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TRENDLINES...
Moving Toward a Clearer Picture of Youth Homelessness

Every two years, as part of the HUD mandated Point-In-Time (PIT) count for jurisdictions receiving federal 
funding for homelessness programs, communities conduct a count of the homeless persons living among 
them.  Previous PIT counts have been limited in their usefulness in determining an estimate of homeless 
youth.  A major reason was because in most jurisdictions youth were not identified as a subcategory, with the 
exception of those under the age of 18.  In most counts youth over the age of 18 were captured as part of 
the adult population, with no distinction as a subgroup.  Another contributing factor is that unaccompanied  
youth (homeless youth under age 18 without family members) often go to great lengths to stay hidden,  
avoiding areas where other homeless individuals are found because of their minor status, which results in 
an undercount of this incredibly vulnerable subpopulation.

This year, for the first time, HUD required that youth be accounted for in the PIT counts as one of two 
subpopulations; unaccompanied minors (children under age 18 without a parent or guardian) and youth  
(individuals between the ages of 18 and 24).  Various efforts were established to bolster communities 
in their inclusion of youth during the PIT count.  Youth Count!, an interagency initiative was put in place 
to develop promising strategies to effectively capture youth, up to the age of 24, in counts within nine  
communities across the country.  In addition, Youth Count! provided technical assistance to any stakeholder 
interested in instituting the most effective procedures possible in support of inclusive youth counts.  Despite 
some of the limitations of point-in-time counts, the identification of youth in these counts is an important 
first step in determining the extent of youth homelessness across the country.  The Annual Homelessness 
Assessment Report produced by HUD takes the data provided by communities across the country and  
consolidates it into a national level report.  This report shares some highlights from that report, with a  
focus on California, San Francisco, and the newly collected youth-level data.

Scope of the Issue

The 2013 Point-in-Time Count provides a snapshot of homelessness on a given night in the United States, 
this year that number is 610,042 (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2013).  
Five states account for over 50% of the total homeless population (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, 2013).  California leads the pack with 136,826 individuals, and accounts for more than 20% of 
the total homeless population (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2013).   Homelessness 
declined nationally by 4% between 2012 and 2013 (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 
2013).  However, California is one of ten states that saw an increase in homelessness from 2012 to 2013, 
ranking second in size of increase behind New York (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 
2013).  We have made some progress toward ending homelessness at the national level – decreasing 
overall homelessness by 6% and the number of unsheltered homeless by 13% since the Federal Strategic  
Plan was put in place in 2010 (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2013).  However this 
success is not mirrored within the communities of California. 

For the first time we have a national PIT estimate of youth homelessness.  Eight percent of the home-
less population were unaccompanied children and youth, those on their own without a parent or guardian 
(U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2013).  The vast majority of the population, 87%, 
were youth ages 18-24 (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2013).  Across the nation  
unaccompanied children and youth are unsheltered at higher rates than individual adults or the general 
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population (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, 2013).  California has the largest number  
of unaccompanied children and youth in the United  
States (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, 2013). In addition, San Francisco is 
one of five major cities that accounted for 29% of the 
total homeless youth population in the country (U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development, 
2013).  And far too many of these children and 
youth are living on the streets, in abandoned build-
ings, or other places not meant for human habitation.   
In California more than ¾ of homeless youth were  
without shelter (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, 2013).  

Policy Implications and Recommendations

California is losing the battle against homelessness on multiple fronts and in multiple ways – including the total 
number of homeless, percent of homeless who are without shelter, number of homeless children and youth, and  
number of children and youth who are without shelter.  This points to the need for a coordinated,  
statewide response in order to address the problem in a systemic way.  The California Assembly 
Select Committee on Homelessness has begun to address the issue of homelessness at a statewide  
level but more is needed.  California is one of the few states that does not have an interagency  
council, despite the fact that the state has the largest homeless population in the nation.  The lack of a 
coordinated response to homelessness creates inefficiencies through the duplication of efforts among 
agencies and siloed policymaking that often results in conflicting program regulations.  The council would  
allow California to more effectively and efficiently use existing resources by developing a more integrated system.   
The council would also qualify California to receive additional federal funds to address homelessness  
statewide.  Perhaps most importantly it would provide the state level guidance we need to design and  
implement a statewide plan to end homelessness.

Children and youth who are homeless and on the streets are at high risk of exploitation and victimization.   
In San Francisco, 1 in 20 homeless youth report they have traded sex for a place to sleep, and one in ten  
report they’ve been the victim of sexual exploitation (Applied Survey Research, 2013b).  Given that we have 
large numbers of homeless youth in San Francisco and other California communities who are without shelter  

and spending their nights in precarious  
situations we must continue to invest in 
outreach services and emergency housing.   
Homeless youth often locate themselves 
away from the homeless adult population,  
which means that a targeted outreach  
approach must be taken in order to 
reach youth and bring them into services  
and off the streets.  Although emergency 
shelter is not a long-term solution to youth 
homelessness it is often the first step for 
youth in their path to stability.  Homeless youth 
in San Francisco identified their greatest  
service needs as food (61%), clothing (48%), 

and shelter/housing (44%)(Applied Survey Research, 2013b).  Meeting these basic needs are the first step in 
stabilizing lives so that youth are able to build the skills they need for lifelong self-sufficiency.
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Unlike homeless adults, who generally possess the core skill set needed to maintain housing despite  
the crisis that led to their homelessness, homeless youth have not developed the skills necessary  
to live independently and maintain a self-supporting income.  Transitional housing programs are  
appropriate for youth as it provides housing coupled with services to address issues  
that are barriers to stability. This includes counseling, independent living skills, educational support,  
and employment services.  In recent years we have focused our federal dollars on programs that have 
been effective but which are most appropriate for adults or families.  For example, rapid rehousing  
programs are designed to intervene early in a homelessness episode to get people back in homes, but  
assumes minimal additional supports are needed to maintain that housing.  The number of transitional  
housing program beds across the country have been reduced as more beds are designated as permanent 
housing, either as rapid rehousing slots or permanent supportive housing for chronically homeless individuals  
(U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2013).  We must increase the number of youth  
appropriate housing program beds that are available across the country. 

Finding and maintaining employment is difficult for homeless youth who have limited education and employment 
experiences.  When homeless youth in San Francisco were asked what they needed in order to stabilize their lives 
more than a ⅓ said they needed job training or employment, and more than ¼ said education (Applied Survey 
Research, 2013a).  At the federal level we have seen cuts of $1 billion over the past decade to programs that 
provide employment services to those disconnected from the workforce (Kramer, O’Sullivan, & Burrell, 2012).  
We must reverse this trend and ensure that programs such as the Workforce Investment Act are not only  
sufficiently funded but that they include funds designated specifically for youth populations.  

Conclusion

We now have more information regarding the homeless youth population at the local, state, and national level.  
And the picture is pretty grim, particularly at the state and local level.  In California, on any given night, there 
are over 15,000 children and youth who are homeless and on their own.  A lack of focus on this population 
has resulted in an underestimation of the population size and a lack of resources to address the problem.  We 
know that we can have success in ending homelessness if we develop a clearly articulated strategy and pro-
vide the resources necessary to implement the strategy.  This is seen in the reduction of homelessness that 
has occurred at the national level with the chronically homeless and homeless veteran populations, and that 
we are beginning to see with homeless families.  If we are to meet the goal of eliminating youth homelessness 
by 2020, as set forth in the Federal Strategic Plan to Prevent and End Homelessness, we must devise a com-
prehensive youth strategy with clear goals and allocate the appropriate resources for implementation.

3



Research and Evaluation Department        701 Sutter Street | 3rd Floor | San Francisco, CA 94109 © 2013 Larkin Street Youth Services

The mission of Larkin Street Youth Services is to create a continuum of services that inspires youth to 
move beyond the street. We will nurture potential, promote dignity, and support bold steps by all.
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