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A B S T R A C T   

The purpose of this study was to gather in-depth information from unaccompanied homeless youth (UHY) 
regarding how they perceived that a wraparound intervention in which they had been involved for at least one 
year had impacted their lives. Towards this end, we conducted individual face-to-face interviews with nine 
unaccompanied homeless youth (UHY) who were receiving services from Starting Right, Now (SRN), a unique, 
multifaceted, grassroots initiative located in the southeastern U.S. that provides multiple services to UHY who 
have remained in high school. These services include housing, one-to-one mentoring, tutoring, assistance with 
applying to college, and specialized trainings to support academic and personal development. In each interview, 
participants described how their lives had changed since they entered SRN and what they had learned from the 
program. Using thematic analysis across participants, we identified eight themes that we saw as fitting within 
three broad categories: (1) constructing new models of relationships, (2) learning adaptive strategies for living, 
and (3) increasing hope, direction, and purpose. These three themes coalesced into an overall essence that we 
termed “lifted.” We chose this term because the totality of participants’ experiences suggested that SRN had lifted 
participants out of the poverty and trauma of their childhoods and, through a comprehensive approach with 
personalized supports, helped them get to a place where they could focus on higher-level needs like individual 
growth and educational attainment. Implications for providing services to UHY are described, and avenues for 
continuing research to support this population are highlighted.   

1. Lifted: A thematic analysis of homeless adolescents’ 
reflections on the impact of a multifaceted, community-based 
intervention on their lives 

Among youth placed at risk due to environmental adversity, unac-
companied homeless youth (UHY) are among the most vulnerable 
(Rahman, Turner, & Elbedour, 2017). UHY are youth who have sepa-
rated from their families and are no longer living in the custody of a 
parent, legal guardian, or institutional care (McKinney-Vento Homeless 
Assistance Act, 2002). During the 2017–2018 school year, there were 
approximately 1.5 million homeless children/adolescents enrolled in 
public schools in the U.S. [National Center for Homeless Education 
(NCHE, 2020)]. Of those, 129,370 were UHY (NCHE, 2020). From 
2016–2017 to 2017–2018, the percentage of UHY in the U.S. grew by 
16%, which is similar to the overall rate of growth in the number of 
homeless students (NCHE, 2020). Importantly, specialized supports for 
UHY are often very limited and less comprehensive than this population 

requires. As such, there is a critical need for communities to develop 
intensive interventions for this population and to evaluate their effec-
tiveness. Our purpose in conducting this study was to examine how one 
such program called Starting Right, Now (SRN) was perceived by UHY to 
have impacted their lives. 

1.1. Unaccompanied homeless adolescents 

There is a small body of literature exploring how UHY become un-
accompanied and the risks this population faces. The extant research 
suggests that many UHY become homeless for reasons beyond their 
control (Miller, 2011). Previous research has identified common path-
ways to adolescent homelessness including traumatic experiences that 
result in ongoing psychological disorders [e.g., posttraumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD)], substance use problems, family dysfunction, and 
abuse or neglect (Martijn & Sharpe, 2006; Tyler & Schmitz, 2013). It 
also is common for UHY to experience frequent transitions in and out of 
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their homes (Tyler & Schmitz, 2013). 
Compared to housed adolescents, UHY are at increased risk for 

physical health problems, sexually transmitted diseases, substance use, 
and mental health concerns (Noell et al., 2001; Weinreb, Goldberg, 
Bassuk, & Perloff, 1998). Some of the most common mental health di-
agnoses seen among UHY include major depression, PTSD, disruptive 
behavior disorders, anxiety, and social phobia (Aratani, 2009; Buckner, 
Bassuk, Weinreb, & Brooks, 1999; Whitbeck, Hoyt, Johnson, & Chen, 
2007). The risk of physical and sexual victimization and/or revictim-
ization also is significantly higher for UHY than for housed youth 
(Whitbeck et al., 2007). Additionally, adolescents who have repeatedly 
experienced homelessness are more than twice as likely to drop out of 
high school compared to adolescents who have never experienced 
homelessness (35% compared to 16%; Aratani & Cooper, 2015). 

The UHY population is at even higher risk than adolescents who are 
homeless within the context of a family or support system because they 
often have only themselves to rely on to meet basic needs. Some of these 
students may be living on the streets, but many “couch surf,” staying 
with friends or extended family until they are no longer able or 
welcome. Some of these students have been pushed out of their homes 
(e.g., asked to leave due to family discord, locked out) while others 
choose to leave because their living conditions are so aversive. The 
primary difference between homeless adolescents and UHY is that 
homeless adolescents still live within the context of a family that is 
homeless; UHY are living on their own without the support of a family. 

1.2. Interventions for homeless youth 

Due to the high levels of risk faced by UHY, multifaceted in-
terventions have been recommended to address all aspects of their lives 
and span home, school, and community environments (Ferguson, 2007). 
To date, however, few boundary-spanning interventions exist. Most 
commonly, UHY turn to agencies providing temporary emergency ser-
vices including access to food, shelter, clothing, or healthcare through 
interventions like drop-in centers, runaway shelters, and school-based 
services (De Rosa et al., 1999). While these services have been found 
to provide short-term positive outcomes for UHY (Thompson, Pollio, 
Constantine, Reid, & Nebbitt, 2002), the high return rate of discharged 
youth (Baker, McKay, Lynn, Schlange, & Auville, 2003) indicates that 
these services are inadequate to meet long-term needs. Mentoring pro-
grams for UHY have shown promise in decreasing problem behaviors 
like substance abuse (Bartle-Haring, Slesnick, Collins, Erdem, & Buett-
ner, 2012), although research on such interventions is quite limited. 

For those UHY who continue to attend school, the McKinney-Vento 
Homeless Assistance Act provides certain protections to students, 
including allowing youth to remain in the school associated with their 
last place of residence and providing transportation to and from school 
(e.g., for students who may be staying temporarily with a friend or 
family member). Nonetheless, Aviles de Bradley (2011) found that 
although schools are legally mandated to inform homeless students of 
the rights and services afforded to them by the McKinney-Vento Act, 
many UHY report never receiving such information. 

In addition to the services noted above, there are a handful of multi- 
faceted, community-based interventions that have been developed for 
UHY. One such program is the Social Enterprise Intervention (SEI). SEI is 
an emerging model for intervention for homeless youth that seeks to 
reduce mental health symptoms and high-risk behaviors and increase 
social support and utilization of services (Ferguson, 2007). Ferguson and 
Xie (2008) found that after nine months of participation in SEI, homeless 
youth displayed significant increases in overall life satisfaction, contact 
with family, and peer social support, as well as a decrease in depressive 
symptoms. 

SRN, the program from which participants in this study received 
services, is another newer, multi-faceted community-based intervention. 
SRN is a grassroots initiative designed to end the cycle of homelessness 
by providing wraparound services to UHY who have remained in high 

school despite no longer living in the custody of a parent or guardian. 
Developed by Vicki Sokolik in 2009, the program is funded by private 
donations and grants. Youth are referred to the program through social 
workers at their high schools. Most youth are admitted in their junior or 
senior year of high school. Once referred, youth are interviewed by the 
program director to ascertain whether they are truly in need of SRN 
services and whether they seem to be a good fit for the program. Fit is 
based the youth’s physical and mental health needs, motivation, and 
agreement to comply with the program’s rules. Once they sign the SRN 
contract, students move into the SRN house (a former runaway shelter 
purchased by SRN), which accommodates approximately 40–50 stu-
dents. They also are assigned a volunteer mentor from the community 
trained by SRN staff. Girls are always assigned female mentors; boys can 
be assigned either a male or a female mentor. Some participants are 
assigned a married couple as mentors. SRN students talk or text with 
their mentors every day. Their mentors also take them to restaurants, 
shopping trips, and sporting events, depending on their mutual interests. 
SRN participants also regularly attend social, personal, and professional 
development workshops. SRN also meets individual needs for medical, 
dental and vision care, mental health services (including hospitalization 
if needed), tutoring, clothing (e.g., a dress for the prom), and any other 
item or service that is deemed to be important to a student’s academic or 
personal success. To remain in the program, youth must attend school on 
a regular basis, maintain a job for 20 h per week, contribute a portion of 
their earnings to household living expenses, earn grades at or above a C, 
be involved in one extracurricular activity per year, and attend all 
mandatory SRN meetings and trainings. Youth are able to remain in the 
program indefinitely, as needed, if they continue to meet these re-
quirements. At the time this study was conducted, there was one SRN 
house in a southeastern state. There is now an additional house in the 
same state and plans for expansion to other cities. Each house has adult 
chaperones who live in the house with the students. 

Students in SRN can remain in the program following high school if 
they choose. Some continue to live in the SRN house if they attend 
college locally; others move out of the house and live in college housing. 
Those who move out to attend college can return to the SRN house 
during holiday and summer breaks while they are college students. 

Although SRN was not developed according to one particular theory, 
a logic model was developed by SRN staff to guide the work of the or-
ganization (SRN, 2020). The long-term goal of SRN is to reduce the 
number of young adults experiencing homeless and poverty. To realize 
this goal, the organization’s short-term objectives include the following: 
(1) provide access to safe, stable, clean permanent housing, (2) provide 
access to resources that support physical, mental, social, and emotional 
health, (3) promote increased engagement in education and knowledge 
through a focus on academics, career readiness, financial literacy, and 
life skills, (4) cultivate autonomy through problem-solving skills, coping 
strategies, and a motivated mindset, and (5) harness local trans-
formations and larger political capital through the development of 
legislation and policies focused on helping youth (SRN, 2020). 

From a theoretical perspective, these short-term objectives are 
closely aligned with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943). 
Within Maslow’s theory, human needs are arranged in a pyramid with 
lower level needs at the bottom and higher level needs at the top. The 
five levels of needs are: (1) physiological needs (e.g., food, water, 
shelter), (2) safety needs (e.g., personal security, resources), (3) love and 
belonging (friendship, sense of connection), (4) esteem (e.g., respect, 
self-esteem), and (5) self-actualization (e.g., desire to reach one’s full 
potential). It is only when needs at the bottom of the pyramid are met 
that increasingly higher levels of need on the pyramid become salient for 
an individual. The short-term objectives of SRN aim to meet basic needs 
(e.g., safe and stable housing) so that higher level needs (e.g., education, 
career development, personal development) can be met. 

There is currently no published research on outcomes for students 
who have participated in SRN. However, Esposito (2018) conducted a 
quantitative dissertation study with a small sample of SRN students (N 
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= 10) in which she examined self-perceptions of changes in well-being 
(i.e., life satisfaction, hope agency, and hope pathways) at baseline 
(program entry), 6 months, and 1 year. Using a Wilcoxin signed-rank 
test to examine differences between time points given the small sam-
ple size, she found significant increases in all three indicators of well- 
being at 6 months but no additional changes at 12 months, although 
only 5 participants remained in her sample at the 12-month data 
collection point. Contrary to her hypotheses, no changes in self- 
perceptions of the use of maladaptive or adaptive strategies were 
found at either time point. However, the small original sample size and 
attrition of half of the sample were major limitations that must be 
considered in interpreting the findings. The current study expands upon 
this research through interviews conducted with youth who had been in 
SRN for at least one year. 

The goal of the current study was to examine how participants 
themselves perceived that their lives had been impacted through 
participation in SRN in their own words. We chose this specific focus 
because, as described above, SRN is a unique, multi-faceted program 
that has very minimal empirical study. To our knowledge, there are no 
other programs like SRN in the United States. Given this, we wanted to 
provide UHY who had participated in the program with the opportunity 
to reflect on their experiences in SRN through a largely unstructured 
interview where they could compare their lives prior to and after 
participation in SRN. In doing so, we endeavored to capture the expe-
riences that participants saw as most salient for them and how they 
believed they were impacted by these experiences. Ultimately, we 
believe that the themes that emerged from these interviews can: (1) help 
others who are in a position of serving UHY understand how a multi- 
faceted program like SRN impacts participants, and (2) guide future 
empirical research on SRN by identify keying program elements and 
processes that merit further study. 

2. Method 

2.1. Setting and background 

This study took place in a large southeastern city of the United States 
where SRN was established. The researchers were from a local university 
where the lead researcher (the first author) was a faculty member in a 
school psychology training program. The other researchers, including 
the individual who conducted the interviews, were students in the 
program and members of the first author’s research team. The re-
searchers had no other involvement with SRN other than to conduct 
research on the program. The collaboration between the research team 
and SRN came about when the founder of SRN reached out to an ac-
quaintance at the local university to see if she might help SRN investi-
gate its outcomes. When that faculty member did not have time to work 
with SRN, she e-mailed others at the university who might be interested. 
The lead author was one of several faculty members who received that e- 
mail. She then contacted the founder of SRN, and they set up a meeting 
to discuss working together. The research team designed the study 
described in this paper independent of input from anyone at SRN. 
Additionally, none of the other members of the research team were 
familiar with anyone from SRN before the study was conducted. This 
also is true for the interviewer who only had contact with participants 
during the two interviews that she conducted with them. 

At the time of the interviews, none of the authors of this study had 
worked directly with UHY although all had worked in schools with 
youth placed at-risk due to environmental adversity. Both authors were 
aware of the supports and services received by participants in SRN 
through conversations with the director, but the only other contact they 
had with anyone from SRN was when the first author attended a fund-
raising luncheon for the organization. It was through reviewing the 
transcripts that the first and second authors became familiar with par-
ticipants’ experiences in the program. As such, neither held any pre-
conceived notions about how students perceived the program or—more 

broadly—how UHY might respond to a wraparound intervention like 
SRN. 

2.2. Participants 

Nine UHY who received services from SRN for at least one year 
participated in this study. Five of the participants were in their junior 
year or entering their senior year of high school, and four were in their 
first year or entering their second year of college at the time of the 
interview. All had entered SRN while they were UHY attending high 
school in one city within a southeastern state. Most participants signed 
their own informed consent because they were 18 or older. For the two 
participants who were 17, a parent or legal guardian provided consent. 
Participants’ pseudonyms, genders, ages, self-identified ethnicities, and 
reasons for homelessness (all self-reported) are displayed in Table 1. A 
summary of risk and protective factors experienced by participants prior 
to entering SRN is also shown in Table 1. These risk and protective 
factors were gleaned from individual interviews with each participant 
conducted approximately one week prior to the interviews for the cur-
rent study. The prior interviews focused on participants’ lives before 
enrolling in SRN; results from those interviews are described in another 
publication (Raffaele Mendez, Dickinson, Esposito, Connolly, & Bonilla, 
2018). 

2.3. Measure 

Participants were given the following prompt to begin the interview: 
“Please tell me about your life from the time you began in SRN to the 
present day.” All participants had previously participated in an inter-
view in which they told the story of their life experiences from birth to 
the point when they entered SRN. The interview for the current study 
typically took place within a week of the first interview. [Results from 
the first interview can be found in Raffaele Mendez et al. (2018)]. 
Because participants in this study had just recently told the same 
interviewer the story of their lives prior to involvement with SRN, they 
spontaneously tended to focus on what was different for them since 
beginning in SRN. The interview prompt was intentionally kept brief 
and open-ended so that participants could highlight what they believed 
was most important. All participants told their stories from the time they 
started in SRN to the present day in chronological order, with the 
interviewer periodically summarizing what was said and asking clari-
fying questions to ensure that their statements were understood. The 
interviewer was careful not to ask any leading questions or to make any 
assumptions about how participants perceived their experiences in the 
program. 

2.4. Procedure 

After receiving approval to conduct the study from the Institutional 
Review Board at the university where the research team was based, 
participants were recruited through a flyer displayed in the SRN office 
(which students regularly visited) explaining the study and offering a 
$25 gift card for participation. Students regularly come to the office for 
tutoring, workshops, to talk to staff, etc. Those who had been in SRN for 
more than one year and wanted to participate after seeing the flyer e- 
mailed a member of the research team to schedule an interview. All 
interviews were conducted by the same interviewer, a graduate student 
in School Psychology with a master’s degree in counseling and consid-
erable experience interviewing youth. Pilot interviews were conducted 
with the first two participants to confirm whether the interview prompt 
was adequate to elicit the participants’ stories. When the interview 
prompt was confirmed by the first author to be adequate, those two pilot 
interviews were included in the final sample. Most interviews were 
completed in 45–60 min. All interviews were tape-recorded with 
participant consent and subsequently transcribed. 

No additional data was collected to supplement the student 
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interviews. This is because the purpose of the study was to understand 
student perspectives. 

2.5. Data analysis 

Transcribed interviews were loaded into Atlas.ti, and interviews 
were analyzed using the six-step guidelines for thematic analysis pro-
posed by Braun and Clarke (2006). To begin, both authors indepen-
dently read through each transcript while simultaneously listening to 
the recording of the interview. While reading and listening, both authors 
highlighted what they perceived to be key points made by the partici-
pants and took notes on commonalities across transcripts. Based on 
these notes and highlighted text from the interviews, the second author 
developed an initial codebook that was added to and refined by both 
authors as coding progressed. The codebook included codes like “Stu-
dent discusses relationship with mentor” and “Student discusses family.” 
Interviews were then coded independently by both authors using the 
codebook. Final codes for each transcript were decided upon collabo-
ratively. After coding the interviews, the authors collaboratively 
searched for themes to answer the research questions. Moving from 
codes to themes involved asking the question: “When a student is talking 
about a topic (e.g., relationship with mentor), what is he or she saying?” 
In other words, while codes were based on the subject about which the 
participant was speaking, themes were focused on what the participant 
was saying about that subject. The goal of thematizing was to identify 
how participants described the impact of SRN on their lives. In other 
words, how did they compare their lives before SRN to their lives at the 
time of the interview? The authors completed the thematizing did so 
without directly considering any particular theory. Rather, they aimed 
to remain close to the participants’ own words, with multiple direct 
quotes from participants identified to represent each theme. Through 
the thematizing process, 27 unique codes were collapsed into 8 themes. 
After themes had been identified and agreed upon, the authors selected 
direct quotes from the participants that best represented the overall 
concept of each theme. They collaboratively agreed on the final themes 
and essence. No member checking occurred because it was difficult to 
arrange times for this once students had returned to college. After 
themes and the essence were identified, the first author reflected on the 

themes and noted that they could be grouped into three categories. With 
the agreement of the second author, a decision was made to use indi-
vidual themes, broad categories, and an essence to describe the findings. 
Themes are the common ideas discussed by participants related to the 
primary research question. Categories are groupings of themes. Finally, 
the essence is the broad takeaway picture of the results, addressing how 
all of the themes coalesce into one big idea. The data analysis process 
concluded by considering how participants’ own words mapped on to 
the goals of the program and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. 

3. Findings 

Thematic analysis revealed eight themes, each of which fit into one 
of three categories. In this section, we describe the three broad cate-
gories and the themes within each category. Table 2 provides definitions 
of the categories, individual themes, and how many students discussed 
the theme in their interviews. We return to the broad categories in the 
Discussion and integrate our findings with those previously existing in 
the literature. 

3.1. Category 1: Constructing new models of relationships (themes 1–3) 

The first three themes we identified all focused on interactions with 
others in SRN (i.e., staff, mentors, peers) and how these interactions had 
changed the way that participants viewed relationships. They described 
learning that adults could be trusted, which transformed how they felt 
about themselves, what they could/should expect in relationships, and 
what they could accomplish. 

Theme 1: “Always there on my side.” The first theme identified 
focused on the importance of stability that the individual mentors and 
other SRN staff provided to participants. Given their past experiences 
with neglect, abuse, minimal structure, and/or chronic poverty, partic-
ipants appreciated having adults in their lives who were trustworthy and 
reliable. Charlotte noted, “It gives me a big sense of security. I know that 
I have people that I can go to when I need help, and I don’t have to feel 
alone.” Similarly, referring to her mentor and the SRN staff, Erica stated, 
“I can’t imagine my life without them. They’re kind of like a pseudo- 
family. They’re very supportive and they’re always there for you. I 

Table 1 
Demographic information for participants.  

Pseudonym Gender Age Grade at 
interview 

Ethnicity Reason for homelessness Risk factors described in life 
stories 

Protective factors described in 
life stories 

Alison Female 17 11th grade Hispanic 
American 

Escaping abuse SA, PA, EA, HF, MC, AR, FM, 
FF 

H 

Charlotte Female 19 College 
freshman 

Caribbean 
American 

Abandonment SA, PA, HF, MC, AR, CA, FM, 
FF 

A, H, SF, V 

Donald Male 19 College 
freshman 

European 
American 

Discord with stepparent PA, EA, HF, AR, FM A, V 

Erica Female 19 College 
freshman 

European 
American 

Escaping abuse SA, PA, EA, MIC, CSA, AR, CA 
(FM, FF) 

(AA), SF 

Isaac Male 19 College 
freshman 

African 
American 

Family homelessness PA, HF, FM, FF AA, SF, A 

Lisa Female 20 College 
freshman 

European 
American 

Could not afford rent after roommate 
moved out 

SA, PA, EA, HF, CSA, MC, AR, 
CA (FM) 

SF, V, J 

Martin Male 17 11th grade Caribbean 
American 

Family homelessness PA, HF H 

Nathan Male 20 College 
freshman 

African 
American 

Parent incarceration PA, HF, CSA, MC, CA AA, H, A, SF 

Robert Male 18 College 
freshman 

European 
American 

Told by parent to leave PA, HF, CSA, CA AA, J 

Key: SA = Sexual abuse, PA = Physical abuse, EA = Emotional Abuse, HF = Substandard housing or food insufficiency, MIC = Mental illness of caregiver, CSA =
Caregiver substance abuse (drug or alcohol abuse) , MC = Maladaptive coping (e.g., self-harm, suppression of emotions), AR = Premature adult responsibilities (e.g., 
earning money for the family/self while still in school, taking on caregiver role for siblings), CA = Involvement of caregiver or self in criminal activities/incarcerated, 
FM = Experiences of frequent mobility between different guardians/living arrangements (e.g. moving from grandmother to shelter to uncles) FF = Few friends in 
school/“unpopular”/bullying. 
AA = Strong athletic/artistic ability, A = Strong scholastic achievement, H = Hope/optimism, SF = At least one close, supportive friend, V = Valuing of school, J =
Ability to find and keep a job. 
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never had that until now.” 
In addition to the sense of security they gained by having a support 

system, many participants also noted the importance of the emotional 
support and accountability their mentors and SRN staff provided. 
Describing her mentor, Alison noted, “I know she is always there on my 
side. Even if I’m wrong, she’ll be there on my side…Yeah, it’s good to 
have that, like a parent.” She went on to say, “When you know that you 
have help, [you don’t get] dragged down. Somebody’s actually there 
with you, going through it with you. It gives you more of a feeling to 
push through.” 

Although all participants noted the importance of the support system 
provided by SRN, we did note some gender differences in how students 
described their relationships with their mentors. More specifically, fe-
male participants described quickly establishing strong relationships 
with their mentors, whereas male participants either described difficulty 
bonding with their mentors initially and/or described a more distant 
ongoing relationship. Isaac, for example, described a slow start to his 
relationship with his mentor. Because he still had regular contact with 
his family (unlike many of the other students in the program), he noted, 
“My first semester…I did not start actually being really, I guess, ‘one’ 
with my mentor…I did not really utilize her to her full potential.” He 
noted that through regular contact with his mentor, their relationship 
eventually evolved “to the point where I went and talked to her about 
anything, to where I do not make any decision without asking her about 
[it].” 

In addition to a slow start to relationships with their mentors, most 
male participants described a more distant and/or instrumental bond 
with their mentors than did females. All but one of the male participants 
described the support of their mentors in the context of helping to meet 
specific momentary needs (instrumental support), like access to re-
sources (e.g. transportation, jobs) or problem-solving (e.g. encounters 
with law enforcement and enrollment in school). For example, Donald, 
who was assigned a husband and wife pair as mentors, described a 
relatively distant relationship with them. He said, “They were there for 
me, but never in any sort of profound way…so I was like, well, what 
now?” His words suggested to us that other than seeking his mentors’ 
assistance as needed to meet specific momentary needs, he either did not 
want or did not know how to further engage in a meaningful relationship 
with them. 

Theme 2: “You learn to trust.” The second theme we identified 
focused on the issue of participants’ trust in adults. Given past experi-
ences with adults who had frequently let them down, participants 
described difficulty trusting other people (i.e., their SRN mentor, other 
SRN staff) when they first entered SRN. For example, Charlotte shared 

her experiences with trusting adults prior to SRN: 
Before SRN, I didn’t trust anyone because I felt that they were only 

looking down on me, even my family. … I felt like everyone just wanted 
to break me down and they didn’t want to see me do better. But it was 
crazy how complete strangers who I didn’t know … believed in me more 
than family who I grew up with my entire life. 

Some participants described how prior to SRN, they felt like they 
could rely only on themselves. When describing first entering SRN, Lisa 
stated, “In the beginning I was like… these people don’t want to help 
me, they don’t know me. Why are they doing this?” Over time, SRN staff 
and mentors proved that they could be trusted through being consistent 
and expressing ongoing care despite any resistance that arose from the 
youth. Martin noted, “Coming here to [the SRN office] every day, getting 
things done, or having someone doing something for you that will help 
you out, you [learn that you] can trust them, knowing that they’re going 
to get it done.” As such, participants shared that through SRN they not 
only learned to trust SRN staff and mentors but they also began to be 
able to open up and trust other people again. As Isaac noted: 

…if I did not trust, and that trust did not begin with my mentor, then 
I do not know that I would have had the relationship that I have with my 
mom… I did not really like my household. I did not like being there. [But 
now] I miss every one of them. 

Participants learned that adults could have their best interests at 
heart and actually fulfill commitments. They also learned that they did 
not only have to rely on themselves and that it was acceptable to ask for 
help. Alison noted: “It is that time and that effort that people are putting 
[in]. That they are adults and that I can trust them and that they are 
working to help me.” 

Theme 3: “Better friends.” The third theme that emerged from 
interviews was the opportunity to gain better quality friendships since 
beginning in SRN, given the stable housing afforded through the pro-
gram. Isaac noted: “More so, they helped me sustain friendships [and] 
relationships; something that I never had done because the whole 
moving thing my entire life.” Additionally, some participants expressed 
that their engagement in SRN activities and events allowed them to meet 
new friends. For example, as Donald described, “I would say [SRN has] 
given me more friendships and that I was friends with kids in the 
program.” 

Participants also noted that they were also able to develop higher 
quality friendships through being more selective than they had been in 
the past. They tried to select friends who had similar goals and would 
help lead them in a positive direction. When describing friendships, 
Erica said: 

Table 2 
Categories and theme descriptions.  

Theme name (source of theme name) Description of theme # of participants 
discussing theme 

Category 1 (themes 1–3): constructing new models of relationships 
Theme 1: “Always there on my side” 

(Alison) 
Participants described the importance of their mentor and SRN staff in creating a support system that provided 
emotional support, advice, accountability, and guidance. 

9 

Theme 2: “You learn to trust” (Erica) Participants described initially questioning the intentions of SRN staff and mentors but over time learning to 
trust adults again and asking for help. 

7 

Theme 3: “Better friends” (Erica) Participants described the development of more and better quality friendships. 8 
Category 2 (themes 4–5): learning adaptive strategies for living 
Theme 4: “Better ways to deal” 

(Nathan) 
Participants described identification of maladaptive coping patterns and learning more adaptive coping 
mechanisms and viewpoints, leading to a restoration of their mental, physical, and emotional health. 

9 

Theme 5: “The point is getting back up” 
(Alison) 

Participants described setbacks since entering SRN, like transitioning from premature adulthood back into 
adolescence but also noted the ongoing support of SRN staff and mentors along the way. 

7 

Category 3 (themes 6–8): increased hope, direction, and purpose 
Theme 6: “Didn’t have to worry as 

much” (Lisa) 
Participants described that through the provision of resources, they had to worry less about meeting their 
basic needs (e.g. housing, food, healthcare), giving them more time to engage in self-development, like 
preparing for college and engaging in new experiences and activities. 

9 

Theme 7: “Now my goals seem a lot 
more achievable” (Isaac) 

Participants described having increased hope and direction in achieving their goals. 9 

Theme 8: “Pay it Forward” (Isaac) Participants described a desire to help others in difficult circumstances because of the help they received from 
SRN. 

5  
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As I grew in the program, I think I just got more confident in myself. I 
learned to get a lot better friends. I had a lot of ‘not the nicest’ friends 
in high school especially in the beginning of my years… I made 
friends with people that really didn’t treat me very well because 
subconsciously I just didn’t think I deserved any better. 

It seemed that as participants experienced changes in self- 
confidence, self-concept, and direction through SRN, they wanted to 
engage with people who would allow them to meet their goals and 
maintain a good standing in the program. 

3.2. Category 2: Learning adaptive skills for living (themes 4–5) 

The next two themes we identified focused on learning adaptive 
skills for living. Given the challenges they had faced in their lives and the 
limited helpful direction they had received from adults prior to SRN, 
many participants were using maladaptive coping strategies (e.g., 
alcohol and drugs, binge eating, self-harm). Through the resources 
provided by SRN (both people and programs), they learned to identify 
the maladaptive coping strategies they were using and replace them 
with more adaptive coping strategies. Notably, the majority of students 
described setbacks during their time in the program (e.g., challenges 
with family members, the return of PTSD symptoms), but they also 
described learning that setbacks are inevitable in life and that adaptive 
ways of handling setbacks can be found with the support of others (i.e., 
mentors, SRN staff). 

Theme 4: “Better ways to deal.” The fourth theme focused on how 
SRN staff, mentors, resources and/or classes helped participants identify 
maladaptive coping strategies/behavioral patterns and replace them 
with more adaptive coping strategies. This helped to restore partici-
pants’ mental and physical health. Prior to entering SRN, participants 
often dealt with their stress and trauma through overeating, emotional 
suppression, angry outbursts, worrying about situations out of their 
control, emotional breakdowns, negative self-thoughts, lowered expec-
tations, isolation, and/or drugs and alcohol. For example, Alison shared 
that her family often teased her about being overweight, which made 
her overeat even more in an attempt to show them that she did not care 
how they perceived her. However, her mentor helped her identify and 
change this maladaptive way of coping. Alison stated: 

My mentor helped me work through that and find out the reason why 
I gained like 50 lb in a year… I realized that I was going to food as a 
comfort and as a rebellion kind of thing. Then I was finally ready to 
join something to lose weight and my mentor is going with me to 
every single meeting. [My mentor and SRN staff have] inspired me to 
get fit and get healthy. 

SRN staff also connected some participants to mental health pro-
fessionals in order to address serious mental health concerns. Erica 
spoke about her battle with PTSD due to the abuse she endured in the 
past. She noted that before SRN, she was taught to suppress her feelings 
by the various adults who raised her, but through being able to turn to 
her mentor to talk about her problems, discuss healthy life habits, and 
access mental health support through SRN, she learned more adaptive 
coping strategies, including exercising. Erica spoke about how SRN staff 
went the extra mile to find help for her, including how the director of 
SRN identified mental health treatment for her at an inpatient mental 
health facility. This was the first place she met others who had experi-
enced similar types of trauma. She stated, 

[I] met a couple of women that were also raped, like me…I had 
never, in my life, met someone else that had gone through it…So, 
when I went, I had someone to talk to…someone that understood my 
fear, my flashbacks, what it’s like to go through them, and it was a 
world of help. I mean… I am so grateful to the program for sending 
me there. I don’t know where I would be without what they’ve 

done… I probably would have succeeded in one of my (suicide) at-
tempts I imagine. 

Participants also referenced the helpfulness of trainings in changing 
their negative behaviors and coping patterns. Frequently mentioned 
were trainings like the Dale Carnegie training, Camp Anytown (diversity 
training), and Frameworks emotional intelligence classes. For example, 
Lisa described how before entering SRN she used to turn to drugs and 
alcohol or scream and cry when faced with life stressors. She noted: 

I was really shy before SRN. I didn’t really like talking to people I 
don’t know. I probably would’ve cried the entire time throughout 
this [interview] if it wasn’t for SRN. Dale Carnegie (training) really 
helped. We had to get up in front of each other and do stories; 
sometimes we had to do plays. 

When asked about how SRN has helped her cope with stress, she also 
responded that she now talks to her mentor and her mother. Participants 
also credited other trainings like Frameworks emotional intelligence 
classes in helping change their behaviors and perspectives. For example, 
Nathan stated: 

It affected (me) in a major way because the way I used to deal with 
stress is I will take my anger out on you… I kept a lot of stuff bottled 
up… But now when I am ever too stressed out or feeling angry, I just 
sit back and think or I go for a walk or something like that. I learned 
better ways to deal with it, you know, when it comes to letting stuff 
out and everything. 

Participants not only changed maladaptive behaviors, but it became 
clear that they also changed how they viewed the world and negative 
situations. For example, Isaac shared: 

When I was younger, last year, I put a lot of stuff that was happening 
to my family on me unnecessarily…And my mentor had to help me 
realize that I cannot help other people until I have completely helped 
myself… I do not take care of my sister anymore, and you know, I 
took that mentality, that like now I feel a lot less stressed about stuff 
that is out of my control. 

Similarly, Nathan shared how his perceptions of the world had 
changed since being in the program: 

…my whole outlook on life was negative. It was like me against the 
world. [Now, I] let them know that you don’t have to be alone out 
there. That the world is not full of evil, everyone is not going to let 
you down. So I really like that about the program…When I think 
about it, I can’t do nothing but smile…Changed my whole outlook on 
everything. 

3.3. Theme 5: “The point is getting back up” 

The fifth theme captured participants’ perceptions that their journey 
out of homelessness was not all smooth sailing. Every participant 
described some sort of personal setback while in SRN. For example, 
some participants had difficulty transitioning away from their families 
when entering SRN, as Isaac stated: 

Just not seeing my family every day, I mean, granted, I usually did 
stuff to stay away from my home just because I was not really fond 
of…my house…but after a while that adds up and you know you 
really start missing the people that you get tired of. 

Another common setback described by participants was difficulty 
transitioning from their premature adulthood prior to SRN back into 
adolescence, where there were more rules, expectations, and structure 
than they had before. Of the participants, Donald appeared to have the 
most difficulty with the rules and expectations set by SRN. “Being 
treated as a child at the complex for instance with like 11:00 curfew or 

L.M. Raffaele Mendez and C.A. Randle                                                                                                                                                                                                    



Children and Youth Services Review 121 (2021) 105891

7

drug tests or all sorts of things…” Nonetheless, as he explained, due to 
the consistent support of his mentor, SRN staff, and the resources they 
provided, he was able to adapt and start engaging in more prosocial 
behaviors. Other participant setbacks included feeling overwhelmed by 
having to care for family members; difficulty navigating encounters with 
law enforcement; dealing with family conflict; mental health concerns; 
problems with self-efficacy in college; and mishaps in the application 
process to college. These challenges often occurred while participants 
were away from their mentors. Robert, for example, explained the many 
setbacks he encountered when he quit his job to start attending college. 
He encountered scheduling and application issues that left him both 
unemployed and not starting school until the following semester. He 
stated: 

But when [my employment] fell through, and then the schooling fell 
through, so I was like, ‘Dang. There goes the money I was supposed to 
be getting, and the schooling I was supposed to start… 

In describing the issues she faced when she went to college, Erica 
noted: 

Since I was far away, I wasn’t really involved much in SRN because I 
was a whole state away. I didn’t keep in contact…But, unfortunately 
when I was (away), my PTSD started floating up… 

Due to a suicide attempt, Erica was hospitalized while at college. 
However, she described how SRN staff and her mentor supported her 
through encouragement and access to resources like specialized inpa-
tient care (see Erica’s quote under Theme 4). 

Overall, although participants described setbacks, they also 
described how SRN staff and mentors helped pull them through. This 
concept is best captured by Alison’s reflection: “No matter if you screw 
up a few times, the point is getting back up, and there is always a way. 
There is always a way with my mentor and Vicki (program director).” 

3.4. Category 3: Increased hope, direction, and purpose (themes 6–8) 

The final broad category we identified was increased hope, direction, 
and purpose. As participants were relieved of some of the stresses 
associated with being unaccompanied and homeless through the re-
sources provided by SRN, they described being able to focus on more 
age-appropriate activities (e.g., high school, applying to college) and 
began to see a way out of their current circumstances to a better life. In 
turn, their hope that they could actually achieve the goals they had set 
for themselves increased, and many expressed a desire to help others as a 
way to pay forward what SRN had done to help them. 

Theme 6: “Didn’t have to worry as much.” The sixth theme re-
flected participants’ sentiments that a major benefit of being involved 
with SRN was not having to spend as much time worrying about meeting 
their own basic needs (e.g. shelter, food, and healthcare) as they did 
before. This relieved their stress and gave them more time to engage in 
self-development. Donald stated, “Having an apartment and job, for 
what it was worth, and the food stamps, I was able to have a successful 
last semester. I was able to end with a high note. Pass all my AP 
(Advanced Placement) classes.” Lisa also echoed how having resources 
to meet her basic needs allowed her to focus more on her education and 
relieved stress. She stated: “I wasn’t really going to school because I 
worked until 11:30, midnight sometimes. I wouldn’t want to wake up at 
six o’clock and go right back to school…I was always stressed, worried 
about bills and school…all different stuff.” Lisa went on to describe how 
with her basic needs being met, she felt like she could be a “kid again” 
and focus on age-appropriate worries like school assignments. 

All participants described support in applying to colleges or trade 
schools and acquiring jobs. Most students explained how prior to SRN 
they did not know how to approach applying for college and scholar-
ships; however, SRN facilitated the entire process. As Robert noted: 

They got me all of my scholarships…I had to tell them about stuff and 
write essays… but they’re the ones who really got it going because I 
don’t know how to do that. I’ve never done that.” 

Notably, every participant in the current study was accepted to a 
college or trade school and received a scholarship. In addition to 
accessing educational and employment resources, they also described 
exposure to experiences, events, and activities that they believed they 
may have never experienced without the assistance of SRN. These 
included studying abroad and extracurricular activities at their respec-
tive schools (e.g., sports and clubs). 

Theme 7: “Now my goals seem a lot more achievable.” The 
seventh theme focused on participants’ increased feelings of hope in 
regard to achieving goals while participating in SRN. The majority of 
participants noted that they had goals before entering, but they did not 
know how to achieve them. For example, Alison shared that although 
she once had high educational aspirations, she went into “survival 
mode” when she became homeless. However, she stated, “Once I came 
to SRN, I was like … all these dreams that had been taken away from me 
[were] renewed.” Charlotte also described how her outlook had 
changed, stating: “With SRN, now I have goals and I’m working towards 
them… I’m just worrying about how and what I have to do to get me to 
become a nurse…” 

Participants also spoke of how SRN staff helped to cultivate their 
goals through providing direction on how to achieve them. When asked 
about goals, Martin noted, “I can see more of a clear path,” and Lisa 
noted, “I didn’t think college was even possible for me, but I’m here now 
getting a degree, hopefully getting a master’s…” 

Theme 8: “Pay it forward.” The final theme that emerged from the 
interviews was the idea of ‘paying it forward.’ Many participants noted 
that SRN inspired them to target career fields that are dedicated to 
helping other people. For example, Donald shared: 

I would be much more open, even willing, to start out and work in a 
non-profit organization… it’s about being fulfilled by something else 
other than profit…So in SRN, helping me in my kind of desperate 
situation, and my appreciation towards them, I think in the future, 
going forward, I’d be more prone to help other less fortunate people. 

3.5. The essence: lifted 

Overall, participants in this study described how SRN had positively 
impacted multiple facets of their lives. They spoke of having a support 
system (often for the first time in their lives), learning to trust adults, 
making better friends, acquiring adaptive coping skills, overcoming 
setbacks, increasing hope, attaining goals, engaging in personal and 
educational self-development, and desiring to help others as a way to 
‘pay it forward.’ When reflecting on the big picture of how participants 
perceived their lives as having changed since entering SRN, the term 
“lifted” seems to best encompass the change that participants described. 
Lift means: “to move (something/someone) to a higher position or 
condition” (“Lifted,” 2004). The term “lifted” in this context 
communicates the idea that SRN was able to meet the participants where 
they were, with all of their risk and protective factors, and lift them into 
better living conditions and to a higher personal and educational 
standing. It should be recognized that in order to be chosen for the 
program, participants must already have attributes that the director 
deemed as beneficial or amenable to change. Nonetheless, SRN was able 
to build upon participants’ attributes, both good and bad, and help them 
move forward, allowing them to accomplish goals that had once seemed 
unattainable due to limited resources and support. 

4. Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine how a multi-faceted, 
community-based intervention for UHY was perceived by participants 
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to have impacted their lives. Results showed that SRN fostered many of 
the protective factors known to directly or indirectly build resilience 
among homeless youth, including problem solving and planning skills, 
self-esteem, social support, goal setting, decision making, and self- 
reliant coping (Lightfoot, Stein, Tevendale, & Preston, 2011). Taken 
together, our thematic analysis suggests three broad areas in which 
participants perceived that they had experienced change: (1) con-
structing new models of relationships, (2) learning adaptive strategies 
for living, and (3) increasing hope, direction, and purpose. It may be that 
these are some of the mechanisms through which SRN students in 
Esposito’s (2018) study (which included a different cohort of SRN stu-
dents) perceived a significant increase in well-being after 6 months in 
the program. Each of these themes is discussed in relation to Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs and other applicable theories. 

4.1. Constructing new models of relationships 

Themes 1, 2, and 3 all centered on constructing new models of re-
lationships. Models for healthy relationships were born from partici-
pants’ interactions with individual adult mentors as well as the entire 
SRN staff, whom they described as “always there on my side” (Theme 1). 
These individuals provided emotional support, advice, and account-
ability to participants. Through having adults in their lives who were 
consistently helpful and available, participants were able to learn to 
trust others again (Theme 2) and make friends who supported them and 
their aspirations (Theme 3). 

This first category fits within Maslow’s hierarchy of needs in that it 
reflects the transformation that individuals experience when needs for 
love and belonging are met. Through supportive interactions with others 
who genuinely cared about them, participants came to recognize their 
own self-worth and were more cognizant of seeking friendships that 
affirmed their value as people (Maslow’s esteem needs). This first 
category is also very closely aligned with attachment theory (Bowlby, 
1969). Importantly, participants did not just describe forming new re-
lationships. Rather, they described conceptualizing relationships in a 
new way as a result of the interactions they had within SRN. Bowlby’s 
notion of internal working models captures the idea that through their 
interactions with attachment figures, youth develop a prototype of what 
to expect in future relationships. The sentiments expressed by youth in 
this study suggest that their participation in SRN altered the prototype of 
relationships they developed during their childhoods. They transitioned 
from a model where the “default” mode was that people could not be 
trusted to recognizing that at least some people could be trusted. This 
shift seemed to come about over time through consistent and reliable 
interactions with adult mentors and SRN staff. Recognition of their own 
self-worth followed from these interactions, making participants more 
cognizant of seeking friendships that affirmed their value as people. It is 
notable that SRN takes great care in matching volunteer mentors to 
participants. Not only do mentors have to be deemed as having being 
suitable for this role and as having enough time available to devote to 
participants on a daily basis, they also are matched by the director based 
on personality and lifestyle. 

The importance of supportive adult mentors for participants in this 
study extends the work of Dang and Miller (2013), who found that UHY 
value the emotional, informational, appraisal, and instrumental sup-
ports provided by their natural mentors (i.e., non-parental adults). 
Whether through an assigned or a natural mentor, having reliable and 
consistent social support has been found to have significant protective 
effects for UHY including improved self-efficacy, life satisfaction, peer 
support, and mental health (Ferguson & Xie, 2008). 

4.2. Learning adaptive strategies for living 

In addition to providing participants with opportunities to construct 
new models of relationships, themes 4 and 5 demonstrate that SRN 
“lifted” participants through helping them learn adaptive strategies for 

living or “better ways to deal” (Theme 4). Additionally, when they 
experienced setbacks, they recognized that “the point was getting back 
up” (Theme 5). These skills were learned in the context of mentoring 
relationships as well as through access to mental health professionals 
and training opportunities focused on topics such as leadership. With 
these supports, participants were able recognize the maladaptive coping 
strategies they were using and begin to adopt more adaptive ways of 
coping with challenges. 

It is notable that participants in this study specifically discussed 
learning adaptive strategies for living when Esposito’s (2018) study did 
not find significant differences in self-perceptions of maladaptive or 
adaptive coping strategies after 6 months or 1 year of program partici-
pation. This may be because Esposito’s study had very limited power, 
meaning that it would have been difficult to find significant differences 
even if they existed. 

From a theoretical perspective, this second category that students 
discussed also fits well within Maslow’s hierarchy. Participants in the 
current study frequently spoke of how they approached challenges 
before and after participating in SRN. In these discussions were 
numerous mentions of problem-solving with their mentors or SRN staff to 
determine how to handle difficult situations when previously they did so 
mostly on their own. At the second level of Maslow’s hierarchy are safety 
needs, including resources to help maintain one’s physical and 
emotional health and to perceive a sense of security. In this study, these 
resources were found in the form of supportive adults who helped par-
ticipants learn how to problem-solve informally as well as direct 
teaching through which participants developed adaptive skills for living 
through more formal means. 

4.3. Increased hope, direction, and purpose 

Themes 6, 7, and 8 share a common thread of increased hope, di-
rection, and purpose. Taken together, these themes reflect how being 
unburdened by some of their premature adult responsibilities and life-
styles allowed participants to focus on the path to high school gradua-
tion and post high school education. Their gratitude for the help they 
received made several of them want to be in a similar helping role with 
others. Notably, many participants discussed how before SRN they had 
goals but believed that these goals were unobtainable because they did 
not have the resources they needed to achieve them. During their time in 
the SRN program, as they received supports and learned problem- 
solving skills, they experienced an increase in hope that their goals 
could be realized. It was apparent from participants’ responses that no 
single resource or person had impacted their sense of hope; rather, it was 
likely the combination of supports that resulted in the changes observed. 

This final category also fits well within Maslow’s theory. As students 
were relieved of the burdens of struggling to meet lower level needs on 
Maslow’s hierarchy, they were able to focus on higher-level goals and 
aspirations. Notably, for many students, these goals existed prior to SRN, 
but they did not know how they could possibly reach them. The supports 
provided by SRN “lifted” students higher on the pyramid of Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs, allowing them to focus on the higher-level needs of 
defining their purpose and pursuing the goals they had set for 
themselves. 

4.4. Implications for practice 

The current study has a number of implications for practice. First, 
findings suggest the importance of mentoring in helping UHY rebound 
from the stressors and burdens of their childhoods. In this study, par-
ticipants described their mentors and SRN staff as playing a pivotal role 
in modeling healthy relationships, allowing them to trust adults again, 
helping them to overcome setbacks, and teaching them how to respond 
adaptively and problem-solve in difficult circumstances. It is important 
to note that SRN mentors have daily communication (via text, phone, or 
in person) with their mentees. Mentors were all members of the local 
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community who volunteered their time to work with students in SRN. 
They were selected based on interviews by SRN staff, who carefully 
screened and trained them to ensure that they had the time to commit to 
mentoring a student on a daily basis and would be able to form a positive 
relationship with a particular student (through careful matching by SRN 
staff). This suggests that: (a) mentoring is a critical component of 
helping to “lift” UHY to a place where they can focus on their goals as 
they move from adolescence to adulthood, and (b) individuals can be 
found in the community to serve in this role. Importantly, the SRN staff, 
including the director, also had daily involvement with the students and 
helped to support them in making day-to-day decisions and problem- 
solving when issues arose. 

A second implication of our findings is that when working with 
homeless youth, building personal connections may be difficult in the 
beginning due to their past experiences, particularly for males. How-
ever, as participants noted in the current study, if adults do not waver in 
their support, they may become one of the first adults in that youth’s life 
to prove worthy of trust. Results of this study show that learning to trust 
just one adult can help to restore the youth’s ability to trust other adults 
and confidence in asking adults for help. Additionally, when UHY feel 
like they have been helped, they may be more likely to help others in 
need. Therefore, interventions for UHY also may want to target building 
a sense of community and philanthropy through having youth engage in 
activities like mentoring and volunteering. 

Finally, our findings suggest that aside from meeting basic needs of 
youth like shelter and food, UHY have multidimensional needs that are 
best met through comprehensive services. While providing basic re-
sources is necessary and critical to their development, many UHY do not 
have the opportunity to engage in areas of self-development (like 
planning for college) that are part of the lives of many others their age. 
Given the high-risk contexts in which most UHY have been raised, it 
might come as a surprise to some that the desire to attend college is not 
uncommon. Many of the UHY in this study had aspirations to continue 
their education beyond high school before they began receiving services 
from SRN, but they did not know the steps to take to move from idea (i. 
e., wanting to attend college) to action (e.g., how to select an appro-
priate college, complete the application process, and apply for scholar-
ships). SRN provided participants with the resources to build self- 
confidence, communicate effectively, and understand both themselves 
and other people. Findings from the current study indicate that aside 
from meeting basic needs, UHY also benefit from guidance in other areas 
of development, like leadership skills, and need explicit instruction and 
support in preparing college applications and obtaining funding. Par-
ticipants also expressed gratitude and excitement in being able to engage 
in common teenage activities that they had not previously experienced, 
like attending sporting events with their SRN peers and eating at res-
taurants with their mentors. Service providers should consider the po-
tential hidden benefits to affording UHY extracurricular activities, like 
increased school engagement, hope, and/or personal growth. 

4.5. Implications for research 

This study adds to the literature on intervention for UHY by being the 
first to enhance understanding of the impact of a unique, holistic, 
community-based intervention for this population. Prior to the current 
study, the closest comparable intervention to providing holistic services 
was the Social Enterprise Intervention (SEI), which also sought to take 
an alternative approach to the traditional model of service delivery. SEI 
provides vocational training in small business skills, clinical mentorship, 
and connections to health and mental health services. Participants 
remain in the intervention from seven to 12 months (Ferguson, 2007). 

SRN differs from SEI in that the program’s main focus in not tran-
sitioning youth into the job market but rather transitioning them into 
higher education. The unique mentoring program embedded within SRN 
allows youth to have an adult (or sometimes a couple) who serves in a 
pseudo-parenting role to give UHY tangible support and opportunities 

for problem-solving on a daily basis. SRN staff, including the director, 
also serve participants in similar ways in addition to identifying critical 
needs for youth (e.g., for mental health treatment, dental care, or vision 
correction) and arranging for services to meet these needs. Additionally, 
SRN provides opportunities for youth to engage in extracurricular ac-
tivities that facilitate growth. All of the aforementioned services aim to 
build resiliency in UHY by minimizing risk, optimizing protective fac-
tors, and helping to launch them into a post-high school life where they 
have the skills and tools to avoid falling back into poverty or home-
lessness as adults. 

4.6. Limitations 

There are several limitations within this study. The first is that the 
data in this study is limited to what participants chose to share with the 
interviewer. The broad-based prompt used to begin the interview (i.e., 
please tell me about your life from the time you began in SRN to the 
present day) gave participants considerable leeway in what they chose 
to include in telling their stories. This was a purposeful decision. The aim 
was for participants to provide us with insight into what they noticed in 
themselves and their lives. Through thematizing, commonalities in 
participants’ perceptions were identified. Another way to gather infor-
mation to address our research questions would have been to ask about 
life since entering SRN in terms of relationships, school, the future, etc. 
Asking more specific types of questions may have yielded different in-
formation. For example, participants might have simply neglected to 
share information about a particular topic because the interviewer did 
not ask about it. We believe the method we used maximized the op-
portunity for participants to include in their interviews whatever they 
saw as most important, but a limitation of our strategy is that there may 
be other topics participants did not discuss because we did not ask about 
them specifically. 

Another limitation is the researchers’ own biases could have 
impacted the ideas they perceived as important in the interviews. 
Although researcher interpretation is an important and necessary part of 
qualitative research, we sought to minimize the impact of any specific 
biases we may have held through multiple processes to ensure credi-
bility of the thematic analyses. First, both authors (neither of whom 
served as the interviewer) contributed to the codebook and coded each 
transcript independently. We then met to resolve any potential dis-
crepancies in coding. Additionally, throughout the process of coding and 
thematizing, we sought to stay as close as possible to the participants’ 
words and included multiple examples and excerpts to represent the 
themes, providing direct evidence for their interpretations. 

4.7. Future directions 

Future studies are needed to explore the effectiveness of SRN on the 
lives of UHY. The current study may serve as a foundation for areas of 
further inquiry including how SRN impacts youth mental health, coping, 
trust, and peer networks. Further understanding of the effectiveness of 
SRN may aid in procuring funding for additional holistic, community- 
based interventions by showing increased benefits compared to tradi-
tional interventions for UHY. Future research may also explore the 
replicability of an intervention like that of SRN in the public sector. Give 
the significant needs of UHY and their growing numbers, it is important 
to explore the feasibility of the development of such a program on a 
larger public scale. A third direction for future research is to investigate 
the importance of the various components of SRN in participant out-
comes. Participants in this study mentioned the importance of multiple 
resources (e.g., mentors, training opportunities, assistance with 
applying to college) as being important to their academic and personal 
development while in the program, although further research is needed 
to determine which program components are most impactful and should 
be prioritized in service delivery. A mixed methods approach may be 
helpful in gathering data on specific indicators of mental health 
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concerns (e.g., depression, anxiety, stress) over time in combination 
with interviews or focus groups that help to elucidate the components of 
the program that made a difference in their mental health. 

4.8. Summary 

UHY experience commonly experience a number of risk factors 
during development including frequent moves, victimization, mental 
health concerns, and academic underachievement (Rafferty, Shinn, & 
Weitzman, 2004). Although many communities have some basic ser-
vices in place to address the needs of this population, the complex issues 
associated with youth homelessness can make service delivery chal-
lenging. The current model used to serve this population often provides 
one-dimensional services to address the multidimensional needs of UHY. 
Holistic, community-based interventions, like that of SRN, attempt to 
provide UHY with a variety of supports and resources to meet their 
complex needs. 

The current study contributed to the literature on interventions for 
UHY by examining how UHY perceived their lives as having changed 
since entering a unique community-based program called SRN. Results 
of the interviews conducted for this study generated three categories 
with eight themes and one essence that illustrated the overall positive 
impact of SRN. SRN was able to meet participants where they were at 
and move them to a higher personal and educational standing. In the 
words of one of the participants, Erica, “…without SRN I wouldn’t be 
who I am and I wouldn’t be where I am.” Through the resources and 
support afforded through SRN, participants were able to begin to over-
come some of the risk factors they had experienced and benefit from the 
various protective factors provided through the program, essentially 
allowing them to move up Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Future research 
should continue to explore the impact and effectiveness of SRN and 
other holistic interventions for this population so that these programs 
can positively impact as many UHY lives as possible. 
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