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Homelessness is a significant challenge in the United 
States, with 12% of the homeless population involving 

adolescents and an annual prevalence of homelessness 
among adolescents estimated at 7.6%.1,2 Homelessness in 
children and adolescents is a public health concern. Each 
year in the United States, at least 1 in 30 adolescent minors 
and 1 in 10 young adults between the ages of 13 and 17 
and 18 and 25 experience certain forms of homelessness, 
including unstable living conditions. This means that 
approximately 700,000 youth and 3.5 million young adults 
are homeless in the United States each year.3 Homelessness 
in this population increases the risk of exposure to physical, 
emotional, and psychological adversities.1 There is a paucity 
of research in region-wise homelessness trends in children 
and adolescents. Such studies can clarify the need for actions 
required by federal, state, and local governments of each 
region to address the public health burden of homelessness.

METHODS

We studied a 5-year survey of homelessness trends in 
child and adolescent populations and compared them to 
the adult homeless populations in different demographic 
regions of the United States. We analyzed 5 years (2013 to 
2018) of data for homeless children and adolescents < 17 
years of age in different demographic regions of the United 

States.4 The data were downloaded in .sav format (SPSS), 
except for 2014 compatible data, which had to be extracted 
in CSV format and converted into .sav format. All the 
files for 2013–2018 were merged in SPSS to create a single 
dataset. Python code was then used to create a subset of 
the data to extract relevant information about year, age, US 
region, homelessness status, and trauma status. The results 
were then grouped to aggregate the count of each unique 
combination of year, age, US region, homelessness status, 
and trauma status. The data were then pivoted using Business 
Intelligence Software TIBCO Spotfire and, finally, ported to 
Excel, wherein the final charts were created. The number 
of homeless children and adolescents and their percentage 
population were studied each year, keeping the data from 
2013 as a baseline to see the homelessness trends in this age 
group. The homelessness trends, including demographic 
distribution and relation with trauma, in the < 17 years age 
groups were compared with that of those aged ≥ 17 years.

RESULTS

Compared to 2013, the prevalence of homelessness in 
2018 in the groups aged < 17 years showed improvement 
in the Midwest (53%) and Northeast (45%). While the 
West was flat (97%), the South showed an increase of 
122%. Homelessness in the population aged ≥ 17 years 
showed a significant increase from 2013 to 2018, except 
in the Northeast. Overall, homelessness in the population 
aged < 17 years decreased compared to 2013 (78%) in all US 
regions. There was an overall increase in the aged ≥ 17 years 
population (139%).

During 2013–2018, the Midwest showed a small decline 
from 0.3% to 0.1%. However, homelessness increased 56.38% 
in the Midwest during 2015–2018 (Figure 1), while rates 
declined 57.59% in the Northeast during the same period.

For traumatized homeless children aged < 17 years, we 
found an upward trend in homelessness rates in the southern 
and western states compared with a downward trend in the 
Northeast and Midwest (Figure 2). In a study conducted by 
Ringwalt et al,1 adolescents living in western regions of the 
United States were most likely to be homeless, followed by 
those living in the South, Midwest, and Northeast.

Family conflict and dynamics, child abuse, a youth’s sexual 
orientation, sexual activity, school problems, pregnancy, 
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Figure 2. Trends in Homeless Traumatized Versus Non-Homeless Traumatized Children and 
Adolescents

Figure 1. Trends in Homeless Children and Adolescents Per US Region

 

 

and substance abuse are several risk factors for adolescent 
and youth homelessness.5 According to a Congressional 
Research Service report in 2021,6 1 in 30 adolescents aged 
13–17 years experience some form of homelessness, which 
could be unaccompanied by a parent or guardian over the 
course of a year.

Homeless children and youth have high rates of major 
depression, conduct disorders, psychosis, and other 
disorders.7 A study from the Street Outreach Program8 
found that three-fourths of homeless children and youth 
have experienced significant trauma such as violence or 
physical or sexual abuse or have been a witness to violence/
abuse.

Youth homelessness in the United States is equally 
prevalent in rural and nonrural areas. Children and youth 
are more at risk of homelessness if they have young parents; 
are black, Hispanic, lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender; or 
did not complete high school.9 Studies7,10,11 have shown that 
homeless adolescents are prone to various problems such 
as drug use, untreated mental health conditions, and sexual 
exploitation compared to their peers in general populations.

This is the first study, to our knowledge, to investigate 
the distribution of homelessness by region in children and 
adolescents in the United States. Lack of data, absence of 

a “weight” variable, and inadequate longitudinal time 
frame from the source precluded us from performing any 
significance tests, including trend analysis. However, we 
hope our results will create a framework for further studies 
with a more robust analysis. There is a need to implement 
youth-centric systems and services such as mental and 
physical health, child welfare, education, employment, 
housing accommodation, justice, and outreach at local, state, 
and federal levels.
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