As one of the shelters 
that had agreed to an interview later withdrew from participation, we ultimately 
interviewed representatives from nine shelters and collected text from 11 websites.

The interviews were conducted individually over the phone with representatives 
from the shelters, most of whom turned out to be either owners, founders or managers. 
They were informed of the purpose of the study, confidentiality and the opportunity 
to withdraw from participation, after which they were asked for consent to participate 
and for the interview to be recorded. The interviews followed a semi-structured 
guide covering the history behind starting the business, the clientele they focus on, 
the shelter’s competence, strengths and weaknesses in their work, and the process 
and content of placements. The average duration of the interviews was 38 minutes, 
ranging between 21 and 63 minutes. The interviews were recorded and subsequently 
transcribed verbatim.

The collection of text material from the 11 websites was conducted with a focus on 
descriptions of the shelter, what clientele they accommodate, what competence they 
claim to have and what a placement at their shelter entails in practice. Most websites 
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contained plenty of information about the shelter in question. We did not ask for 
consent to collect material from these websites because we consider websites to be 
publicly accessible and open sources of information, devoid of sensitive information 
or details about individuals.

Websites can say something specific about how a company has chosen to represent 
itself, while interviews allow for more nuance and complexity on a particular topic, 
such as asking questions about why they have made certain choices regarding their 
businesses. Even though one can assume that an interview is more spontaneous and 
less curated than text on a website, interviews are situated within a political context 
too. We thus understand the comments of the private shelter representatives as made 
with an awareness of the context of the interview, that is, that ‘speech is always tactical’ 
(Barthes, 1985: 4), and hence treat both the interviews and websites as discursive 
articulations of self-representation.

Following from the focus of data collection on self-representation in terms of 
competence, clientele focus and content of placement, four analytical themes were 
identified through a dialectic and iterative process of reading the data material: we can 
accommodate everyone; we can provide individual support to everyone; producing 
an independent and self-sufficient subject; and availability and flexibility – ‘always 
there for you’.

The quotes and excerpts selected for analysis were translated into English after the 
analysis was completed and, on some occasions, were edited slightly to try to capture 
the meaning rather than provide a word-for-word translation. Omissions are marked 
with an ellipsis. For reasons of anonymity, the shelters are referred to by codes: I1–9 
represent the nine interviews and W10–20 the 11 websites.

The private shelter discourse: everyone, everything, every time

We can accommodate everyone

We strive to be at the forefront of particularly important areas of expertise, such 
as human rights, intimate partner violence, honour-related issues, a children’s 
perspective, and the vulnerability of LGBTQ individuals. (Website 10)

The private shelters describe themselves as having the ability and skill to serve a wide 
variety of clients. On their website, W11 describes its clients as having experiences 
connected to ‘honour-related violence, men’s violence against women, witness 
protection, defection from criminal organisations or networks, and being subjected 
to stalking’, and that they have ‘a wide set of skills for every client’ (W11). In the 
opening quote from another website, W10 makes similar far-reaching claims, adding 
to the list: human rights, a children’s perspective and the vulnerability of LGBTQ 
individuals. W12 writes that they offer ‘shelter to a varied target group, for example 
women who cannot live in collective housing, men subjected to violence, couples, 
people with pets etc.’ While W12 is explicit about accommodating a wide variety 
of clientele, it uses the phrases ‘for example’ and ‘etc.’ to suggest that the shelter can 
accommodate anyone in need of shelter. One of the interviewees (I7) said that their 
shelter accommodates “men or women, with or without children”, and that they 
have other accommodation for different needs, “such as” addiction. Interviewee I2 
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said, “We can accommodate all people. We can find solutions for everyone”, and I3 
said: “We have no restrictions regarding age or so on. Everyone gets the same help, 
regardless of diagnosis, if you have dogs, cats … yes, whatever it may be.” 

Even though there is some variation between these businesses, they all claim 
to have a broad area of expertise and admit a wide range of clientele. While some 
admit “everyone” (I2, I3) or several different clients – “for example”, “etc.”, “such as” 
(W12) – some explicitly admit clients with an addiction (W10, W14, I6, I7), those 
subjected to honour-related violence (W10, W11, W14, W15, W16, I2, I8), those 
with intellectual disabilities (W15), LGBTQ individuals (W10, W15, W16) and those 
subjected to hate crime (W15, W16) or pursued by terrorist organisations (I8). W20 
adheres to Swedish discrimination law when it states on its website that it accepts 
anyone, regardless of ‘sex, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation or religion’. All the 
websites, except for W17, state that they accept men and women with accompanying 
children, and this was also stressed in the interviews. Pets are explicitly welcome in 
several shelters (W12, W14, W15, W17, W18, I3). From the foregoing, it is apparent 
that a common denominator for the private shelters is articulations of both particular 
expertise and a broad target group, that is, inclusion.

While there is something of a conflict in the promise to admit anyone while also 
being specialised experts, discourses are permanently under tension and in need of 
constant affirmation and reworking (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985). We understand the 
articulations of the private shelters in the context of recent debates and concerns 
raised by government reports and research about violence against women in Sweden 
(SOU, 2015; Moser Hällen, 2021). For example, in a 2015 official government report 
(SOU, 2015), 11 groups of women subjected to violence are listed as ‘particularly 
vulnerable’,1 including women with disabilities, LGBTQ women and women with an 
addiction. As noted in our empirical material, these are among the explicit categories 
expressed as ‘welcome’ at the private shelters.

There has also been an ongoing debate in Sweden and in the WSM concerning 
the difficulties of providing shelter for women with an ongoing addiction, in part, 
due to the accommodation being shared with others (Socialstyrelsen, 2020), and 
the difficulties of leaving a violent relationship when forced to leave a pet behind 
(Lilliesköld and Holmberg, 2021), since not all women’s shelters can accommodate 
pets (Moser Hällen, 2021). Concerns have also been raised about accompanying 
male teenagers when seeking shelter, though all shelters that responded to a recent 
survey (Socialstyrelsen, 2020) said that they accept male children up to 18 years of 
age. Additionally, some have highlighted the lack of shelter for men subjected to 
violence (Enander, 2011).

From our interviews, it appears that offering shelter for a lower price than the 
women’s shelters is not a preferred strategy of competition, and all of them charge 
more per day than what seems to be standard for women’s shelters.2 Instead, they 
represent themselves in ways that connect to parallel discussions about special needs 
and limitations in the WSM, as mentioned earlier. They articulate their business 
as not only competent regarding ‘everyone’ but also different from the women’s 
shelters. Brown (2018) argues that under neoliberalism, social contracts aiming to 
achieve justice are replaced with market requirements aiming to generate profitability. 
While the private shelters’ articulations may therefore be seen as conflicting, that is, 
accommodating everyone while simultaneously being specialised experts, a discourse 
always entails some element of tension over meaning and is in need of constant 
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affirmation and reworking. Thinking with Clarke (2004), we understand the seemingly 
contradictory articulation of inclusion to ensure profitability as something that can 
be ascribed to the particularities of the Swedish context, that is, a history of a strong 
social-democratic (women-friendly) welfare state and recent rapid marketisation.

Taken as a whole, the foregoing quotes suggest that the private shelters position 
themselves in relation to what is understood as the shortcomings of women’s shelters. 
From a discursive point of view, by articulating their businesses with such qualities as 
‘no restrictions’, ‘accept everyone’ and ‘regardless’, they implicitly attach the opposite 
labels to women’s shelters. In doing so, they constitute themselves by what they are 
not, that is, by formulating binary oppositions.

In the descriptions of running a business that welcomes everyone, the interviewees’ 
articulations are not focused on either the causes or effects of violence. Interviewee I8 
said that “the primary part is shelter”, I2 said that “There could be a number of reasons 
for why one needs shelter” and I4 stated that their shelter “works with all types of 
threat and all types of individual levels of threat”. As I4 continued: “Personally, I don’t 
think there’s any difference between relational violence and business-related violence 
and threats. You need to get the same support and protection regardless of where you 
come from.” The preceding quotes from I2 and I4 illustrate that their focus leans 
towards protection and sheltering rather than attending to the particularities of the 
violence. This is arguably a shift in focus compared to the WSM, which is grounded 
in women’s experiences of men’s violence and knowledge about such violence.

We can provide individual support to everyone

In this subsection, we explore how the shelters describe their approach to supporting 
their clients. W19 claims that it offers a milieu where ‘the individual is the focus’, while 
a website (W10) states that it tries to find a solution that is ‘adjusted to the individual’, 
and another website (W14) says that it offers ‘individual support according to an 
established plan’. These articulations represent the shelters as adjusting their work to 
the uniqueness of each individual rather than employing a general approach. Other 
private shelters describe this in similar ways, though also emphasise their attention 
to individual needs. W13 claims that it ‘always puts the individual’s needs first’ and 
that it has ‘special skills for special needs’, while W18 offers ‘housing and support 
guided by individual needs’. W13 elaborates further on its approach by stating that 
its shelter works to ‘provide individually adjusted support where the strengths, needs 
and difficulties of each individual receiver of care is considered’, whereas W10 offers 
a ‘safe and well-functioning shelter with support that is shaped to accommodate the 
unique needs of the individual’.

When we sought to probe deeper into the content of such individual support, we 
found that it was not described on any of the private shelters’ websites. Although 
a website may not be the most appropriate forum for elaborating on such issues, 
articulations of being attentive to individual needs and promises of providing individual 
support are telling in themselves. This is because they illustrate that the private shelters 
want to be perceived positively and that providing individual support is understood 
as something beneficial to say you provide. Articulations of individual support were 
also expressed in the interviews, and some clues were provided here as to its content. 
Interviewee I7 said that each client “has five hours of individual support, and that’s 
when the staff at the shelter help them go shopping for groceries and other stuff, and 
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show them around the neighbourhood”. When I5 said that they provide individually 
adjusted support, it is exemplified as: “For example, if you have a need for a lot of 
contacts because you have a child with special needs or because you’re not really 
integrated into society, that you’re far from the labour market.” 

In response to the question of what support the client usually needs, interviewee 
I9 said that they need different kinds of support in their everyday lives: “in contacts 
with the authorities, healthcare, banks, legal aid, insurance companies and so on”. I1 
talked about “helping people with difficulties in understanding our Swedish society 
… almost like those old-fashioned housewife schools”,3 and I3 labelled themselves 
“factotums” attending to a variety of tasks: “anything from an employment agency 
to migration agency to midwives to taxi drivers”. I6 said that they offer “all kinds of 
practical help and support”.

While the interviewees gave somewhat different examples of support that is well 
needed, no one described any form of support focusing on matters related to the 
clients’ experience of violence. Neither did I2, who, in describing the wide variety of 
clients their shelter accommodates, ended by saying: “So, it’s really different, and we 
try to provide whatever the individual needs.” This is also similar to I3, who explained 
that “all humans are different and have different needs, what they need help with”.

How can we understand the private shelters’ claim they can accommodate such a 
wide range of clients and provide support for individual needs? In accordance with 
a neoliberal market discourse, shelters are urged to ‘compete’ for clients, while also 
accomplishing the task of investigating and meeting the needs of a client, as stipulated 
in the law on social services SFS (2001: 453) Law on social services. In the previous 
subsection, we saw representations of being able to admit a wide range of clients. 
Having such a variety of clientele and claiming that you can accommodate the 
individual needs of each client may seem like something you want to say in order to 
come across as knowledgeable and professional, but it also seems like a huge promise. 
However, those who elaborated upon what such individual support actually entails 
in the quotes given earlier said that it is about everyday activities, such as shopping, 
practical things and contact with the authorities. It seems that the private shelters’ 
articulations of individuality and individual support, coupled with their focus on the 
individual ‘everyday’ needs of their clients, produce an understanding of their clients’ 
needs as mundane practical issues and not complex issues related to their experiences 
of (gendered) violence. Even if help with everyday need are important, such a focus 
effectively means ignoring their social history (Herz and Lalander, 2018), which runs 
counter to claims that providing support should be based upon a profound knowledge 
of gendered violence (Dobash and Dobash, 2005; Enander et al, 2013). It could thus 
be discursively argued that articulations of individual needs as somewhat mundane 
and disconnected from the clients’ experiences of violence construct those individual 
needs as being in opposition to an understanding that focusing on the violence itself 
is crucial in order to provide adequate support.

The diversity among the clients whom the private shelters target may explain 
their approach that no two people can have similar needs for support. It could also 
be argued that articulations of humans as isolated and unique individuals are made 
intelligible through and stabilise a contemporary neoliberal discourse in which human 
life is, above everything else, an individual existence. Perceiving human societies 
as composed of collectives rather than isolated individuals can be found in several 
historical contexts: family, congregations, the working class or women (subjected to 
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men’s violence), to name just a few. The private shelters arguably benefit from an 
individual understanding of human needs because this makes it possible to claim that 
no two people can be understood to have the same, or even similar, needs. Thinking 
with Laclau and Mouffe (1985), if a discourse on the individuality of humans is 
dominant, it will suppress other possible ways of understanding our existence, such as 
how it may be shared with others who are in a similar predicament and with similar 
needs (see also Kamali and Jönsson, 2018). We argue that understanding violence from 
the standpoint of an isolated individual rather than in relation to their social history 
(Herz and Lalander, 2018) dislocates the problem from any form of social structure.

Producing an independent and self-sufficient subject

The private shelters also claim that they work to develop clients’ independence and 
self-sufficiency. On one of the websites, W10 states that their shelter always supports 
‘self-sufficiency and good health’, and another (W19) writes that their shelter’s goal 
is to allow for ‘all guests to live an independent life, free from threat, violence and 
oppression’, and that they work towards ‘self-reliance’. W12 works to ‘improve the 
lives of humans through development and self-realisation’, and W13 focuses on 
‘independence and safety, processing experiences and integration’.

W18 explains that their shelter does this by supporting clients ‘to find and maintain 
their own capability’. W19 offers counselling sessions, with a ‘focus on inner strength’, 
aiming to start planning for the future, and W13 states that it considers the strength 
of each individual. W15 provides its own take on such a project by focusing on:

Creating meaningful social relations and good health through both physical 
and psychological training, in order to improve self-esteem and [generate] 
a sense of control over one’s own life. We offer a health and sports concept 
that is about strengthening the individual, both physically and mentally, in 
order to gain a better understanding of oneself and find a place in life where 
they are comfortable with themselves.

From a discursive point of view, the preceding articulations are part of constructing a 
desirable subject: a subject who has undergone ‘treatment’ at the shelter, thus becoming 
‘healed’. This subject serves as the centre in this particular discourse. Connected in a 
chain of equivalence (Winther Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002), the terms in the preceding 
articulations – ‘independence’, ‘control over one’s own life’, ‘strengthening the individual’, 
‘being comfortable with themselves’, ‘good health’, ‘self-sufficiency’, ‘self-reliance’ and 
‘self-esteem’ – tell us how such a desirable subject is characterised. This subject is to be 
produced through the following practices expressed earlier: by focusing on their inner 
strength; by development and self-realisation; by finding and maintaining their own 
capability; through considering the strength of each individual; through physical and 
psychological training; and by enrolling in a health and sports regime.

The process of taking control of one’s life arguably connects to a desire to boost 
the agency of those subjected to violence and to strengthen their ability to leave a 
violent relationship. However, the process of finding the inner strength to take action 
can also be understood as a neoliberal discourse of independence and self-sufficiency, 
which may stigmatise those who cannot lift themselves out of their predicament 
(Kamali and Jönsson, 2018). It can also be seen a way to relieve the welfare state of its 
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responsibility and to avoid encumbering the already-austerity-stricken welfare system 
(Lauri, 2019). In fact, Interviewee I1 had a similar interpretation of the desires of the 
legislative body of the state: “What they say in the opening of the Social Services 
Act, that’s actually that they want humans to become independent and participate in 
our country.” Similarly, another interviewee (I2) said: “The end goal is that everyone 
becomes their own individual who can fend for themselves in society.” Within our 
analytical framework, these articulations of independence and self-sufficiency can thus 
be interpreted as a post-Keynesian ideal of workfare rather than welfare (Jessop, 1993), 
expressed as “participat[ing] in our country”, being “far from the labour market” and 
in need of ‘integration’.

Availability and flexibility: ‘always there for you’

This final theme centres on articulations of availability and flexibility. W11 states that it 
has ‘excellent accessibility and [will] take full responsibility for safe transportation, support 
during trials and social contacts whilst sheltered’. On their website, W19 states that it is 
‘staffed 24/7’, can ‘provide accommodation around the clock’ and ‘offer pick-up and 
transportation’. Likewise, W12 states that its staff ‘are able to accommodate around the 
clock, ensure pick-up and, in cases of serious threat scenarios’, ensure safe transportation. 
W18 is ‘on stand-by around the clock’, and W13 writes that it is ‘accessible around the 
clock and a placement can be arranged quickly, often the same or the next day’. It also 
provides ‘pick-up and safe transportation’. I4 said that their shelter is ‘staffed around the 
clock’, which is ‘not common in this line of work, usually you work business hours, and at 
other hours the clients often have to take care of themselves’. I3 explained the advantages 
of 24/7 staff: “We’re here around the clock, we can…. If the woman needs to talk at three 
o’clock in the morning, then I will talk to her at three o’clock in the morning; she doesn’t 
have to wait until the following Monday to talk. That is absolutely one of our strengths.” 

Interviewee I3 described a previous experience of working at a women’s shelter 
with regular office hours and how that affected the opportunities to talk to the 
women. The women often needed to talk during evenings or weekends, or at night 
when their kids were asleep, and then they called during off hours and I3 had to talk 
to them but “work for free”. Such an experience made I3 think about the need to 
have a shelter that was staffed 24/7. I6 talked about how their shelter is perceived 
by the social services: “We have the competence; we really help a lot. We even offer 
pick-up. The social services call us and they’re like: ‘Can you do a pick-up?’ Yes, we 
do pick-ups from all over Sweden. How about that!?” 

In the preceding quotes, the private shelters describe themselves as highly available 
in terms of opening hours, acute placement, pick-up and safe transportation. Such an 
attentive approach to the ‘customer’ articulates the values of extensive availability and 
competition, values connected to a neoliberal market discourse (Brown, 2018). From 
a discursive horizon, at the same time, expressions of such an approach implicitly 
articulate deficiencies in women’s shelters as only providing support during ‘business 
hours’ (24/7 is ‘not common in this line of work’). Since women’s shelters are founded 
on voluntary activists’ work, having to “work for free”, as I3 describes it, is not an 
issue when viewed from outside a business discourse.

While around-the-clock admittance may seem like a caring approach to those 
seeking shelter, research on the process of leaving a violent relationship suggests that 
such a decision is often the result of careful planning in terms of both working up 
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the courage to leave and finding a suitable and safe moment to do so (Holmberg 
and Enander, 2004).

When talking about the time after the initial placement has been completed, 
several shelters say that they are flexible and can find solutions. On their website, 
W11 states that its shelter ‘provides tailored solutions … for almost any need’, and 
interviewee I6 said: “We’re very flexible, nothing is too big for us, we will fix it…. 
Flexibility is our strength; we can adjust to whatever the situation may be and no 
problem is too big.” In a similar way, I5 said: “We’re flexible, and we can provide more 
extensive support.” Whom they are comparing themselves with when saying ‘more’ 
is not overtly stated, but a reasonable interpretation is that they are referring to their 
competitors, either other companies or women’s shelters. I3 said that “the strength 
of our business is flexibility”, and I2 said that they have facilities all over the country 
and thus can almost always be of service when the social services call: “We don’t have 
these geographical limitations, you know”, implicitly applying such limitations to 
local women’s shelters. As I2 continued: “My experience is that we’re very flexible 
and fast; we can find solutions the same day if needed. Perhaps the municipalities 
and women’s shelters can as well, I don’t know, but sometimes it’s crowded in the 
women’s shelters, and … since we’re so big, we can find solutions.” 

In a similar way as the earlier descriptions of availability, these articulations express 
values of extensive flexibility and having solutions to ‘everything’. From a discursive 
point of view, we argue that by emphasising their own availability and flexibility, 
and, at the same time, adhering to a neoliberal business discourse of markets and 
customer orientation, they are constructing women’s shelters as their opposite and 
their opponent. A customer orientation entails being flexible and finding solutions, 
while local women’s shelters are by association constructed as non-flexible and not 
oriented towards solutions.

Expressions of constant availability and flexibility adhere to a business discourse of 
unclear borders between work and spare time, or between paid work and unpaid work. 
However, such a customer orientation (as expressed by I6 and I2 earlier) is directed 
not towards those in need of shelter and support but towards the social services. Such 
an orientation is strikingly evident in other articulations: “We are developing our 
business by focusing on our employer’s needs” (W11); “We can provide for individual 
needs and the wishes of the social worker” (W10); and “We work according to the 
wishes of the social services” (W19). Interviewee I1 said of their focus that “We do 
what is most practical for the social services”, and I2 said: “We exist to facilitate the 
social services … like, we want the social services to choose us when they need a 
placement.” Their focus, availability and flexibility are thus directed not towards those 
in need of protection but towards the organisations providing them with work and 
income; in other words, their primary target is the social services, which provides 
the business.

Conclusions

Our analysis has shown that the private shelters describe themselves as having both 
a diverse target group and specialised expertise, that is, as having the ability and 
skill to accommodate a wide variety of clients. While this seems like a big promise 
and, thinking with Clarke (2004), somewhat contradictory, we understand it as 
an expression of a market discourse: a way to optimise their chances of acquiring 
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(as many) clients (as possible) for their business while also adhering to a notion of 
inclusion, and thereby a way to differentiate themselves from their main competitors, 
that is, women’s shelters.

Despite their broad and differentiated target group, the private shelters emphasise 
that they tend to the individual needs of each client. They articulate such individual 
needs as everyday, mundane and practical things, such as shopping and contact 
with the authorities, rather than complex issues related to experiences of violence. 
This arguably makes individual needs easier to accommodate and downplays the 
particularities of gendered violence. Both individuality and the silence in relation to 
violence are interpreted as an expression of a liberal understanding of human life.

Frequent articulations of ‘independence’ shape an understanding of a desirable 
subject: an independent individual who is comfortable with herself and has control 
over her life, that is, a self-reliant woman filled with self-esteem. We understand this 
as an expression of a neoliberal discourse and its focus on individuality, independence 
and self-sufficiency, which can be understood as connected to a desire for self-
governing and a way to relieve governments of responsibility and expense (Morley 
and Macfarlane, 2014; Brown, 2006; 2015; Lauri, 2019).

The private shelters also describe themselves as ‘highly available’ in terms of 
opening hours and admittance, and as ‘flexible’, in that they claim to have solutions 
to ‘everything’, both of which connect to a market discourse (Brown, 2006; 2015). 
Such expressions implicitly articulate deficiencies in women’s shelters, positioning 
them as being less professional, understaffed and less committed, which may pressure 
women’s shelters into providing similar availability and flexibility in order to ‘stay 
in business’, that is, to alter their ‘aims, aspirations, and affiliations’ (Garrett, 2010b: 
87). While this customer-oriented approach may seem logical within a market 
setting, the private shelters’ customer is the social services and not those subjected to 
violence. As women’s shelters were developed in solidarity with women subjected 
to men’s violence, founded on voluntary activists’ work, having to “work for free”, 
as some private shelters describe it, is not an issue when viewed from outside a 
business discourse, and hence this articulation could be understood as a straw man 
used to boost private shelters’ excellence. Furthermore, in women’s shelters, there 
is no ‘customer’ in their relationship; however, the private shelters’ introduction of 
such customer relations, directed towards the social services, may (re)orient women’s 
shelters towards being attentive to the needs of social services rather than to those 
subjected to violence.

A general conclusion from the analysis is that, in several ways, the private shelters 
articulate themselves in opposition to what are understood as the shortcomings 
of women’s shelters. We also conclude that the private shelters lean more towards 
protection and sheltering than to the particularities of (gendered) violence, and that 
this also differentiates them from women’s shelters. This is achieved, in part, through 
the articulations of needs as mundane and humans as isolated and unique individuals, 
making it possible to claim that no two people can be understood as having the same 
needs and that needs are not directly connected to experiences of violence. We fear 
that such an approach may suppress other possible ways of understanding our existence 
as shared with others and that this may dislocate gendered violence from its context. 
Articulating only the individual needs of those subjected to violence, disconnected 
from the violence itself, may thus suppress an understanding of both the structural 
aspects of violence and the collectively shared experiences of such violence. From 
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the standpoint of the WSM, such an individual focus may make it more difficult to 
mobilise against men’s violence against women.

All of the preceding conclusions are derived from analysing discourses in the self-
representations of a selection of private shelters (about 20 per cent of their total). 
While this constitutes a limitation to the generalisability of the findings, discourse 
theory focuses on what seems logical and expected to say in a given time and 
context. Therefore, we doubt that analysing more or other private shelters would 
yield significantly different results.

Notes
	1	�The concept of the ‘particularly vulnerable’ has been criticised as being too generalising 

and stigmatising (Moser Hällen, 2021: 52).
	2	�This understanding is based on interviews with representatives of several women’s 

shelters for another study.
	3	�This refers to an obsolete education in household chores and childcare.
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