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Abstract

The experiences of justice-involved homeless women (JIHW) and the meanings they
attach to these experiences are integral to their present and future identities. However,
the ways individuals perceive and interpret their experiences are deeply embedded
within cultural context, suggesting that certain experiences - and the social meanings
attached to them - may play a central role in identity construction. Contemporary
research has shown that individual characteristics subject to stigma can profoundly
shape meaning-making processes essential to identity construction. For example,
homelessness often leads to stigmatizing that may influence how individuals define
themselves. In this qualitative study, the life narratives of five JIHW engaged in the
dual process of exiting homelessness and desisting crime were analyzed to identify
how they describe the influence of their traumatic experiences in the construction of
their identity. The analysis shows that JIHW go through five identity positions as they
cope with traumatic experiences. Identity work articulated through these positions
highlights how developing the capacity to make sense of traumatic experiences can
support a clearer understanding of the self, which in turn can foster housing
stabilization and desisting from crime.

Keywords

Women; narrative identity, meaning-making, traumatic experience, desisting from
crime, housing stabilization.

308 | International Journal on Homelessness: https:/ /ijoh.ca


mailto:mathilde.moffet-bourassa.1@ulaval.ca

Moffet-Bourassa et al.: Identity Construction by Justice-Involved Homeless Women

Introduction

Nearly 75% of homeless women in Canada identify as survivors of trauma or abuse
(Schwan et al., 2021), which often began in childhood (Racette et al., 2024). Their life
stories contain more examples of experiences that constitute risk factors for homelessness,
such as neglect, maltreatment, family dysfunction, and sexual, verbal, and physical
abuse, than those of homeless men (Garcia-Valverde et al., 2025; Milaney et al., 2020;
Phipps et al., 2019). Women are also more likely than men to become homeless due to
intimate partner violence (Andermann et al, 2021; Flynn et al.,, 2025; Latimer &
Bordeleau, 2019). Recent data for Canada show that such violence results, on average, in
the death of one woman every five days and has forced more than 40,000 women and
their 27,000 children to live in shelters (Andermann et al., 2021).

Homelessness is often a traumatic experience, particularly for women, who are more
likely than their male counterparts to be re-victimized through sexual and physical abuse,
forced to engage in survival sex work, and exploited through human trafficking
(Andermann et al.,, 2021; Phipps et al., 2019). These realities, combined with the
overwhelming and persistent sense of insecurity, loss of dignity, and erosion of social
status associated with homelessness (e. g., loss of mother’s and citizens’ social status)
(Bellot & Rivard, 2017), create additional challenges for women that can lead to significant
disruptions in identity (Desrosiers & MacDonald, 2025; Greissler, 2025; McCarthy, 2015).
Homeless women are also more likely than homeless men to experience mental and
physical health issues, including a higher risk of suicidal ideation, suicide attempts, or
hospitalization in psychiatric units (Fournier et al., 2022; Milaney et al., 2020) as well as
conflicts within their social networks (Fournier et al., 2022; Winetrobe et al., 2017). The
specific characteristics and risk factors that affect women increase the likelihood of
repeated episodes of homelessness, delinquent behaviors, arrests, incarceration, and
negative interactions with law enforcement (Edalati et al., 2020; Hocken et al., 2022). Their
efforts to survive repeated trauma can take the form of responses that involve criminal
behaviors (e.g., drug dealing, disturbing the peace), which often result in social labeling
and stigmatization (Desrosiers & MacDonald, 2025; Flynn et al., 2025) and lead to contact
with the criminal justice system (Petrillo, 2023; Sharpe, 2022). Involvement in criminal
activity perpetuates violence and trauma, which increases the risk of homelessness,
creating a vicious cycle (McCarthy & Hagan, 2024).

Exiting Homelessness and Desisting from Crime

Desistance from crime refers to the process leading to the cessation of a criminal
career. Its first phase (primary or behavioral) involves a period of cessation of criminal
behavior. The second phase (secondary or identity-based) is characterized by a change in
social roles, leading an offender to see themselves as a “new person”. The third phase
(tertiary or relational) occurs when the individual, through changes in self-perception, in
the way they are perceived by others, and in their place in society, develops a sense of
belonging and legitimacy (Brunelle et al., 2024; McNeill & Shrinkel, 2024).
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The desistance process is facilitated by having a “home,” which provides ontological
security! for criminalized women, helping them establish routines, invest in social
relationships, and feel that they control their own lives (Dupuis & Thorns, 1998). A home
and the benefits it brings also promote conformity and provide a safe space in which to
build a “new” identity that supports desistance from crime (Low & Mills, 2024). Although
little is known about desistance among JIHW (Moffet-Bourassa & F.-Dufour, 2024), it is
plausible that women without a home lack a secure space in which they can focus on
constructing a “non-offender” identity (Low & Mills, 2024; Osterman, 2019). The
processes involved in exiting homelessness and desisting from crime overlap and often
influence each other (Low & Mills, 2024; McCarthy, 2015; Utting & Woodall, 2022). For
instance, access to safe and stable housing can reduce women’s reliance on deviant peers
for survival by eliminating the need to depend on them for shelter, thereby facilitating
the process of knifing off that can lead to desistance (Low & Mills, 2024). Although JIHW
may wish to desist and actively work toward this, difficulties in establishing a home —
often due to past experiences and ongoing economic challenges/barriers (see Low &
Mills, 2024) —can hinder this process.

Several authors see the desistance process as closely intertwined with changes in
narrative identity (see Maruna & Liem, 2021; Petrich & Lee, 2024). Others suggest that
women have multiple personal and social identities that are not shaped solely by their
experience of homelessness (Gonyea & Melekis, 2017; McCarthy, 2015; Williams, 2003)
but reflect various subjective positions (Preece et al., 2020) that can be affected by the
factors that lead to, sustain, or help end homelessness (Bellot & Rivard, 2017). However,
little is currently known about the identity transformation undergone by women with
histories of trauma who are engaged in the dual process of exiting homelessness and
desisting from crime. This exploratory study focuses specifically on these identity
transformations as described and interpreted by women in their life narratives.

Conceptual Framework
Narrative Identity

The concept of narrative identity stems from the narrative approach, an
interdisciplinary approach developed since the 1980s. Narrative theorists argue that
stories help individuals construct identities that take into account an immediate or
imagined social audience (Becker, 1997; Langellier & Peterson, 2004; Riessman, 2008).
Identities are always relational, enacted through various processes (cognitive, material,
sensory) in which a sense of self is created in relation to others. Through processes of
identification and disidentification, individuals come to understand their place in the
world and in relation to others (Preece et al., 2020). Bruner (1990) asserts that narration is
a means for individuals to process and make sense of their experiences that goes beyond
the details of who, what, and where to capture feelings, thoughts, and motivations.
Autobiographical stories can encourage the development of connections between past
experiences and the self (McAdams, 1985, 1992; McLean, 2005). However, for such

1 Ontological security refers to a sense of continuity, stability, and self-coherence, as well as to social and material environment
(Giddens, 1990).
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narratives to contribute to identity construction they must include autobiographical
reasoning that allows individuals to explore and integrate ideas and experiences into a
coherent sense of self (Habermas & Bluck, 2000; McAdams, 2003; McLean, 2005).

Meaning-Making

In the context of this study, “meaning-making” refers to the ways in which narrators
consciously establish connections between different events in their lives, as well as
between events and their identity - how protagonists interpret events and how these
interpretations contribute to shaping who they are over time (McAdams & McLean, 2013;
McLean, 2005, 2008). The process involved in constructing or making sense of events is
particularly engaged when individuals face disruptive experiences or biographical
breaks. Such experiences are often related to unexpected, often negative, events and can
be catalysts for the meaning-making process necessary to integrate such life course
disruptions into a narrative identity. They deviate from what is considered normal and,
if responses to them fail to meet cultural expectations, can lead to stigmatization.
(McAdams & McLean, 2013; McLean, 2005, 2008). Individuals who experience the
behavioral disruptions caused by stigmatization and self-stigmatization must find a way
to interpret these disruptions that makes sense out of what has occurred. JIHW
experience numerous biographical disruptions, such as traumatic experiences,
homelessness, and delinquency, that engage the meaning-making process required to
integrate them into a narrative identity, leading them to adopt different subjective
positions that make it possible to appropriate or reappropriate precarious identities
(Gonyea & Melekis, 2017; McCarthy, 2015; Williams, 2003).

Biographical Disruptions

Trauma, delinquency, and homelessness, although different types of experiences, are
often intertwined. Traumatic experiences, particularly those experienced during
childhood, affect both the development of secure attachment with parental/caregiver
figures and the self-regulation skills associated with learning, memory, and emotions.
The repercussions from failure to develop these attachments or skills can, according to
Godbout and colleagues (2018), lead to dissociation and avoidance, relational and
attachment problems, somatization and biology/physiology, cognitive and learning
problems, difficulties with emotional regulation and understanding of the world,
dysfunctional behaviors (substance abuse, delinquency), mentalization (failure of the
reflective function), and difficulty in developing identity and self-concept. Identity
consolidation for traumatized individuals is a complex process as it involves integrating
“the foreign, the unacceptable, the terrifying, and the incomprehensible” into the self-
concept (Van der Kolk et al., 1996, p. 419). For such individuals, self-perception often
involves feelings of shame, guilt, inner emptiness, and stigmatization, contributing to low
self-esteem (Herman, 2015).

Research highlight that the aftermath of complex trauma often involves survival
strategies that are initially functional but become problematic when maintained over time
(e.g., substance abuse, delinquency to support such abuse) (Marcotte et al., 2023; Petrillo,
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2023; Pressley & Smith, 2017) and sometimes lead to periods of homelessness (La rue des
Femmes, 2025). Such biographical disruptions are associated with societal labelling or
condemnation that further stigmatize individuals, regardless of the genesis of their
difficulties. Some authors have argued that the situation of homelessness (Gonyea &
Melekis, 2017; McCarthy, 2015; Williams, 2003) and the label of “delinquent” (Toolis &
Hammack, 2015) or “victim” (Marcotte et al., 2023) are not fixed determinants of the
identity and self of individuals experiencing them. According to Preece and collaborators
(2020), meaning-making related to changes in different subjective positions can
contribute to a reconstruction of precarious identities that highlights alternative choices,
pride in survival, ingenuity, and freedom, while Gonyea and Melekis (2017), McCarthy
(2015), and Williams (2003) argue that marginalization is not an absolute obstacle to
reflexivity and creativity. Taking into account these findings, the present study focuses
on the different identity positions that emerge from the meaning-making related to
biographical disruptions in the life narratives of five JIHW who have faced trauma.

Method
Transcendance Project 1.0: A Living Lab

This study uses data collected as part of the Transcendance Project 1.0: A Living Lab.?
The narrative and critical paradigm on which the Transcendance Project is based is
grounded in an ontology which holds that reality is narrated, constructed, and shaped
by power structures. Knowledge about these structures is accessible through stories,
which provide information about individuals’ realities and the structures that influence
them. The preferred data collection tool in our study was therefore the life story
interview, inspired by McAdams' life-story interview (2008), a tool that has been used in
numerous studies since the 1990s (see Hammond et al., 2020).

The objective of this large-scale project was to collect life stories from people aged 18
to 30 who had encountered difficulties before, during, or after their transition to
adulthood. Recruitment was carried out initially in collaboration with partner
organizations working with vulnerable individuals (e.g., Squat Basse-Ville, Point de Rue,
Maison Radisson) in Mauricie and Quebec. The snowball method (word of mouth from
participants) was then used to find additional participants. Each person who indicated
an interest in participating was sent a document providing information on timelines and
key interview elements to help them prepare for the interview. Ninety-one life stories
were collected from participants with diverse vulnerabilities who had experienced
multiple traumas.?

Data Collection Tool: Life Story

The life story interview is a practical and holistic methodology for sensitive collection
of personal stories that reveal how a specific life is constructed and reconstructed. Part of
a narrative inquiry methodology, the life story has a multifaceted role and is used to

2 Ethical approval has been obtained from the Research Ethics Committee on Human Subjects of the Université du Québec a Trois-
Rivieres (CERPPE-24-32-07.07) and informed consent has been obtained by them and all participants.
3 Life stories were collected in French with excerpts translated by the authors for inclusion in this article.
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capture the voice and essence of a life in a comprehensive personal narrative. This
approach is based on respect for individual narrators and consideration of the subjective
meaning conveyed by their stories (Atkinson, 2007). Becker (1997) argues that narration
is a meaning-making process in which individuals work to make sense of events,
particularly events that mark a break from the normal course of life. Several researchers
who use the narrative approach have argued that stories, or the tales people tell and/or
interpret, help individuals construct or reconstruct their identities and make sense of the
world and their experiences (Becker, 1997; Langellier & Peterson, 2004; Riessman, 2008).
Identity is thus understood as essentially formed through narration (McAdams, 2008;
Ricceur, 1988) and individuals “are” the story they tell about themselves. Identity is the
result of the meaning-making required when biographical disruptions that break with
biographical continuity or cultural norms and expectations are experienced (Langellier &
Peterson, 2004; Riessman, 2008).

The interview framework for our study began with an unstructured section in which
the participant was asked to relate their life story by dividing it into chapters, with special
consideration given to what determined the end of one chapter and the beginning of the
next, as well as giving a title to each chapter. The interviewer began the process by
requesting that a participant “describe what happened, where and when, who was
involved, and what you thought and felt”. If a participant’s description of events seemed
superficial, the interviewer used prompts such as “How did this event affect you? How
did what you are telling me influence the next chapter or your life in general?”
(McAdams, 2008, p. 2). In the second part of the interview, participants were asked to
describe specific scenes, such as what they felt was their most positive moment, most
negative moment, turning point, moment of self-revelation, or greatest challenge, and the
values they used to or still make these determinations. Finally, participants were asked
to project themselves into the next chapter and describe its key elements. Throughout the
interview, prompts were used to encourage the participants to reflect on the significance
of the events being described (e.g., What is the importance of this event in your view of
yourself, of your life?). Interviews lasted between 1 hour and 2 hours 45 minutes (average
of 95 minutes) and varied depending on the level of participant preparation, the
emotional state of the participant during the interview, and the participant's willingness
to open up, as well as the frequency with which individual interviewers prompted
participants to delve deeper.

Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim and ranged from 20 to 40 pages.
For each interview, key events were identified using a combined inductive and
participant-centered approach. Research team members (RTMs) conducted an initial read
of each interview to identify events that appeared to structure the participant’s narrative
(e.g., turning points, transitions, crises, or pivotal decisions). Priority was given to events
explicitly described by the interviewees as meaningful, impactful, or consequential for
their life course (e.g., through emphasis, emotional salience, repetition, or explicit
evaluative statements such as “that changed everything for me”). When events were
identified by the RTMs rather than being explicitly labelled as important by the
interviewee, this determination was grounded in clear narrative and contextual
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indicators, including: (a) extended or detailed narration relative to other experiences, (b)
positioning of the event as a before/after moment in the life story, (c) links made by the
participant between the event and subsequent changes in behaviour, identity, or
circumstances, and/ or (d) strong emotional or reflective content. To enhance rigour, each
interview was independently read by two RTMs, and discrepancies in the identification
or interpretation of key events were discussed until consensus was reached, with
reference to the interview transcript and the analytic framework guiding the study. This
analytical work made it possible to identify ten life stories involving participants who
identified as female and described having experienced episodes of homelessness and
trauma. In five of these life stories, participants reported past involvement in delinquent
activities and contact with the criminal justice system. All were at least in the first stages
of a process of desistance from crime and moving towards housing stabilization. Our goal
was not to use this information to provide information about the experience of
homelessness, trauma, or judicial involvement but rather to see how these elements were
constitutive of an individual’s narrative identify, giving meaning to their life story. All
participants were in their twenties. Apart from two participants (Audrey and Olivia), all
had a history of involvement with youth protection services. Participants learned about
the study through a day center, a friend, a residential resource, or a halfway home.

Positionality, Reflexivity, and Credibility

In alignment with our narrative and critical paradigm, we recognize that reality is
constructed and shaped by power structures. As an academic research team (e.g.,
comprised of white, middle-class researchers/practitioners), we acknowledge the
inherent power differentials between ourselves and the JIHW who shared their stories.
To mitigate the imposition of our own academic or practice-oriented lenses, the
Transcendance Project was deliberately structured as a Living Lab. This framework
fosters reflexivity by continuously prioritizing the participants as the primary experts of
their own lives. To establish the credibility and confirmability of our findings, we utilized
investigator triangulation. Each interview was independently read and analyzed by two
separate research assistants. By dividing the narratives into thematic sections and cross-
referencing summaries, the team engaged in iterative discussions to ensure our
interpretations were deeply grounded in the participants’” own lived experiences. This
collaborative, reflexive process was essential to avoiding the application of predefined or
potentially stigmatizing labels, thereby ensuring the findings authentically reflect the
meaning-making processes of the participants.

Analyses
The Richness, Depth, Diversity, and Complexity of Life Stories

The narrative method made it possible to capture the details and complexity of each
life story, while also making them suitable for analysis. However, while the concepts of
data, theme, code and even meaning saturation are consistent with neo-positivism and
discovery-oriented approaches, they are not compatible with the values and assumptions
of narrative approach and analysis (Braun & Clark, 2019). Using data such as life stories
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requires recognizing that meaning is generated by the interpretation of data and not
extracted from it. Judgments about the “number” of data elements are therefore
necessarily subjective and cannot be determined (entirely) before analysis. Like Nelson
(2016), we argue that “conceptual density” or “conceptual depth,” rather than saturation,
should be used in analysis of life stories.

Analyses of Life Stories

Data consisting of narrative life stories is often analyzed by either quantitatively
measuring the number of meaning units that refer to the 'universal' themes found in most
life stories - agency, communion, redemption, contamination, search for meaning, and
personal growth - or by identifying structural characteristics such as narrative coherence
(see Adler et al., 2016; Bauer et al., 2019; Waters & Fivush, 2015, for more in-depth
explication of these themes). We followed the second approach and considered the
narratives qualitatively and holistically in order to capture key events and determine the
primary meaning of these events for the narrator, using case studies (Yin, 2014) and
phenomenology (Fortin & Gagnon, 2015) as a basis for our analysis of life stories. Our
tirst step was to create chronological lifelines for each of the five JIHW narratives (Fiorelli
et al., 2014), documenting participants’ most negative and positive moments, turning
point(s) and expectations for future chapters, as elicited through the McAdams (2008) life
story interview protocol. This interview method explicitly invites participants to reflect
on moments they personally perceive as most meaningful in shaping their lives. As such,
these moments were not selected or inferred by the researchers but were generated
directly through structured narrative prompts and defined according to participants’
own meanings and interpretations. This approach is consistent with the narrative identity
framework underpinning the McAdams interview (2008) and strengthens the study’s
capacity to examine meaning-making, identity construction by foregrounding potential
biographical disruptions across the life course.

We then analyzed the life stories, paying particular attention to the conscious links
narrators made between different events and on the way these events were mobilized in
the construction of identity. This interpretive work made it possible to document
biographical disruption across the narratives. The identities that emerged from
participants” subjective and retrospective meaning-making in relation to these
disruptions were synthesized for each individual in phenomenological summaries.
Finally, by examining similarities and contrasts across cases, we identified identity
positions characterizing our sample of JIHW who had experienced trauma and were in
the process of exiting homelessness and desisting from crime.

Results

Evaluating the links that participants made between their life experiences and their
identity suggested five subjective identity positions.

Identity Position A

Participants’ first biographical disruptions, as revealed through their life stories,
began in childhood and included abuse and maltreatment, family dysfunction and
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conflicts with family members, interventions by youth protection services, and housing
instability (multiple placements and moves). Feelings of instability, incomprehension,
loss of security, and parental rejection led participants to describe themselves as victims
who had no power over the events they experienced. Audrey*, aged 27, explained:

From the time I was one until 1 was eleven ... I was mistreated, abused, poorly nourished. We
ate once a week... They [my parents] abandoned me in a snowbank at 6 months ... They
preferred ... doing powder with their clients.

Laurence explained that she was “a child who wasn't afraid, who felt safe. As soon as I was
[sexually] abused, I wasn't safe anymore. I felt fear, insecurity, confusion”. Maude, 25 years old,
mentioned she felt like “trash” when her mother “threw” her into a youth center, while
Olivia, aged 28, and Rachel, aged 22, noted that separation from their parents and
changes in their family structures, among other things, had caused them psychological
distress. Participants” discussion of such experiences showed little evidence of meaning-
making, and their accounts reflected identity construction hindered by trauma: “The child
can't feel hatred like an adult, but they still feel it. They don't know what these emotions are.
They're stuck with them. I completely changed, the child changes immediately. They're revolted,
more withdrawn” (Laurence, aged 29).

Identity Position B

In discussing adolescence, participants described their attempts to construct meaning
from the biographical disruptions (traumas) experienced in childhood. These attempts
were made primarily through negative behaviors and relationships that affected their
housing stability. Olivia explained that her parents' separation resulted in “sadness” and
a feeling of being “lost,” which contributed to her entry into an abusive relationship:

It was a way to find security in a really bad way, really the worst way in fact. You know, in
hindsight, it's clear that a guy who is 15, 20 years older than you, who has tattoos all over his
face, who is incarcerated and criminalized and all that, it's not safe ... But I didn't feel alone
anymore.

[

For Rachel, her father's separation from a significant partner led her to' “change [her]
style,” going from “emo to gothic to normal,” eventually losing self-esteem and feeling
“judged” by her friends. This context facilitated her “first contact in the criminal world,” her
consumption of illicit drugs and opposing behaviors. She explained she was no longer
“the model little girl ... sensitive”. Laurence mentioned having “many behavioral problems,
violence, drugs, alcohol,” being “with the bums,” and running away. Maude exhibited
similar behaviors in response to her mother's emotional rejection, which led to her
placement in a youth center. Unlike the other participants, Audrey was able to make
directly a connection between her sexual abuse and her identity, but she was still unable
to define the meaning she gave to this disruption in order to construct her identity:

I've always been searching for myself and never found myself ... I've always kept it [my sexual
abuse] to myself ... It impacted me by making me aggressive, impulsive, with an extreme

4 The names of the participants are fictitious and randomly assigned.
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personality disorder. I don't know who I am, I don't even know what it means to take care of
myself ... I was assaulted. I've broken walls.

Audrey’s narrative reveals that identity position B is ongoing in her life course. The
difficulties the participants encountered in their attempts to construct meaning from
biographical disruptions (traumas) experienced in childhood led them to search for who
they are in relation to these experiences.

Identity Position C

In looking at their pasts, all participants except Audrey realized that the often-
negative behaviors and relationships that were part of their attempts to construct
meaning from the biographical disruptions experienced in childhood (traumas) had led
them to enacted identities they describe as not their own. They mention feeling as if they
were playing a role and not being themselves when they were young adults. For Laurence
and Rachel, committing the crimes involved in their survival and in meeting their need
for safety, love, belonging, and esteem led them to enacted identities such as criminal,
violent, drug addict and runaway, among others.

I don't want to harm people, I'm not negative. I am careful, I am polite. But on the street, I do
what I have to do, if I sell drugs. In this environment, you put on a tough facade, nothing
bothers you, you don't care about anyone. If there's something, you solve the problem with
violence ... I put on a facade. Because I have two personalities, there's me and there's me on
the street. Now I can dissociate the two. Before, I couldn't, but now I can. (Laurence)

If a guy looked at me on the street, I would slap him because, I don't know, I didn't accept
being looked at and guys from the street, the street environment, I felt like I had to prove myself
more than others since I was a girl in that environment and I had to show that I was violent to
scare others. (Rachel)

Maude and Olivia mention the consequences stigmatizing labels had on the construction
of their personal identity.

When you talk to another person, whether it's a social worker, your family, or anyone, [it’s]
always the appearance. And there are big labels like [drugs] consumption, it's very easy to
have prejudices and all that. You want to hide. You don't want to be true. And when you're
not true with someone, you're not true with yourself either. (Olivia)

That abusive relationship [I was in], I felt as trapped as when I was in the youth center ... as if
they were trying to crush my person, wanting me to be someone other than who I am ... I really
felt oppressed. (Maude)

In Audrey’s case, attention is mainly given to describing and managing her behaviors
and emotions, while the meaning these expressions hold for her remains unexplored:
“I'm a very whiny, aggressive, compulsive person. But these days, I'm managing it a lot better
[...] [still] from one extreme to another. I've hardly found the middle ground”. By adopting
deviant behaviors and engaging in unhealthy and negative relationships, the participants
conform to the labels they have been given, enacting identities that do not align with who
they are.
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Identity Position D

At the time of the interview, Laurence, Maude, Olivia, and Rachel related events that
had allowed them to make sense of past events or to gain insights that led to changes.
They explained that these events had made them feel as if they were retaking control of
their lives. For Laurence and Olivia, therapy had allowed them to realize that resorting
to negative behaviors and engagement in unhealthy relationships stemmed from their
traumas and stigmatization.

Here [in therapy], it teaches me why I struggle with people. Why I need to numb myself.
Because I have suffered abuse, it makes me distrustful, it makes it hard for me to create bonds,
and I am very insecure. I have a lot of anxiety, a lot of anxiety. I have been aggressive, impulsive
since I was 6 years old ... I also learned that if I don't address my wounds and grief and forgive
myself, I will never be able to stop consuming [drugs]. I thought I could do it without that, but
no. (Laurence)

For Olivia, spirituality provided insights that generated changes:

With God, I have increasingly become aware of my reality. Instead of not admitting it to myself
and being in denial or anger or all sorts of things. That's it, I have progressed more and more
... Looking at oneself as one is. Seeing oneself in the mirror, it's difficult ... to stop giving
importance to preconceived ideas.

The creation of sense of home enabled Olivia and Rachel to value and to gain insights
into their personal journey: “We were able to buy a few pieces of furniture, and today, when 1
look around me, I think, “wow, I have all of this, and I've come a long way’” (Rachel). Olivia
explains that engaging in such introspection was difficult for her while she was
embedded in coercive and deviant relationships:

I didn’t like it when my roommate would invite [deviant] people I didn’t know into our place.
I had no control over her. And being with him [violent ex-partner] kept me trapped in a kind
of bubble. You know, controlled, but not in a healthy way. I didn’t feel comfortable in that
environment [...] They don’t come to my place anymore [my former deviant peers]. [...] I
completely changed my social circle. [...] It feels good now. At home, no one comes over except
visitors my partner and I invite. It’s stable. Everything is in order; it feels good. It was a
turning point.

In Maude’s case, having a home would help her feel more accepted and integrated in
society:
What I want is a stable, well-ordered life, with a boyfriend and a normal friend, for fuck’s sake

- a life that actually make sense. But what does it even mean to be normal? We all know what
we mean by that, but for me, being normal is precisely having an apartment where I feel good

[...]

Laurence echoes this sentiment: “I want to try to have a normal life”.> Being a mother
(Olivia), meeting a healthy partner (Maude and Rachel), trying to stop or to cease alcohol

5 We do not know where Audrey has lived since age 19.
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and drug consumption (Laurence, Maude, Olivia, and Rachel), being exhausted and
repulsed by the lifestyle involved in crime and housing instability (Laurence, Maude,
Olivia, and Rachel) and creating a home (Olivia and Rachel) were experiences that
allowed participants to make sense of past events and gain insights that generated
change. Maude articulated the complexity of this process:

When you change your lifestyle and everything, it's complicated, you start with a certain
mentality and it's like you have to give yourself another mentality and it's complicated in that
regard. It's stressful, it's stressful and it's very exhausting ... many think that ohhh you will
get out of it like that, but it's a big journey, you have to do by yourself, and I found it
complicated.

In Audrey's case, being a mother and participating in therapy allowed her to reflect on
her experiences and biographical disruptions (e.g., sexual abuse), as well as the
consequences these had for her emotions and behaviors:

IfI didn't have my children, I think I would be at [psychiatric ward] with straitjackets. Therapy
helped me to refocus a bit on myself and try to understand myself that, for or against, I have
to do something. I stay calm.

However, unlike the other participants, Audrey was unable to sufficiently distance
herself from her biographical disruptions to fully understand their influence on her
identity. Her engagement remained primarily oriented towards the regulation of
emotions and behaviors linked to past trauma, thereby complicating her ability to
generate change and gain control over her life: “[I hope] to succeed in regaining control,
especially over emotions ... [and to] find myself again”. At the time of the interview, she
described an ongoing search for identity, marked by continued attempts to make sense
of her past through deviant behaviors and unhealthy relationships.

Unlike Audrey, Laurence explained that she was still in the process of taking control
of her life. Her therapy had allowed her to reflect on the various experiences and
biographical disruptions she had gone through and to understand that she could, today,
act on what she wanted to be:

I still have progress to make ... If I manage to forgive myself, I will be able to forgive others. I
will be able to move forward and then my guilt will be less heavy. I will be able to live it [my
life] fully instead of just assuming it ... for now [my ambition], it's to be honest [with myself]
and how to say not, “I'm not a citizen,” but to try to be a normal citizen, not a criminal.

Audrey’s and Laurence’s narrative illustrate a pursuit of identity position D, reflecting
its ongoing nature, while the contrast between their experience highlights its emergent
character.

Identity Position E

Finally, Maude, Olivia, and Rachel’s retrospective analysis of their life stories
highlighted their ability to make sense of the various identity positions they occupied (A,
B, Cand D). This process allowed them to understand their present identity and integrate
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both its positive and negative elements, while acknowledging that these do not constitute
fixed aspects of the self and can be transformed over time.

I learned that I, too, am important and that I am not worthless, even though I have been treated
like crap ... it's like a journey I have made. I was really down and I climbed back up ... what is
behind me is still part of me and if I hadn't lived it, it wouldn't have been the same and it's
also because of what 1 lived before that I am who I am today ... I feel like I have become myself
again. I had really lost myself during that period and I am really ashamed of who I could have
been and now, that I have returned to being the sensitive girl I was, it makes me realize that I
am in the right place, that I am starting to become the real me again. (Rachel)

I think the important thing is not to make judgments. Not about others, of course. But not
about ourselves either. And, you know, often things are not what they seem ... I may have taken
many detours and seen really ugly things. In it, there were things I learned. There were tools
or keys that I use ... My past, I don't necessarily like it, but I don't hate it. I have more and
more respect for my past because, today, it serves me in many ways. (Olivia)

Maude expressed herself in a similar way by saying: “I did all sorts of things and everything,
but you know, it allowed me to know a lot about myself, about others”. These three participants
also explained that they were proud of their ability to overcome and of being able to
envision themselves in new identities in the future. Maude said that she wanted to be a
mother and start a family with her partner. Rachel also wanted to start a family but also
wanted to complete her training in special education and become a homeowner. Olivia
dreamed of finding a job where she could thrive. In Audrey’s case, the different level of
ongoing identity-work related to identity positions (A, B, C and D) allow her to gradually
talk about herself as a mother, an altruistic and morally oriented person. However, her
difficulty integrating both positive and negative (e. g. sexual abuse) elements of her
experience hinders the construction of her identity. As a results, she remains primary
anchored in immediate cognitions, emotions, and behaviors, with limited capacity for
reflexive distance. It is therefore possible to observe contradictions between the way
Audrey talks about herself and the way she acts:

I kind of took justice into my own hands [...] we beat him up [the abuser, that is also hers] [...]
Otherwise, who would have done it? She could have died [the alleged sexual abuse victim] if I
hadn’t showed up.

Similarly of Audrey, Laurence is coming to understand her current identity, but she is in
therapy to integrate its positive and negative elements as mutable aspect of the self. Their
ability to make sense of their biographical disruptions (traumas, homelessness, judicial
involvement/delinquency) allowed them to build a more coherent identity.

Discussion

This research focuses on the different identity positions that emerged from meaning-
making dealing with biographical disruptions in the life stories of five women engaged
in the dual process of exiting homelessness and desisting crime who had experienced
trauma. Similar to individuals in previously described discussions of narrative meaning-
making (McAdams & McLean, 2013; McLean, 2005, 2008), the women in our sample
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mention several biographical disruptions, including traumatic experiences in childhood,
deviant behaviors, episodes of homelessness, and experiences of stigmatization. The
analysis of the narratives identified five subjective identity positions that emerged,
developed and undergo over time. The different identity positions mentioned in the life
stories highlight the progression of an individual’s ability to make sense of experiences.
This progression was stimulated by the biographical disruptions that punctuated the life
paths of these women, disruptions that often conflicted with social norms and normative
expectations. Interestingly, having experienced the authorship of their self-narrative
(Maude, Olivia and Rachel), or persevering in that process (Audrey and Laurence)
through the development of a meaning-making capacity, has equipped participants with
resources (e. g., acknowledging that positive and negative elements of the identity do not
constitute fixed aspects of the self and can be transformed over time) that enable them, at
different levels, to feel more accepted and integrated into society, despite and/or because
of their lived experiences of marginalization and trauma. This capacity, in turn, appears
to favor both their desistance from crime and housing stabilization, as it becomes
observable across different forms of identity work articulated in participants” identity
position. Each identity position is discussed in relation to author’s voice, meaning-
making and scientific literature to understand more clearly their nature. The synthesis of
these relationships is summarized in Table 1.

Traumas and their Status as Biographical Disruptions

Results suggest that trauma is central to the meaning-making and narrative identity
construction of JIHW (Petrillo, 2023). Abuse and maltreatment, family conflicts and
dysfunctions, interventions by child protection services, and housing instability
experienced in childhood are significant experiences that mark the participants'
narratives, stimulate meaning-making, and shape identity. Even if they have succeeded
in profoundly transforming their relationships with themselves, others, and their
environments, participants must continually cope with past experiences while
integrating contemporary biographical disruptions. The identity position A described
here is similar to the repercussions of trauma described by Godbout and colleagues
(2018). As they note, trauma appears to complicate narrative identity construction and
participants mention “functioning daily in 'survival' mode, developing hypervigilance at
the expense of developing their inner world” (p.67) as well as experiencing distress, fear,
and anxiety, which can complicate the evaluation of feelings and experiences essential
for identity construction (Godbout et al., 2018). The resulting level of identity
construction is normal and expected in childhood, as brain development is not yet
sufficient to allow the emergence of a structured self-concept and coherent narrative
memory (McLean & Pasupathi, 2010), while the severity of the events experienced far
exceeds the adaptive capacities when young (Godbout et al., 2018). Position A reveals a
disrupted identity.
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Failure to Recognize Traumas, Consequences, and Stigmatizing Labels

Consistent with the work of Pressley and Smith (2017) and Petrillo (2023),
participants' narratives demonstrate that the coping strategies mobilized to deal with
traumatic experiences are survival strategies that are initially functional but can become
problematic over time (Marcotte et al., 2023). The identity position B suggests that the
deviant behaviors, substance use, and unhealthy relationships that JIHW engage in are
attempts to compensate for or deal with fundamental needs that have not been meet due
to repercussions from traumas experienced. They mention the need for self-esteem, love,
security, belonging, and freedom, among others. Position B reveals a sought identity. The
identity position C highlights how stigmatization and the negative labels attached to
survival behaviors often do not reflect participants' perception of themselves (Gonyea &
Melekis, 2017). Caught between their own self-image and the image society reflects back
to them, JIHW acknowledge the dissociation necessary to deal with identity as well as
delinquency, homelessness, substance use, and unhealthy relationships. The failure of
others to recognize the traumas and their consequences contributes to stigmatization and
failing to provide the support JIHW need (Desrosiers & MacDonald, 2025; Greissler,
2025). Position C reveals an imposed identity.

Ontological Security and Meaning-Making

To continue with the work of making sense of traumatic experiences and their
consequences, JIHW must develop a sense of ontological security (Giddens, 1991;
Henwood et al., 2018). The identity position D captures the idea that a growing sense of
control over one's life, along with the ability to shape and bring predictability to everyday
life, fosters opportunities to forge social bonds and to gradually engage in meaningful
social participation outside of experiences of victimization, criminalization and
homelessness. These opportunities, in turn, generate constancy in the social and material
environment, providing a secure base for identity construction (Giddens, 1991). For
example, experiences such as becoming a mother, undergoing therapy, and having a
healthy partner provide sufficient security that participants can gradually dissociate their
identity from the stigmatizing labels applied to them (Fontaine & Ségouin, 2024) and
begin initial the meaning-making necessary to deal with their traumatic experiences.
They then seem to be able to gradually minimize the impact of the survival dynamic by
becoming the main actor in their own lives. These changes encourage housing
stabilization and desistance from crime (Low & Mills, 2024; Petrillo, 2023) through
processes of knifing off from past lifestyles (Low & Mills, 2024; Maruna & Roy, 2007),
creating a sense of home, and envisioning oneself as a “new person” (Brunelle et al., 2024)
through the adoption of new social roles (e.g., partner, mother, student, employee,
tenant) (Moffet-Bourassa & F.-Dufour, 2024). Position D reveals an agentive identity.

Marginalization, Reflexivity, and Creativity

Finally, the results suggest that some participants managed to construct an identity
by integrating and transcending the stigmatizing labels and traumatic experiences they
had faced, demonstrating the ability of JIHW to construct an identity by using their
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biographical disruptions as catalysts for positive identity transformations (McCarthy,
2015; Preece et al., 2020; Williams, 2003). This finding underscores their often-invisible
capacities, particularly as scientific investigation of such individuals tends to focus on the
tragic nature of their realities (e. g. rate of physical and mental health issues, substance
use problems and trauma histories) and the inadequacy of services available to them (e.
g. the revolving door phenomenon), failing to fully value their agency and creativity
(Phipps et al., 2019). Our study captures the meanings given by the women themselves
to the events that shaped them and reveals the extent to which traumatic experiences are
integrated into their identities. This approach allows us to demonstrate how women
define, perceive, and appropriate through an ongoing and emergent process an identity
within the realities of trauma, homelessness and criminal justice involvement. Position E
reveals a self-coherent identity.

Table 1
Analytical Description of Identity Positions

Links between Identity Position, Authorial Voice, Meaning-
Making, and Scientific Literature

Identity Position

Analytically, the “disrupted identity” position illustrates how
severe biographical disruptions, particularly childhood
traumas, force individuals into a daily 'survival mode' that
complicates narrative identity construction. The common
ground among these narratives is that early adversity far
exceeds the participants' adaptive capacities, necessitating
hypervigilance at the expense of developing an inner world.
Consequently, meaning-making is actively disrupted;
participants are unable to evaluate the feelings and experiences
essential for identity construction, leaving them to cope with
disjointed ruptures rather than integrated life chapters.

1. Disrupted Identity
(A)

Synthesizing these narratives, the “sought identity” represents
an active coping strategy that is initially functional but becomes
problematic over time as participants navigate the
repercussions of trauma. The common ground reveals that
engagement in deviant behaviors or unhealthy relationships is
fundamentally an attempt to compensate for unmet
foundational needs—such as self-esteem, love, security, and
belonging. Lacking a secure base, the women utilize these
survival strategies as substitute pathways to construct meaning
and identity in the aftermath of their biographical disruptions.

2. Sought Identity (B)

Analytically, the “imposed identity” reveals the complex
3. Imposed Identity dissociation required to manage the tension between the
© participants' authentic self-image and the stigmatizing labels
society reflects back to them. The common ground here is a
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4. Agentive Identity
(D)

5. Self-Coherent
Identity (E)

profound dissonance: the women actively adopt survival
behaviors to navigate homelessness, but are subsequently
burdened by negative labels (e.g., criminal, addict) that do not
reflect their true perception of themselves. This dynamic
highlights how the systemic failure to recognize underlying
traumas reinforces stigmatization, trapping the women in
imposed identities that conflict with their intrinsic sense of self.

Viewed through an analytical lens the “agentive identity”
position marks a critical turning point where the development
of ontological security actively mobilizes deeper meaning-
making. The common ground across these narratives reveals
that catalysts—such as safe relationships, therapy, or
motherhood —provide the constancy and predictability
necessary to form a secure base. With this security established,
participants begin to gradually dissociate their identity from
stigmatizing labels and exit the survival dynamic. By reframing
past behaviors as trauma responses rather than personal
failings, they begin to retake control, transitioning into the main
actors of their own lives.

From an interpretive standpoint, this final position —the “self-
coherent identity” —illustrates the successful authorship of the
self-narrative through profound reflexivity and creativity. The
common ground reveals that achieving identity coherence
involves integrating and transcending both traumatic
experiences and stigmatizing labels, rather than erasing them.
By utilizing their biographical disruptions as catalysts for
positive identity transformation, participants demonstrate the
capacity to make sense of their past survival strategies. This
meaning-making process enables them to project a coherent
identity that supports new social affiliations, desistance from
crime, and housing stabilization.

Limitations

This study highlights that identity positions can coexist, overlap, and exist in tension
with one another. However, the analysis primarily focuses on the identification and
description of these positions rather than on a detailed examination of their dynamic
interplay over time. As such, it offers a process-oriented interpretation of narrative
identity construction, while limiting a more fine-grained understanding of how these
identity positions interact, evolve, and reconfigure in relation to trauma recovery,
housing stabilization, and desistance from crime. A longitudinal research design would
be particularly well suited to addressing this limitation. From a methodological
standpoint, it is also important to acknowledge that the interpretation of the life stories
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was not validated directly by the participants themselves. Instead, our analytic
interpretations were discussed and validated with experts by experience —individuals
with lived experience of homelessness, trauma, and justice involvement —whose insights
contributed to strengthening the relevance, credibility, and ethical grounding of the
analysis. While this process helped reduce the risk of stigmatizing or externally imposed
interpretations, it does not replace participant validation and may have limited access to
how participants themselves would retrospectively negotiate or refine the meanings
attributed to their narratives. Finally, although the findings suggest that experiences
associated with ontological security —such as therapy, spirituality, motherhood, forming
healthy relationships, and creating a sense of home—can foster meaning-making
capacities that support the development of a more coherent and agentive identity, the
study does not explain why similar experiences lead to transformative meaning-making
for some women while remaining more limited or partial for others. Future research
could therefore aim to better identify the characteristics of transformative experiences
and to unpack the narrative processes through which such differential trajectories
emerge.

Conclusion

The way JIHW who have experienced trauma make sense of, construct meaning, or
give meanin' to the biographical disruptions they experience is indicative of who they are
and what they hope to become. Through analysis of this narrative identity construction
process, it was possible to identify five identity positions: disrupted identity, sought
identity, imposed identity, agentive identity, and self-coherent identity. Access to stable
and meaningful spaces of dwelling, along with relational and social resources that enable
trauma recovery, the acknowledgment of traumas and their consequences, the
recognition of stigmatizing labels that may result from responses to trauma, and the
development of ontological security, shapes JIHW opportunities and capacities to make
sense of biographical disruptions. These opportunities and capacities can then serve as a
springboard for constructing or reconstructing positive identities, desisting from crime,
and achieving housing stability. Giving the fragmented nature of the existing knowledge
on the identity of individual exiting homelessness (Colombo, 2015; Parazelli, 2002) and
criminality (Petrillo, 2023; Villeneuve et al., 2024), this study contributes to the literature
by examining identity construction among women facing both realities simultaneously.
The findings underscore the importance of considering identity in exit process and
support the use of trauma-informed, narrative and feminist approaches in practices to
facilitate identity-work.
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