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Preface
“Daniel” is a 17-year-old American Indian youth who spent his early years in
California, but moved to Minnesota when he was 12. Currently, he is couchhopping – moving around from friend to friend to have a place to sleep. Daniel
has been without a regular place to live for four months. It has been more than a
year since he last had contact with his family. He says that he was physically
mistreated and his parents neglected to provide for his basic needs at times.
Daniel has lived in a lot of different places away from his family including a
foster home, a group home, and a halfway house. He has lived in an emergency
shelter and a battered women’s shelter with his family, and his parents are
currently homeless. In fact, Daniel and his family have experienced
homelessness several times. Within the past year, Daniel left a group home, but
he did not have a place to live when he left it. Daniel has recently earned his
GED, and has taken some classes to learn the construction trade. In the last
month, Daniel has used drop-in centers and job training services. Daniel is
currently working, but he does not have a steady job. Daniel does not think he
will be with his family again. He does not think he can return home – not only
because of substance abuse by his parents and criminal activity in the household,
but also because of his own behavior.

This report on homelessness describes a population of youth and young adults who are
troubled by conflict with parents, abusive relationships, and for some, a simple desire for
freedom from authority. Behind the numbers, however, are the harsh life experiences of
“Daniel” and more than 400 other young people. This report is dedicated to them.
In addition to the nearly 3,000 children who experienced homelessness in the company of
their parents in Minnesota on a single night in October 2003 – and much less visible to
most Minnesotans – were 500 to 600 homeless youth age 8 to 17 who were on their own.
Wilder Research estimates that between 12,000 and 22,000 Minnesota youth under 18
experienced at least one episode of homelessness on their own (not with their parents)
during 2003. The full report Homeless Youth in Minnesota 2003 describes in detail how
we developed this estimate and why we think it is a conservative estimate.
Perhaps most distressing in this year’s report is the fact that many homeless youth and
young adults have been in the child welfare system and are now experiencing
homelessness. Seven out of 10 homeless youth previously lived in a foster home, group
home, or other residential facility. One-quarter have lived in a foster home within the last
two years. Nearly half have been abused – either physically or sexually. Four in 10 have
serious mental health problems. Over one-third have been homeless before.
These youth have had a difficult start in life and have experienced serious upheaval
before reaching adulthood. Many homeless youth need extra care because of abuse and
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victimization, mental health problems, delinquent behavior, difficulty with school, and
substance abuse. Previous studies have taught us that housing instability does the most
harm to those with more than one of the above problems.1 However, for many youth and
young adults, housing alone will not solve their problems. Many need skills in
independent living – such as how to keep a checking account, how to do laundry, and
how to prepare low-cost meals. Others need the support of a caring adult – having
someone they can call in a crisis.
National research by the Casey Family Foundation found that 42 percent of Casey’s
foster care alumni (adults who had been in foster care as children) had been homeless at
one time or another. Twenty-two percent were homeless for at least one night within the
first year after they were officially discharged from foster care. The average age for firsttime homelessness among these former foster children was 18.2
Although there are differences between homeless youth and homeless young adults – for
one thing, youth under 18 have legal barriers to living independently –data from Wilder’s
interviews support the observations of people who work with both homeless youth and
homeless young adults that the two groups have many similar characteristics and needs.
Throughout this year’s report you will find comparisons between these two age groups.
The purpose of this report is to bring about effective action on the problem of youth
homelessness by spelling out some of the realities facing homeless youth and young
adults. In large part, the volunteer interviewers who made this study possible represent
the front line of services for these youth. Their efforts are often hampered by inadequate
resources, too few housing options for minors, and limited public understanding about the
origins and seriousness of youth homelessness in Minnesota. At a time of scarce
resources to assist vulnerable populations, it is necessary to speak knowledgeably and
frankly about what it will take to meet the needs of young people who are already
homeless, as well as to prevent more youth from entering this situation in the future.

1

Kids Mobility Project. (1998, March). A report from the Kids Mobility Project. Minneapolis: Author.

2

Casey Research Services. (1993, March). Assessing the effects of foster care: early results from the
Casey national Alumni Study. Seattle: Casey Family Services. Retrieved December 2, 2004, from:
www.casey.org/Resources/Publications/NationalAlumniStudy.htm.
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Summary
How many youth are homeless?

This study is designed to describe characteristics of unaccompanied homeless youth (age
8 to 17) and young adults (age 18 to 20) in Minnesota through personal interviews. The
study is not designed to provide a definitive count of homeless youth and young
adults. Several major complicating factors make it difficult to estimate the number of
homeless young people.
First, under federal law, youth homelessness includes youth who are doubled-up on a
temporary basis with friends. However, these youth are substantially under-represented
in this study, which relies on shelters and agency staff to identify homeless youth.
Second, the number of homeless young people found in this point-in-time study is partly
dependent on shelter capacity at the time of the study. Between 2000 and 2003, the total
number of beds available in youth shelters in Minnesota declined. At the same time,
homeless youth are less likely than adults to stay in shelters, more often staying
temporarily with friends or in places not intended for habitation. School counselors and
social workers often know of homeless youth in their schools, but seldom know where
they spend the night and how frequently they move around. Compared to homeless
adults and families, homeless youth have fewer shelters available and fewer legal
provisions for housing and other basic needs. Further complicating the picture is the fact
that many agencies that serve homeless youth also serve a significant number of young
adults age 18 to 20.
Despite these difficulties, it is important to arrive at the best possible estimate of the
extent of homelessness among young people in Minnesota.
Youth homeless on any given night: 500 to 600 homeless youth age 8 to 17 were on
their own, in addition to the nearly 3,000 children who experienced homelessness in the
company of their parents in Minnesota on a single night in October 2003.
Youth homeless over the course of a year: Wilder Research estimates that between
12,600 and 22,500 Minnesota youth under 18 experienced at least one episode of
homelessness on their own (not with their parents) during 2003.
Young adults homeless on any given night: between 500 and 1,200 young adults were
homeless on a single night in October 2003.
Young adults homeless over the course of a year: Wilder Research estimates that 3,720
to 6,000 young adults age 18-20 experienced homelessness during 2003.
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Age and gender

Homelessness is skewed toward the young. A striking 46 percent of all persons staying
in homeless shelters or temporary housing on October 23, 2003, were under age 21. This
includes 2,724 children under 18 who were with their parents, 141 youth under 18 who
were on their own, and 325 young adults age 18-20.
Looking at youth on their own (not with parents), the average age is 16. The youngest in
2003 was 8 years old. More than 6 out of 10 (64%) of homeless youth are girls. For the
young adults, 65 percent are female, while in the overall homeless adult population 48
percent are female.
Youth of color

About two-thirds of homeless youth on their own are Black, American Indian, Asian, or
multiracial (65%). Among homeless young adults, 60 percent are people of color. The
number of homeless young people of color is disproportionately high compared to their
prevalence in the general population of Minnesota youth, of which only 15 percent are
people of color.
Homeless
Youth under 18
(n=129)

Young adults
(n=302)

35%

40%

All Minnesota youth
age 8-17 (Census 2000)
85%

Black

31%

35%

5%

American Indian

22%

10%

2%

Asian

1%

2%

4%

Multiracial or other

11%

12%

4%

Hispanic (any race)

9%

9%

3%

Race
White

Education

A growing percentage of homeless youth are enrolled in school, rising from 52 percent in
1994, to 73 percent in 1997 and 2000, to 84 percent in 2003. One-third of homeless youth
report receiving special education services (33%). Nine youth (7%) have graduated or
received a GED.
Nearly two-thirds of homeless youth surveyed attended school the day of the survey
(64% of those who had not yet graduated or received their GED). These rates are lower
than the rates for children who are with their homeless parents (88% of parents surveyed
said that all of their children attended school that day). The need to deal with other
problems is the main reason youth report for not being in school.
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Of those who had attended school during the previous school year (2002-2003):
 47 percent had stayed in the same school all year
 27 percent had attended two schools
 17 percent had attended three schools
 9 percent had attended 4 or more schools
One youth had attended 11 different schools during the last year.
Among homeless young adults in 2003, 25 percent were currently enrolled in an
educational program, down from 37 percent in 2000. Of those who were enrolled, 59
percent attended on the day of the survey.
Employment and income

Sixteen percent of homeless youth received income from steady employment during the
month prior to the survey. This is down from 25 percent in the 2000 survey. The other
primary source of income was money received from parents, other relatives, or friends.
On the day of the survey, 19 percent of homeless youth were employed (compared to
27% in 2000). More than half of the youth who were employed (56%) were working 20
hours or more per week.
For homeless young adults, 39 percent had a job (the same percentage as in 2000). Of
these, 78 percent were working 20 hours or more per week and 22 percent had a full-time
job. Thirty-four percent had income from steady employment – up slightly from 26
percent in 2000.
History of abuse

Nearly one out of two homeless youth has been physically or sexually mistreated (46%);
nearly 4 out of 10 have been physically abused (38%), and nearly 3 out of 10 have been
sexually abused (28% overall; 31% of girls and 22% of boys).
History of placements

Seven out of 10 homeless youth have experienced an out-of-home placement (71%).
Data from 2003 show a marked increase in the proportion of homeless youth who have
been in foster care. The percentage remained relatively consistent between 1991 and
2000 (36%-41%), but increased to 53 percent in 2003. Twenty percent of youth have
lived in a facility for persons with emotional, behavioral, or mental health problems.
Homeless youth in Minnesota
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Twenty-nine percent have lived in a group home. One-third of homeless youth have
spent more than a week in a juvenile corrections facility (34%).
One-third of homeless youth have run away from placement at some time in their lives.
History of homelessness

In 2003, over one-third of homeless youth had been homeless before (38%). Twentythree percent had slept outside at least one night in October 2003. Over one-third of
homeless youth had a relative who also did not have housing (38%). One out of eight
homeless youth had stayed in an abusive situation because they did not have other
housing options.
Most homeless youth (92%) lived in Minnesota in their last regular or permanent
housing, primarily with parents (56%).
Mental health, substance use, and chemical dependency

Four out of 10 homeless youth report some type of significant mental health problem
(42%). Twenty-three percent of homeless youth and 29 percent of homeless young adults
report needing to see a health professional about a mental health problem. One-third of
homeless youth have considered suicide (34%); 23 percent had attempted suicide.
Seventeen percent of homeless youth and 25 percent of young adults report needing to
see a doctor about a physical health problem. Over one-third of homeless youth (36%)
and 29 percent of young adults report at least one chronic health condition (asthma, other
lung problems, high blood pressure, tuberculosis, diabetes, hepatitis, or HIV/AIDS).
Youth and young adults were asked about their substance use in the week prior to the
survey. Over half (52%) smoked cigarettes, one-fifth (20%) used marijuana, 15 percent
used alcohol, 3 percent used crack cocaine, and 3 percent used methamphetamines. For
young adults (age 18-20), 68 percent smoked cigarettes, one-fifth (20%) used alcohol, onefifth (19%) used marijuana, and 2 percent (each) used methamphetamines, crack cocaine,
other cocaine, inhalants, and “other” illegal drugs. Older youth (age 15-17) report very
similar rates of chemical use as compared to young adults (age 18-20). Unaccompanied
youth under the age of 15 report significantly less.
Sixteen percent of the 15 to 17 year olds and 19 percent of the 18 to 20 years olds
consider themselves an alcoholic or chemically dependent (none of the 8 to 14 year olds
consider themselves so). Twenty-eight percent of youth and 31 percent of young adults
used either alcohol or other drugs during the week prior to the survey.
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Pregnancy and parenting

One in six homeless youth have a child of their own. This is up significantly from 2000
(16% in 2003, compared to 8% in 2000). Twenty-nine percent of young adults 18 to 20
have children. Most of these young parents had their children with them on the day of
the survey.
Comparison to the general population of Minnesota youth

Overall, homeless youth report more difficult life experiences than youth who are housed.
In addition, there is a higher proportion of African American and American Indian youth
who are homeless compared to their representation in the general population.
Compared to youth in the general population, homeless youth are:
 Five times more likely to have been treated for alcohol or drug problems, although
homeless youth are half as likely to report current use of alcohol
 More than three times more likely to have been hit by a date or intimate partner
 Three times more likely to have been physically abused
 Homeless boys are seven times more likely to have been sexually abused; homeless
girls are three times more likely to have been sexually abused
 Three times more likely to use cigarettes or other tobacco
 For girls, about 20 times more likely to have been pregnant; for boys, 10 times more
likely to have had a sexual relationship that resulted in a pregnancy
Reasons for not returning home

Homeless youth most often report these things prevent them from living with their
parents:
 Conflict or fight with family (63%)
 Youth prefer to make their own decisions (51%)
 At least one adult in the home will not tolerate the youth’s presence (39%)
 Alcohol or drug use by parent (24%)
 Danger of emotional abuse (22%)

Homeless youth in Minnesota

7

Wilder Research, February 2005

 Adults in the household do not attend to the youth’s basic needs (19%)
 Criminal or drug activity by someone else in the household (19%)
 Youth’s substance use or delinquent activity (15%)
 Family does not have housing (15%)
 Not enough space for everyone in the household to live (15%)
 Danger of physical abuse (11%) or sexual abuse (5%)
 Parents will not accept youth’s sexual orientation (7%).
On average, homeless youth originally left home around age 14. The main reasons cited
for leaving home include: conflict with family (60%), kicked out or told to leave (43%),
and wanted to be on their own (43%). Over half of homeless youth (55%) indicate that if
they wanted to return home, they could do so. However, less than half (46%) believe
they will live with their families again.
Some things look different in non-metro areas

About half of the youth under 18 and one-third of young adults age 18-20 were
interviewed outside of the Minneapolis/Saint Paul metropolitan area. Most homeless
youth in greater Minnesota are Caucasian (55%), American Indian (31%), or Hispanic
(10%). Homeless youth in the Twin Cities area are mostly African American (56%),
Caucasian (16%), American Indian (13%), Hispanic (11%), or multi-racial (10%).
Twin Cities area homeless youth are more likely than those in greater Minnesota:
 To have been physically abused (43% vs. 34%)
 To be employed (24% vs. 14%)
 To feel that they now need to see a dentist about tooth or gum problems (47% vs.
31%)
 Metro boys are more likely to have been abused or neglected (58% vs. 37%), while
greater Minnesota girls are more likely to have been abused or neglected (59% vs.
48%)
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In contrast, greater Minnesota homeless youth are more likely:
 To have been homeless less than one month (51% vs. 29%)
 To report that money from parents was their main source of income in October (30%
vs. 8%)
 To report prior stays in foster homes, group homes, or other residential facilities (73%
vs. 61%) as well as correctional facilities (47% vs. 22%)
 To feel that they now need to see a professional about a mental health problems (30%
vs. 17%)
 To consider themselves chemically dependent (18% vs. 5%)
 To report that if they wanted to return home, their parent or guardian would allow
them to do so (80% vs. 48%)
Services rated “most helpful” by homeless youth

Out of all services used by youth, those considered most helpful were food stamps (26%),
transportation assistance (22%), other social services (19%), medical benefits (18%), and
outreach services (18%).
Two thirds of homeless youth have a case manager (67%). Over 8 out of 10 homeless
youth have regular contact with a trusted adult (81%).
About the research

On October 23, 2003, trained volunteers conducted interviews throughout Minnesota
with 129 homeless youth (age 8 to 17) who were not with their parents and with 302
homeless young adults (age 18 to 20). These interviews were conducted in emergency
shelters, battered women’s shelters, and transitional housing programs as well as drop-in
centers, hot meal sites, and street locations. The study design and questions were based
on similar surveys of homeless youth and adults conducted in Minnesota in 1991, 1994,
1997, and 2000. The purpose of the study is to provide a current description of the
characteristics and needs of unaccompanied homeless youth and young adults under 21
years of age.
School counselors and social workers often know of homeless youth in their schools, but
seldom know where they spend the night and how frequently they move around.
Homeless youth are less likely than adults to stay in shelters, more often staying
temporarily with friends or in places not intended for habitation. Compared to homeless

Homeless youth in Minnesota

9

Wilder Research, February 2005

adults and families, homeless youth have fewer shelters available and fewer legal
provisions for housing and other basic needs.
For these reasons, it is more difficult when surveying homeless youth to be certain that
changes from one study to the next reflect actual changes in the entire group rather than
the sample of youth found on a given night in October. However, the comparisons we
can make to the few national studies of homeless youth and young adults give us some
measure of confidence that the information presented here is a valid representation of
homelessness among youth in our state.
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Introduction
This report is intended as a resource for planners, policy-makers, service providers, and
others who are interested in addressing the problems associated with youth homelessness.
The study is a companion piece to a comprehensive statewide report on homeless adults
and their children, also available from Wilder Research.3 The information in this report
comes from a survey of 129 youth age 8 to 17 and 302 young adults age 18, 19, and 20
who were homeless in Minnesota on October 23, 2003. Detailed data tables are
presented for all questions asked of youth and young adult respondents in the survey.
The purpose of this report is to provide detailed descriptive information about the
characteristics of youth and young adults who are homeless in our state, the problems
they confront in finding and maintaining safe sleeping quarters, and the assistance that
helps them survive each day. While these figures do not represent a full accounting of
homeless youth and young adults in Minnesota, they do provide a detailed profile of
current youth and young adult homelessness in our state.

Background
The study was commissioned by the Minnesota Interagency Task Force on Homelessness
in order to provide information for statewide planning efforts to reduce homelessness.
State funding was provided by the Minnesota Housing Finance Agency, the Minnesota
Department of Human Services, and the Minnesota Department of Veterans Affairs.
Additional financial support came from the Family Housing Fund, the Greater Minnesota
Housing Fund, and the Amherst H. Wilder Foundation. This private agency funding
enabled researchers to conduct volunteer training, reimburse study respondents for their
participation, and publish this report. Agency representatives from state and local
government, Wilder Research, the Minnesota Coalition for the Homeless, and other
nonprofit groups met during the spring and summer of 2003 to finalize survey
instruments and research methods. Statewide training was conducted in conjunction with
the Minnesota Satellite Technology Center and Minnesota State Colleges and
Universities. Survey dates were set by the planning group and temporary housing
program sites were identified by staff of Wilder Research and the Minnesota Department
of Human Services.

3

Wilder Research. (2001, August). Homeless adults and children in Minnesota. Saint Paul, MN: Author.
Includes information from three sources: a statewide population count of all persons residing in emergency
shelters, battered women's shelters and transitional housing programs on October 23, 2003; a statewide
survey of a sample of persons living in these facilities on October 23, 2003; and a survey of homeless adults
found in non-shelter locations on October 23, 2003.
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In 1991, a Roundtable for Youth without Permanent Shelter identified a need for
information on homeless youth in Minnesota. Participants from the roundtable worked
with Wilder Research to help conduct the first Minnesota survey of homeless youth in
1991. In 1994, many of the roundtable participants, representatives from several state
agencies, and a few elected officials served on a Homeless Youth Advisory Committee
and helped identify youth-serving agencies and non-shelter sites for the second statewide
survey of homeless youth.
In 1997, 2000, and 2003, an advisory committee of youth advocates, outreach workers,
representatives from state agencies, and elected officials helped revise the survey
instrument and identify youth-serving agencies and non-shelter sites where homeless
youth could be found throughout the state.

Methods
On October 23, 2003 volunteer interviewers, agency staff, and outreach workers went to
over 200 providers to interview homeless persons throughout Minnesota. As part of this
effort, youth were sought out by youth workers, agency staff, and other trained
volunteers. Youth were interviewed in emergency shelters, transitional housing
programs, street locations, and drop-in centers in 14 cities. In all, interviews were
conducted with 129 youth (46 males and 83 females) between the ages of 8 and 17 who
were homeless on October 23, 2003. Interviews were also conducted with 302 homeless
young adults (120 males and 182 females) age 18, 19, and 20 years who were homeless
on October 23, 2003. Respondents received cash compensation ($5) for the half-hour
interview.
The survey sampled two-thirds of unaccompanied youth residing in emergency shelters,
battered women’s shelters, youth shelters, and transitional housing facilities throughout
Minnesota. However, it was not feasible to cover the entire state for homeless persons in
non-shelter locations. Although some youth and young adults were found and
interviewed in non-shelter locations, this study should not be considered a comprehensive
enumeration of youth in these circumstances. Rather, the primary purpose of the study is
to provide a detailed and reliable description of youth and young adults experiencing
homelessness on a single night in Minnesota.
Supporting information for this study was obtained from shelter providers who completed
a count of all men, women, and children as well as unaccompanied youth in residence on
October 23, 2003. No comparable counts were available for unsheltered youth or young
adults.
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This study defines homelessness with the same criteria used by the United States
Congress in allocating resources through the McKinney Act (P.L. 100-77, sec 103(2)(1),
101 stat. 485 [1987]).
The term “homeless” or “homeless individual” includes an individual who
(1) lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence and (2) has a primary
nighttime residence that is (a) a supervised, publicly or privately operated shelter
designed to provide temporary living accommodations (including welfare hotels,
congregate shelters, and transitional housing for the mentally ill), (b) an
institution that provides a temporary residence for individuals intended to be
institutionalized, or (c) a public or private place not designed for, or ordinarily
used as, a regular sleeping accommodation for human beings.

Homeless youth are defined as follows:
Youth who currently have no parental, substitute, foster or institutional home to
which they can safely go. They are unaccompanied by an adult and have spent at
least one night either in a formal emergency shelter, improvised shelter, doubledup, or on the street.4

The main difference between definitions of youth and adult homelessness is that persons
under 18 are considered homeless if they are doubled-up and living temporarily with
others. Adults are not considered homeless under these circumstances. This study does
not include special survey efforts to identify homeless youth in doubled-up situations,
and thus cannot be considered representative of such youth.

Homeless young people found on October 23, 2003
The following table shows the total count of homeless children, unaccompanied youth,
and young adults in emergency shelters, battered women's shelters, and transitional
housing facilities in Minnesota on the night of October 23, 2003.5 This is not the number
that were interviewed, but the number that were counted by shelter providers.

4

Components of this definition are described in Kryder-Coe, J., et al. (Eds.). (1991). Homeless children and
youth (pp. 34-35). New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers.

5

Persons interviewed in non-shelter locations are not included in this table.
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Number of children, youth, and young adults (ages 0-20) in temporary housing
programs on October 23, 2003
Young Young
adult:
adult:
males females Children Unaccompanied Unaccompanied
youth:
youth:
with
age
age
females < 18
Total
males < 18
18 – 20 18 – 20 parent(s)
Twin Cities metro area
Emergency shelters
Battered women's
shelters
Transitional housing

29

21

268

20

11

349

-

13

216

-

8

237

32

118

1,481

9

27

1667

17

16

103

20

22

178

6

132

-

1

139

32

51

524

10

13

630

110

225

2,724

59

82

3,200

Greater Minnesota
Emergency shelters
Battered women’s
shelters
Transitional housing
Total
Source:

Data provided to Wilder Research by shelter service providers across the state.

The counts of persons staying in shelters and other temporary housing show:
 The number of children and young people under age 21 in shelter or other temporary
housing programs on October 23, 2003 was: 3,200.
 In addition, there were 3,815 adults age 21 and over.
 The total sheltered population was 7,015 persons (46% were under age 21).
Interviews conducted on the streets or other non-shelter locations show:
 There were an additional 796 persons identified in non-shelter locations on October
23, 2003
 Of these 796 persons identified in non-shelter locations, 34 percent were under the
age of 21 (270 persons under age 21 includes 138 children who were not interviewed,
and 34 unaccompanied youth and 98 young adults who were interviewed)
In all, a total of 7,811 persons were identified as homeless in Minnesota on the night of
October 23, 2003. Of these, 44 percent were under the age of 21.
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This is 166 more persons than were identified in the October 2000 statewide survey,
which is an increase of 2 percent. An unknown number of homeless persons are not
represented in these counts, including persons in non-standard temporary arrangements as
well as those in detoxification centers on that night. The number of available beds in
temporary housing programs is approximately the same as in October 2000. The total
number of beds available was 7,368,6 in October 2000 and 7,3047 in July 2003, indicating
that utilization is near capacity.
The next table shows the number of young adults and youth who, according to providers,
had children living with them in their temporary housing arrangement.
Youth and young adult families in shelter or temporary housing programs on
October 23, 2003
Number of Percent of Number of
homeless homeless children with
young
young
young
parent(s)
families
families
Young adult men (age 18-20) with children

5

3.5%

7

Young adult women (age 18-20) with children

108

76.6%

156

Young adult couples (age 18-20) with children

2

1.4%

2

Unaccompanied male youth (under age 18) with children

0

-

0

Unaccompanied female youth (under age 18) with children

25

17.7%

30

Unaccompanied youth couples (under age 18) with children

1

.7%

2

141

100.0%

197

Total families identified

6

Minnesota Department of Human Services (formerly Minnesota Department of Children, Families &
Learning). (2000, November). Quarterly shelter survey-Revised. Roseville, MN: Author. This
includes beds in motels used by voucher clients.

7

The bed capacity was calculated from housing activity charts included in the regional Continuum of
Care reports (July 2003), including all emergency, battered women’s shelters, and transitional housing
programs included in our study. It does not, however, include motels beds unless directly connected to
a shelter provider.
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Interviews conducted
Overall, interviews were conducted with 67 percent of unaccompanied homeless youth
and with 61 percent of young adults staying in shelter or temporary programs on October
23, 2003. It appears that young adults interviewed in emergency shelters in greater
Minnesota had the least representation in the number of interviews conducted (only 15%
of these young adults were interviewed). The number of interviews conducted with
youth and young adults in temporary housing programs is shown below.
Number of youth (17 and younger) interviewed in temporary housing programs

Males
Females
interviewed interviewed

Total
interviewed

Total number
of youth in
temporary
housing

Percent of
total youth
population
interviewed

Twin Cities metro area
Emergency shelters

13

10

23

31

74.2%

Battered women's shelters

-

-

-

8

-

Transitional housing

4

20

24

36

66.7%

14

16

30

42

71.4%

Battered women's shelters

-

-

-

1

-

Transitional housing

8

10

18

23

78.3%

39

56

95

141

67.3%

Greater Minnesota
Emergency shelters

Total

Number of young adults (18 to 20) interviewed in temporary housing programs

Males
Females
interviewed interviewed

Total
interviewed

Total number
of young
adults in
temporary
housing

Percent of
total young
adult
population
interviewed

Twin Cities metro area
Emergency shelters

18

10

28

50

56.0%

-

10

10

13

76.9%

25

78

103

150

68.7%

Emergency shelters

-

5

5

33

15.2%

Battered women's shelters

-

4

4

6

66.7%

Transitional housing

23

31

54

83

65.1%

Total

66

138

204

335

60.9%

Battered women's shelters
Transitional housing
Greater Minnesota
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The next table shows the number of homeless young persons surveyed in non-shelter
locations in the Twin Cities metro area and greater Minnesota on October 23, 2003.
There is no way of accurately knowing what proportion of the street or unsheltered
population we were able to interview. However, in 2000, the number of youth in nonshelter locations that we were able to find was substantially higher than in 2003.
Nevertheless, we do not think the actual number of homeless youth has changed
significantly. (See “Key Questions” in the next section for more information.) We know
that the number of youth interviewed in non-shelter locations under-represents the overall
population of unsheltered young persons. Because we do not know how well
representative our sample of unsheltered youth are (how well their responses represent
the entire population), data associated with these youth should be interpreted with
caution.
Number of people under age 21 interviewed in non-shelter locations

Males

Females

Children
with young
parent(s) in
non-shelter
locations

Total young
persons
interviewed in
non-shelter
locations

Youth (<18)
Twin Cities metro area

2

14

1

16

Greater Minnesota

5

13

1

18

Total (youth)

7

27

2

34

61

71

9

132

Twin Cities metro area

34

24

4

58

Greater Minnesota

20

20

3

40

Total (adult)

54

44

7

98

Total in non-shelter locations
Young adult (18 - 20)

Note.

Children with parents were not interviewed. Figure shows number of children accompanying

youth and young adults who were interviewed.

In all, 95 unaccompanied homeless youth were interviewed in shelters and 34 homeless
youth were interviewed in non-shelter locations including drop-in centers, health clinics,
schools, and on the streets. Interviews were completed with 63 homeless youth in the
Twin Cities area and 66 youth in greater Minnesota. (Research sites are listed in the
Appendix.)
Of the 302 young adults interviewed, 204 were interviewed in shelters and 98 were
interviewed in non-shelter locations including drop-in centers and on the streets.
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Interviews were completed with 199 homeless young adults in the Twin Cities area and
103 young adults in greater Minnesota.

Not a survey of all homeless youth and young adults
This sample of 129 unaccompanied homeless youth and 302 homeless young adults
represents only a portion of all youth and young adults who were homeless in Minnesota
on October 23, 2003. Fewer youth under 18 were interviewed in 2003 than in the 2000
study – especially fewer youth who were not in a shelter. However, shelter staff indicate
that there have been losses in youth shelter capacity (at least two youth shelters were
closed) and an increase in turn-aways when shelters were full. Because shelter services
are less available for youth than for adults, they are more likely to be sleeping in
temporary arrangements with friends and less likely to be found in a one night survey.
In our study, only limited attempts were made to identify and interview those who were
not known to youth-serving agencies. It was not feasible to cover the state for homeless
youth and young adults in non-shelter locations. In addition, only limited attempts were
made to identify youth and young adults doubled-up with friends on that night.
Consequently, this study describes primarily those homeless youth and young adults who
are connected in some way to service providers and are not necessarily representative of
all youth and young adults experiencing homelessness on the date of the survey.
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Introduction to survey results
This report presents study results in six ways:
 Responses to key questions frequently posed by funders and policy-makers.
 Descriptive overview of the characteristics of youth and young adults who were
homeless on October 23, 2003.
 Comparisons of key indicators from the 2003 statewide survey of unaccompanied
youth to the Minnesota Student Survey general population and special populations
including students in alternative schools, residential facilities, and correctional
settings.
 Comparisons of key indicators from the 2003 statewide survey of unaccompanied
youth and young adults (combined) with studies done nationally and in other states.
 Comparisons of key indicators from the 2003 statewide survey of unaccompanied
youth with intake information for youth living in treatment foster care and residential
treatment centers.
 Detailed data tables that allow readers to examine specific survey questions for youth
and young adults broken down by location (Twin Cities metro area vs. greater
Minnesota), gender, and shelter type.
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Key questions
What do we know about the number of homeless youth in
Minnesota?
This study is designed to describe the characteristics of unaccompanied homeless youth
and young adults in Minnesota through a personal interview that collects information
about past and current circumstances and needs. The study is not designed to provide a
definitive count of unaccompanied homeless youth. Counting or estimating the number
of homeless youth is complicated by several factors including the following:
 As defined in federal law in the McKinney Vento Act, youth homelessness includes
youth who are doubled-up on a temporary basis with friends as well as those who are
staying in shelters and places not intended for habitation. This study relies on shelters
and agency staff to identify unaccompanied homeless youth and does not
systematically gather information from youth who are doubled-up. Other research
has shown that doubled-up homeless youth outnumber youth staying in shelters.
Therefore, these youth are substantially under-represented in our study.
 The number of unaccompanied homeless youth found in our point-in-time study is
partly dependent on shelter capacity for youth at the time of the study. Between 2000
and 2003 the total number of beds available in youth shelters in Minnesota declined
considerably.
Given these facts the present study cannot be used for the purpose of developing a
definitive count of unaccompanied homeless youth in Minnesota.
Estimates on any given night

Due to the difficulties mentioned above in counting the number of homeless youth,
estimates must be used as the basis for understanding the extent of homelessness among
youth in Minnesota. Our estimate is based on a statewide count of youth unaccompanied
by their parents who were staying in shelters, transitional housing, or other temporary
housing programs on October 23, 2003. To estimate the number of youth who are
temporarily “doubled-up” on any given night, we multiply the number of sheltered youth
by 2.7. This method is based on a 1989 U.S. General Accounting Office report which
found that there were 2.7 times as many children and youth in doubled-up situations as in
emergency shelters.8

8

U.S. General Accounting Office. (1989). Children and youths: About 68,000 homeless and 186,000 in
shared housing at any given time. Washington, DC: Author.
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For the 2003 study period, we estimate there are between 500 and 600 homeless youth on
any given night in this state, a number very similar to the estimate derived from the 2000
study of homeless youth. This should be regarded as a conservative estimate, since the
number could be substantially higher if large numbers of youth or young adults avoid
services and seek shelter in places not intended for habitation.
Estimates of homelessness among unaccompanied youth on any given night
On any given night – one night snapshot

Number
141

Number of unaccompanied “sheltered” youth (under age 18) counted
in shelter sites (October 23, 2003)
Number of youth interviewed on the street or other non-sheltered locations (October
23, 2003)

34

Estimated number of doubled-up youth – temporarily staying with friends or others.
Doubled-up youth are included in the federal definition of homeless, while doubledup adults are not. (conservative estimate based on G.A.O. study) = 141 X 2.7

381

Sheltered (counted) + doubled-up (conservative estimate) = 141 + 381

522

Total estimated number of unaccompanied youth under age 18 who are
homeless on any given night

500-600

Estimates of unaccompanied youth homelessness over the course of a
year

As in a one-night snap-shot, it is impossible to definitively count the number of
unaccompanied youth who experience homelessness over the course of a year. However,
it is possible to provide an estimate based on the prevalence of homelessness in the
general youth population. As part of the National Health Interview Study sponsored by
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in 1992 and 1993, researchers
interviewed a nationally representative household survey of 6,496 youth ages 12 to 17.
Youth were asked if they spent at least one night in the past year in a variety of places
unaccompanied by a parent or guardian including shelters as well as places not intended
as housing such as outside, in a public place, with a stranger, in an abandoned building,
or in a subway. In one study, Research Triangle Institute found that 2.8 percent of this
national sample of currently housed youth (12-17) had spent at least one night in one of
these settings. In a later study, by the same authors, this figure was revised to 5 percent
of all 12 to 17 year olds.9
 Based on this research, it is estimated that between 12,635 and 22,563 Minnesota
youth ages 12 to 17 have spent at least one night homeless in the past year.
9

Ringwalt, C., Greene, J.M., Robertson, M., McPheeters, M. (1998). The prevalence of homelessness
among adolescents in the United States, Am J Public Health, 88; 1325-1329.
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 This conservative figure was obtained from multiplying the 2.8 percent and 5 percent
estimates by Minnesota’s total youth population of 451,251 (based on 2000 Census
data).10

What do we know about the number of homeless young adults in
Minnesota?
Estimates on any given night

For purposes of this study, “homeless young adults” refers to young people between the
ages of 18 and 20 – a much smaller age span than the youth who were interviewed (ages
8 to 17). Young adults are found at adult shelters as well as youth shelters. In 2003, for
the first time, temporary housing programs were asked to provide a count of young adults
(ages 18-20) who were residing in these facilities on the survey night. There were 335
young adults staying in shelter and temporary programs and 98 young adults interviewed
in non-shelter locations on October 23, 2003. The actual number of non-sheltered young
adults on October 23, 2003 is not known.
Using conservative techniques, we estimate that between 500 and 1,200 young adults are
homeless on any given night in Minnesota.
The lower end of the estimate is based on research conducted by the Urban Institute in
other states which found that the “non-shelter-using” homeless population ranges between
20 and 40 percent of the shelter-using population, depending on the availability of shelter
beds, the season, and weather conditions.11 We know that applying Urban Institute’s most
conservative estimate (20%) to the shelter-using population is too low of an estimate for
the homeless young adult population in Minnesota, because we found more young adults
in street and other non-shelter locations through our survey. Ninety-eight young adults
were interviewed, exceeding the Urban Institute low (20% of sheltered) estimate of 67
unsheltered young adults. Therefore, using the what appears to be the more reasonable
figure of 40 percent, there was a low estimate of 134 young adults unsheltered on the night
of the survey.

10

U.S. Census Bureau. Census 2000 Summary File 1 (SF 1) 100-Percent Data; generated by Heather
Johnson; using American FactFinder; http://factfinder.census.gov (8 December 2004).

11

Burt, M., & Cohen, B. (1989). America’s homeless: Numbers, characteristics, and the programs that
serve them. Washington, DC: The Urban Institute Press.
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The upper end estimate is based on the technique used for homeless youth based on the
1989 U.S. General Accounting Office report12 which found that there were 2.7 times as
many children and youth in doubled-up situations as in emergency shelters. Based on our
count of 335 sheltered young adults, this would indicate an additional 905 young adults
who were homeless, but not in a shelter. Therefore, we estimate between 470 and 1,240
young adults are homeless on any given night (see Figure below).
This should be regarded as a conservative estimate since the number could be substantially
higher if large numbers of young adults seek shelter in places not intended for habitation.
Estimates of homelessness among young adults on any given night
On any given night – one night snap-shot

Number

Number of young adults (18-20) in shelter sites (October 23, 2003)

335

Number of young adults interviewed in non-sheltered locations (October 23, 2003)

98

Number of young adults not counted (conservative estimate based on Urban
Institute study = 335 X .4; upper estimate based on G.A.O. study used for youth =
335 X 2.7)

134 – 905

Total estimated number of young adults ages 18 to 20 on any given night:
low end of range = 335 + 134 = 469; high end of range = 335 + 905 = 1,240

500 – 1,200

Estimates over the course of the year

It is important to emphasize that our study is not designed to provide a definitive count of
homelessness among young adults in Minnesota. Annual estimates for youth
homelessness (see previous section) or for adult homelessness (published separately in
Homeless adults and children in Minnesota) are based on known patterns of
homelessness, determined by studies of those populations. We know of no studies that
have examined patterns of annual homelessness specifically for young adults. We know
that patterns for youth are different from those of adults in general. We presume that
patterns for young adults are intermediate between those for youth and adults. To
estimate annual figures for homelessness among young adults, we therefore compute
estimates separately based on the two patterns, and assume that the best estimate for
young adults is in the middle ground between them.

12

U.S. General Accounting Office. (1989). Children and youths: About 68,000 homeless and 186,000
in shared housing at any given time. Washington, DC: Author.

Homeless youth in Minnesota

23

Wilder Research, February 2005

 Estimate based on youth pattern: Based on youth patterns, we estimate 2.8 to 5
percent of the total state population of young adults (218,285 in the 2000 Census),
yielding a range from 6,000 to 11,000.13
 Estimate based on adult pattern: Based on adult patterns, we estimate the annual
number of homeless young adults is about 3 times the number who are homeless on a
given night (470 to 1,240), yielding a range from 1,410 to 3,720.14
 Taking the middle ground between these two patterns, we arrive at a conservative
estimate of 3,720 to 6,000 young adults who are homeless over the course of a
year.
Estimated range in number of young adults, ages 18 to 20, who experience at least
one night of homelessness over the course of the year in Minnesota
Estimate from adult model (range)
1,407 to

Estimate from youth model (range)

3,713

6,112

to 10,914

Estimate from overlap (range)

What do we know about changes over time in the number of
unaccompanied homeless youth in Minnesota?
There is no way to know from our studies the actual number of unaccompanied homeless
youth and young adults in Minnesota – and whether the numbers have changed over time.
Our study is meant to describe, in depth, the characteristics and needs of the population
through a 30 minute one-to-one interview. It is not meant to provide a street sweep or
census count. In fact, the data from 1991 to 2003 give us conflicting messages about
changes in the numbers of homeless youth and young adults in Minnesota:
 If we only examine the numbers of unaccompanied youth counted on a single night in
shelters and do not count those who were not sheltered. . .the number of
unaccompanied youth increased from 1991 to 2000, but declined slightly from 2000
to 2003. However, this decline may be due to reduced shelter capacity to serve
homeless youth. We know that the number of shelter beds available to youth on a
self-referred basis has declined by about one-third in recent years. We know that
oftentimes youth must receive a referral and have a case “open” with a county social

13

U.S. Census Bureau. Census 2000 Summary File 1 (SF 1) 100-Percent Data; generated by Heather
Johnson; using American FactFinder; http://factfinder.census.gov (8 December 2004).

14

Wilder Research (2003, September). Homeless adults and children in Minnesota. St. Paul, MN: author.
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service agency in order to access a bed. Therefore, there is no way to know whether
or not the decline in the number of youth found in shelters or temporary housing
programs in October 2003 shows an actual decline or merely reduced capacity of the
system to serve youth.
 If we only examine national studies to make estimates for the numbers of youth who
are homeless. . .the number of unaccompanied youth increased since 1991. This is
because the total Census population of youth in Minnesota has increased. As
described in the previous section, we use Census numbers to estimate the number of
unaccompanied youth who experience homelessness over the course of the year. This
is problematic, because if Census figures go up, then our estimates increase. There is
no way of definitively knowing whether this trend is real or not. It is based on a
study conducted with a representative sample of youth ages 12 to 17 in 1993. There
may be changes in the behavior or needs of this age group since that time.
 If we only examine information about young people who were found on the survey
night. . . the number of unaccompanied youth (under 18) found through our one-night
study (in shelters and on the streets) increased steadily from 1991 to 2000 and
decreased slightly in 2003. However, there were nearly 150 more young adults (ages
18-20) found in 2003 than in 2000. Overall, there were nearly four times as many
youth and young adults found on a single night in 2003 compared with 1991 (see the
Appendix for the number of unaccompanied homeless youth and young adults found
through Wilder studies from 1991 to 2003).
These numbers do not accurately reflect the number of youth doubled-up or staying in
places not intended as housing. The number of completed interviews reflects efforts to
recruit volunteers, as well as the involvement of youth-serving agencies in identifying
homeless youth. We cannot determine if the number of homeless youth currently living in
Minnesota is substantially larger or smaller than the number identified in previous surveys.
However for the most part, the overall patterns of homelessness and characteristics of
young people in these circumstances appear similar to previous years.
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Have the background and life experiences of Minnesota’s
homeless youth population changed during the last dozen years?
Five studies have been conducted with Minnesota's homeless youth population during the
last decade, in 1991, 1994, 1997, 2000, and 2003. These studies provide a number of
useful comparisons. However, the reader should keep in mind that youth transitional
housing did not exist prior to 1995, which may account for some of the changes over time.
In addition, compared to the 2000 study, fewer youth were interviewed on the street on the
2003 survey night. On the other hand, more young adults were interviewed in 2003 than in
any previous year.
Most of the demographic characteristics of homeless youth have changed little over the
last decade. The average age has remained about 16. There are somewhat more females
than males.
Homeless youth are primarily Caucasian, African American, or American Indian, with a
notable increase in the percentage of American Indians over the last decade.
 There is a disproportional representation of youth who are African American and
American Indian in the homeless population.
 2003 shows a marked decline in the percentage of homeless youth who are White or
Caucasian.
Demographics of unaccompanied homeless youth under age 18, 1991-2003
1991

1994

1997

2000

2003

Average age

16.0

16.0

15.6

15.7

15.6

Female

49%

61%

54%

53%

64%

57%

41%

41%

46%

35%

African American or Native African

20%

32%

29%

25%

31%

American Indian

11%

10%

15%

20%

22%

Race
White or Caucasian
a

Note. (a) In 1991, 1994, and 1997, the response category was African American. In 2000, response
categories included both African American and Native African.
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History of placements outside of the home

 Data from 2003 show a marked increase in the proportion of homeless youth who
have been in foster care. The percentage remained relatively consistent between 1991
and 2000 (36%-41%), but increased to 53 percent in 2003.
 A consistent proportion of homeless youth report having been in alcohol or drug
treatment facilities (10%-19%) and group homes (22%-33%) over the past 12 years.
 Over the past 12 years, about one-third of homeless youth report having lived in a
correctional facility. This percentage increased slightly in 2000 to 46 percent, but
decreased to 35 percent in 2003. As noted previously, a higher percentage of
homeless youth were interviewed in street locations (not in shelters) in 2000
compared to 2003.
History of placements among homeless youth, 1991-2003
Have you ever lived in:

1991

1994

1997

2000

2003

Foster care

38%

36%

38%

41%

53%

Group home

22%

33%

29%

27%

29%

Drug or alcohol treatment facility

15%

10%

19%

13%

13%

Detention center or correctional facility

31%

34%

36%

46%

35%

Not
available

61%

70%

67%

71%

Any institution

Life experiences

Over the past 12 years (five statewide studies):
 Over one-third to one-half of homeless youth report having been physically abused.
 10 to 20 percent of homeless youth consider themselves chemically dependent.
 From 1991 to 1997 approximately one-third had a sexual relationship which resulted
in a pregnancy; this decreased to one-fifth in 2000 and increased slightly to one
quarter in 2003.
 The proportion of homeless youth who have children remained relatively constant
between 1991 and 2003. Although there was a slight dip in 2000, research from the
other years indicates that about one out every six homeless youth has children.
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Life experiences of homeless youth, 1991-2003
1991

1994

1997

2000

2003

Physically abused

47%

54%

42%

47%

38%

Consider self chemically dependent

10%

19%

15%

13%

12%

Told by a medical professional in the
past 2 years that they have a
significant mental health problem

Not
available

Not
available

23%

31%

29%

Have children

16%

18%

17%

8%

16%

Sexual relationship that resulted in
pregnancy

32%

33%

31%

21%

26%

Income and employment

The percentage of youth reporting steady employment as their main source of income
increased to one in four in 1997 and 2000, but decreased back to earlier levels with 17
percent reporting steady employment as their main source of income in 2003. In 2003,
the percentage of youth who said that their parents, relatives, or other friends provide
their main source of income increased to 36 percent – up from 25 to 30 percent of youth
in previous years.
Main source of income for homeless youth, 1991-2003
1991

1994

1997

2000

2003

Steady employment

16%

15%

26%

25%

17%

Temporary work

16%

4%

6%

7%

7%

Parents

24%

13%

16%

18%

19%

Other relatives or friends

14%

12%

14%

12%

17%

Are homeless youth different from youth who are housed?
Overall, homeless youth report more difficult life experiences than youth who are housed.
Homeless youth report experiencing abuse, alcohol or drug treatment, and pregnancy
more often than youth who are housed (see the section titled “Comparison of homeless
youth to general youth population”). In addition, a higher proportion of African
American and American Indian youth are homeless compared to the general population.
Information from the Minnesota Student Survey (2004) show that homeless youth, in
comparison to youth in the general population, are:
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 Five times more likely to have been treated for alcohol or drug problems. However,
homeless youth are half as likely to report current use of alcohol.
 More than three times more likely to have been hit by a date or intimate partner.
 Three times more likely to have been physically abused.
 Homeless boys are seven times more likely to have been sexually abused; homeless
girls are three times more likely to have been sexually abused.
 Three times more likely to use cigarettes or other tobacco.
 For girls, about 20 times more likely to have been pregnant; for boys, 10 times more
likely to have had a sexual relationship that resulted in a pregnancy.

Do homeless youth in the Twin Cities area differ from those in
greater Minnesota?
Most homeless youth in greater Minnesota are Caucasian (55%), American Indian (31%),
or Hispanic (10%). Homeless youth in the Twin Cities area are mostly African American
(56%), Caucasian (16%), American Indian (13%), Hispanic (11%), or multi-racial (10%).
Twin Cities area homeless youth are more likely than those in greater Minnesota:
 To have been physically abused (43% vs. 34%).
 To be employed (24% vs. 14%).
 To have children (21% vs. 12%). Twin Cities boys are more likely to report having a
sexual relationship that resulted in pregnancy (28% vs. 16%); girls in the Twin Cities
and girls in greater Minnesota are equally likely to have been pregnant (29%).
 To feel that they now need to see a dentist about tooth or gum problems (47% vs.
31%).
 Metro boys are more likely to have been abused or neglected (58% vs. 37%), while
greater Minnesota girls are more likely to have been abused or neglected (59% vs.
48%).
In contrast, greater Minnesota homeless youth are more likely:
 To have been homeless less than one month (51% vs. 29%).
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 To report that money from parents was their main source of income in October (30%
vs. 8%).
 To have medical coverage (65% vs. 56%).
 To report prior stays in foster homes, group homes, or other residential facilities (73%
vs. 61%) as well as correctional facilities (47% vs. 22%).
 To have been sexually abused (32% vs. 23%).
 To feel that they now need to see a professional about a mental health problem (30%
vs. 17%).
 To report having been hit on the head so hard that they lost consciousness or saw stars
(36% vs. 16%).
 To consider themselves chemically dependent (18% vs. 5%).
 To report that if they wanted to return home, their parent or guardian would allow
them to do so (80% vs. 48%).
 To have regular contact with a trusted adult (86% vs. 77%).

Does Minnesota attract homeless youth and young adults?
Although some homeless people may be drawn here because of Minnesota’s reputation as
a safe environment with many social services, most of the homeless youth we
interviewed are long-term residents of Minnesota.
 80 percent of youth and 66 percent of young adults have lived in Minnesota for most
of their lives.
 For 92 percent of youth and 80 percent of young adults, their last permanent housing
was in Minnesota. Similar percentages of youth and young adults have lived in
Minnesota for two or more years.
Over the last decade, a consistent majority of youth interviewed said they grew up in
Minnesota (74% in 1991, 75% in 1994, 70% in 1997, 72% in 2000, and 80% in 2003).

Homeless youth in Minnesota

30

Wilder Research, February 2005

What are the pathways toward youth homelessness?
As part of the Our Children: Our Future project in 2003, Wilder Research conducted a
study examining the overall picture of children who are living away from home,
regardless of the reason: children who are in the child welfare system because of abuse,
neglect, or needs that their parents cannot meet, children who are in corrections settings
because of delinquency, and those who are homeless. This study found that there are
about 30,000 Minnesota children and youth who stay in some type of publicly supervised
treatment program, foster care, correctional facility, or shelter each year. Sadly, many of
the children who experience these varying types of placements have had similarly
difficult lives. What follows is a summary of some of the information about pathways
toward homelessness that were presented in the Our Children: Our Future report.15
Three primary groups of youth are found in the unaccompanied youth homeless
population: 1) “throwaway youth,” adolescents whose parents demand that they leave the
home; 2) “runaway youth,” adolescents who make a decision to leave home; and
3) “systems” homeless youth, adolescents who have been involved in government
systems due to abuse, neglect, or homelessness with their families and whose transitions
from previous placements did not result in stable living situations. In other words,
homeless youth are not from a homogeneous population, and there is overlap among
these groups. The causes of homelessness among youth fall into three interrelated
categories: family problems (which include the behaviors of both parents and youth),
economic problems, and residential instability.
Other researchers investigated the backgrounds of homeless youth and have found
different pathways toward youth homelessness based on the “throwaway,” “runaway,” or
“systems” categories. In a study of 356 homeless youth in the Seattle area, researchers
found that:16
 Boys are more likely to be kicked out of the home, while girls are more likely to run
away.
 35 percent of runaways, 36 percent of throwaways, and 56 percent of systems
homeless youth had been sexually abused.

15

Wilder Research. (2003). Our children: our future, a research report on Minnesota children who do
not live at home. St. Paul, MN: author, 13-15.

16

MacLean, M., Embry, L., & Cauce, A. (1999). Homeless adolescents’ paths to separation from family:
Comparison of family characteristics, psychological adjustment, and victimization. Journal of
Community Psychology, 27(2), 179-187.
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 Runaways are more likely than other homeless youth to report that they could live
with their mother or father.
 Getting kicked out of the family was not associated with a higher average level of
“acting out” behavior, so it is possible that throwaway youth homelessness is more
closely related to parental instability and intolerance than with the behavior of the
adolescent.
Many homeless youth leave home after years of physical and sexual abuse, strained
relationships, addiction of a family member, and parental neglect.17 These stressors are
found in the vast majority of youth who participated in this study. Disruptive family
conditions are the principal reason that young people leave home. Nearly two-thirds of
the youth in our study cite “conflict with parents” as one of the reasons they originally
left home and one of the primary reasons for not returning home.
Some youth become homeless when their families become homeless, but are later
separated from the family by policies of shelters, transitional housing, or the child
welfare system.18 Over one-third of the homeless youth (38%) and one-quarter of young
adults (26%) in our study had a family member who was currently homeless. It is not
known how many of these youth were separated because of these policies.
The following table describes some of the risk factors and predictors associated with
homelessness among youth identified in other studies and confirmed by our own
research. This table was compiled as part of the Our Children: Our Future project.19

17

Whitbeck, L. & Simmons, R. (1990). Life on the streets: The victimization of runaway and homeless
adolescents. Youth and Society, 22, 108-125.

18

Shinn, M. & Weitzman, B.C. (1996). Homeless families are different. In Baumohl, J. (Ed.)
Homlessness in America. Phoenix, AZ: Oryx Press, 109-12.

19

Wilder Research (2003). Our children: our future, a research report on Minnesota children who do
not live at home. St. Paul, MN: author, 13-15.
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Risk factors and predictors of unaccompanied youth homelessness
Location of the risk factor
Individual child

Risk factors and predictors (listed in no particular order)

History of abuse and/or neglect
Chemical dependency
Sexual orientation different from parents
Delinquency
History of out-of-home placement

Family

Few family resources
Parental substance abuse
Poor parent/child relationship

Neighborhood/community

Children of color are disproportionately represented
Substandard or temporary housing

Primary sources: Wilder Research statewide homeless studies and Wattenberg, 2002, April; MacLean et al.,
1999; Wilder Research, 2001.20

What is the link between foster care or other out-of-home
placements and homelessness?
In 2002, there were 17,202 children and youth who spent at least one night in an out-ofhome placement in Minnesota.21 Of this group, 11,137 were between the ages of 8 and
17. Youth in out-of-home care (primarily foster care) represent 1.5 percent of the general
population of 8 to 17 year olds in Minnesota. The results of this study show that about
half of the youth who are homeless and on their own in Minnesota have spent time in
foster care. This is consistent with other studies, both in Minnesota and elsewhere.
The Minnesota Department of Human Services reports that in 2002, 572 discharges from
out-of-home placement were due to “runaway from placement (placement no longer
planned)” and 568 discharges were due to the fact that the youth reached the age of 18.
Together these children represent nearly 1 out of every 10 discharges from care in 2002
(4.7% each). About one-third of the homeless youth interviewed for the 2003 homeless
study reported that they had run from an out-of-home placement at some point in their
lives.

20

Wattenberg, E. (2002). Responding to the needs of children unable to live at home. Minneapolis, MN:
University of Minnesota and Wilder Research statewide homeless studies..

21

Minnesota Department of Human Services. (2004). Minnesota’s Child Welfare Report for 2002.
St. Paul: Author.
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A history of foster care is correlated with becoming homeless at an earlier age and
remaining homeless for a longer period of time.22 Some youth living in residential or
institutional placements become homeless upon discharge. Many researchers and
advocates have voiced concern about youth “aging out” of the system.23 One national
study reported that more than one in five youth who arrived at emergency shelters came
directly from foster care, and that more than one in four had been in foster care in the
previous year.24 National research by the Casey Family Foundation found that 42 percent
of Casey’s foster care alumni (adults who had been in foster care as children) had been
homeless at one time or another. Twenty-two percent were homeless for at least one
night within a year after being officially discharged from foster care. The average age for
first-time homelessness of foster care alumni was 18.25
Two-thirds (71%) of the youth who participated in the Wilder Research Homeless Study
reported having lived in foster care, chemical dependency treatment facilities,
correctional facilities, halfway houses, residential treatment centers, orphanages, group
homes, or Indian schools.
Some advocates feel that the over-representation of former foster care youth reveals a
lack of transition services from childhood to adulthood for this population. Others feel
that family issues that may have led to the out-of-home placement may also contribute to
family homelessness. In addition, mental health and behavior problems may contribute
to a youth’s inability to get or keep housing. The data show us that homeless youth and
youth in out-of-home placement share many of the characteristics associated with a
difficult start in life.

22

23

Roman, N.P. & Wolfe, P.B. (1995). Web of failure: The relationship between foster care and
homelessness. Washington, D.C.: National Alliance to End Homelessness.
Robertson, M. (1996). Homeless youth on their own. Berkley, CA: Alcohol Research Group.

24

National Association of Social Workers. (1992). Helping vulnerable youths: Runaway and homeless
adolescents in the United States. Washington, D.C.: National Association of Social Workers.

25

Casey Research Services. (1993, March). Assessing the effects of foster care: early results from the
Casey national Alumni Study. Seattle: Casey Family Services. Retrieved December 2, 2004, from:
www.casey.org/Resources/Publications/NationalAlumniStudy.htm.
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Are homeless youth and young adults who have recently been in
out-of-home placement different from other homeless young
people?
Researchers examined survey information provided by youth and young adults who had
lived in a foster home, residence for people with physical disabilities, residential
treatment facility, orphanage, or group home in the past two years. Their responses were
compared to youth and young adults who had not lived in one of these placements in the
past two years. The data provide some interesting differences, but should be interpreted
with caution. We know that some of the youth who have not had a recent placement have
been in out-of-home care earlier in their lives.
In all, 44 of 129 youth (34%) and 64 of 302 young adults (21%) have lived in a foster
home, group home or residential treatment program in the past 2 years.
Demographic differences between youth and young adults who
recently left placement versus others

Homeless young people who have recently left a placement are:
 More likely to be White (49% vs. 29% of youth; 49% vs. 38% of young adults).
 Less likely to be African American (21% vs. 35% of both youth and young adults)
 More likely to have grown up outside of Minneapolis/St. Paul – in Twin Cities
suburbs and greater Minnesota (52% vs. 34% of youth; 56% vs. 31% of young adults)
and to have had their last permanent housing in these locations (68% vs. 45% of
youth; 59% vs. 36% of young adults).
 More likely to have lived in Minnesota more than 10 years (70% vs. 55% of youth;
73% vs. 54% of young adults).
 Less likely to have children (9% vs. 20% of youth; 16% vs. 32% of young adults),
and less likely to have children with them on the day of the survey (7% vs. 13% of
youth; 8% vs. 27% of young adults).
Differences in experiences with housing and homelessness between
youth and young adults who recently left placement versus others

While many of the reasons for leaving home are similar, those who have recently left a
placement are twice as likely to have left home originally because of physical abuse (15%
vs. 9% of youth; 34% vs. 17% of young adults). In addition, young adults (18-20) are
less likely to be currently staying in emergency shelter (8% of recent leavers vs. 16% of
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other young adults) and more likely to be staying in temporary arrangements (36% of
recent leavers vs. 24% of other young adults). Young people who have recently left
placement have stayed in their current location for a shorter period of time (average of 29
days vs. 62 days for other youth; 74 days vs. 110 days for other young adults).
In addition, young people who have recently left placement are:
 More likely to be younger when they first left home (average age is 13.7 for recent
leavers vs. 14.5 for other homeless youth; average age is 15.5 for recent leavers vs.
16.4 for all other young adults).
 More likely to have lived with foster parents in their last permanent housing (30% vs.
4% for youth; 10% vs. 1% for young adults).
 Less likely to have left their last housing because of eviction or foreclosure (7% vs.
19% for youth; 8% vs. 24% for young adults).
 More likely to have left their last permanent housing because of their own drinking or
drug problem (21% vs. 10% for youth; 19% vs. 11% for young adults).
 More likely to have had difficulty getting or keeping housing because of their own or
someone else’s substance use (25% vs. 12% young adults)
Differences in experiences with out-of-home placements between
youth and young adults who recently left placement versus others

It makes sense that youth who recently left placement are about twice as likely to have
ever lived in an out-of-home placement as other youth (100% vs. 49%). They are
similarly about twice as likely to have lived in foster homes (75% vs. 42%) and drug
treatment programs (75% vs. 42%). However, young people who have recently left a
placement are seven to nine times more likely to have lived in a residential treatment
program for persons with emotional or behavioral issues (48% vs. 5% of youth; 58% vs.
8 % of young adults).
In addition, young people who have recently left placement are:
 More likely to have run from a placement (63% vs. 19% for youth; 49% vs. 16% for
young adults).
 Twice as likely to have lived in a correctional facility (57% vs. 24% for youth; 61%
vs. 31% for young adults).
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Differences in mental health and other needs between youth and young
adults who recently left placement versus others

In terms of mental health status, there are few differences between youth who have
recently left placement and other homeless youth. However, young adults (ages 18 to 20)
who have left a placement within the past two years appear to have more substantial
mental health issues.
 Young adults who have recently left placement are twice as likely to report mental
health problems in the past year (19% vs. 15% for youth; 40% vs. 17% for young
adults).
 Young adults who have recently left placement are nearly three times more likely to
have been told by a doctor or nurse in the past two years that they have serious mental
health problems (39% vs. 24% for youth; 73% vs. 25% for young adults).
 Young adults who have recently left placement are twice as likely to have a dual
diagnosis – which means both mental health and chemical dependency problems
(30% vs. 7% of young adults).
In terms of other factors, young people who have recently left placement are:
 More likely to have received special education services while in school (44% vs. 27%
for youth; 53% vs. 33% for young adults).
 More likely to have ever been hit on the head so hard that they saw stars or were
knocked unconscious (42% vs. 18% for youth; 57% vs. 35% for young adults).
 Two to four times more likely to consider themselves chemically dependent (24% vs.
6% for youth; 34% vs. 15% for young adults).
 More likely to have been physically or sexually abused as a child (50% vs. 44% for
youth; 66% vs. 46% for young adults).
 For youth, more likely to have been encouraged to make money in the sex industry
(19% vs. 8% for youth). This was equally likely for about one-quarter of the young
adult sample.
 More likely to report their main source of income as money provided by parents,
relatives, or friends (44% vs. 32% for youth; 20% vs. 9% for young adults).
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General descriptive profile
In this section of the report, unaccompanied youth results are presented in the left column
and young adult results are presented in the right column.

Demographics
Youth

Young adults

Sixty-four percent of surveyed unaccompanied
homeless youth are female and 36 percent are
male. The youth range in age from 8 to 17.
The average age is 15.6. Sixty-five percent of
youth are persons of color.

Sixty-five percent of homeless young adults are
female and 35 percent are male. The young
adults are 18, 19, or 20 years old. The average
age is 19.1. Sixty-two percent of young adults
are persons of color.

The table below shows the racial/ethnic background of unaccompanied homeless youth in
the Twin Cities area and greater Minnesota, compared to the 2000 U.S. Census
racial/ethnic background of youth age 8 to 17. Homeless youth and homeless young
adults are more likely than the youth population as a whole to be persons of color. Only
15 percent of the overall Minnesota youth population and 14 percent of the young adult
population are persons of color, compared to 65 percent of homeless youth and 60
percent of homeless young adults.
Comparison of U.S. Census to homeless youth population
White or African American
Caucasian American
Indian

Asian

Multiracial Hispanic
or other
origina

Minnesota youth age 8 to 17 (Census 2000b)

85%

5%

2%

4%

4%

3%

2000 Twin Cities homeless youth sample (age 17 or
under)

16%

56%

13%

2%

13%

10%

2000 greater Minnesota homeless youth sample (age
17 and under)

55%

5%

31%

-

9%

10%

Comparison of U.S. Census to homeless young adult population
White or African American
Multiracial Hispanic
Caucasian American
Indian
Asian or other
origina
Minnesota young adults age 18 to 20 (Census 2000b)

86%

4%

2%

4%

4%

4%

2000 Twin Cities homeless young adults sample (age
18 to 20)

29%

48%

7%

4%

12%

12%

2000 greater Minnesota homeless young adult
sample (age 18 to 20)

62%

9%

15%

-

14%

5%

Notes.

(a) Persons of Hispanic origin may be of any race.
(b) U.S. Census Bureau. 2000 U.S. Census of Population and Housing [statistics from data file].
Retrieved December 8, 2004, from http://factfinder.census.gov
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Youth

Young adults

Sexual orientation

Eighty-four percent of homeless youth in our
sample identify themselves as heterosexual.
Six percent identify themselves as bisexual, 3
percent as gay or lesbian, and 7 percent report
being unsure of their sexual orientation.

Eighty-seven percent of homeless young adults in
our sample identify themselves as heterosexual.
Six percent identify themselves as bisexual, 4
percent as gay or lesbian, and 3 percent report
being unsure of their sexual orientation.

Family of origin

Three-fifths (60%) of youth grew up with their
biological parent(s), 13 percent with
grandparents or other relatives, and 9 percent
in a blended family. The remainder (18%)
grew up in adoptive families, foster families,
or in multiple household arrangements.

Close to three-quarters of homeless young adults
(72%) grew up with their biological parents(s),
8 percent with grandparents or other relatives, and
5 percent in a blended family. The remainder
(15%) grew up in adoptive families, foster
families, or in multiple household arrangements.

Marital status

Only one of the unaccompanied youth (1%) is
married. Ninety-nine percent have not been
married.

Three young adults (2%) are married. Eleven are
separated (4%), two are divorced (1%), and one is
widowed (1%). Ninety-four percent have not been
married.

Place of origin
Area where respondent grew up

Eight of 10 homeless youth (80%) have lived
in Minnesota most of their lives. The remainder
come from 13 states and one continent. Those
who grew up in Minnesota are most often from
Minneapolis (24%). Of the 25 homeless youth
who did not grow up in Minnesota, their home
states are most often Illinois or Wisconsin.
Three homeless youth grew up in Africa.

Homeless youth in Minnesota

39

Two-thirds (66%) of homeless young adults
have lived in Minnesota most of their lives. The
remainder come from 26 states and several
countries. Those who grew up in Minnesota are
most often from Minneapolis (21%). Of the 102
homeless young adults who did not grow up in
Minnesota, their home states are most often
Illinois, Wisconsin, or Texas. Eight homeless
young adults grew up in Africa, two in Canada,
two in Mexico, and one in the Middle East.
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Youth

Young adults

Length of time in Minnesota

Ten percent of homeless youth have lived in
Minnesota for less than two years. Three-fifths
(60%) have lived in Minnesota for 11 or more
years. Homeless youth are more likely to be
long-term residents than homeless adults (60%
of youth vs. 52% of adults have resided in
Minnesota for 11 or more years).

Twenty-one percent of homeless young adults
have lived in Minnesota for less than two years.
Almost three-fifths of homeless young adults
(58%) have lived in Minnesota for 11 or more
years.

Nine of the 12 youth who are recent residents
(have lived in Minnesota two years or less)
have not lived in Minnesota previously. The
two main reasons for coming to Minnesota
were to be with friends or family (82%) or for
better opportunities (46%). When the new
residents arrived in Minnesota, eight youth
stayed with friends or family, one youth stayed
in a shelter, and one stayed in transitional
housing. Data are missing for two youth.

Thirty-five of 59 homeless young adults who are
recent residents (lived in Minnesota two years or
less) have not lived in Minnesota previously. The
two main reasons for coming to Minnesota were
for better opportunities (74%) and to be with
friends or family (52%). Over three-fifths of
new residents (62%) lived with friends or family
and about one-fifth (22%) stayed in shelters
when they first arrived in Minnesota.

History of placements
Homeless youth have high rates of previous out-of-home placements with 71 percent
experiencing some type of social service or correctional placement. Two-thirds (67%) of
homeless youth have had some type of residential social service placement, and 35
percent have had a correctional placement. Foster care, correctional facilities, and group
homes are the most common types of placements for youth in our sample. In the past
year, 25 percent of youth left a correctional facility, 25 percent left an emergency shelter,
9 percent left a foster home, and 8 percent left a group home. The percentage of
homeless youth who report having stable housing after leaving emergency shelter is 84
percent, leaving a correctional facility is 74 percent, leaving a foster home is 73 percent,
and leaving a group home is 40 percent.
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The following table shows the percentage of unaccompanied youth who have a history of
residential program and shelter use.
Previous residential placement and shelter use (unaccompanied youth)
Have you ever lived in:

Males

Females

Total

Foster home

63%

48%

53%

Group home

35%

26%

29%

Facility for persons with mental health problems

24%

17%

20%

Drug or alcohol treatment

13%

12%

13%

Halfway house

11%

7%

9%

-

5%

3%

2%

1%

2%

-

-

-

Any of the above

76%

61%

67%

Emergency shelter

85%

68%

74%

Battered women’s shelter

7%

9%

8%

Transitional housing

30%

46%

41%

Permanent supportive housing

2%

4%

3%

Any of the above shelter use

94%

89%

91%

Indian school
Orphanage
Residence for persons with physical disabilities

The following table shows the percentage of youth who have a history of correctional
placements.
Previous placement in correctional facilities (unaccompanied youth)
Have you ever been held in:

Males

Females

Total

Juvenile detention center or other juvenile facility or camp for
more than a week

41%

30%

34%

County jail or workhouse for a month or more

7%

3%

4%

Any of the above correctional facilities

44%

30%

35%
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Homeless young adults also have a high rate of out-of-home placements. Close to threefifths (57%) of homeless young adults have had some type of residential placement and
37 percent have had a correctional placement. Correctional programs, foster care, and
group homes are the most common types of placements for the homeless young adults in
our sample. About three-fifths of young adults have lived in transitional housing (62%)
or in an emergency shelter (56%). In the past year, 16 percent left a correctional facility,
21 percent left an emergency shelter, 6 percent left a battered women’s shelter, and 4
percent left a facility for persons with mental health problems. The percentage of
homeless young adults who report having stable housing after leaving a half-way house is
80 percent, a battered women’s shelter is 77 percent, transitional housing is 70 percent,
emergency shelter is 62 percent, and leaving a facility for persons with mental health
problems is 62 percent.
The following table shows the percentage of young adults who have a history of out-ofhome placement and shelter use.
Previous residential placement and shelter use (young adults age 18-20)
Have you ever lived in:

Males

Females

Total

Foster home

40%

36%

37%

Group home

28%

21%

24%

Facility for persons with mental health problems

22%

16%

18%

Drug or alcohol treatment

16%

19%

18%

Halfway house

15%

9%

12%

Orphanage

4%

2%

3%

Indian school

3%

3%

3%

-

1%

1%

Any of the above

62%

53%

57%

Transitional housing

50%

69%

62%

Emergency shelter

58%

55%

56%

Battered women’s shelter

6%

19%

14%

Permanent supportive housing

4%

10%

7%

Any of the above shelter use

85%

91%

88%

Residence for persons with physical disabilities
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The following table shows the percentage of young adults with a history of correctional
placements.
Previous placement in correctional facilities (young adults age 18-20)
Have you ever been held in:

Males

Females

Total

Juvenile detention center or other juvenile facility or camp for
more than a week

51%

22%

33%

County jail or workhouse for a month or more

24%

4%

12%

State or federal prison

3%

-

1%

Any of the above correctional facilities

58%

24%

37%

Youth

Young adults

Forty-two percent of homeless male youth and
30 percent of homeless female youth report
running away from foster care, a group home,
treatment center, or other placement.

Twenty-six percent of homeless male young
adults and 22 percent of homeless female young
adults report running away from foster care, a
group home, treatment center, or other
placement.

Education and job training
Youth

Young adults

Education

Seven percent of homeless youth have
completed high school or passed their GED.
Eighty-three percent of homeless youth
attended school in the previous school year.
Of the students who attended school in the
previous school year, 57 percent attended all of
the school year, 31 percent attended most of
the school year, and 12 percent attended only
some of the school year.

Half (51%) of homeless young adults have
completed high school or passed their GED. Six
percent have completed some post-high school
education. Two-thirds (67%) of homeless young
adults attended school in the previous school
year. Of these students, 19 percent attended all
of the school year, 34 percent attended most of
the school year, and 47 percent attended some of
the school year.

The number of schools attended during the last
school year ranged from one to 11. Half (47%)
of homeless youth surveyed attended only one
school during the previous school year, 27
percent attended two schools, 17 percent
attended three schools, and 9 percent attended
more than three schools.

The number of schools attended during the last
school year ranged from one to 12. Half of the
(51%) homeless young adults attended only one
school during the previous school year, 24
percent attended two schools, 8 percent attended
three schools, and 18 percent attended more than
three schools.
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Youth

Young adults

Over four-fifths (84%) of homeless youth are
currently enrolled in school.
Of the students who had not yet graduated or
received their GED, 65 percent attended school
on the day of the survey.
Of the 19 homeless youth who said that they
are not attending this school this year (20032004), almost half (47%) said that their main
reason for not attending school is because they
are dealing with other issues.

One-quarter (25%) of homeless young adults
surveyed are currently enrolled in school. Of
these students, about 59 percent attended school
on the day of the survey.

Of the 66 homeless young adults currently not
attending school, half (50%) said that their main
reason for not attending school is because they
are dealing with other issues.

Special education

One-third of homeless youth (49% of males
and 24% of females) received special
education services while in school.

Thirty-seven percent of homeless young adults
(46% of males and 31% of females) received
special education services while in school.

Independent living skills program

Fifty-nine percent of homeless youth (50% of
males and 64% of females) attended a program
that offers training in life skills or independent
living skills.

Sixty-six percent of homeless young adults (62%
of males and 69% of females) attended a
program that offers training in life skills or
independent living skills.

Job training

Twenty-five homeless youth (20%) have
received some type of job training. The main
training experiences include: certified nurses
training, building trades training, and cooking.
Sixty-four percent of the 25 youth completed
their training. Ten homeless youth with job
training became employed in jobs using that
training.
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Seventy-nine homeless young adults (34%) have
received some type of job training. The main
training experiences include: certified nurses
training, building trades training, mechanical
trades training and cooking. Sixty-eight percent
of the 79 young adults completed their training.
Thirty-four homeless young adults became
employed in jobs using that training.
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Employment and income
Youth

Young adults

Employment

One-fifth (19%) of homeless youth are
employed. Three percent have full-time jobs
and 16 percent have part-time jobs. Of those
with jobs, 65 percent earn less than $8.00 an
hour. Thirty-eight percent have had their job
for at least three months.

Two-fifths (39%) of the homeless young adults
surveyed are employed. Nine percent have fulltime jobs and 30 percent have part-time jobs. Of
those with jobs, 65 percent earn less than $8.00
per hour. Forty-five percent have held their job
for three months or more.

Of the homeless youth who are unemployed,
24 percent have been unemployed for less than
six months, 12 percent have been unemployed
between six months and one year, and 9
percent have been unemployed for more than
one year. Fifty-five percent of homeless youth
have never been employed.

Of the homeless young adults who are
unemployed, 42 percent have been unemployed
for less than six months, 29 percent have been
unemployed between six months and one year,
and 30 percent have been unemployed for more
than one year. Six percent of homeless young
adults have never been employed.

The main barriers to employment for those
who are unemployed include: personal reasons
including age (40%), lack of transportation
(35%), and lack of education (33%).

The main barriers to employment for those who
are unemployed include: lack of transportation
(40%), lack of housing (34%), and lack of
education (29%).

Income

The main sources of income for homeless
youth in our survey include: short-term or
steady employment (24%), parents (19%), and
friends or relatives (17%). Eight percent of
youth (all females) are receiving MFIP. Three
percent are receiving Supplemental Security
Income (SSI). Twenty-one homeless youth
(16%) do not have any income. The median
total monthly income is $182 for homeless
male youth and $266 for homeless females.
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The main sources of income for homeless young
adults in our survey include: short-term or steady
employment (40%), MFIP (22%), and General
Assistance (8%). Three percent of young adults
are receiving Supplemental Security Income.
Thirty-six homeless young adults (14%) do not
have any income. The median total monthly
income for young adults is $302 for young adult
males and $411 for young adult females.
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History of housing and homelessness
Youth

Young adults

Current sleeping arrangements

Homeless youth are found in a number of
different temporary living situations. Close to
half (48%) spent the previous night in an
emergency shelter. Thirty-seven percent
stayed in a transitional housing program, and
11 percent stayed in a temporary arrangement
with friends or extended family. Two percent
stayed outdoors, 2 percent spent the night in
jail, and 1 percent stayed in a foster home.

Over half (54%) of homeless young adults spent
the previous night in a transitional housing
program. Nineteen percent stayed in a temporary
arrangement with friends or extended family, 16
percent stayed in an emergency shelter, and 5
percent stayed in a battered women’s shelter.
Four percent stayed outdoors, 2 percent spent the
last night in some other type of temporary
arrangement, and 1 percent stayed in a host home.

Forty-seven percent of homeless youth report
their current living arrangement have lasted
one week or less. However, almost two-fifths
(39%) of youth surveyed have been without a
regular or permanent place to live for more
than three months. Sixteen percent have been
homeless for one year or more.

One-fifth (21%) of homeless young adults report
their current living arrangement had lasted one
week or less. Most have been without regular or
permanent housing for much longer. Two-thirds
of the young adults (66%) have been without a
regular or permanent place to live for more than
three months. Almost two-fifths (39%) have been
homeless for one year or more.

Ninety-two percent of homeless youth consider Ninety-four percent of homeless young adults
consider the place they stayed the previous night
the place they stayed the previous night to be
to be reasonably safe.
reasonably safe.
Close to one-quarter (23%) of homeless youth
surveyed had slept outdoors at least one night
in October.

Over one-quarter (29%) of homeless young
adults surveyed had slept outdoors at least one
night in October.

Thirteen percent of youth were unable to
obtain shelter at some point within the last
three months because no beds were available.
Half (50%) of these youth found temporary
shelter with a friend or family member.
Other youth stayed in another shelter (25%),
stayed outdoors (13%), stayed in a safe home
(6%), or stayed in a car or abandoned
building (6%).

Eighteen percent of young adults were unable to
obtain shelter at some point within the last three
months because no beds were available. Over
two-fifths (44%) of these young adults found
temporary shelter with a friend or family member.
The other young adults stayed outdoors (20%),
stayed in a car or abandoned building (20%),
stayed in another shelter (11%), found a safe
home (2%), or stayed in a hospital (2%).
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Youth

Young adults

Over three-fifths (62%) of youth are homeless
for the first time. Thirteen percent of youth
have been homeless four or more times in the
last three years.

About two-thirds (68%) of young adults are
homeless for the first time. Twelve percent of
young adults have been homeless four or more
times in the last three years.

The Minnesota definition of “long-term
homeless” includes those who are homeless for
one year or more or those who have been
homeless four or more times in the last three
years. Over one-quarter (26%) of homeless
youth surveyed meet Minnesota’s “long term
homeless” criteria.

The Minnesota definition of “long-term
homeless” includes those who are homeless for
one year or more or those who have been
homeless four or more times in the last three
years. Over two-fifths (44%) of homeless young
adults surveyed meet Minnesota’s “long term
homeless” criteria.

Assessment of current housing needs

Over two-fifths of youth (43%) report that they
cannot afford to pay any amount for rent. Over
one-fifth (21%) could pay between $1 and
$200 for rent and utilities. On average, male
homeless youth can afford to pay $136 per
month and female homeless youth can afford
to pay $179, including rent and utilities. Most
homeless youth (73%) need only a onebedroom or a studio apartment, and 27 percent
need two or more bedrooms.

About one-quarter (24%) of homeless young
adults surveyed report they could not afford to
pay any amount for rent. Slightly over onequarter (26%) of young adults report they could
pay between $1 and $200 for rent and utilities.
On average, homeless young men can afford
$215 per month and homeless young women can
afford $252, including rent and utilities. Most
homeless young adults (74%) need only a onebedroom or a studio apartment, and 26 percent
need two or more bedrooms.

Eleven percent of the youth were on a waiting
list for Section 8 housing. Of those on a
waiting list, the average wait has been 2
months.

Thirty-nine percent of homeless young adults
were on a waiting list for Section 8 housing. Of
those on a waiting list, the average wait has been
8.4 months.

Housing history

Most of the homeless youth (92%) lived in
Minnesota in their last regular or permanent
housing, primarily with a parent or parents
(56%). Only 4 percent of youth lived alone in
their last housing.
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Most of the homeless young adults (80%) lived
in Minnesota in their last regular or permanent
housing, primarily with a parent or parents
(45%). Nine percent of young adults lived alone
in their last housing.
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Youth

Young adults

The main reasons for leaving their last housing
include problems getting along with the people
they lived with (54%), relationship problems
(41%), drinking or drug problems of someone
else in the household (16%), eviction (15%),
and abuse by someone they lived with (15%).
The most common reasons homeless youth cite
for having difficulty in getting or keeping
housing include their age (17%), no housing
they can afford (13%), and no local rental
history (6%).

The main reasons for leaving their last housing
include problems getting along with the people
they lived with (43%), relationship problems
(29%), abuse by someone they lived with (21%),
eviction (21%), could not afford the rent (19%),
and a drinking or drug problem of someone else in
the household (16%).
The most common reasons for difficulty getting
or keeping housing are a lack of housing they
can afford (50%), lack of local rental history
(33%), and their age (24%).

Most homeless youth originally left home
around age 14. The main reasons cited for
leaving home include: conflict with family
(60%), kicked out or told to leave (43%), and
wanting to be on their own (43%). Over half
of homeless youth (55%) indicate that if they
wanted to return home, they could do so.
However, less than half of the homeless youth
respondents (46%) believe they will live with
their families again. The most frequently
mentioned reason for not returning home was
conflicts and fight with parents (61%).

Most homeless young adults originally left home
around age 16. The main reasons cited for
leaving home include: wanting to be on their own
(68%), conflict with family (62%), kicked out or
told to leave (47%), and being emotionally
abused (32%). Over half of homeless young
adults surveyed (57%) indicate that if they
wanted to return home, they could. However,
only 16 percent of homeless young adults believe
they will live with their families again. The most
frequently mentioned reason for not returning
home was their desire to be on their own (72%).

About two-fifths of homeless youth (38%)
indicate they have relatives who are homeless.

Over one-quarter (26%) of homeless young adults
indicate they have relatives who are homeless.
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Service use
Youth

Young adults

Homeless youth used many different services in
the month prior to the survey. Thirty-one
percent used transportation services, 29 percent
used drop-in centers, 26 percent used a medical
benefit program, 26 percent used Food Stamps,
23 percent used outreach services, 22 percent
used a job assistance program, 20 percent used
clothing shelves, 16 percent went to the
emergency room, and 14 percent used hot meal
programs.

Of homeless young adults, 57 percent used
transportation assistance, 39 percent used Food
Stamps, 36 percent used a medical benefit
program, 34 percent used drop-in centers, 33
percent used job assistance, 28 percent used
outreach services, 28 percent used food shelves,
26 percent used hot meal programs, 25 percent
used housing assistance, and 24 percent used
clothing shelves.

Out of all services used by youth, those
considered most helpful were Food Stamps,
transportation assistance, drop-in centers,
outreach services, and medical benefits.
During the previous year, 6 percent of youth
report losing or becoming unable to afford
services they were receiving such as Food
Stamps and medical benefits.

Of all the services used by young adults, those
considered most helpful were transportation
assistance, Food Stamps, drop-in centers, outreach services, housing assistance, and medical
benefits. During the previous year, 12 percent of
young adults report losing or becoming unable to
afford services they were receiving such as Food
Stamps and medical benefits.

Fourteen percent of homeless youth report
needing help applying or reapplying for
services. Two-thirds (67%) of homeless youth
have at least one case manager, of these, 26
percent have two or more case managers.

Eighteen percent of homeless young adults report
needing help applying or reapplying for services.
Over three-quarters (77%) of homeless young
adults have at least one case manager, of these, 39
percent have two or more case managers.
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Health care
Youth

Young adults

Physical health

Seventeen percent of homeless youth report
needing to see a doctor about a physical health
problem. Over one-quarter (26%) encountered
barriers to getting needed health care. The
main barriers cited are lack of insurance and
lack of money.

One-quarter (25%) of homeless young adults
report needing to see a doctor about a physical
health problem. Over one-third (35%)
encountered barriers to getting needed health
care. The main barriers cited are lack of money
and lack of insurance.

Nonetheless, 61 percent of homeless youth
received some type of medical coverage in the
previous month, including 38 percent who
received Medical Assistance or General
Assistance Medical Care, and 6 percent
received the MinnesotaCare health plan.

Nonetheless, 65 percent of homeless young
adults received some type of medical coverage
in the previous month, including 52 percent who
received Medical Assistance or General
Assistance Medical Care, and 8 percent received
the MinnesotaCare health plan.

Over one-third (36%) of homeless youth report
at least one chronic health condition (asthma,
other chronic lung or respiratory problems,
high blood pressure, tuberculosis, diabetes,
hepatitis, or HIV/AIDS). One-third (33%) of
youth were worried about how they would be
cared for if they were seriously ill or dying.

Over one-quarter (29%) of homeless young
adults report at least one chronic health
condition (asthma, other chronic lung or
respiratory problems, high blood pressure,
tuberculosis, diabetes, hepatitis, or HIV/AIDS).
Two-fifths (40%) of young adults were worried
about how they would be cared for if they were
seriously ill or dying.

One in 10 (10%) homeless youth report having
a physical, mental, or other health condition
that limits the kind or amount of work they can
do, and 1 percent have conditions that make it
hard to bathe, eat, get dressed, get in or out of a
chair or bed, or get around. Twenty-two
percent report often feeling confused to the
point that it interferes with daily activities.

Eighteen percent of homeless young adults
report having a physical, mental, or other health
condition that limits the kind or amount of work
they can do, and 6 percent have conditions that
make it hard to bathe, eat, get dressed, get in or
out of a chair or bed, or get around. Twentyeight percent report often feeling confused to the
point that it interferes with daily activities.

Fourteen percent of homeless youth report
having problems with headaches, concentration
or memory, understanding, excessive worry,
sleeping, or getting along with people following
a serious blow to the head (indications of
possible traumatic brain injury).

Eighteen percent of homeless young adults
report having problems with headaches,
concentration or memory, understanding,
excessive worry, sleeping, or getting along with
people following a serious blow to the head
(indications of possible traumatic brain injury).
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Youth

Young adults

Eighteen percent of homeless youth are not
taking their prescribed medication. About onethird of homeless youth (31%) received
services in an emergency room during the
previous six months. Females are more likely
than males to have used emergency room
services (35% vs. 24%).

Fifteen percent of young adults surveyed are not
taking their prescribed medication. Over onethird of homeless young adults surveyed (36%)
received services in an emergency room during
the previous six months. Females are more
likely than males to have used emergency room
services (39% vs. 32%).

In the previous year, over one-quarter (27%) of
homeless youth had problems with their teeth
or gums. Two-fifths (39%) report needing to
see a dentist about a tooth or gum problem.

In the previous year, over one-third (35%) of
homeless young adults had problems with teeth
or gums. Half (50%) report currently needing to
see a dentist about a tooth or gum problem.

Mental health

Almost one-quarter (23%) of homeless youth
report needing to see a health professional
about a current mental health problem.
Twenty-nine percent of the homeless youth
have been told by a doctor or nurse within the
last two years that they have a serious mental
health problem. Twelve percent have been told
they have alcohol abuse disorder or drug abuse
disorder. Four percent report a dual diagnosis
(severe or persistent mental illness in addition
to an alcohol or drug abuse disorder).

Over one-quarter (29%) of homeless young
adults report needing to see a health professional
about a mental health problem. Thirty-five
percent of homeless young adults in our sample
have been told by a doctor or nurse within the
last two years that they have a serious mental
health problem. Fifteen percent have been told
they have an alcohol abuse disorder or a drug
abuse disorder. Twelve percent report a dual
diagnosis (severe or persistent mental illness in
addition to an alcohol or drug abuse disorder).

Over one-quarter (28%) of homeless youth
received outpatient care because of mental
health problems. Of homeless youth who have
received outpatient mental health care, 94
percent received this care in the previous two
years.

One-quarter (25%) of homeless young adults
received outpatient care because of mental health
problems. Of homeless young adults who have
received outpatient mental health care, 82 percent
received this care in the previous two years.

Over one-third of homeless youth (34%) have
considered suicide and almost one-fourth
(23%) have attempted suicide. Of those who
have considered suicide, almost half (49%)
report seeking help for depression.

Over two-fifths of the homeless young adults
(45%) have considered suicide and almost onefourth (24%) have attempted suicide. Of those
who have considered suicide, almost half (48%)
report seeking help for depression.
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Youth

Young adults

Sex-related health issues

Over one-fourth (26%) of homeless youth
report they have had sexual relationships that
resulted in pregnancy (29% of females and
21% of males). Forty-one percent of homeless
youth report that they use or need birth control.
Thirteen percent of homeless youth who report
a need for birth control indicate that they have
not been able to get what they need.

Forty-six percent of homeless young adults
report having had sexual relationships that
resulted in pregnancy (59% of females and 27%
of males). Thirty-six percent of homeless young
adults report that they use or need birth control.
Eleven percent of homeless young adults who
report a need for birth control indicate that they
have not been able to get what they need.

Six percent of homeless youth report that they
have had a sexually transmitted disease within
the past 12 months. Two percent of homeless
youth report testing positive for HIV/AIDS.

Eight percent of homeless young adults report
that they have had a sexually transmitted disease
within the past 12 months. Less than 1 percent
of homeless young adults report testing positive
for HIV/AIDS.

Chemical dependency
Six percent of homeless youth report needing
to see a health professional about a current
alcohol or drug problem.

Eight percent of homeless young adults report
needing to see a health professional about a
current alcohol or drug problem.

Substance abuse in the family of origin is
given as one of the reasons youth leave home.
One-fifth (20%) of homeless youth report that
someone in their immediate family has
problems with drugs or alcohol.

Substance abuse in the family of origin is given
as one of the reasons young adults leave home.
One-fifth (20%) of homeless young adults report
that someone in their immediate family has
problems with drugs or alcohol.
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Youth

Young adults

Twelve percent of homeless youth have been
told by a doctor or nurse within the last two
years that they have an alcohol or drug abuse
disorder. Twelve percent of homeless youth
consider themselves chemically dependent.
Females are slightly more likely than males to
report chemical dependency (13% vs. 11%).
Fifteen percent of homeless youth have been
treated in an outpatient alcohol or drug
treatment program, and 13 percent have had
inpatient treatment. Six percent have been
admitted to detox at least once.

Twelve percent of homeless young adults have
been told by a doctor or nurse within the last two
years that they have an alcohol or drug abuse
disorder. Nineteen percent of homeless young
adults consider themselves chemically
dependent. Males are more likely than females
to report chemical dependency (21% vs. 18%).
Nineteen percent of homeless young adults have
been treated in an outpatient alcohol or drug
treatment program, and 18 percent have had
inpatient treatment. Fourteen percent have been
admitted to detox at least once.

Ten percent of homeless youth have either
been diagnosed as having a chemical
dependency disorder or admitted to a detox
center within the last two years.

Eighteen percent of homeless young adults have
either been diagnosed as having a chemical
dependency disorder or admitted to a detox
center within the last two years.

Abuse and victimization
Nearly two-fifths (38%) of homeless youth
surveyed have been physically abused, and
more than one-quarter (28%) have been
sexually abused. Forty-six percent of homeless
youth have been either physically or sexually
abused. Thirty percent of homeless youth
report their parents neglected to provide food,
shelter, or medical care, or consistently ignored
their physical or emotional needs. Half (50%)
of homeless youth have been neglected,
physically abused, or sexually abused.
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Nearly half (46%) of homeless young adults
surveyed have been physically abused, and more
than one-fourth (29%) have been sexually
abused. Half (50%) of homeless young adults
have been either physically or sexually abused.
Thirty-two percent of homeless young adults
report their parents neglected to provide food,
shelter, or medical care, or consistently ignored
their physical or emotional needs. Over half
(56%) of homeless young adults have been
neglected, physically abused, or sexually abused.
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Youth

Young adults

Close to one-fifth (19%) of females and 15
percent of males report they have been
assaulted or threatened with violence in a
relationship during the past year. Thirteen
percent of homeless youth stayed in an abusive
situation because they had no other housing
options.

Over two-fifths (43%) of homeless young adult
females and 15 percent of the males report they
have been assaulted or threatened with violence
in a relationship during the past year. Over onefourth (28%) of young adults say they stayed in
an abusive situation because they had no other
housing options.

Nine percent of homeless youth have been
physically attacked or beaten since being
homeless. In the past year, 11 percent of
homeless youth sought health care because of
an injury or illness resulting from violence,
most often caused by someone they knew. Ten
percent of homeless youth (4% of males and
13% of females) report they have been sexual
with someone for the purpose of getting shelter,
clothing, food or other things.

One-fifth (20%) of homeless young adults have
been physically attacked or beaten since being
homeless. In the past year, 12 percent of
homeless young adults sought health care
because of an injury or illness resulting from
violence, most often caused by someone they
knew. Sixteen percent of homeless young adults
(17% of males and 16% of females) report they
have been sexual with someone for the purpose of
getting shelter, clothing, food or other things.

Twelve percent of homeless youth report they
have been told how to make money in the sex
industry. They were approached most of the
time (64%) by an adult.

One-fourth (25%) of homeless young adults
have been told how to make money in the sex
industry. They were approached most of the
time (81%) by an adult.

Social contacts
The majority of youth (89%) have had contact
with a family member or relative within the
month prior to the survey. Eight percent had
contact with family members within the prior
year but not during the past month. Three
percent have had no contact with any family
members for over one year.

The majority of young adults (83%) have had
contact with a family member or relative within
the month prior to the survey. Thirteen percent
had contact with family members within the
prior year but not during the past month. Four
percent have had no contact with any family
members for over one year.

Asked which people helped them find the
services they needed, homeless youth most
often mentioned friends (53%), shelter staff
(43%), social workers (44%), youth workers
(40%), relatives other than their parents (39%),
and parents (38%).

Young adults report the people who have helped
them find the services they needed are friends
(71%), youth workers (52%), shelter staff (50%),
social workers (48%), and outreach workers
(38%).
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Youth

Young adults

Eighty-one percent of homeless youth
surveyed report that there is an adult in their
life who they trust and have regular contact
with.

Eighty-one percent of homeless young adults
surveyed report that there is an adult in their life
who they trust and have regular contact with.

Children
Twenty-one homeless youth surveyed (16%)
are parents (17 females and four males). Of
this group, two-thirds (67%) are responsible
for the care of their children (14 females).
There were 14 children with their parents
(homeless youth) on the night of the survey.
All of the children were under age three, and
four were infants under age one.

Eighty-seven homeless young adults surveyed
(29%) are parents (73 females and 14 males). Of
this group, 79 percent are responsible for the
care of their children (66 females and 2 males).
There were 90 children with their homeless
young adult parents on the night of the survey.
All of the parents in our survey had children age
seven or younger, and 23 were infants under age
one.

A few of the homeless youth interviewed face
problems related to caring for their children.
Four parents have open child protection cases.
One parent has court-ordered child support, but
she is not receiving it. None of the parents
report that their child has a chronic or severe
physical health problem or an emotional or
behavioral problem that interferes with the
child’s daily activities. All youth parents were
able to get needed physical health care, mental
health care, and dental care for their child
during the last 12 months. No youth parents
report that a child had skipped a meal in the
preceding month due to lack of money. Two
homeless youth parents were unable to obtain
regular child care during the past year.

Some homeless young adult parents face
problems related to caring for their children.
Four parents have open child protection cases.
Twenty-five of the parents have court-ordered
child support, but only six of the parents are
receiving it. Six of the 56 parents (11%) report
that their child has a chronic or severe physical
health problem that interferes with the child’s
daily activities. Five parents (9%) report that
their child has an emotional or behavioral
problem that interferes with their daily activities.
No parents report having school-age children.
Five parents report being unable to obtain
needed dental care, and two parents were unable
to get needed physical health care in the past 12
months. In the month preceding the survey, two
young adult parents report that their child
skipped a meal due to lack of money. Two-fifths
of parents (39%) were unable to obtain regular
child care during the past year.
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Comparison of homeless youth to the general youth
population
In this section, we compare the homeless youth interviewed for this study (age 17 and
under) to a sample of youth in the general population, as well as to three other
populations: youth in alternative schools, youth in residential behavioral treatment
facilities, and youth in juvenile correctional facilities.
The first comparison examines data from ninth-graders (ages 13 to 17) who participated
in the 2004 Minnesota Student Survey.26
As part of the Minnesota Student Survey, youth in alternative schools and learning
centers (2004), residential behavioral treatment facilities (2001), and juvenile correctional
facilities (2001) were also surveyed.27 Youth between the ages of 11 and 21 are included
in these tables.
The vast majority of the youth are 14 to 17 years old (87% of residential treatment youth,
85% of juvenile corrections youth, and 57% of alternative school or Area Learning
Center youth).

26

The Minnesota Student Survey is conducted ever three years in 6th, 9th, and 12th grades. Data available
through Coordinated School Health at http://www.mnschoolhealth.com/resources.html?ac=data

27

Minnesota Student Survey Interagency Team. (2004). 2004 Minnesota Student Survey Statewide
Tables. St. Paul, MN: Minnesota Department of Education.
Minnesota Department of Human Services and the Minnesota Department of Children, Families &
Learning. (2001). Minnesota Student Survey 2001 Tables for Residential Behavioral Treatment
Facilities. St. Paul, MN: Author. Retrieved December 6, 2004, from:
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/healthcare/documents/pub/dhs_id_020538.pdf
Minnesota Department of Human Services and the Minnesota Department of Children, Families &
Learning. (2001). Minnesota Student Survey 2001 Tables for Juvenile Correctional Facilities and
Detention Centers. St. Paul, MN: Author. Retrieved December 6, 2004, from:
http://www.dhs.state.mn.us/main/groups/healthcare/documents/pub/dhs_id_008347.pdf
Minnesota Student Survey Interagency Team. (2005). 2004 Minnesota Student Survey Alternative
Schools and Area Learning Centers Tables. St. Paul, MN: Minnesota Department of Education.
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Comparing the Minnesota student population to the homeless youth survey sample
Student survey,
9th grade, general
population, 2004
(N=49,210)
Male
(N=23,999)
Race: White

Female
(N=25,211)

Student survey,
alternative schools,
2004
(N=3,331)
Male
(N=1,763)

77%

Ran away from home in last
year

Female
(N=1,568)

Student survey,
residential behavioral
treatment population,
2001 (N=302)
Male
(N=139)

65%

Female
(N=163)

Student survey,
juvenile corrections
population, 2001
(N=759)
Male
(N=618)

56%

Female
(N=141)

Homeless youth
survey, 2003
(N=129)
Male
(N=46)

51%

Female
(N=83)
35%

11%

15%

20%

26%

38%

68%

42%

69%

-

-

14%

16%

65%

68%

39%

47%

47%

69%

46%

55%

Ever been hit by date

5%
5%

3%
5%

24%
9%

21%
20%

30%
6%

39%
32%

46%
13%

49%
29%

24%
15%

17%
19%

Ever been pregnant (females)

-

1%

-

32%

-

29%

-

25%

-

29%

Ever gotten someone
pregnant (males)

2%

-

12%

-

11%

-

23%

-

21%

-

9%

14%

14%

21%

33%

46%

21%

35%

33%

41%

a

Cigarette use

Treated for drug or alcohol
problem
b

c

Ever been physically abused
d

Ever been sexually abused

3%

9%

5%

20%

15%

47%

10%

39%

22%

31%

Ever attempted suicide

7%

16%

16%

34%

31%

53%

21%

42%

17%

25%

Recent use of alcohole

27%

29%

62%

57%

20%

25%

28%

45%

16%

15%

Notes: a) The Minnesota Student Survey states, “during the last 30 days, on how many days did you smoke a cigarette?”(those reporting more than one day were counted
for this item). The homeless youth survey states, “during the past week have you used cigarettes or other tobacco products?”
b) The Minnesota Student Survey states, “victim of violence on a date.” The homeless youth survey states, “during anytime in the past 12 months, have you been in
a personal relationship with someone who hit you, slapped you or pushed you around or threatened to do so?”
c) The Minnesota Student Survey states, “has any adult in your household ever hit you so hard that you had marks or were afraid of that person?” The homeless
youth survey states, “physically mistreated as a child or youth?”
d) The Minnesota Student Survey states, “has any older person outside the family touched you sexually against your wishes or forced you to touch them sexually?”
The homeless youth survey states, “sexually mistreated as a child or youth?”
e) The Minnesota Student Survey states, “On how many occasions have you had alcoholic beverages to drink during the last 30 days?” (those reporting more than
one day were counted for this item). The homeless youth survey states, “during the past week, have you used alcohol (beer, wine, hard liquor)?”
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Comparisons between homeless youth and the general
population of similarly aged youth
By examining information provided by the general population of Minnesota youth
(Minnesota Student Survey) compared with youth who were homeless on October 23,
2003, we find:
 Homeless youth are more likely than youth in the general Minnesota student
population to have been physically or sexually abused, to smoke cigarettes, to have
experienced violence in a recent relationship, to have been pregnant, and to have
attempted suicide.
 Homeless youth are slightly less likely than youth in the general Minnesota student
population to report recent use of alcohol, but they are more likely to have been
treated for an alcohol or drug problem.
The incidence of substance abuse disorder (diagnosed within the last six months) in the
general population of youth 9-17 years of age is 2 percent.28 In the homeless youth
sample, the rate of alcohol or drug abuse disorder (diagnosis within the last two years) is
13 percent. Even allowing for the different timeframes (two years versus six months),
and the fact that the homeless youth sample includes a high proportion of 16 and 17 year
olds, homeless youth interviewed are more likely to have substance abuse disorder than
youth in the general population.

Comparisons between homeless youth and youth taking the
Minnesota Student Survey in alternative schools, residential
treatment facilities, and juvenile corrections facilities
Where comparison data are available, it is apparent that many of the experiences of
homeless youth are very similar to those found in youth surveyed in juvenile corrections
or residential behavioral treatment programs.
 Youth in alternative schools, residential behavioral treatment, juvenile corrections,
and who are homeless report similarly high rates of having been abused and having
been the victim of domestic violence.

28

Shaffer, D. et. al. (1996). The NIMH Diagnostic Interview Schedule for Children Version 2.3 (DISC2.3): Description, acceptability, prevalence rates and performance in the MECA Study. Methods for
the Epidemiology of Child and Adolescent Mental Disorders Study. Journal of the American Academy
of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 35 (7), 865-77.
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 Compared to youth surveyed in juvenile corrections and residential behavioral
treatment programs, homeless youth are less likely to have attempted suicide and less
likely to have received chemical dependency treatment services.
 Homeless boys are more likely to have been sexually abused than boys in residential
treatment, corrections, or alternative schools.

Prevalence of running away reported by Minnesota youth
 According to the Minnesota Student Survey, 11 percent of 9th grade boys and 15
percent of 9th grade girls have run away from home at some point during the 12
months prior to the 2004 survey.
 These rates jump to nearly a quarter of the population of students attending
alternative schools and to over half of all students in residential treatment or juvenile
justice facilities.
 Particularly for those living in residential treatment or corrections programs, girls are
more likely than boys to report that they have run away within the past year.
It is not known how many of these youth end up participating in the homeless youth and
young adult survey. We do know that seven out of 10 youth who participate in our study
have lived in some type of out-of-home placement.
In 2003, there were 1,345 calls to the National Runaway Switchboard placed by children
and youth from Minnesota. Seventy-six percent of calls made to the switchboard were
made by girls, and 61 percent were made by youth on the street.29

29

Retrieved December 10, 2004, from: http://www.nrscrisisline.org/2003stat.asp
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Comparisons to other studies of homeless youth and
young adults
As part of the National Health Interview Study sponsored by the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention in 1992 and 1993, researchers interviewed a nationally
representative household sample of 6,496 youth ages 12 to 17. Youth were asked if they
spent one or more nights in the past year in a variety of places. These included shelters
as well as places not intended as housing such as bridges and cars. Based on these
interviews, researchers estimated that 5 percent of the total population of 12 to 17 year
olds are homeless each year (or 22,563 youth in Minnesota in a year).30
There are very few comprehensive descriptive studies of the homeless youth population.
Many use information collected from service providers that often report duplicated
information (a youth may be counted more than once during a study period). This was
true for the geographically closest statewide study – a study conducted in Iowa in 1999.
Basic demographics were collected by surveying service providers who came in contact
with homeless or near-homeless children and youth.31
However, there have been increased efforts in some communities to enumerate and
describe homeless youth. In comparing the homeless youth interviewed for this survey
with the results of other recent studies of youth homelessness, a number of common
characteristics are evident. The comparisons are drawn from the following studies:
United States

1992

Interviews conducted by Research Triangle Institute in Fall
1992 with youth residing in 23 shelters nationally and with
youth on the streets in 10 urban areas (two samples).32

Minnesota

2000

Interviews conducted by Wilder Research with youth and
young adults in shelters and non-shelter locations throughout
Minnesota on the evening of October 26, 2000.33

30

Ringwalt, C., Greene, J.M., Robertson, M., McPheeters, M. (1998). The prevalence of homelessness
among adolescents in the United States. Am J Public Health, 88, 1325-1329.

31

University of Iowa. (2000). Iowa’s homeless population: 1999 estimates and profile. Iowa City, IA:
Author.

32

Greene, J. M., & Ringwalt, C. (1995). Youth with runaway, throwaway and homeless experiences:
Prevalence, drug use, and other at-risk behaviors. Silver Spring, MD: National Clearinghouse on
Families and Youth.
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Lower Midwest 2000

Interviews conducted between the spring of 2000 and the fall
of 2001 as part of the Midwest Longitudinal Study of
Homeless Adolescents. Interviews conducted in Nebraska,
Iowa, Missouri, and Kansas with 455 youth.34

Monterey CA

2002

Interviews conducted with 316 homeless youth between
February and March 2002. Of these 316 youth, 27 percent
were unaccompanied and living on their own. The rest were
with families.35

Minnesota

2003

Interviews conducted with youth and young adults in shelters
and non-shelter locations throughout Minnesota during the
evening of October 23, 2003 (this study).

Studies of youth homelessness include youth of varying age ranges. Many include youth
who are between the ages of 12 and 21 (see the age ranges included in other studies,
below). To better compare basic information collected about Minnesota’s homeless
youth population to other studies done in other parts of the county, we have combined
youth and young adult data in the following table.
Because these statistics combine youth and young adult data, percentages differ from
those provided elsewhere in this report. In nearly all other tables, data for youth under
the age of 18 are reported separately from data for young adults 18 to 20 years old.
The table below illustrates the demographic profiles and the life experiences of youth
and young adults described in these varied samples.

33

Wilder Research. (2001). Homeless youth in Minnesota: statewide survey of people without
permanent shelter. St. Paul, MN: Author.

34

Whitbeck, L., & Hoyt, D. (2002). Midwest Longitudinal Study of Homeless Adolescents. Baseline
summary for all participating agencies. Lincoln Nebraska: University of Nebraska – Lincoln.
Retrieved May 11, 2004, from: www.endhomelessness.org/pub/MidwestStudy.pdf.

35

Monterey County Department of Social and Employment Services (2002). Homeless Census and
Homeless Youth/Foster Teen Study. Monterey, CA: Author. Retrieved December 6, 2004, from:
http://www.co.monterey.ca.us/dss/affiliates/cap/downloads/homeless_teens/07_main_study.pdf
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Comparison of youth characteristics from six homeless youth and young adult studies
Lower
Midwest,
Monterey CA,
2002, Street 2002 Street
and sheltered & sheltered
N=455
N=316

MN, 2000
Street &
sheltered
N=494

MN, 2003
Street &
sheltered
N=431
Statewide
sheltered
and street
(not with
parents)

RTI, 1995
Street
N=600

RTI, 1995
Sheltered
N=640

Street youth
from 10
urban areas

Sheltered
youth from
23 shelters
nationally

County-wide
survey of
youth with
parents and
on their own

Survey of
youth ages
16-19

Statewide
sheltered
and street
(not with
parents)

Male

61%

39%

64%

44%

40%

39%

Female

39%

61%

36%

56%

60%

61%

17.9

16.1

18

18

17.4

17.9

12-21

12-21

14-21

16-19

10-20

8-20

African American

28%

41%

6%

22%

29%

34%

Caucasian

46%

32%

35%

59%

41%

39%

American Indian

-

-

-

3%

16%

13%

Latino/Hispanic

18%

20%

53%

4%

8%

10%

Asian

-

-

4%

1%

2%

2%

Other

9%

8%

-

11%

7%

9%

24%

18%

Not asked

Not asked

16%

16%

Not asked

Not asked

10%

Not asked

36%

42%

Not asked

Not asked

Not asked

77%

45%

43%

Not asked

22%

33%
40% girls,
21% boys

29%
37% girls,
16% boys

Sample population
Gender

Age
Average age
Range of ages
Race

Placements
Drug/alcohol treatment
Foster home
Abuse
Physical
Sexual

14%
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Comparison of youth characteristics from six homeless youth and young adult studies (continued)

Sample population

RTI, 1995
Street
N=600

RTI, 1995
Sheltered
N=640

Street youth
from 10
urban areas

Sheltered
youth from
23 shelters
nationally

Lower
Monterey CA,
Midwest,
2002, Street 2002 Street
and sheltered & sheltered
N=455
N=316
County-wide
survey of
youth with
Survey of
parents and youth ages
on their own
16-19

MN, 2000
Street &
sheltered
N=494
Statewide
sheltered
and street
(not with
parents)

MN, 2003
Street &
sheltered
N=431
Statewide
sheltered
and street
(not with
parents)

Survival sex
Engaged in sex for
food, money, or shelter

21%

7%

Not asked

20%

17%
19% girls,
15% boys

14%
15% girls,
13% boys

50%

41%

50%

46%

45%

49%

Not asked

Not asked

19%

17%

30%

25%

32%

26%

Not asked

37%

28%

24%

29%

15%

Not asked

31% girls
36% boys
(while
homeless)

19%
20% girls
18% boys
(while
homeless)

17%
18% girls,
15% boys
(while
homeless)

Children
Ever been pregnant (girls
only)
Have children
Suicide
Ever attempted suicide
Violence
Been assaulted

The table shows that:
 Homeless youth are disproportionately youth of color.
 Homeless youth report high levels (8% to 33%) of past sexual abuse. Research
Triangle Institute's national sample reported the lowest levels of sexual abuse. This
may be due, in part, to differences in social climate with regard to reporting abuse.
 Nearly half of homeless girls report having been pregnant.
 One-fourth to one-third of homeless youth report having attempted suicide.
 Fifteen to 36 percent of homeless youth report having been assaulted since becoming
homeless.
 Between 16 and 24 percent of homeless youth have been in drug or alcohol treatment
facilities.
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Comparisons to children and youth in residential
treatment centers and treatment foster care
Youth who are homeless share common experiences with youth who are living in
treatment programs. In many ways, the experiences of homeless youth parallel those of
children who are served in residential treatment programs and treatment foster care. In
fact, some of these facilities can also serve children who need short-term shelter.
Backgrounds of abuse, alcoholism, and prior institutionalization are common. The table
below provides selected comparisons between the 2003 homeless youth survey and
information about children and youth served through the Minnesota Council of Child
Caring Agencies.36 Please note that the residential treatment center and treatment foster
care samples include children of all ages (although three-quarters are ages 12 to 18 at
intake), while the homeless youth population includes no one under the age of 8.
Demographics and life experiences
Youth being
discharged
from residential
facilities in 2002
(N=377)

Youth being
discharged
from treatment
foster care in 2002
(N=104)

2003 homeless
youth (Age 8-17)
(N=129)

13.4 years

13.1 years

15.6 years

Female

37%

51%

64%

Male

63%

49%

36%

38%

69%

67%

51%

46%

38%

46%

36%

28%

68%

77%

52%

Average (mean) age
Gender

Youth of Color
Victimizationa
Physical abuse
Sexual abuse
b

Abuse OR neglect

36

Becker, L. and the MCCCA Research and Evaluation Committee. (2003). Minnesota Council of
Child Caring Agencies 2003 Annual Outcomes Report. St. Paul, MN: Minnesota Council of Child
Caring Agencies.
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Demographics and life experiences (continued)
Youth being
discharged
from residential
facilities in 2002
(N=377)

Youth being
discharged
from treatment
foster care in 2002
(N=104)

2003 homeless
youth (Age 8-17)
(N=129)

Foster care

37%

56%

53%

Group home

18%

13%

29%

Drug or alcohol treatment

6%

8%

13%

Residential treatment c

28%

27%

20%

Correctional facility

7%

12%

35%

Shelter/Shelter foster
care

40%

60%

74% d

Prior Placement

Notes: a) Data from residential treatment programs are based on abuse that was either suspected or
documented. Homeless youth data are based on self-reported abuse.
b) Homeless youth were asked “did your parents ever neglect to provide you with food, shelter, or
medical care, or consistently ignore your physical or emotional needs in other significant ways?”
Residential treatment and treatment foster care programs reported on youth who were emotionally
abused or physically neglected.
c) Refers to residential programs for emotional, behavioral, or mental health problems; does not
include corrections programs.
d) Homeless youth were asked if they had ever lived in an emergency shelter.

The data suggest that many homeless youth have experienced circumstances similar to
those of youth treated in residential programs. Homeless youth, however, appear less
likely than those in treatment to have been physically or sexually abused. Homeless
youth are more likely to be girls, to be persons of color, and are older on average than
those in residential treatment facilities.
Institutionalized and homeless youth show similarities in their incidence of out-of-home
placements. A substantial percentage of both groups have had prior placements in foster
care, residential treatment facilities for mental health or behavioral problems, and
correctional facilities. Homeless youth are more likely than youth in placement to have
been in group homes, chemical dependency treatment facilities, and correctional
facilities.
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Data tables for all survey items
Tables in this section report frequency distributions for all questions included in the
survey, with breakdowns by geographic area (Twin Cities metro area vs. greater
Minnesota,37 by gender, and by shelter type (youth shelter programs vs. friends/extended
family or other arrangements).38
Unlike in the Homeless adults and children in Minnesota, these data are not weighted.39
(In the companion report, survey data for adults in shelters and other temporary housing
programs are weighted to better reflect the actual sheltered population of adults on the
day the survey was conducted.)
Note that some tables are conditional and thus only include the responses of youth who
answered “yes” to an earlier question. For example, Table 119 reports the number of
youth who are currently employed. This question was asked of everyone. Table 120
reports information about the number of jobs held, but this question was only asked of
those who were employed. Thus, the percentages reported in Table 123 total 100 percent
of those who are employed, not 100 percent of the entire sample.
The tables are organized by question. Within each question, the data tables display the
responses for the Twin Cities area for ages 10-17 and 18-20, then for greater Minnesota
for ages 10-17 and 18-20. Note also that the “total” column appears in the middle of each
table. To the left of the total column, breakdowns are presented by the shelter types of
emergency/transitional housing versus friend/family/street/other shelter arrangements
(further categorized by gender). To the right of the table totals, the statewide totals are
provided for the same age group.

37

Throughout this report, the “Twin Cities metro area” refers to the seven counties of Hennepin,
Ramsey, Anoka, Carver, Scott, Dakota and Washington.

38

Other housing arrangements include outside, abandoned buildings, temporary paid or exchange
arrangements or voucher arrangements.

39

A copy of Homeless adults and children in Minnesota can be obtained at: www.wilder.org/research
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Appendix
Interview sites
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Interview sites
Northeast Minnesota continuum of care region
Census Counts
Agency

Interview Counts

Interview Percent of Census

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

Carlton Youth Shelter

7

2

9

6

2

8

85.7

100.0

88.9

North Homes I.T.A.S.K.I.N.

6

2

8

4

1

5

66.7

50.0

62.5

6

-

6

6

-

6

100.0

-

100.0

19

4

23

16

3

19

84.2

75.0

82.6

16

3

19

Youth emergency shelters

Youth transitional housing
North Homes I.T.A.S.K.I.N.
Totals
Total interviews – Northeast
Minnesota Continuum of Care
Region

St. Louis County continuum of care region
Census Counts
Agency

Interview Counts

Interview Percent of Census

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

Range Youth Services

3

4

7

3

4

7

100.0

100.0

100.0

L.S.S. Bethany Crisis Shelter

-

4

4

-

4

4

-

100.0

100.0

Range Transitional in Virginia

-

1

1

-

1

1

-

100.0

100.0

Range Transitional in Hibbing

1

1

2

-

-

-

-

-

-

AEOA – Transitional

-

1

1

-

1

1

-

100.0

100.0

Lifehouse – Proctor House

1

-

1

1

-

1

100.0

-

100.0

Harbor House for Youth

-

2

2

-

2

2

-

100.0

100.0

Total sheltered interviews

5

13

18

4

12

16

80.0

92.3

88.9

Non-sheltered – Duluth

2

1

3

Total interviews – St. Louis
County Continuum of Care
Region

6

13

19

Youth emergency shelters

Transitional housing

Youth transitional housing
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Northwest Minnesota continuum of care region
Census Counts
Agency

Male

Interview Counts

Interview Percent of Census

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

1

1

-

-

-

-

-

-

Battered women’s shelters
Northwoods Coalition for
Battered Women

-

Youth emergency shelters
Evergreen House

1

5

6

-

4

4

-

80.0

66.7

-

1

1

-

1

1

-

100.0

100.0

1

7

8

-

5

5

-

71.4

62.5

-

5

5

-

10

10

Youth transitional housing
Evergreen House
Transitional Housing
Totals sheltered interviews
Non-sheltered – Bemidji
Total interviews – Northwest
Minnesota Continuum of
Care Region

Central Minnesota continuum of care region
Census Counts
Agency

Interview Counts

Interview Percent of Census

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

Volunteers of America

-

1

1

-

1

1

-

100.0

100.0

New Beginnings

-

2

2

-

2

2

-

100.0

100.0

Place of Hope Transitional

-

1

1

-

1

1

-

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Transitional housing

Hope Housing
Totals sheltered interviews

-

4

4

Non-sheltered – Brainerd

-

4

4

-

1

1

5

5

Total interviews – Central
Minnesota Continuum of Care
Region

-

West Central Minnesota continuum of care region
Census Counts
Agency

Interview Counts

Interview Percent of Census

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

-

1

1

-

1

1

-

100.0

100.0

Non-sheltered – Moorhead

2

5

7

Total interviews – West
Central Minnesota Continuum
of Care Region

2

6

8

Transitional housing
Bridges Moorhead
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Metro Area continuum of care region
Census Counts
Agency

Interview Counts

Interview Percent of Census

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

Alexandra House

-

4

4

-

-

-

-

-

-

Women’s Advocates

-

4

4

-

-

-

-

-

-

Bridge for Runaway Youth

3

3

6

2

3

5

66.7

100.0

Point Northwest

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Arlington House

7

-

7

4

-

4

57.1

-

57.1

Ain Dah Yung

5

4

9

4

3

7

80.0

75.0

77.8

LSS Rezek House

1

2

3

1

1

2

100.0

50.0

66.7

Hope Street Shelter

2

2

4

1

2

3

50.0

100.0

75.0

Northside Residents
Redevelopment Council

-

3

3

-

1

1

-

33.3

33.3

Elim Transitional – Anoka

-

2

2

-

2

2

-

100.0

100.0

Incarnation House

-

1

1

-

1

1

-

100.0

100.0

Beverly Benjamin Youth Lodge

-

2

2

-

2

2

-

100.0

100.0

Bridge – Transitional

2

2

4

2

1

3

100.0

50.0

75.0

Project Foundation

2

-

2

2

-

2

100.0

-

100.0

Freeport West –Project Solo

-

1

1

-

1

1

-

100.0

100.0

Anpa Waste’

-

1

1

-

1

1

-

100.0

100.0

Safe Haven for Youth

1

-

1

1

-

1

100.0

-

100.0

LSS Life Haven

0

7

7

-

7

7

-

100.0

100.0

LSS Transitional Living
Program

6

8

14

1

5

6

16.7

62.5

42.9

18

30

48

Non-sheltered – Minneapolis

2

13

15

Non-sheltered – St. Paul

-

1

1

20

44

64

Battered women’s shelters

Youth emergency shelters

Transitional housing

Youth transitional housing

Total sheltered interviews

Total interviews – Metro Area
Continuum of Care Region
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Southwest Minnesota continuum of care region
Census Counts
Agency

Interview Counts

Interview Percent of Census

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

L. S. S. SEARCH Program

1

2

3

1

1

2

100.0

50.0

75.0

Non-sheltered – Willmar

1

1

2

1

1

2

2

2

4

Youth transitional housing

Total interviews – Southwest
Minnesota Continuum of Care
Region

Southeast Minnesota continuum of care region
Census Counts
Agency

Interview Counts

Interview Percent of Census

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

Male

Female

Total

LSS Crossroads of Owatonna

2

4

6

-

-

-

-

-

-

Von Wald Shelter-Sheriffs
Youth Programs

1

1

2

1

1

2

100.0

100.0

100.0

1

1

2

Youth emergency shelter

Total interviews – Southeast
Minnesota Continuum of Care
Region
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Number of unaccompanied homeless youth and young adults interviewed or counted in Minnesota on
a single night in October 1991, 1994, 1997, 2000, and 2003
Interviewed In
shelters

1991

Interviewed in
other locations

Total

Homeless youth (under age 18)

42

27

69

Homeless young adults (18-20)*

59

28

87

101

55

156

Total (based on interviews conducted)

Interviewed In
shelters

1994

Interviewed in
other locations

Total

Homeless youth (under age 18)

52

62

114

Homeless young adults (18-20)*

105

64

169

Total (based on interviews conducted)

157

126

283

Counted or
Interviewed In
shelters

1997

Interviewed in
other locations

Total

Homeless youth (under age 18)

199 (count)

55

254

Homeless young adults (18-20)*

291 (interview)

95

386

Total (based on counts & interviews conducted)

490

150

640

Counted or
Interviewed In
shelters

2000
Homeless youth (under age 18)

179 (count)

Homeless young adults (18-20)*
Total (based on counts & interviews conducted)

Total

87

266

187 (interview)

102

289

366

189

555

Counted in
shelters

2003

Interviewed in
other locations

Interviewed in
other locations

Total

Homeless youth (under age 18)

141

34

175

Homeless young adults (18-20)*

335

98

433

Total (based on counts & interviews conducted)

476

132

608

*Note.

Prior to 2003, there was no way of distinguishing young adults ages 18 to 20 from other adults in the counts of numbers

staying in shelters. Therefore for these items, we used the number of young adults interviewed on survey night. In each study, we
interviewed approximately 45 to 55 percent of adults found in shelters on the survey night.
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