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Preface 

 

As the recent deaths of two local young people have painfully shown us, the dangers of family 

breakdown, runaways, and homeless youth are real and immediate matters of life and death. 

These senseless deaths of young people cannot be allowed to continue in southwest Missouri. 

 

Every day, youth workers across Springfield are saving young lives. Overworked, underpaid, and 

without adequate or stable program funding, they are overrun daily by record numbers of 

youth in need. Yet, these lifesavers carry on, with commitment, determination and passion. 

 

An intentional movement of community education and advocacy, on behalf of high risk and 

homeless youth, began five years ago with the release of the 2007 High Risk and Homeless 

Youth Survey report and continued in 2009 with a second survey and report. The Springfield 

Sleepout, Green Light Project and Safe Place Springfield development were dovetailing 

education contributions from the homeless youth program side. It is our hope that the 2012 

Survey of Springfield’s High Risk and Homeless Youth will help the community “connect the 

dots” between troubled and turbulent family situations and subsequent youth homelessness. 

 

Through our efforts, broad segments of the community have been educated and engaged, such 

as government, businesses, faith communities, service clubs, funders, individual donors, and 

importantly, caring young people working to make a difference in the lives of similarly aged, 

disadvantaged young people. 

 

As a result of our efforts, the worthy plight of our vulnerable high risk and homeless youths is 

beginning to be understood. Champions emerged, the media took notice and astute 

anonymous donors stepped forward, investing $550,000 to secure and renovate a permanent 

and greatly expanded home for Rare Breed’s downtown drop in center. 

 

Springfield’s homeless youth services continuum (street outreach, Safe Place, drop in center, 

emergency shelter and transitional living program) is a solid foundation and two of our 

programs have been recognized by the federal government, among all similar programs 

nationally, for their outstanding and progressive work. It is our sincere hope that the Springfield 

community can find a way to continue substantial investments to build the capacity and long 

term sustainability of these services, so that no youth in need is ever turned away. 

 

The Homeless Youth Subcommittee (HYS) acknowledges and thanks all youth respondents and 

organizations assisting with the 2012 Survey. This project, valued at $5,000 to $10,000, was 

completed at less than a tenth of the cost, thanks to valuable contributions from HYS members, 

Community Partnership of the Ozarks, Missouri State University and Dr. Tim Knapp, Christina 

Ryder, Jamie Willis, and numerous students from the MSU Sociology Department. 

 

Todd Duncan, Chairperson 

Homeless Youth Subcommittee 
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Executive Summary 

The 2012 report is the third in a series of studies of high risk and homeless youths in Springfield, 

Missouri produced by the Homeless Youth Subcommittee (HYS) of the Housing Collaborative 

Continuum of Care Subcommittee. 515 individuals completed a 52-item questionnaire at one of 

22 youth services organizations in Springfield during a five-week period in April and May. 

 

151 individuals (30% of participants) reported that they had experienced homelessness with 

their family earlier in life. 222 youths (40%) said that they had been homeless on their own 

without their family. Using the three-dimension definition of homelessness in the 2002 

McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act, 315 young people (63.4%) had experienced some 

form of homelessness during their life. 

 

Some groups had higher rates of homelessness than did others. Over two thirds, 68%, of 

individuals who had been a ward of the state in foster care, Division of Youth Services, or the 

juvenile justice system had been homeless on their own without their family, compared with 

42% of youths who had not been a ward of the state. Non-heterosexual individuals had a rate 

of homelessness on their own of 57%, compared with a homelessness rate of 39% for straight 

youths. Rates of experiencing homelessness on their own did not differ between males or 

females or between whites and members of racial minority groups. 

 

The one-time survey method is ill-equipped to determine causation with precision; however, 

some patterns of findings do suggest common chains of events that contribute to increased 

rates of teen homelessness. Three family breakdown variables (having one or both parents with 

a drug or alcohol problem, experiencing repeated traumas in a caregiving situation, or 

experiencing homelessness earlier in life with their family) were correlated with rates of 

homelessness higher than for youths who had not experienced troubled and turbulent family 

situations. One indicator of system failure (having been a ward of the state) also was associated 

with high rates of homelessness. And, two intermediate factors, having a mental illness and 

having run away from home are also related to increased rates of teen homelessness. Thus, a 

common pattern emerged from the findings; namely, that youths who had experienced 

troubles and traumas early in life in their families or under state care had higher rates of mental 

illness and of running away. This combination of primary and intermediate factors is associated 

with elevated rates of having been homeless on their own. 

 

A two-pronged strategy is needed to reduce youth homelessness. Primary prevention programs 

focusing on strengthening families, intervening in troubled households to improve family 

dynamics, and reforming state programs to better prepare youth for independent living upon 

release. Secondary prevention programs provide homeless youths with an array of services to 

prevent them from becoming chronically homeless. While many such programs are already in 

place in Springfield, funding needs to increase so that program capacities can be enlarged to 

meet the needs of the area’s growing population of homeless young people. 
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Major Findings 
 

• 515 high risk and homeless youth were surveyed at 22 locations 

• 315 youths (63% of those surveyed) have been homeless with their family and/or alone 

• 222 youths (43%) have been homeless alone without their family 

• Average age of first being homeless alone was 16 years old 

• 70% of the 222 youths had been homeless on their own by age 17 or younger 

• Non-heterosexual youths were 40% more likely to have been homeless than straight 

youths 

• 70% of youths who were homeless with their family later were homeless on their own, 

which is over double the rate for youths who had not been homeless with their family 

• Youths who had a parent with a drug/alcohol problem were 50% more likely to be 

homeless alone than youths who did not have a parent with a drug/alcohol problem 

• 24% of youths had dropped out of high school; 53% of dropouts were pursuing a GED 

• 41 youths (8%) were pregnant or their significant other was pregnant 

• 111 youths (22%) were parents; together, they have 143 children 

• 27% of youths had been a ward of the state in the child protection services, foster care, 

or the juvenile justice system 

• 44% of youths had run away from home, and 18% of them had run away three or more 

times 

• Over two-thirds of runaways had left turbulent or violent family situations 

• 229 youths (45%) had been diagnosed with a mental illness, and 109 (21%) of them felt 

that they currently needed mental health or counseling services. 

• 103 youths (20%) had self-mutilated in the past three months, and 104 youths (20%) 

had thought about committing suicide at least once in the past three months.  

• The top three self-reported reasons for being homeless on their own were: because 

there were lots of arguments (48.9%), because they were kicked out (45.7%), and 

because of verbal abuse (37.1%) 

• 77.3% of youths felt that there was a need for a “one stop shop” where youth could get 

all of the services that they need; three quarters of them felt that Springfield needs a 

transitional living program for pregnant or parenting teens; and, 71.6% of youths said 

that Springfield needs more long term transitional housing for youth 

• 62.9% of youths who have been homeless on their own feel that there are adults in 

Springfield who harm homeless youth, and 41.6% of them had been hurt by others 

while homeless in Springfield. Non-heterosexual youths were more likely to have been 

harmed while they were homeless than straight youths were. 
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Methodology 

The Homeless Youth Subcommittee (HYS) of the Housing Collaborative Continuum of Care 

Subcommittee surveyed 515 high risk and homeless youths ages 12-26 during a five week 

period in spring, 2012. The survey was developed by Homeless Youth Subcommittee members 

incorporating youths’ input and past HRHY survey experience. The survey was pilot tested with 

23 youths and adjustments were made to the survey with regard to feedback received. The 

questionnaire is provided at the end of this report. 

 

High risk and homeless youths in Springfield were the desired respondents for the survey. A 

purposive sampling approach was selected and implemented by the HYS. Purposive sampling 

was selected, in part, because there was no central listing of HRHY, and a survey of the general 

population would have been prohibitively large in order to identify HRHY subpopulations in 

sufficient numbers to support reliable analysis. In addition, high-risk and homeless youths are 

often a “hidden” population and are difficult to identify and engage in large numbers outside of 

educational and service settings, given their well-documented mistrust of adults, fear of 

authority, and possible engagement in behaviors that are status offenses, illegal or otherwise 

stigmatized. 

 

In 2009, the HYS asked 30 different educational, residential and social service locations in 

Springfield, MO to distribute a self-administered survey to high-risk and homeless youth. In an 

attempt to reach a broader segment of the local high-risk and homeless youth population, the 

HYS distributed surveys to 18 additional organizations in 2012. Completed surveys were 

received from 22 of the 48 different locations, yielding a site participation rate of 46%. Of 515 

usable surveys, 47% of completed questionnaires (242 surveys) were collected at Rare Breed 

Youth Services. 12.6% of questionnaires (65 surveys) were completed at Bailey Alternative High 

School. Three agencies, WIC, Greene County Juvenile Services, and the Division of Youth 

Services – Excel School all provided between 20 and 22 finished questionnaires. Combined, 

those three agencies provided 12.1% of completed questionnaires. The five organizations 

mentioned above accounted for 72.4% of returned surveys. The survey distribution locations, 

corresponding numbers of high-risk and homeless youth respondents at each location, and 

percent of the total sample for each site are shown in the table below. 
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Location # % Location # % 

Rare Breed Youth Outreach Center  

The Kitchen, Inc. 
242 47.0%

Adult Education & Literacy 

Ozarks Technical Community College 
10 1.9%

Bailey Alternative High School  

Springfield Public School District R-XII 
65 12.6% Children’s Foundation of Mid-America, Inc. 10 1.9%

Women, Infants and Children (WIC) 22 4.3% Missouri Baptist Children’s Home 7 1.4%

Greene County Juvenile Office 20 3.9%
Baby and Me Group 

Community Partnership of the Ozarks 
7 1.4%

Excel School – Division of Youth Services 

Missouri Department of Social Services 
20 3.9%

Champion Center 

Alternative Opportunities, Inc. 
6 1.2%

Solutions Alternative Program 

Springfield Public School District R-XII 
18 3.5%

Empowering Youth 

Boys & Girls Town of Missouri 
5 1.0%

Youth Employment Program 

Alternative Opportunities 
17 3.3%

Missouri Mentoring Partnership 

Missouri State University 
4 0.8%

Adolescent Substance Abuse Program (CSTAR)  

Burrell Behavioral Health 
16 3.1% Boys & Girls Clubs of Springfield  4 0.8%

Footsteps Transitional Living Program  

Good Samaritan Boys Ranch 
13 2.5% Pregnancy Care Center 4 0.8%

Greene County Jail 12 2.3%
One Door 

The Kitchen, Inc. 
2 0.4%

GALAGXY Youth Group 

Gay and Lesbian Community Center of the Ozarks 
10 1.9% The Loft 1 0.2%

 

 

A 56-variable SPSS data file was constructed by Jamie Willis, an undergraduate sociology major 

at Missouri State University (MSU). Ms. Willis and another MSU student, Elisabeth Sheeley, 

entered data from 515 completed surveys. Frequency distributions were used to identify data 

entry errors and suspect data were corrected by consulting the original surveys. Only six such 

instances occurred. A recheck of answers entered from 20 surveys found no data had been 

entered incorrectly. Jamie Willis and Samuel Boehmer conducted approximately half of the 

initial descriptive analyses and wrote narrative summaries of their statistical findings. 

Additional descriptive and associational analyses were conducted by Dr. Tim Knapp and Jamie 

Willis of MSU’s Sociology Program and by Todd Duncan, Homeless Youth Subcommittee 

Chairperson. Jamie Willis, Tim Knapp, and Todd Duncan collaborated in writing the report. 

 

Throughout the report differences between groups and relationships between variables are 

mentioned. Unless otherwise noted, only statistically significant group differences and 

relationships between variables are used in this document. When group differences or 

relationships are statistically significant, there is a small probability that the difference or 

relationship occurred by chance. For a group difference or relationship to be statistically 

significant it must have a value of 0.05 or less, which equals a probability of less than five 

percent that the observed association occurred by chance. A significance of 0.01 shows an even 

smaller chance of error. This equals a probability of less than 1 percent that the difference or 

relationship found within our sample is a chance or fluke finding.  
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Introduction 
 

Youth homelessness has become a growing concern within the United States, and some 

national analysts have concluded that today’s youth “may be the single age group most at risk 

of becoming homeless” (Toro, Dworksy, & Fowler 2007: 1). One study estimated that on any 

given night, there are approximately 100,000 homeless children under the age of 18 (Johnson 

1994). Another study looking at youth ages 12-17 found that approximately 7.6 percent had 

been homeless for at least one night within the last year (Thompson et al. 2010). The United 

States Department of Human and Health Services (2007) in a report to Congress estimated that 

there are between 500,000 to 2.8 million homeless youth each year. The National Center on 

Family Homelessness (2012) reported a 33% increase in the number of homeless children 

between 2007 and 2010, with an estimated 1.6 million youths homeless in the latter year, 

which the president of the organization characterized as an “absurdly high number” (Bello 

2011). 

 

Locally, in April, 2012, 451 different individuals (102 of whom were first-time contacts) sought 

services from The Rare Breed Outreach Center. This was a one-month record number of youth 

seeking services at Rare Breed Youth Services. Thus, there are both national and local indicators 

that youth homelessness is a substantial and likely growing problem in the United States. 

 

Demographics 
 

Age: The median and mean age of the 510 respondents who provided information was 18. The 

2012 sample was slightly older than the youth in the 2009 survey whose average age was 17.13 

years. The typical age of individuals in the local 2012 sample also is somewhat older than 

national populations of homeless youth, as the United States Department of Human and Health 

Services (2007) reported that approximately two-thirds of homeless youth are between the 

ages of 15 and 17. Rare Breed surveyed youths tended to be older, as they had a median age of 

19 years old. Bailey Alternative school surveyed youth, conversely, were somewhat younger, as 

their median age was 17 years old. The mean age of youths that had been homeless with their 

family was 18.4 years, and the typical age of someone who had been homeless on their own 

was 19 years, while individuals who had not been homeless alone were on average 17 years 

old. 

 

The age of individuals in the sample ranged from five youth who were 12 years old to one 

person who was age 26. Fifty-nine youngsters (11.7%) were ages 12 to 15. Three hundred 

eighty-nine respondents (76.1%) were between 16 and 20 years old. Sixty-two people (12.2%) 

were between ages 21 to 26.  
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Gender: Four hundred ninety-one people completed the question about their gender. Slightly 

more males (257) than females (228) completed the survey. There also were three transgender 

female-to-male respondents and two transgender male-to-female subjects. Overall, 52.3% of 

the respondents were male, 46.6% were female, and 1.0% of people were transgender. The 

gender of people in the 2012 sample mirrors closely those who took part in the 2009 survey, 

which was made up of 52.2% males, 46.9% females, and 0.9% transgendered individuals. 

National studies show that populations of sheltered youth tend to be equally divided by gender 

or slightly more females, while street youth populations consist of a greater percentage of 

males (Robertson and Toro 1998; Toro et al. 2007).  
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Ethnicity/Racial Group: Only two people did not answer the question about their racial or 

ethnic group identity. 79.7% of people identified as being white or Caucasian. 9.4% were of two 

or more ethnic backgrounds. 6.4% were black or African-American. 2.7% were Hispanic or 

Latino. 1.2% of individuals were American Indian, 0.4% of participants were Asian or Asian-

American, and 0.2% of individuals identified as being Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. The 2012 

sample is slightly less diverse ethnically than was the 2009 group in which whites comprised 

77.3% of youth surveyed. 

 

As with the 2009 survey, racial group minorities continue to be over-represented among the 

population of high-risk and homeless youth in Springfield, as they are across the nation. The 

2010 Census of Greene County showed that 8.8% of people identified as some racial group 

other than white/Caucasian (Missouri Demographics 2012). 20.3% of high-risk and homeless 

youths were non-white. Two groups were significantly over-represented in the sample of high-

risk and homeless youth. Blacks make up 2.8% of the Greene County population, but 

represented 6.4% of youths in the sample. People of two or more racial backgrounds 

constituted 2.3% of the county’s population in 2010, but represented 9.4% of youth who 

completed the survey. Some nationwide studies suggest that the homeless youth in a 

community vary ethnically at the same rates of the rest of the population; however, studies 

from Seattle, Detroit, and Minnesota show an increased percentage of minorities (specifically 

African-Americans and American-Indians) in the homeless youth population (Robertson and 

Toro 1998). 

 

 

 

 

Sexual Orientation:  84.0% of the 426 youth who provided information were straight or 

heterosexual. 9.9% identified as bisexual, 5.4% were gay or lesbian, and 0.7% of people were 

questioning their sexual orientation. The 16% of non-heterosexual individuals in the 2012 
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sample is slightly less than the 18.3% of non-straight youth in the 2009 local sample. 18.9% of 

youth surveyed through Rare Breed Youth Services were non-heterosexuals, compared with 

13.6% of youth surveyed at the other agencies that were non-straight. 26.0% of females in the 

overall sample identified as non-heterosexual, compared with only 5.9% of males. The largest 

difference was the 17.7% of females that were bisexual compared with 3.2% of males who 

were. 

 

Nationally, non-heterosexual youth are estimated to comprise 4% to 10% of the youth 

population. Over one fifth, 21.5%, of youth who were homeless on their own in the Springfield 

sample identified as non-heterosexual. This finding is consistent with a growing body of 

research that indicates that non-heterosexual youths face higher rates of homelessness than do 

their straight peers. A number of national studies estimate anywhere from 11 to 35 percent of 

the homeless youth population identify as LGBT (Toro et. al. 2007). The higher rate of gay and 

lesbian youth within the homeless population found in these studies may be accounted for by 

the increased family conflict surrounding the sexual orientation of these youth. LGBT youth are 

also at an increased risk for victimization on the streets, as well as from their caretakers. These 

later two issues are further explored below in the section “Factors Contributing to Youth 

Homelessness.” 
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Education: Thirty-five youngsters (6.8% of respondents) were in middle school. Thirty-six 

subjects (7.0% of the sample) had not attained a high school diploma, but they had earned a 

GED. Sixty-five youth (12.7%) had dropped out of high school, but they were attending GED 

classes. Fifty-seven respondents (11.2%) had dropped out of school and were not attending 

GED classes. Two people (0.4%) had been expelled from school. One was attending GED classes, 

and the other was not. Two hundred two respondents (39.5% of the sample) were in high 

school. This was the modal level of education reported by respondents. Seventy-nine young 

people (15.5%) had graduated from high school but not gone to college. Thirty-five people 

(6.8%) had gone to “some college,” or they were college graduates. 

 

The 23.9% of respondents who had dropped out of high school is lower than the dropout rate 

of 29% found in the 2009 local survey. However, different education questions were asked in 

the two surveys, so the comparison is imprecise. Youth surveyed at Rare Breed Youth Services 

had a dropout rate (34.8%) that was two and one half times higher than the dropout rate (14%) 

of other youth who participated in the survey. These figures mirror the difference in dropout 

rates between youth in the Springfield sample who had been homeless on their own (37.3% 

were dropouts) and those who had not been (14.2% dropout rate). This finding is consistent 

with national reports that homeless youth are up to four times more likely to drop out of high 

school than are other youths (Thompson et al. 2010: p. 199). 
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Hometown: Two hundred seventy-two people, 54.4% of the 501 subjects who provided 

information, listed Springfield, MO, as their hometown. Fifty-nine young people, 11.9%, were 

from towns approximately one hour or less from Springfield (Nixa 7, Rogersville 5, Ozark 4, 

Marshfield 3, Pierce City 3, Republic 3, Seymour 3, and Sparta 3, six more with 2 each). Sixty-

two individuals (12%.4) lived in Missouri towns that are over one hour from Springfield, and 

106 people (21.1%) listed their home town in another state.  

 

Pregnant or Parenting: Teen pregnancy and childbearing are major concerns throughout the 

country. Although rates have been dropping over the past 15 years, the United States still has 

the highest teen pregnancy and birth rates among all industrialized nations. Teen childbearing 

cost the nation approximately 10.9 billion dollars in 2009 and cost Missouri 215 million dollars 

that year (The National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy, 2012). 

 

Of the 504 youth who provided information about pregnancy, 434 of them (86.1%) reported 

that neither they nor their significant other was pregnant. Forty-one people (8.1%) reported 

that either they or their significant other was pregnant, and 29 subjects (5.8%) answered 

“maybe.” The 13.9% of youth who reported that they or their significant other are or might be 

pregnant is in line with the 2009 Springfield survey in which 13% of youth said that either they 

or their significant other was pregnant. There was no difference in pregnancy rates between 

youth surveyed at Rare Breed Youth Services and those who completed the questionnaire at 

other agencies. 18.2% of youth who had been homeless on their own were pregnant or their 

significant other was, compared with 10.9% of youth who had not been homeless without their 

family. 

 

Local findings are consistent with national estimates that “as many as 10 to 20 percent of 

homeless young women are currently pregnant” (Robertson and Toro 1998: p. 11). Among the 

local subgroup of female youth who have experienced homelessness on their own, 10.4% said 

that they were pregnant, and 9.4% reported that they may be pregnant.  

 

The pregnancy rate among all teen females in the 2012 local sample was the equivalent of 116 

pregnancies per 1,000 young women. This is considerably higher than the 2005 rate of 63 

pregnancies per 1,000 Missouri female teens. Along with a high teen pregnancy and birth rates, 

there is a concern about subsequent births to teen mothers. 17.6% of teen mothers in the local 

sample have had at least one more child. The rate of subsequent childbearing for Missouri teen 

moms as a whole in 2009 was 17.3% (The National Campaign, 2012). Given their substantially 

higher first birth rate and marginally higher rate of subsequent childbirth, homeless and high 

risk teen females account for a disproportionate share of all births to teen moms in Missouri. 
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Of the 468 youth who provided information about their status as parent, 357 (76.3%) reported 

that they had no children. Eighty-nine people (19.0%) had one child, 12 individuals (2.6%) had 

two children, and 10 respondents (2.1%) had three or more children.  

 

The 23.7% of youth in the Springfield sample who are parents is substantially higher than the 10 

percent average for non-homeless youth nationwide. However, the rate of parenting in the 

local sample is lower than the national estimates provided in 2007 by Toro, Dworksy, and 

Fowler who reported that 48 percent of street youth and 33 percent of shelter youth have been 

pregnant or have impregnated someone. 

 

30.4% of youth who previously had experienced homelessness with their family were parents 

compared with 21.2% of young people who had not been homeless with their family, which 

was a 43% higher rate of parenthood.  

 

Parenthood rates did not vary between youths who had dropped out of school and those who 

were not dropouts, between individuals who had been homeless on their own and those who 

had not been, between youth who had been a ward of the state and those who had not been, 

and between individuals surveyed at Rare Breed Youth Services and those surveyed at other 

agencies.  
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Employment: Among the 495 subjects who provided information, 80% were not employed at 

the time that they completed the survey (pre-summer months), while 20% had a paying job. 5% 

of respondents were working full time, and 15% were working part time. Employment rates 

were slightly higher for youths ages 16 and older. 21.6% were employed at the time of the 

survey, 15.7% of them held a part-time job, and 5.9% were employed full time. Employment 

rates were down slightly from the 2009 local survey, when 23.8% of youth were working, 15.2% 

part time and 8.6% full time. 

 

In 2009, 9% of Missouri teens ages 16-19 were “idle youth” who were not in school and were 

not employed (The National Campaign, 2012). Among the subset of 16- to 19-year olds in the 

local sample, 8.2% were neither in school nor employed. 
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Among the people who were working and reported their wage, 26.2% earned $7.24 per hour or 

less; 31.1% were making between $7.25 and $7.49 per hour; 6.8% were earning from $7.50 to 

$7.99 an hour; and, 35.9% had hourly earnings of $8.00 or more. 

 

Among the respondents who were employed, 29.4% of them worked one to 10 hours each 

week. 22.0% were on the job between 11 and 19 hours weekly. 15.6% of subjects worked 20 to 

29 hours each week. 16.5% were employed for between 30 and 39 hours weekly, and, another 

16.5% of youth worked 40 or more hours each week. 

 

 

 

 

According to the Office of Social and Economic Data Analysis (2012), a single person living in 

Greene County with no children and no employer-provided health insurance needs to earn 

$7.50 per hour in a full-time job to generate an annual income of $15,603, which would be 

sufficient for that individual to be financially independent. Only 4.7% of youth in the 2012 

sample worked 30 or more hours per week and made $7.50 or more in pay. Thus, even using a 

broad measure of full-time employment, fewer than 1 in 20 respondents could be considered 

financially independent. 
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Of the 498 people answering the question about their jobs over the past 12 months, 241 youth 

(48.4%) had not held a job in the past year. Two hundred twenty-six people (45.4%) had worked 

at 1 to 2 jobs during the past year. Twenty-five respondents (5.0%) had been in 3 to 4 jobs 

during the last 12 months, and five persons (1.2 %) had been employed in 5 or more jobs during 

that time period. 
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Involvement with the State System 
 

Respondents were asked whether or not they had ever been a ward of the state, such as being 

under the care of the Division of Family Services’ Children’s Division, foster care, juvenile 

justice, or the Division of Youth Services). Of those who answered, 112 (26.9%) had been a 

ward of the state, and 305 respondents (73.1%) had not been a ward of the state. 68% of youth 

who had been a ward of the state had experienced homelessness on their own at some point, 

which was noticeably higher than the 42% homeless rate of those who had not been a ward of 

the state. 

 

The association between having been a ward of the state and homelessness on their own does 

not suggest direct causation. Two points need to be considered. First, we cannot tell whether or 

not homelessness on their own occurred before or after young people became wards of the 

state. Second, youths who had become a ward of the state were more likely than other youths 

to have had one or both parents with a drug or alcohol problem, to have been a victim of or 

witness to repeated traumatic events, and to have been homeless with their family. Having 

been under state care, such as being in the foster care system, thus was a response to 

dangerous family conditions that may be the cause of youths’ subsequent homelessness on 

their own. While it would be incorrect to view being a ward of the state as a direct cause of 

later teen homelessness, it also would be wrong to ignore altogether the link between the two.  

Having been a ward of the state may best be viewed as a significant, but indirect and 

inadvertent contributor to elevated risks of youth homelessness. 

 

20 of 24 youths (83.3%) who had “aged out” of state care had experienced homelessness on 

their own. Given that we do not know when they experienced homelessness on their own, we 

cannot compare our findings with other research. However, national studies show that up to 

40% of youth who leave the foster care system experience homelessness for at least one night 

within two to four years of exiting care and that 25% to 33% of homeless youth have been 

under some form of state care (Fowler et al. 2009; National Alliance to End Homelessness 

2006). Our findings suggest that state programs to remove youth from unstable, turbulent 

families and to rehabilitate troubled teens may need changes to help young people develop 

skills for independent living after they exit the state system. 
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Among those who had been a ward of the state, 98 individuals provided information on how 

old they were when they were released from care. The age at release ranged from one year old  

to age 21. Twenty people (20.4%) were released from care at age 18, which was the most 

common or modal age of release from care. The median age of release from care also was age 

18. Fourteen children (14.3%) were released from care at age five or younger. Seven kids (7.1%) 

were released between the ages of 7 and 10 years old. Twenty-one youth (21.4%) were 

released from care when they were from 12 to 15 years old. Fifty-four young people (54%) 

were released between the ages of 16 and 18, and 2 young adults (2.1%) were released when 

they were they were between 20 and 21 years old. 
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Of the 125 youth who provided information on how they had been released from state care (13 

more than indicated they had been a ward) 35 of them (28%) were released into family 

reunification. Two dozen individuals (19.2%) aged out of the system. Twenty-two people 

(17.6%) were placed in adoption, and an equal number had an “other” form of release. Fifteen 

youth (12%) were placed with a legal guardian, and seven (5.6%) were placed with a relative. 

 

Maintaining family connections for youth may decrease the probability of homelessness after 

exiting the system (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2007). Given the caveat 

mentioned above about the timing of being homeless on their own, our findings tentatively 

support that argument. 83% of youth who had aged out after having been a ward of the state 

experienced homelessness on their own, while 55% of those who were reunified with family, 

placed in adoption, or released to a legal guardian had been homeless on their own. 
 

 

Runaway 
 

Of the 503 people who responded to the question about whether or not they ever had run 

away from home, 280 youth (55.5%) never had run away from home, and 223 (44.5%) had run 

away. One hundred twenty subjects (23.9%) had run away 1-2 times. Fifty-four youth (10.7%) 

had run away 3-5 times, 15 youth (3%) had run away 6 to 10 times, and 34 people (6.8%) had 

run away 11 or more times. 

 

Thompson et al. (2010) make an important distinction between two categories of runaway 

youth. Many young people who have left their home are “running from” turbulent families 

where conflict is common, while others are “running to” more adventurous and more 

autonomous lifestyles. Thompson et al. note that although some youth leave home seeking 

freedom and adventure, most studies agree that running away is typically a “last resort” for 

homeless youth (2010). As will be discussed below, results from the Springfield survey support 

the conclusion that significantly more homeless youth run away from difficult family 

circumstance than leave home seeking adventure and personal freedom. 
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61% of youth who had run away from home had at least one parent or caregiver who had a 

drug or alcohol problem. Having such a parent or caregiver increased the odds that a youth had 

run away by 53%. 62% of young people who had run away had been the victim of or witness to 

repeated traumatic events in a care-giving situation. Experiencing a violent care-giving situation 

raised the likelihood of a youth having run away by 80%. Combining the two indicators (parent 

or guardian with an alcohol or drug problem and repeated traumatic events in a care-giving 

situation) reveals that over two-thirds of youth who had run away appear to have been 

“running from” a troubled family situation.  

 

 

 

Drugs, Alcohol, and Traumatic Events 
 

Youth were asked whether or not one of both of their parents or caregivers had ever had a drug 

or alcohol problem. Two hundred forty-two individuals (50.2%) said yes that one or both of 

their parents or primary caregivers had a drug of alcohol problem, and 240 people (49.8%) said 

no.  61.4% of youths who had been homeless on their own reported that at least one of their 

parents had had a drug or alcohol problem, while 41.6% of non-homeless youth had had a 

parent with a substance abuse problem. 

 

National studies also indicate that a disproportionately high percentage of homeless youth 

report having a parent with serious alcohol or drug abuse problems. Robertson and Toro (1998: 

p. 10) found that 44% of homeless teens had at least one parent who had received treatment 

for alcohol and drug use or psychological problems, and MacLean et al. (1999: p. 183) reported 

that 69.3% of homeless youth in their study had at least one parent who currently abused drugs 

or alcohol.  
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Youths also were asked whether or not they ever thought that they had an alcohol or drug 

problem. Three hundred twenty-one youth (63.4%) reported that no, they never thought that 

they might have an alcohol or drug problem. One hundred eighty-five of them (36.6%) said yes, 

at some point they have thought that they might have an alcohol or drug problem.  

 

Other studies indicate a high rate of drug or alcohol use by homeless teens. Thompson et al. 

(2010) reported that homeless youth are twice as likely to use drugs compared with housed 

youth and that 46% of youth in their study had symptoms of drug or alcohol dependence. 
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Youth were asked how many days in the past week they had used alcohol or drugs. Three 

hundred sixty-six youth (73.2%) responded that they had not used alcohol or drugs any time 

during the past seven days. Sixty-five subjects (13.0%) said 1-2 days, and 21 people (4.2%) used 

alcohol or drugs 3-4 days during the past week. Fifteen individuals (3.0%) did so 5-6 days, and 

33 youth (6.6%) said that they had used drugs or alcohol all 7 days of the past week. 37.5% of 

youth surveyed at Rare Breed Youth Services had used alcohol or drugs one or more days 

during the past week, compared with 17.5% of individuals that were surveyed at other 

agencies. These numbers parallel the difference in recent drug or alcohol use between youth 

who had experienced homelessness on their own (36.6%) and those who had not been 

homeless alone (19.1%). 

 
 

 

 

Youth were asked whether or not they ever had been the victim of or witnessed repeated 

traumatic events within a care-giving situation. Of the 507 individuals who responded, 240 of 

them (47.3%) responded yes, they had been the victim of or witness to repeated traumatic 

events. Two hundred sixty-seven people (52.7%) responded no. 59.1% of youths who had been 

homeless alone reported that they had been a victim of or witness to repeated traumatic 

events at home, while 37.9% of never homeless youths said that they had experienced or 

witnessed multiple traumatic events in a care-giving situation. 
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Mental Illness and Counseling 
 

Youth were asked whether or not they ever had been diagnosed with a mental illness. Two 

hundred eighty people (55.0%) had not been diagnosed with a mental illness, while 229 youth 

(45.0%) had been so diagnosed. This rate is in line with the 41.1% of youth in the local 2009 

survey that said that they had been diagnosed with a mental illness. These numbers are 

significantly higher than the estimated 10% of all adolescents nationwide that suffer from a 

mental illness serious enough to impair their functioning in necessary activities of daily life (U. 

S. Department of Health and Human Services 1999). In some other studies, up to 77% of 

homeless youth have been diagnosed with a mental illness (United States Department of 

Health and Human Services 2007). 

 

58.2% of youth in the local sample who had been homeless on their own had been diagnosed 

with a mental illness, while 35.5% of those who had not been homeless alone had a mental 

illness. These numbers are similar with the 51.3% of youth surveyed at Rare Breed Youth 

Services that had a mental illness compared with 39.5% of those surveyed at other agencies 

that had been diagnosed with a mental illness. Having one or both parents with a drug or 

alcohol problem, having been a victim of or witness to repeated traumatic events in a care-

giving situation, having experienced homeless with their family, and having been a ward of the 

state all were associated with increased rates of mental illness among youth in this study. Thus, 

mental illness is best thought of as both a result of difficult family and early life experiences and 

as a cause of teen homelessness. 
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The survey then asked people whether or not they had ever been prescribed medication to 

treat mental illness. Over the entire sample, 55% of youths never had been prescribed 

medication for mental illness, while 45% had been.  However, 89.9% of those who had been 

diagnosed with a mental illness had been prescribed medication to treat mental illness.  

 

 

 

While a minority of respondents, 45%, had been diagnosed with a mental illness, a sizeable 

majority had received counseling at some time. Three hundred fifty-six individuals (69.8%) had 

received counseling, while 154 people (30.2%) had not. 90% of those who had been diagnosed 

with a mental illness had received counseling. 
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Youth who had been homeless alone (78.6%) were more likely to have received counseling 

services than did individuals who had not been homeless on their own (63.1%). 88.2% of youth 

who had been a ward of the state had received counseling compared with 60.2% of those who 

had not been under state care. And, 82.1% of runaways had received counseling compared with 

60.4% of non-runaway youth. 

 

 

 

 

Of the 509 people who answered a question about whether or not they currently need mental 

health or counseling services, 400 youth (78.6%) believed that they currently do not need 

mental health counseling, while 109 of them (21.4%) felt that they presently need such 

services. 34.5% of youths who had been diagnosed with a mental illness felt that they currently 

need counseling. 

 

There were no differences in the proportion of respondents that currently need mental health 

counseling between youth surveyed at Rare Breed Youth Services and those surveyed at other 

agencies, and between youth ages 16 and younger and those 17 and older. Youth who had run 

away from home were more likely (31.2%) to need counseling at present than were those who 

never had run away (13.3%), and a larger proportion (31.1%) of individuals who had been 

homeless on their own needed counseling compared with those who never had been homeless 

alone (14.2%). 

Yes

70%

No

30%

Received Counseling Services Before

Yes

No

N = 510



2012 Survey of Springfield’s High Risk and Homeless Youth 

Copyright © 2012 - Homeless Youth Subcommittee - Springfield, MO  
27 

 

 

Self-harm and Suicidal Ideation 
 

Youth were asked whether or not they had self-mutilated (i.e. cut or burned) in the past three 

months. One hundred three of them (20.2%) had self-mutilated during the past three months, 

while 408 people (79.8%) had not self-harmed. This rate of self-harm was down slightly from 

the 24.1% of youth in the 2009 local survey who had self-mutilated in the three months prior to 

the survey. 

 

Self-harm is a complex behavior that is a result of underlying factors, such as past abuse or 

neglect, mental illness, and low self-esteem. It also is viewed as a coping mechanism that allows 

people to express difficult emotions and to deal with painful feelings. Youth who had one or 

both parents with a drug or alcohol problem were two and one half times more likely to self-

mutilate than were their peers who did not have a parent with a substance abuse problem. 

And, youth who have been the victim of or witness to repeated traumatic events were three 

times more likely to self-mutilate than were individuals with no history of repeated traumas in a 

care-giving situation. 

 

While suicide is not necessarily the goal of self-mutilation, it is present in between 40% and 

60% of suicides (Hawton, Zahl, and Weatherall 2003). Of youth who had self-harmed in the past 

three months, 57.4% also had contemplated suicide during that time period. This rate of 

suicidal thoughts was over five times higher than the 11.3% of non-self-harming youth who had 

contemplated suicide.  
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Of the 508 people who provided information about how many times they had thought about 

committing suicide in the past three months, 404 individuals (79.5%) responded that they had 

not thought about suicide during the past three months, while 20.5% had. Sixty-four people 

(12.6%) had thought about suicide 1-2 times, and 24 youth (4.7%) had considered suicide 3-5 

times. Four respondents (0.8%) reported having thought about suicide 6-10 times, and 12 

others (2.4%) had considered ending their life 11 or more times during the past three months.  

The 20.5% rate of suicidal ideation among youth in the 2012 survey is somewhat higher than 

the 17.8% rate found in the 2009 local HRHY study, and it is considerably higher than the 15.8% 

of high school students who had seriously considered suicide in the 12 months prior to the 

2011 Youth Risk Behavior Survey (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2012). 
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Homelessness and Food Insecurity 
 

Questions were written to cover the three forms of homelessness contained in the McKinney-

Vento Act. One question asked youth whether or not they had ever been without a safe, stable 

place to stay. Of the 505 youth who answered this question, 237 of them (46.9%) responded 

yes, they have been without a safe, stable place to stay, while 268 people (53.1%) had never 

been without such a place to stay. 

 
 

 

 

The second McKinney-Vento question asked whether or not youth had ever stayed in a shelter 

or temporarily stayed/lived with a friend, another family, or in hotel/motel. Of the 501 people 

who provided information, 280 individuals (55.9%) said yes, they had stayed at a shelter, lived 

with a friend or another family, or stayed in a hotel/motel, and 221 youth (44.1%) said no, they 

had never had one of those living arrangements. 
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The third question asked youth whether or not they had ever had to sleep in a place not meant 

to be slept in (shed, porch, park, car, tunnel, vacant building, etc.). Of the 504 people who 

responded to this question, 210 of them (41.7%) said yes, they had to sleep in a place not 

meant to be slept in, while 294 people (58.3%) reported that they had not done so. 

 

 

 

 

Since experiencing any one form meant that youth had been homeless according to a federal 

government definition, a composite variable was created from answers to the three McKinney-

Vento questions. Of the 497 youth who answered all three questions, 315 of them (63.4%) had 

experienced at least one of the three forms of homelessness defined under the McKinney-

Vento Act, and 182 youth (36.6%) had not been homeless. 
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Using this broad legal definition of homelessness, 82.8% of youth who completed a survey at 

Rare Breed Youth Services had been homeless, compared with 46.2% of individuals who were 

surveyed at other agencies. Youth who had been a ward of the state, non-heterosexuals, 

runaways, those who had a parent with a drug/alcohol problem, individuals with a mental 

illness, and those who had been a victim of or witness to repeated traumatic events in a care-

giving situation had rates of homelessness at least 20 percentage points higher than youth who 

did not have those background characteristics or experiences. 
 

 
 

A series of additional questions delved more deeply into the topic of homelessness. One item 

asked whether or not youth had ever wondered where they would sleep tonight, and of the 

501 respondents to this question, 235 of them (46.9%) responded yes, they had wondered 

where they would sleep tonight. Two hundred sixty-six people (53.1%) had never wondered 

where they would sleep at night. 
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Another item asked youth whether or not they ever had been homeless with their family. Of 

the 504 people who responded, 151 of them (30%) responded that they had been homeless 

with their family. Three hundred fifty-three youth (70%) had never experienced homelessness 

with their family. 38.4% of individuals surveyed at Rare Breed Youth Services had been 

homeless with their family, while 22.5% of youth who completed questionnaires at other 

agencies had been. 

 

Youth who had experienced homelessness with their family had higher rates of becoming a 

parent themselves, running away, developing an alcohol or drug problem, becoming mentally 

ill, self-mutilating, and having thoughts of suicide than were individuals who had not been 

homeless with their family. As will be discussed below, having experienced homelessness with 

their family also is linked with substantially higher rates of young people later becoming 

homeless on their own. 

 

 

 

 

The next question asked youth whether or not they ever had been homeless without their 

family. Of the 505 individuals who answered this question, 222 youth (44%) responded yes, 

they had been homeless without their family, while 283 of subjects (56%) never had 

experienced homelessness on their own. Nearly seven in ten (69%) youth who completed 

surveys at Rare Breed Youth Services had experienced homelessness on their own, compared 

with 21.4% of individuals surveyed at other agencies. 

 

Having been homeless alone was associated with 20 percentage points or higher rates of 

dropping out of school, running away, being diagnosed with a mental illness, and self-

mutilating. Youth who had experienced homelessness on their own also had somewhat higher 

rates of thinking that they might have an alcohol or drug problem, and of having thoughts of 

suicide compared with their peers who had not been homeless without their family. 
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Of the 222 respondents who had experienced homelessness without their family, 215 of them 

told us their age. The median age of respondents when they first became homeless on their 

own was sixteen years old, and the mean age was 15.93 years old. Eight individuals (3.7%) 

reported being 8 years old or younger when they first experienced homelessness without their 

family. Twenty people (9.3%) were homeless on their own between ages 11 and 13. Ninety-one 

youth (42.3%) said that they were between ages 14 and 16 when they first were homeless on 

their own. Eighty-four individuals (39.1%) were first homeless without their family between 

ages 17 and 19, and a dozen subjects (5.6%) reported that they were between 20 and 22 years 

old when they first were homeless on their own. 
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Youth were asked one question about food insecurity: “Have you ever wondered, ‘Where will I 

get food today?’” Of the 510 respondents to this question, 216 people (42.4%) responded that 

they wondered where they would get food that day, while 294 of them (57.6%) had not 

wondered where they would get food. Over 75% of youth who had been homeless without 

their family had wondered where they would get food, compared with 17% of those who had 

not been homeless on their own and yet had experienced food insecurity. The local findings are 

somewhat higher than earlier studies showing that almost half of homeless youth had trouble 

maintaining a regular source of food and that over half went without a meal at least one day in 

the past month (Robertson and Toro 1998). Although local and national definitions and 

measures of food insecurity are not identical, the 2012 HRHY results suggest that hunger may 

be becoming a larger problem for homeless youth than it has been in the past. 
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Self-reported Reasons for Homelessness on Their Own 

Thirteen questions asked youth to self-identify reasons that they had been homeless on their 

own. Respondents answered on a scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The following 

table reveals the results for the 222 youths who had been homeless alone. 

 

 

I was homeless on my own… 
Strongly 

Agree 
Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 

Disagree 

…because there were lots of arguments at 

home. 
32.9% 27.1% 13.5%   6.3% 20.3% 

…because I was kicked out.  31.9% 24.6% 14.5%  6.8% 22.2% 

…because of verbal abuse.  22.8% 21.8% 11.7%   7.3% 36.4% 

…because I disagreed with the rules.  18.8% 18.8% 19.7% 14.9% 27.9% 

…because my family couldn’t support   me.  16.5% 11.2% 21.4% 13.6% 37.4% 

…because I couldn’t pay my bills.  15.9% 15.0% 14.5% 15.9% 38.6% 

…because my home was unsafe.  14.8% 12.3% 17.2%   9.4% 46.3% 

…because of physical abuse.  11.8% 11.3% 13.2% 14.7% 49.0% 

…because of my alcohol or drug use.  11.7% 12.6% 16.0%   9.2% 50.5% 

…because of my parents’ alcohol or drug use.  11.3% 11.3% 10.3% 10.3% 56.7% 

…because an agency discharged me into 

homelessness.  
  6.4%   5.4% 12.7% 13.7% 61.8% 

…because of sexual abuse.    5.9%   6.4% 10.3% 12.8% 64.5% 

…because of my sexual orientation.    3.4%   3.9% 11.3% 11.3% 70.1% 

 

 

The youth’s sexual orientation, being discharged from an agency into homelessness, and having 

been sexually abused were the three least-often mentioned reasons. However, it is important 

to note that 32.4% of non-heterosexual youth agreed or strongly agreed that their sexual 

orientation was a reason that they had become homeless on their own. And, 20% of females 

who had been homeless on their own agreed or strongly agreed that sexual abuse was a reason 

for their homelessness. 

 

Combining the agree and strongly agree responses, a hierarchy of self-reported reasons for 

homelessness was created. The three most frequently-noted reasons that the youths had 

become homeless on their own were lots of arguments at home, being kicked out of their 

home, and verbal abuse, as shown on the following chart. 
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Youths’ Assessment of Services  

Youths were asked about the adequacy of six types of services in Springfield. Among those who 

had been homeless on their own, strong majorities (between 73% and 81%) felt that Springfield 

needs more short term emergency shelter, long term transitional living housing, transitional 

housing for pregnant and parenting teens, and a “one stop shop” where they can access a 

spectrum of services.  Between 15% and 20% disagreed that they could get mental health 

services and alcohol/drug rehab or counseling if they needed it. 

 

Please rate your agreement with the 

following statements:  

Strongly 

Agree 
Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 

Disagree 

There is a need for a “one stop shop” where 

youth can get all services they need in one 

place. (A place where shelter, job training, 

GED, counseling, food, clothing, groups, 

mentoring, etc. are all available). 

60.6% 20.2% 12.8% 2.3% 4.1% 

Springfield needs a transitional living program 

for pregnant or parenting teens.  
56.2% 23.3% 15.1% 2.3% 3.2% 

Springfield needs more long term transitional 

housing for youth.  
53.7% 25.9% 14.4% 1.4% 4.6% 

Springfield needs more short term emergency 

shelter for youth.  
47.9% 25.6% 16.4% 3.2% 6.8% 

I can get any alcohol/drug rehab or counseling 

if I need it.  
42.9% 21.9% 20.5% 5.0% 9.6% 

I can get any mental health services or 

counseling if I need it.  
39.8% 20.8% 19.9% 9.7% 9.7% 
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By combining agree and strongly agree responses, service needs can be ranked. 80.8% of youth 

said that Springfield needs a “one stop shop” where they can get all of the services that they 

need in one place. 79.5% of them feel that the city needs a transitional program for pregnant or 

parenting teens. 79.6% of youth feel that Springfield needs more long-term transitional housing 

for teens. And, 73.5% believe that the city needs more short term emergency shelter for teens.  

 

By combining disagree and strongly disagree responses, the availability of mental health and 

alcohol/drug counseling can be assessed. 19.4% of youth do not feel that they can get the 

mental health services or counseling that they need, and 14.6% of them do not feel that they 

can get the alcohol/drug rehab or counseling that they need. 

 

 

 

Dangers of Being Homeless  

Some researchers have concluded that homeless youth are “becoming one of the most severely 

victimized groups in our society” (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2007: p. 2). 

62.9% of the youth in our sample who had been homeless on their own agreed or strongly 

agreed that Springfield has adults who endanger or harm homeless youth. And, 41.6% of them 

indicated that they themselves had been harmed by someone while they were homeless in 

Springfield. 

Toro, Dworksy, and Fowler (2007) reported that non-heterosexual homeless youth are at an 

increased risk for victimization on the streets. 50% of non-heterosexual youth who had been 

homeless reported that they had been hurt by others while homeless in Springfield, compared 

with 37.8% of straight homeless youth. The 12.2 percentage point difference represents a 42% 

higher rate of victimization. However, the statistical significance level was .066, so the 

relationship between sexual orientation and victimization rates is tentative.  
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Factors Contributing to Youth Homelessness 

There are multiple pathways to teen homelessness, and many factors combine to increase the 

odds that individual youths will become homeless on their own. Risk factors interact with each 

other in complex ways, and causality can run in multiple directions. With these caveats in mind, 

there is evidence that some factors appear earlier in a child’s life than others and are most 

often the primary drivers of increased probabilities of youth homelessness. Other factors, while 

they are sometimes the primary causes of youth homelessness, more typically are intermediate 

influences. The one-time survey method is ill-equipped to determine causation with precision; 

however, some patterns of findings do suggest common chains of events that contribute to 

increased rates of teen homelessness. 

 

The National Alliance to End Homelessness (2006: p. 1) listed two prevalent types of causes of 

youth homelessness: “Family Breakdown” and “System Failure.” Family breakdown refers to 

family conflict, abuse, and rejection that results in youths running away from their homes, 

being kicked out, or being abandoned by their parents or guardians. System failure refers to the 

inadequacies of juvenile corrections, child welfare agencies, foster care, and mental health 

programs that result in a number of youth becoming homeless after being discharged from 

state care without adequate financial and emotional support. Three indicators of family 

breakdown (previously homeless with family, repeated traumatic events in a care-giving 

situation, and parental drug or alcohol abuse) are analyzed below, along with one measure of 

possible system failure (having been a ward of the state). Additionally, as was noted above, 

having a mental illness or having run away from home also impact youth homelessness. The 

relationships between these and other factors and teen homelessness are explored below. 

 

Family Breakdown 69.6% of respondents who experienced homelessness with their families 

also had experienced homelessness on their own. In comparison, 33.7 percent of those who 

had never been homeless with their families experienced homelessness on their own. This is a 

35.9 percentage point difference, and a 106.5% increased risk of homelessness for those who 

had been homeless with their families (see the table below). 

  

Youths who had been a victim of or witness to traumatic events at home had a rate of 

homelessness by themselves of 55.1%, while 34.1% of those who had not been a victim of or 

witness to traumatic events had experienced homelessness on their own. This 21 point 

difference represents a 61.6% increased rate of homelessness among those who had been a 

victim or witness of repeated traumatic events.  

 

53.1% of youths who had a parent or caregiver with a drug or alcohol problem had experienced 

homelessness on their own, while only 33.8 percent of respondents who did not have a parent 

or legal guardian with a drug or alcohol problem had experienced homelessness alone. This 

19.3 point difference indicates a 57.1 percent increase in homelessness for youth whose parent 

or guardian had a substance abuse problem. 
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In brief, “family breakdown” is strongly related to heightened rates of teen homelessness 

among the youths in our sample. One way that family breakdown contributes to higher rates of 

teen homelessness is through the intermediate factor of mental illness. All three family 

breakdown variables are related to higher rates of youths having been diagnosed with a mental 

illness, and those who had been diagnosed with a mental illness had a 67% higher rate of 

experiencing homelessness alone compared with those who had not been diagnosed with a 

mental illness (56.1% to 33.6%). Youth who were victims of or witnesses to repeated traumatic 

events at home were 85% more likely to be diagnosed with a mental illness than were those 

who had not encountered repeated traumatic events at home. Teens who had been homeless 

with their family were 52% more likely to be diagnosed with a mental illness than were youths 

who had not been homeless with their family. And, young people who had one or both parents 

with a drug/alcohol problem had a rate of mental illness 42% higher compared with those 

whose parents did not have a substance abuse problem.  

 

Of course, some youth from stable and supportive families develop mental illnesses, and some 

youth from troubled family backgrounds never develop mental problems.  However, the 

relationships reported above indicate that one common chain of events that leads youth to 

become homeless alone is that their difficult family background contributes to heightened 

probabilities of developing a mental illness that, in turn, increase their risk of becoming 

homeless on their own. 

 

In a similar vein, all three family background variables increase the likelihood that a young 

person has run away from home, and, youths who had run away from home had a 77% higher 

rate of being homeless on their own than did youths who had not run away (58.4% to 33%).   

Youths who were victims of or witnesses to repeated traumatic events in a care-giving situation 

were 80% more likely to have run away than were those who had not encountered repeated 

traumatic events at home. Young people who had one or both parents with a drug/alcohol 

problem had a rate of running away 53% higher compared with those whose parents did not 

have a substance abuse problem. And, teens who had been homeless with their family were 

35% more likely to be runaways than were youths who had not been homeless with their 

family. 

 

While the pathways to teen homelessness vary among individuals, it appears that family 

breakdown often is a primary cause of youth homelessness, and that mental illness and running 

away from home (as consequences of difficult family circumstances) are important secondary 

factors contributing to teen homelessness.  This conclusion has important implications for 

programs to reduce youth homelessness. 

 

System Failure The “system failure” variable is whether or not individuals have been a ward of 

the state through the Division of Family Services, Children’s Division, foster care, juvenile 

justice, or Division of Youth Services. 67.9% of youth who had been a ward of the state had 

experienced homelessness on their own, while 41.6 percent of those who had not been a ward 

of the state had experienced homelessness alone. This 26.3 percentage point difference reflects 
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a 63.2 percent increase in homelessness among youth who had been a ward of the state. As 

was mentioned previously, our data do not show a direct causal link between having been a 

ward of the state and subsequent youth homelessness. There is however an association 

between the two phenomena and that link suggests that possibly young people who come 

under state care may not be adequately prepared for independent, self-sufficient living when 

they exit the state system. 

 

How youths were released from state care mattered in terms of their probabilities of having 

been homeless on their own. 45% of the 22 people who were placed in adoption later became 

homeless without their family. 59% of the 49 youths released through family unification or 

placed with a legal guardian became homeless on their own. And, 83.3% of the 24 individuals 

who aged out (presumably of the foster care system) had been homeless alone. 

 

Individuals who had been a ward of the state did have higher rates of being diagnosed with a 

mental illness and having run away from home compared with youths who had not been a 

ward of the state.  However, given the range of different agencies that youths could have been 

involved with (family services, foster care, juvenile justice, etc.) and the various ages at which 

they were released from care, the likely causal connections between being a ward of the state, 

mental illness, and running away from home cannot be determined.  Nonetheless, the fact that 

wards of the state have a rate of homelessness on their own 63.2% higher than those who had 

not been under state supervision should be considered when policies to reduce teen 

homelessness are considered (National Resource Center for Foster Care & Permanency 

Planning 2012). 

 

Other Contributing Factors While some studies suggest that gender plays a role in youth 

homelessness, there was no difference in the rates of having been homeless without their 

family between males and females in our sample. And, while racial minority group members 

were over-represented in the combined sample of high risk and homeless youth, the rates of 

white and non-white youths having been homeless on their own were not different. 

 

Remaining in school and having graduated from high school did make a difference in rates of 

being homeless alone. Among youths ages 17 and older, 70.3% of those who had dropped out 

had been homeless on their own, while 45.9% of those who still were in school or who had 

graduated (diploma or GED) had been homeless without their family. This 24.4 percentage 

point difference represents a 53.2% higher homelessness rate among dropouts compared with 

non-dropouts. 

 

To calculate the relationship between sexual orientation and youth homelessness, all non-

heterosexual responses were combined into one category. 39.4 percent of heterosexual youth 

surveyed had experienced homelessness on their own, while 56.7 percent of non-heterosexual 

respondents had experienced homelessness on their own. This 17.3 percentage point 

difference equals a 43.9 percent increase in the probability of being homeless for non-

heterosexual youth. 
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Variable Response 

Percentage With 

Homelessness 

Experienced Alone 

Percentage Increase in 

Probability of 

Homelessness 

Experienced Alone 

Homeless With Family 
No 33.7% 35.9 pts. difference     

106.5% increase Yes 69.6% 

Ward of the State 
No 41.6% 26.3 pts. difference    

63.2% increase Yes 67.9% 

Traumatic Events 
No 34.1% 21.0 pts. difference        

61.6% increase Yes 55.1% 

Family Drug Use 
No 33.8% 19.3 pts. difference         

57.1% increase Yes 53.1% 

Sexual Orientation 
Heterosexual 39.4% 17.3 pts. difference            

43.9% increase Non-heterosexual 56.7% 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

It is estimated that between 1.2 million and 1.7 million youths nationwide experience 

homelessness at some point during the year (National Coalition for the Homeless 2011; U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services 2007), and it appears that youth homelessness is on 

the rise (National Conference of State Legislatures 2010). The problem of youth homelessness is 

one part of the larger, more general problem of homelessness in the United States. National 

programs are needed to address the macro structural causes of homelessness, which include an 

insufficient stock of low-cost housing and an inadequate supply of well-paying jobs for semi-

skilled workers. 

 

However, given the large and increasing number of homeless youth, communities around the 

nation, including Springfield, have developed organizations and programs to prevent youths 

from becoming homeless and to provide services to those who already are homeless (Aviles 

and Helfrich 2004; Center for Improvement of Child and Family Services 2009; Levin et al. 

2005). In preceding sections of this report, we began to unravel common pathways to teen 

homelessness, with family breakdown and system failure as primary contributing factors, and 

with mental illness and running away playing important secondary roles. This analysis suggests 

that a two-pronged strategy is needed to reduce youth homelessness. 

 

Primary prevention: Some programs offer interventions to prevent youths from ever becoming 

homeless. Improving family dynamics is one priority because stable, positive relations with 
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family members greatly reduce the risk of homelessness among teens (Administration for 

Children and Families 2012). Communities can use federal funding provided by the Promoting 

Safe and Stable Families program from the Department of Health and Human Services 

Children’s Bureau, state monies, and grants from foundations to provide family preservation 

services and to operate programs that support families at risk or in crisis. Programs that prevent 

family breakdown include community-, school-, and faith-based programs that promote family 

cohesion. 

 

Two family-based approaches to preventing juvenile delinquency might serve as models for 

family preservation strategies to reduce teen homelessness. Multi-Systemic Therapy (MST) 

consists of home-based programs that focus on improving young people’s family environment 

and reducing future anti-social behaviors (United States Department of Health and Human 

Services 2007:34).  Schools or social service agencies alert MST staff that a young person is at 

risk. During a home visit, MST personnel first evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of both 

parents and the young person. MST staff members then provide them with activities to improve 

parenting and coping skills as well as with information about how to access a range of 

community resources and services in the future. MST programs have been evaluated and found 

to effectively improve family dynamics and thereby reduce future behavioral problems. They 

also have been shown to be less costly than providing services for youths who become juvenile 

delinquents. 

 

A second approach, Functional Family Therapy (FFT), combines programs held at schools and in 

homes to help students and family members work through conflicts. Once an assessment of the 

problem is made, FFT staff members then implement a three-stage process. First, they engage 

all family members, gain their trust, and attempt to motivate them by emphasizing the 

possibility of positive changes. Next, short- and long-term behavioral goals are established for 

each family member, and parenting, coping, and conflict management skills are taught. The 

final phase focuses on the application of newly acquired skills and the preservation of positive 

changes. Evaluation studies have shown that FFT programs reduce occurrences of juvenile 

delinquency in a cost-effective manner.  

 

As family breakdown is a key contributor to youth homelessness, cities that implement a mix of 

school- and community-based family support and intervention programs should expect to see a 

drop in teen homelessness. 

 

Primary prevention strategies also need to reduce juvenile system failures that contribute to 

teen homelessness. One focus is on foster care practices.  In a given year, close to half a million 

young people across the nation are in foster care. Since family breakdown already has occurred 

for children who are placed in foster care, foster care can reduce teen homelessness. However, 

changes in foster care practices are needed, because national studies indicate that youth who 

had been in foster care have higher rates of being homeless than other youths (Toro, Dworksy, 

& Fowler 2007). Programs should be emphasized that help foster youth develop independent 

living skills that they need when they age out of the system. Successful Intensive Aftercare 
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Programs (IAPs) usually include several steps (United States Department of Health and Human 

Services 2007). First, individualized pre-release programs are established to help foster youth 

build the independent living skills that they will need after they age out. Next, transitional 

housing and continuing support services are provided. It is important that foster system staff 

have a relatively small case load so that they can conduct in-home visits and so that youth can 

contact caseworkers when problems arise. Finally, allowing foster youth to stay in transitional 

housing until age 21 allows them to pursue higher education or attend job training programs 

that will lead to economic and housing self-sufficiency as young adults. 

 

Another system failure that needs to be addressed is services for homeless families. Having 

experienced homelessness with their family is one of the strongest predictors of teen 

homelessness. Provision of temporary housing and support services for families that otherwise 

would become homeless has the double benefit of reducing the present overall homeless 

population and minimizing the future teen homelessness problem by preventing children from 

ever experiencing homelessness with their parents. 

 

By reducing the incidents of family breakdown and system failure, many youth who otherwise 

would become homeless are able to be sheltered either with their family or on their own.  

Thus, primary prevention strategies bring both individual and community-level benefits. 

 

Secondary prevention: Some strategies are designed to prevent youth who already are 

temporarily or situationally homeless from becoming chronically homeless as adults (Bronstein 

1996; Stewart et al. 2010). The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) has identified 

a set of core principles that promote effectiveness in secondary prevention strategies (2007). 

These principles include supporting positive youth development, creating individualized service 

plans, and providing a continuum of services that integrates programs and maximizes positive 

outcomes. The continuum of services typically includes an outreach program, drop-in center, 

emergency shelter, and transitional living program. 

 

Street outreach programs focus on identifying high-risk and homeless youths, preventing their 

victimization, gaining their trust, and encouraging them to get assistance meeting their basic 

needs, such as for food, showers, personal hygiene products, and medicine. Drop-in centers are 

where youths can receive those basic survival items. Drop-in centers also offer a range of 

educational, physical and mental health, employment, and interpersonal skill-building programs 

for youths who are interested in them. Street outreach programs and drop-in centers allow 

young people to control their contact with service providers on their own terms, and they offer 

a youth-friendly environment through which homeless and high-risk young people can access a 

range of services when they are ready to do so. The trustworthiness of outreach and drop-in 

center workers is important in encouraging youth to take advantage of opportunities to receive 

services, so low turnover in those programs is essential (Kurtz et al 2000). 

 

Emergency shelter programs provide housing, meals, clothing, health services, and counseling 

for up to 15 days for youths ages 18 and younger. These shelters offer youths respite from a 
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turbulent family situation and a safe alternative to being victimized on the streets. Emergency 

shelters also provide youths with services to either promote family reunification or to establish 

stable housing. 

 

Transitional living programs (TLPs) provide youths ages 16 to 21 who cannot return home with 

up to 18 months of housing and educational or vocational training, as well as opportunities to 

build skills that promote a sense of personal efficacy and independence (Corporation for 

Supportive Housing n.d.). To qualify for these programs, youths must prove their homeless 

status and provide personal references. They are also required to meet certain criteria to 

remain in the program, including paying rent (based on their financial situation), completing 

household duties, attending school or maintaining employment, and obeying household rules, 

such as refraining from using drugs or alcohol. 

 

Few secondary prevention programs have been evaluated systematically. However, the 

effectiveness of the transitional living program provided by Urban Peak in Denver, Colorado, 

has been assessed. 87 percent of young people achieved safe and stable housing before exiting 

that organization’s TLP (Urban Peak, 2012). 

 

Currently in Springfield, the Rare Breed Youth Services organization conducts street outreach 

activities in central Springfield, operates a drop-in center, and provides a limited number of 

transitional housing units. Boys and Girls Town of Missouri operates the Empowering Youth 

emergency shelter program. Thus, all of the core elements of a successful secondary prevention 

strategy identified by HHS are in place in Springfield. However, adequate and stable funding is 

needed to increase the service capacity of these agencies so that evidence-based intervention 

and support programs can be operated for the growing number of high-risk and homeless 

youth and their families in the community. 

 

The funding challenge: Securing adequate and stable funding for primary and secondary 

prevention programs in an era of tight municipal budgets, limited federal and state resources, 

and strained balance sheets for many non-profit organizations is a substantial challenge. 

Nonetheless, a strong case can be made that providing adequate funding for programs to 

prevent youth homelessness is a necessary and good social investment. 

 

While only a limited number of cost-benefit analyses of homeless prevention programs have 

been conducted, estimates so far consistently show that monies spent on those programs bring 

greater savings now and in the future. In terms of primary prevention programs, the Chicago 

Alliance (2011) found that the average cost per household to prevent homelessness in 2010 

under the Homeless Prevention Program in Illinois was $915, while the state would have had to 

spend $1,448 per household to provide supportive housing. The program thus saved the state 

of Illinois $532 per household (over $1.25 million overall) compared with the cost of providing 

housing if homelessness had not been prevented. 
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Several studies of the financial costs and benefits of secondary prevention programs have been 

conducted as well. For instance, the Center for Improvement of Child and Family Services 

(2009) estimated that every $1 that the state of Oregon spends on services for runaway and 

homeless youths provides over $4 in savings. And, a study by the California Coalition for Youth 

(2009) found that a transitional housing program for former foster youth saves at least $2.41 

for every dollar spent on the program. 

 

More assessment studies and cost-benefit analyses of teen homelessness prevention programs 

need to be conducted. However, the studies that have been done are consistent with a larger 

research literature that shows that money spent on programs for disadvantaged children, not 

just for homeless youth, is a good social investment (for example, see Burr and Grunewald, 

2006 for a summary of findings on the financial savings resulting from investment in childhood 

development programs).  What is clear from the growing body of research is that the present 

and future costs of doing less than what is needed are higher than the costs of providing 

adequate and stable funding for youth homeless prevention programs today. 
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