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Abstract

Homelessness remains a pressing and multifaceted issue in the United States, with notable disparities across
geographic and demographic lines. In recent years, particularly after the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of
individuals experiencing homelessness has shown a steady increase. This study investigates the effectiveness of
homelessness response policies in various U.S. regions, categorized by Continuum of Care (CoC) types—Major
City, Other Largely Urban, Largely Suburban, and Largely Rural—using the 2015-2023 Point-in-Time (PIT)
data from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). Through statistical analyses,
including Chi-Squared testing and growth rate comparisons, this research examines the sheltered and
unsheltered rates of unaccompanied youth under 18. Results indicate significant geographic variation in policy
effectiveness, with Major City CoCs showing both the highest homeless youth populations and highest sheltering
rates, while Other Largely Urban areas lag behind. These disparities underscore the need for tailored policy
interventions and enhanced resource allocation strategies.
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I. Introduction
1.1 Background and Significance
Homelessness is a longstanding humanitarian and public policy challenge in the United States. It is driven by a
confluence of factors, including poverty, housing unaffordability, mental illness, and substance abuse. According
to recent HUD data, over 650,000 people experience homelessness on any given night in the U.S., a figure that
has increased post-pandemic. Notably, unaccompanied youth under 18 constitute one of the most vulnerable
populations within the homeless community.
1.2 Causes of Homelessness
Root causes include structural economic inequality, lack of affordable housing, family conflict, aging out of
foster care, and systemic discrimination. These drivers vary in impact across different regions.
1.3 Impacts of Homelessness
The consequences of homelessness are far-reaching, ranging from physical and mental health deterioration to
lower educational attainment and increased interaction with the criminal justice system.
1.4 Trends in the Past Decade
From 2015 to 2023, PIT data shows an upward trajectory in the number of unaccompanied youth experiencing
homelessness, with 2021 data partially missing due to the pandemic. Disaggregated by geography, this trend
exhibits region-specific patterns.
1.5 Policy Approaches to Homelessness
Housing First
This model provides immediate access to housing without preconditions, aiming to stabilize individuals before
addressing secondary issues.
Right to Shelter
Enforced in some jurisdictions like New York, this approach mandates government responsibility to provide
emergency shelter to those in need.
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II. Method
2.1 Data Sources
The primary dataset is HUD’s Point-in-Time (PIT) counts (2015-2023), accessed through the National Alliance
to End Homelessness. Population data is supplemented by USAFacts. Analysis focuses on unaccompanied youth
under 18 across four CoC categories.
2.2 Data Cleaning and Preprocessing
Missing values were excluded. The dataset was grouped by year and CoC to compute total, sheltered, and
unsheltered counts. Growth rates and sheltering percentages were calculated.
2.3 Statistical Analysis
A Chi-Squared Test was conducted on a contingency table comparing sheltered and unsheltered youth across
CoC categories. Significance was assessed at a = 0.05.

III.  Results
3.1 National Trends (2015-2023)
Total homeless unaccompanied youth under 18 increased over the past decade. Sheltered youth increased at a
slightly higher rate, but sheltering coverage varies.
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3.2 Geographic Comparison
Across 300+ CoCs:

| CoC Type || Definition || Example “% of CoC[
|Major City ||Core cities >500k population ||NYC, LA “12% I
|Other Largely Urbaﬂ |Metr0 areas between 100k—5001l |A1buquerque, Tulsa “28% I
|Largely Suburban ||Adjacent suburban counties ||F airfax County, Nassau Counti|4l% I
|Largely Rural ||N0n-metr0 counties <50k ||Wyoming Balance of State “19% I

The Major City CoCs show the highest numbers of unaccompanied youth, while Other Largely Urban areas
show the lowest.

3.3 Sheltering Rates and Disparities
The Chi-Squared Test returned > = 1998.27 with p < 0.0001, confirming a statistically significant difference in
sheltering rates by CoC category.

Sheltered Rate (2015-2023 Averages by CoC Category):
e  Major City: Highest sheltering rate (~85%)
e  Other Largely Urban: Lowest (~60%)
e Largely Suburban and Rural: Intermediate levels, varying by year
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Sheltered Rate of Unaccompanied Youth Under 18 by CoC Category
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These findings reveal that geography strongly influences access to shelter.

IV.  Discussion
The findings from this study reveal complex dynamics in the geography of homelessness policy
implementation in the United States, particularly concerning unaccompanied youth under 18. The statistical
disparities uncovered through this research underscore the critical need to re-examine not only the design but
also the deployment and local adaptation of federal homelessness policies. This section provides a nuanced
discussion of these patterns, integrating theoretical perspectives and policy implications.

4.1 Interpretation of Statistical Results

The Chi-Squared test result, with a ¥ value of 1998.27 and p < 0.0001, indicates that the differences
observed in sheltering rates across CoC categories are not due to chance. Rather, they suggest systematic
inequality in access to shelter services. Major City CoCs exhibited the highest sheltering rates, followed by
Suburban and Rural CoCs, while Other Largely Urban areas lagged behind.

This outcome, while initially counterintuitive, reflects infrastructural disparities. Major City CoCs
benefit from concentrated social services, higher public health funding, and stronger administrative capacity.
These regions often implement well-established "Right to Shelter" policies (e.g., New York City), which legally
obligate municipalities to provide shelter to all who request it, including unaccompanied minors. Conversely,
Other Largely Urban CoCs—despite being relatively populous—may suffer from insufficient state-level
mandates, bureaucratic fragmentation, or funding gaps.

The fact that Largely Suburban and Largely Rural CoCs show better performance than Other Largely
Urban areas in some years is particularly striking. This may reflect the relative ease of administering programs
in smaller jurisdictions, where inter-agency coordination is simpler, or it may reflect sampling biases in PIT
data collection, where urban youth homelessness is less visible due to hidden homelessness (e.g., couch surfing,
squatting).

4.2 Policy Implications by CoC Category

Major Cities

While the absolute number of homeless unaccompanied youth is highest in Major City CoCs, their sheltering
rates suggest more comprehensive and accessible support infrastructure. For instance, cities like Los Angeles
and New York have invested in both short-term emergency shelter and long-term supportive housing under the
Housing First paradigm. These cities often collaborate with non-profits, religious organizations, and public
health departments to create integrated service networks. However, demand continues to exceed supply,
especially as housing affordability crises worsen.

Other Largely Urban Areas

This category’s poor performance in sheltering unaccompanied youth under 18 demands urgent attention. These
areas are often characterized by rapid suburbanization, economic transitions (e.g., deindustrialization), and
strained local governments. Moreover, some jurisdictions lack the political will to prioritize homelessness
mitigation, especially for youth who lack voting power or public visibility. Federal agencies should consider
targeted funding increases, technical assistance, and mandatory reporting requirements to improve shelter
access in these zones.

Largely Suburban and Largely Rural Areas

Suburban and rural areas face a unique set of challenges: limited shelter capacity, lack of public transportation,
and greater distances between services. Yet, their performance in sheltering youth was better than expected. This
may be attributed to the presence of close-knit community networks or local faith-based initiatives that
intervene early. However, these informal mechanisms are not scalable. Long-term success in these areas will
require investment in regional infrastructure, including mobile health clinics and multi-county shelter systems.
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4.3 Broader Social and Economic Factors

The Role of Housing Markets

The persistent rise in youth homelessness correlates with a shortage of affordable housing, particularly in high-
cost metropolitan areas. The National Low Income Housing Coalition (2023) reports that there is a deficit of over
7 million affordable rental homes for low-income renters nationwide. Youth who age out of foster care or flee
unsafe homes often face zero-entry barriers to the housing market and are at high risk of chronic homelessness
if not sheltered quickly.

Family Instability and Systemic Inequity

Many unaccompanied minors become homeless due to family conflict, domestic violence, or being rejected
based on sexual orientation or gender identity. LGBTQ+ youth are disproportionately represented among the
homeless, often facing discrimination both at home and in shelters. Minority youth—especially African
American and Indigenous populations—also face higher homelessness rates due to historical and structural
inequalities. These disparities are compounded in regions with weak civil rights protections and underfunded
public schools.

4.4 Methodological Reflection

While the PIT count is the most comprehensive national dataset, it has limitations. It is conducted on a single
night in January, which may underestimate seasonal and transitory homelessness. Moreover, hidden
homelessness—youth temporarily housed with friends or relatives—is not captured. The statistical significance
found in this study thus likely underrepresents the true extent of disparities. Longitudinal tracking and
integration of school district data (e.g., McKinney-Vento Act figures) could yield more accurate insights.

V.  Conclusion
This study offers a comprehensive statistical and policy-oriented examination of homelessness trends
among unaccompanied youth under 18 across four geographic categories of CoCs in the United States. By
employing longitudinal data from 2015 to 2023 and applying rigorous statistical analysis, the research highlights
not only where youth homelessness is most prevalent, but also where policy response is either effective or
lacking.

5.1 Summary of Key Findings

The number of unaccompanied youth experiencing homelessness has shown a disturbing upward
trend post-2020, reversing prior stability. Major City CoCs host the largest populations of homeless youth but
also exhibit the highest sheltering rates, demonstrating relatively successful policy implementation. In contrast,
Other Largely Urban CoCs report lower sheltering rates despite moderate population sizes, suggesting
ineffective or absent policy responses. Suburban and rural areas show mixed outcomes—sometimes
outperforming urban peers, albeit from a smaller population base.
The Chi-Squared test provides compelling evidence of statistically significant differences in sheltering rates
across geographic areas, reinforcing the conclusion that policy effectiveness varies not just by size, but by
administrative capacity, political will, and socio-economic context.

5.2 Policy Recommendations

1. Federal Resource Allocation Reform

The current HUD funding formula does not always correlate with demonstrated need or outcome performance. A
performance-adjusted model—similar to school funding accountability frameworks—should be piloted to
prioritize CoCs demonstrating effectiveness and innovation.

2. Capacity Building for Underperforming CoCs

Other Largely Urban CoCs require technical assistance, workforce development, and public-private
partnership facilitation. HUD could initiate a “Homeless Youth Innovation Grant” for these jurisdictions,
conditional on implementing evidence-based models.

3. Expansion of Housing First Programs

Housing First has been proven effective in reducing chronic homelessness. This model should be adapted for
youth populations, with trauma-informed care, educational continuity, and age-appropriate services embedded.
4. Intersectional and Equity-Based Policies

Given the overrepresentation of minority and LGBTQ+ youth, future interventions must include cultural
competency training, anti-discrimination policies, and partnerships with community-based organizations led by
affected populations.

5. Data Infrastructure Enhancement

Relying solely on PIT counts is inadequate. Year-round data collection, predictive modeling, and integration
with public school and juvenile justice data can enhance precision in tracking and serving this vulnerable

group.
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5.3 Scholarly and Practical Contributions

This research contributes to the academic discourse on homelessness by providing a spatialized understanding
of policy effectiveness. Unlike most existing studies that focus on individual risk factors, this paper emphasizes
the structural and regional dimensions of service provision. Moreover, by isolating the experience of
unaccompanied youth, the paper addresses a demographic that is understudied yet critically important for
long-term public health and social outcomes.

From a practical standpoint, policymakers can utilize these insights to benchmark performance, allocate
resources more equitably, and identify priority intervention zones. The study’s methodological transparency
also enables replication and adaptation by local researchers and advocacy groups.

5.4 Limitations and Future Research

While comprehensive, the study is limited by the constraints of the PIT data. It does not capture the qualitative
experience of youth, such as service satisfaction, safety, or long-term outcomes. Moreover, causal relationships
cannot be inferred from cross-sectional trends. Future research should include longitudinal case studies,
interviews with stakeholders, and comparative policy analysis across states or countries.

Additionally, an exploration of fiscal efficiency—how much is spent per youth sheltered by CoC—could provide
insights into best practices. Machine learning techniques may also be employed to predict future hotspots of
youth homelessness based on economic and social indicators.
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