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Reducing risk among homeless youth
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Background: Research has shown that unstably 
housed and homeless adults are more likely to 
engage in HIV risk behaviors than those who 
are stably housed.  Some believe that the 
individual’s behavior should be understood 
within a context of risk rather than considering 
the individual as a risk-taker.  While research 
has shown that homeless youth engage in 
more HIV risk behaviors than their housed 
peers, the relationship between housing status 
and risk behaviors has not been studied among 
a younger population.  If the relationship is the 
same for youth as it is for adult populations, then 
HIV risk behaviors can be reduced by removing 
youth from a context of risk.  Housing would be 
an effective means of HIV prevention.

Larkin Street provides a comprehensive 
continuum of services to homeless and 
marginally housed youth ages 12 – 24.  
Services include outreach, drop-in services, a 
range of housing options, and support services 
including health, education, and employment.  
Larkin Street believes that housing is the key to 
stabilization for these youth.

Methods: Intake and service data was collected 
from over 1,100 youth who received services 
at a program site over the course of five years 
(2001-2006).  The sample was limited to youth 
with complete intakes on file.

The relationship between housing status and 
six risk behaviors was assessed using reported 
living situation, substance use, and high-
risk sexual behaviors in the 30 days prior to 
intake.  Housing status consisted of three main 
categories: street (non-housed) youth, youth 
housed in a restrictive setting (a setting with 
a parental/authority figure present), and youth 
housed in an unrestrictive setting (no parental/
authority figure present).  The six risk behaviors 

were: hard drug use, intravenous drug use, any 
unprotected sexual contacts, unprotected sexual 
contacts with an HIV+ partner, unprotected 
sexual contacts with an intravenous drug user, 
and unprotected sexual contacts while high.

Logit regression was used to model the 
relationship between housing status and risk 
behaviors while controlling for other variables.  
Six models were used, with each of the risk 
behaviors serving as the response variable in 
each of the models. 

Results: In comparison to the restrictive housed 
youth, a non-housed youth was 5.3 times 
more likely to report intravenous drug use, 3.7 
times more likely to report hard drug use, and 
2.4 times more likely to report an unprotected 
sexual contact with an intravenous drug user.  
In comparison to restrictive housed youth, 
unrestrictive housed youth were 2.1 times more 
likely to report hard drug use and 1.4 times 
more likely to report any unprotected sexual 
contacts. 

Conclusion: There appears to be a relationship 
between housing status and participation in risk 
behaviors that is mediated by the presence or 
absence of an authority figure.  Street youth 
are more likely to report risk behaviors than are 
youth in a restrictive housed setting.  In addition, 
youth in an unrestrictive housed situation are 
more likely to engage in sexual risk behaviors 
than youth in a restrictive housed setting.  
Housing services for homeless and marginally 
housed youth should take into account the 
developmental stage of these young people, 
especially the ways in which their attitude to 
risk differs from adults.  Housing is an important 
step in stabilizing youth and reducing their 
participation in high risk behaviors.  As such, it 
is an important component in HIV prevention for 
this high-risk population.

Special thanks to the San Francisco 
Department of Public Health AIDS Office – 
HIV Prevention and Research Section, for 

generous funding in support of this project.



For Additional Information Contact:

Dina Wilderson, Ph.D.
Chief of Research and Evaluation

Larkin Street Youth Services
701 Sutter Street, 3rd Floor

San Francisco, CA 94109
P:  (415) 673.0911, ext. 332

dwilderson@larkinstreetyouth.org

Since 1984,  Larkin Street  Youth Services  has been committed to helping  
San Francisco’s  most  vulnerable  youth ages 12-24 move beyond street  l i fe . 
This  commitment has fueled the development of  a  comprehensive continuum 
of  services  that  is  nat ional ly recognized as  a  model  of  innovative and 
effect ive care.  We offer  stabi l i ty,  safety and the opportunity for  a  better  l i fe .
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