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INTRODUCTION

No young person should find themselves without a safe and stable 
place to call home. Yet across the country, one in 10 young adults 
ages 18 – 25, and at least one in 30 ages 12 – 17, will experience 
some form of homelessness this year.1 

Though it is a complex problem, we believe the solutions are clear. 
Over more than three decades, Larkin Street Youth Services has 
learned what it takes to make youth homelessness rare, brief, and 
one-time:

• A community-wide system with a continuum of supports that 
are organized and ordered with intention and drive towards 
outcomes appropriate for a young person’s stage of life

• Naming and addressing underlying factors like racism, 
homophobia, and transphobia that cause young people to 
become homeless and prevent them from reaching their full 
potential

• Centering the expertise of young people and authentically 
engaging them in shaping the decisions that impact their lives 

Ending youth homelessness is possible. 
Here’s how.
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Is homelessness a solvable problem? Yes!

THE ISSUE

Every year, 4.2 million young people in the U.S. 
will experience some form of homelessness.1
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THE VISION 

Our vision is not merely to interrupt youth 
homelessness, but to end it. 

Rising	Up
In 2018, San Francisco Mayor London Breed 
launched Rising up, a $35 million public-private 
campaign with an ambitious goal to cut youth 
homelessness in half by 2023.    

A	Way	Home	America	
In 2019, San Francisco doubled down on its 
commitment by taking on the Grand Challege 
coordinated by A Way Home America. In doing so, 
we join nine communities nationwide who have 
committed to ending homelessness for youth of 
color and LGBTQ youth over two years, setting the 
path to end youth homelessness for all youth.

THE GOAL 

BRIEF ONE-TIMERARE1 2 3

What do we mean by ‘ending youth homelessness’?

We see early evidence that given the right interventions, communities can effectively end homelessness. 

An end to youth homelessness means a community has a comprehensive response 
in place ensuring that any experience of homelessness by a young person is:

The United States Interagency Council on Homelessness outlines a set of 
criteria and benchmarks against which a community can measure itself. 
These include benchmarks such as fewer youth experiencing 
homelessness at any given time, swift connections to safe 
and stable housing, and exits from homelessness 
exceeding new entries.12

This discrepancy is not explained by poverty alone.6 Structural and pervasive racism and 
homophobia make youth of color and LGBTQ youth more likely to experience homelessness, 
and for that experience to be fatal.7

In California, 12,396 young people are on the streets each night without a 
safe place to sleep.2

9% of them are on the streets in San Francisco,3 where over 2,200 
young people access services each year at Larkin Street.

These young people reflect a stark reality: homelessness 
disproportionately impacts youth of color and LGBTQ youth.

Communities who have launched the federally-funded Youth Homelessness Demonstration 
Program – where resources are invested in a thoughtful, data-informed manner using a systems 
approach and where youth are given not only a voice, but decision-making authority – have seen 
considerable reductions in the number of youth experiencing homelessness enumerated through 
their Point in Time Counts.

This is further evidenced by successes in effectively ending homelessness among homeless veterans 
and chronically homeless populations in communities across the country.11

This requires systems-level work. Two such initiatives we’re involved in include:
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WHAT DO WE NEED? 

A Variety of Housing Options

Immediate linkages to safe, short-term 
emergency options like shelters, flexible 
funds, and short-term rental assistance

A variety of stable housing options with 
embedded services and wraparound 
supports tailored to individuals’ needs

Time-limited and non-time-limited 
programs in a variety of housing models 
such as congregate, scattered site, and 
rental subsidies

Ability to move between program types and 
sites as needs or preferences change

Education and Employment Supports

Intensive, cohort-based programs focused on 
post-secondary attainment and living wage 
employment

Individualized college and job counseling, 
tutoring, internships, and job placements

A strong system to prevent and end youth homelessness must be flexible and responsive to 
emerging needs and input from young people, service providers, and other stakeholders.

Prevention and Early Intervention

Upstream supports to keep vulnerable 
young people housed or swiftly connect 
them to other safe, stable options outside 
the homeless response system

Robust and Intentional Services

Low threshold access to strengths-based 
and tailored life skills interventions

Outcomes-focused case management and 
exit planning

Making youth homelessness rare, brief, and one-time 
requires a community-wide system of supports.

Aftercare

Linkages to adult services, mainstream 
resources, and other supports to ensure 
long-term stability 

A Sustainable Non-Profit Workforce

A diverse staff, well-versed in the practices of 
harm reduction, motivational interviewing, trauma-
informed care, and restorative practices, who are 
deeply committed to empowering young people to 
achieve their goals

Healthy wages, supportive working environments, 
and clear career pathways for a stable non-profit 
workforce

Behavioral Health Supports

A variety of physical, emotional, mental health, 
and substance use supports delivered in a 
trauma-informed manner and through a harm 
reduction lens

Meeting youth where they are, both literally and 
figuratively

Affordable Housing 

A range of affordable housing options 
in the community to support both 
youth transitioning out of services 
and the non-profit workforce

Coordinated Entry

A streamlined process to efficiently 
assess, prioritize, and link young people 
to housing and services that meet their 
specific needs
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A foundation for a successful system to end 
youth homelessness is built on these principles.
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Centering Equity

A recognition that structural racism and 
systemic inequities are underlying causes of 
homelessness, and that ending it requires an 
explicit commitment to transforming systems 
for historically marginalized groups.

Homelessness does not harm all young people 
equally and a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach is 
insufficient given the structural barriers faced 
by youth of color and LGBTQ youth. Centering 
equity in the work to end homelessness means 
taking a targeted universalism approach.14 By 
identifying and eliminating the barriers faced 
by the most marginalized young people in both 
direct service and broader systems settings, 
we improve outcomes for everyone.15

• Making an explicit commitment to youth of 
color and LGBTQ youth as a guiding principle 
of our Theory of Change

• Integrating the principles of diversity, equity, 
and inclusion throughout the agency’s 
operations via workgroups focused on 
employee experience, power and privilege, 
and agency policies and procedures

• Helping to lead the City’s work on the 
Grand Challenge, whose goal is to end 
homelessness for youth of color and LGBTQ+ 
youth as a path to ending it for all youth

An Outcomes Focus and Data Driven 
Approach

Organizing a community’s continuum of services 
to drive towards youth-centered outcomes – 
including safe and stable housing, wellness, 
education, and employment – and using data to 
continually learn and improve.

Regularly collecting, analyzing, and learning from 
data allows service providers to understand 
what’s working and what’s not, and to adjust 
as needed to improve their services. But an 
effective systems approach to preventing and 
ending youth homelessness must also consider 
how the community is driving towards a shared 
set of goals. Being data-driven means collecting 
and using data to inform decision-making at 
every step, from the individual to the systems 
level. 

• Ensuring staff have easy, real-time access to 
the data they need to support their daily work 
with young people

• Shaping agency strategy and programming 
based on regular review of youth outcomes 
and feedback 

• Modelling the use of data to understand, 
evaluate, and inform system changes by 
serving as a community thought leader and 
disseminating learnings through conference 
presentations and publications

Amplifying Youth Voice and Leadership

Authentically collaborating with young people as 
decision makers and experts in their experiences 
of homelessness. “Nothing About Us Without 
Us,” the phrase popularized by the disability 
rights movement,13 is a guiding principle that 
must inform any work done in service of others. 

Beyond soliciting feedback, authentically 
engaging young people means empowering 
them with the authority to shape not only a 
service provider’s programs and operations, 
but the wider context they operate within as 
well. Young people must be at the center of any 
efforts to transform the systems that impact 
their daily lives. 

• Developing peer-led roles in the Behavioral 
Health program to destigmatize services and 
engage hard-to-reach groups

• Training young people in research methods 
and engaging them as experts through a 
Youth Participatory Action Research project 
aimed at making actionable recommendations 
for reducing youth’s exposure to violence

• Developing young leaders to inform both 
our direct service and systems change work 
through paid six-month appointments to our 
Youth Advisory Board

Systems-Level Work 

Deep partnerships across youth-serving 
systems and the public, private, and non-profit 
sectors to prevent and end homelessness for 
young people.

Making homelessness rare, brief, and one-
time requires a holistic approach that goes 
beyond housing alone. A systems-level 
response enlists other youth-serving sectors 
(e.g. education, child welfare) in preventing 
homelessness; takes a community-wide 
approach to assessing, prioritizing, and 
linking young people to housing; and includes 
partnership with the private sector to build 
supportive pathways to self-sufficiency. 

• Leading a collaborative of non-profit service 
providers as one of San Francisco’s two 
Coordinated Entry Youth Access Points

• Engaging in coalition work at the local, state, 
and national levels to advocate for supportive 
policies and resources 

• Serving as the anchor institution for the City 
of San Francisco’s Rising Up campaign, a 
public-private partnership that combines 
prevention and diversion resources, rental 
subsidies, and education and employment 
supports
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REFERENCES 

 ↘ Collaborating with young people 
who have lived experience of 
homelessness to lead advocacy 
efforts and shape policy 

 ↘ Centering youth of color and LGBTQ 
youth in the conversation to find 
solutions 

 ↘ Educating stakeholders on the unique needs 
of young people 

 ↘ Identifying opportunities at the local, state, and 
national level to make change

 ↘ Increasing and sustaining public and private 
investment in resources to prevent and end 
youth homelessness

 ↘ Engaging in upstream policy work to 
advocate for affordable housing and equity 
in the education, child welfare, and justice 
systems

 ↘ Using disaggregated systems-level data to ensure 
community strategies are working for youth of color 
and LGBTQ youth

 ↘ Regularly analyzing data to 
inform programming and 
ensure positive outcomes 
for young people 

HOW DO WE GET THERE? 

Ending youth homelessness 
is possible.
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OUR VISION

OUR OUTCOMES

WE BELIEVE
To	end	youth	homelessness	by	making	it	

rare,	brief,	and	one-time
All	young	people	deserve	the	chance	to	

reach	their	full	potential	and	contribute	their	
best	to	the	world

Safe and stable housing 
is the foundation on 
which they can build a 
brighter future

Physical and emotional 
wellness supports 
their resilience and 
equips them for long-
term success

One year of education 
post-high school opens 
up new opportunities 
and puts them on a 
career pathway

Self-sustaining 
employment is the key 
to long-term economic 
self-sufficiency and 

permanently breaking the 
cycle of homelessness 

and poverty


