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The National Network for Youth recommends strategic and targeted actions to support a coordinated effort to engage, serve, and 
successfully support youth who are unaccompanied and experience runaway and homeless situations. Framed by our 
successful experiences working with the population and an understanding of the typology of homeless youth presented by the 
National Alliance to End Homelessness (NAEH), the recommendations outlined in this paper emerged from a series of meetings 
involving National Network for Youth runaway and homeless youth service providers in early 2012. These agencies have 200 
years of combined experience serving runaway and homeless youth.  

 
In 1974, Congress passed the Runaway Youth Act; in 1977, it was expanded to become the Runaway and 
Homeless Youth (RHY) Act. With the federal RHY funding providing foundational support to address youth and 
young adult homelessness across the country, systems of care shaped by need, available resources, and local policy 
priorities have developed locally and regionally. Though these interventions are responsive to local needs, 
including geographical and cultural differences, remarkably similar strategies have emerged for serving runaway 
and homeless youth and young adults. Services including emergency shelter, aftercare, outreach, education and 
employment, health care, behavioral health, transitional housing, and independent housing options help ensure a 
fully prepared youth with successful outcomes: safe exit from homelessness, family reunification, and/or 
establishment of permanent connection(s). 
 
Providing developmentally appropriate, relevant and readily accessible services is critical to addressing episodic 
or longer term homelessness among youth, and is an essential component of any housing intervention, including 
family reunification. Successfully addressing youth homelessness, with services that target needs at each 
developmental stage of cognitive and emotional growth, helps create self-sufficient young adults who can 
contribute positively to their communities. Significantly, it also reduces the numbers who become chronically 
homeless adults. 
 

Many Factors Contribute to Youth Homelessness 
 
 Runaway and homeless youth flee conflict, 
abuse, neglect, or, increasingly, poverty.  
• Studies suggest that between 42% and 74% 

of homeless youth were physically or 
sexually abused at home. A portion of these 
youth are exploited after becoming 
homeless.  

• There is an overrepresentation of lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgendered, and 
questioning (LGBTQ) youth in the runaway 
population due to parental rejection because 
of their sexual orientation.  

• Up to one-third of youth aging out of foster 
care experience homelessness.  

• The depressed economy is a driver in 
increased family and youth homelessness.  

 
Systems providing services for families in crisis, 
often the last safety net available, increasingly 
fail, leading more youth to the streets. 
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Clearly, the factors impacting youth and young adult homelessness are complex. Comprehensive solutions are 
needed that cross multiple fragmented systems, including juvenile justice, child welfare, mental health / substance 
use treatment, and education. Leadership and creativity are required to adequately address existing and emerging 
needs. 
 
While the vast majority of runaway/homeless youth return home quickly, the National Alliance to End 
Homelessness (NAEH) estimates that more than a half million youth up to age 24 are in need of intermittent or 
ongoing services to exit homelessness, achieve stability, and increase well-being. NAEH has advanced a typology 
of homeless youth and young adults that helps articulate a framework for understanding the continuum of 
interventions relative to need. 
 

Close to 450,000 youth and young adults are considered 
temporarily disconnected or transitionally homeless. These 
young people utilize prevention and crisis housing services to 
stabilize. Family reunification is an essential service for this 
group and many return to live with their families as a result.  
 
Another 80,000 youth and young adults experience longer or 
multiple episodes of homelessness, and are unstably connected 
to family, school, and community, or are disconnected/ 
chronically homeless. Particularly for these youth, services are 
an essential complement to a safe and stable place to sleep. 
Those at higher risk may have disabilities, mental illness or 
substance use issues, which complicate attempts to stabilize 
off the streets. 
 
Increasing employment skills and re-engagement with 
education are crucial outcomes for all disconnected and 
chronically homeless youth. Where reconnecting with family 
is not possible, developing supportive networks through work, 
school, and leisure will support success.  
 
“An Emerging Framework for Ending Unaccompanied Youth Homelessness,” 
National Alliance to End Homelessness, accessed April 29, 2012, 
http://www.endhomelessness.org/content/article/detail/4486.!
 

 
Continuum of Services and Housing Options: 
Promoting Safety, Permanent Connections, Well-Being, and Self-Sufficiency 
 
The Runaway and Homeless Youth Act (RHYA), administered by the US Department of Health and Human 
Services (HHS), funds three key pillars of intervention to help runaway and homeless youth: Street Outreach, 
Basic Center (crisis services and shelter), and Transitional Living Programs. For more than 35 years these 
interventions have been the foundation for the development of a continuum of services and network of providers 
for homeless youth, with an emphasis on family reunification when possible, and supportive housing options for 
those who are not able to return home or find stable housing on their own. 
 
Originally developed to serve runaway youth under the age of 18, the services provided for RHY have been 
expanded to meet the longer-term needs of unaccompanied homeless youth, allowing access for youth up to age 
21. Increasingly, a fourth pillar is essential to bridge the gap for these older youth: independent housing options 
with varying levels of developmentally appropriate services depending on need, including those that build life 
skills, enhance educational attainment and help develop the path to self-sufficiency. Many communities around 
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the country have developed specialized programs to help meet this need, often in partnership with local housing 
authorities or with HUD Supportive Housing Program dollars. The NAEH typology supports strengthening the 
four pillars of the current service system and suggests the need to scale up and target funding to programs serving 
youth who are “transition age” (16-24). The National Network for Youth supports these four pillars as the model 
continuum that all communities should have in place if we are to end youth homelessness.   
 
A variety of organizations across the country—including the National Network for Youth’s members—provide a 
continuum of developmentally appropriate services that includes prevention, crisis housing, transitional living, and 
independent housing options. The following is a graphic representation of this continuum of services and housing.  
 
 

 
 
 

Policy Adjustments Will Enhance Service Provision and Successful Outcomes 
 
The federal investment through the Runaway and Homeless Youth Act (RHYA) has proven to be a cost effective 
safety net for young people who run away/are thrown out, or are exiting other systems of care and become 
disconnected from families. But the investment is not enough to meet the myriad needs of all of the youth and 
families served. As compared to other financial commitments to youth in care, the federal investment for 
unaccompanied homeless youth represents a much smaller financial investment and one that needs to be enhanced 
to allow us to respond to existing needs.  
 
The National Network for Youth recognizes that multiple sources of federal funding are used by service providers 
to help young people return to families or otherwise alter the trajectory towards long term homelessness. The 
existing service structure would be greatly enhanced by administrative adjustments to existing funding programs 
to help providers braid funds to increase positive youth outcomes. The following presents our best thinking about 
steps that can be readily taken to greatly enhance service provision at the community level.   
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Improve Data Collection and Utilize Data to Drive System Enhancements and Best Practices 

• Provide a mechanism for input into the merger of the RHYMIS and HMIS data collection systems to ensure 
that the concerns/interests of youth and young adults are appropriately reflected in the resulting database and 
that high-quality data is collected on youth and young adults accessing RHY programs. 

• Support communities to conduct separate point-in-time counts targeting youth and young adults (up to age 
24) as a distinct population to augment and enhance information received through the HUD-required count of 
homeless adults, children and youth. Across the country, communities that have completed youth point in 
time counts include Worcester, MA; San Jose, CA; Denver, CO; and Washington DC. 

• Convene a workgroup to review and document practice-based evidence through assessment of existing 
successful programming and the development of case studies, including articulating evidence-based practice 
models where available. 

 
Public Awareness is Key to Public Support 

• Implement a national media campaign regarding youth homelessness to enhance public awareness of the 
issue, knowledge of successful interventions, and referrals to local providers.  

 
Aftercare is an Essential Component to All Services and Supports Stable Youth and Families  

• Expand the definition of “outreach” funded through the RHY Street Outreach Program to allow existing and 
new grantees to provide aftercare services to youth reunifying with family or transitioning to independent 
living. Local flexibility will help ensure that the resources are used most effectively to support success within 
the existing continuum of services. For LGBTQ youth and Commercially Sexually Exploited Children 
(CSEC) reunifying with families, provide specialized supportive services and assistance. 

• For youth and young adults returning home, link youth’s family to appropriate homeless family prevention 
dollars and supports to help the family regain stability.  

• Partner Child Welfare prevention funding with RHY funding to enhance outcomes for homeless/runaway 
youth, with a particular emphasis on parenting youth.  

• Partner SAMHSA funding with existing RHY recipients to increase their ability to successfully reunify youth 
with their families. 

 
Provide Developmentally Appropriate Housing Options 

• Increase access to emergency (crisis) housing for homeless young adults age 18-24 by recognizing transition 
age youth as a sub-set of homeless adults and aim to increase housing programs that have developmentally 
competent services for this population. Many homeless young adults  will not access adult shelters and, more 
importantly, cannot be appropriately served by adult shelters. Shelters that specialize in services for transition 
age young adults will provide immediate access to a safe place to spend the night as well as an opportunity to 
support a youth to return home where appropriate, and provide a gateway to services for homeless young 
adults, including housing and employment, educational, and life skills.    

• Expand longer-term housing for homeless, chronically disconnected youth (18-24) including transitional and 
independent housing options which would allow this population to engage in post-secondary educational 
opportunities and strengthen employability reducing their entry into the adult homeless population. 

 
Enhance Collaboration with Child Welfare 

• Convene a workgroup comprised of RHY providers, state child welfare representatives, and other 
stakeholders to discuss best practices in serving runaway and homeless youth who are being served by both 
the child welfare system and by RHY providers to support innovative collaborations, partnerships and 
programs.  
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Leverage Existing Funding to Increase Access and Opportunities for Homeless Youth 

• Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA): Explore opportunities for 
increased access to mental health and chemical dependency services in adolescent shelters and transitional 
living programs through the Affordable Care Act. 

• U.S. Health and Human Services (HHS) Administration: For all HHS-funded conferences that touch on 
homeless youth and families, incorporate a session on the best practice use of McKinney-Vento funds to 
provide education for homeless children and youth. The U.S. Department of Education can widely distribute 
their guidance “Education for Homeless Children and Youth Program” to those that provide services to 
ERHY, along with a monograph highlighting existing best practices in ensuring educational access for 
homeless youth and young adults.  

• U.S. Department of Labor (DOL): Eliminate barriers to homeless youth accessing relevant DOL programs. 
Assess program guidelines and implement an eligibility waiver where appropriate that allows homeless youth 
an additional period after program entry to obtain the necessary documentation to confirm eligibility and to 
meet outcomes. Specifically, for homeless youth involved in the WIA program, increase the service period to 
two years while maintaining the same required outcomes.  

• U.S. Department of Labor (DOL): Develop pilot RHY enhancement grants that would target post-secondary 
and workforce engagements by placing educational and employment navigators in RHY programs. 

• U.S. Department of Agriculture: Authorize automatic enrollment of RHY-funded and homeless youth housing 
programs into USDA food assistance programs.  

 
Subpopulations Need Special Emphasis in Service Delivery  
 
Among runaway and homeless youth certain subpopulations deserve special consideration in policy development 
and service provision. Providers have developed interventions that are effective in meeting the distinctive service 
needs of each population and the specific strategies proposed here will augment existing efforts and lead to better 
outcomes for these youth.       
 
Pregnant / Parenting Youth and Young Adults  

• Promote transition in place as a strategy to address the variable time period young parents need to transition to 
stability and self-sufficiency. 

• Increase the availability of or target child care subsidies to this population. Remove barriers that prevent 
homeless youth from accessing services that can help them and, in the case of parenting youth, their children.  

• Provide training and mentoring to increase parenting skills of young parents. 
 
Lesbian-Gay-Bisexual-Transgender-Questioning (LGBTQ) Youth 

• Publicize more broadly the Executive Order barring discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation in HUD 
housing.  

• Implement national standards on serving LGBTQ youth, with a particular emphasis on transgender 
youth/young adults. Specifically, ensure that outreach services and housing programs appropriately engage 
and serve transgender youth. 

 
Commercially Sexually Exploited Children (CSEC) 

• Implement Federal Safe Harbor Law that resolves the issue of criminalizing prostitution for youth under the 
age of consent and enhances penalties for perpetrators. 

• Continue to fund and support multi-system and multi-jurisdictional collaborative efforts to combat exploitation.  
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• Develop and fund culturally appropriate rehabilitation services focusing on safe housing, education, 
employment readiness and trauma recovery through the Runaway/Homeless Youth service system. 
Additionally, provide training and technical assistance for existing RHY funded providers and youth service 
providers generally to ensure that exploited youth receive appropriate services at each system entry point.   

 
Emerging Populations 

• Veterans—Anecdotal reports suggest that RHY providers are seeing an increasing number of young homeless 
veterans, some of whom did not receive an honorable discharge after service and thus may not be connected 
to the usual supports available to veterans.  

• Refugees—Immigrant and refugee youth and young adults may be disconnected from families in the United 
States and may have spent considerable time displaced within their country of origin prior to arrival. More 
information is needed about homelessness among this population.  
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Debby Shore, Board Chair 
202-437-5584 
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206-660-7157 

National Network for Youth 
www.NN4Y.org 
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