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Abstract

This qualitative study of 29 young adults (aged 18-25) living in permanent supportive housing
(PSH) resulted in a grounded theory that shows how PSH generally provides a sense of ontological
security for young adults—much like for older adults—who are also experiencing significant
developmental change processes. Simply stated, ontological security refers to a concept of well-
being in the world that is rooted in a sense of order in one’s social and material environment.
Thematic analyses indicated that the presence of markers of ontological security (for example,
constancy, routine, control) positively affected participants’ mental health and well-being, which
helped with positive identity construction. An increase in ontological security also related to
residents’ social environment and participants’ ability to improve on social relationships, which
supported improved mental health and sense of self. Most young adults in this study regarded
living in PSH as “a chance to start my life” and considered the question of “What’s next?” within
a normative developmental trajectory. Counterexamples that demarcate the limits of these thematic
findings are included in the grounded theory model, including some experiences of social isolation
and struggles with mental health associated with less positive orientations toward “what’s next.”
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Introduction

For adults who have experienced long-term homelessness, PSH using a housing first
approach—or the provision of immediate access to low-barrier, affordable housing along
with wrap-around services—has been effective at ending homeless (U.S. Interagency
Council on Homelessness, 2010) and providing a secure base for identity construction
(Padgett, 2007). PSH has also been advanced as a solution to youth homelessness (Dworsky
et al., 2012; Gaetz, 2014), yet there has been relatively limited research on whether

such programs promote healthy development, including identity construction (Henwood,
Redline, and Rice, 2018; Kozloff et al., 2016a, 2016b; Munson et al., 2017). The

transition from youth to young adulthood is an important period for healthy biopsychosocial
development, which is disrupted by experiences of homelessness and related adverse
childhood experiences (Catalano et al., 2004; Wood et al., 2018) and can have adverse
health consequences throughout life (Felitti et al., 1998; Mackelprang et al., 2014).

In a 12-month prevalence study using a nationally representative sample, Morton et al.,
(2018) estimated that 3.48 million young adults aged 18-25 experience homelessness in
the United States. Higher homelessness rates occur among lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender young adults; underserved racial and ethnic minority young adults; and young
adults with limited education and/or who are parenting. Given the heterogeneity within this
population, a one-size-fits-all housing model for young adults is unlikely, whereas helping
young people successfully transition out of homelessness will likely require an array of
support services and housing options. Although PSH is considered the clear solution for
chronically homeless adults (U.S. Interagency Council on Homelessness, 2010), it is just
one of several housing models—including transitional housing, rapid rehousing, and host
homes—~being advanced for young adults experiencing homelessness (Curry and Abrams,
2015; Curry and Petering, 2017; Maccio and Ferguson, 2016).

Although few studies have examined the implementation of PSH specifically for youth,
initial research suggests that while it effectively ends homelessness (Kozloff et al.,

2016a), PSH programs may not meet the needs of transition-age youth due to design

or implementation flaws (Gilmer 2016). Research also suggests implementation of PSH

for youth may differ from PSH for adults because more youth self-refer. Housing for

youth is often transitional and involves roommates; services likely focus on education and
gaining meaningful employment than on health services (Gilmer et al., 2013). In one of the
few studies focused on the experiences of youth or young adults living in PSH, Munson
etal., (2017) found that residents received mixed messages about the need to become
independent while following restrictive program rules—a consistent theme in other research
on transitional housing programs for youth (Curry and Abrams, 2015). How do housing
models for youth (such as PSH and transitional housing) differ, and how do those differences
affect youth development?

In this qualitative and descriptive study, we expand on youth experiences in housing
programs by using ontological security—or well-being in the world that is rooted in a sense
of constancy in one’s social and material environment (Giddens, 1990; Laing, 1965)—as a
sensitizing framework to examine the perspectives of formerly homeless young adults who
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are living in PSH. Padgett (2007), who found that adults living in apartments of their own
experienced conditions conducive to the development of ontological security, was the first to
apply the concept to the field of homelessness. As outlined by Dupuis and Thorns (1998),
these conditions include experiencing housing as (1) a place of constancy, (2) where daily
routines can be enacted/carried out, (3) where people feel “most in control in their lives,”
and (4) as a place “around which identities are constructed.” Padgett (2007) also found that
the presence of ontological security prompted important questions about “what’s next?” for
adults whose lives and personal goals had long been disrupted by homelessness. Prior to

its application to homeless services, the majority of studies of ontological security focused
on the concept’s utility in exploring how aspects of the housing or residential environment
—particularly home ownership—can foster ontological security (Cairney and Boyle, 2004;
Kearns et al., 2000; Vigilant, 2005). In this study, we seek to understand whether PSH
provides ontological security for young adults undergoing significant developmental change
processes and how young adults view the presence or absence of ontological security as
affecting their development.

In the following section, we describe recruitment and data collection efforts along with
a description of the data analytic approach. We note that the authors’ institutional review
board approved all study procedures.

Participants and data collection

During June 2014, 29 young adults (18-25 years old) living in four PSH buildings in

the Los Angeles area were recruited using convenience sampling methods (fliers posted at
housing sites and word-of-mouth recruitment from onsite agency staff). All participants
provided verbal informed consent and completed the study in English; no participant
names were collected. Participants completed an interviewer-administered survey and
semi-structured qualitative interview that lasted approximately 1.5 hours. Youth received
$25 for participation. Interviewer-administered survey items asked about demographics,
housing characteristics, and mental health. Qualitative interviews focused on participants’
experiences in PSH, including discussion of their housing program, unit, and neighborhood.
Qualitative interviews also focus on how relationships with family, friends, or providers
may have been impacted by moving into PSH; improvements or challenges experienced
since being housed; and how PSH has affected their lives. Interviewers had previous
experience working on a federally funded study of homeless youth and had training on

the importance of establishing trust and building rapport. Qualitative interviews were audio
recorded, transcribed verbatim, and entered into ATLAS.ti software for data management
and analysis.

Data analysis

Interview transcripts were analyzed using a grounded theory approach that uses constant
comparative analysis and outlines procedures for coding qualitative data (Charmaz, 2006;
Strauss and Corbin, 1990). This involved reading and re-reading all transcripts and then
having investigators independently code and then co-code transcripts. For this study, two
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authors co-coded all transcripts. Sensitizing concepts representing domains of ontological
security (for example, privacy and daily routines) were included as part of the initial
codebook, along with codes representing the overall domains included in the interview
guide (for example, current living situation, housing challenges, typical day). Open coding
of transcripts generated additional codes (such as goals, life skills, and outlook on life) that
were applied to all transcripts. During the coding process, discrepancies resolved through
consensus to develop an initial set of themes. Negative case analysis, in which transcripts
were reviewed specifically to find counterexamples to our generalized themes, was also
conducted. A final analysis phase determined the relationship between themes, which
resulted in a grounded theory. The first three authors discussed and finalized individual
themes, negative case examples, and the final grounded theory, which the entire team
reviewed and approved.

In the following, we present the demographic characteristics and self-reported service
utilization of the sample followed by an emergent grounded theory model. Themes that
explain the model are also described.

Sample characteristics

As shown in Table 1, youth in this study were in PSH for an average of nearly 18

months, were 23 years-old on average, and were mostly male (62 percent). Slightly more
than 41 percent were African-American, followed by Latinx (24 percent), mixed or other
race (21 percent), and White (14 percent). Nearly 68 percent identified as heterosexual,
followed by 21 percent gay or lesbian and 7 percent bisexual. Most youth reported a

high school (62 percent) or more than high school education (17 percent); 28 percent
were currently in school (50 percent of those were taking college courses), and 45 percent
reported that they had continued their education since they had been in housing. Most
youth reported they were currently working full or part-time (41 percent) or looking for
work (45 percent; employment categories are not mutually exclusive). About 45 percent of
respondents reported that they had a history of foster care involvement. More than half (55
percent) had been arrested previously, 48 percent had been incarcerated previously, and 21
percent reported an incarceration experience prior to their 18! birthday. Seventeen percent
of respondents reported that they had at least one biological child.

The most common financial benefit that youth reported receiving was the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (69 percent), followed by General Relief (52 percent). Since
moving into housing, 66 percent of youth reported receiving counseling or therapy, 52
percent assistance with free food or meals, 52 percent job services, 45 percent help with
medical/health care, and 38 percent access to condoms or birth control. A little more than
half of respondents reported that they lived in a housing unit with a roommate (52 percent),
while 41 percent reported living alone, and 7 percent were living with their child(ren).
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Grounded theory

Figure 1 displays a grounded theory model of the relationship between ontological security,
mental health, social relationships, and identity formation based on the experiences of
young adults living in PSH. As shown, moving into PSH generally brought with it Dupuis
and Thorns’ four traditional markers of ontological security. Those markers are to have

a place: (1) of social and material constancy; (2) where daily routines can be enacted

and carried out; (3) “where people feel most in control in their lives because they are

free from surveillance;” and (4) “around which identities are constructed” (Dupuis and
Thorns, 1998: 29). As described in theme 1, the presence of these markers of ontological
security generally had positive impact on participants’ mental health and well-being, which
helped with positive identity construction. In theme 2, we note how increased ontological
security also relates to residents’ social environment and participants’ ability to improve
upon different types of social relationships (familial, social, romantic, and with service
providers), which supported improved mental health and sense of self. In the third theme,
we discuss how most young adult PSH residents also took up Padgett’s (2007) emergent
theme of “what’s next?” Importantly, however, young adults often saw it as, “a chance to
start my life” (SP022), leaving their past behind and moving to the next stage of life given
an improved sense of self-identity. This report describes each theme with elucidating and
supporting quotes. Figure 1 includes counterexamples that demarcate the limits of each
generalized theme by the possible experience of young adults being more socially isolated
and continuing to struggle with mental health in PSH, resulting in a less positive outlook in
terms of “what’s next.”

Theme 1: Improved mental health and positive identity through increased
ontological security.—Participants’ descriptions of their experiences since moving into
PSH were replete with markers of ontological security. When asked how life has changed,
SPO7 responded in a way that makes clear how PSH enables him to carry out daily routines
and have a safe space that he controls. He said, “Well, first of all | have a roof over my head
and shower so that makes me happy. Being able to cook is another thing because | love to
cook and bake. So being able to have my own food and stuff like that, I love that...But |
think the most valuable thing that I love about having my apartment is that | have my own
personal space where | can just shut the door and have everybody outside the world leave me
the hell alone. | think that’s the most valuable thing to me.”

Some participants were explicit about the positive impact PSH has had on mental health.
SP16 said, “My mental health has changed a lot. I’ve been a lot healthier and more stable.
My happiness has changed a lot. And it has to do with my mental health.”

Others described the specific effects of PSH on their well-being. SP23 explained, “I’ve
noticed just brain chemistry, like my mind works better. I’'m able to think more clearly. |
don’t have as many paranoid thoughts as | used to. | still have sleeping issues, but I’'m able
to sleep better; it’s more consistent. | worry a lot less.”

2Quotes are labeled throughout using participant identification numbers (that is, SP02 is study participant #02).
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The consistency in environment and ability to carry out daily routines was important. SP03
explained, “I have to keep organized and I think this apartment helps me keep organized
because a lot of times my memory comes and goes and I’ve actually been able to kind of
like better that since I’ve been here because now | have a calendar everywhere and | can put
everything everywhere to where every room | go to | can always know what did | need to do,
what did | forget. I can make lists. | can listen to music. There’s no one else I’m disturbing
and I can just be free.”

SP09 reflected on life before and after accessing PSH, saying, “You no longer bounce
around shelter to shelter, you’re no longer having curfews like you’re in prison and having
chores, like in a halfway house, and having to answer to people, and be treated like you’re
some criminal because you don’t have any support and you’re homeless. They treat all
homeless people the same, like you’re all crazy, like you’re all on drugs, or alcoholics, or
can’t handle money, or don’t want to get a job, or ignorant, or stupid, or lazy, all those
stereotypes. So you don’t have to deal with that anymore.”

For some, having a place of their own was novel. As SP15 explained, “It’s just from being
the streets, like, just like straight like, even though I knew what | was going to get into with
my other roommates, it was just joyfulness, like knowing that you have somewhere, you
have your like all your own keys and you can go in your own room when you never had that
all your life. So it’s like awesome, like you know? It’s one of my first summers in all my life
that I’ve had my own room, you know?”

Participants generally agreed that having an apartment instilled a sense of ontological
security that ultimately helped with identity construction and their ability to express their
personality. As SP03 expressed, “I like the fact because you get to see your house build. You
get to see your house growing. And especially when it comes to being just human, you get to
see your personality spread throughout the room.”

Theme 2: Social dimensions of ontological security.—Markers of ontological
security brought about by the physical home environment that PSH provides can also
influence the social environment and residents’ capacity for relational growth. In fact, most
participants discussed how having an apartment influenced their relationships. For example,
SPO01 said, “Now | have a place that | can call my own. And I can tell my friends or
girlfriend or family members to come over and spend time with me. So it’s definitely good
to have a place that people can come over and spend time with me and stuff like that, instead
of having to meet up somewhere public or whatever the situation is.”

SP06 said, “I’m more willing to have friends due to the fact now I know like okay they have
a place to come over. They don’t have to kick it with me in my car or at the shelter. Because
you kind of feel like that you won’t be respected as much because of your living situation so
yeah | made more friends.”

Some participants discussed getting rid of bad influences or old friends for new and better
influences. As SP16 described, “I got better friends now. And mostly, | see [provider name],
my caseworker, | see him as a friend. My roommate, he’s one of my closest friends. And
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just some neighbors, they’re friends of mine, | dropped a lot of friends | was with because
I wasn’t doing good with them. And that’s when | saw | was in a better position, so like |
wasn’t, as much as I, and I tried, as much as | wanted to help, | knew I really couldn’t. So
| just had to, you know, tell them, “hey, you can’t come back’ and so | just kind of changed
my friends completely.”

SP14 explained it differently by saying, “I said | was making a lot of bad friends, but you
know, they weren’t really friends, it was just they were using me because | would share my
money and my things.”

Some participants, however, did not feel like having an apartment necessarily improved their
social relationships. SP17 said, “I’m not going to lie, it feels good and happy to have your
own spot, but all that | got from when | was homeless and in a shelter, now that | have my
own place, technically, I’m still alone. Even though I have a roommate and stuff and | have
[the housing program], it’s like you feel alone because you don’t have your family or stuff
like that.”

The people who felt isolation even after moving into an apartment also often talked about
struggling with their mental health. SP17, for example, went on to say, “So depression,
insomnia, sometimes not being able to sleep, has stayed the same for me. And then the
mentality of being homeless again is hard to really get rid of.”

Some participants also expressed concern about the social environment they experienced
within the PSH program. As SP07 recounted, “I get harassed here by some residents. Some
of the residents that were causing the issues have left. They got evicted or they moved away
or whatever. And so that was better, starting to get better, but there are still a couple residents
here who are very disruptive and they harass multiple residents for no reason.”

While ongoing struggles with mental illness and/or newfound acquaintances were important
counterexamples, most PSH residents identified how improved social relationships improved
their mental health and well-being and their sense of self. SP015 explained how housing

has improved his relationships, self-confidence, and ability to stay out of jail, saying, “It’s
not losing touch, it’s losing negative touch...Because if you’re already negative, and you
surround yourself with negative people it’s going to be a negative outlook. But if you’re
negative and you surround yourself with positive maybe you can be more positive to
yourself...My life improved a lot in the positive way whereas that before when | was in the
homeless shelter, straight up...I just had no self-confidence. | was like, you know, I’m broke,
| ain’t got nothing, so I’m going to do criminal stuff. So that was the stuff | knew what to

do at that point. So when | finally got my housing I realized that | have housing now so |
don’t have to do that no more. So | have to better keep my housing and better myself. So

as far getting my housing it just stopped me from going back to jail. And that’s been like

my whole life, | always went to jail because I didn’t have no house, so | always had to steal
food. I’d steal something to give to someone so | could stay at their house for a night, like
you know what | mean?”
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Theme 3: “What’s next” developmentally?—Padgett’s (2007) finding that older
adults brought up “what’s next?” questions after finally getting into one’s own apartment
was also applicable to our younger adult sample. Participants described a feeling that with
an apartment, “It felt like...this is the chance for me to start my life” (SP02). For many,
questions about the future were framed as part of a specific developmental stage. SP14 said,
“When | was homeless | felt the future seemed bleak, | didn’t know what was going to
happen to me...finally it’s just | got somewhere to stay, so now | feel like it’s possible, soon
I’ll be driving my own car, I’ll be saving up for my own house, and I’ll find somebody and
settle down, it just seems positive.”

Similarly, SP01 explained, “So this is just that next level. Just like getting a car. It’s that next
level in life. You’re thinking differently. You have more time to do things because you can
get places quicker. It just puts you in a different mindset. A more responsible mindset and a
more mature mindset. Just having all these responsibilities. Having to take care of it in order
to keep it. So definitely put me in a different mindset.”

When asked about his thoughts on moving forward, SP16 said, “I see myself as being a great
dad. I see myself as, I don’t know, just, | want to be a dad, you know? And I know I can

do it now. | just need to get a couple more things. It’s really just getting more work. And

just raising my son. But | don’t plan on getting into trouble. I’m just planning down the
road, you know, playing with grandkids. And, you know, this [PSH agency] is a place that
helped.”

Despite programs referring to their service model as “permanent” supportive housing, a few
participants aged 24-25 noted they were concerned for their future. SPO7 explained, “I’m
25 now so | only have one more year before | don’t know what the hell’s going to happen.
You know, | only have one more year before they decide, oh well you know what? She’s 26
and this is for Section 8. So Section 8 can just suddenly decide not to pay for me to stay
here any longer. And then | wouldn’t have a place to stay and I’d be homeless again. So and
there’s no services for them to help you find another place to live or get on other housing
lists or whatever because then there’s those waiting lists. And then on top of that now since
I’ve past the 24 mark, they don’t consider me TAY [transition age youth] anymore so I’ve
gotta find adult housing and that’s even harder than youth housing and so there’s a whole
bunch of other issues. So it’s kind of frustrating and stressful for me because | don’t know
100 percent what my next year is going to be like.”

Discussion

The concept of ontological security, which was useful in capturing the experience of older
adults living in PSH who had experienced a lifetime of trauma (Padgett, 2007; Padgett

et al., 2012), also proved useful in organizing the experience of younger adults living in
PSH. In this study, the relationship between markers of ontological security, mental health,
and social relationships suggest that PSH has the potential to help young adults develop

a more positive identity from which to consider their future. In fact, the “what’s next?”
question was closely tied to participants’ sense of moving to the next developmental life
stage such as going to school, getting a car, or buying a house. In general, “emerging
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adulthood” is also marked by a move away from a family of origin, away from adolescent
peer groups, and toward more stable young adult relationships, including strong romantic
attachments that can lead to marriage or long-term partnerships (Arnett 2000; Arnett 2001).
Findings from this study suggest PSH can help young adults’ thinking return to a more
“normative” young adult developmental process, resulting in network shifts and a focus

on future stability and relationships. This shift in thinking could replace what researchers
of homeless youth development often say, which is that homelessness derails youth from
“normal” developmental trajectories, exacerbating the social distance from parents and
family, and increasing the engagement in deviant peer networks (Milburn et al., 2009).

Our study findings indicate the benefits of having a home may include improved mental
health and social relationships for young adults and may have implications for the timing
of screening and brief mental health interventions for homeless youth transitioning into
housing programs (Harpin et al., 2016). Improved social relationships found in young
adults in PSH underscore the impact of the built environment on social relationships and
suggest that both the physical and social environment may relate closely to the concept

of ontological security (Giddens, 1990; Laing, 1965). It is difficult to determine the extent
to which young adults distance themselves from past acquaintances, as is the case with
older adults (Rhoades et al., 2018), or move on as part of a more normative developmental
stage that occurs for young people (Wood et al., 2018). The findings from this study differ
from Padgett’s (2007) sample of older adults who had experienced chronic homelessness
and whose next steps tended to focus on making up for lost opportunities. This hopefully
suggests young adults who have experienced homelessness can transition into a more
normative developmental trajectory through housing interventions such as PSH, rather than
becoming another cohort of adults that experience prolonged homelessness (Culhane et al.,
2013).

Notable exceptions to our thematic findings, known as negative cases, are also important
since not everyone experiences ontological security and improved social relationships,
which can be influenced by how PSH is implemented (for example, living alone or with
roommates) or the larger neighborhood context and how one’s demographic characteristics
fit in with the community. The fact that young adults who experience homelessness also
vary in needs is an important consideration, especially when trying to determine the right
mix of services. Future research can examine more fully how young adults’ mental health,
social networks, and health risk behaviors change as they transition from homeless to

PSH (Rhoades et al., 2018), which may depend on the extent to which they experience
ontological security.

Strengths and limitations

This study employed many strategies of rigor for qualitative research, including having a
robust sample size to ensure rich qualitative data, immersion in the data, co-coding and
consensus-driven findings, and negative case analysis (Padgett, 2011). Study limitations
include a cross-sectional design rather than having prolonged engagement, and we
interviewed young adults living in PSH but do not know how people were selected to

be enrolled in these PSH programs. We also did not investigate how these PSH programs
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were implemented, which could vary and affect participant experiences (Gilmer et al.,

2013). There was also important discussion around parenting and mental health that did
not “earn” its way into more generalized themes (Charmaz, 2006) but may be important
considerations for program implementation. Finally, while the data were robust enough to
support a grounded theory, the extent to which this theory helps capture experiences across
housing programs for young adults is unknown.

Although more research should focus on client outcomes for young adults in PSH,
findings from this study remind us it is important to understand how people experience
programs. These experiences may influence longer-term outcomes that result from young
adults being engaged during a critical developmental phase, which often is not considered
when evaluating program outcomes. Ontological security could ultimately prove to be an
important factor that contributes to the success of interventions aimed at helping young
adults experiencing homelessness.
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What’s next?

Grounded theory model of the relationship between ontological security, mental health,
social relationships, and identity formation based on the experiences of young adults living

in PSH.
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Table 1:

Demographic Characteristics and Service Utilization (n=29)

N (%) / mean (Standard Deviation)

Monthsin housing

17.84 (11.08)

Age 23.28 (1.83)
Gender

Male 18 (62.07)
Female 11 (37.93)
Race/Ethnicity

African-American 12 (41.38)
Latinx 7 (24.14)
White 4 (13.79)
Mixed or other race 6 (20.69)
Sexual orientation identity

Gay/lesbian 6 (21.43)
Bisexual 2(7.14)
Heterosexual 19 (67.86)
No preference 1(3.57)
Education

<High school 6 (20.69)
High school 18 (62.07)
>High school 5(17.24)
School since housed* 13 (44.83)
Currently in school 8 (27.59)
Current schoal level (of thosein school)

High school/GEDL 1(12.50)
College 4 (50.00)
Trade/technical school 3(37.50)
Have any biological children 5(17.24)
Employment (not mutually exclusive)

Working full or part-time 12 (41.38)
Unemployed, not looking for work 6 (20.69)
Un/under-employed and looking for work 13 (44.83)
Student 9 (31.03)
Odd jobs 1(3.45)
History of foster care 13 (44.83)
Ever arrested 16 (55.17)

1GED = General Equivalency Diploma
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N (%) / mean (Standard Deviation)

Ever incarcerated

14 (48.28)

Incarcerated <18 years old 6 (20.69)
Incarcerated >18+ years old 11 (37.93)
Benefits

Supplemental Security Income 5(17.24)
General Relief 15 (51.72)
Unemployment 1(3.45)
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program | 20 (68.97)
HUD/Section 8 8 (27.59)
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 1(3.45)
None 3(10.34)
Services

Therapy or counseling 19 (65.51)
Food assistance 15 (51.72)
Job help 15 (51.72)
Medical 13 (44.83)
Condoms/birth control 11 (37.93)
Housing Arrangement

Living alone 12 (41.38)
Living with roommate(s) 15 (51.72)
Living with child(ren) 2 (6.90)
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