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PURPOSE OF THIS PRESENTATION

How did Chapin 

Hall arrive at 

these estimates?

How can this 

work inform the 

way we think 

about the scope 

of the issue?



BACKGROUND ON ESTIMATING PREVALENCE

• Until recently, absence of credible data on size, characteristics of youth experiencing 

homelessness

• Makes policy decisions more challenging

• Not as much known about housing instability in the form of couch surfing

• Lack of consensus and consistency on what constitutes homelessness, how to measure it 

(Toro, Dworsky, Fowler, 2007)

• Couch surfing at the center of this ambiguity (McLouglin, 2013)



ESTIMATING THE NUMBER OF YOUTH

• Prior work to estimate youth homelessness:

• Point-in-time counts, ages 18-24 “transition age youth”

• School-based administrative and survey data

• U.S. Department of Education

• Youth Risk Behavior Survey

• Voices of Youth Count approach: Household survey



YOUTH HOMELESSNESS…

• Is hidden and transient

• Has a high sensitivity to social stigma and heavy reliance on couch-surfing. 



VOYC RESEARCH QUESTIONS

• How many youth experience homelessness, and what are their 

characteristics?

• Why do youth become homeless or run away from home? 

• How do youth who are homeless get by, and how are they doing?

• What factors are associated with how long and how often youth are 

homeless?

• What services do homeless youth use, and which are likely to lead to 

better life outcomes?

• How are the experiences of homeless youth influenced by local, 

state, or federal policies?



MULTI-COMPONENT APPROACH

Ending 
Youth 

Homelessness

COUNTS
• Local PIT counts

SURVEYS
• Youth
• Adults (Gallup)
• Providers/CoCs

INTERVIEWS
• In-depth with youth

REVIEWS
• Intervention evidence
• Policy and fiscal 

analysis  
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HOUSEHOLD/NATIONAL SURVEY

• Highlight methods, approach to youth who were “couch surfing”

• Discuss findings



METHODOLOGY

• Added a homelessness module added to Gallup, Inc.’s U.S. Politics and Economics Daily 

Tracking Survey (DTS)

• Dual-frame (cellular and landline) random-digit dial telephone sample to interview a national 

quota of 500 adults per day

• Two rounds of data collection, two random samples

• July to Sept 2016

• May to July 2017

• 26,161 respondents who met the eligibility criteria



METHODOLOGY

• Survey respondents

• Adults who had someone in the home ages 13-17

• Were asked if that young person had left home because of being asked to leave, experienced 

homelessness, couch surfed within the past 12 months

• Adults who had someone in the home ages 18-25

• Were asked if that young person had experienced homelessness, couch surfed within the past 12 

months

• Individuals who were themselves aged 18-25

• Were asked if they personally had experienced homelessness, couch surfed within the past 12 

months



METHODOLOGY

• Why do follow-up interviews (n = 150)?

• Closed queries addressed youth characteristics, sleeping arrangements, duration, frequencies, 

vulnerabilities, service utilization, and causes. 

• Open-ended questions elicited additional detail about the young person’s homelessness or 

couch surfing experiences, causes, and occurrences in which the young person felt unsafe or in 

distress. 

• Two coders, 92% agreement, third reviewer resolved discrepancies until 100% agreement



METHODOLOGY

• Population or household weights to adjust for disproportionalities in selection 

probabilities and non-responders

• Additional adjustments based on proportion of inclusion errors among follow-up 

interviews



YOUTH HOMELESSNESS IS A BROAD AND HIDDEN 
CHALLENGE

3.5 million 

young adults

700,000 youth 

ages 13-17
Source: Morton, Dworsky, & 

Samuels, 2017
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RURAL OR URBAN PHENOMENON?

Source: Morton, Dworsky, & 

Samuels, 2017



HOW DO THESE ESTIMATES RELATE TO PREVIOUS 
EFFORTS?

• These estimates imply a much broader national challenge than do point-in-time counts or 

public schools data by themselves. 

• Nearly 2/3 of youth who reported explicit homelessness also reported couch surfing 

over the last 12 months

• Sizeable share involved couch-surfing only without a safe and stable living arrangement

• Fluidity of young people’s arrangements over time

• Many youth do not fit squarely into a single “type” of homeless experience

• Important to conduct assessments of youths’ circumstances beyond sleeping arrangement at a 

given time
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FOR MORE INFORMATION..

• www.voicesofyouthcount.org
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