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Abstract
Each year, an estimated 4,200,000 unaccompanied youth ages 13 to 25 experience
homelessness in the United States. The threats facing young people in housing crisis are
many, and their potential impacts, harrowing. Youth are at high risk for physical and
sexual victimization, mental and physical illness, and involvement with the criminal
legal system and face serious threats to their education, their future economic stability,
and their lives. Despite these dangerous consequences, the response to this issue in the
United States continues to lack urgency, meaningful investment, and empirical support.
This article critically examines the current approach to services for youth in situations
of homelessness in the United States. Directly informed by the lived experiences of
young people, it calls for a shift in understanding of the nature and scope of the problem
and, consequently, the practice and policy strategies being implemented to address it.
Specifically, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s definition of
homelessness, along with corresponding procedures that further limit access to services,
is examined in a call to change course in response to youth homelessness.
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Tierra1 emailed the youth organization I work with looking for support. She was 23
years old and 8 months pregnant and had been homeless for the past year. Her
coworker, after learning that she was sleeping on the train, had been letting Tierra stay
with her and her boyfriend for the last 3 months in their studio apartment. Tierra told us
she knew she had long overstayed her welcome, but her baby was due soon, and she
had no other support and no place to go.

Juan, 18, called us from a friend’s phone. He had heard from that friend that we had
gift cards for the local grocery store and was wondering if we might be able to help him
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with one. Juan had lost his restaurant job due to the COVID-19 pandemic and had been
unable to find work since. He wanted the gift card to give to his aunt so she would not
make him leave her apartment, where, before he was laid off, he had been paying her
rent to stay. The small apartment was overcrowded with other relatives, and his aunt
had made it clear he must contribute financially or go.

We met Sara, 25, when a staff member at another youth organization contacted us to
see if we could help. Sara had recently lived in their housing program where she was
thriving—working a part-time job she enjoyed, enrolled full time in college, and
starting to build trusting relationships with people after years of experiences of vio-
lence. This came to an end on her 25th birthday, as the program could only support
youth through the age of 24. Sara, with nowhere to go, lost her job, dropped out of
school, and was surviving by meeting random people online, going to their homes at
night, and staying in dangerous situations for days and weeks at a time in order to avoid
having to enter the adult emergency shelter system.

Tierra, Juan, and Sara are three of an estimated 4,200,000 unaccompanied youth
ages 13–25 who experience homelessness in the United States each year (Morton et al.,
2017). Although they each have their own unique story, an experience these three
young people have in common is that they are each facing homelessness and none of
them qualify for housing through the City of Chicago’s homeless response system. This
article examines the dissonance between the rhetoric of homeless service systems and
providers and their actual practices on the ground. It explores the dangers of the current
status-quo response rooted in neoliberalism and argues that in order to make any
progress in addressing youth homelessness, there must be a shift in the target for
change.

Who Deserves Help?

In our foundation social welfare policy course, my social work graduate students learn
about England’s Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601. Sadly, we teach this not because of the
old adage that those who do not know history are doomed to repeat it, but rather
because over 400 years later in the United States, the principles on which it was created
persist in contemporary policy solutions to social problems. Hallmarks of the Poor Law
of 1601 (a consolidation of several previous poor laws enacted throughout the 16th
century) include an explicit distinction between the deserving and the undeserving
poor, the rhetoric of personal responsibility, warnings that public assistance encourages
laziness, and a complete disregard for the systemic roots of poverty and suffering
(Yerli, 2020). It arguably had no moral interest in equity or alleviating distress, but
rather sought social control as it came in a time where many poor people were facing
severe hunger and desperation and leaders feared their uprising (McIntosh, 2011). The
colonizers of this country carried these principles with them into their earliest ap-
proaches to poverty intervention, and today one does not have to look further than the
morning headlines to see their staying power.

These same principles continue to be embedded in the US capitalist economic
system and its dangerous outgrowth of neoliberalism. The belief that the private market
will work all things out through competition has had a devastating effect on social
services (Dello Buono, 2018). When an entire system is predicated on the goal of
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maximizing wealth at the expense of the social conditions of people, the consequences
run deep. The government’s role becomes that of a facilitator of markets rather than a
caretaker of people. Basic human rights and well-being are viewed as private com-
modities rather than a public good. People are seen as consumers of services rather than
citizens entitled to care and support. Social service organizations are forced to shift their
focus to the bottom line rather than quality services (just see the rise in funding
application criteria focused on efficiencies, scalability, and other marketized concepts
coded with terms such as “impact investment”). And of particular relevance for this
article, the safety net for vulnerable people grows increasingly smaller and becomes
more tightly controlled (Baines, 2017).

How Homeless Are You?

So what does the Elizabethan Poor Law and neoliberalism have specifically to do with
how we approach services for youth facing homelessness? Everything. The experience
of homelessness for young people is monumentally dangerous. Youth are at high risk
for physical and sexual victimization, mental and physical illness, and involvement
with the criminal legal system and face serious threats to their education, their future
economic stability, and their lives (Coates & McKenzie-Mohr, 2010; Edidin et al.,
2012; Toro et al., 2007; Whitbeck, 2009). There is no question as to the extent of the
harms faced; they have been, and continue to be, widely researched. Yet still, our
pervading national response continues to be sparing, time limited, for the proven
“deserving” only, and operated through underfunded private agencies staffed by
underpaid, marginalized employees, with interventions centered on individual behavior
change and surveillance, and the success of those interventions (and therefore contin-
ued funding) determined by near-term individual gains and outcomes connected to
concepts of self-sufficiency—all of this by the hands of organizations and social service
professionals who claim to believe that housing is a human right (Beckhardt et al.,
2020; Tars, 2016)

A particularly illuminating example of this dissonance between espousing the belief
that housing is a human right and actively promoting the adoption of neoliberalism in
practice can be found in a process that is known within the homeless service system as
coordinated entry (for one example, see Chicago Continuum of Care, 2020). The U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) requires that regional bodies
receiving HUD funding known as continuums of care (CoCs) implement a centralized
entry process for people to access housing support. HUD explains coordinated entry as
“a process developed to ensure that all people experiencing a housing crisis have fair
and equal access and are quickly identified, assessed for, referred, and connected to
housing and assistance based on their strengths and needs” (HUD, n.d., p. 1). At first
read, this seems to make good sense—have one central place and process for people to
get help; however, the system has never been designed to support, as HUD claims, “all
people experiencing a housing crisis.” First, the manner in which HUD has restricted
the definition of homelessness and, second, the complicity of CoCs in the further
limiting of services through unsupported ranking systems of risk provide a clear
example of neoliberalism at work by the hands of those claiming to be on the side of
just policy solutions.
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Definitions

According to HUD, there are four categories of homelessness that may apply to young
people (Table 1; HUD, 2014, p.1). Falling into one of these categories is essential, as
without doing so, one is not eligible to enter a CoC’s coordinated entry system and
therefore is unable to connect to housing resources. Category 3, “homeless under other
statutes,” was added in response to years of sustained advocacy for HUD to adopt the
data-driven definition used by the U.S. Department of Education, which defines
homelessness for youth as “lacking a fixed, adequate nighttime residence,” explicitly
including young people in situations where they are doubled up (sharing the housing of
other persons due to economic hardship or a loss of housing) or couch surfing (moving
frequently from one temporary living situation to another). HUD eventually agreed to a
rule change to partially incorporate this guidance from advocates; however, HUD did
so by adding four further conditions required to meet the category (National Alliance to
End Homelessness, 2012), thereby continuing to exclude potentially hundreds of
thousands of young people in need of support.

The observations presented here are far from novel. The restrictive nature of HUD’s
definition is felt and discussed every day around this country by those experiencing
harm from its exclusions, and the need for reform has been cited by many (Kao et al.,
2015; National Network for Youth, 2015; Wiltz, 2019). This is because the data are
clear that the predominant experience of homelessness for young people in the United
States is that of couch surfing /or being doubled up. In a national study, independent
policy research center Chapin Hall found that 72% of young people currently in
shelters or on the street reported experiences of couch surfing or being doubled up
(Morton et al., 2017). In my own city, the Chicago Coalition for the Homeless
estimates that of the over 16,000 unaccompanied youth who were homeless in Chicago
in 2018, 94% had experiences of being doubled up (Carlson & Mendieta., 2020). So
why, if everyone doing the work on the ground knows it, and the empirical data support
it, does HUD not change their definition? Well, we do not have to dig too deep for an

Table 1 U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development Categories of Homelessness

Category Definition

Category 1: literal
homelessness

Individuals or families who live in a place not meant for human habitation
(including the streets or in their car), emergency shelter, transitional
housing, or hotel paid for by a government or charitable organization

Category 2: imminent risk of
homelessness

Individuals or families who will lose their primary nighttime residence within
14 days and have no other resources or support networks to obtain other
permanent housing

Category 3: homeless under
other statutes

Unaccompanied youth under 25 years of age or families with children and
youth who do not meet any of the other categories but are homeless under
other federal statutes, have not had a lease and have moved 2 or more
times in the past 60 days, and are likely to remain unstable because of
special needs or barriers

Category 4: fleeing domestic
violence

Individuals or families who are fleeing or attempting to flee domestic
violence, dating violence, sexual assault, or stalking and who lack
resources and support networks to obtain other permanent housing
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answer, as HUD has directly provided one through their vigorous opposition for the
past few years to the Homeless Children and Youth Act, which seeks to expand the
definition (Homeless Children and Youth Act, 2019). HUD’s explanation, articulated
plainly by the National Alliance to End Homelessness in a statement against the bill, is
that expanding the definition would mean more people would need to be helped, and
there are not enough resources to do so (National Alliance to End Homelessness, 2015).
Putting forth an argument of scarcity when in 2019 the United States led the world in
growth of financial assets (as well as in wealth inequality) is a perfect example of how
our efforts to address youth homelessness continue to reflect policy from 400 years ago,
remaining without any moral interest in truly moving toward equity or the alleviation of
distress (Ewing, 2020). The fact that the argument “we can’t count more people being
harmed because we don’t have the resources to help them” is an accepted response to
human suffering (notably cosigned and elevated by what is supposed to be a leading
advocacy body for those experiencing homelessness in the United States) suggests that
the same principles that brought England the Poor Law and that fuel the rise of
neoliberalism in social services are alive and well.

Prioritization

In one of our weekly team meetings, my colleague, a youth peer advocate, was
reporting back on her experience of accompanying a young person to complete a
coordinated entry assessment a few days earlier. It was an intense and emotional
experience for both of them, as the worker completing the assessment coldly asked a
deluge of personal—and at times, painful—questions. My colleague said, “It was like
they were saying to her, we understand you are homeless, but how homeless are you?”
This young advocate was still shaken as she relayed to our team how awful and
demoralizing it felt.

For the few who do meet the restrictive HUD definition of homelessness and are
able to access the coordinated entry system for services, the barriers to receiving
support are not over. HUD calls for CoCs, even after screening out all who do not fit
into the categories in Table 1, to “prioritize assistance based on vulnerability and
severity of service needs to ensure that people who need assistance the most can
receive it in a timely manner” (Corporation for Supportive Housing, 2018, p. 4). This
means that each CoC controls its own system of determining just who needs help the
most (HUD, 2015). A number of CoCs across the country use “vulnerability” assess-
ment tools that have been shown to not be reliable or valid (e.g., see Brown et al., 2018,
for a look at the Vulnerability Index–Service Prioritization Decision Assistance Tool,
which is used in over 1,000 communities to determine access to services) or they make
other arbitrary, non-research-based decisions about who is more at risk (e.g., see
Carvlin, 2020, for Chicago’s youth vulnerability index, and All Chicago, 2019, for
Chicago’s full prioritization plan). These tools and criteria are at best not useful, as
situations for those facing homelessness change often and rapidly, and they are at worst
deadly, as they assume that some forms of homelessness are not as perilous as others.
All situations of homelessness are highly dangerous, and if those leading our systems
genuinely believe housing is a human right, then all experiences are equally critical for
us to end as soon as possible. We must move to a response where no person
experiencing homelessness is “less homeless” than someone else.
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Whose Behavior Needs to Change?

In my work, I am often asked by prospective funders, “What is your theory of change?”
What I am really being asked here, and notably, often by individuals who have been the
direct beneficiaries of our country’s embrace of unbridled wealth, is “How are you
going to fix the individual deficiencies of young people to end their homelessness?”
and the follow-up “How ‘efficiently’ can you do it?” As the field of behavior analysis
turns its attention in a deliberate and focused effort to contribute its specialized
knowledge base to address entrenched social issues, so must it turn its target for change
from the symptoms to the root causes and to those with the power to demand, and
enact, system-wide change.

The current homeless response system sees the problem behavior of a young person
unable to meet their economic needs as located within that individual. This dangerous
belief pervades the system, callously ignoring overwhelming evidence of the direct
causality between poverty and oppression at every turn. A few years ago, I conducted a
study to better understand what was happening for young people who had experienced
homelessness after they left services with the goal of trying to identify what interven-
tions were most helpful and why (Holtschneider, 2016b). There were two key findings
of this research. First, the answer to youth homelessness is not complex: Housing,
people, and a resource-rich environment are the intervention. Young people must be
invested in, deeply and holistically, by people who genuinely care about them. Second,
the intervention (housing, people, and a resource-rich environment) cannot be with-
drawn. In 2020, 52% of 18- to 29-year-olds were living with a parent (Fry et al., 2020),
and well before the economic crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic, 70% of 18- to 34-
year-olds received financial assistance from a parent, a third of which received regular
help with their rent/mortgage payments (Merrill Lynch & Age Wave, 2019). The
rhetoric of personal responsibility and self-sufficiency that pervades policy making
(and funding) in the area of poverty and homelessness is not reflective of the experi-
ences of the vast majority of young adults in the United States who continue to receive
economic support from their parents (Holtschneider, 2016a). When one considers that
Black and Latinx youth are at increased risk of experiencing homelessness (83% and
33% greater risk respectively; Morton et al., 2017), the racism embedded in this
rhetoric becomes clear. It just simply is not the case that a limited amount of services
can set up any young adult to go it alone, never mind counteracting the systemic racism
youth of color face that continues to define this country.

Make no mistake: Work to provide direct services to victims of oppressive systems
is essential to reduce harm and save lives; however, it will never end homelessness.
Mullaly’s (2007) critical scholarship in the field of social work is explicit: Poverty
cannot be eliminated in a capitalist society as it is not an unfortunate by-product but
rather an inherent, critical feature of an economic structure that is dependent on
exploitation. There are powerful actors who have an active interest in maintaining
poverty, and the solution lies in their defeat. Although I am a social worker and not a
behavior analyst, I know enough to understand that behavior is selected by conse-
quences, and therefore, it seems work to end homelessness would be best targeted at
ceasing rewards for prioritizing profit over people by ending the systems that do so.
The targets for change must be those whose behaviors maintain an economic system
that causes a young person to experience homelessness in the first place. The targets for
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change must be those who are complicit in a homeless service system that hides behind
false narratives of scarcity and rations resources through bureaucratic requirements and
non-research-based characterizations of risk. The targets for change must be the
behaviors of the people preserving systems that continue to blame and punish young
people for the structural violence they endure as a result of oppression.

What We Can Do Right Now

Six years ago, after being unable to tolerate any longer the failures within the homeless
service system (coordinated entry, the focus of this article, being only one of many) and
fueled by the findings of my research with young people about the changes required, I
and a group of former youth participants and workers within homeless service pro-
grams joined together to launch our Chicago-based organization. No longer willing to
tell a single young person, “Sorry, we can’t help you,” we built a place where support is
truly unconditional. The first part of our mission is quite simple: to support every young
adult who contacts us, with whatever they need, for as long as they want us by their
side. Although our work is targeted to Chicago young people ages 18 to 30 impacted by
poverty and homelessness, we have no age limits, no time limits, no prepackaged
services, no intakes or discharges, no unnecessary assessments, no geographic limits,
no documentation requirements, and no definitions of current levels of crisis a young
person must be experiencing for us to help. We serve every youth as they come to us on
a first-come-first-serve basis, ensuring we are never making assumptions about a
person’s level of risk. We are a small team, all of us simultaneously providing direct
services and handling the administrative functions of the organization, and in six years
we have never turned a single person away. We invest in any and all parts of young
people where they would like support. This includes housing, of course, but also
education, employment, physical and emotional health, legal support, and more. We
provide direct cash assistance and respect young people enough to not surveil their use
of that assistance. We play basketball. We make music and art. We provide space and
time for youth to rest. We go to baby showers and court hearings. We deliver diapers
and food. We fight alongside youth in their dean’s office and with their landlords. In
short, we help however we can for as long as a young person wants us to.

Direct support is a critical part of our work. The majority of the young people we
serve either do not meet the HUD definition of homelessness required to access the
coordinated entry system for help or they do and are waiting, some literally for years
now, to get a call back, as they have not been “prioritized” as needing support. These
services, although a significant part of what we do, are only the first part of our mission
as an organization. The second is to end harmful systems that cause young people to
need our help in the first place. And the third is to build a more just and equitable world
together with all who aspire to do better by young people. It is our hope that you will
join us in this work.
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