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General Abstract 

Youth experiencing homelessness are often portrayed as being amongst the most at-risk youth, 

due to increased risks of adverse outcomes. In turn, these youth have historically been 

pathologized and blamed for their status, and consequently, many experience stigma, isolation, 

and vulnerability. Although adverse outcomes are frequently experienced among this population, 

many possess notable strengths and demonstrate resilience and adaptive coping. Using a 

strength-based approach, the aim of this dissertation was to recast the predominant narratives 

surrounding the outcomes and interpersonal relationships of youth experiencing homelessness. 

Accordingly, in order to obtain a more nuanced understanding of the developmental dimensions 

involved in the well-being of these youth, a number of questionnaires were administered to a 

group of 102 youth experiencing homelessness in the region of Montreal (Mage= 20, SD= 2.07, 

30.4% female) during a program of research. In the 1st paper, I investigated the associations 

among attachment relationships with mothers, fathers, and peers, and the use of various 

socioecological resources that likely contribute to resilience among the youth. The findings 

revealed through linear regressions that higher self-reported levels of attachment with parental 

figures were associated with increased engagement in seeking support from others (relational 

resilience), while higher self-reported levels of peer attachment were associated with higher 

levels of engagement in personal coping techniques (individual resilience), such as locus of 

control, and of environmental resources (contextual resilience), such as the use of community 

and spiritual resources. Further, an exploratory analysis revealed gender differences between 

attachment figures and resilience domains. Specifically, individual resilience was highly 

correlated with maternal attachment for the female participants but not for the males. 

Conversely, individual resilience was also correlated with paternal and peer attachment for the 
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males but not for the female participants. Further, relational resilience was significantly 

associated with maternal attachment among both males and females, but the magnitude of the 

relationship was significantly higher for the female participants. Relational resilience was also 

significantly correlated with paternal attachment among males, but not among the female 

participants. In the 2nd paper, I explored whether motivational orientations (autonomous versus 

controlled motivation) influenced coping styles (adaptive versus maladaptive coping) among the 

youth, and further examined whether attachment relationships and gender moderated this 

relationship. Four regression analyses were conducted and revealed that (1) autonomous 

motivation was significantly associated with the youth’s adaptive coping, with greater levels of 

autonomous motivation being associated with higher levels of adaptive coping; and that (2) 

controlled motivation was significantly associated with the youth’s maladaptive coping, with 

greater levels of controlled motivation being associated with higher levels of maladaptive 

coping. The findings revealed a significant main effect of peer attachment on adaptive coping, 

indicating that greater peer attachment was directly related to greater adaptive coping among the 

youth. The moderation analyses revealed no significant moderation effects for gender as well as 

maternal, paternal, and peer attachment. Overall, these findings provide an analysis of the 

relationships among factors implicated in the well-being of youth experiencing homelessness, 

add to our understanding of the factors that contribute to their adaptation and reveal the 

importance of attending to both individual and interpersonal factors when implementing 

prevention and intervention programs among this vulnerable population. 
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Résumé Général 

Les jeunes sans-abri sont souvent décrits comme étant parmi les plus à risque, en raison des 

risques accrus de répercussions négatives. Ces jeunes ont historiquement été pathologisés et 

blâmés pour leur statut, et beaucoup font l'objet de stigmatisation, d'isolement et de vulnérabilité. 

Bien que les conséquences négatives soient fréquentes dans cette population, beaucoup 

possèdent des forces notables et font preuve de résilience et d'adaptation. En utilisant une 

approche basée sur les forces, l'objectif de cette dissertation était de remanier les récits 

prédominants entourant les aboutissements et les relations interpersonnelles de ces jeunes. Afin 

d'obtenir une compréhension plus nuancée des dimensions impliquées dans leur bien-être, des 

questionnaires ont été administrés à 102 jeunes sans abri dans la région de Montréal (Mage= 20, 

SD= 2,07) au cours d'un programme de recherche. Dans le 1er article, j’ai examiné les 

associations entre l’attachement avec les parents et les pairs, et l'utilisation de diverses ressources 

socioécologiques qui contribuent à la résilience chez les jeunes. Les résultats ont révélé, par le 

biais de régressions linéaires, que des niveaux plus élevés d'attachement autodéclaré avec les 

figures parentales étaient associés à un engagement accru dans la recherche de soutien auprès des 

autres (résilience relationnelle), tandis que des niveaux plus élevés d'attachement autodéclaré 

avec les pairs étaient associés à des niveaux plus élevés d'engagement dans les techniques 

d'adaptation personnelles (résilience individuelle), tel que le locus de contrôle, et dans les 

ressources environnementales (résilience contextuelle), telle que l'utilisation des ressources 

communautaires et spirituelles. En outre, une analyse exploratoire a révélé des différences entre 

les genres entre les figures d'attachement et les domaines de résilience. Plus précisément, la 

résilience individuelle était corrélée à l'attachement maternel chez les femmes participantes, mais 

pas chez les hommes. Inversement, la résilience individuelle était également corrélée à 
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l'attachement paternel et à l'attachement aux pairs chez les hommes, mais pas chez les femmes. 

De plus, la résilience relationnelle était significativement associée à l'attachement maternel chez 

les hommes et les femmes, mais l'ampleur de la relation était significativement plus élevée chez 

les femmes. La résilience relationnelle était également significativement corrélée à l'attachement 

paternel chez les hommes, mais pas chez les femmes. Dans le 2e article, j'ai exploré si les 

orientations motivationnelles (motivation autonome ou contrôlée) permettaient d’influencer les 

styles d'adaptation (adaptation ou maladaptation) chez les jeunes, et à déterminer si l'attachement 

et le genre modéraient cette relation. Quatre analyses de régression ont été effectuées et ont 

révélé que (1) la motivation autonome était significativement associée à l'adaptation des jeunes, 

des niveaux plus élevés de motivation autonome étant associés à des niveaux plus élevés 

d'adaptation ; et que (2) la motivation contrôlée était significativement associée à la 

maladaptation des jeunes, des niveaux plus élevés de motivation contrôlée étant associés à des 

niveaux plus élevés de maladaptation. Les résultats ont révélé un effet principal significatif de 

l'attachement aux pairs sur l'adaptation, ce qui indique qu'un plus grand attachement aux pairs est 

directement lié à une meilleure adaptation chez les jeunes. Les analyses de modération n'ont 

révélé aucun effet de modération significatif pour le genre ni pour l'attachement maternel, 

paternel et aux pairs. Ensemble, ces résultats fournissent une analyse de la relation entre les 

facteurs impliqués dans le bien-être des jeunes sans-abri, ajoutent à notre compréhension des 

facteurs qui contribuent à leur adaptation et révèlent l'importance de tenir compte à la fois des 

facteurs individuels et interpersonnels lors de la mise en œuvre de programmes auprès de ces 

jeunes. 
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Chapter I  

Introduction 

 

“Helping people transition out of homelessness as well as preventing [homelessness] is central 

to our city’s social development.” These are the words of Rosannie Filato of the executive 

committee on homelessness in Montreal as the city unveiled its 2018–2020 plan to fight 

homelessness.  

This view depicts an increasing awareness of the need to better understand the factors that 

promote adaptation and well-being among individuals experiencing homelessness and facilitate 

their transition into stable housing. Prior to the 1980s, the word homelessness was rarely used in 

relation to what has now become a well-recognized social issue (O’Grady et al., 2020). From the 

late 1980s until the beginning of the 21st century, the word homeless was mainly used to refer to 

transient single men in cities (Hulchanski et al., 2009). Although men experiencing chronic 

homelessness unfortunately continue to be present and are most often visible in cities, they 

represent a relatively small proportion of individuals who are experiencing homelessness 

(O’Grady et al., 2020). The current homelessness portrait is significantly more diverse, with 

more women, families, and youth experiencing homelessness than in the past (Gaetz et al., 

2016). The numbers of youth experiencing homelessness are rapidly increasing, as this 

population makes up 18.7% and 18.9% of the population experiencing homelessness in Canada 

(Gaetz et al., 2016) and Montreal (Latimer & Bordeleau, 2019), respectively.  

Considering the unique factors associated to the circumstances of youth experiencing 

homelessness, the Canadian Observatory on Homelessness (COH) developed a youth-specific 

definition of homelessness, which refers to it as “the situation and experience of young people 

between the ages of 13–24 who are living independently of parents and/or caregivers, but do not 

have the means or ability to acquire stable, safe or consistent residence” (COH, 2016). Youth in 
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these conditions are among the most vulnerable groups, as they face extreme adversity and are 

highly stigmatized due to the increased risks of negative outcomes (e.g., suicidality, substance 

abuse; criminal victimization; mental health difficulties; Gewirtz O’Brien et al., 2020; Hughes et 

al., 2010; Thompson et al., 2010; Toolis & Hammack, 2015). In addition to the distressing 

circumstances surrounding their housing status, these youth are regularly confronted with 

negative social perceptions that not only devalue them by attributing precarity to personal failure 

(Bullock, 2008) but also disregard their developmental processes. For youth, experiencing 

homelessness does not simply mean a loss of stable housing, but also leaving a home in which 

relations of dependence are rooted (Gaetz et al., 2016). In this case, they may encounter a 

disruption and potential rupture of natural supports and social relationships with parents and 

caregivers, siblings, friends, neighbours, and community. Homelessness may also represent an 

interruption of adolescence and undermine the opportunity to transition into early adulthood in a 

manner that was planned (Gaetz et al., 2016). The influence of these factors on the youth’s 

outcomes must be considered in prevention and intervention efforts. Accordingly, the COH’s 

proposal for action in relation to child welfare and youth homelessness posits that strategies to 

prevent and decrease youth homelessness must be established and applied based on the needs of 

developing youth (Nichols et al., 2017). Hence, the identification of factors that contribute to the 

well-being of these youth and to the development of preventative strategies and targeted 

interventions to accompany them represents an essential contemporary civic duty. 

This manuscript-style dissertation includes two papers that represent a research 

collaboration among Welcome Hall Mission, the largest organization servicing individuals in 

financial need in Montreal (Welcome Hall Mission Website, n.d.), and researchers from 

Concordia University and McGill University. With the aim of obtaining more fine-tuned 
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understanding of the processes and outcomes involved in the coping and resilience of youth 

experiencing homelessness, the current papers reflect a shift from inequality-legitimating 

narratives — in which individuals experiencing homelessness are often stigmatized and blamed 

for their situation — toward one that humanizes and highlights the internal and relational 

strengths of these youth.  

This dissertation begins with an overview of homelessness, its prevalence and 

particularities among youth experiencing homelessness in Canada. This is followed by the first 

study which is focused on the links between attachment to essential figures (mother, fathers, and 

peer) and the use of various socioecological resources associated with resilience. Framed with 

the self-determination theory of motivation and the concept of attachment security, the second 

study is an initial examination of the contribution of both autonomous and controlled motivation 

on adaptive and maladaptive coping among youth experiencing homelessness, as well as of the 

moderating effects of maternal, paternal and peer attachment, and gender on this relationship.  
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Chapter II 

Literature Review 

Homelessness 

Homelessness is defined as a range of housing and shelter conditions, from no housing at 

all to being at-risk of no longer being housed. In Canada, the most well-known and systematic 

definition was developed by the COH (2012). According to the definition based on international 

research, tested with Canadian stakeholders, and implemented in communities across Canada, 

homelessness is “… the situation of an individual, family or community without stable, safe, 

permanent, appropriate housing, or the immediate prospect, means and ability of acquiring it” 

(COH, 2012). The COH provides a summary of the possibilities based on typology.   

Homelessness encompasses a range of physical living situations, organized here in a 

typology that includes 1) Unsheltered, or absolutely homeless and living on the streets or 

in places not intended for human habitation; 2) Emergency Sheltered, including those 

staying in overnight shelters for people who are homeless, as well as shelters for those 

impacted by family violence; 3) Provisionally Accommodated, referring to those whose 

accommodation is temporary or lacks security of tenure, and finally, 4) At Risk of 

Homelessness, referring to people who are not homeless, but whose current economic 

and/ or housing situation is precarious or does not meet public health and safety 

standards. It should be noted that for many people homelessness is not a static state but 

rather a fluid experience, where one’s shelter circumstances and options may shift and 

change quite dramatically and with frequency. (Definition, para. 2; refer to table 1 for 

examples) 

 

 



21 

 

 

Table 1  

Canadian Definition of Homelessness (Adapted from COH, 2012).  

 OPERATIONAL 

CATEGORY 

LIVING SITUATION GENERIC 

DEFINITION 

1
. 

U
N

S
H

E
L

T
E

R
E

D
 

This includes people who 

lack housing and are not 

accessing emergency 

shelters or accommodation, 

except during extreme 

weather conditions. In most 

cases, people are staying in 

places that are not designed 

for or fit for human 

habitation 

1.1 People living in public or 

private spaces without 

consent or contract 

• Public space, such as 

sidewalks, squares, 

parks, forests, etc.  

• Private space and 

vacant buildings 

(squatting) 

1.2 People living in places not 

intended for permanent 

human habitation 

• Living in cars or other 

vehicles  

• Living in garages, 

attics, closets or 

buildings not designed 

for habitation  

• People in makeshift 

shelters, shacks or 

tents 

2
. 

E
M

E
R

G
E

N
C

Y
 S

H
E

L
T

E
R

E
D

 

This refers to people who, 

because they cannot secure 

permanent housing, are 

accessing emergency shelter 

and system supports, 

generally provided at no cost 

or minimal cost to the user. 

Such accommodation 

represents an institutional 

response to homelessness 

provided by government, 

non-profit, faith-based 

organizations and/or 

volunteers 

2.1 Emergency overnight 

shelters for people who 

are homeless 

These facilities are 

designed to meet the 

immediate needs of people 

who are homeless. Such 

short-term emergency 

shelters may target 

specific sub- populations, 

including women, 

families, youth or 

Aboriginal persons, for 

instance. These shelters 

typically have minimal 

eligibility criteria, offer 

shared sleeping facilities 

and amenities, and 

often expect clients to 

leave in the morning. They 

may or may not offer food, 

clothing or other services. 

Some emergency shelters 

allow people to stay on an 

ongoing basis while others 

are short term and are set 

up to respond to special 

2.2 Shelters for individuals/ 

families impacted by 

family violence 

2.3 Emergency shelter for 

people fleeing a natural 

disaster or destruction of 

accommodation due to 

fires, floods, etc. 
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circumstances, such as 

extreme weather. 
3
. 

P
R

O
V

IS
IO

N
A

L
L

Y
 A

C
C

O
M

O
D

A
T

E
D

 

This describes situations in 

which people, who are 

technically homeless and 

without permanent shelter, 

access accommodation that 

offers no prospect of 

permanence. Those who are 

provisionally accommodated 

may be accessing temporary 

housing provided by 

government or the non-profit 

sector or may have 

independently made 

arrangements for short-term 

accommodation. 

3.1 Interim Housing for 

people who are homeless 

Interim housing is a 

systems-supported form of 

housing that is meant to 

bridge the gap between 

unsheltered homelessness 

or emergency 

accommodation and 

permanent housing 

3.2 People living temporarily 

with others, but without 

guarantee of continued 

residency or immediate 

prospects for accessing 

permanent housing 

Often referred to as ‘couch 

surfers’ or the ‘hidden 

homeless’, this describes 

people who stay with 

friends, family, or even 

strangers. 

3.3 People accessing short 

term, temporary rental 

accommodations without 

security of tenure 

In some cases people who 

are homeless make 

temporary rental 

arrangements, such as 

staying in motels, hostels, 

rooming houses, etc. 

3.4 People in institutional 

care who lack permanent 

housing arrangements 

People who may transition 

into homelessness upon 

release from: Penal 

institutions; 

Medical/mental health 

institutions; Residential 

treatment programs or 

withdrawal management 

centers; Children’s 

institutions/ group homes. 

3.5 Accommodation/reception 

centers for recently 

arrived immigrants and 

refugees 

Prior to securing their own 

housing, recently arrived 

immigrants and refugees 

may be temporarily 

housed while receiving 

settlement support and 
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Although not technically 

homeless, this includes 

individuals or families 

whose current housing 

situations are dangerously 

lacking security or stability, 

and so are considered to be 

at-risk of homelessness. 

They are living in housing 

that is intended for 

permanent human 

habitation, and could 

potentially be permanent (as 

opposed to those who are 

provisionally 

accommodated). However, 

as a result of external 

hardship, poverty, personal 

crisis, discrimination, a lack 

of other available and 

affordable housing, and/or 

the inappropriateness of 

their current housing (which 

may be overcrowded or does 

not meet public health and 

safety standards) residents 

may be “at risk” of 

homelessness. 

4.1 People at imminent risk of 

homelessness 
• Those whose 

employment is 

precarious  

• Those experiencing 

sudden unemployment 

Households facing 

eviction  

• Housing with 

transitional supports 

about to be 

discontinued 

• People with severe and 

persistent mental 

illness, active 

addictions, substance 

use, and/or 

behavioural issues 

Breakdown in family 

relations  

• People facing, or 

living in direct fear, of 

violence/abuse 

4.2 Individuals and families 

who are precariously 

housed 

Those who face challenges 

that may or may not leave 

them homeless in the 

immediate or near future. 

CMHC defines a 

household as being in core 

housing need if its 

housing: “falls below at 

least one of the adequacy, 

affordability or suitability 

standards and would have 

to spend 30% or more of 

its total before-tax income 

to pay the median rent of 

alternative local housing 

that is acceptable (meets 

all three housing 

standards). 
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Prevalence of Homelessness in Canada 

The current prevalence data on homelessness in Canada is somewhat inconsistent across 

studies due to differing definitions of homelessness, diverse methodologies used to count or 

estimate individuals and families experiencing homelessness, counters’ failure to compute 

people who “don’t look homeless”, and individuals experiencing homelessness in places in 

which they could not easily be seen, such as shelters, motels, camping grounds, and living with 

friends (Gaetz et al., 2016). Nonetheless, the State of Homelessness in Canada 2016 report 

indicated that at least 235,000 Canadians experience homelessness in a given year and 35,000 

Canadians experience homelessness on any given night (Gaetz et al., 2016). In Quebec, the 

number of persons experiencing homelessness on any given night is approximately 5800, with 

more than 3100 of them within the city of Montreal (Latimer & Bordeleau, 2019).  

Youth Experiencing Homelessness 

Youth experiencing homelessness are reported to make up between 18 to 19 percent of 

the homeless population in Canada (Gaetz et al., 2016; Latimer & Bordeleau, 2019). They are 

considered to be some of Canada’s most at-risk persons (Gaetz et al., 2013; Hughes et al., 2010; 

Nichols et al., 2017) with considerable concern for their emotional and psychological well-being 

(Buckner, 2008; Haskett et al., 2016; Hulchanski et al., 2009; Mallett et al., 2004; Votta & 

Manion, 2004; Zerger et al., 2008). For example, in comparison to their housed counterparts, 

youth experiencing homelessness report poorer emotional and psychological well-being (Haskett 

et al., 2016; Hughes et al., 2010), interpersonal conflicts (Edidin et al., 2012), parental physical 

or sexual abuse (Ferguson & Xie, 2008; Mallett, 2009), suicidality (Mallett et al., 2004; Richer et 

al., 2013), substance use problems (Busen & Engebretson, 2008; Roy et al., 2013), increased 

mortality rates (Roy et al., 2004), and academic difficulties (Thompson et al., 2010). It is 
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important to operationalize key constructs relevant to this topic, including family histories, peer 

relationships and gender differences. 

Family Histories. Families are considered to be the most enduring and important social 

grouping that provide a basis of connection, interdependence, and the context in which 

individuals experience their most intimate and noteworthy relationships (McKie & Callan, 

2012). However, for the majority of youth experiencing homelessness, familial relationships are 

complex and often described as a precipitating factor in their homelessness. Indeed, many youth 

experiencing homelessness are from households in which they were victims of physical, sexual 

or emotional abuse and neglect (Ferguson & Xie, 2008; Mallett, 2009), or confronted to 

economic hardship (Karabanow et al., 2010), parental substance abuse and/or other mental 

disorders (Parker & Mayock, 2019). While high levels of family disruption and conflict, 

including experiences of violence and/or abuse are consistently featured in the literature on youth 

experiencing homelessness, evidence from youth experiencing homeless and other high-risk 

youth increasingly suggests that family contact, connectedness, and support can act as buffers 

and serve important functions (e.g., practical and emotional support) in helping these youth to 

successfully navigate adversity (Braciszewski et al., 2016; Parker & Mayock, 2019).  

Peer Relationships. Among youth experiencing homelessness, peer relationships have 

often been framed as having both protective and a risk-enhancing characteristics (Kidd & 

Shahar, 2008). Youth experiencing homelessness maintain relationships within and outside of 

homelessness contexts, and the instrumental or emotional resources that they receive from their 

peers can impact their use of services (Barman-Adhikari & Rice, 2014). Certain types of support 

offered by peers may increase distress or engagement in unhealthy behaviors, whereas others can 

encourage the use of services. The influence of peers with antisocial tendencies has been 
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identified as one of the strongest risk factors for antisocial behavior among youth (Werner & 

Silbereisen, 2003). Peers who are also experiencing homelessness often serve as models in the 

utilization of services, as youth often report learning about resource availability or services from 

networking with their peers on the street (Garrett et al., 2008). For example, those who 

associated with other shelter users were five times more likely to use shelters themselves (Chew 

Ng et al., 2013).  

Gender Differences. There are gendered patterns with regard to self-reported 

interpretations of circumstances leading to homelessness among youth (Tessler et al., 2001), 

patterns of resilience (Sanders et al., 2017), as well as coping strategies employed (Ferguson et 

al., 2015). For example, women experiencing homelessness more frequently endorsed eviction, 

interpersonal conflict, and loss of support as the main reasons for unstable housing, whereas men 

more often endorsed loss of a job, mental health problems, and drug and alcohol problems 

(Tessler et al., 2001). As a result, gender is frequently included as a moderating factor in studies 

conducted among youth experiencing homelessness.  

Narratives 

Considering the adverse correlates associated with youth homelessness, these youth are 

frequently characterized in terms of deficiencies and/or their homeless status, which limits the 

recognition of their capacities to cope (McCollum & Trepper, 2001). In a review of research on 

the ‘homeless identity,’ McCarthy (2013) suggested that the identities of persons experiencing 

homelessness are built for them by society to such a degree that they become ‘objects of 

discourse’ and not subjects of their own experience. This is problematic, particularly as 

knowledge about homelessness and individuals experiencing homelessness generally comes 

from the news media which typically depicts this population as having a lower moral value than 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0149718914000226?via%3Dihub#bib0150
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0149718914000226?via%3Dihub#bib0065
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0149718914000226?via%3Dihub#bib0065


27 

 

 

the ‘average citizen’ and, occasionally, as a group to be feared, as drug-addicted users, and/or 

violent and mentally ill offenders (Toft, 2014; Toolis & Hammack, 2015). Considering the 

heterogeneity of this population in relation to the varied and complex developmental trajectories, 

personal experiences and circumstances that led to homelessness, these depictions are not only 

inaccurate, but they also undermine the individuality of people experiencing homelessness. 

While recognizing the hardships-associated challenges encountered by youth experiencing 

homelessness, many have shown resilience as well as the ability to thrive and effectively cope 

with their environment (MacDonald, 2013). Thus, the following two papers stem from a program 

of research, aimed at examining individual and interpersonal factors that are associated with a 

greater use of resilience resources as well as the presence of adaptive coping strategies among 

youth experiencing homelessness. The findings from this program may be beneficial in offering 

tailored interventions to these youth while supporting them during their experiences of 

homelessness as well as in their transition out of homelessness. 
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Abstract 

To understand the factors promoting resilience among youth experiencing homelessness, we 

utilized a model of attachment security and explored the links among essential relationships with 

parents and peers, and the use of various socioecological resources contributing to resilience. 102 

youth aged 16-24 (Mage= 20, SD= 2.07) were recruited from an organization servicing 

individuals in need. The Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment was used to assess self-

perceptions of relationships with parents and peers, and the Child and Youth Resilience Measure 

was used to assess engagement in resilience resources. Higher levels of attachment with parental 

figures were associated with increased engagement in seeking support from others (relational 

resilience), while higher levels of peer attachment were associated with higher levels of 

engagement in personal coping (individual resilience), such as locus of control, and of 

environmental resources (contextual resilience), such as the use of community and spiritual 

resources. Implications for practice are discussed. 

Keywords: homelessness, resilience, attachment, parental relationships, peer relationships 
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Rethinking Narratives about Youth Experiencing Homelessness: Exploring Essential 

Relationships and Resilience  

The homeless population is often stereotyped, pathologized, criminalized, and defined 

only by their homeless status, as though the processes of development – cognitive, social, 

emotional− have little bearing on their lives. Or worse, they are blamed for their own mental 

health issues such as depression, anxiety, and substance abuse (Dej, 2016; O’Grady et al., 2011). 

Thus, we argue that understanding the ways that the social relationships of youth experiencing 

homelessness impact their developmental outcome will provide insights into the lives of this 

underserved and understudied population. We approach this study from a strength-based 

perspective as we attempt to examine the contributions of maternal, paternal and peer 

attachments on the resilience and well-being of youth experiencing homelessness.  

In comparison to their housed counterparts, youth experiencing homelessness report 

higher rates of mental health and substance use problems, with over 85% reporting high levels of 

psychological distress (Gaetz et al., 2016). Yet, despite the well-known risks associated with 

youth homelessness, many of these vulnerable youth are able to develop healthy and adaptive 

coping mechanisms that lead to the development of resilience in the face of the associated 

adversities (Cronley & Evans, 2017). These types of adaptive processes are often linked to 

positive personal influences and relationships prior to or even during a period of considerable 

adversity (Cicchetti & Doyle, 2016).  

The theories of attachment provide a potential focus in the quest to better understand the 

enabling of individual resilience, as attachment experiences are thought to reflect representations 

about the self and others that can influence the manner in which individuals perceive and 

respond to life stressors (Allen & Land, 1999; Bowlby, 1969). Direct parental emotional support 
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in childhood has long been linked to attachment security and the positive influence of these 

bonds typically extend into adolescence and even into adulthood (Allen et al., 2018; McElhaney 

et al., 2009). As adolescents develop toward young adulthood, peer relationships progressively 

take on characteristics that eventually supersede parental relationships (Allen et al., 2018; 

Zeifman & Hazen, 2008). At a conceptual level, attachment security is associated with a model 

of the self in relation to others in which both confidence in one’s own ability to face and cope 

with obstacles and trust in others to be receptive and supportive in times of need are essential 

components (McElhaney et al., 2009; van Rosmalen et al., 2016). Accordingly, we investigated 

the relation between perceived attachment to parents and peers and the self-reported use of three 

types of resources (individual, relational, and contextual) that have been cited (Liebenberg et al., 

2012) as essential to the development of resilience in at-risk youth.  

Resilience in the Face of Homelessness  

Resilience is a dynamic process that is generally defined as a multi-dimensional and 

interactive process between resources that contribute to the well-being of an individual who 

faces adversity, such as trauma, tragedy, high levels of stress, serious health problems, and 

financial or home-related stressors (American Psychological Association, 2020; Govender et al., 

2017; Masten, 2014). Rather than being seen as an innate special quality (Garmezy, 1991b; 

Luthar et al., 2000; Masten, 2011), resilience is viewed as an outcome of the interaction between 

the individual and their environment (for a review, see Shean, 2015). This is exemplified by 

Ungar (2015) who argued that “given the multidimensionality of the processes associated with 

resilience, the likelihood of individual children withstanding the impact of cumulative stressors 

is not a measure of their personal invulnerability. Instead, resilience is predicted by both the 
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capacity of individuals, and the capacity of their social and physical ecologies to facilitate their 

coping in culturally meaningful ways” (p. 4).  

The evidence from various at-risk populations suggests that the ability to recover from 

adverse life circumstances can be reduced to three broad categories – attributes of the family, 

community/context, and the individual (Garmezy, 1991; Luthar et al., 2000, 2015; Masten, 2014; 

Ungar, 2015; Rutter, 2013; Werner, 1989). In this framework, resilience is understood as a 

process through which youth use a combination of relational, contextual, and individual 

resources to respond to adverse circumstances and events over time (Cronley & Evans, 2017; 

Liebenberg et al., 2012). Examples of relational resources include experiences and attachment 

with caregivers, positive role models, mentors, or social support networks (Fergus & 

Zimmerman, 2005; Herrick et al., 2011; Rutter, 2013; Ungar, 2015; Yancey et al., 2011). 

Contextual resources include one’s identification with community, educational, spiritual, 

cultural, political or traditional practices (Ungar, 2015). Examples of individual capacities 

include personality, temperament, and cognitions such as self-monitoring/regulating, 

empowerment, expressiveness, and locus of control (Ungar, 2015). The availability and 

accessibility of these individual, relational, contextual resources result in a cumulative effect on 

the youth’s outcomes (Ungar et al., 2013). 

Among youth experiencing homelessness, reliance on individual, relational and 

contextual resources associated with resilience (e.g., emotional self-control, relationship with 

parents, spirituality) increases their capabilities to survive without stable residences and 

contributes to healthy development and wellbeing (Bender et al., 2007; Malindi, 2017). In a 

systematic review of studies on the development of resilience among youth experiencing 

homelessness, Cronley and Evans (2017) found that the youth rely on informal social networks 
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to survive on the street and that their individual needs are supported through these networks. 

These resources are thought to further contribute to resilience by fostering engagement in healthy 

coping mechanisms. The opportunity to connect and form meaningful relationships with 

significant others may thus foster the development of other healthy relationships, such as those 

found in informal social networks.  

Parental and Peer Attachment 

 Traditional attachment theory is largely based on a caregiver’s capacity to provide a 

sense of security through which a child can explore the world and develop trust and confidence 

in themselves and in others (Ainsworth, 1978; Bowlby, 1969). In this context, attachments to 

caregivers and the internal working models of these relationships continue to be influential into 

adolescence and adulthood (Bowlby, 1988). By adolescence, attachment represents more of an 

internal state of mind or “felt security” on the part of the teenager, regardless of the physical 

presence of the attachment figure (Allen et al., 1994, 2007, 2018). The benefits of this felt 

security include the development of effective and healthy coping skills in adolescence and 

adulthood that may lead to a reduction of maladaptive behaviours (Barnes et al., 2007; 

McElhaney et al., 2009; Nowak et al., 2013).  

As adolescence is marked by critical changes in cognitive, behavioural, and emotional 

systems that are linked to a striving for greater independence and autonomy from their parents 

(Guarnieri et al., 2010), attachment behaviour is often directed toward non-parental figures, such 

as peers, who are perceived as primary sources of guidance, support, and intimacy (Berndt, 2002; 

Collins & Laursen, 2000). For adolescents, peers represent other significant individuals who can 

shape the development of their values, which may be in line or different from those of their 

parents. While this does not necessitate a disruption of parental attachment, as adolescent 
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autonomy is created in the context of secure, close, and lasting relationships with parents (Fraley 

& Davis, 1997), it does suggest that interactions with peers take on an increasingly higher 

priority during adolescence and young adulthood (Gorrese & Ruggieri, 2012; Kerns et al., 2006). 

Among youth experiencing homelessness, for whom a dysfunctional family history is a common 

experience (Dang & Miller, 2013), many rely on their relationships with peers in order to 

moderate the demands and anxieties (Austin & Williard, 1998; Giordano, 2003; Ruddick, 1996) 

and to navigate their new environments (Karabanow & Clement, 2004; Whitbeck & Hoyt, 2017). 

Thus, these relationships are essential and frequently become a primary source of social support 

(Thompson et al., 2010). Accordingly, a significant positive attachment is associated with greater 

resilience among youth, even among those experiencing homelessness (Stefanidis et al., 1992; 

Stein et al., 2009).  

Present Study 

The potential contributions of both parental and peer relations to the well-being of youth 

experiencing homelessness highlights the complexity of the developmental pathway to resilience 

and the need to consider multiple aspects of, and contributors to, developmental outcomes 

(Luthar et al., 2015, 2021). Thus, the goal of the present study was to examine the links among 

self-reports of essential relationships – those with maternal, paternal, and peer figures – and self-

report of engagement in three resources associated with resilience among youth experiencing 

homelessness in an urban area.  

The data from this report were drawn from a larger community initiative and 

collaboration between Welcome Hall Mission, the largest community organization servicing 

individuals in financial need in Montreal, Quebec, and researchers from both McGill University 

and Concordia University. The collaborative project was focused on understanding factors 
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contributing to the well-being of youth experiencing homelessness in an urban setting. We 

hypothesized that the presence of secure attachment with maternal, paternal, and peer figures 

would contribute differentially to increases in the youths’ engagement across individual, 

relational, and contextual resources of resilience. One, we expected the presence of maternal and 

paternal secure attachment, as compared with peer attachment, to predict greater use of resources 

related to relational resilience. Two, we expected peer attachment, as compared with maternal 

and paternal attachment, to predict greater use of resources related to individual and contextual 

resilience. The findings from this study will add to our understanding of the protective role of 

‘felt security’ with maternal, paternal, and peer figures and how these bonds relate to the 

acknowledgement and usage of the different resources implicated in resilience among youth 

experiencing homelessness. 

Method 

Participants 

The youth were recruited from the Warm Meals program, an evening program from every 

Monday to Friday at Welcome Hall Mission, in which meals were served to youth experiencing 

homelessness. The participants included 102 youth (68 male, 31 female, 1 trans, 2 undisclosed) 

aged 16-24 years (Mage = 20, SD = 2.07) experiencing homelessness. We used the Canadian 

Observatory on Homelessness definition of youth homelessness (Canadian Observatory on 

Homelessness, 2016), which is “the situation and experience of young people between the ages 

of 13–24 who are living independently of parents and/or caregivers, but do not have the means or 

ability to acquire stable, safe or consistent residence”. This includes a range of housing and 

shelter conditions varying from being completely unsheltered to being at-risk of no longer being 

housed due to precarious or unstable living standards. The final group of participants was 
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racially/ethnically diverse, as 48 self-identified as White, 10 as Black, 3 as Indigenous, and the 

remaining 41 as either multiracial or other. The demographic statistics are presented in Table 1. 

Measures  

Demographics 

A brief 13-item questionnaire was used to obtain information about the participants’ age, 

gender, ethnicity, previous or current education, contact with family, mental health, reasons for 

leaving home, and current living arrangements.  

Parent and Peer Attachment  

The Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA; Armsden & Greenberg, 1989) was 

used to measure a global score of security attachment with the youth’s mother, father and peers, 

based on multiple dimensions of attachment (i.e., trust, communication, alienation). It includes 

three distinct sections for maternal, paternal, and peer attachment. Each of the twenty-five-items 

that are associated with each attachment figure is rated on a five-point Likert-type scale in which 

1 indicates that the statement is “almost never or never true” and 5 indicates “almost always or 

always true”. Item examples such as “My mother respects my feelings” reflect a secure maternal 

attachment as opposed to “I wish I had a different mother,” which highlights an insecure 

maternal attachment (Armsden & Greenberg, 1989). Negatively worded items were reverse 

scored. These subscales were factor analytically derived and the sum of all the items in each 

section (mother, father, peer) yielded the IPPA score in that particular section. The IPPA has 

good internal consistency IPPA with reported Cronbach alpha coefficients ranging between 0.72 

and 0.91 for the subscales (father, mother, peer) in college students ranging in age from 16 to 20 

years (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). In the present sample Cronbach alpha reliabilities were .85 

(maternal), .87 (paternal), and .91 (peer).  
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Resilience  

The Child and Youth Resilience Measure (CYRM-28; Liebenberg et al., 2012) is a 28 

item self-report, indirect measure of resilience used to assess the availability and usage of 

resources that increase the likelihood of demonstrating resilience when adversity is experienced. 

Resilience is divided into the three dimensions of individual factors (e.g., I strive to finish what I 

start), relational factors (e.g., I talk to my family/caregiver(s) about how I feel), and contextual 

factors (e.g., I participate in organized religious activities). Each item on the questionnaire is 

measured on a Likert scale ranging from 1, representing a lack of engagement, to 5, representing 

being fully engaged. These three dimensions of resilience and the structure of the measure have 

been validated by numerous researchers, including among English and French-speaking 

Canadian youth (Daigneault et al., 2013; Liebenberg et al., 2012), at-risk youth in New Zealand 

(Sanders et al., 2017), youth experiencing homelessness in South Africa (Malindi, 2017), and 

youth experiencing health-related adversities in an urban area of Malawi (Kaunda-Khangamwa 

et al., 2020). Among the participants in the present study, Cronbach’s alpha reliability analyses 

were calculated for each resilience factor: individual = .77, relational = .75, contextual = .56. 

According to Hinton et al. (2004), a Cronbach alpha between 0.50 and 0.70 shows moderate 

reliability, 0.70 to 0.90 shows high reliability, and 0.90 and above shows excellent reliability.  

Procedure  

This study was approved by the Research Ethics Board (REB) at McGill University 

(REB File #: 240-1115). The participants were approached by the youth workers at Welcome 

Hall Mission while they were having dinner at the cafeteria. The workers explained the study, 

informed the participants that they would receive a gift card worth $15 at a local movie theater if 

they participated, and explained that they were under no obligation to participate and could 
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withdraw from the study at any time if they did agree to participate. If a youth agreed to 

participate, they were directed to a quiet room where they were greeted by a member of the 

research team. Prior to completing the questionnaires, the participants were administered a 

consent form describing the project’s purpose, main area of interest, procedures, potential risks, 

and confidentiality. In order to preserve their anonymity, they were assigned a four-digit number 

that was written in place of their name on each questionnaire. The participants were encouraged 

to answer all of the questions except for ones that did not apply to them. For example, if they did 

not have a father or a paternal figure, they could skip the questions on the IPPA about their 

relationship with their father.  

Results 

Missing Data Analyses 

Participants with and without missing data were compared using Little's (1988) missing 

completely at random (MCAR) test in the SPSS Missing Values (MVA) functionality. The 

Little’s MCAR test, including all study variables, was not significant (p > .05), indicating that 

the data were missing completely at random. As a result, the data were not replaced and were 

analysed using complete-case analysis (listwise deletion), as listwise deletion is reported to 

produce unbiased estimates of means, variances and regression weights when the data are 

MCAR (Little & Rubin, 2019).  

Bivariate Correlations 

Pearson’s r correlations were conducted to examine the associations within (see Tables 2 

and 3 for the matrices) and between attachment figures and the three dimensions of resilience 

(see Table 4). The results indicated multiple positive correlations between attachment figures and 

engagement in diverse resilience resources. Higher levels of self-reported attachment with 
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maternal, paternal, and peer figures was associated with higher levels of self-reported 

engagement across all three resources associated with resilience.  

To better understand the value of each attachment figure (paternal, maternal, peer) in 

explaining the engagement of the participants in each type of resilience resource (individual, 

relational, and contextual), three standard linear multiple regression analyses were conducted 

(see Table 5 for a summary of the results). An examination of tolerance statistics confirmed no 

violations of multicollinearity, as all tolerance values were above 0.10; the minimum tolerance 

value was 0.86. No Variance Inflation Factors exceeded 10; the largest was 1.14. 

Regression Analyses 

Individual resilience  

A standard linear multiple regression analysis was conducted to evaluate the association 

between attachment figures and the self-reported engagement in individual resilience resources. 

The regression model was significant (F(3,32) = 11.20, p <0.01). Mother, father, and peer 

attachment accounted for 47% of the variation in youth’s engagement in individual resilience 

resources (R2 = .51, Adjusted R2 = .47). Among the attachment figures, only the attachment with 

peers was a significant predictor of youth’s engagement in individual resilience resources, with 

higher scores on peer attachment associated with higher scores on engagement in individual 

resilience resources when mother and father attachment scores were held constant (β = .71, t = 

5.35, p <0.01). 

Relational resilience  

A standard linear multiple regression analysis was conducted to evaluate the association 

between attachment figures and the self-reported engagement in relational resilience resources. 
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The regression model was significant (F(3,34) = 31.08, p <0.01). Mother, father, and peer 

attachment accounted for 71% of the variation in youth’s engagement in relational resilience 

resources (R2 = .73, Adjusted R2 = .71). Among the attachment figures, only maternal and 

paternal attachment were significant predictors of the youth’s engagement in relational resilience 

resources. In terms of mother attachment, higher scores were associated with higher scores on 

engagement in relational resilience resources when father and peer attachment scores were held 

constant (β = .69, t = 7.42, p <0.01). For father attachment, higher scores were associated with 

higher scores on engagement in relational resilience resources when mother and peer attachment 

scores were held constant (β = .26, t = 2.82, p = .01).  

Contextual resilience  

A standard multiple linear regression analysis was conducted to evaluate the association 

between attachment figures and the self-reported engagement in contextual resilience resources. 

The regression model was significant F(3,29) = 7.30, p <0.01. Mother, father, and peer 

attachment accounted for 37% of the variation in the youth’s engagement in contextual resilience 

resources (R2 = .43, Adjusted R2 = .37). Among the attachment figures, only the attachment with 

peers was a significant predictor of the youth’s engagement in contextual resilience resources, 

with higher scores on peer attachment associated with higher scores on engagement in contextual 

resilience resources when mother and father attachment scores were held constant (β = .47, t = 

3.15, p <0.01).  

Gender analyses 

We examined the role of gender as a moderating factor between the three attachment 

figures (maternal, paternal, and peer) and the three dimensions of resilience (individual, 
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relational, and contextual). As the number of female participants was slightly less than would be 

expected based on the percentage of female population experiencing homelessness in Canada 

(35.2%; Government of Canada, 2018), we regard these analyses as preliminary. However, the 

differential patterns of association for the males and the females depicted in table 4 were quite 

striking and reveal important differences between attachment figures and resilience domains. 

Individual resilience was highly correlated with maternal attachment for the female participants 

but not for the males, whereas individual resilience was correlated with paternal and peer 

attachment for the male but not for the female participants. Despite the relatively small number 

of female respondents the differences in the magnitudes of these correlation coefficients were 

statistically significant using Fisher’s r-to-z transformation. Individual resilience and maternal 

attachment were correlated r=.13 for males, and for .70 females (z=-2.29, p< .01). So too, for the 

males, individual resilience correlated highly with peer attachment, but this correlation was not 

significant for the females, the magnitudes of these coefficients differed (z=1.89, p=.029). As for 

relational resilience, maternal attachment was positively and significantly associated for both the 

males and the females, but the correlation was of a significantly higher magnitude for the female 

participants (z=2.08, p=.018). For relational resilience, the males’ attachment to paternal figures 

was highly significant, but for the females the association between relational resilience and 

paternal attachment was near zero (r=2.78, p=.003).  

Gender differences are further highlighted by the analyses conducted within each gender. 

For the females, the differences in the correlations between maternal and paternal attachment and 

relational resilience was highly significant (z=3.99, p< .0001) indicating that maternal 

attachment plays a much larger role in relational resilience than paternal attachment – when such 

attachment relationships exist at all. The comparisons on peer attachments also revealed gender 
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differences. For the males, individual resilience was highly associated with peer attachment – 

mores so than for maternal attachment (z=-3.42, p=.0003), whereas for the females, peer 

attachment was virtually unrelated to individual resilience. As for relational resilience, the 

difference between the correlations with maternal and peer attachment were highly significant 

(z=4.06, p< .00001).  

Discussion 

The predictive associations among self-reports of attachment to maternal, paternal, and 

peers, and the self-reported use of three dimensions of resilience (individual, relational, and 

contextual) were explored among youth experiencing homelessness in Montreal, Canada. The 

findings of this study are consistent with the expectations that self-reports of more secure 

attachment to both parents and peers contributed to increases in the youth’s engagement in 

resilience resources. More secure attachment with parental figures specifically contributed to 

their engagement in seeking support from their relationships with other individuals in their 

environments (relational resilience). More secure attachment with peers were associated with 

increases in engagement in personal and internal coping techniques (individual resilience), such 

as hopeful thinking, as well as in environmental and external resources (contextual resilience). 

Whereas parental support seems to contribute to the development of working models that allow 

youth to form meaningful relations with supportive others, support from peers has the potential 

to contribute in the development and identification of internal resilient resources (e.g., internal 

locus of control and motivation) as well as the ability to connect with the values promoted within 

contextual environments (e.g., religious facilities and community centers) that buffer one’s 

internal needs. Our findings on peer attachment support and extend Barman-Adhikari and Rice's 

(2014) notion that peers represent a significant source of social support among youth 
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experiencing homelessness. The effects of peer support contributed to the youth’s engagement in 

individual and contextual resources associated with the development of resilience. Consistent 

with Barman-Adhikari et al. (2016), our findings highlight the need for considering the context 

of youths’ support systems when providing them with services. They are also evidence of the 

diverse nature of the social networks of youth experiencing homelessness, highlighting that their 

social lives are not necessarily devoid of positive connections owing to their homeless status. 

Rather, many of them may have rich and positive social connections that serve as protective 

factors in the course of their social and emotional development (Dang & Miller, 2013; de la 

Haye et al., 2012; Wenzel et al., 2012).  

Our preliminary analyses on gender differences suggest that social connections may play 

qualitatively different roles in risk/resilience domains for males and females, and like their 

housed peers, issues of identity continue to play a key role in the social and personal 

development of the population experiencing homelessness. This work highlights the complexity 

of the lives of people who experience homelessness, and points to an essential continuity in the 

roles that social relationships have on our personal development and mental health and well-

being.  

Limitations 

In light of the complexities in working with the unique population of youth experiencing 

homelessness, this study includes limitations that warrant consideration. One limitation is the use 

of a sample of convenience that was recruited from a sub-sample of youth experiencing 

homelessness who had sought out meals from a meals program, thereby excluding those who 

live in unstable housing conditions without access to service providers. A second limitation is 

that the data were obtained at one point in time, thereby precluding the delineation of causal 
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relations. Three, the use of self-report questionnaires intended to reflect the youth’s perception of 

their own relationships and of resilience resources entails subjectivity in responding, this is the 

only way to assess the inner lives of this or any population. Despite these limitations, the 

findings reported here provide unique insights into the inner lives and social relationships of a 

specific subgroup of a particularly vulnerable but difficult to access and assess group. 

Conclusion and Future Directions 

Understanding the effects of the quality of essential attachment figures on resilience 

among youth experiencing or at risk for homelessness is paramount in identifying the protective 

factors that may promote adaptive functioning and well-being in this vulnerable population. The 

adverse circumstances of youth experiencing homelessness lead to significantly greater 

vulnerabilities than that of their housed-peers, and their marginalized status limits opportunities 

for social scaffolding that promotes adaptive development. Yet, despite the conditions 

surrounding parent-youth relationships, our findings highlight that positive relationships with 

parental and peer figures are associated with engagement in individual, contextual, and relational 

resources that have been found to lead to resilience. Some youth manage to adapt to their 

environment and benefit from the resources implicated in resilience. Supporting these youth in 

maintaining meaningful relationships with significant others may thus be a factor that contributes 

to their adaptation and transition out of homelessness. In addition to the specific findings on the 

influence of parental and peer attachment on resilience and mental health and well-being, our 

findings also highlight the universal workings of the attachment system among youth 

experiencing homelessness. Accordingly, nuanced and personalized efforts to help youth 

experiencing homelessness benefit from positive relationships with individuals in their lives are 
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necessary both for rethinking common societal narratives of pathology and for developing 

programs that can enhance well-being. 
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Table 1 

Description of Demographic Characteristics of Youth Experiencing Homelessness  

Variable Frequency Percentage 

 N % 

Gender   

Male 68 66.7 

Female 31 30.4 

Trans 1 1 

Not Disclosed 2 2 

Age   

16 2 2 

17 2 2 

18 9 8.8 

19 21 20.6 

20 10 9.8 

21 20 19.6 

22 7 6.9 

23 21 20.6 

24 10 9.8 

Ethnicity   

White 48 47.1 

African American/Black 10 9.8 

Biracial 9 8.8 

Hispanic 3 2.9 
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Indigenous 3 3.9 

Arab 4 3.9 

Asian 1 1 

Other 24 23.5 

Highest level of education   

6-8th Grade 20 19.6 

9-10th Grade 26 25.5 

11-12th Grade 30 29.4 

Post-secondary 17 16.7 

Undisclosed 9 8.8 

Upbringing   

Rural 29 28.4 

Urban 69 67.6 

Undisclosed 4 3.9 

Upbringing in single-parent home or step-

family 

  

Yes 47 46.1 

No 49 48 

Undisclosed 6 5.9 

Parental or caregiver abuse during upbringing   

Yes 33 32.4 

No 65 63.7 

Undisclosed 4 3.9 
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Parent(s) with addictions and/or mental health 

difficulties 

  

Yes 42 41.2 

No 55 53.9 

Undisclosed 5 4.9 

Left home due to family conflict   

Yes 42 41.2 

No 59 57.8 

Spent time in the foster care system   

Yes 51 50 

No 49 48 

Undisclosed 2 2 

Current frequency of family contact   

Daily 19 18.6 

Weekly 26 25.5 

Monthly 18 17.6 

Less than monthly 32 31.4 

None 2 2 

Undisclosed 5 4.9 

Diagnosis of physical health problem or 

disability in the past 5 years 

  

Yes 26 25.5 

No 70 68.6 

Undisclosed 6 5.9 
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Diagnosis of mental disorder in the past 5 years   

Yes 46 45.1 

No 54 52.9 

Undisclosed 2 2 

Stay in a mental health or addictions care 

facility in the past 5 years 

  

Yes 21 20.6 

No 42 41.2 

Undisclosed 39 38.2 

Stay in a correctional facility in the past 5 

years 

  

Yes 13 12.7 

No 29 28.4 

Undisclosed 50 49 

Children   

Yes 12 11.8 

No 85 83.4 
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Table 2 

Correlations among Maternal, Paternal, and Peer Attachment  

 1. 2. 3. 

1. Maternal attachment -   

2. Paternal attachment .19 -  

3. Peer attachment  .22 .32* - 

Note: *p <.05 (2-tailed) 
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Table 3 

Correlations among Individual, Contextual, and Relational Resilience  

 1. 2. 3. 

1. Individual resilience -   

2. Relational resilience .47** -  

3. Contextual resilience .64** .67** - 

Note: **p ≤.01 (2-tailed) 
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Table 4 

Correlations among Attachment Figures and Resilience Resources 

 Total 

resilience 

Individual 

resilience 

Contextual 

resilience 

Relational 

resilience 

Maternal attachment 

    Males 

    Females  

.63** 

 

.25 

.13 

.70** 

.40** 

.32* 

.64* 

.76** 

.68** 

.90** 

Paternal attachment 

    Males 

    Females 

.49* .40** 

.45** 

.31 

.37** 

.48** 

-.13 

.52** 

.69** 

-.05 

Peer attachment  

    Males 

    Females 

.43* .60** 

.72** 

.35 

 

.43** 

.53** 

.47* 

.23 

.39* 

.09 

Note: **p ≤.01, *p <.05 
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Table 5 

Summary of Multiple Regression Analyses Assessing the Associations Among Maternal, 

Paternal, and Peer Attachment on Individual, Relational and Contextual Resilience 

 Individual 

Resilience 

Relational 

Resilience 

Contextual 

Resilience 

Variable B  SE 

B 

β B SE 

B 

Β B SE 

B 

β 

Maternal 

attachment 

.00

1 

.03 .01 .22 .03 .69** .08 .04 .28 

Paternal 

attachment 

.01 .03 .03 .08 .03 .26** .03 .04 .11 

Peer attachment .25 .05 .71*

* 

.08 .04 .18 .18 .06 .47*

* 

R2 .51 .73 .43 

F 11.20** 31.08** 7.30** 

Note: *p <.05, **p < .01. 
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Bridge to Study 2 

 

The findings from Study 1 highlight the role of essential relationships in the self-reported 

use of resilience resources among youth experiencing homelessness. Specifically, and in line 

with previous research and theories suggesting that social connectedness results in greater 

resilience among youth experiencing homelessness (Barman-Adhikari & Rice 2014; Tyler & 

Schmitz, 2020), the results from the first paper indicated that greater attachment to both parents 

and peers contributed to increases in the youth’s engagement in resilience resources. Among 

parental figures, greater attachment contributed to greater engagement in relational resilience 

(e.g., seeking support from others), whereas greater attachment to peers contributed to greater 

engagement in individual (e.g., internal coping strategies) and contextual resilience (e.g., 

environmental and community resources). Previous research on coping had already shown the 

influence of motivation on adaptive and maladaptive coping among the general population 

(Bonneville-Roussy et al., 2017; Mouratidis & Michou, 2011). However, no study had 

investigated this relationship among youth experiencing homelessness. Therefore, using the same 

participants, the goal of paper 2 was to test these hypotheses and explore whether adaptive and 

maladaptive coping may be associated to the youth’s autonomous and controlled motivation, and 

whether this relationship may be moderated by their gender and self-reported essential 

relationships with their mothers, fathers, and peers.  
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Abstract 

Using the cognitive appraisal theory of coping and the self-determination theory of motivation, 

we examined the shared variance of motivational orientations, attachment relationships, and 

gender on adaptive and maladaptive coping among youth experiencing homelessness. Several 

scales including The Global Motivation Scale (assessing motivational orientations; i.e., 

autonomous and controlled motivation), the BRIEF Cope (adaptive and maladaptive coping 

strategies), and the Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (self-perceptions of relationships 

with mothers, fathers, and peers) were administered to 102 youth aged between 16-24 (Mage= 20, 

SD= 2.07) years recruited from an evening program for youth experiencing homelessness in 

Montreal, Canada. Autonomous motivation was positively associated with engagement in 

effective coping strategies, while controlled motivation was positively linked to maladaptive 

coping. Moderation analyses were used to examine whether gender and relationships with 

attachment figures moderated the relationship between motivation and coping. A significant 

main effect of peer attachment on adaptive coping emerged, in which greater peer attachment 

was related to more adaptive coping among the youth. No interaction effects resulted. Although 

no significant moderating effects were associated with essential relationships and gender, further 

research implementing a more nuanced approach to assessing the interaction between these 

constructs may be warranted. Overall, the findings highlight the importance of intervention 

programs for youth experiencing homelessness, that focus on enhancing autonomous motivation 

and utilizing peer support to optimize the use of adaptive coping strategies.  

Keywords: homelessness, adaptive coping, maladaptive coping, motivation, attachment, 

relationships  
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Rethinking Narratives about Youth Experiencing Homelessness (Part II):  

The Influence of Self-Determined Motivation and Peer Relations on Coping 

Youth homelessness is described as “the situation and experience of young people between the 

ages of 13–24 who are living independently of parents and/or caregivers, but do not have the 

means or ability to acquire stable, safe or consistent residence” (Canadian Observatory on 

Homelessness [COH], 2016). It is frequently characterized in terms of the youth’s deficiencies 

and risk factors (e.g., child maltreatment, suicidality, substance abuse, lower academic 

achievement; Rosenthal et al., 2008; Saperstein et al., 2014). The negative and deficit-based 

characterizations of their unstable housing status overemphasize possible negative outcomes 

stemming from their social precariousness, indirectly suggest that youth in these conditions have 

low chances of success (Gewirtz O’Brien et al., 2020) and limit the recognition of their ability to 

cope with the adversities that they face (McCollum & Trepper, 2001; Rew et al., 2019). We 

argue that the most common societal narratives about youth in these conditions lead to the 

frequent disregard of the dynamic developmental relations between the individual and their 

internal being and external environments. Rather, we contend that youth who experience 

homelessness are not homogeneous or one-dimensional and are not necessarily doomed to poor 

outcomes such as delinquency or substance abuse, as numerous outcomes — including healthy 

adaptation — are possible for youth who experience challenges and hardships (Burack & 

Schmidt, 2014; Cicchetti & Rogosch, 1996; Ungar & Theron, 2020). As with other youth, youth 

experiencing homelessness may display many positive characteristics that are associated with 

well-being (Rew et al., 2019), including self-determination, positive relationships with family 

members or peers, and adaptive coping (Krabbenborg et al., 2017; Napoleon et al., 2021; Rew et 

al., 2017; Rew et al., 2019; Tucker et al., 2010). Accordingly, we extend our previous findings 
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that essential relationships with parents and peers influence the use of individual, relational, and 

contextual resources associated with resilience among youth experiencing homelessness 

(Napoleon et al., 2021), suggesting similar developmental pathways underlying risk and 

resilience among youth experiencing homelessness and the general population. By attempting to 

identify motivational and relational factors that promote coping in this population, we also aim to 

determine whether similar factors influencing adaptive and maladaptive outcomes in the general 

population are also at play among youth experiencing homelessness.   

Coping 

 Differences in coping strategies have long been cited as essential to developmental 

outcomes (Carver et al., 1989; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Although no method of 

conceptualizing coping is universally accepted, coping strategies are often distinguished based 

on whether they are adaptive or maladaptive (i.e., helpful or harmful; e.g., Campbell-Sills et al., 

2006; Skinner et al., 2003; Thompson et al., 2010). Adaptive coping strategies, such as support 

planning, humour, active coping, positive reframing, use of emotional support, acceptance, and 

adherence to religious practices, represent the efforts of an individual to change the stressor or 

emotion that accompanies it (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), and are associated with positive 

adjustment to stressors and decreases in psychological distress (Hong, 2007; Yeung et al., 2016). 

Adaptive coping strategies usually characterise the efforts of an individual to change the stressor 

or emotion that accompanies the stressor, resulting in desirable personal or social outcomes (e.g., 

decreases in psychological distress, better physical health; Connor-Smith & Compas, 2004; 

Holland & Holahan, 2003; Hong, 2007). Among youth experiencing homelessness, adaptive 

coping strategies decrease the risk of depression and problem substance use (Unger et al., 1998), 

and lead to better chances of legal employment and decreased participation in illegal activity 
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(Ferguson et al., 2015). In contrast, maladaptive coping strategies, such as substance use, 

venting, self-distraction, behavioural disengagement, denial, and self-blame, refer to the 

tendency of the individual to deny or escape a stressor and have been associated with undesirable 

personal and social outcomes (Gauvin et al., 2019; Marcks & Woods, 2007; Meyer, 2001). For 

youth experiencing homelessness, maladaptive coping strategies have been shown to be 

associated with higher rates of depression (Brown et al., 2015), internalizing and externalizing 

behaviour problems (Votta & Manion, 2004), delinquent behaviours (Dashora et al., 2011), and 

increased suicidality, particularly among females (Kidd & Carroll, 2007).  

The Self-Determined Theory of Motivation as a Framework for Understanding 

Coping  

The self-determination theory of motivation (SDT) provides a framework for 

understanding the development of adaptive and maladaptive coping in situations of distress (Deci 

& Ryan, 1985, 2000, 2008). As the association between motivation and coping in stressful 

contexts is empirically supported (Hodgins & Knee, 2002; Mouratidis & Michou, 2011; 

Ntoumanis et al., 2009), SDT appears to be a relevant framework for examining coping 

strategies among youth experiencing homelessness. The foundation of SDT is that autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness are three basic psychological needs that, if fulfilled, foster healthy 

personality development and human motivation. Individuals engage in behaviours or activities 

for reasons that are more self-determined (i.e., autonomous) when their psychological needs are 

fulfilled (Ryan and Deci, 2002). Specifically, SDT describes the motivation to engage in 

behaviours and activities as a multifaceted construct falling on a continuum from autonomous to 

controlled. This continuum consists of four distinct levels of extrinsic motivation – integrated 

regulation, identified regulation, introjected regulation, external regulation – intrinsic motivation, 
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and amotivation. These levels are then agglomerated into a more meaningful focus on 

‘autonomous motivation’— comprising intrinsic, integrated, and identified regulations — 

referring to behaviour is consistent with the individual’s personal interests and values (e.g., 

acting out of choice and pleasure), and ‘controlled motivation’ — comprising introjected and 

external regulations — which refers to behaviour according to external or internal pressures (e.g., 

acting for reward, behaving to avoid punishment, or trying to avoid feelings of guilt; Chemolli & 

Gagné, 2014; Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ratelle et al., 2007). Autonomous motivation has been 

associated with numerous positive outcomes including greater psychological health and long-

term persistence, positive mood states, healthier lifestyles and behaviours (e.g., Pelletier et al., 

2004; Roth et al., 2007). In the face of stress, these characteristics allow autonomously motivated 

individuals to focus on their goals and to continue to act in line with their priorities (Skinner & 

Edge, 2002). Conversely, controlled types of motivation were found to more often lead to 

negative outcomes (e.g., rigid functioning, and diminished well-being; Deci & Ryan, 2000; 

Vallerand, 1997).   

The consideration of when and how these alternative styles of motivation are used and 

the ways that they impact developmental outcomes needs to be framed within the context of the 

individual’s relationships with others. This is consistent with the SDT premise that the social 

environment plays an important role in the fulfillment of basic psychological needs and that 

every person has an innate need to experience relatedness—to feel accepted by and significant 

to others, to feel cared for by others, and to care for others (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Lavigne et al., 

2011). The need for relatedness can be experienced through attachment, an emotional bond that 

connects one person to another, which can decrease distress or anxiety and promote safety and 

subsistence (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1969). As children get older, they develop a larger 
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collection of behaviours for attaining proximity to caregivers, and to some extent, the focus on 

protection shifts to a closeness that is more similar to emotional support. By the time they 

reach adolescence, attachment represents more of a “felt security” on the part of the teenager, 

rather than actual physical safety (Allen & Land, 1999; Allen et al., 2007). The benefits of this 

felt security extending from childhood to adolescence include the development of adaptive 

coping skills (Nowak et al., 2013).  

As adolescence includes critical changes in cognitive, behavioural, and emotional 

systems that are connected to a desire for more independence and autonomy from parents 

(Guarnieri et al., 2010), peer relationships progressively take on characteristics that resemble 

parental relationships (Allen et al., 2018; Zeifman & Hazen, 2008) and offer important sources 

of social and emotional support (e.g., Laible, 2007; Liable et al., 2000; Wilkinson, 2010). 

Autonomy has an especially high meaning during these years, as a significant developmental 

task of adolescence is to negotiate the battle between developing independence on the one hand 

and preserving close bonds with parents on the other (Luthar et al., 2015). While using parental 

attachment as a secure base, increased autonomous exploration allows youth to focus on other 

tasks of social and emotional development such as forming relationships with peers and romantic 

partners and regulating their own emotions and behaviours (McElhaney et al., 2009). This 

suggests that attachment continues to transform and integrate with subsequent developmental 

accomplishments or milestones, including, autonomy and relationships with peers throughout 

young adulthood (Allen et al., 2007; Gorrese & Ruggieri, 2012; Sroufe & Rutter, 1984).  

The developmental trajectory of attachment relationships may be particularly relevant for 

youth experiencing homelessness − who may have chosen or have been forced to leave an unsafe 

or otherwise untenable situation due to conflict with parental figures within the home (Mayock et 
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al., 2014). Many of these youth find support from surrogate families made up of their peers 

(Karabanow & Naylor, 2013; Thompson et al., 2016) and are able to learn prosocial coping 

strategies from other environments (Kidd, 2003; e.g., supportive mentors and organizations, peer 

groups, etc.). When this attachment to their peers is marked by mutual reciprocity and 

cooperation, it may offer an increased sense of security and belonging (Thompson et al., 2016). 

The challenges and hardships, often described as inevitable for youth experiencing 

homelessness, may thus be counteracted by having a community of peers for various types of 

support. When peers are able to create a supportive climate in which they are responsive to the 

needs of the youth, the youth may feel encouraged to adhere to their personal values and goals. 

In turn, peer support may reduce stress and depressive symptoms (Kidd & Davidson, 2006) and 

may help the youth to view their stressful situation as more controllable, thus leading to the use 

of more adaptive forms of coping (Skinner & Edge, 2002) and the development of positive 

changes in their own lives (Bender et al., 2007). As with other populations, supportive 

relationships with family members and peers mitigate negative and stressful life events in the 

lives of youth experiencing homelessness (Gasior et al., 2018; Krabbenborg et al., 2013). 

The Present Study 

The purpose of this project was to better understand personal and interpersonal factors that 

contribute to the well-being of youth experiencing homelessness in an urban setting. The focus is 

on 1) the influence of autonomous motivation on adaptive and maladaptive coping; 2) the 

influence of controlled motivation on adaptive and maladaptive coping; and 3) the possible 

moderating effects of essential maternal, paternal, and peer relationships, and gender on these 

relationships. Consistent with evidence from the general population, we hypothesized that 

greater reports of autonomous motivation, but not controlled motivation, would lead to more 
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adaptive coping and less maladaptive coping among the youth experiencing homelessness. 

Accordingly, we also hypothesized that greater reports of controlled motivation, but not 

autonomous motivation, would lead to more maladaptive coping and less adaptive coping. In 

relation to our moderators, we hypothesized that the effects of motivation on coping would be 

moderated by the youth’s essential relationships, with youth who have more secure relationships 

benefitting the most. We also explored whether motivation relates to coping through gender 

considering the evidence that male and female young adults experiencing homelessness use 

different strategies to cope with stressors (Ferguson et al., 2015; Kidd & Carroll, 2007), with 

females using greater social withdrawal and avoidant coping techniques in comparison to males 

(Kidd & Carroll, 2007).  

Method 

Participants  

The youth were recruited from a weeknight dinner program for youth living in unstable 

housing conditions run by the largest agency providing services to people in poverty in a major 

Canadian city. The participants were 102 youth (68 male, 31 female, 1 trans, 2 undisclosed) aged 

16-24 years (Mage = 20, SD = 2.07) experiencing homelessness based on the COH definition of 

youth homelessness (COH, 2016). The group was racially/ethnically diverse, as 48 self-identified 

as White, 10 as Black, 3 as Indigenous, and the remaining 41 as either multiracial or other.  

Measures 

Demographics 

A brief 13-item questionnaire was used to obtain information about the participants’ age, 

gender, ethnicity, previous or current education, contact with family, mental health, reasons for 



73 

 

 

leaving home, and current living arrangements. The demographic statistics are presented in Table 

1. 

Autonomous and Controlled Motivation 

The GMS-28 (Guay et al., 2003) is a 28-item scale based on the five motivational 

constructs conceptualized by Deci and Ryan (1985, 2000) to assess motivation orientations. The 

participants rated the extent to which each of the items corresponded to the reasons why they do 

things in general (e.g., “In general, I do things in order to help myself become the person I aim to 

be”; “In general, I do things because otherwise I would feel guilty for not doing them”). The 

items in the GMS-28 are divided into the 5 subscales of motivation: intrinsic motivation, 

integrated regulation, identified regulation, introjected regulation, and external regulation. The 

subscales were amalgamated into the two global motivation scales of (1) Autonomous 

Motivation, comprised of the intrinsic motivation, integrated and identified regulation subscales, 

and (2) Controlled Motivation, comprised of the introjected regulation and external regulation 

subscales. The scores on these two global scales were used in all of the analyses. Acceptable 

levels of reliability, validity, and internal consistency have been reported for the GMS-28 (Guay 

et al., 2003). Among the participants in this study, the Cronbach alpha reliabilities were also 

within acceptable levels: .89 (autonomous motivation) and .70 (controlled motivation). 

Adaptive and Maladaptive Coping  

The Brief COPE (Carver, 1997) is a multidimensional coping inventory that was used to 

measure the varying coping strategies used by the youth in response to their current housing 

situations. The B-COPE is comprised of 28 items used to measure 14 different coping strategies. 

Among the 14 subscales, 8 are considered to be adaptive coping strategies, whereas the other 6 

are considered to be maladaptive coping strategies. For the present study, two variables were 
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computed and labelled: (1) Adaptive Coping, includes instrumental support, planning, humour, 

active coping, positive reframing, use of emotional support, acceptance, and religion subscales, 

and (2) Maladaptive Coping, comprises substance use, venting, self-distraction, behavioural 

disengagement, denial, and self-blame subscales. The participants were asked to rate how 

frequently they engage in the described behaviours (e.g., “I’ve been taking action to try to make 

the situation better”). The ratings are on a four-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (I haven’t been 

doing this at all or never) to 4 (I’ve been doing this a lot or often). The total scores for the use of 

adaptive or maladaptive coping strategies were calculated by summing the appropriate items for 

each variable, in which higher scores reflected greater use of the coping strategy. The Brief 

COPE has predicted clinically relevant outcomes across many stressful situations and 

disadvantaged populations, including youth experiencing homelessness (e.g., Meyer, 2001; Stein 

et al., 2008). For the participants in this study, the Cronbach alpha reliabilities were within 

acceptable levels: .89 (adaptive), and .76 (maladaptive). 

Maternal, Paternal, and Peer Attachment (IPPA) 

The IPPA (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987, 1989) was used to assess the quality of 

perceived maternal attachment, paternal attachment, and peer attachment in the current study. 

The IPPA includes three sections for maternal, paternal, and peer attachment separately. Each 

section includes twenty-five items comprising a five-point Likert-type scale, with “1” indicating 

“almost never or never true” and “5” indicating “almost always or always true” (Armsden & 

Greenberg, 1989). The participants were asked to rate how true the statement is for them. 

Examples of items include “My mother respects my feelings,” “I wish I had a different mother,” 

“When we discuss things, my father cares about my point of view,” “I feel angry with my 

father,” “My friends encourage me to talk about my difficulties,” “My friends understand me,” 
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and “If my friends know something is bothering me, they ask me about it”. Negatively worded 

items were reverse scored. The sum of the items in the mother and father sections yielded the 

maternal and paternal attachment scores in our sample, whereas the sum of items in the peer 

section yielded the peer attachment score. The IPPA has been used to measure attachment in 

vulnerable youth from low-income backgrounds (e.g., Murray & Zvoch, 2011) and it has been 

reported to be reliable and valid (Gullone & Robinson, 2005; Murray & Zvoch, 2011). For the 

participants in this study, the scales demonstrated acceptable Cronbach alpha reliabilities of .85 

(maternal), .87 (paternal), and .91 (peer). 

Procedure 

This study was approved by the Research Ethics Board at McGill University and is part 

of a program of research conducted at Welcome Hall Mission by researchers from both McGill 

University and Concordia University. The participants were approached by intervention workers 

at the Warm Meals center as they entered the cafeteria at dinner time. The workers explained the 

study, informed the participants that they would receive a gift card worth $15 at a local movie 

theater if they participated, and emphasized that they were under no obligation to participate and 

even if they did agree to participate could withdraw from the study at any time. The interested 

individuals were directed to a quiet room in the same building where they were greeted by one or 

two members of the research team. A research assistant asked the prospective participants about 

their preferred language, either English or French, and all subsequent testing was conducted in 

that language1. Prior to completing the questionnaires, the participants were provided an 

information form describing the project’s purpose, main area of interest, potential risks, and 

procedures to maintain confidentiality. The participants provided written consent and in order to 

 
1 All of the proposed measures were translated into French by native French speaking students in the research laboratory 

using a back-translation method. 
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preserve anonymity, they were assigned a four-digit number that was written in place of their 

name on each questionnaire. The participants were encouraged to answer all of the questions 

except for ones that did not apply to them. For example, if they did not have a father or a paternal 

figure, they could skip the questions on the IPPA about their relationship with their father. 

Results 

Missing Data Analyses 

IBM SPSS (version 27.0) was used to conduct all analyses. The participants with and 

without missing data were compared using Little's (1988) missing completely at random 

(MCAR) test in the SPSS Missing Values (MVA) functionality. The Little’s MCAR test, 

including all study variables, was not significant (p > .05), indicating that the data were missing 

completely at random. As a result, the data were not replaced and were analysed using complete-

case analysis (listwise deletion), as listwise deletion is reported to produce unbiased estimates of 

means, variances, and regression weights when the data are MCAR (Little & Rubin, 2019).  

Bivariate Correlations (Simple Regression) 

Pearson r correlations were conducted to examine the intercorrelations among all of the 

measures. The results indicated multiple positive correlations among and between self-reported 

relationships with attachment figures, coping styles, and motivational orientations. See Table 2 

for correlations among the study variables. 

Multiple Regression analyses 

To better understand the value of each of the motivational orientation (autonomous and 

controlled) in explaining the engagement of the participants in each type of coping (adaptive, 

maladaptive), standard linear multiple regression analyses were conducted (see Table 3 for a 

summary of the results). An examination of tolerance statistics confirmed no violations of 
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multicollinearity, as all tolerance values were above 0.10; the minimum tolerance value was 1. 

No Variance Inflation Factors exceeded 10; the largest was 1. 

Adaptive coping  

A standard linear multiple regression analysis was conducted to evaluate the association 

between motivation orientations and adaptive coping. The regression model was significant 

(F(2,79) = 14.63, p <0.01). Autonomous and controlled motivation accounted for 25% of the 

variation in youth’s adaptive coping (R2 = .27, Adjusted R2 = .25). Among the motivation 

orientations, only autonomous motivation was a significant predictor of the youth’s adaptive 

coping, with greater levels of autonomous motivation being associated with higher levels of 

adaptive coping when controlled motivation was held constant (β = .49, t = 4.81, p <0.01). 

Maladaptive coping 

A standard linear multiple regression analysis was conducted to evaluate the association 

between motivation orientations and maladaptive coping. The regression model was significant 

(F(2,79) = 6.18, p <0.01). Autonomous and controlled motivation accounted for 11% of the 

variation in youth’s maladaptive coping (R2 = .14, Adjusted R2 = .11). Among the motivation 

orientations, only controlled motivation was a significant predictor of youth’s maladaptive 

coping, with greater levels of controlled motivation being associated with higher levels of 

maladaptive coping when autonomous motivation was held constant (β = .39, t = 3.47, p <0.01). 

Moderation analyses 

To investigate how gender as well as relationships with maternal, paternal, and peer 

figures moderate the relationship between motivation and coping, 12 simple moderation analyses 

including two independent moderators were performed using PROCESS (Hayes, 2018). The 

outcome variables for the analyses were adaptive and maladaptive coping. The predictor 
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variables for the analyses were autonomous and controlled motivation. The independent 

moderating variables evaluated for the analyses were gender as well as maternal, paternal, and 

peer attachment. A main effect of peer attachment on adaptive coping was significant, F(5,58) = 

7.48, p < .03 (see Table 12). Greater peer attachment was directly related to greater adaptive 

coping. However, contrary to our expectations, none of the interactions between the motivational 

orientations and the independent moderating variables were found to be statistically significant in 

predicting coping. See Tables 5 to15 for details of the models and interactions.  

Discussion 

In keeping with the importance of considering at-risk youth in the context of their complex 

development and ecological systems while remaining sensitive to disadvantages (Burack et al., 

2021), coping styles (i.e., adaptive or maladaptive) among youth experiencing homelessness 

were examined in relation to their autonomous or controlled motivation and to the extent that 

they were influenced by attachment relationships to essential people in their lives (e.g., mother, 

father, peers) and gender identity. The primary findings of this study are two-fold. First, the 

findings pertaining to the motivational orientations reinforce the assumed relationships based on 

SDT and replicate results from the general population (Bonneville-Roussy et al., 2017; 

Mouratidis & Michou, 2011; Pelletier et al., 2004; Roth et al., 2007), as consistent with our 

hypotheses, autonomous and controlled motivation significantly and respectively predicted 

adaptive and maladaptive coping in the youth. These findings are also commensurate with the 

evidence that the youth experiencing homelessness who are able to have a positive outlook in 

relation to their stressful situation are reported as being more self-regulated and self-efficient 

(Aldwin et al., 2011). Second, our findings relating to peer relationships highlight the essential 

role of peers in fostering adaptive coping among youth in unstable housing conditions. Our 
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analyses revealed a significant main effect of peer attachment on adaptive coping, but no 

significant moderation effects for relationships nor gender in our sample. These findings support 

the developmental peer-related processes conceptualized in the attachment theories and are also 

consistent with our previous findings (Napoleon et al., 2021) that higher levels of attachment to 

peers are associated with greater levels of in individual resilience among youth experiencing 

homelessness. In this context, peers appear to be compensating for parental void that youth 

experiencing homelessness frequently face.  

Overall, in contrast to the prescriptive identities conveying youth experiencing 

homelessness as not being in control of their destiny and as being doomed to adverse outcomes 

(McCarthy, 2013), our findings depict similar developmental pathways as the general population 

and highlight continuity between typical and atypical populations (Burack, 1997). Despite a 

history of homelessness, these youth can be self-determined and use their motivation to cope 

adaptively, and further, positively benefit from their relationships with peers. They are much 

more than the impairing stereotypes within which they are categorized and hence, should not be 

defined by their homelessness, but rather through the multiplicity of the developmental and 

interpersonal processes involved, of which they are not stripped of once they become homeless. 

Limitations 

Although this study represents an analysis of a particularly understudied and difficult to 

access population, some limitations warrant further consideration. One limitation is the use of a 

convenience sample that was obtained from a sub-sample of youth experiencing homelessness 

who had sought out meals from a meals program, thus excluding those who were living in 

unstable housing conditions without access to service providers. Second, the data were obtained 

at one point in time (i.e., cross-sectional), thus precluding the delineation of longitudinal causal 
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relations. Third, the use of self-report questionnaires intended to reflect the youth’s perception of 

their own relationships and of motivational and coping resources entails subjectivity in 

responding. Despite these limitations, the information gained from this study will both add to the 

literature on at-risk youth and contribute to the development of sustainable intervention strategies 

for organizations serving youth experiencing homelessness, including Welcome Hall Mission, to 

promote adaptive coping in this population. 

Conclusion and Future Directions 

Homelessness remains a significant social issue, particularly for the growing population 

of youth in unstable housing conditions (Latimer & Bordeleau, 2019; Gaetz et al., 2016). This 

study offers an original contribution as it is an initial study on the influence of essential social 

relationships on the association between autonomous and controlled motivation and coping 

among youth experiencing homelessness and also offers an expanded conceptualization and 

application of the SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985) to this population. Overall, our findings offered 

additional empirical evidence to support the development of strength-based interventions and 

services aimed at optimizing coping strategies, as well as the importance of peers in the well-

being of youth experiencing homelessness. A greater focus on these factors may contribute to 

their transition into stable housing after experiencing homelessness.  
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Table 1 

Description of Demographic Characteristics of Youth Experiencing Homelessness  

Variable Frequency Percentage 

 N % 

Gender   

Male 68 66.7 

Female 31 30.4 

Trans 1 1 

Not Disclosed 2 2 

Age   

16 2 2 

17 2 2 

18 9 8.8 

19 21 20.6 

20 10 9.8 

21 20 19.6 

22 7 6.9 

23 21 20.6 

24 10 9.8 

Ethnicity   

White 48 47.1 

African American/Black 10 9.8 

Biracial 9 8.8 

Hispanic 3 2.9 
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Indigenous 3 3.9 

Arab 4 3.9 

Asian 1 1 

Other 24 23.5 

Highest level of education   

6-8th Grade 20 19.6 

9-10th Grade 26 25.5 

11-12th Grade 30 29.4 

Post-secondary 17 16.7 

Undisclosed 9 8.8 

Upbringing   

Rural 29 28.4 

Urban 69 67.6 

Undisclosed 4 3.9 

Upbringing in single-parent home or step-

family 

  

Yes 47 46.1 

No 49 48 

Undisclosed 6 5.9 

Parental or caregiver abuse during upbringing   

Yes 33 32.4 

No 65 63.7 

Undisclosed 4 3.9 

Parent(s) with addictions and/or mental health 

difficulties 
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Yes 42 41.2 

No 55 53.9 

Undisclosed 5 4.9 

Left home due to family conflict   

Yes 42 41.2 

No 59 57.8 

Spent time in the foster care system   

Yes 51 50 

No 49 48 

Undisclosed 2 2 

Current frequency of family contact   

Daily 19 18.6 

Weekly 26 25.5 

Monthly 18 17.6 

Less than monthly 32 31.4 

None 2 2 

Undisclosed 5 4.9 

Diagnosis of physical health problem or 

disability in the past 5 years 

  

Yes 26 25.5 

No 70 68.6 

Undisclosed 6 5.9 

Diagnosis of mental disorder in the past 5 years   

Yes 46 45.1 
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No 54 52.9 

Undisclosed 2 2 

Stay in a mental health or addictions care 

facility in the past 5 years 

  

Yes 21 20.6 

No 42 41.2 

Undisclosed 39 38.2 

Stay in a correctional facility in the past 5 years   

Yes 13 12.7 

No 29 28.4 

Undisclosed 50 49 

Children   

Yes 12 11.8 

No 85 83.4 
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Table 2 

Bivariate Correlations for Major Study Variables 

  1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 

1. Autonomous Motivation --       

2. Controlled Motivation .35** --      

3. Adaptive Coping .51** .22* --     

4. Maladaptive Coping .04 .35** .25** --    

5. Maternal Attachment  .30* .05 .33** .01 --   

6. Paternal Attachment  .23 .23 .30* -.02 .20 --  

7. Peer Attachment .38** .23 .51** .21 .15 .30* -- 

*p < 0.05, **p < .001 
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Table 3 

Summary of Multiple Regression Analyses Assessing the Associations Among Autonomous and 

Controlled Motivation on Adaptive and Maladaptive Coping 

 Adaptive Coping Maladaptive Coping 

Variable B SE B β B SE B β 

Autonomous Motivation .02 .003 .49** -.002 .003 -.08 

Controlled Motivation .004 .01 .07 .02 .01 .39** 

R2 .27 .14 

F 14.63** 6.18** 

**p < .01. 
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Table 4 

Moderating Effects of Gender (W) and Maternal Attachment (Z) on the Relationship Between 

Autonomous Motivation (X) and Adaptive Coping (Y)   

Model summary 

R R2 MSE F Df1 Df2 p 

.73 .53 .22 11.13 5 50 <.01** 

Model 

 coefficient se t p LLCI ULCI 

Constant 2.11  1.44 1.46 .15 -.79 5.00 

Autonomous 

motivation 

.04  .02 .23 .82 -.03 .04 

Gender -1.27  .81 -1.58 .12 -2.90 .35 

Int_1 .01  .01 1.52 .14 -.0047 .03 

Maternal 

attachment 

.00  .02 -.0003 .99 -.03 .03 

Int_2 .00  .0002 .18 .85 -.0003 .0004 

Tests of highest order unconditional interactions 

 R2 change F Df1 Df2 p 

X*W .02  2.30 1 50 .14 

X*Z .003 .03 1 50 .85 

BOTH .02 1.21 2 50 .31 

Int_1: Autonomous motivation x Gender; Int_2: Autonomous motivation x Maternal Attachment 

**p < .01 
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Table 5 

Moderating Effects of Gender (W) and Paternal Attachment (Z) on the Relationship Between 

Autonomous Motivation (X) and Adaptive Coping (Y)  

Model summary 

R R2 MSE F Df1 Df2 P 

.61 .37 .29 4.85 5 42 <.01** 

Model 

 coefficient se t p LLCI ULCI 

Constant 1.65  2.15 .77 .44 -2.69 5.98 

Autonomous 

motivation 

.01  .02 .46 .65 -.04 .06 

Gender -.55  .89 -.61 .54 -2.35 1.26 

Int_1 .004  .01 .33 .74 -.02 .03 

Paternal 

attachment 

.004  .02 .18 .86 -.04 .05 

Int_2 .0000  .0002 .03 .98 -.0004 .001 

Tests of highest order unconditional interactions 

 R2 change F Df1 Df2 p 

X*W .002 .11 1 42 .74 

X*Z .00 .001 1 42 .98 

BOTH .002 .06 2 42 .98 

Int_1: Autonomous motivation x Gender; Int_2: Autonomous motivation x Paternal Attachment 

**p < .01 
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Table 6 

Moderating Effects of Gender (W) and Peer Attachment (Z) on the Relationship Between 

Autonomous Motivation (X) and Adaptive Coping (Y)  

Model summary 

R R2 MSE F Df1 Df2 p 

.77 .55 .23 13.40 5 54 <.01** 

Model 

 coefficient se t p LLCI ULCI 

Constant 1.37 1.21 1.13 .26 -1.06 3.79 

Autonomous 

motivation 

.004 .02 .23 .82 -.03 .03 

Gender -.50  .66 -.76 .45 -1.81 .82 

Int_1 .00  .01 .19 .85 -.01 .02 

Peer 

attachment 

.004  .01 .28 .78 -.02 .03 

Int_2 .0001  .0002 .83 .41 -.0002 .001 

Tests of highest order unconditional interactions 

 R2 change F Df1 Df2 p 

X*W .003 .04 1 54 .85 

X*Z .01 .69 1 54 .41 

BOTH .01 .42 2 54 .66 

Int_1: Autonomous motivation x Gender; Int_2: Autonomous motivation x Peer Attachment 

**p < .01 
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Table 7 

Moderating Effects of Gender (W) and Maternal Attachment (Z) on the Relationship Between 

Autonomous Motivation (X) and Maladaptive Coping (Y)  

Model summary 

R R2 MSE F Df1 Df2 p 

.29 .08 .28 .90 5 50 .49 

Model 

 coefficient se t p LLCI ULCI 

Constant 2.42  1.62 1.50 .14 -.83 5.66 

Autonomous 

motivation 

-.01  .02 -.39 .70 -.04 .03 

Gender -.55  .91 -.61 .55 -2.37 1.27 

Int_1 .01  .01 .90 .37 -.01 .03 

Maternal 

attachment 

.01  .02 .34 .73 -.03 .04 

Int_2 -.0001  .0002 -.26 .79 -.0004 .0003 

Tests of highest order unconditional interactions 

 R2 change F Df1 Df2 p 

X*W .01 .81 1 50 .37 

X*Z .001 .07 1 50 .79 

BOTH .02 .42 2 50 .66 

Int_1: Autonomous motivation x Gender; Int_2: Autonomous motivation x Maternal Attachment 
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Table 8 

Moderating Effects of Gender (W) and Paternal Attachment (Z) on the Relationship Between 

Autonomous Motivation (X) and Maladaptive Coping (Y)  

Model summary 

R R2 MSE F Df1 Df2 p 

.42 .17 .33 1.77 5 42 .14 

Model 

 coefficient se t p LLCI ULCI 

Constant 3.54  2.29 1.54 .13 -1.09 8.16 

Autonomous 

motivation 

-.02  .03 -.90 .37 -.08 .03 

Gender -.43  .95 -.45 .65 -2.36 1.49 

Int_1 .01  .01 1.00 .32 -.01 .04 

Paternal 

attachment 

-.01  .02 -.52 .60 -.06 .03 

Int_2 .0001  .0002 .60 .55 -.0003 .001 

Tests of highest order unconditional interactions 

 R2 change F Df1 Df2 p 

X*W .02 1.01 1 42 .32 

X*Z .01 .36 1 42 .55 

BOTH .02 .52 2 42 .60 

Int_1: Autonomous motivation x Gender; Int_2: Autonomous motivation x Paternal Attachment 
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Table 9 

Moderating Effects of Gender (W) and Peer Attachment (Z) on the Relationship Between 

Autonomous Motivation (X) and Maladaptive Coping (Y)  

Model summary 

R R2 MSE F Df1 Df2 p 

.40 .16 .29 2.11 5 54 .08 

Model 

 coefficient se t p LLCI ULCI 

Constant 2.46 1.35 1.82 .07 -.25 5.16 

Autonomous 

motivation 

-.01 .02 -.77 .45 -.05 .02 

Gender -.02 .73 -.03 .97 -1.49 1.44 

Int_1 .01 .01 .62 .54 -.01 .02 

Peer 

attachment 

-.002 .01 -.12 .90 -.03 .03 

Int_2 .0001 .0002 .36 .72 -.0003 .0004 

Tests of highest order unconditional interactions 

 R2 change F Df1 Df2 p 

X*W .01 .38 1 54 .54 

X*Z .002 .13 1 54 .72 

BOTH .01 .32 2 54 .73 

Int_1: Autonomous motivation x Gender; Int_2: Autonomous motivation x Peer Attachment 
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Table 10 

Moderating Effects of Gender (W) and Maternal Attachment (Z) on the Relationship Between 

Controlled Motivation (X) and Adaptive Coping (Y)  

Model summary 

R R2 MSE F Df1 Df2 p 

.45  .21 .33 2.92 5 56 .02* 

Model 

 coefficient se t p LLCI ULCI 

Constant 2.37 1.16 2.05 .04 .06 4.69 

Controlled 

motivation 

-.01  .03 -.21 .83 -.07 .06 

Gender -.08  .66 -.12 .91 -1.40 1.24 

Int_1 -.001  .02 -.04 .97 -.04 .03 

Maternal 

attachment 

-.01  .01 -.51 .61 -.03 .02 

Int_2 .0004  .0003 1.19 .24 -.0002 .001 

Tests of highest order unconditional interactions 

 R2 change F Df1 Df2 p 

X*W .00 .002 1 56 .97 

X*Z .02 1.42 1 56 .24 

BOTH .02 .71 2 56 .50 

Int_1: Controlled motivation x Gender; Int_2: Controlled motivation x Maternal Attachment 

*p < .05 
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Table 11 

Moderating Effects of Gender (W) and Paternal Attachment (Z) on the Relationship Between 

Controlled Motivation (X) and Adaptive Coping (Y)  

Model summary 

R R2 MSE F Df1 Df2 P 

.38 .15 .34 1.65 5 48 .16 

Model 

 coefficient se t p LLCI ULCI 

Constant 2.15 1.47 1.46 .15   -.81 5.10 

Controlled 

motivation 

.02  .04 .37 .72 -.07 .10 

Gender -.17  .91 -.18 .86 -1.99 1.67 

Int_1 -.01  .02 -.22 .83 -.06 .04 

Paternal 

attachment 

.003  .01 .28 .78 -.02 .03 

Int_2 .000  .0003 .05 .96 -.001 .001 

Tests of highest order unconditional interactions 

 R2 change F Df1 Df2 p 

X*W .001 .05 1 48 .83 

X*Z .000  .003 1 48 .96 

BOTH .001  .033 2 48 .97 

Int_1: Controlled motivation x Gender; Int_2: Controlled motivation x Paternal Attachment 
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Table 12 

Moderating Effects of Gender (W) and Peer Attachment (Z) on the Relationship Between 

Controlled Motivation (X) and Adaptive Coping (Y)  

Model summary 

R R2 MSE F Df1 Df2 p 

.63  .39 .28 7.48 5 58 <.01** 

Model 

 coefficient se t p LLCI ULCI 

Constant .10  1.23 .08 .94 -2.37 2.56 

Controlled 

motivation 

.04  .04 1.06 .29 -.04 .12 

Gender -.96  .58 -1.65 .10 -2.12 .20 

Int_1 .01  .02 .89 .38 -.02 .05 

Peer 

attachment 

.03  .02 2.28 .03* .004 .06 

Int_2 -.001  .001 -1.07 .29 -.001 .0004 

Tests of highest order unconditional interactions 

 R2 change F Df1 Df2 p 

X*W .01  .80 1 58 .38 

X*Z .01  1.14 1 58 .29 

BOTH .01  .67 2 58 .52 

Int_1: Controlled motivation x Gender; Int_2: Controlled motivation x Peer Attachment 

**p < .01 
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Table 13 

Moderating Effects of Gender (W) and Maternal Attachment (Z) on the Relationship Between 

Controlled Motivation (X) and Maladaptive Coping (Y)  

Model summary 

R R2 MSE F Df1 Df2 p 

.45 .21 .24 2.91 5 56 .02* 

Model 

 coefficient se t p LLCI ULCI 

Constant 2.68 .99 2.71 .01 .70 4.65 

Controlled 

motivation 

-.02  .03 -.68 .50 -.07 .04 

Gender .25  .56 .44 .66 -.88 1.37 

Int_1 -.001  .02 -.09 .93 -.03 .03 

Maternal 

attachment 

-.02  .01 -1.69 .10 -.04 .003 

Int_2 .001  .0003 1.84 .07 .00 .001 

Tests of highest order unconditional interactions 

 R2 change F Df1 Df2 p 

X*W .001 .01 1 56 .93 

X*Z .05 3.39 1 56 .07 

BOTH .05 1.70 2 56 .19 

Int_1: Controlled motivation x Gender ; Int_2: Controlled motivation x Maternal Attachment 

*p < .05 
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Table 14 

Moderating Effects of Gender (W) and Paternal Attachment (Z) on the Relationship Between 

Controlled Motivation (X) and Maladaptive Coping (Y)  

Model summary 

R R2 MSE F Df1 Df2 p 

.45 .20 .30 2.47 5 48 .05* 

Model 

 coefficient se t p LLCI ULCI 

Constant 1.24  1.38 .90 .37 -1.54 4.02 

Controlled 

motivation 

.02  .04 .54 .59 -.06 .10 

Gender .78  .86 .92 .36 -.94 2.51 

Int_1 -.01  .02 -.59 .56 -.06 .03 

Paternal 

attachment 

-.01  .01 -.63 .53 -.03 .02 

Int_2 .0002  .0003 .59 .56 -.0004 .001 

Tests of highest order unconditional interactions 

 R2 change F Df1 Df2 p 

X*W .01 .35 1 48 .56 

X*Z .01 .35 1 48 .56 

BOTH .02 .51 2 48 .60 

Int_1: Controlled motivation x Gender; Int_2: Controlled motivation x Paternal Attachment 

*p < .05 
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Table 15 

Moderating Effects of Gender (W) and Peer Attachment (Z) on the Relationship Between 

Controlled Motivation (X) and Maladaptive Coping (Y)  

Model summary 

R R2 MSE F Df1 Df2 p 

.46 .21 .28 3.15 5 58 .01* 

Model 

 coefficient se t p LLCI ULCI 

Constant 1.43 1.23 1.16 .25 -1.04 3.89 

Controlled 

motivation 

.01  .04 .15 .89 -.07 .08 

Gender .75  .58 1.29 .20 -.41 1.91 

Int_1 -.01  .02 -.78 .44 -.05 .02 

Peer 

attachment 

-.01  .02 -.47 .64 -.04 .02 

Int_2 .0003  .001 .63 .53 -.001 .001 

Tests of highest order unconditional interactions 

 R2 change F Df1 Df2 P 

X*W .01 .61 1 58 .44 

X*Z .01  .39 1 58 .53 

BOTH .01  .35 2 58 .71 

Int_1: Controlled motivation x Gender; Int_2: Controlled motivation x Peer Attachment 

*p < .05 
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Chapter V 

General Discussion 

 

Summary of Findings and Original Contributions 

As is the case for most individuals from marginalized groups, youth experiencing 

homelessness have historically been discussed almost exclusively within the context of adverse 

correlates, mental health outcomes and psychosocial functioning (Gewirtz O’Brien et al., 2020; 

Whitbeck et al., 2000). These youth are often stigmatized to the point of being blamed for their 

precarity (Kidd, 2007; McCarthy, 2013). This stigmatization has been found to contribute to 

reports of low self‐esteem, loneliness, feelings of being trapped, and suicidality among youth 

experiencing homelessness (Kidd, 2007). Yet, areas of considerable developmental and 

interpersonal strength are possible for youth in vulnerable populations (Cicchetti & Cohen, 1995; 

Cicchetti & Doyle, 2016; Luthar et al., 1993), including youth experiencing homelessness, as 

evidenced by many of these youth’s ability to rely on various resources and succeed despite their 

housing status (Dang, 2014; Dang & Miller, 2013; Slesnick et al., 2017). Within this context, the 

studies presented in the two papers were conducted with the aim of recasting the common 

narratives of deficit and redirecting our attention to the personal and interpersonal development 

of youth by examining the factors implicated in the resilience and coping of youth experiencing 

homelessness.  

The objective of the first study was to examine the association between relationships with 

attachment figures (i.e., mothers, fathers, peers) and the use of resources implicated in resilience 

(i.e., relational, individual, contextual). The findings indicate an association between 

relationships with parents and peers and the use of resources implicated in resilience, revealing a 

positive relationship both between reports of parental attachment and relational resilience and 
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between reports of peer attachment and contextual and individual resilience. In relation to 

parental attachment, the results highlight the significant role of these relationships in the process 

of resilience among youth experiencing homelessness, reflecting similar findings as youth within 

the general population. Even as youth experiencing homelessness have experienced events that 

culminate in living out of their parents’ house and are physically distant from their families, the 

findings depict the continuity of this attachment in the youth’s ability to use relational resources 

when overcoming adversities. As for peer attachment, the findings are consistent with the 

literature depicting the increasing influence of peers in shaping behaviours and attitudes of youth 

transitioning from childhood to adolescence and later young adulthood (Gorrese & Ruggieri, 

2012). These findings are also consistent with the Kidd et al. (2019) report that peer support 

represents a potentially impactful part of the interventions addressing youth homelessness.  

In an extension of the findings from Study 1, and based on the self-determination theory 

of motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000), the focus of the second study was to explore the 

relationships between motivational orientations (i.e., autonomous and controlled motivation) and 

coping strategies (i.e., adaptive and maladaptive coping), as well as the effect of relationships 

and gender. The results were consistent with our expectations based on findings from the general 

population, as they depicted a positively significant relationship between autonomous motivation 

and adaptive coping, and between controlled motivation and maladaptive coping. Accordingly, 

the motivational orientations that have been shown to influence adaptive and maladaptive 

outcomes in the general population appear to be also at play in a population of youth 

experiencing homelessness. Regarding relationships, a main effect of peer attachment on 

adaptive coping was found among the youth. Neither gender nor relationships moderated the 

associations between motivational orientations and coping styles. A number of possibilities could 
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explain these null results, including the cross-sectional study design, the sample size considering 

the percentage of missing values across measures (see Appendix A), or a possible lack of 

statistical power. Nonetheless, these findings highlight the importance of self-determination and 

peer relationships in adaptive coping and are in line with Slesnick et al.’s (2017) report that 

feelings of personal control mediate the effects of cumulative risk on homelessness.  

Key Implications for Practice 

These findings have key implications with regard to the orientation of interventions and 

approaches taken with youth experiencing homelessness. In addition to highlighting the 

significance of motivational orientations as well as essential relationships in the adaptive coping 

and resilience among youth experiencing homelessness, they illustrate some developmental 

continuity between youth experiencing homelessness and those in the general population ― 

especially with regard to strengths that must be considered in their trajectories. Accordingly, 

when possible and considered within the context of familial environment, mental health service 

providers are encouraged to provide opportunities for youth to remain connected with peers and 

family members by including them in the services provided and/or by facilitating access to 

communication platforms. Although youth experiencing homelessness often report not having a 

parental figure and complex family dynamics and relationships (Parker & Mayock, 2018), they 

also often express a desire to reconnect and maintain family relationships, even in circumstances 

where conflict, abuse, or violence were present (Mallett et al., 2009; Mayock et al., 2011). 

Similarly, many youth experiencing homelessness have conflict-ridden family relationships, yet 

when family relationships may have protective roles (e.g., Stein et al. 2009; Tyler, 2008) and 

families can provide these youth with vital supports (emotional, practical, and/or financial) in 

their transition out of homelessness and in the development of a sustainable future (Braciszewski 
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et al., 2016; Mallett et al., 2009; Mayock et al., 2011). While a return to the family home may not 

be a viable, appropriate, or desirable option for many (Mayock et al., 2011), familial 

reunification and improved family relationships are nonetheless possible in certain contexts, 

particularly where regular contact is maintained (Mallett et al., 2009; Mayock et al., 2011). 

Therefore, parental and peer relationships may be important, albeit underused, assets in 

designing interventions to improve the well-being of youth experiencing homelessness. 

Furthermore, youth-focused programs should consider opportunities that recognize youths’ 

internal characteristics and developmental needs, such as a desire for autonomy, competence, 

and relatedness, as posited in the theory of self-determined motivation and reflected in our 

findings. The greater recognition of individual characteristics and needs may lead to greater 

autonomy as autonomously-motivated individuals feel more independent in their decisions and 

competent in their capacity to manage adversity during times of stress or transition (Skinner & 

Edge, 2002). By understanding the motivational styles of youth experiencing homelessness and 

the quality of their relationships, clinicians and service providers would be better equipped to 

champion individual traits and needs and create individualized plans for their reintegration. 

Intervention programs focused on autonomous motivation and interpersonal support may result 

in more self-determined behaviours and in turn, greater usage of resilience resources and 

adaptive coping strategies.  

Recommendations for School Psychology Practitioners  

Although the youth in the current studies were older individuals, the results from the two 

studies have relevant implications for school psychology practitioners as many youth 

experiencing homelessness are of school-age (Gaetz et al., 2016). The environmental contexts 

associated with youth homelessness provide a complex but potentially unique opportunity for 
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school psychologists to seek a better understanding and offer support in a possibly stable 

environment for these school-aged youth. Although some of the adversities that youth 

experiencing homelessness face are beyond the capacity of the educational system to resolve 

(Tierney et al., 2008), schools can play a vital role in the experience of youth experiencing 

homelessness and can be important sites of intervention. Some youth experiencing homelessness 

also consider that schools could have been a key site that could have prevented their 

homelessness (Schwan et al., 2018). As experts in the development and mental health needs of 

their students, school psychologists have the opportunity to support students experiencing 

homelessness, reduce the stigma associated with homelessness among students and school staff, 

and counteract reductionist narratives with psychological education on the realities of 

homelessness and the possible impacts on academic functioning (e.g., the relationship between 

sleep-deprivation and/or malnourishment on externalizing behaviours and/or school engagement; 

Malenfant et al., 2020). A close relationship with a school professional, such as a school 

psychologist or a teacher, has been cited as a source of resilience among students experiencing 

homelessness and beliefs that the professional is concerned about one’s well-being can help 

mitigate feelings of isolation, abandonment, and hopelessness (Sulkowski, 2016) and facilitate 

inclusion, belongingness, and an overall positive school environment (Murphy & Tobin, 2011).  

Youth who have experienced or are experiencing homelessness often fail to have their 

academic needs met, disengage from school, and/or drop out (Gupton, 2017). Many desirable 

academic, behavioral, and socioemotional outcomes for youth experiencing homelessness have 

been linked to a positive school environment, which may include awareness about homelessness 

and students experiencing homelessness, attention to basic needs, a stable and supportive 

environment, collaboration with community organizations, and parental involvement (Murphy & 
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Tobin, 2011; O’Malley et al., 2015). Support from school psychologists can provide students 

experiencing homelessness with important mentorship opportunities, assistance with navigating 

school and social service agencies, and creates support for learning functional and 

socioemotional skills (Sulkowski, 2016). Therefore, understanding the challenges faced by 

students experiencing homelessness is among the initial steps in helping these youth receiving 

the appropriate services and support in the school community. Thus, school psychologists have 

the capacity to be leaders in the understanding and prioritizing of the needs of students 

experiencing homelessness (Sulkowski, 2016). This leadership can be evident through their work 

with other school professionals in the assessment and coordination of needs, and context-specific 

modification of policies based on the youth’s realities, such as policies related to attendance, 

tardiness, suspension, classroom accommodations, and school uniforms that do not appropriately 

consider the conditions of students experiencing homelessness (Wynne & Ausikaitis, 2013).  

School psychologists are also encouraged to consider implementing or participating in 

school-based interventions or groups aiming to address the socioemotional needs of students 

experiencing homelessness. Pertaining to our findings, school psychologists should consider 

educating their students who are experiencing homelessness about the adaptive role of 

autonomous motivation and interpersonal relationships. For example, group-delivered cognitive-

behavioural therapy and acceptance and commitment therapy programs have been associated 

with greater emotional well-being among students experiencing homelessness (Viafora et al., 

2015). Ongoing school and community-based interventions evolving from the promotion of 

internal and relational characteristics may therefore be important aspects to the promotion of 

resilience and adaptive coping, which in turn may emphasize the strengths of a population that 

has been marginalized and underserved.  
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Conclusion and Directions for Future Research 

The findings from the current studies inform our understanding of the complexity and 

nuances of developmental pathways in typical and atypical populations and contribute to 

changing the reductionist narratives about youth experiencing homelessness. The findings 

highlight the importance of understanding and being aware of both motivational orientations as 

well as relationships with essential figures, and to what extent these characteristics can be 

introduced in interventions. Considering the importance of taking individual traits and 

interpersonal relationships into account when working with youth experiencing homelessness, 

these youth should continue to be assessed within the context of their development and needs 

rather than being categorized according to their homelessness.  

Future research is required to clarify the nature and specific dimensions of peer 

relationships which encourage individual and contextual resilience and adaptive coping as well 

as the context within which these peer relationships are formed (e.g., origin of the friendship) 

and the long-term influence of these relationships (e.g., protective and risk-enhancing 

characteristics of peer relationships). Additionally, a more nuanced approach to understanding 

the interplay between individual and environmental constructs as well as possible confounders 

(e.g., history of abuse, mental illness, duration of homelessness) on resilience and coping would 

be beneficial. Future work conducted using mixed-methods research design would also allow for 

a more in-depth and context-specific exploration of perceptions, attitudes, and relationships 

among this population. Pertaining to attachment and quality of relationships, attachment should 

be assessed in greater detail, using measures that can generate the participants’ attachment styles 

and classifications (e.g., secure, dismissing, preoccupied and unresolved), such as the Adult 

Attachment Interview (AAI; George et al., 1984) and its child and adolescent adaptations 
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(Attachment Interview for Childhood and Adolescence, Ammaniti et al., 1990; Child Attachment 

Interview, Target et al., 2003). Understanding the dimensions of attachment relationships among 

these youth may give greater insight into their influence on resilience and coping.  

Overall, these ideas are all part of rethinking the narratives about youth experiencing 

homelessness. In order to do so, we must remember that housing status is not a reflection of 

individual shortcomings and that these youth cannot be defined solely by their housing status as 

they are individuals with unique characteristics and complex developmental trajectories. In this 

way, as researchers and practitioners, our mission is to empower these youth and their families 

through their current situation and into their future lives.  
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Appendix A: Percentage of Missing Cases and Values across Measures 

 

Study Variables Missing Values (n=102) Percentage of Missing 

Values 

Gender 2 2% 

Age 0 0% 

CYRM_Individual 10 9.8% 

CYRM_Relational 7 6.9% 

CYRM_Contextual 17 16.7% 

Brief COPE_Adaptive 

Coping 

0 0% 

Brief COPE_Maladaptive 

Coping 

0 0% 

GMS_Autonomous 

Motivation 

17 16.7% 

GMS_Controlled 

Motivation 

10 9.8% 

IPPA_Maternal Attachment 35 34.3% 

IPPA_Paternal Attachment 47 46.1% 

IPPA_Peer Attachment 33 32.4% 
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Appendix B: Information Letter  
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Appendix C: Consent Form 
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Appendix D: Demographics Questionnaire 
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Appendix E: Homelessness Assessment Risk Tool (HART) 
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Appendix F: Child Youth Resilience Measure (CYRM) 
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Appendix G: Global Motivation Scale (GSM-28) 
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Appendix H: BRIEF Cope 
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Appendix I: Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA) 
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Appendix J : Lettre d’Information 
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Appendix K : Formulaire de Consentement 
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Appendix L : Fiche Démographique 
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Appendix M : Version française du Homelessness Assessment Risk Tool (HART) 
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Appendix N : Version française du Child Youth Resilience Measure (CYRM) 
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Appendix O : Version française du Global Motivation Scale (GMS-28) 
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Appendix P : Version française du Brief COPE 
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Appendix Q : Version française du Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA) 
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