Unaccompanied Homeless Youth Notes-General information about this population and best practices for working with this population

The Federal Runaway and Homeless Youth Act defines this population as up to 21 y.o.

My agency tends to see more youth over the age of 18 y.o. present as homeless because youth under 18 y.o. tend to stay under the radar due to fear of DCF or parents getting in trouble, etc.

Demographics-Unaccompanied homeless youth cross all populations-gender, class, race, etc.  There tends to be a higher number of LGBT youth in this population.

Reasons for homelessness:

Run from negative family situations-abuse/neglect, domestic violence, family conflict, substance abuse

Family disruptions-divorce, incarceration, death, new family members, moves, family homelessness

Kicked out-often due to sexual orientation/gender identity/expression, but also due to conflicts over rules, behavior, truancy, substance use/abuse and economics/families can’t afford to have youth in home

Exiting (or running) from child welfare or other systems-leave without supports put into place, “systems kids” that were not allowed to have a voice/set and follow through with goals and were not taught independent living skills
Higher risk for being involved in risky behaviors and negative outcomes
This is due to their negative experiences that led to their homelessness as well as the circumstances in which they are living
Some examples:

Many have criminal charges due to running away/probation violation or to keep themselves safe/meet basic needs-breaking and entering, drug dealing, theft

More likely to be exposed to, or become a victim of, a crime/exploitation.  This includes making unsafe choices in order to find a place to stay or getting involved with magazine solicitation companies that bring them to the middle of the country and leave them.

More likely to have poor nutrition, health, exposure to STI’s, pregnancy-this is due to the circumstances they are living in and they often do not have insurance, connections with providers, or know how to take care of themselves

More likely to have mental health/substance abuse issues

More likely to have gaps/incomplete education/learning disabilities that haven’t been addressed.

Where they live:

Unaccompanied homeless youth try to protect themselves, so they tend to find options that keep them under the radar

Couch surfing with friends and family                                                               
Living in tents, abandoned buildings, cars

In shelters, but these are not a great place for them due to their vulnerability

Reasons they don’t access services:

Don’t think they need them
Don’t know how/where to find them

Don’t know they exist

Pride/shame about situation

Have mental health/substance issues/disabilities/other issues that get in the way of accessing services

Distrust of adults and agencies

Best ways to work with this population:

Services:

Outreach to where youth congregate-schools, skate parks, streets, youth events, etc.

Open access to Drop-In centers for all youth that provide basic needs (food, health supplies, showers, bus tickets), computer access, and recreational activities-all youth are one fight with parents away from being homeless

I&R and support connecting with other agencies-may need to take them there
Crisis intervention/counseling/family support/family mediation

Range of housing support services/options-subsidies, emergency sheltering, transitional living, permanent supported affordable housing, support to reunite with family or other options

Within the services, this population needs providers to:

Provide physical/psychological safety

Be youth-friendly/have a youth friendly environment

Appropriate structure

Build relationships/rapport-regular check-ins about life, offers to assist with needs

Empower youth/give choices

Give opportunities to belong/engage

Explore facts/feelings, focus on main issues, explore options, and work with them to establish a plan

Be a constant in their lives

Challenges we see:

Adult shelters are not youth-friendly

Need more emergency sheltering options specifically for youth
Not enough resources for specific populations-youth with mental health/substance issues, pregnant/parenting youth, and young couples who want to live together

