
Ateneo de Manila University Ateneo de Manila University 

Archīum Ateneo Arch um Ateneo 

Institute of Philippine Culture (IPC) School of Social Sciences Research Centers 

9-2025 

COMBINING LIFE GRID WITH BIOGRAPHICAL NARRATIVE COMBINING LIFE GRID WITH BIOGRAPHICAL NARRATIVE 

APPROACH IN RECONSTRUCTING LIVING SITUATION OF METRO APPROACH IN RECONSTRUCTING LIVING SITUATION OF METRO 

MANILA’S STREET DWELLERS MANILA’S STREET DWELLERS 

Melissa Q. Navarra 

Irene Reyno 

Wander Van der Vaat 

Follow this and additional works at: https://archium.ateneo.edu/ipc 

 Part of the Anthropology Commons, Other Social and Behavioral Sciences Commons, and the 

Sociology Commons 

https://archium.ateneo.edu/
https://archium.ateneo.edu/ipc
https://archium.ateneo.edu/soss-research-centers
https://archium.ateneo.edu/ipc?utm_source=archium.ateneo.edu%2Fipc%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/318?utm_source=archium.ateneo.edu%2Fipc%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/437?utm_source=archium.ateneo.edu%2Fipc%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/416?utm_source=archium.ateneo.edu%2Fipc%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


THE GRID AND THE STORY: INTEGRATING LIFE HISTORY CALENDARS WITH 
BIOGRAPHICAL NARRATIVES FOR COLLABORATIVE QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 

 
Irene Reyno, Melissa Quetulio-Navarra, Wander Van der Vaart 

 
Abstract 

Engaging homeless populations in biographical research is often hindered by the 
deep-seated distrust and trauma that characterize their lived experiences. This study 
introduces a methodological approach that transforms this hurdle, turning the research 
interview into an empowering and collaborative encounter. Using a combination of the 
Life History Calendar (LHC) and biographical narratives, we explored the complex life 
transitions of 15 individuals living on the streets and in a cemetery of Metro Manila, 
Philippines. The LHC served as a co-constructed visual scaffold, enabling participants 
with low educational attainment and histories of trauma to recall and structure their life 
stories with remarkable clarity and detail. Our findings show that this method 
significantly enhanced data accuracy and provided a framework for tracing the 
accumulation of disadvantages over the life course. More importantly, it fostered a safe 
and trusting environment that empowered participants, validating their experiences and 
giving them agency in a process from which they are often excluded. While navigating 
disclosures of trauma requires careful ethical consideration, the method also revealed 
therapeutic potential, allowing for emotional relief and reflection. This article advocates 
for the wider use of this integrated approach as a powerful tool to ethically generate the 
rich, participant-centered data needed to challenge systemic failures and inform 
effective social interventions. 

 
Introduction 
 
While Life History Calendars (LHC) have been widely utilized in quantitative research, 
their application in qualitative research remains largely unexplored (Harris and Parisi 
2007). In this article, LHC was used alongside biographical narratives to study the lives 
of homeless respondents who have lived a life of poverty, struggle, and traumas.  
 
Biographies according to Bolivar and Domingo (2006) capture feelings and desires of 
respondents by looking deeply into their personal lives and finding out how they 
responded, lived and dealt with specific phenomena and in this case homelessness and 
housing experience. It provides rich and diverse insights on the complex experiences of 
individuals. This approach provides an opportunity especially for the marginalized 
sectors that are often misrepresented and/or ignored in traditional interviews. 
(Andall-Stanberry 2017:53). This is echoed by Suárez-Ortega (2012) who posits that this 
approach is apt in giving voices to the socially excluded such that in the process of 
participating, reflexivity, expression of desires and aspirations to their existence are 
included. Andall-Stanberry (2017) highlights this by emphasizing that the qualitative 



approach such as biographical narrative not only provides therapeutic benefits but is a 
powerful tool for empowerment, as it is more concerned with the meanings of 
phenomena rather than frequencies and making generalized statements. It allows 
respondents to reflect and narrate stories they deem important for them, thereby giving 
them space to be heard. 
 
Biographical narratives, though useful to offering an extensive analysis of the homeless’ 
everyday dealings and understanding the perceptions and experiences of the individuals, 
have limitations in that there is a recognition that respondents may tend to mix up the 
order of the events in their lives but are nonetheless disregarded (Bourdieu 1997 in Nico 
2015). This typical shortcoming of the narrative approach which is “losing the thread of 
chronological order” or not following strictly the order of events could lead to a 
“biographical illusion”, producing an incoherent narrative that may compromise the 
quality of the collected data.  
 
Use of such approaches are no exception to ‘recall errors’ ie. falsification, selective 
memories, underreporting salient information and or time displacements and can yield 
inaccurate results. Thus, life grid or life calendar was used as memory aid, serving 
practical applications in verbal storytelling. This was particularly useful as the unit of 
analysis in this study was homeless individuals, some of whom had a difficult time 
fulfilling the task of recalling their past. There have been studies citing significant 
methodological challenges in collecting biographical narratives from marginalized 
populations. Low literacy, mental health issues, substance use, among many others, 
reflect such challenges in data gathering (Rapaport et al. 2023).  
 
Life grids or calendars resolved this vulnerability (Nico 2015; Nico and Van Der Vaart 
2012). As life grids supplement the biographical narratives, it provides an orderly 
structure of narratives and even extends the tool to analyze the relationships and 
causalities in their experiences (ibid). Combining life grids with BNIM offered an 
extensive analysis of both the narratives, and subjective meanings put by the 
respondents to their experiences and the order of life events which can aid when looking 
into the timing of events. The scarce literature combining both life grids and BNIM have 
also pushed the researcher to utilize this tool. Nico and Van Der Vaart (2012) 
emphasizes this noting that scholars have been pushing for its use as it fosters new 
perspectives in qualitative research.​  
 
Homelessness in the Philippines 

Across the globe, there is a growing research interest in homelessness, which usually 
falls under micro level analysis and survey-based topics aimed at understanding 
homelessness (Snow and Mulcahy 2001). Despite the established reasons for 
homelessness and varying solutions to address it, homelessness continues to be a critical 
problem requiring a holistic approach to address it. We have frequently witnessed how 



the homeless population has been subjected to resettlement, housing and welfare 
programs, yet homelessness continues to be a crisis, not just in the global context but 
also in our own local circumstances. As many researchers have stated, the housing crisis 
is a global concern. Manila, the capital of the Philippines, has one of the highest rates of 
global homelessness (Maningo 2022). Based on the latest data of the Department of 
Human Settlements and Urban Development, a total of 1,898,993 Informal Settler 
Families (ISFs) all over the Philippines were recorded as of 2017. Some 45% can be 
found in danger zones nearby riverbanks, creeks, waterways, highways, etc., 19% in 
privately owned land, 12% in government owned land. As for the street homeless, the 
DSWD roughly estimates 50,000-70,000 street children and families living on the streets 
of Metro Manila as of 2006.   

Globalization and the implementation of neo-liberal policies with the core purpose of 
profit-making, are all contributing factors to Metro Manila's significant population 
growth. The policies prioritize private home ownership and market-driven projects 
under the guise of urban development. Meanwhile, the Philippine government has 
consistently allocated a measly budget of 0.05 to 0.06 percent of the country’s Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) for housing, with a small percentage for socialized housing. 
Together, this results ultimately in a crisis of homelessness and informal settlements in 
Metro Manila and repeated displacements and evictions for the poor (Maningo 2022). 
Current housing and resettlement areas in the Philippines are mostly located in cities far 
from the homeless people’s main source of livelihood (Quetulio-Navarra 2024). Their 
experience of social disarticulation having been placed in the fringes explains the influx 
of informal settler families (ISFs) and street homeless returning and remaining in the 
cities with high economic productivity. Reports from the Department of Interior and 
Local Government assert displays that Informal Settler Families (ISFs) who were 
relocated distant from the cities often return to their city of origin as informal settlers or 
worse, as street or cemetery dwellers, the focus of this study, due to loss of livelihood 
and lack of affordability to pay their monthly amortizations (Cited in Maningo 2022; 
DILG 2011).  

Evidently, there is a dearth of information in the Philippines about street dwellers and 
cemetery dwellers, a gap that aims to be filled using the LHC and biographical narratives 
employed in this study. Unlike the country’s informal settler families or ISFs who live in a 
minimally adequate housing in a secure place where they participate in community life 
(CHR, 2015), homeless street/cemetery dwellers is defined by the Commission on 
Human Rights (2021) as:    

“[H]omeless street dwellers' ' pertain to individuals or families living in structures 
made of transient materials, or on the streets or public places and do not have a 
house to stay. These include people working on the streets who may have been 
evicted from their illegal settlements and refused to go to relocation sites or who 
came from relocation sites, from which they do not wish to return to, for various 



reasons. Some come from provinces in hopes of getting a decent livelihood, possibly 
victims of human trafficking. Some stay on the streets for lack of safe places to stay, 
such as those victims of domestic violence and some manifest mental health 
conditions needing immediate attention. They may also be categorized as those 
coming from an ethnic minority group who work as seasoned laborers.” 

The present study is situated  in a wider study that focused on homelessness that aimed 
to dissect the structural, political, social and personal constraints influencing the 
adaptive responses of the homeless in streets and cemetery, their multiple disadvantages 
that resulted in their capability deprivation and their valued functionings amidst 
homelessness. The in-depth exploration reveals their survival strategies, agency and 
resilience throughout the course of their lives. It explores what situations and risk 
factors were accumulated from childhood to adulthood that led to their homelessness. 
Finally, it elicited their experiences in housing, resettlement, and welfare interventions 
which are often critically overlooked by the policy makers and evaluators when 
facilitating macro responses such as urban development and housing programs. The 
study seeks answers to the questions: 1) How did the LHC support the use of BNIM and 
aid in the interaction between the respondent and the researcher? 2) What are the 
negative and positive effects of using LHC? 3) How did the LHC enhance data collection 
and analysis?  

Research Design 
 
The study utilized biographical narratives as the method of inquiry, combined with a 
capability lens for data analysis and supplemented by life history calendars (LHC). The 
researcher purposely chose this approach, as it aims to surface the perceptions of the 
respondents throughout their housing and homeless experiences.  The Researcher has 
chosen this approach as the primary method for data collection to understand how the 
stories are produced using the participants' own narratives and interpretations of their 
homelessness relative to their past events, present experiences and future aspirations 
(Maycock & Corr 2013; Cited in Roberts, 2002). Using the biographical narratives 
otherwise known as Biographical Narrative Interpretive Method or BNIM which is 
focused on three major agenda: a) life story or the person’s biographical history, b) 
narratives are how they recall their experiences through storytelling, and c) 
interpretivism where the “narratives are subject to social interpretation” (ibid).  
 
Biographies according to Bolivar and Domingo (2006) capture feelings and desires of 
respondents by looking deeply into their personal lives and finding out how they 
responded, lived and dealt with specific phenomena and in this case homelessness and 
having experienced living in housing situations. Biographical narrative approach uses 
story-telling techniques in which the respondents' own perspectives are considered 
specifically through narration of life stories in a manner that allows them to reflect, 
share moments of their lives or speak about subjective issues they deem significant.   



 
This method and approach to interviewing is facilitated with a conversational style or 
narration technique. It entails eliciting the multi-dimensional and complex life 
experiences that shape the identity of the individual but also provides an interpretation 
of how the individual takes part and decides where to direct their stories (Suárez-Ortega 
2012:190).  
 
Biographical interviews and a Capability-informed approach is compatible with this 
research paradigm wherein the the former allows for findings to reveal a ‘sufficient 
representation’ of the both the agency and the societal factors (Corbally 2011) while the 
Capability lens offers an in depth understanding and interest in people’s quality of lives 
(Robeyns 2017). The researcher found this method the most appropriate to carve out 
the constraints and the choices made by the homeless throughout their lives and allow 
to surface what stories and experiences are important for them (Balsera 2014). ​
​ ​ ​ ​  
The BNIM, while it is useful to get the life stories of the homeless, mainly to extract the 
narratives of the homeless, has its own limitations. The researcher saw the need to 
include LHC, as a research instrument and supplementary tool for analyzing the data 
collected.  Inside the life grid are the recalled events of the respondents that may be 
related to their demographic profile. Seeing through the chronological data can reveal 
the individuals’ trajectories, turning points and critical events that led to their homeless 
situations. Life grids serve as ‘visual aids’ and ‘conversation stimulators’. This is 
particularly necessary and a helpful tool while narrating their life stories recognizing the 
difficulty of respondents to recall their memories. Life grids are a supporting tool to 
“boost” the narratives in a sense that the “chronological information is the trunk of the 
conversation and the narrative are its branches” (Nico and Van Der Vaart 2012). ​ As 
they noted:​ ​ ​ ​ ​  

“The use of the life grid during the biographical interview does not seek to capture a 
‘coherent life experience as a unit and as a totality’ or ‘as a totalising narrative’ (Bourdieu 
1997 in Nico 2015), but rather the very opposite: it seeks to temporally deconstruct and 
decompose it. In this respect, the life calendar grid represents the ‘trunk’ of the 
conversation and the episodes and events in life its ‘branches’. The right timing of the events 
thus has an effect on the narrative and the ‘explanation’ of the life story.” ​ ​  

Life history calendar  (LHC) was primarily used to structure and organize the narratives 
told by the homeless respondents. Since the researcher aims to capture the critical 
incidents and experiences that shaped their route to the streets, the essential 
dimensions in their life were deemed to complement the theoretical underpinnings of a 
capability lens such that the life stories were laid down in grids and consisted  of 
dimensions as to when the events took place. The researcher focused on the year the 
essential events occurred, age of respondents, stories pertaining to their early education, 
work experience, housing/dwelling experience, stories of love, marriage and family, 



health and others ie. critical incidents that show the accumulated disadvantages over 
their lifecourse. These dimensions showed the interaction of the events and the 
relationships of stories, thereby revealing a rich account of the narratives drawn from 
their experiences.  
 
According to numerous studies, LHC improves data quality and efficiency compared to 
other data collection techniques. LHC provides space for note-taking, and can be 
customized according to the needs of the research topic. It allows the researcher to 
structure the interview and organize data into specific domains. LHC serves as a 
screening tool particularly in capturing the broad experiences of the respondents and 
addressing real-time discrepancies while conducting the data collection process  
(Freedman et al. 1988; Axinn, Barber, and Ghimire 1997; Axinn, Pearce, and Ghimire 
1999; Belli, Shay, and Stafford 2001; Yoshihama et al. 2002; Yoshihama et al. 2005 in 
Harris). 
 
 
Site Selection and Participants​  
 
The research has selected 15 homeless individuals and their families to undergo 
in-depth biographical narrative interviews.  Respondents chosen must be adults falling 
from ages 18-65 years old, and must be past recipients of the Department of Social 
Welfare and Development’s (DSWD) program, Enhanced Support Service Interventions 
of 4Ps,  and currently residing in Metro Manila, National Capital Region (NCR).  
 
The researcher initially received the list of street and cemetery dwellers living in NCR 
through the Regional Office of DSWD. The researcher planned on selecting respondents 
across all local government units; however, upon review of the data endorsed, the 
majority of the selected participants resided in Quezon City, Manila and Makati. This 
decision to focus on the three LGUs were purposive and resulted from the lack of 
anticipation that the 4Ps members had just been provided rental subsidies last 2023. 
Majority from the database had availed of the rental subsidy, thus at the time of writing, 
are no longer staying in the streets. Since the Researcher wanted to interview 
beneficiaries who are living in public spaces, this criterion narrowed down the options, 
considering that the residents found were concentrated in the three LGUs.  
 
Due to budget constraints, limitations in time and human resource, consultation with 
advisers and the number of street dwellers determined to have remained in the street in 
the latest database of DSWD, the Researcher decided to interview 15 respondents. The 
Researcher recognized that participants might struggle recalling past events resulting 
from trauma, possible drug dependency or mental health problems or would not wish to 
express their feelings. Thus purposive sampling will be utilized by reaching out to 
homeless beneficiaries who would be comfortable enough to talk about sensitive issues.  
Only a small number of respondents are chosen to warrant in-depth exploration. For the 



benefit of this study, homeless respondents shall be defined as those families who live in 
shanty areas of the cemetery, or dwell in the public areas such as streets mostly found in 
vacant lots, abandoned buildings, public parks, or private lots. Street dwellers sometimes 
have no makeshift housing structures, typically observed in slums. They typically sleep 
in discarded cartons and mainly earn their living in the street. Both cemetery and street 
dwellers were chosen to ensure diversity in the gathered data. Primary criteria for 
selection shall be those grantees of 4Ps that had been included in alternative family 
homes, or had availed livelihood programs and other services of the Program but have 
now gone back or are still living in streets. The participants were endorsed through 
purposive sampling by the three operations offices of Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino 
Program. Assigned field implementers of 4Ps were coordinated to get the contact details 
of the participants and they were contacted via facebook messenger or phone call. 
Participants without cellphones were informed in advance about the scheduled 
interview through face-to-face visit.  
 
4Ps Program of DSWD for the Homeless 
 
In 2008, the regular 4Ps program of the Department of Social Welfare and Development 
added another program, the Modified Conditional Cash Transfer (MCCT) for Families in 
Need of Special Protection (FNSP) due to their current difficult circumstances. It was 
implemented to maximize the reach of Conditional Cash Transfer’s (CCT) reach and 
eventually mainstream beneficiaries into the Regular Conditional Cash Transfer (RCCT). 
Apart from the grants, Support Services Interventions (SSI) were also provided to uplift 
the socio- economic status of the MCCT beneficiaries (DSWD 2021). As part of the 
program packages, the beneficiaries are granted shelter assistance and access to job and 
livelihood opportunities through sustainable livelihood and cash-for-work initiatives. 
The program is run in partnership with the different local government and 
non-government agencies. As the leading social protection program for the homeless, 
MCCT provides a cash benefit to families with children of ages 0-18. Every two months, 
depending on their compliance, each family can receive grants from 300-700 pesos for 
education conditions for each monitored child, (a monitored child must reach the 85% 
attendance rate). Health conditions include undergoing prenatal and post-natal 
checkups for pregnant members, visiting health centers for vaccination and deworming 
of monitored children. A rice subsidy of 700 pesos is given to families who, apart from 
complying with the program’s health conditions, attend family development sessions. 

In addition to addressing the urgent needs and problems of the beneficiaries, the 
Enhanced Support Services Interventions (ESSI) component is also a means to capacitate 
and empower the beneficiaries by allowing them to participate in the entire process of 
the funded project. The ESSI projects go beyond the beneficiaries and their communities 
(DSWD MC No. 06, 2021), while The ESSI Strategy features supplementary interventions 
for the Indigenous Peoples, and homeless families. ESSI’s objectives include meeting the 
basic needs of the target beneficiaries through convergence of programs and services 



while ensuring their compliance with the Program to uplift and improve their level of 
well-being. (DSWD 2021:4) Other programs include eco-cultural livelihood assistance 
and income generating projects, Community and Youth Development Projects, 
Small-Scale Community projects, and Alternative Family Homes (AFH). The AFH, based 
on the Guidelines of DSWD on Enhanced Support Services Interventions issued in 2021, 
seeks to provide house rental subsidies to homeless families alongside the conditional 
cash transfer grants. The eligible beneficiaries of AFH are identified in the assessment of 
the field implementers/case managers, with consideration of the push and pull factors 
underlying their homeless situations. AFH is facilitated in coordination with the 
Department of Human Settlements and Urban Development (DHSUD) and the concerned 
Local Government Units (LGUs) to ensure the convergence of services and provision of 
other support interventions needed by the homeless individuals. The households are 
provided a maximum of Php 6,500.00 every month for a period of one year, which may 
be extended to a maximum of six months, based on the assessment. Qualified 
households include homeless street families, indigenous peoples, and pregnant women 
in geographically isolated and disadvantaged areas. As of August 2021, 3,019 households 
were recorded in the database of the MCCT Regional Information System and were to be 
provided with rental subsidy, 1,013 with livelihood assistance, 1,489 provided with Cash 
for Work. Other SSI benefits received by 1,838 homeless families were disaster kits, 
leadership training for parent leaders, positive parenting training, life skills training, 
among others (Atacador, 2021).​  

However, according to the Process Review and Assessment of MCCT conducted by the 
Economic Policy and Research Institute in 2019, a clear housing intervention following a 
separate theory and framework from 4Ps needed to be operationalized. One 
recommendation was to create a beneficiary profile that identified which support was 
needed, depending on their classification in the homeless group. (Process Review and 
Assessment of the Modified Conditional Cash Transfer for Homeless Street Families, 
2019). Justin Nicolas (2017) also contends that the current social protection measures 
focus on placing the homeless in permanent homes without taking into consideration 
their livelihoods on the streets. Several deficiencies have been found in the 
Implementation of the MCCT-HSF. The cash transfer scheme has not been implemented 
equally across all beneficiaries, excluding the “non-deserving poor.” Further, the study 
shows that potential for entrepreneurialism among beneficiaries of livelihood grants is 
given more emphasis and more opportunities are given them over those who lack 
enterprise skills. The 90-day duration of the Cash for Work project is also not enough to 
maintain the rental fees of the beneficiaries. Delay of cash payments has been 
counterintuitive to the goal of meeting the beneficiaries’ needs (Impact Evaluation of 
MCCT-ESSI 2019). Also considering the lack of supportive steps aimed towards a 
long-term impact, the Program should, instead, complement the homeless’ efforts at 
self-reliance and resourcefulness. 



While the Philippine government has existing welfare and housing programs for the 
poor, the lack of convergence, low prioritization of on-site resettlement, and exclusion of 
the voices of the poor in urban development initiatives ultimately result in the prevailing 
problem of homelessness and unsustainability of efforts. Thus, the methods used in this 
study give emphasis to revealing factors that shape homelessness and the patterns of 
disadvantages observed throughout their life. 
 

Data Collection 

Data collection took place in two major sites: dwelling spots of street dwellers and 
cemeteries located in Quezon City, Manila and Makati. Data collection began on October 
17, 2023 and ended on November 15, 2023. Composed of 10 street dwellers and 5 
cemetery dwellers, the first session was at their dwelling areas for 1-2 hours on average 
while the second session was a 1-day activity with six (6) selected street dwellers.  At the 
beginning of the interview, the researcher explained the purpose of the research, have 
them choose their own pseudonym and sign the consent form after explaining its 
confidentiality clause. The interview was conversational, with follow up questions 
initiated by the researcher relating to their housing and homeless experiences, how they 
coped and responded to their adversities, etc. The Researcher also introduced herself 
and built rapport by walking along with the members, going to the sites where they 
sleep or keep their pushcarts, and in areas where they earn their livelihood.  

Data collection from respondents were executed in two stages. First stage of interviews 
focused on the life calendar and biographical narratives of the participants.  The 
participants were interviewed individually in their dwelling place for an average of 1-2 
hours for the first session. The first session focused on the biographical narratives and 
the use of life calendars to initially get an overview of the transitions, trajectories, and 
turning points in their life course. The researcher successfully extracted the narratives 
with the 15 homeless respondents. Second was to conduct semi-structured interviews 
after they are through with the narration, to confirm and clarify among the narratives 
the relevant data required to answer the research questions.  

During the conversation, the Researcher informed the respondent that a life calendar is 
going to be used while the conversation is taking its course. The participants were 
informed that it is a conjoined effort where the participants could confirm and map out 
specific demographic events in their life. The researcher used the LHC as a tool to 
structure the stories, with pre-drafted dimensions. For the selection of domains, the 
Researcher considered the usual dimensions found in the LHC eg. basic demographics, 
age of respondents, year, stories pertaining to their early education, work experience, 
housing/dwelling experience, marriage and family, health and an additional space for 
other factors shaping their homeless situations ie. external shocks like fire incidents, 
demolitions, detention, clearing operations, among others. These dimensions were 
found necessary to analyze the accumulated disadvantages that lead to housing 



instability and to assess the risk chains, such as job loss, abandonment in early life, 
marital separation leading to the pathways of homelessness. Throughout the interview, 
the researcher sits side by side with the respondents. The researcher jots down 
keywords according to the dimensions of the stories being told by the respondents and 
from time to time asks about the timing and/or year when it happened. 

From time to time, the respondents can interrupt to confirm what is being noted or the 
researcher clarifies areas needing further explanation. The respondents can also check 
the notes and sequence of events being narrated. Below is a sample accomplished life 
grid.   

 

Figure 1. Sample completed life grid 

The Researcher planned to conduct a second session intended for participant 
observations wherein the agenda is to mainly observe their street life. This means that 
the Researcher joined the respondents in their activities for an entire day, without 
structured interviews prepared. This is so the Researcher could freely observe the street 
and cemetery dwellers’ routines and daily practices as opposed to a sit-down interview 
session facilitated during the first time. However, due to time constraints and limited 
human resource, the Researcher was not able to saturate 15 of the respondents and was 
only able to complete six of the street dwellers for the second session. Other challenges 
encountered that delayed the conduct of the second sessions were participants currently 
in the province and were unresponsive during phone calls. Nonetheless, the data 
captured from the participant observations have made such huge impacts in the data 
analysis of spatial-political constraints and the capability deprivations experienced by 
the dwellers. A rich amount of data was gathered from 1-day exploration of street life 
through the field visits with the respondents.  



Participants were interviewed individually, and their narratives were recorded via an 
audio recorder while the participatory observations and field notes written from scratch 
were re-written via Google docs. The field notes encoded included a descriptive and 
reflective note separate from the transcribed recordings.  

Tape recording and transcribing were used to fully document the interview. General 
guide questions were set to capture essential points of the research questions. This 
includes exploring stages of development or series of trajectories from past experiences 
that influenced or shaped their identities. In that way, issues relating to homelessness or 
to the specific circumstances will be discussed. Respondents may narrate in biographical 
stages starting from where they were born, how they grew up, what are the meaningful 
stages or milestones in their lives. ​ ​ ​  

The Researcher began by getting their demographic profile and afterwards, with these 
initial questions: ​ ​ ​ ​
1)  Tell me about your life from the time you were born to the time you arrived in the 
streets?​ ​ ​
2)  Could you tell me all your experiences, whether related to school, work, family, 
dwelling places, from the first moment you remember to this day? 

Semi-structured interview, in conversational style was done for areas needing 
clarification. The researcher​ engaged in a dialogue guided by the research questions and 
the dimension of central capabilities. This is to elicit deeper meanings in their narratives. 

Some of the questions that guided the interview after the respondents finished their 
narrations were:​  

1)  What are your aspirations?​
2)  What kind of life would you want to lead?  

Data Analysis​ ​ ​  

The Researcher employed reflexive thematic analysis to explore the detailed experiences 
of the homeless people, how they make sense of their homelessness as well as the 
broader scope constituting their own personal lives. At the core of this analysis is the 
unique and complex meanings respondents shared with me. The Researcher attempted 
to learn and make sense of the narratives which is a potent dimension that represents a 
part of their identities (Braun and Clarke 2021) ​ ​  

The transcriptions were uploaded to a qualitative software called Atlas.ti, where the 
line-by-line, inductive coding was completed. Codes were then categorized into 
categorical groups which were used for the thematic analysis. Coded groups were 
transferred to a spreadsheet for better analysis of interrelations. Once the files have been 
reviewed for confidentiality purposes, they shall be stored in a digital space, through a 



password-protected google drive so that only the lead researcher has access, as well as a 
separate hard drive for physical copies. ​ ​  ​  ​  ​ ​  

For the first stage of analysis, the Researcher conducted line-by-line inductive coding. In 
this process, segments of the data that are analytically meaningful ranging from In-Vivo 
codes and value coding which include underlying behaviors and beliefs were identified. 

After initial coding was done, it was followed by clustering codes into similar categories. 
Next is the refinement of the coded groups across all data sets. This step is the initial 
theming process (Braun and Clarke 2021). Patterns and general themes among the data 
set were extracted. While analyzing the data, analysis was guided by Capability concepts. 
Finally, themes were derived, refined, and labeled in accordance with how they shall 
answer the research questions by migrating them into google sheets.   

Results 
 
Of the 15 homeless interviewed, 14 were female and 1 was male. Of the 15, five were 
residing in the cemetery, the rest in the streets of Metro Manila. Their average age was 
38.8; all were with children and family and two are single mothers. Majority have low 
educational attainment, only reaching elementary level and have reported various 
adversities experienced from childhood to late adulthood while living in the streets eg. 
abuse, exploitation, abandonment, child labor, fire incidents, wrongful accusation, 
parental loss, among others. Meanwhile, the range of recall period during the interview 
would range from 30 to 49 years. Below is the profile of the 15 respondents.  
 
 
Table 1. Profile of the 15 Respondents 
 



 

 

How did the LHC support the use of BNIM and aid in the interaction between the 
respondent and the researcher?  

Fostered rapport  

Studies have revealed obstacles in engaging with the street and cemetery dwellers and 
such have been attributed to their living situation, mental issues, drug issues, which 
altogether breed distrust towards outsiders, social workers, and even government 
workers (Kryda and Compton, 2009; Gutwinski, et al., 2021; Albert, et al., 2023; Naseer, 
et al., 2025). The current study reveals otherwise. All the lengthy interviews with the 15 
participants reflected sustained engagement between the two parties evoking warmth 
and safety during the deep conversation. This can be partly explained by the manner the 
researcher executed the BNIM where the life grid is embedded.  As seen in the exchange 
between the participant and the researcher, the life grid method facilitated collaboration  
during the interview and thereby building rapport and trust between the researcher and 
the participant. By giving the respondent a tangible tool to structure their life story, the 
life grid made the experience fun and doable, allowing them to see patterns and 
connections in their own lives. When mistakes happen during the plotting of the events, 
respondents do not get embarrassed by their error, but rather they would make a joke 
out of it as seen in the interview below with one of the respondents.  



Respondent: Tinigil ko na kasi ano ma’am trafficking ma’am eh life sentence na 
‘yung bugaw. [crosstalk] (I stopped since child trafficking or pimping  gets life 
sentence) 
Researcher: Oh tapos naging 4Ps member kana nun? (Then you became a 4Ps 
member then?) 
Respondent: Opo ma’am dun kami ma’am sa may Pinyahan ma’am ( Yes, ma’am 
when I was living in Pinyahan) 
Researcher: 20-- ano kaya ‘yun. Hanapin ko nga ‘yun (20.. what year was that? Let 
me look for it.) 
Respondent: 20-- ano (20…) 
Researcher: 2012 siguro ano? (Perhaps, 2012?) 
Respondent: Ayun! Ang galing ni ma’am! 2012, September (Yes, you’re right it was 
in 2012, September. You’re good ma’am) 
Researcher: Eh kasi ‘yun rin sabi nung isa kanina eh. 2012. (Because she [referring 
to a bystander] said it’s 2012) 
Respondent: Oo September. September ano ‘yun. Galing mo m’am ah ( Yes, it was 
September . You’re good ma’am!) 
 

The ease in recalling important events in their lives from birth to the interview date was 
made possible by the structured life grid that had to be filled during the conversation. 
Prior to the start of the interviews, there was a worry that the participants would find 
the life grid task overwhelming due to their multiple vulnerabilities. Surprisingly, during 
the interviews, everyone seemed to enjoy their time sharing their biographies while 
accomplishing the life grid amidst the memories of traumas and phobias. The 15 
respondents recalled with less effort their life in different living situations- renting an 
apartment and street dwelling, memories of their parents, both good and bad, romantic 
stories, heartbreaks, traumatic experiences like sexual abuse, physical abuse, 
imprisonment, and death of a child. It is apparent that respondents were eager to tell 
their whole life story rather than just sharing information on those domains being asked 
in the life grid like work, income, dwelling, etc. Relying on BNIM alone, would have 
caused frustration on both the part of the researcher and the respondent, hugely 
affecting the connection that should transpire during the interview, and the recollection 
of key events in their lives that lead to homelessness.  

Empowered the respondents 

The process of filling in the life grid validated the experiences of the respondents and 
provided them a sense of agency in telling their own story. It transformed the research 
interview into a more collaborative and participant-centered process. The visual and 
interactive nature of filling out the calendar together created a sense of shared 
ownership over the narrative being constructed. This made the entire process of 



conversation less intimidating than a direct, question-and-answer format, allowing for a 
more natural and conversational flow.  

Respondents are seen engrossed in the chat with the researcher, while staying cognizant 
of their task to help the researcher in plotting the data correctly on the life grid, as seen 
in the exchange below with the respondent:  

Respondent: Tapos ano yung papa ko naman binen-pinalit ako sa alak. 
Pinambayad ako sa alak. (Then  my father sold me to a man in exchange of a 
bottle of alcohol) 
Researcher: Kelan yan? (When was that?) 
Respondent: Matagal na po eh, mga 10 years na din. (It happened long time ago, 
around 10 years ago) 
Researcher: Anong taon yan dito kapag binalikan natin yung dito mo.. dito oh. 
[flipping paper] (What year did that happen if we refer to our timeline here?) 
Respondent: 9, 8 years old ho ako nun. (I was 9 or 8 years old then) 
Researcher: San yan? San dito? (Where is that here in the life grid?) 
Respondent: Wala po yan dyan 8 years old po ako nun. (It’s not there, I was 8 
years old then) 
Researcher: 8 years old? 
Respondent: Mmm.  

 
In another interview below, the respondent was quite aware of her responsibility to 
ensure the accuracy of recall for the critical event in her life that she mentioned :  
 

Respondent: Sabi nya. Mama san tayo? Dadalin tayo sa fabelya. Bakit anong 
gagawin natin don hindi naman tayo baliw. Eh buang ka sumakay ka kasi. (She 
asked, mommy where are we going? I answered, we are going to Fabella. She 
asked again why are we going there when we’re not even crazy. And why did you 
just ride in the vehicle) 
Researcher: [Chuckels] 
Respondent: Eh bakit ako? [Chimes] Eh tas yon nanatili kami don ng mag iisang 
buwan. (But why are you blaming me? We stayed in Fabella for around a month) 
Researcher: Isang buwan sa fabelya? (One month in Fabella) 
Respondent: Mmm, mmm. 
Researcher: 2014 yan no? Tapos? (This was in 2014, right? Then?) 
Respondent: Mmm, mmm. Wala na bumalik ulit kami. (Yes. Then we went back 
to our home) 
 

What are the positive and negative effects of using LHC?  

All the respondents finished sharing their autobiographies spanning as early as 1974 
until 2023 when the study was done. Despite very low educational level, extreme 



poverty that might have affected their cognitive performance, and the physical 
conditions where the conversations were done, either in the streets or cemetery, the 15 
homeless performed remarkably well in providing a complete and logical storyline 
reflected in the life grid.   

The life grid method significantly enhanced information recall and aided data accuracy 
by providing a structured, chronological, and thematic framework that facilitated 
memory retrieval and cross-verification of life events. The grid acted as a visual scaffold, 
allowing respondents to map their life trajectories by linking personal milestones to 
specific times, places, and parallel events across different life domains. The structured 
approach seemed particularly effective for recalling complex and often traumatic life 
histories.   

Enhanced memory  

The grids improved the recall of information by leveraging several memory-triggering 
mechanisms. First, the life grid provided chronological scaffolding. The timeline, 
organized by year and age, and life domains provided the homeless a fundamental 
structure for their memory. They anchored their recollections to specific ages or 
domestic events, such as separation of parents or when their house was burned down.  
This chronological spine helped the homeless organize their memories sequentially, 
making it easier to recall events that occurred before or after a significant anchor point.  

Second, the grid provided associative cues and parallel timelines. The thematic columns 
(Work, Dwelling, Family, etc.) allowed for associative recall. A respondent might not 
remember the year they moved, but they might remember it happened when they 
started a particular job or had a child. For example, Amplong's grid links eloping with his 
partner Daniel to getting pregnant with their first baby and moving into his in-laws' 
house between 1995-1996. Similarly, Lita's grid connects the end of her husband's work 
contract in 2009 with their move to the streets and their children being placed in an 
institution. These visual connections across life domains serve as powerful memory 
cues. 

Lastly, the grid was able to capture landmark events in the lives of the respondents. 
Major personal and public events serve as "landmarks" in a person's life story. The grids 
effectively capture these, such as the birth of a child , the death of a parent , forced 
evictions , or natural disasters. By pinpointing these major events first, the grid helped 
the respondent recall the smaller, surrounding details that occurred around the same 
time. 

Aided data accuracy 

The structure of the life grids inherently promotes the collection of more accurate and 
internally consistent data. The grid format allows both the researcher and the 



respondent to cross-verify information in real-time. For instance, if a respondent 
mentions renting a home, the grid prompts a follow-up on their source of income during 
that specific period. Nining's grid shows that when she was living in a demolished vacant 
lot from 2009-2010, her work was drug dealing and scavenging, and this period is also 
linked to her partner being detained. The interconnectedness of these facts across 
columns reinforces the accuracy of the timeline. 

The grid likewise clarifies causality and sequencing of life events. The visual layout, 
particularly with the use of arrows, helps establish clear cause-and-effect relationships 
and ensures events are in the correct chronological order. For example, Renaldo's grid 
clearly shows that his father's death in 1984 directly led to him stopping school and 
starting work as a logger. This prevents anachronisms and helps build a logical, coherent 
narrative where one event clearly leads to another, such as a fire incident preceding a 
move back to the street. 

Moreover, the life grid promotes systematic coverage of timeline and life domains as well 
as filling gaps.  The grid ensured a comprehensive review of the respondent's life by 
systematically moving through time periods and life domains. This acts as a checklist, 
prompting for information on topics that might otherwise be forgotten or omitted, such 
as health issues (e.g., Renaldo's ulcer ), short-term jobs, or brief changes in residence. 
This systematic approach helped to fill potential gaps in the narrative, leading to a more 
complete and therefore more accurate life history. Relatedly, during times when the  
respondents would share crucial events in their lives not in chronological manner. The 
grid would remind the researcher and the respondent that some years have been 
skipped in the story  like what happened in the conversation with Nining who 
unconsciously skipped from her memory of elementary years to age 21 when she got 
married. Later on, the researcher prompted the respondent to go back to the years that 
were missed in her story.  

Respondent: Oo. Diyan ako nag-ano nag-grade 1. (Yes. I did my first grade there.) 
Researcher: So ibang sch – dalawang school lang nililipatan mo? (So you 
transferred to two schools?) 
Respondent: Pangatlo [motorcycle passing by] ‘yung Pateros, pang-apat ‘yung 
Cubao. Bali apat. (My third school was Pateros, fourth was in Cubao. Overall four 
schools) 
Researcher: Na grade 1? (For grade 1?) 
Respondent: Hindi Ma’am, ng elementary na ‘yon. [laughs] Natapos ko naman na. 
[motorcycle passing by] (No ma’am. For my entire elementary education, which I 
completed.) 
Researcher: Okay. Tapos, [respondent coughs] sige lang. (Then? Carry on.) 
Respondent: Na – nasa’n na ba tayo Ma’am? Nag – nag-asawa na ‘ko don Ma’am 
ah. (Where are we now ma’am? Ah, afterwards I got married.) 



Researcher: 21 years old ka, [cars passing by] Cristobal. (You were 21 years old 
living in Cristobal.) 
Respondent: Cristobal, ‘yan Ma’am ano e [cars passing by] lumandi na ‘ko diyan 
Ma’am nagpalit na ‘ko ng asawa. [laughs] (I was in Cristobal that time and I 
started flirting. I also changed husbands.) 

What are the Negative Effects of Using Life Grid? 

Research involving vulnerable populations, such as individuals who have experienced 
violence and abuse, carries a significant risk, as the process of recalling past trauma can 
be distressing and potentially lead to 'secondary trauma.' As Campbell (2009) suggests, 
this may also result in the 'revictimization' of respondents. Risks mentioned include 
expressing negative emotions and stress reactions. Upon the use of LHC and biographical 
narrative approach, the respondents exhibited emotional distress during the interviews, 
with some tearing up while recounting their past experiences. Several participants 
expressed feeling hurt when reflecting on their previous experiences, while others 
manifest discomfort and reluctance in discussing these topics. Thus, while the LHC is a 
valuable tool, its use with vulnerable populations necessitates careful ethical 
consideration. Researchers must be trained in trauma-informed interviewing techniques 
and be prepared to respond sensitively to emotional distress. Lovely recounted the 
abuse she experienced as a child at the hands of her relatives. When asked about her 
past, she broke down in tears, saying the pain has remained with her to this day.  

 
 
Interviewer: Sinabi mo sa nanay mo? (Did you tell your mother?) 
Interviewee: Hindi ko na po nabanggit po kahit hanggang ano hanggang ngayon 
hindi ko nababanggit sa nanay ko yun, kaya ginawa ko na lang [crosstalk] 
kinimkim ko yung galit (I never mentioned it, not even until now—I still haven’t 
told my mother. So what I did was just [crosstalk] keep the anger inside). 
Interviewer: Umiiwas ka. (Interviewer: You avoided it). 
Interviewee: Iniiwasan hanggang ngayon nandito parin sa dibdib ko, tapos yung 
[crying] [inaudible][13:52]narasan ko po lahat sa side ng papa ko, naranasan ko 
po lahat. (I’ve been avoiding it until now, but it’s still here in my chest. And then 
[crying] [inaudible][13:52] I experienced it all on my father’s side, I went 
through everything). 

Personal Incident Narratives (PINs), which often form part of the Biographical Narrative 
Interpretive Method (BNIM), place the researcher in a delicate position. While they can 
enrich the data and, as some proponents argue, create a cathartic moment for 
respondents (Corbally 2014), they also raise ethical concerns due to the potential 
emotional distress caused when respondents recount deeply personal experiences 
(Moran, Green, & Warwick, 2022). The insistence on eliciting PINs, particularly through 
probing or rephrasing when respondents show reluctance, can heighten the risk of 



emotional harm. To mitigate this, Rosenthal (2003) underscores the importance of 
empathy, demonstrated through active listening, supportive non-verbal cues (e.g., eye 
contact, nodding), and a non-judgmental stance. She also suggests indirect approaches, 
such as framing questions with sensitivity (“Could I possibly ask you about this time?”), 
to foster reflexivity and reduce potential harm.  

The Researcher adopted this technique and while Liit, initially resisted and attempted to 
deflect her memories with laughter, eventually broke into tears as she recounted the 
insults she endured while begging in the streets. 

Interviewer: Pwede mo ba ikwento yung kahirap-, yung paghihirap mo sabi mo 
nung bata ka. (Can you tell me about the hardships—you said you experienced 
difficulties when you were a child?) 
Interviewee: Oo, mahirap nga. Ah [laughter] ayoko na kasi... Ayoko na kasing 
balikan yun… Ayoko na po kasing ma-ano pa yun eh, ma-ano pa {inaudible] (Yes, 
it was really hard. Ah [laughter] I don’t want to anymore… I don’t want to look 
back on that… I just don’t want to go through that again, you know, to… 
{inaudible}). 
Interviewer: Kasi? (Why?) 
Interviewee: Nakakaiyak. (It makes me cry). 
(....) 
Interviewee: [inaudible] [laughter] diba pumapasok kami nung [laughter] ayoko 
nga yun… wala kaming baon [cries] ganun, di kakain [crosstalk: uhm] siyempre 
yung ibang taong mahihingan mo ng limos [crosstalk: uhm] may masasabi sayo 
diba. Hindi naman pwedeng wala. ([inaudible] [laughter] ( 
You know, when we went to school [laughter], I didn’t like it… we had no 
allowance [cries], so we wouldn’t eat [crosstalk: uhm]. And of course, when you 
ask other people for alms [crosstalk: uhm], they’d say things to you, right? It 
can’t be avoided). 

Many respondents expressed gratitude for the conversations. Although these remarks 
were not always captured in the official recordings, they were often shared once the 
microphones were turned off. The researcher recalled instances where participants 
explicitly conveyed appreciation, noting that the dialogue provided a sense of relief. The 
researcher recalled that some respondents, after expressing their thanks, added that 
they hoped their narratives would be of help and contribute to enriching the study. 

Conclusion 

This study demonstrates the profound efficacy of integrating the Life History Calendar 
(LHC) with the Biographical Narrative Interpretive Method (BNIM) to explore the 
complex life trajectories of homeless individuals in Metro Manila. In a field where 
qualitative applications of the LHC remain under-explored, our research provides critical 



evidence of its value, not merely as a data collection tool but as a collaborative 
instrument for ethical and effective engagement with a deeply marginalized population. 

Our findings reveal that the combined methodological approach successfully navigated 
the significant challenges inherent in research with street and cemetery dwellers, such 
as trauma, low literacy, and potential recall errors. The LHC acted as a powerful 
mnemonic device, providing a chronological scaffold that enhanced data accuracy and 
mitigated the risk of a "biographical illusion" where narratives become disordered. This 
structured yet flexible format allowed for the systematic cross-verification of events 
across life domains, clarifying the causal chains and turning points that lead to 
homelessness. 

More importantly, the LHC transformed the research dynamic. Countering initial 
concerns about overwhelming the participants, the tool fostered rapport and created a 
sense of shared ownership over the narrative being constructed. This 
participant-centered process proved to be empowering, validating their lived 
experiences and providing a tangible means to articulate their life stories with agency 
and coherence. 

While acknowledging the ethical imperative to sensitively manage the emotional distress 
that recalling trauma can evoke, this study also observed clear therapeutic benefits, as 
participants found relief and meaning in the narrative process. For policy and practice, 
these findings underscore the necessity of moving beyond programmatic assessments to 
deeply understand the lived realities behind homelessness. By giving voice to the 
excluded, this method offers a powerful pathway to inform more humane and effective 
urban development and social welfare initiatives. 

This study was limited by a small, purposive sample concentrated in three Metro Manila 
cities. Future research should explore the applicability of this combined methodology 
with other vulnerable populations and in different socio-cultural contexts. Further 
investigation could also leverage this approach to conduct longitudinal evaluations of 
housing and welfare interventions, ensuring that policy is shaped by the nuanced, lived 
experiences of the individuals it aims to serve. 
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