
 

 
  

WHEN RELATIVES SQUAT IN 

YOUR LIFE 

Why it happens and what to do 

It seems that every other family is going through the struggle of having a family member who has moved 

in with them. Whether through retrenchment or financial reasons, chances are good that you might have 

a relative living in your life if you haven’t got one already. Having someone live with you who is financially 

dependent on you can be emotionally draining if not abusive. This is a global problem which knows no 

end. Written by someone who has been there and survived, this article shares some insights and practical 

advice on how to get you loved one back on their feet. 
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Why it happens and what to do 

By Talitha Anjalí van Niekerk  

Let’s face it, life is tough. It’s understandable that 

many people would want to abandon ship and flee 

from their lives when disaster strikes. Pressures at 

work and in relationships make for stressed 

individuals and the modern phenomenon of 

‘relative squatters’.   

Mention this to anybody on the street and they will 

either be in this very situation or know someone 

who is. It is becoming a prolific problem which 

affects not only the individual who has ‘fallen on 

hard times’, but also their family who take them in.  

There seems to be no clear solution to this 

problem. A lucky few manage to find employment 

for their relatives and help them to get back onto 

their feet; however, these are becoming the 

exception to the rule.  

Why do people give up?  

In basic psychology we learn that people have a 

control system that they either view as their own 

A relative 
squatter  
This is someone who has 

fallen on hard times and 

now lives with you. This 

person will have a job 

which doesn’t provide 

for their financial needs, 

or has no job at all and is 

completely dependent 

on you for support. This 

person will have no 

actual ambition for this 

situation to change. They 

maintain this status quo 

through careful 

psychological warfare 

and tactics which benefit 

them exclusively. Family 

members are often not 

aware of the severity of 

this situation until it is 

too late and their own 

lives have begun 

dissolving.   
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responsibility; or, as something which is out of their hands. In fancy 

terms: people have an internal locus of control or an external locus of 

control.  

When they take responsibility for and view events as a result of their 

actions; they believe that they can change what happens to them. 

Such people have an internal locus of control. These individuals are 

driven to succeed. They do not blame others for what happens to 

them, but takes responsibility for their lives.  

However, if someone feels that the world is against them, they feel 

that their bosses are evil and are discriminating against or targeting 

them. These people have developed an external locus of control. They 

believe that the world has turned against them and there is nothing 

which they can do about it. Such individuals are victims. They expect 

other people to help them as they don’t feel that they can help 

themselves. Opinions such as “it’s not who you are, but who you 

know” and “he/she was born with a silver spoon” are popular with 

victims. These individuals do not achieve much, they blame their 

blunders on others and they quickly give up.  

It is not clear if people are born with a preference for either type, or 

whether it is conditioned into them. People can be achievers and still 

end up failing later at life. There are many stories of homeless people 

who previously held high paying jobs. One can only speculate … 

perhaps life pressures become more than a person can handle and 

something snaps in their psyche. They become depressed, feel lost 

and eventually take on the view that the world is against them. When 

they quit their life and give up, these people usually fall back on plan 

F, which is their relatives.  

Learnt helplessness – why you can’t help them 

There has been a significant amount of research done into the 

situation with the homeless, it is a global problem. Worldwide 

countries are burdened by thousands if not millions of people that do 

not contribute to their economies, yet require social services and care 

which cost millions.  
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A concept that has been revealed is that of ‘learnt helplessness’. It is a 

theory which reasons that once a person believes that they are 

helpless they are not able to take responsibility. Their focus shifts 

from long term living to short term gratification. This is why homeless 

people tend to drink and smoke, not caring where their next meal 

comes from or where they sleep that night. Learnt helplessness also 

indicates that the individual has an external locus of control. To them 

it is not their fault – they are powerless victims. 

By living in someone else’s home, or squatting on the street, there is a 

lack of responsibility. These people can’t take pressure of any kind, 

they have lost the ability to deal with demands and stress. Living a 

demand-less life is, to them, freedom. No one wants to give up 

freedom, which is why many homeless people, and relative-squatters, 

do not want to get out of their situation. Subconsciously, they see 

nothing wrong with their situation and feel that their family have an 

obligation to support them.  

Helping such people plays right into their fallacious reality and proves 

to them that they can’t fix their problems, it is someone else’s 

responsibility. The more that they are helped, the more helpless they 

become. What should be realized is that their situation didn’t happen 

overnight. There will have been a lengthy pattern of avoiding 

responsibility such as not renewing drivers’ licenses or non-payment 

of taxes or leases. Like teenagers, these people rebel against formal 

structures, because they believe the system has failed them.   

Your intentions 

The bond of family is strong. Most people have a firm sense of being 

responsible for their family. There is a notion that family is the safety 

net that catches the fall. So, when the dreadful day happens and you 

get the call that your brother/sister/uncle/aunt is no longer able to 

support themselves and they need your help, you feel an obligation to 

step up. If you are lucky they have been communicating with you and 

have made you aware that they are experiencing problems. Hopefully, 

you are able to advise them and steer them in a supportive way and 

keep them self-sufficient. If you are unlucky, there have been limited 

communication and your relative has been in denial about how close 
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to failing they have come. In this case, you might have little to no 

warning and end up with your relative (and often their family) 

showing up in your life with a few suitcases to their name. The 

emotional baggage which they carry is however heavier than these. It 

will take up your life and not just your home.  

The reality is that this family member will have become someone who 

you truthfully would not want to spend time with. If they were not 

family, you know that you would not have taken them in. It is 

shameful to admit this truth, and often this creates a situation where 

you are ‘guilted’ into feeling sorry for them – a fatal mistake.  

Their reality  

People who are not in this situation will often be shocked to hear 

about the abuse which the family go through with a relative squatter. 

When a relative knocks on your door and is there to stay, they are 

something other than the family member you have memories of. They 

will have no self-esteem, suffer severe depression and lack the ability 

to take action. The longer that they stay in your life, the worse it will 

get.  

Seemingly, without conscience, they invariably put their needs first. 

They will manipulate their families into giving them more money, 

which will be spent on transient pleasures like treats, cigarettes, 

booze and gambling.  

They seem to live in their own world, where they are the ultimate 

victim. Stories they tell will show them as being totally innocent in 

what happened to land them in this position. They had a racist boss, 

or greedy employer who didn’t understand the situation they were 

going through so they had to quit their job or were fired unjustly. If 

you could hear their employer’s side, you might find that they had 

advised this person repeatedly, or warned them of their actions and 

that the final option was to let them go.  

So, why do they lie? They are ‘victims’ and don’t see this as lying. 

Remember, they have an external locus of control and don’t feel any 

responsibility for their actions or the results of these actions. They 

aren’t able to see that they have engineered their own destruction. 
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The longer that they are victims, the worse their lies will become. 

Dealing with such people we have to apply a “trust, but verify” policy. 

It is a fatal mistake to take them at their word.  

This spills over into any productive actions which you might want 

them to take such as applying for jobs or attending job interviews. 

They will sabotage your efforts; because if they get a job, they will 

have to re-join the real world and become responsible again. This is 

not even a conscious action on their part. Their life view is coloured 

by their sense of being a victim. Self-pity is a strong and ruling 

emotion for them.  

Sadly, this is why so many of these people don’t keep jobs and slip 

back into squatting so easily. As an outsider put it “Why would he 

(the relative) want to go work, when he is living in a golden bowl with 

you?” 

Families often end up providing everything the squatter demands. If 

they don’t they are manipulated and guilt tripped into it by these 

relatives. They provide a roof over their heads, food, and 

entertainment; enable bad habits like smoking and drinking and turn 

a blind eye to gambling addictions. The squatter will avoid their 

family’s interactions – sleeping during the day due to ‘headaches’ and 

depression. Perhaps it is the diminished voice of their conscience 

haunting them which they avoid? The person that has been sheltered 

is no longer family, but rather fiend.  

Reading this we might wonder why the squatter stays. Don’t they have 

any dignity, any sense of justice … What they are doing is so very 

wrong! To the squatter, it is not wrong. The world (including their 

family) did it to them, so the world (including their family) owes them.  

Everyone has their breaking point, and eventually the family will be 

left with no option but to kick these squatters to the curb. Usually, 

the in-law family member will make this decision as they are the least 

emotionally connected to the squatter.  

The damage has been done though; the host family has already begun 

disintegrating, this is a stress which no-one should have to deal with. 

Once evicted, the squatter will often try to again become a parasite in 
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their lives and having any kind of relationship with this person 

becomes extremely difficult. There will always be the unspoken 

suspicions of what their agenda is now, and whether they are trying 

to again manipulate their way into the family’s life.  

Understand that this is all a very gradual process of manipulation. At 

first the squatter will seem truly apologetic and humbled when 

moving in. But, as they experience the comfort of the family home, 

they will start their irreparable downward spiral. They host family, not 

realizing the danger, will be like a frog who sits in slowly heating 

water. It will be too late by the time they realize that they are cooked.  

 

Your options  

After speaking to many families who are in this situation a pattern 

has emerged. Different approaches were tried by these families, some 

were successful and others only dug a deeper hole.  

When your family squatter arrives they will be, in a word – pathetic. 

They feel sorry for themselves and will most likely have been 

neglecting themselves. Health issues might be a problem. Your 

nurture instinct will be activated and you will feel a strong urge to 

shield them from the world because, at this point, you still believe 

their tragic story. They will have lost almost everything and might only 

have that which they could carry – victims of the fire which ravaged 

their life. The following steps have shown the most success: 

a) Routine and ration 

Upon arrival, the relative will be completely lost. Don’t get caught in 

the trap of pity.  Get a routine going immediately to instil structure in 

their lives. Allocate tasks like doing the gardening, washing up, 

walking the dogs etc. for them to do. Don’t get offended when they at 

first rebel against these measures. In a sense the family have become 

the parent of this infantile person. The law must be set. There can be 

no free-loading tolerated. Communicate this in the strongest possible 

terms to your squatter. Set goals which must include their exit date – 

they need to understand that they do not have a free pass to your 
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home. By creating a realistic routine you will keep them in reality, 

don’t allow them to escape into fantasy or they will never recover. 

Ration their luxuries. It needs to be made clear to them that they will 

not be allowed to spend all of your money or even the last of theirs on 

luxuries such as cigarettes, alcohol, pills and entertainment. Like a 

child who wants to have, without earning, your relative will be 

demanding these things to ‘ease their suffering’. Don’t be surprised if 

they throw a tantrum when you don’t want to indulge their habits. 

Make it clear that you don’t owe them anything, and that you expect 

them to do their share.  

b) Make job hunting a priority  

By not creating a soft little nest where they can hide from the world, 

you will ensure that they actually want to find a job. Evaluate them 

on their actions, not their words. As stated previously, you need to 

‘trust, but verify’. Request proof that they are in fact submitting their 

CV and are going for job interviews. Not surprising, they will not like 

this approach. Likely they will demand to know why you don’t trust 

them, and even state that it’s not your business where they apply for 

jobs. Remember, it is your business! As long as they are living in your 

space, occupying your life, they will report to you and you have every 

right to follow up. Be supportive, but firm.  

c) Get out of God’s way 

At this point one of two things will happen. Either, they will be 

motivated to find employment and take responsibility for their life 

again; or, they will find living with you disagreeable and will likely find 

somewhere else to squat. THEY ARE NOT YOUR RESPONSIBILITY.  

You will feel like a dog for being mean, for ‘pushing them out’. The 

Bible, at first, doesn’t help: “Am I not my brother’s keeper” will haunt 

you. But remember also that God has a plan. That plan will not be to 

have a relative who ruins your life by living for free on your 

conscience. By not enabling your family member to become an even 

further weakened individual you are in effect ‘getting out of God’s 

way’. God’s plan might involve your relative really hitting rock bottom, 

or seeing that their safety net is there to help them, not to be abused.  
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d) Know your responsibility 

Lastly, it helps to know what your real responsibility is. You have a 

family and people who depend on you. Their happiness, wellbeing and 

sanity should take priority, not to mention yours. Allowing a relative 

to pull you down and endanger all that you have built for your family 

to secure their future, will not help the person who has shown up in 

your life hat-in-hand. You can only help from a position of security or 

you might be cast down with them. As the Bible says: “don’t cast your 

pearls before swine.”  

Having a relative take up residence in your home and life is not an 

easy matter. It is loaded with emotional issues, financial strain and 

societal opinions. No one can tell you how to solve the problem. No 

matter what you do, you will feel guilty. The advice given here might 

seem very much like tough love; but in the end, when your family 

member has been able to pick up the pieces of their existence instead 

of stealing yours, they will thank you.  
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