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Abstract  

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to develop our understanding of young people’s 

experience of exiting homelessness, including facilitators and barriers. It considers these 

experiences and how they can help inform best practice.  

Design – Interpretative phenomenological analysis of individual semi-structured interviews 

with six young people who have successfully exited homelessness in South Wales was 

completed. 

Findings – Main themes consider the challenges associated with exiting homelessness; the 

importance of people and relationships; creative methods of coping and surviving; and 

agency and growth.  

Research implications – Working within a framework that allows for the emergence of 

posttraumatic growth narratives is supported. The findings also support the use of assertive 

and consistent efforts in engaging young homeless people. It is argued that a 

reconceptualization of preventative strategy is required, one which acknowledges the 

challenging period of maintaining a tenancy post-homelessness. 

Originality – This first UK-based exploration of young people’s lived experiences of exiting 

homelessness enriches our understanding of the challenges faced by this group and the 

unique and creative ways they respond to adversity, with important implications for service 

provision and future research.  

Key words – Housing security; homelessness; young people; post-traumatic growth; creative 

coping  
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Introduction  

Homelessness refers to not having a home and includes rough sleeping, squatting, staying 

in hostels, and sofa surfing with friends and family (Shelter, 2022). Young people who 

experience homelessness often do not recognise themselves as such and are much more 

likely to experience what is called ‘hidden’ homelessness (Welsh Government, 2020). Those 

experiencing hidden homelessness are hidden from statistics and might include those who 

are sofa surfing, living in unsuitable housing such as squats, or sleeping in a car (Fitzpatrick 

et al., 2018). A 2016 survey of young people in the UK found that 26% had slept rough at 

some point in their life and 35% had sofa-surfed (Clarke, 2016), highlighting the scale of this 

problem.  

Experiences of abuse (Smith et al., 2015), drug and alcohol use, mental health difficulties 

(Edidin et al., 2012), trauma (Coates & McKenzie-Mohr, 2010), and suicide (Flach & Razza, 

2022) are particularly prevalent in the homeless youth population. Evidence suggests that 

whilst experiences of trauma predict homelessness (Hamilton et al., 2011; Woodhall-Melnik 

et al., 2018), homelessness itself can be experienced as traumatic (Irving & Harding, 2022; 

Pope et al., 2020). It is important that homeless youths’ vulnerability to trauma is understood 

to ensure the delivery of effective care and support, which might include specialist trauma 

focused therapy or more general trauma-informed approaches. However, it is possible for a 

trauma framework to be overstated (Hyndman, 2018) and it is just as important to convey 

that most young people demonstrate resilience and do not have persisting trauma-related 

problems (Berliner & Kolko, 2016). For example, in a sample of over 1,000 children who had 

experienced both violence and physical/emotional abuse, almost 70% demonstrated 

resilience in the form of sub-clinical levels of posttraumatic stress symptoms (Miller-Graff & 

Howell, 2015). It is possible that through the lens of trauma-informed practices, clients are 
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seen as ‘vulnerable victims’ in need of treatment (Pupavac, 2001). Instead of viewing 

responses as adaptive or resilient, these might be pathologized as ‘abnormal;’ alienating and 

further disempowering, rather than attending adequately to strengths and abilities. 

Discourses of trauma and vulnerability might therefore understate the potential of young 

homeless people’s agency. 

Despite a growing interest in strength-based research in the young homeless population, to 

date, research only exists in pockets. This has included an examination of personal 

strengths which are relied upon when navigating homelessness (Bender et al., 2007), and 

an exploration of the attitudinal and behavioural dimensions of resilience in young homeless 

people in New York (Miller & Bowen, 2020). Moreover, despite pathways into homelessness 

being well established, much less is known about how young people experience pathways 

out of homelessness with the voices of young people in the homeless literature remaining 

underrepresented overall (Slesnick et al., 2017). To date, research investigating the journey 

out of homelessness in young people has been carried out in Canada (Karabanow, 2008; 

Karabanow et al, 2016; Kidd et al, 2016), Ireland (Mayock et al., 2011), the USA (Thulien et 

al., 2018), and Australia (Brueckner et al., 2011), with only one of these utilising a 

phenomenological approach, highlighting the need for a UK study, focused on the lived 

experience of young people themselves.  

In a UK first, the current study – which builds upon research presented in the author’s 

doctoral dissertation (Day, 2023) – aims to provide a more profound and detailed 

understanding of the young person’s lived experience of the journey out of homelessness by 

employing a phenomenological methodology, adding richness to our understanding of this 

journey. The current study is not only interested in the difficulties faced by young people 

experiencing homelessness in the UK, but also the exploration of stories of strength, 

resilience, and hope in the journey out, which are sparse in the literature.  

The research team consisted of practitioner psychologists, with varying experiences of 

working with people experiencing homelessness, and conducting research involving this 
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demographic. As none of the researchers shared this experience with participants, they 

adopted a reflexive approach throughout and considered assumptions and biases that might 

impact the research at all stages. 

Study Methodology   

Design  

As the current study was interested in the personal accounts of young people and how they 

make sense of their experience of exiting homelessness, Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA) was employed. IPA is a qualitative method with an idiographic commitment, 

and as such is compelled to foreground the accounts of participants, making it appropriate 

for investigating the experiences of groups who may otherwise go unheard (Noon, 2018).  

Ethical approval for the study was granted by the Health, Science, Engineering and 

Technology Ethics Committee with Delegated Authority at the University of Hertfordshire. 

Participants were provided with a participant information sheet highlighting research aims, 

the use and storage of personal data and their right to withdraw. Following this, participants 

were asked to provide written consent via a consent form. Prior to commencing data 

collection, the consent form was re-visited with participants and further verbal consent was 

obtained. Considering the potential vulnerability of this group of young people, minimising 

risk of harm was considered a priority. As such, interviews were prepared according to the 

framework for sensitive interviewing in qualitative research (Dempsey et al., 2016). Along 

with a distress protocol, psychological support was available for participants from a skilled 

mental health practitioner if interviews resulted in undue stress. Breaks were offered, mental 

state was checked regularly, and a list of mental health resources were provided as part of a 

debrief at the end of interviews. Furthermore, the limits of confidentiality and duty to 

safeguard participants from potential harm were discussed with participants prior to the 

interview. A young person with experience of exiting homelessness was consulted on the 
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design of the study, including consent forms and participant information sheets, to ensure 

that materials were relevant and sensitive.  

Participants were recruited via a South Wales Homelessness Charity. Practitioners with 

regular contact with young people with experiences of homelessness were briefed on the 

aims of the research and eligibility criteria, and asked to circulate study information with 

those eligible, which included a poster and information sheet. If participants expressed an 

interest, they were asked to consent to a screening meeting between the researcher and 

their practitioner at the charity to further assess eligibility, including the young person’s 

capacity and any specific vulnerabilities. Participants then met with the principal investigator 

to ensure they understood all aspects of their participation, including potential risks of harm. 

Interviews typically took place several days after this meeting to ensure participants had time 

to come to an informed decision.  

All information collected was held securely, consistent with the Data Protection Act 2018. 

The quality of the research was assured by following the CASP qualitative checklist tool 

(Long et al., 2020) throughout, including methodological rigour, conceptual coherence, and a 

consideration of the relationship between the researcher and participants.  

Participants  

Six formerly homeless young people between the ages of 18 and 25 were recruited from 

local homelessness projects across South Wales. Participants included three males and 

three females, with reported experiences of homelessness ranging from three months to four 

years. The ages at which individuals experienced homelessness spanned from 16 to 21 

years old. Due to the challenges involved in recruiting this group, a key part of the 

recruitment strategy – developed in collaboration with the expert by experience consultant 

and staff from the recruitment charity – was developing rapport with young people prior to 

their participation. This allowed participants to learn more about the researcher and study 

and make an informed decision about taking part. As such, it was not unusual to be in 
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contact with a potential participant for several weeks prior to the interview taking place to 

build trust, while keeping this contact informal and participant-led to avoid any coercion. This 

was in line with the charity’s ethos of relationally informed working, an approach participants 

were familiar with. Inclusion criteria included having lived experience of homelessness in 

South Wales within the last three years and residing in own tenancy at the time of 

participation. All participants were remunerated for their time with a 20 pounds voucher of 

their choice, in line with guidance that research participants should not be financially 

burdened (National Institute for Health and Care Research, 2022).  

Procedure  

A semi-structured interview guide was developed with the support of the young expert by 

experience consultant. In-depth interviews, lasting between 60 to 90 minutes, took place 

between January and March 2023. All participants were given a choice of interview formats, 

and all opted for video call interviews. Initial questions concerned an overview of the 

experience of homelessness and how they came to be at their current tenancies. Further 

exploration moved on to asking about the journey out of homelessness in more depth, what 

led up to it and how it was experienced. Questioning also concerned barriers, how 

homelessness was responded to, and what support was available. Prompts were given in 

relation to coping and strengths. Finally, participants were invited to say anything further 

about their experiences of exiting homelessness that had not been covered.  

Data Analysis  

IPA of the six transcribed interviews was employed following the seven steps outlined by 

Smith et al. (2022). The first author read all transcripts, once with the interview recording 

playing and once without whilst imagining the voice of the participant to assist with a more 

“complete analysis” (Smith et al., 2022, p. 78). This process was carried out one transcript at 

a time, with a focus on preserving the idiosyncrasy of each participant’s experience. Once 

the researcher had become familiar with the data, initial exploratory line by line noting was 
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carried out. The focus was on trying to capture what the text tells the researcher about the 

participant’s world, and how they were making sense of their experience. The next step 

involved reducing the volume of data gathered up to this point by developing experiential 

statements; the aim being to concisely summarise the most important parts of the 

exploratory notes. Connections were then sought across experiential statements and 

personal experiential themes were developed. A table of themes and quotes were developed 

to ensure an evidence trail existed, demonstrating the analytic process undertaken. This 

procedure was repeated for each individual interview. The final stage of the analysis involved 

looking for patterns of similarity and difference across data sets to reorganize the data into a 

set of group experiential themes. During this process reflexive discussions about the 

developing analysis within the wider research team informed the analysis.  

Following data analysis, participants were invited to individual member checking meetings to 

ensure that their voices were accurately portrayed in the constructed themes and wider 

analysis. This allowed participants to comment on the accuracy of the researcher’s 

interpretation of the data (Candela, 2019).  

Results  

Four group experiential themes (GETs) were constructed from the data analysis: the 

hardship of homelessness and the perilous task of exiting; the importance of people; I 

survived; and growth through adversity. These themes will now be discussed with the 

support of direct quotes from participants.  

The hardship of homelessness and the perilous task of exiting  

This theme captures the hardship experienced by participants on their journey out of 

homelessness. Participants spoke about how emotionally and psychologically demanding 

their experiences were. For example, Jack used the metaphor of feeling ‘drained’ by the 

relentless stress of attempting to exit homelessness whilst struggling to establish routine or 

security: 
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“In the long term it was very physically and mentally draining because… yeah, 

because having a child who has a set sleeping pattern and then working night shifts, 

and just trying to get any kind of pattern in just doesn’t happen.” (Jack)   

Sometimes, this relentless stress was described as if it were an insidious force that crept up 

on participants. Aaron’s account suggests that this made it more difficult to manage the 

impact:  

“You may not see what it’s [homelessness] doing to you, but it’s definitely happening 

you know. By the time it [anxiety] creeps up on you, by the time you know it’s there 

it’s fully there … you know what I mean? So, erm… not being in a stable home with a 

routine and that, it kind of, it messes with your brain like.” (Aaron) 

For some, the impact of multiple chronic stressors along with battling homelessness resulted 

in serious and almost fatal mental health difficulties:  

“I tried killing myself…I was feeling so broken at this point” (Anna) 

A commonality noted between participants was the prevalence of financial hardship, and the 

pressure of responsibility that comes with providing for oneself whilst moving out of 

homelessness. Grace’s use of the word ‘nightmare’ to describe her job search and financial 

situation highlights the predicament she found herself in; there is a sense she felt trapped:  

“I’m ringing the job centre constantly I’m ringing erm, careers Wales, I’m ringing you 

know, I’m on Indeed, I’m ringing people who put stuff up on Facebook, you know I’m 

on there all the time… it’s a nightmare you know, you feel like you do get stuck in a 

rut sometimes” (Grace) 

Accumulating debt exacerbated money problems; Jack’s account of feeling like he could not 

plan for a more secure future was an experience shared with others:  

“Any money you spend when you’ve got this debt, it erm, feels like you’re cheating 

your future self. You know, you feel like you should be dealing with it as soon as you 
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can. But you can’t, because like I said, when I was homeless everything is more 

expensive.” (Jack) 

Across all accounts, there was evidence of feelings of shame related to homelessness, 

which appears to have been experienced as something that compounded their struggles. 

Participants described feeling like a burden, which got in the way of being able to ask for 

help. This is captured in Anna’s account:  

“That burden that you’re left with of trying to have your family and friends support 

you, whether that’s for somewhere to stay, or your mental health, or ANYTHING like 

that, you’re left with that, and it makes everything so much worse.” (Anna) 

It is possible that feelings of shame contributed to participants going to great lengths to keep 

their homelessness concealed. For example, Grace shared how she was travelling across 

South Wales in her attempts to avoid being seen by those who knew her: 

“There was football fields and stuff where we would go, but there was where my 

school was, and then when people started catching on then I would just get on a train 

and leave when I got home from school. So, I’d be sleeping on the street of Barry if I 

had nowhere to go or I would go to Swansea. I could stay on the train all night if there 

were no ticket men, I would do anything.” (Grace) 

This theme captures the intense hardship, stress and precarity for these young people whilst 

homeless and the additional challenges that emerge whilst trying to exit homelessness. 

However, they were not only experiencing, but also responding to these challenges, which 

will be considered in the remaining themes. 

The Importance of People  

This theme envelops factors and qualities of other people that the young people connected 

with during their exits from homelessness. A strong feature in the accounts of participants 
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was the changing nature of relationships. Some participants described having to renegotiate 

their approach towards relationships, which appeared to be a key part of growth: 

“I don’t like look at people and think ‘Oh I hate you because that’s what you’ve done’, 

it’s more like ‘I feel sorry for you that you went through such a hard time.’ But I’m not 

going to let their opinions and actions get me down anymore.” (Sophie) 

Connecting with those who could help them along the journey out of homelessness was 

important and participants described the significance of feeling supported, believed in, and 

having someone to turn to during dark times. Some described the people who helped them 

as embodying a non-judgemental approach, which helped them feel listened to and 

understood: 

“They understood you, like you were being listened to, erm, you didn’t feel any 

judgement off them… They would just sit down with you and just listen… that always 

helped to ease my pain a little bit more” (Sophie)  

Participants shared their appreciation for the quality of simply listening without jumping to 

problem solving. For example, in Jack’s account there is evidence that the shame that exists 

elsewhere dissipates as the pressure of resolving issues is lifted, which allows for 

conversations about challenging dilemmas which might have otherwise been left unsaid:  

“When we talk, it’s not like we’re trying to fix each other’s problems, we’re just there 

to listen, and, you know, have a cuppa and just have that person with you.” (Jack) 

Feeling accepted was described as important and something that allowed participants to 

start believing in their own ability to make positive changes:  

“It was a breath of fresh air, they didn’t, you know, they didn’t judge me, and like they 

would have like an actual conversation with me. It wasn’t just being my support 

worker; it was you know being my friend. It felt like… sense of normality after I 
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couldn’t have it for so long, it was like, ‘ye I can do it, you are making the right 

choice’, you know?” (Grace) 

During a journey fraught with instability and unpredictability, the consistency offered by those 

who supported them was reported as key. It appears that consistency allowed for the 

development of close and trusting relationships, as captured by the following quote:  

“She was like a … another mother that wasn’t related to me, but I found comfort in 

her, like she was literally there every step of the way, and she never left my side.” 

(Sophie) 

For some, it was important that they could see that services were putting in the effort to 

support them; consistency showed that they cared. For example, Josh spoke about missing 

appointments, as if he were assessing the developing relationship to establish if the service 

truly cared about him:  

“Actually, one of them took me up there one day, so I met one of the workers, and 

then obviously he come down for me then see, so I didn’t go there. So they would 

make an effort like. If I didn’t turn up now see… if I have an appointment for two 

o’clock and I weren’t there they’d come to my house… Ye, that was helpful.” (Josh) 

Apparent in most participants’ accounts were stories of specific people who, by their physical 

or imagined presence, kept them going through the strenuous task of leaving homelessness. 

For example, Jack reports that a large part of why he fought for greater security was to be 

able to provide for his son:  

“A lot of the times it’s been my son that has kept me going. Um, if I didn’t have my 

son, I … I don’t think I’d be here at all.” (Jack) 

Sometimes it was the physical intervention of other people who young people described as 

having monumental impacts on their trajectories. Grace’s story provides one example; she 

was sleeping rough and a mother of a boy she was at school with intervened:  
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“She run me a bath, she had me towels, she sat with me, like I explained everything 

and then, she actually like got me to college and made like everyone be nice to me 

and stuff. It was, it was that really, it was the support that you didn’t think you were 

ever gonna get.” (Grace) 

For a small number of participants, the relative stability achieved at the tail end of exiting 

homelessness appeared to provide a platform from where they could begin the difficult task 

of repairing old relationships, Grace stated:   

“It’s rekindling having a family, like I’m trying to rekindle normal family relationships 

like, he’s (Dad) an old man now, he’s not like how he was.” (Grace) 

This theme portrays the importance of the connections the young people were able to make 

with those who did not judge them and were able to support them and believe in them as an 

important part of exiting homelessness. 

I Survived  

This theme captures participants’ accounts of how they were able to survive during their 

journey out of homelessness. There is evidence that each participant in their own unique 

and individual ways endured hardship in creative ways with limited resource. These small 

acts of survival and resistance seemed to add up to allow them to keep going and exit 

homelessness.  

An example of this is the importance of gratitude; turning towards appreciating the ‘small 

pleasures’ when holding on to hope:  

“I might be in the cold in my car… you know, in the middle of nowhere, with no … no 

real home, but at least I can wake up and go for a walk and appreciate the natural 

beauty that we have so much of in this country.” (Jack) 

Noticing what had already been achieved, noticing positives, and believing in oneself was 

another strategy employed by participants:  
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“I said ‘even though you hit rock bottom, there’s still positives and there’s light at the 

end of the tunnel’… As long as you believe in yourself, as long as you’ve got a little 

bit of hope, you can always carry on.” (Sophie) 

For Anna, holding on to home as an internal and personal feeling of comfort and belonging, 

not a place, was what sustained her. It is a belief that appeared necessary for her survival 

because without it, it is possible she would have felt truly estranged:  

“As long as I’m here with myself and I am alive and comfortable and not anxious, that 

should be what home feels like. A lot of it is imagination. Every day that I slept at the 

hostel, at my sister’s, anywhere that I’ve lived or slept, or just been in general, when I 

closed my eyes to go to sleep at night, I picture being in a place that feels like home.” 

(Anna) 

Most young people shared how they turned to drugs and alcohol during homelessness to 

survive. A key part of exiting for some was reviewing their relationship with substances. For 

example, Grace describes how drugs helped her create a sense of closeness to other 

people, which she then described as something that is ‘not real;’ in other words, it appears 

she now recognises that this was an unsustainable way of coping:  

“You feel like you’re bonding with people but, it’s not, that’s not life you know, it’s not 

real life.” (Grace) 

It is possible that with hindsight participants had learnt that using drugs was not ‘true coping’ 

at all, as captured in the following exchange between the interviewer and Josh:  

“Interviewer: How did you cope?  

Josh: I didn’t really, the drugs, I hit the drugs hard.” 

A strong feature across accounts was the realisation that they had no option other than 

doing things by themselves if they were to survive and exit homelessness: 
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“I had a (redacted for anonymity) and this that and the other, and the staff wouldn’t do 

anything about it. So, I’d erm, I’d have to ring the council myself, I’d have to do 

everything myself. And the council then would tell me like they can’t do anything 

‘you’ll have to make a police report’. So, I’d have to make a police report.” (Grace) 

This belief was not only described by participants as a facilitator of change but also as a 

means of coping/surviving: 

“For me, getting out of there, the only way was to do it myself... I felt like I had like a 

fire inside of me that I was just like, ‘Come on! Keep going, keep going, keep going’.” 

(Anna) 

In this theme participants described looking inside themselves to find determination, 

gratitude, hope and self-belief as ways to keep going every day, despite multiple challenges. 

Growth Through Adversity  

Personal growth was a major theme across accounts of exiting homelessness. A deeply 

personal moment of realisation with an epiphanic quality which precipitated a decision to 

make changes was characteristic of participants’ accounts of exiting homelessness. 

Realising they were the person who had to initiate and own this process of change was a 

converging feature of how young people described experiencing these moments:  

“It was just a really horrible time where I … I … something triggered me to be a 

certain way, and I thought to myself, “This don’t feel right. This ain’t me.” Because 

you don’t wake up one day and feel like you’re not even existing – you’re just going 

on, like you’re not even living, you’re just existing. So, for me, I thought, “Well, you 

know, no one else is going to do it – you’ve got to do it yourself.” (Sophie) 

Participants appeared to reflect on their responses to adversity as the teaching of important 

lessons. For example, Aaron described how he has gained a strong sense of what is 

important to him; a new foundation of values that will not be easily uprooted:  
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“I kind of found myself… I don’t think about fighting anymore, I don’t care about that, I 

don’t care about materialistic stuff, what I care about is my happiness, my family’s 

happiness and what we can all do to progress.” (Aaron) 

For some young people, finding meaning and purpose in their adversity seemed to be a 

strong protective factor:  

“When you go through a rough time, you want to use your experiences to help other 

people because you know what it’s like to feel alone and not to have your voice 

heard… I can look back and I can say ‘It wasn’t a waste of time – nothing was a 

waste of time; everything happens for a reason.” (Sophie) 

Wanting to be better and knowing how to achieve this by learning from those who have 

treated them badly also featured in the accounts of young people:  

“It’s like I want to be better… you know… just to be better. You don’t treat people like 

that, you don’t speak to people like that, you know, it’s not how you are.” (Grace) 

It is not that the pain experienced by participants on their journey out of homelessness was 

absent in their accounts, instead, young people appeared to hold both the good and the bad. 

Ultimately there appeared to be a shared belief that they have grown wiser and more 

resilient as a result of their experience of homelessness:  

“I feel like a completely different person, like even just talking about everything we’ve 

spoken about in the last hour, like I … I just remember feeling so different. I’ve 

definitely matured… It makes me upset that like I’m not the average – if there is even 

an average 19-year-old, if you know what I mean? But it makes me feel really 

empowered and like strong.” (Anna) 

In this theme, the young people’s appraisal of themselves and their values is enabled by 

their recognition of their own methods of survival and their acknowledgement of their 

endurance throughout these experiences. They seem to reconsider their journey, their 
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resilience, and their values in new ways, allowing these young people to experience a sense 

of personal growth. 

Discussion  

“The homeless” are popularly constructed as irresponsible, dangerous, and morally suspect 

(Farrugia, 2011). It has been argued that this symbolic burden is a salient part of the 

homeless experience (Hodgetts et al., 2006). The stigma of homelessness has been 

reported by those experiencing homelessness as a barrier to seeking help (Gray & Bell, 

2020) with feelings of embarrassment and shame commonplace (Reeve & Batty, 2011). 

These have been found to contribute to the invisible nature of hidden homelessness in the 

UK (Tunaker et al., 2023). In this study, homelessness-related shame was commonly 

described, with participants sharing how they went to great lengths to hide their situation 

from other people. Young people also shared how fears of being a burden inhibited help 

seeking. Alternatively, the homeless are often constructed as vulnerable victims (Pupavac, 

2001). Young people in this study powerfully described the precarity of their circumstances 

and the pervasiveness of the multiple challenges they faced. However, the current study 

powerfully challenges these reductionistic constructions of those experiencing homelessness 

by showing young people’s resourcefulness, creativity, perseverance, and resilience in 

finding their way through and out of homelessness. 

In a UK first exploration of how young people experience exiting homelessness, participants 

described several expected challenges including mental health difficulties, financial 

insecurity, and feelings of shame and stigma. These experiences were described as 

significant and pervasive. What was less anticipated was the rich and unique ways these 

young people made sense of what had helped them to survive these challenges and 

enabled their exits from homelessness. They spoke of the importance of other people, 

including consistency, forming new relationships, and changing how they relate to others 

more generally. The importance of hope and gratitude featured heavily, alongside 

experiences of turning to drugs and alcohol to survive, with substances often reappraised as 
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a coping strategy. A particularly unexpected finding was the rich descriptions of experiences 

of personal growth and change as a result of their journey through and out of homelessness, 

including deeply personal moments of noticing a want to change, and the use appraisal of 

adversity in as a way of increasing resilience, independence, and self-confidence. For some, 

the meaning-making process – for example seeing the meaning in their suffering – was a 

key part of the experience of exiting homelessness. Similarly, a strong connection with their 

values and what matters to them seem to be a key part of personal growth and exiting 

homelessness.  

A strong feature of participants’ accounts was the ways their personal appraisal of their 

experiences of adversity and the meaning-making of their survival enabled transformational 

personal growth, including a revaluation of values, learning from past mistakes, and 

developing a new sense of themselves and their abilities. The experience of the journey out 

of homelessness appears to have fostered narratives of resilience, strength, and growth. 

Previously it has been found that the move out of homelessness can confer a sense of 

achievement, purpose, self-worth, pride, and increased self-confidence (Karabanow, 2008; 

Mayock et al., 2011). In the current study it is argued that participants take this a step further, 

and demonstrate posttraumatic growth (PTG), defined as “positive psychological change 

experienced as a result of the struggle with traumatic or highly challenging life 

circumstances” (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004, p. 1). PTG is said to manifest in five domains, 

including increased sense of personal strength, greater appreciation of life, more meaningful 

relationships, awareness of new possibilities, and spiritual/existential change (Tedeschi et 

al., 2017). At least one previous study has found evidence of PTG in people experiencing 

homelessness, with current trauma and currently transitioning out of homelessness related 

to higher levels of PTG (Solorzano, 2014). However, it should be noted that PTG measures 

were provided by staff working with people experiencing homelessness. The current study 

enriches our understanding of PTG by bringing in the accounts of those who have 

experienced homelessness themselves.  
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It is possible that the lack of interest to date in posttraumatic growth in homeless populations 

is because of the greater focus on the vulnerability of this group. As already mentioned, a 

trauma framework focusing on vulnerability alone can be overstated and unhelpful 

(Hyndman, 2018). This is not to say that understanding the real and significant impacts that 

trauma can have on people who experience homelessness is not important, but instead that 

this can be achieved whilst also recognising the strengths and agency of young homeless 

people. This points to possible new clinical opportunities when with working with the young 

homeless population. 

Practice Implications  

This study showed how important significant others were in young people’s journeys out of 

homelessness. However, it also showed how shame and mistrust could interfere with 

reaching out for help. An assertive approach from services to ensure that young people are 

given multiple opportunities to engage could help in overcoming some of these barriers (see 

Parsell et al., 2014). Such practices were cited by young people as allowing them to develop 

trust over time so that they could receive the support required from practitioners. 

Furthermore – as highlighted in this study – professionals acknowledging strength, 

resourcefulness, and resilience, instead of focusing solely on vulnerability, could support with 

personal growth in young people. The importance of someone believing in them, and of 

sustained and validating human connection, was highlighted by young people.  

Policy implications  

The Strategy for Preventing and Ending Homelessness (Welsh Government, 2019) and the 

Ending Homelessness in Wales High-Level Action Plan 2021-2026 (Welsh Government, 

2021) place a strong emphasis on preventing homelessness wherever possible through 

early prevention and long-term housing led solutions. It is argued that the findings of this 

study support a reconceptualization of what is considered preventative strategy. Preventative 

strategy is welcomed, but in its current form it may not go far enough in ensuring that young 
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people are supported at the tail end of exiting homelessness, especially considering the 

elevated risk of re-entering homelessness during this period (Thompson et al., 2004). There 

are narratives of strength, agency, and resilience, however participants’ accounts also shed 

light on experiences of financial insecurity, loneliness, difficulties finding secure employment, 

mental health problems, and substance misuse, sometimes long after exiting homelessness, 

and at a time when services often withdraw. Whilst motivation to make positive changes is 

evident in their accounts, the lack of ongoing support, forced hyper-independence and 

minimal opportunity to build a more stable and sustainable life is highlighted throughout. 

Policymakers are urged to consider the ongoing needs of young people at the tail end of 

exiting homelessness in their efforts to reduce homelessness in Wales. The need to ensure 

mental health and substance misuse support, tenancy support, financial help, and 

employment support, through ongoing consistent trusting relationship with familiar workers 

and services, and beyond the point of housing a young person, was clear from the accounts 

of young people in this study.  

Study strengths and limitations 

The phenomenological methodology allowed for the compelling elicitation of rich personal 

accounts of an under researched phenomenon. The highest levels of validity and reliability 

were achieved by following recommendations made by Brink (1993), including triangulation 

and member checking. 

The small sample size could be considered a limitation; however, this must be considered in 

relation to the recruitment challenges in this area and that IPA encourages smaller sample 

sizes (Smith et al., 2022) to allow for information-rich analysis. Although the strong working 

relationship with Welsh homelessness projects was a strength in recruiting a ‘hard to reach’ 

population, it is acknowledged that those who agreed to be interviewed may reflect the least 

‘hard to reach’ of this population, as it is possible that young people with less harmonious 

relationships with the charity or more precarious circumstances were less likely to take part.   
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Future research   

Further strength-based research could help to combat the negative stigma associated with 

young people experiencing homelessness. It is argued that a PTG framework could be a 

useful framework for such research and given the smaller sample size of the current study, 

looking for evidence of PTG in larger sample sizes of young homeless people is 

encouraged.  

This study highlighted the significant challenges faced by young people after exiting 

homelessness, however they were all newly housed. Longitudinal research investigating 

how longer-term security is established is needed. Not only would this help us understand 

what allows young people to successfully maintain tenancies after homelessness exits, but it 

could help shed light on the factors which contribute to young people ‘recycling’ back into 

homelessness.  

This study also shows the value of listening to young people who have experienced 

homelessness. This honest and open enquiry has led to some surprising and deeply 

insightful findings. It is hoped that future research can take this further so that policy and 

service guidance is informed by the wisdom of the young people who have experience of 

using services.  

Conclusion 

By foregrounding the unique and skilful ways a group of young people in South Wales 

worked towards exiting homelessness, this study challenges the negative conceptions of 

young homeless people and hopes to inform practice and policy. These findings contribute to 

challenging the reductionistic ways those who experience homelessness are viewed and 

enable a richer understanding of the personal growth that allows young people to survive 

and move on from homelessness. 
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