
Abstract
This literature review examines youth homelessness in the
United States. Included literature ranges from the late
twentieth century to present day. This paper identifies the
categories of youth who are most susceptible to
experiencing youth homelessness, such as those who
identify with the LQBTQ+ and/or the BIPOC
communities. This paper also looks at the causes of
homelessness, including youth who have
experienced/witnessed domestic violence, as well as how
the foster care system can play a role in homelessness.
Finally, current housing solutions such as Housing First
and Rapid Re-Housing are identified and explained.

Introduction
Youth homelessness can be defined as those

under the age of 21 who do not reside in a safe and secure
home with a present guardian [1]. Today, an estimated 4.2
million unhoused youth are living in the U.S. [2]. Youth
may be more vulnerable, creating a higher demand for
additional support in navigating through life, relative to
their adult counterparts. Experiencing homelessness as a
youth is a traumatic event that may contribute to increased
mental health issues, shorter lifespan, and increased risk
of suicide [3]. This review examines the following
research questions: 1) Are certain subgroups of youth
more likely to become homeless? 2) How do youth in the
United States become homeless? And 3) What strategies
have been implemented to help end homelessness among
youth in the United States?

Methodology
Google Scholar and Google were utilized to

locate articles. Search terms included variations of youth
homelessness (e.g., unhoused youth, homeless youth,
LQBTQ+ homeless youth, BIPOC homeless youth,
foster-care homeless youth, etc.); youth homeless shelters
(e.g., housing first, rapid re-housing, Runaway and
Homeless Youth Act, etc.); causes of youth homelessness
(e.g., youth family instability, throwaway youth, runaway
youth, doubly homeless youth, etc.). Peer-reviewed
manuscripts and white papers (e.g., policy briefs,
government reports, etc.) were examined. Additional
sources were obtained through a review of references in
located articles. Articles included in this review consist of
white papers and research conducted in North America
(i.e. Canada, United States) examining youth
homelessness in the United States when full-text versions
were available. Articles focusing on other subgroups of
unhoused individuals were excluded.

Results
Which Youth Become Homeless?

Youth who identify as LGBTQ+ and foster youth
are overrepresented in the unhoused youth population.

Nearly 20 to 40 percent of the youth homeless
population is part of the lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and queer (LQBTQ+) community. Many
LQBTQ+ youth end up on the streets due to rejection
from their parental figures because of “rejection related to
their sexual orientation, gender identity, and/or gender
expression” [4]. It is common for transgender youth to

end up homeless as a result of discrimination. This
discrimination is extensive, carrying into everyday events
such as interactions with service systems [4]. When
simply trying to find a safe place to rest their bodies,
transgender and gender-expansive youths run into issues
set in place by many homeless shelters. A large issue that
occurs between transgender youth and homeless shelters
pertains to room assignments. Many shelters force
transgender youth to remain with the people who share
their same assigned sex, rather than the gender in with
which they identify. This creates an uncomfortable
environment for transgender and gender-expansive youth
in the shelter [4].

Model Shelter Policies created by the National
Gay and Lesbian Task Force Policy Institute have been
implemented, which stipulate that self-identified gender
identity should be used to determine one's room, shower,
and bathroom assignments [5]. Youth who do not identify
as female or male are able to choose their assignments
based on whichever one feels most comfortable for them
[5]. The New York City Department of Homeless
Services (DHS) is one shelter that has implemented these
services for its LGBTQ+ homeless individuals [5].

Homeless youth who identify as LGBTQ+ not
only have to struggle to find a place to sleep at night, but
they also often suffer from low self-esteem. This low
self-esteem is most commonly produced by rejection from
a youth's family and friends [6]. Something as minor as
low self-esteem can further escalate to greater mental
illnesses, and in worst cases, suicide. Studies show that
gay youths attempt suicide three to six times more often
compared to nongay youths [6].

It is extremely likely that youth in foster care
will end up homeless due to how the foster system is set
up. In the United States, this is a reality for 25,000 -
35,000 youth who age out of the system on a yearly basis
[7]. In most cases, when youth in foster care turn 18 years
old, they are no longer considered to be part of the system
(i.e., “aging out”). Around 20% of foster youth become
homeless within the first four years of aging out of foster
care [8]. Foster youth are given limited support during
their transitioning period out of the foster care system. In
addition, these youth typically lack medical or financial
assistance from their parents/guardians who have been
absent in their lives [7].

Aside from aging out of the foster care system, it
is also common for foster youth to become homeless by
running away from a foster care placement or engaging in
illegal behavior [7]. Other struggles endured by former
foster youth are significantly lower employment rates
compared to that of formerly homeless youth who were
not in foster care. Approximately 48% of former foster
youth will receive an education and/or be employed
compared to 55% of homeless youth who were never in a
foster care system [8].

Preventing foster youth from becoming homeless
is possible. Foster youth who have access to a support
system are much less likely to turn to homelessness. In
California, former foster youth are 44% less likely to
experience homelessness later in their lives with a support
system available to them [8]. California’s Extended Foster
Care (EFC) Program was created by the AB 12 program.



AB 12 extends foster care services to eligible youth until
the age of 21 [9]. Youth who have left the foster care
system may re-enter as long as they are 21 years of age
and younger [9]. Another preventative to homelessness
after foster care is known as the Alternative Family
Services (AFS) Lifelong Connections Project. Here, youth
are taught imperative skills on sustaining lifelong
relationships which contribute to living a healthy life.
90% of participants grow up and have stable housing and
are employed [9].

Although there has not been a significant amount
of research conducted, homelessness among BIPOC and
American Indian and Alaska Native (AIAN) youth is
widespread throughout the U.S. [10]. Additional research
examining their pathways into homelessness is needed.
  
Causes of Youth Homelessness

There are a number of ways youth initially end
up on the streets; however, more often than not, the root
of the problem starts in one's household, specifically,
pertaining to family conflict/instability [11]. The number
one cause of youth homelessness pertains to physical,
emotional, and/or sexual abuse from a youth’s
parents/guardians [12]. More precisely, 46% of homeless
youth have experienced physical abuse, 38% experienced
emotional abuse, and 17% experienced sexual abuse [12].
This conflict within a youth's household most commonly
leads to either a) the youth being told to leave home by
their parent/guardian or b) the youth choosing to leave
their home without the knowledge of their
parent/guardian [13]. Regardless of whether a youth chose
to leave home or not, the reason behind both of these
actions is commonly due to physical, psychological,
and/or sexual abuse occurring in one’s household [13].
These youth are referred to as a) throwaway youth and b)
runaway youth [13].

Another prevalent cause of youth homelessness
is termed “doubly homeless.” This term accounts for all
youth who have run away from housing placements,
typically those of child welfare, and as a result, became
homeless [11]. Approximately one-fifth of the youth
homeless population is considered “doubly homeless”
[11]. Aside from experiencing abuse, it is also common
for homeless youth to witness domestic violence [14]. For
example, one youth recalled her mother being strangled
by her father. Another youth watched his father beat his
mother. A majority of these youth chose to leave their
terrorizing household [14].

Growing up in poverty can heighten one’s
likelihood of becoming homeless. Unlike those who
become homeless due to an abusive family environment,
youth living in poverty very commonly have supportive
and loving families; they become homeless as a result of
their family not being able to provide for them as they
grow closer to adulthood [12]. It can be very difficult for
youth who grew up in poverty to obtain a job due to the
impact that poverty has on one's ability to access health
and education services [12].

Current Housing Solutions
Currently, the most commonly utilized solutions

to ending youth homelessness include Housing First and

Rapid Re-Housing (RRH) models. For more than 40
years, the Runaway and Homeless Youth Act (RHYA) has
been the primary relief program for homeless youth [15].
The RHYA’s services for the homeless are sponsored by
the Department of Health and Human Services [15]. This
program exists to better the lives of youth through 21
months of services which ultimately teach these youth
about the life skill of independence. This program also
grants youth temporary and safe housing placements,
otherwise known as transitional independent living
programs (TLP) [15].

A variety of services are provided through
transitional living programs, including mental/physical
health care, educational opportunities, job attainment
services, housing, counseling, and life skills development
[16]. Youth involved in transitional living programs will
most commonly live with either a host family in a group
home or in a supervised apartment, which is either rented
by the community or owned by a TLP [16]. Qualitative
interviews with unhoused youth living in transitional
living programs identified many benefits of transitional
housing [17]. One interviewee described their experience
as a “stepping stone” to the eventual goal of having their
own apartment. This interviewee also explained how the
TLP gave him a family, which he described as a football
team, in which he could look after/be looked after. This
football team (i.e., other members of the TLP) needed
each other in order to win and succeed [through the
program]. Another interviewee noted how it was
comforting knowing that other people were in similar
situations as they were; they were not alone. The majority
of the interviewees' responses were in accordance with the
idea that the TLP gave them a family with whom they felt
comfortable and a strong connection towards [17].

Rapid Re-Housing (RRH) is a permanent, less
costly housing plan for the homeless. Two communities,
Columbus/Franklin County in Ohio and Hennepin County
in Minnesota were among the first to implement Rapid
Re-Housing in their community [18]. These
implementations were inspired by the idea that homeless
shelters do not end homelessness, but rather, subside their
effects on homeless individuals [18]. Most notably for
children, these long durations spent in homeless shelters
are not favorable [18]. There are three main components
of Rapid Re-Housing. The first, housing identification,
helps youth find housing that is safe and affordable. The
second, rent and move-in assistance, helps youth manage
and pay the cost of their new housing through security
and utility deposits. Lastly, case management and services
provide supportive services to help youth acquire and
sustain their housing (i.e., connections to mainstream
resources and applying for benefits) [19]. Participants of
RRH programs are provided with assistance regarding
housing search and finances. Fusco (2020) conducted
interviews with unhoused youth who were previously or
currently enrolled in Rapid Re-Housing programs in
Rhode Island. One interviewee, Chris, who lived in the
Rapid Re-Housing program for a year, said that through
his experience, he learned many valuable lessons such as
how to pay bills and provide for oneself [20]. The second
interviewee, Paige, who at the time was in her seventh
month of Foster Foward’s Rapid Re-Housing program,



explained how although it may not seem like much to
others, to Paige, Rapid Re-Housing is something she is
very grateful for [20].

The Housing First system is a program that aims
to help all homeless people work through their struggles
and get back on their feet. The Housing First philosophy
is that a homeless individual must first be housed before
receiving any further service; these services range
anywhere from help with substance abuse to education
and employment opportunities [21]. Housing First
operates according to its five core principles. These
principles include 1) granting homeless individuals with
prompt access to permanent housing 2) giving homeless
individuals a say in their housing location and treatment
options 3) recovery orientation 4) personalized support
plans and 5) the fusing of social and community activities
for additional support [21]. Housing First for youth grants
youth the opportunity to have a preference in their
housing placement, as well as a list of the pros and cons
and recommendations for housing placements. This
principle of self-determination encourages youth to make
decisions that will lead them on the path of positive
growth [24].

Compared to other homeless relief systems such
as ‘treatment first’ plans and youth shelters, Housing First
has been proven to be much more successful in reaching
its end goal of independence [23]. Unlike many homeless
shelters, Housing First models do not require youth to
have mandatory curfews, do not restrict external
communication (i.e., removal of cellular devices), do not
require participation in activities that do not appeal to
them, and do not have educational/employment
requirements [24].

Conclusion
This review examined which youth are more

likely to become homeless, documented some of the
reasons that youth become homeless, and current
strategies being utilized to combat youth homelessness.
While this review is limited due to restricted access to
academic journals, findings suggest Housing First and
Rapid Re-Housing (RRH) are helpful strategies to reduce
youth homelessness. Future research should be conducted
and focused more on the BIPOC youth homeless
community. Moreover, future research examining the
effectiveness of housing solutions for unhoused youth is
needed [20].
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