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Ares do Pinhal

Ares do Pinhal is a nonprofit NGO for social inclusion which has worked
with severe drug users since 1986. It has started with a Therapeutic
Community for treatment.

In 2020, Ares do Pinhal was invited by the municipality of Lisbon to due
technical approach in support and referral of the homeless integrated in
Emergency Shelters in the context of the COVID 19 pandemic.



Introduction

• People in homeless situation admitted in Emergency Shelters prove
to be highly challenging for staff, due to the risk of acute withdrawal
syndromes, intoxication behavioural changes, and the need for
medical treatment for the multi-organ consequences of Alcohol Use
Disorder.

• During the COVID-19 pandemic, this population was particularly at
risk of life-threatening withdrawal syndrome for constraints in access
to usual alcoholic beverages.

• The implementation of an adapted harm-reduction pharmacological
intervention, comprising essentially benzodiazepines and
multivitamins, introduced new dynamics on the newly created
teams, and allowed for a different approach to this at-risk
population.



Emergency Shelter strategy – COVID-19

• Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, staffing was an issue.

• Several institutions with experience in managing the homeless were 

invited to collaborate in the staffing of the emergency shelter (e.g. 

Ares do Pinhal, Médicos do Mundo).

• Also, students from the Social Sciences department of ISCTE –

University Institute of Lisbon were included in the project staff. 



Emergency Shelter Staff

• Trained Technicians – Managing the residents’ daily schedule, from 

ludic activities to conflict management and psychosocial support.

• Psychologists/social Workers – Psychosocial support, needs 

identification and referral to adequate health and social services.

• Nurses – Health-related activities, COVID-19 screening, clinical 

assessment and primary care, treatment management for infectious 

diseases and Alcohol Use Disorder



Objectives

• To assess the perception of the staff at the shelters on the

implementation of new harm reduction program with a

pharmacological feature;

• How did the staff react to this new harm reduction strategies? What

new opportunities and positive health outcomes derived from this

new strategy?

• What were the main constraints/barriers in the implementation of this

strategy?



Methods

• These results are included in the scope of the PLACE project, a

retrospective, mixed methods observational study, based mostly

on a Focus Group with the staff working at the emergency

shelter.

• A qualitative analysis of the focus group adapted from the

Consolidated Framework for Implementation Research Constructs

(CFIRC) was applied to promote a more robust approach and a

sound analysis of results.

• The focus group occurred on the 24th of June of 2021 and was

moderated by a specialized Psychologist from DICAD – ARS-LVT,

with a duration of 6 hours, with a lunch break at the half-point.



Methods

• Workers representing the most relevant professional categories
were invited to participate in the Focus Group, except for the
investigators in the project, to avoid bias (convenience sample);

• The maximum number of participants was set at 12, pending on the
availability of the staff to participate, to avoid constraints in the
service, but to ensure diversity and multiple perspectives;

• A Focus group with 11 shelter workers was implemented to
address the previously developed set of questions;

• The diversity of the participants, from age to years of
experience, but also from different academic background
constitutes an asset to the results of the focus group.



Methods

3 
Psychologists

6 Social 
Workers;

2 Nurses

2 Males
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25 years 



Focus Group Structure and Questions 

• Context of AUDs in the Homeless;

• Program implementation;

• Impact on the institutional dynamics and synergies.



Methods – Analysis 

• Transcription and content analysis

• Qualitative, deductive approach with a codebook based on CFIRC

• Coding supported by MaxQDA 2022



Results

• Context of AUDs in the Homeless 

• The pandemic and the restrictions led to changes in 

• The sociability and the support network 

• The accessibility to alcohol 

• The patterns of alcohol use 

All homeless have their own dinamics in the community […] And 

when the pandemic came, all those resources and dynamics 

vanished



Results

• Program implementation

• Complexity of the intervention

• AUD + Mental health issues + violence + pandemic + large groups of

vulnerable people with different profiles…

• Difficult to tackle all problems and to deal with occasional violence

• Not all staff was prepared for this complexity the same way

The relationship between dependence/treatment, and the

homelessness, alcohol treatment when patients want it, it was hard… It still

is. We testified this complexity.



Results

• Impact on the institutional dynamics and synergies

• Outcomes and potential

• Despite challenging, a unique opportunity to successfully intervene

• Continuous, multidisciplinary, and articulated support makes a difference

This was more than a pharmaceutical intervention, because all the politics and

support of technicians within the centres really helped in the management of

deprivation symptoms. The centres managed to work in a surveillance of this

ambulatory treatment and some people managed to adhere, to make that

movement […] all in collaboration with other services.



Conclusions

• This study addresses a current concern related to the inclusion,

referral and treatment of the homeless in formal shelter facilities.

• By creating a safe environment for the homeless, we can generate

positive outcomes in screening and diagnoses of infectious

diseases and other health issues, as well as improved treatment

adherence.

• This is the first time that, in Portugal, the treatment for the

homeless suffering from alcohol use disorder is applied outside of a

formal clinical setting.
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