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Abstract

This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of adolescent girls with a history of running
away from home and to understand how they perceived, interpreted, and assigned meaning to
running away, street life, and the process of return. This qualitative study employed an
interpretative phenomenological analysis approach. The participants were eight adolescent
girls aged 14-18 years who had run away from home at least once and were residing in welfare
and supportive care centers in Tehran, Iran. Participants were selected through purposive
sampling until interpretative saturation was achieved. Data were collected through in-depth,
semi-structured interviews lasting between 40 and 90 minutes. The interviews were analyzed
according to the six-stage procedure proposed by Smith, Flowers, and Larkin, including
repeated reading of transcripts, exploratory noting, development of emergent themes,
clustering of themes, independent case analysis, and cross-case analysis. Research rigor was
enhanced through sensitivity to context, commitment and methodological rigor, transparency
and coherence, reflexive note-taking, and attention to the emotional wvulnerability of
participants. Four overarching themes emerged from the analysis: “a home that was not a
refuge: domestic violence, rejection, and the collapse of security”; “running away as an escape
into the unknown: the moment of decision, crossing the threshold, and entering a world of
danger”; “unprotected on the streets: survival, exploitation, and loss of innocence”; and “the
difficult return: between an imperfectly repaired family and the struggle to reconstruct the self.”
Participants described running away not as delinquency but as a survival-oriented response to
physical, psychological, and sexual violence, emotional rejection, forced marriage, and the loss
of safety at home. Nevertheless, street life exposed them to hunger, homelessness, sexual
exploitation, violence, and social invisibility. Returning to the family frequently involved the
continuation of conflict and abuse, whereas supportive care centers provided some participants
with opportunities to reconstruct their identities, regain hope, and reclaim authorship of their
life narratives. Running away from home among adolescent girls should be understood as a
survival response to domestic violence and profound insecurity rather than merely as social
deviance. Effective prevention requires family-centered interventions, trauma-informed
psychological services, stronger child-protection mechanisms, accessible safe houses, and
initiatives addressing cultural silence and social stigma.

Keywords: Interpretative phenomenological analysis, lived experience, running away from
home, adolescent girls, domestic violence, qualitative research
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Running away from home among adolescent girls is acomplex psychosocial phenomenon that cannot be adequately
understood as a single act of disobedience, delinguency, or impulsivity. Adolescence is a developmental period characterized
by identity formation, heightened emotional sensitivity, increasing demands for autonomy, and dependence on family and
social structures for safety and support. When the family environment becomes asource of violence, humiliation, rejection,
coercion, or neglect, leaving home may emerge as a survival-oriented response rather than a freely chosen behavior. Studies
of marginalized youth have demonstrated that apparently risky or oppositional behaviors are often rooted in structural
violence, exclusion, and constrained efforts to regain control over one’s life (King, 2022; Rubino et al., 2021).
Adolescent girls face gender-specific wulnerabilities that may intensify the likelihood and consequences of running away.
Restrictive family rules, forced or early marriage, control over mobility, educational deprivation, and pressure to preserve
family honor may reduce girls’ perceived options and create a sense of entrapment. Research on child marriage and early
motherhood has shown that girls frequently experience these conditions as imposed transitions that interrupt childhood,
education, personal development, and autonomy (Taplak & Yilmaz, 2022). Qualitative evidence also suggests that
official definitions of early marriage may not fully reflect girls’ lived experiences of coercion, obligation, and restricted
choice (Schaffnit et al., 2021). In addition, adolescent pregnancy may contribute to school interruption, social exclusion,
economic dependence, and loss of future opportunities (Alyai et al., 2023; Crooks et al., 2022).

Domestic violence is one of the most critical contextual factors associated with girls’ departure from home. Physic al assault,
emotional abuse, sexual victimization, coercive control, and persistent degradation can fundamentally disrupt a young
person’s sense of safety, trust, and self-worth (Helm, 2024). Phenomenological studies of sexual abuse and war-related
sexual violence have shown that survivors may experience chronic fear, enforced silence, shame, loss of bodily control, and
fragmentation of identity (Ganesan & Bhuvaneswari, 2024; Wondie et al., 2023). Father-related neglect and abuse
may also have long-term effects on emotional attachment, perceptions of affection, and later relational choices.
Consequently, adolescent girls who leave violent homes may remain wulnerable to manipulative relationships because
attention and support offered by strangers may initially be interpreted as safety or care.

However, framing runaway girls only as passive victims is also insufficient. Running away may simultaneously reflect
wulnerability and limited agency. Girls may leave in an attempt to escape violence, reject forced marriage, protecttheir
bodies, or reclaim a minimal degree of autonomy. Research onfemale adolescent runaways has indicated that departure is
frequently shaped by family conflict, abuse, poverty, coercion, and hope for a better life, although it often results in further
insecurity (Lurgain & Eyber, 2022). Similarly, analyses of so-called wayward youth caution against binary categories
such as victim versus offender or choice versus coercion, because young people’s decisions often emerge within severely
restricted circumstances (Taylor & Davidson, 2022). Feminist pathway research further shows that women’s and girls’
involvement in criminalized or high-risk behaviors is commonly connected to prior violence, deprivation, exploitative
relationships, and survival strategies (Jeffries et al., 2022; Jeffries et al., 2024).

After leaving home, adolescent girls may encounter homelessness, hunger, interrupted education, social invisibility, sexual
exploitation, and institutional control. Economic and resource insecurity can intensify exposure to unequal relationships and
threats to sexual and reproductive health. Overlapping adversities may also create syndemic pathways in which violence,
poverty, social exclusion, psychological distress, and limited access to care reinforce one another. Experiences of sexual
assault, unintended pregnancy, and social stigma can produce profound disruption in identity, education, and future planning
(Muzokura et al., 2021; Olorunsaiye et al., 2021). Supportive residential settings may provide stability and
protection, but their effectiveness depends on the quality of care, emotional safety, and availability of educational and
psychological services (Radey & Boel-Studt, 2023).
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Young people in out-of-home care may remain at elevated risk of self-harm, depression, hopelessness, and suicidal behavior,
indicating that shelter alone is not sufficient. Feelings of entrapment, relational disconnection, and inability to imagine a
future may precede severe suicidal crises (Tillman et al., 2022). Conwversely, hope, supportive relationships, and
opportunities to narrate one’s experience can facilitate psychological reconstruction. Research using poetic inquiry and digital
storytelling has emphasized the role of hope and voice in helping marginalized adolescents reinterpret their experiences and
imagine alternative futures (Walther-Hansen et al., 2024 ). Some survivors of childhood maltreatment may also
develop forms of post-traumatic growth when they gain access to safety, meaningful relationships, and opportunities to
rebuild identity (Kaye-Tzadok & Icekson, 2022).

Despite the growing literature on domestic violence, child marriage, adolescent pregnancy, sexual exploitation, and out-of-
home care, the lived experiences of runaway girls are still often interpreted through institutional, clinical, or criminologi cal
perspectives. Less attention has been given to how girls themselves understand home, departure, street life, return, safety, and
self-reconstruction. Therefore, this study aimed to explore the lived experiences of adolescent girls with a history of running
away from home and to examine how they interpreted and assigned meaning to the conditions preceding departure, the
moment of leaving, life onthe streets, and the process of return and self-reconstruction.

Materials and Methods

This qualitative study employed interpretative phenomenological analysis to obtain an in-depth understanding of how
adolescent girls made sense of running away from home. The study population consisted of adolescent girls residing in
welfare and supportive care centers in Tehran who had run away from home at least once. Eight participants aged 14 to 18
years were selected through purposive sampling. Eligibility criteriaincluded being within the designated age range, having
experienced at least one episode of running away during the previous year, residing in a supportive care center, and being
willing and able to reflectonand discuss personal experiences.

Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews. The interview guide included open-ended questions about
family life before departure, the moment of deciding to leave, experiences during street life, encounters with other people,
returnto the family or entry into care, and perceptions of the self after these events. Interviews lasted approximately 40 to 90
minutes and were conducted ina private and emotionally safe environment. Participation was voluntary, confidentiality was
ensured, pseudonyms were used, and psychological support was made available if distress emerged during the interviews.
The data were analyzed through a six-stage interpretative phenomenological process. Each transcript was read repeatedly to
achieve immersion in the participant’s account. Descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual notes were recorded, followed by the
identification of emergent themes. Related themes were clustered into broader thematic structures. Each case was initially
analyzed independently to preserve its uniqueness, after which cross-case analysis was conducted to identify shared patterns
and meaningful differences. Reflexive notes were maintained throughout the process to manage researcher assumptions and
enhance interpretative transparency.

Findings

Analysis of the interviews generated four overarching themes. The first theme, “a home that was not a refuge: domestic
violence, rejection, and the collapse of security,” represented participants’ lives before running away. Home was described
not as a protective environment but as a prison, battlefield, or place of suffocation. Participants reported physical assault,
emotional humiliation, sexual abuse, forced marriage, parental addiction, coercive labor, and persistent rejection. Their
accounts suggested that the family system had failed to acknowledge or respond to their suffering. Appeals for help were
frequently dismissed, and preserving family honor was often prioritized over the girls’ safety.

The second theme, ‘running away as an escape into the unknown: the moment of decision, crossing the threshold, and
entering a world of danger,” reflected the meaning of departure. Running away was usually not a carefully planned act. It
occurred at a point when remaining at home was experienced as psychologically or physically unbearable. Participants
described leaving as jumping from a cliff, breaking out of a cage, or giving birth to a new self. Departure temporarily
transformed them from passive recipients of violence into active decision-makers, although this agency was fragile and
exercised without adequate resources, preparation, or protection.

The third theme, “unprotected on the streets: survival, exploitation, and loss of innocence,” captured the paradoxical nature of
street life. At first, the street represented freedom from family control and violence. This sense of relief quickly gave way to
hunger, cold, fear, homelessness, and exposure to exploitation. Several participants described unwanted sexual encounters,
deceptive offers of shelter, and the needto lie, steal, or hide in order to survive. Street life was experienced as a setting that
forced premature adulthood and eroded trust, innocence, and a stable sense of self. Participants also described social
invisibility, noting that passersby often ignored their distress.

The fourththeme, “the difficult return: between an imperfectly repaired family and the struggle to reconstruct the self,”
described returnas an unstable and incomplete process. Returning home did not necessarily resolve the conditions that had
caused departure. Some families offered temporary promises of change, but violence and conflict soon reappeared. This
pattern led to repeated runaway episodes. In contrast, supportive care centers provided some participants with their first
experience of consistent safety, nonjudgmental listening, and access to education and psychological care. Although trauma-
related fears and memories persisted, several girls described gradual reconstruction of identity, renewed educational goals,
and a desire to help others with similar experiences.

Discussionand Conclusion
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The findings indicate that running away from home among adolescent girls is best understood as a survival response to the
collapse of safety within the family. Participants did not primarily describe themselves as rebellious or delinquent. Instead,
they portrayed departure as a last available response to prolonged violence, coercion, rejection, and lack of protection. In this
context, running away represented both profound wulnerability and a limited form of agency.

The transformation of home from refuge to threat was central to the participants’ experiences. When violence was normalized
and requests for help were ignored, girls lost confidence in the family as a source of protection. Cultural expectations
surrounding obedience, silence, and family honor further reduced their ability to disclose abuse. Consequently, leaving home
became meaningful as an attempt to preserve bodily integrity, psychological survival, or control over the future.
Nevertheless, the street did not provide genuine safety. It reproduced wulnerability in a different form through homelessness,
exploitation, hunger, sexual violence, and social exclusion. Participants moved from visible violence in the home to less
predictable but equally damaging forms of violence outside it. Their accounts showthat survival behaviors should not be
interpreted without considering the conditions in which they emerged.

Return was also found to be a complex process rather than a simple resolution. Returning a girl to an unchanged family
environment may reproduce the original danger and contribute to repeated flight. Effective intervention therefore requires
more than physical reunification. It should include assessment of family safety, treatment of trauma, sustained psychosocial
support, educational reintegration, and careful monitoring of the home environment.

Supportive care centers may serve as alternative spaces of safety when they provide stable relationships, respectful
communication, and opportunities for personal development. The emergence of hope and self-reconstruction among some
participants demonstrates that trauma does not inevitably define the future. However, recovery requires long-term support
and the opportunity to move from an imposed identity of “runaway girl” toward a self-defined identity based on dignity,
agency, and future goals.

In conclusion, adolescent girls who run away from home should be approached primarily as young people

exposed to violence and severe insecurity rather than as offenders or sources of family shame. Prevention and
intervention policies should address domestic violence, strengthen child-protection systems, expand accessible
safe houses, and provide trauma-informed and family-centered services. Listening to girls’ own accounts is

essential for designing responses that protect them before the street becomes their only perceived option. c.. 43
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