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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The number of unaccompanied homeless youth ages 18 and younger accessing Multnomah County’s 
Homeless Youth Continuum (HYC) has declined significantly in the past ten years, with a particularly 
dramatic decline over the past five years. Multiple factors have influenced this trend:

•	There has been an intentional effort by the HYC to redirect younger youth to other systems of 
care, particularly the Runaway System. 

•	Other changes in HYC policy and practice have reduced the number of younger youth trying 
to access HYC services. 

•	Changes in the foster care system have contributed to a delay or decline in the number of 
youth exiting foster care into homelessness.

•	The internet, cell phones, and social media have reduced the need for central gathering 
places for homeless youth and have made it easier for youth to get their needs met without 
accessing services.

•	Negative perceptions of downtown and the homeless youth culture prevent youth in outlying 
neighborhoods from accessing downtown services and providers from referring youth to HYC 
agencies.

•	Demographic changes over the past ten years may have resulted in a decrease in the number 
of homeless youth in the central city neighborhoods closest to most of the HYC services. 

•	Juvenile justice system reforms have reduced the number of youth in juvenile detention and 
state custody, both of which tend to put youth at higher risk for homelessness.

•	Changing demographics may lead more at-risk youth to join gangs than to get involved in the 
downtown homeless youth sub-culture.

Available data suggest that the number of literally homeless unaccompanied youth under age 18 in 
Multnomah County is relatively low, particularly compared with the overall number of homeless youth 
and young adults eligible for HYC services. There appear to be some younger youth who are not 
accessing services and are able to remain undetected by outreach workers or police, but there is no 
evidence to suggest the numbers of such youth are very high.

In contrast to the relatively low numbers of literally homeless younger youth, many younger youth in 
outlying neighborhoods throughout Multnomah County are doubled up, couch surfing, and housing 
unstable. These youth are unlikely to access the HYC, but they do need additional resources and 
supports to ensure that they avoid becoming literally homeless young adults.

The HYC is designed as a service system of last resort for high-risk homeless youth and young adults 
who have the most limited options. The findings of this study suggest that some younger youth who 
meet the HYC’s criteria are not accessing HYC services. The HYC should examine its policies and 
practices in an effort to address this dynamic. However, most younger youth who are experiencing 
homelessness in Multnomah County do not fit the HYC’s eligibility criteria because they are doubled 
up, couch surfing, or have not been homeless for greater than 30 days. These youth are still in need 
of support, but, given the HYC’s current design, the HYC may not be the appropriate vehicle for 
providing these services. Nonetheless, the HYC still has an important role to play as a partner and 
advocate with other systems of care to develop strategies for meeting these youth’s needs. 



Younger Youth Research Project Summary Report Page 5

The analysis in this report distinguishes among several different populations of youth. For the 
purposes of this report, these populations are defined as follows:

 HOMELESS YOUTH  

  There is no single consensus definition of “homeless youth”. This report uses the broadest   
  definition, which includes youth ages 13-25 who are literally homeless or who are doubled   
  up and couch surfing (see definitions below).

 UNSHELTERED HOMELESS YOUTH  

  Youth who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence and are sleeping    
  outside, in vehicles, abandoned buildings, or other places not intended for  
  human habitation.

 LITERALLY HOMELESS YOUTH  

  Youth who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence and are unsheltered or   
  are sleeping in emergency or transitional shelters.

 DOUBLED UP AND COUCH SURFING YOUTH

  Youth who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence and are sharing the   
  housing of other persons due to the loss of housing, economic hardship, or other  
  similar reasons. 

 RUNAWAY YOUTH  

  Youth under age 18 who have left the home of a parent or legal guardian without    
  permission, or have been thrown out by a parent or guardian, and who lack the resources   
  and capacity to live independently.

 OLDER HOMELESS YOUTH  

  Homeless youth ages 19 to 25.

 YOUNGER HOMELESS YOUTH  

  Homeless youth ages 13 to 18.

DEFINITIONS
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INTRODUCTION
In 1998, Multnomah County’s homeless youth service providers organized themselves into a 
coordinated service system in an effort to maximize their effectiveness. The Homeless Youth Continuum 
(HYC) is a system of last resort, working with street-entrenched unaccompanied homeless youth and 
young adults. Runaway youth and at-risk youth are served through other, complementary systems. 

Since its creation, the HYC has gone through two major redesigns that have resulted in modifications 
to the system’s structure, approach, and eligibility guidelines. The HYC currently offers services to 
youth ages 13-25, although services are targeted to those ages 15-23. Youth over age 18 are also 
eligible for services within the homeless adult system, but those services are typically not as safe or 
developmentally appropriate for most 18-23 year olds. 

The HYC aims to provide late-stage interventions for youth who have no other options for securing a 
safe, viable living situation. Youth over age 18 must have spent less than one day during the past month 
in a safe, viable living situation; youth under age 18 must have no possibility of reunification with a 
parent, guardian, or other responsible adult. 

The HYC works to meet eligible youth’s basic safety and developmental needs through a coordinated 
system of services and supports provided through four agencies: Janus Youth Programs, Native 
American Youth and Family Center (NAYA), New Avenues for Youth and Outside In. Core services 
provided through the HYC include 24-hour access, shelter, day programs, case management, and 
transitional housing services. A single point of entry functions to determine eligibility for Continuum 
services and provides screening and referrals. The system is designed to serve approximately 1,000 
youth each year.

In the HYC’s early years, the system served roughly equal numbers of “younger youth” (age 18 and 
under) and “older youth” (age 19 and over). Over the past decade, the number and percentage of 
younger youth accessing the HYC has steadily declined. In fiscal year 2000-01, 542 youth ages 18 and 
under were screened into the HYC.1  A decade later that number had declined to 89.2  
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New Avenues for Youth, a nonprofit agency that is one of four providers within the HYC, sponsored 
a research project in 2012 to better understand this pattern. Founded in 1997, New Avenues offers 
programs and services that empower homeless youth to exit street life and lead healthy, independent 
lives. Since its founding, New Avenues has been particularly committed to preventing and ending 
homelessness among the most vulnerable of the homeless youth population — homeless teenagers. 
In light of this commitment, the dramatic reduction in the number of younger homeless youth 
accessing HYC services — combined with the growing number of older, higher-needs youth and 
young adults receiving services — has raised questions about the need to develop and expand early 
intervention and prevention strategies.

New Avenues launched the Younger Youth Research Project in partnership with Multnomah County 
and other members of the HYC in an effort to answer a series of inter-related questions, including:

•	 Why has the number of younger youth accessing the Homeless Youth Continuum declined so 
dramatically in the past 10 years?

•	 Does Multnomah County still have significant numbers of unaccompanied homeless youth 
under age 18 or does the decline in younger youth within the HYC represent a success?

•	 If Multnomah County still does have significant numbers of unaccompanied homeless youth 
under age 18, where are they and what are their experiences?

•	 How have changes to the foster care system, runaway system, juvenile justice system,  
and other systems of care over the past ten years impacted the trajectory of younger at- 
risk youth?

•	 Are there gaps in services for younger homeless youth that need to be filled? If so, how can 
our community most effectively meet the needs of these youth?

Led by independent consultant Kristina Smock, Ph.D., the research project attempted to address 
these questions through an analysis of data from the following sources:

•	Homeless Youth Continuum annual reports and Service Point raw data;

•	Annual reports and, in some cases, raw internal data from other systems of care, such as the 
Runaway System, Department of Human Services, school districts, criminal justice system, and 
Schools Uniting Neighborhoods system; 

•	 Interviews and focus groups with 106 homeless youth and an additional 90 at-risk youth;

•	 Interviews and focus groups with stakeholders and issue experts from more than 45 
organizations;

•	Literature review;

•	Demographic data from the U.S. Census, American Community Survey, and other sources.

A full list of data sources is available in the appendix.
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Why Are Fewer Younger  
Youth Accessing the  
Homeless Youth Continuum?
There appear to be multiple factors influencing the decline in the number of youth ages 18 and 
younger accessing the Homeless Youth Continuum over the past decade. This section of the report 
highlights the most salient factors, beginning with the factors that have likely had the most  
significant impact.

REDIRECTION OF YOUNGER YOUTH TO OTHER SYSTEMS OF CARE
Over the past decade, the HYC has shifted its approach to younger youth to redirect them to 
other systems of care — particularly the Runaway System and the Department of Human Services 
— whenever possible. This approach is an effort to limit the risk of younger youth becoming 
acculturated into the street-entrenched homeless youth sub-culture. It also aims to preserve the 
HYC’s limited resources to focus on those youth who have the most limited options.

Many stakeholders who were interviewed for this study theorized that the redirection of younger 
youth to other systems of care, particularly the Runaway System, is the primary reason why the 
number of younger youth screened into the HYC over the past decade has declined so dramatically. 
If this were the case, one would expect to see an increase in the number of youth screened into the 
Runaway System that parallels the decrease in younger youth screened into the HYC. Interestingly, 
however, the number of youth served by Harry’s Mother, the primary shelter program within the 
Runaway System, remained relatively static from 2005-06 through 2010-11, the period of time that 
saw the largest decrease in younger youth screened into the HYC.
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This seeming incongruity can be explained by two factors. First, as the HYC has increasingly 
redirected younger youth into the Runaway System, word has gotten out on the streets that if youth 
under age 18 attempt to access services, their parents will be contacted. The strict adherence to this 
rule stems from both the legal obligations attached to federal Basic Center funding (one of Harry’s 
Mother’s primary funding sources) as well as the Runaway System’s emphasis on reunifying runaways 
with their parents or guardians. According to youth who were interviewed for this study, youth fear 



Younger Youth Research Project Summary Report Page 9

that they will be forced to return to their parents or guardians even if they are abusive. As a result, 
younger youth who do not want to be forced to reunify will avoid accessing services altogether in 
order to remain under the radar. In reality, staff note that youth safety is a paramount concern and 
they will never knowingly send youth back to abusive households. Regardless, the perception that 
youth will be forced to return home creates a major barrier that prevents some youth from receiving 
needed services and supports.

Second, there appears to be an overall decline in the number of runaway youth at the same time 
that the number of youth redirected from the HYC to the Runaway System has increased. The 
total number of runaway reports to the Portland Police Bureau fell by 32% between 2001 and 2011. 
This includes a 30% decline in the number of unduplicated youth who were the subject of those 
reports.3  Nationally, the number of youth exiting from federally funded runaway programs declined 
37% between 2003 and 2011.4  The reasons for these reductions are not clear. Regardless of the 
reasons, one would expect the overall decline in runaway youth to result in a parallel decline in the 
number of youth accessing Runaway System services. The reason why this has not happened is likely 
because the decline in runaways has been counter-balanced by an increase in youth who would have 
previously been served by the HYC but are now being redirected to the Runaway System. 

OTHER CHANGES IN HOMELESS YOUTH CONTINUUM POLICY AND PRACTICE
While the redirection of younger youth to the Runaway System has no doubt contributed to the 
reduction in younger youth accessing the HYC, other changes in HYC policy and practice have also 
played a role:

•	Increase in high-need older youth: The 2008 HYC Redesign increased the upper age limit for 
the HYC from 21 to 25. At the same time, the exit rate for older youth from the HYC slowed 
down due to the recession. As a result, the HYC has become increasingly dominated by high-
need young adults, many of whom struggle with severe mental health issues, alcohol and drug 
use, and other major challenges. Some stakeholders believe that this change has made the 
HYC a less hospitable environment for younger youth. Staff at the Access Center, which is the 
central intake point for the HYC, frequently try to dissuade younger youth from entering the 
HYC by describing the environment that they are likely to encounter. Younger youth who come 
to drop-in services before contacting the Access Center may decide the HYC is not for them 
based on their experiences at the drop-ins. Those youth who have the option to couch surf 
or return home sometimes conclude that those options are preferable to the HYC, and some 
youth without those options decide to stay on the streets rather than enter the HYC. 

•	Rapid screening of youth accessing drop-in services: According to HYC staff, youth used to 
be able to access the downtown drop-ins multiple times without being screened for services. 
Now youth are not allowed to access drop-in programs more than once or twice before being 
screened. As a result, some younger youth who are trying to stay under the radar avoid the 
drop-ins altogether. And younger youth who initially try to access drop-in services sometimes 
leave once screeners explain that they will be required to provide their legal name and sign 
paperwork in order to continue to access services. 

•	Relocation of Reception Center: The Reception Center is a program that provides 24-hour 
intervention for youth under age 18 picked up by the police for non-violent offenses. Some 
stakeholders theorize that when the Reception Center and Access Center were co-located 
downtown during the mid 2000s, it exposed Reception Center youth to the downtown 
homeless youth street culture and increased their awareness of (and therefore their likelihood 
to utilize) the HYC. Based on this theory, these stakeholders suggest that the Reception 
Center’s 2007 relocation from downtown to the east side has reduced any potential overlap 
between the two systems, which may have resulted in fewer Reception Center youth accessing 
the HYC. 



Younger Youth Research Project Summary ReportPage 10

CHANGES IN THE FOSTER CARE SYSTEM
Changes in policy and practice within the Department of Human Services’ (DHS) foster care system  
have also contributed to a delay or a decline in younger youth entering the HYC. National research 
indicates that up to one in five youth will become homeless after exiting foster care.5  HYC data 
indicate that a significant percentage of HYC youth have a history of foster care, and the available 
data suggest that this percentage has declined over the past decade. (Unfortunately, data collection 
on this issue has been inconsistent over time, making it impossible to confirm this trend.) 

Several changes to DHS policy and practice over the past decade have affected the intersection 
between foster care and youth homelessness in Multnomah County:

Youth remaining in foster care past their eighteenth birthdays

In 2003, Oregon adopted a policy that has enabled foster youth to remain under DHS care past 
their eighteen birthdays if they are not ready for independent living. As a result, the number of DHS 
youth remaining in foster care after their eighteenth birthdays increased threefold between 2001 and 
2011; whereas youth over 18 represented 5% of DHS’ total caseload for Multnomah, Clackamas and 
Washington counties in 2001, they represented 21% of the total caseload in 2011.6  

This has likely reduced the number of younger youth exiting to homelessness, but it may not have 
a significant impact on overall levels of homelessness among foster care alumni. National research 
indicates that “Although allowing young people to remain in care until their 21st birthday does 
prevent them from becoming homeless prior to age 19 and, to a lesser extent, age 21, it does not 
appear to reduce their risk of experiencing homelessness by age 23 or 24.”7  This delay in the onset of 
homelessness for foster care alumni may help to explain the increase in the average age of the youth 
accessing the HYC over the past decade.

Decrease in stranger care

Another important change in the foster care system 
has been a significant decrease in the number of 
DHS youth placed in stranger care due to DHS 
policy changes that have put greater emphasis on 
kinship care.  National research shows that foster 
youth placed in kinship care have lower runaway 
rates compared with all other types of foster care 
placements.8  From 2001 to 2011, the number of DHS 
youth in Multnomah, Clackamas, and Washington 
counties who were in stranger care declined by 48%.9  

More youth accessing Independent Living Training

More than twice as many DHS youth were able to access Independent Living Training in 2011 
compared with 2001, which suggests that DHS is working to better prepare youth for independent 
living upon exit. Some stakeholders pointed to this increase as a potential explanation for the 
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reduction in the number of younger homeless youth accessing the HYC. 

As a result of the increased access to Independent Living Training, 67% more youth who were 
enrolled in the training completed a GED or received a high school diploma in 2010-11 compared 
with 2000-01. This may have contributed to a reduction in the number of DHS youth becoming 
homeless after leaving foster care. However, DHS data suggest that the impact was probably not very 
significant; even though twice as many youth were enrolled in Independent Living Training in 2010-
11, fewer of these youth achieved employment, obtained their own housing, or were living without 
agency maintenance compared with 2000-01.  

INCREASED ROLE OF CELL PHONES AND SOCIAL MEDIA
Internet and social media have changed the culture of youth homelessness in ways that have likely 
contributed to the decline in younger youth accessing the HYC. A recent study of homeless youth in 
southern California found that 62% of homeless youth report using a cell phone at least once a day.10  
Youth acquire phones as gifts, borrow phones from friends, or purchase them with money earned 
through employment or panhandling.11  An earlier study by the same authors found that 85% of 
homeless youth are frequent internet users, accessing the web through computers at drop-in centers 
and libraries or via cell phones”.12 

Prior to cell phones and social media, homeless youth and runaways gathered in central locations 
for socializing and support. Now many use the internet and their cell phones to stay connected. 
This reduces the relevance of downtown Portland as a central gathering place. The internet has 
also driven much of the youth sex trade off the streets, eliminating the need for homeless youth 
to congregate downtown in visible locations in order to pick up clients. The reduced centrality of 
downtown to homeless youth culture may also translate into reduced usage of the HYC agencies that 
are largely located downtown.

National research studies have also found that the use of social media by homeless youth helps 
to maintain their ties to friends, family, and positive influences, reducing their risk of becoming 
entrenched in the homeless street youth sub-culture.13  This is reflected in anecdotal accounts from 
some of the service providers interviewed for this study who say that youth are often able to stay off 
the streets by using social media to arrange couch surfing locations and solicit support from family 
and friends. Access Center staff (HYC central intake staff) note that when they are giving advice to 
youth who are ineligible for HYC services, they will often encourage them to use their networks on 
Facebook and other social media to try to find a place to stay. 

NEGATIVE PERCEPTIONS OF DOWNTOWN AND THE HOMELESS  
YOUTH CULTURE
According to youth and providers who were interviewed for this study, some younger youth, 
particularly those from outlying areas, are afraid to go to downtown Portland for services because it 
is unfamiliar and intimidating. As one youth put it, “If you’re not from there, it’s out of your comfort 
zone and you don’t know how to get around.” In a discussion of this issue at a focus group of 
homeless youth from North/Northeast and Outer East Portland, one participant said “There are a 
lot of dirty homeless people and druggies downtown, and I don’t want to be stereotyped as one of 
them.” Other participants agreed, saying the people on the streets downtown “want to be homeless”, 
“they don’t want jobs”, and “they’re lazy”.  They described downtown’s homeless youth and adults as 
violent, rowdy, and involved in hard-core drug abuse. 

Because of these concerns, many providers try to keep younger youth away from downtown. Even 
many older homeless youth, including those who are part of the downtown homeless youth sub-
culture, said they discourage younger youth from coming downtown, noting that it is an unsafe 
environment. As one put it, “I don’t support kids being on the streets like that.”
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REGIONAL DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGES
The Portland metro region has experienced significant demographic changes over the past decade 
that have likely played a role in the changing age composition of the HYC. These include the 
increased diversity of the region, the shift in poverty away from the central city, and a reduction in 
the percentage of youth in the central city.

Increased diversity

As the Census data in the chart and map below demonstrate, the region has become increasingly 
racially and ethnically diverse, with the greatest increases in populations of color outside of the 
downtown core. 

Some stakeholders theorize that the increased racial and ethnic diversity of the region’s youth has 
resulted in fewer younger youth accessing the HYC. These stakeholders describe the downtown 
homeless youth culture as being primarily made up of white youth, and the HYC agencies as 
predominately white organizations. They suggest that youth of color are not comfortable accessing 
HYC services for this reason. While this may be true for some youth, the HYC’s demographic data 
indicate that between 31% and 48% of youth served by the HYC annually over the past decade have 
been youth of color, and the percentage has generally increased over time. As part of the HYC’s 
2008 redesign, NAYA was brought into the HYC as a partner in an effort to better meet the needs 
of youth of color and culturally-specific youth. This suggests that the HYC has responded to the 
needs of youth of color at least to some extent. Nonetheless, as the region has become increasingly 
diverse, the perception of the HYC as a white system may have played a role in fewer younger youth 
accessing the system. 
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The region’s increased diversity has also changed the service needs of homeless youth more 
generally. Many stakeholders within communities of color emphasize that youth homelessness 
expresses itself differently among youth of color and immigrant youth. These youth are more likely 
to receive support from extended networks of family and friends in the community than they are to 
access formal services. This doesn’t mean the youth don’t have a need for services, they just need 
services that are different than the services provided through the HYC. 
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Shift in poverty away from central city

As the charts and map below indicate, poverty has shifted outward over the past decade, away from 
the central city and toward Outer East Portland, East County, North/Northeast, and outlying areas of 
the four-county region. Because the HYC agencies have historically been located downtown, the HYC 
is often not seen as accessible or relevant to youth and providers in these outlying neighborhoods. 
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PERCENTAGE OF MULTNOMAH COUNTY POPULATION BY RACE/ETHNICITY AT Or BELOW FEDERAL POVERTY LEVEL
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Many youth and providers who were interviewed for this study said that younger youth in outlying 
neighborhoods, particularly youth of color, are more likely to be doubled up or couch surfing than 
to be on the streets. These youth typically do not view themselves as homeless and are therefore 
unlikely to access services designed for homeless youth. Some informants described these youth 
as fundamentally different from the youth who access the HYC. As one homeless liaison from an 
outlying school district explained, “[There is a big] difference between downtown street kids and 
the majority of unaccompanied youth attending school . . . This population is different with different 
needs and different expectations for themselves.”

Informants also said that youth in outlying neighborhoods are unlikely to access the HYC because 
they are intimidated by downtown Portland and/ or lack transportation to get to services. Many 
providers and school staff said they avoid referring these youth to the HYC’s downtown agencies 
because they don’t want the youth to become entrenched in the downtown homeless youth sub-
culture. Providers say that it is better to keep the youth in their own communities where they have 
connections to their schools, extended family and friends.

Decline in youth population

Another demographic change that may have an impact on the numbers of younger youth accessing 
the HYC is the reduction in the overall youth population of Portland and Multnomah County. 
According to U.S. Census data, the percentage of the population of Multnomah County that was age 
10-19 declined 1.4% from 81,624 in 2000 to 80,513 in 2010. The decline was the most dramatic in the 
neighborhoods closest to the downtown core. In contrast, the population age 10-19 years increased 
by 16.6% in Washington County and by 4.9% in Clackamas County over the same time period. The 
decline in the younger youth population of Multnomah County may translate into a proportional 
decline in the number of younger youth who are homeless.

JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM REFORM
Changes in how the juvenile justice system interacts with younger youth have also likely contributed 
to a reduction in the number of younger homeless youth. Multnomah County has been involved for 
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more than a decade in a Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI) that aims to divert youth 
who are not a threat to public safety away from detention. A key component of this effort is the 
Reception Center, which provides an alternative to detention for juveniles who have been picked up 
by the police for non-violent offenses such as truancy, violating curfew, running away, or trespassing. 

Law enforcement data demonstrate the impact of the JDAI on youth detention rates. Portland Police 
arrested and took into custody 73% fewer juveniles in 2011 compared with 2001.14  Of those juveniles, 
66% were referred to juvenile detention in 2001 compared with 41% in 2011.15  Conversely, 10% were 
referred to family or a guardian in 2001 compared with 33% in 2011. The number of Multnomah 
County youth in Oregon Youth Authority custody declined by 34% over the same period -- from 4,061 
in 2001 to 2,666 in 2011.16   

National research indicates that youth held in state institutions such as the Oregon Youth Authority 
are at high risk for homelessness upon discharge.17  Involvement in juvenile detention can also 
increase the risk of future homelessness: “Detention disrupts already tenuous connections in school, 
services and families. Over the long-haul, the detention experience negatively impacts educational 
and employment levels.”18  This research suggests that the decline in the number of youth under age 
18 involved in Multnomah County’s juvenile justice system may have contributed to a lower rate of 
homelessness among younger youth.

POTENTIAL ROLE OF GANGS AS AN ALTERNATIVE 
National research indicates that youth join gangs for many of the same reasons other youth run away 
or join street families: “Homeless and runaway youth seek peers who can provide companionship, 
social support, and tutelage for surviving on their own . . . and youth often join gangs for similar kinds 
of reasons: companionship, acceptance, protection . . . .”19  Several informants theorized that youth 
in outlying neighborhoods, particularly youth of color, are more likely to get involved with gangs 
than to join the downtown homeless youth street culture. According to one long-time gang outreach 
worker who works with gang-affected youth across Multnomah County, about a quarter of the youth 
18 and younger with whom he works are unaccompanied and homeless. They couch surf with friends, 
associates, and extended family, but they rarely access formal services and are not connected with 
the downtown homeless youth culture.

As poverty and diversity have increased in outlying areas, it is possible that higher portions of at-risk 
youth are becoming gang members rather than becoming street-entrenched homeless youth. While 
this theory could not be substantiated, there is evidence to support it. According to Portland Police 
Bureau data, gang violence in Portland has increased steadily since 2006.20  This timeframe almost 
exactly matches the timeframe with the steepest decline in the number of younger homeless youth 
accessing the HYC.

INCREASED CAPACITY IN OTHER COUNTIES
Increased capacity in runway and homeless youth programs in other Oregon counties in recent years 
may mean fewer youth are coming to Portland from other parts of the state. In 2007 the Oregon 
State Legislature appropriated $1 million to enhance, expand, or develop services for previously 
underserved runaway and/or homeless youth. Funding was allocated to eight counties. One of the 
implicit goals of the funding was to serve runaways in their home communities to prevent them from 
going to Portland for services and ending up becoming street-entrenched homeless youth and young 
adults. In the years since the funding allocation, the capacity of several key runaway and homeless 
youth programs in areas outside Multnomah County has continued to grow.

Data on HYC youth’s county of prior residence are not collected in a consistent manner in Service 
Point, and are not available at all for the early part of the decade, so comparisons across time are not 
possible. The most recent data indicate that the majority of HYC youth identify Multnomah County 
or other counties in the Portland metro area as their county of prior residence. This suggests that 
improved services for younger youth in other Oregon counties could have resulted in fewer younger 
youth accessing the HYC.
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ARE THERE STILL SIGNIFICANT  
NUMBERS OF YOUNGER HOMELESS  

YOUTH IN MULTNOMAH COUNTY?
THE NUMBER OF YOUTH UNDER AGE 18 WHO ARE LITERALLY HOMELESS 
APPEARS TO BE LOW 
The best data available on the size of the homeless population in Portland/ Multnomah County 
comes from the bi-annual Point-in-Time count, which provides a snapshot of the number of homeless 
adults, youth, and families who are sleeping outside, in emergency shelter, or transitional housing on 
a single night in January. The numbers from the most recent count for which data is available (which 
was conducted in January 2011), indicate that there are relatively few homeless youth under age 18 in 
Multnomah County:

UnshelteredHousehold Type Total
Emergency

Shelter
Transitional

Housing

Unaccompanied youth under age 18

Unaccompanied youth age 18-24

TOTAL

11

147

158

9

83

92

9

202

206

24

432

456

The Point-in-Time count is by definition an undercount, since it is methodologically impossible to find 
and count every single homeless person on a given night. The count also only captures the number 
of people experiencing homelessness on a single night; the numbers over the course of a year are 
much higher. Nevertheless, the count suggests that unaccompanied youth under age 18 make up a 
relatively small percentage of the overall homeless youth population, and their numbers are generally 
quite low. Proportionally, youth under age 18 represent 7% of the unsheltered youth population, 10% 
of the emergency shelter population, and 2% of the transitional housing population. 

This data is supported by the reports of outreach workers and police. Youth outreach workers from 
Janus, youth liaison officers from central precinct, and outreach workers from JOIN, Can We Help, 
and other agencies who do regular outreach with adults, all say that they rarely encounter youth 
ages 18 and younger during their outreach. One of Janus’ outreach staff noted, “I probably encounter 
less than two truly unaccompanied minors downtown each month during the summer, which is our 
busiest time of year.”

Several youth who were interviewed for this study, as well as a few adult informants, said that there 
are younger homeless youth sleeping outside, in squats, with street families, and with adults who 
exploit them, but that they avoid contact with outreach workers and police. The presence of these 
youth could not be verified. It is certainly possible that there are younger youth who are successfully 
remaining under the radar, but it seems unlikely that large numbers of unaccompanied minors would 
be able to remain unnoticed for long. 

MANY UNACCOMPANIED YOUTH UNDER AGE 18 ARE DOUBLED UP AND  
COUCH SURFING
Many of the people interviewed for this study, including youth, service providers, alternative school 
staff, and homeless liaisons from Multnomah County’s school districts say that there are significant 
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numbers of younger youth who are doubled up and couch surfing in outlying neighborhoods, 
particularly North/Northeast Portland, Outer East Portland, and East County. 

The available data support these claims, and they suggest that the number of youth who are doubled 
up and couch surfing has increased in recent years. Data collected by homeless liaisons from the 
Multnomah County school districts indicate that the number of students who are doubled up in 
Multnomah County has skyrocketed from 2005-2011, and these students make up the vast majority 
of homeless students in all school districts. This data is consistent with an analysis by the National 
Alliance to End Homelessness which concludes that the number of households in Oregon who are 
doubled up has risen dramatically since the beginning of the recession.21 
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What these data don’t tell us is the portion of doubled up youth who are unaccompanied. The 
majority of homeless youth in Multnomah County schools are living with their families. The school 
districts categorize the data on unaccompanied youth separately from the data on doubled up youth, 
as the above charts demonstrate. As a result, we do not have any hard data on the overall numbers of 
unaccompanied youth who are doubled up versus sleeping outside or in shelters. Anecdotally, school 
liaisons and service providers report that the majority of the unaccompanied youth they encounter 
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are doubled up. For example, in February 2013, staff at Portland Public Schools’ Roosevelt High 
School identified 87 homeless youth at the school; 57 were living with their parents or guardians and 
30 were unaccompanied. Of the 30 unaccompanied youth, one youth was occasionally unsheltered; 
the remaining 29 youth were doubled up and couch surfing. 

The homeless liaisons for Multnomah County school districts note that the data they collect is not 
scientific enough to enable us to generate a reliable count of the number of youth who are doubled 
up across the county. Longitudinal analyses are limited by the fact that the data is not collected in a 
consistent manner over time or from one district to another. Some schools have limited staff capacity 
to identify and track homeless students, and the number of students counted by a district is often 
a function of staffing capacity. Staff may also define key terms (such as homeless and doubled up) 
differently. And, of course, the data only capture homeless youth who are attending school. 

Despite the limitations of the school liaison data, we can at least use it to develop a rough 
ballpark estimate of the number of homeless unaccompanied youth who are doubled up and 
couch surfing. In the 2010-11 school year, school districts across Multnomah County identified 593 
unaccompanied homeless youth. Based on school liaisons’ anecdotal reports, we can assume that 
around three-quarters of those youth were doubled up or couch surfing. This gives us an estimated 
445 unaccompanied youth who were doubled up or couch surfing and were attending school and 
were identified as homeless by school liaisons. Given the reality that significant portions of the 
unaccompanied homeless youth population do not attend school, the actual numbers are probably 
much higher.

Data from national studies provide another lens through which we can try to develop a rough 
estimate. Research by Paul Toro and associates22  indicates that among all homeless youth, only 
6% are street-entrenched homeless youth (described by researchers as “high risk”) and 8% are 
“transient” youth who move in and out of homelessness. The remaining 86% are “low risk” youth who 
are more likely to maintain connections with their families and communities and have shorter bouts 
of homelessness. The population described as “high risk” matches the population that is eligible for 
HYC services, while the population described as “low risk” fits the profile of youth who tend to be 
doubled up and couch surfing. In FY 2010-11, 89 youth age 18 or younger were served by the HYC. 
Applying Toro’s typology, if these youth make up the 6% of the overall homeless youth population 
that is “high risk”, we can use this number to estimate that there were approximately 1,276 “low risk” 
unaccompanied youth age 18 or younger who were homeless in Multnomah County during FY 2010-
11 and were likely doubled up or couch surfing. This is a very rough estimate, but it provides some 
indication of the order of magnitude of this problem.
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What Are the Experiences  
of Younger Homeless Youth  
in Multnomah County?
THE EXPERIENCES OF HOMELESS YOUTH CONTINUUM CLIENTS 
In an effort to understand the experiences of younger homeless youth in Multnomah County, the
Homeless Youth Continuum agencies (New Avenues, NAYA, Janus, and Outside In) conducted 
interviews and hosted focus groups with 58 youth who were current or recent agency clients. 
The participants ranged in age from 17-23, but most were between the ages of 19 and 21. The 
vast majority of the participants were homeless as teenagers, and they were encouraged to share 
information based on their own experiences as well as the experiences of currently homeless 
teenagers whom they know. 

Respondents were asked why younger homeless youth do not access HYC services. The most 
common explanations were:

•	They get their needs met in other ways.

•	They aren’t aware of the HYC or don’t know how to access services.

•	They don’t want to be forced to go back to their parents or foster care. As one put it, “they 
would rather starve than go home where their parents beat them.”

•	For youth outside of downtown, they are afraid of downtown or uncomfortable accessing 
services downtown.

Youth were asked how homeless teenagers who do not access the HYC get their needs met. The 
most frequent answers were:

•	Couch surfing and doubling up with friends and extended family.

•	Sleeping outside in camps, woods, parks, squats, and stairwells.

•	Support from street families or other homeless peers.

•	Support from school – some remain in school so they have somewhere safe to go and a 
source of free food; others remain in school because they are intent on graduating and/or are 
receiving services from school counselors.

•	Support from other service agencies such as meal sites and school-based health clinics.

•	Stealing, hustling, and drug dealing.

•	Panhandling, “canning” (collecting and redeeming returnable bottles and cans), or “flying 
signs” (holding signs asking for money at freeway on and off ramps).

•	Survival sex or exploitative relationships with housed adults or older youth.

•	Food stamps.

•	Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (for teen parents).

THE EXPERIENCES OF DOUBLED UP AND COUCH SURFING YOUTH 

In an effort to better understand the experiences of younger youth who are doubled up and couch 
surfing, homeless liaisons in four Multnomah County school districts (Reynolds, David Douglas, 
Gresham-Barlow, and Portland Public) conducted interviews with 27 unaccompanied homeless 
students. The respondents ranged in age from 14 to 18, with an average age of 16.63. Only two of the 
respondents receive services from any of the HYC agencies. In response to the question, “where did 
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you sleep over the past week”, except for one youth who had stayed in a shelter and group home, all 
of the respondents said they had spent at least part of the week at a friend’s or relative’s home. 

We also surveyed 109 at-risk middle school youth participating in Self Enhancement Inc.’s summer 
program. Of the 109 youth, only 19 reported direct experiences (either their own or those of other 
family members or friends) with being unaccompanied and homeless. Among those youth, the vast 
majority were doubled up with friends or family.

Respondents were asked why they or other homeless teenagers they know do not access services 
from the HYC. The most common responses, in order of frequency, were:

•	They get their needs met in other ways.

•	They don’t need services.

•	They’ve never heard of the HYC or don’t know how or where to access services.

•	The services are too far away.

•	They don’t want to be around the other youth that are in the Homeless Youth System.

In response to the question, “How do homeless youth who are not accessing the HYC get their needs 
met?” the most common answers, in order of frequency were:

•	Family/ friends

•	School

•	Drug dealing

•	Street families

•	Service agencies

•	Gangs

Students participating in the school district survey were also asked, “If you needed to find a place 
to stay tonight, what would you do?” The most frequent answers, selected by the vast majority of 
respondents, were “contact extended family” and “contact friends”. Fifteen percent of respondents 
said they would try to get into a shelter; all but one of these respondents also said they would try to 
contact friends.

Many service providers noted that, while extended family and friends are often willing to provide 
support for these youth while they are young, this support frequently dries up as the youth get 
older. In some cases, the families providing support for the youth are living close to homelessness 
themselves, and when a crisis occurs they must ask the youth to leave. In other cases, youth burn 
their bridges over time, eventually exhausting all of their support networks. Frequently, once youth 
reach age 18, family and friends expect the youth to fend for themselves and cease to provide 
support altogether. As a result of this dynamic, many youth who couch surf or double up when 
they are teens find themselves literally homeless as young adults. This may help to explain why 
the number of older youth and young adults accessing the HYC has increased while the number of 
younger youth has decreased. It also demonstrates the importance of providing early intervention 
and support to doubled up and couch surfing youth to prevent them from ending up literally 
homeless down the road.

THE EXPERIENCES OF RUNAWAY YOUTH 
Multnomah County’s approach to serving homeless and runaway youth is fairly unique in that it 
explicitly separates services for runaways from services for homeless youth. As noted earlier in the 
report, this separation is largely due to the concern that runaways who are exposed to the culture 
of homeless street youth are more likely to end up homeless and street entrenched themselves. To 
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prevent this exposure, the Runaway System is geographically and programmatically separated from 
the HYC.

The youth who access the Runaway System tend to have more recent connections to their families 
than the HYC youth, and are typically seen as candidates for either reunification or for a referral to 
foster care. The difference between the Runaway System and HYC youth is demonstrated by the data 
on their place of residence prior to entering services. In 2010-11, 66% of runaway youth identified 
permanent housing as their prior residence, and 14% identified temporary/ doubled up housing. In 
contrast, 14% of HYC youth identified permanent housing as their prior residence, and 28% identified 
temporary/ doubled up housing. 

Three Harry’s Mother clients participated in a focus group for runaway youth. The participants ranged 
in age from 16 to 17. Their backgrounds varied, including one youth who has been on the streets for 
years and lives with a street family, another youth who is in foster care but with a history of running 
away, and a third youth with substance abuse issues. 

In response to the question, “What kinds of places do homeless and runaway youth who aren’t at 
Harry’s Mother sleep”, participants listed a range of camping locations including parks, benches, bike 
trails, downtown, camps, squats, and cars.  

When asked how homeless and runaway youth get their needs met for food, clothes, and other items, 
the youth said they refer to the Rose City Resource Guide for listings of service agencies. However, 
for the most part, the youth in the focus group did not seem to access other services beyond Harry’s 
Mother. The youth who lives with a street family had tried one of the shelters in the HYC but did not 
like it. The youth with substance abuse issues had accessed treatment facilities. But for all of the 
youth, their connection to services seemed to be primarily through Harry’s Mother. 

Despite the efforts to keep runaway youth out of the HYC, an analysis of Service Point data from both 
systems indicates that of the youth screened into the HYC and/or Runaway System from FY 2003-
04 through FY 2010-11, 281 youth accessed both systems. This represents 5% of all youth served and 
17% of youth served by the Runaway System. While it is possible that some of these youth accessed 
the Runaway System after being screened into the HYC, it is more likely that these reflect cases of 
younger homeless and runaway youth who were initially served through the Runaway System and 
later became street-entrenched homeless youth.
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How Can Our Community  
Meet the Needs of  

Younger Homeless Youth? 
WHAT ARE THE GAPS IN SERVICES? 
The informants for this study identified a wide range of gaps in services for younger homeless youth.  
The gaps that were identified most frequently included:

Shelter and housing:

•	Shelter and transitional housing for unaccompanied homeless youth in North/Northeast, 
Outer East Portland, and East County. 

•	Transitional housing and independent living programs specifically for younger youth, including 
programs for pregnant and parenting teens. 

Day programs:

•	Day programs and drop-in services for youth in North/Northeast, Outer East Portland, and 
East County.

•	Recreational activities, including sports and Boys and Girls Club type facilities to give youth a 
safe place to engage in positive activities during the day.

Basic needs:

•	Food.

•	Clothing.

•	Transportation, including access to bus tickets as well as alternative transportation options for 
youth in areas not well served by transit (e.g. shuttle services).

Health care:

•	Medical care.

•	Mental health services including early intervention, support for families in dealing with a 
child’s mental illness, and more available treatment options.

•	Substance abuse treatment.

Support for transitions to independence:

•	Supports to help youth with the transition to independent living.

•	Jobs and work experiences for younger youth.

Services in schools:

•	Outreach and case management for youth provided by HYC agencies at schools outside of 
the downtown area.  (However, some respondents also noted that unless more homeless 
youth services are available to youth in outlying areas, this may not be very effective.)

•	Increased capacity within schools to address homeless students’ needs and connect them 
with resources. 

Improvements to the foster care system:

•	More effective support for successful transitions out of foster care.

•	More foster placements willing to take teenagers.
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•	 Increased funding and staffing capacity to improve the quality of services and supports 
provided to foster youth.

Services specifically for youth who are doubled up and couch surfing:

•	Prevention services, including better engagement with youth as soon as there are signs of 
problems and providing safe places for at-risk youth to go to get connected with services and 
find support.

•	Resources for extended family and community members who are providing support to 
doubled up and couch surfing youth.

Changes in how current services are provided:

•	 Increase the hours of operation for existing services. 

•	Offer existing services at more locations.

•	Make existing services easier to get to/ offer more services to youth in more parts of the city.

•	Provide culturally specific services in a setting that feels comfortable to youth, such as in their 
neighborhoods.

•	Make homeless youth more aware of available services.

HOW SHOULD THE GAPS BE FILLED?
Some of the gaps in services for younger youth should be addressed through the HYC, but in many 
cases the HYC may not be the appropriate entity to provide these services. In order to fill the gaps, 
we must first identify which systems should address which gaps. Then we must determine how to 
leverage the necessary resources to fill the gaps. In a time of limited public and private resources, 
these questions are not easy ones. This section of the report attempts to provide a starting point for 
further discussion about these issues.

The Homeless Youth Continuum

The HYC aims to be a system of last resort, serving high-risk homeless unaccompanied youth after 
they have exhausted all other options. This study’s findings suggest that some younger youth who 
meet the HYC’s eligibility criteria may not be accessing HYC services due to barriers created by HYC 
policies and practices. These include screening practices that cause some youth to avoid services 
altogether because they do not want to be forced to reconnect with their parents, and a shift in the 
upper age limit of the HYC that has contributed to an environment that some younger youth perceive 
as inhospitable. The HYC should examine its policies and practices to remove any barriers preventing 
eligible youth from accessing needed services.  

In some cases, meeting the needs of HYC-eligible younger youth may require the development of 
new services such as establishing shelters and drop-in centers in outlying neighborhoods, providing 
transitional housing and independent living programs explicitly designed for younger youth, or 
expanding access to culturally specific services. Figuring out how to fund these services will be a 
challenge. In recent years, the HYC’s resources have been stretched thin by the large number of high-
need older youth and young adults seeking services. Asking the HYC to divert limited resources to fill 
the gaps in services for younger youth would likely mean fewer resources for older youth. This trade-
off would be painful, and the HYC and its partners will need to determine whether it would ultimately 
be strategic. Alternatively, the HYC and its partners will need to seek new resources to fund these 
services.

Many of the gaps in services for younger youth are not within the purview of the HYC because they 
affect youth who do not meet the HYC’s current eligibility criteria. However, the HYC can still play 
an important role in advocating for resources, policy changes, and shifts in other systems of care to 
address these gaps. This includes advocating for changes in the foster care system to better support 
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successful  transitions to independence, and advocating for increased access to health care, mental 
health care, and substance abuse treatment for homeless and at-risk youth.

The HYC should also work to form more effective collaborations with other key systems of care that 
are working to provide prevention and early intervention services that will ultimately impact the flow 
of at-risk youth into the homeless youth system. These include the Schools Uniting Neighborhoods 
(SUN) system and Multnomah County’s public school districts. These systems are also the places 
where many of the gaps in services for youth who are doubled up and couch surfing should be 
addressed. 

Schools Uniting Neighborhoods (SUN) system

The SUN system is the county’s primary network of prevention and early intervention services 
for at-risk youth. The network of SUN service sites has grown steadily over the past decade, and 
SUN services can now be accessed at 64 community schools, 6 regional service centers and other 
community sites. Services available to at-risk youth through the SUN system include a range of 
County-funded programs including Social and Support Services for Educational Success (SSSES), 
gang prevention, alcohol and drug services, and sexual minority youth services. In fiscal year 2010-11, 
the SUN system served 19,127 children and youth, 4,781 of whom were ages 13-18.

SUN system data indicate that the SUN programs serve very few youth who are literally homeless: 
among the 8,647 youth served from July 2006 through July 2012 in SUN programs for at-risk youth, 
only 1% identified emergency shelter, hotel, streets, transitional housing, or a treatment facility as 
their residence prior to program entry. However, seventy percent of youth served were youth of 
color or from a culturally-specific community, 80% qualified for free or reduced lunch, and 37% of 
the students’ families spoke a language other than English at home. In other words, the SUN system 
serves thousands of low-income, at-risk, youth of color and immigrant youth – the same population 
groups that are at risk of homelessness and that are more likely to be doubled up or couch surfing 
than literally homeless.

The SUN system may be the most appropriate vehicle for addressing some of the gaps in services 
identified in the above section. These include hosting recreational activities for at-risk and homeless 
youth during the day, offering resources for extended family and community members who are 
providing support to doubled up and couch surfing youth, and creating accessible spaces where 
at-risk youth can go to get connected to services and supports. The SUN system’s current resource 
allocation and programmatic priorities should be examined to determine how the system can play a 
more effective role in prevention and early intervention for homeless youth.

School districts

Each of Multnomah County’s school districts has one or more homeless liaisons who are responsible 
for coordinating services to homeless students. Liaisons work with school counselors and other 
school staff to identify homeless students and connect them with services and supports to meet their 
basic needs and keep them in school. 

In many cases, school staff are the first (and sometimes only) connection that homeless students 
have with resources and supports. However, the capacity to identify and work with homeless students 
varies widely by school and by district, and from school year to school year. In many districts the 
liaison roles are filled by staff who also serve many other roles within their schools. Almost all liaisons 
report that they do not have sufficient staff time or resources to meet the needs of the homeless 
students who are referred to them.

The school liaisons’ effectiveness is also undermined by high drop-out rates. Oregon has the fourth-
worst high school graduation rate in the nation, and of the five large school districts with the worst 
on-time graduation rates in the state, three are in Multnomah County (Reynolds, Centennial, and 
Portland).23   Students with unstable housing are at high risk for dropping out, and students who drop 
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out are at high risk of homelessness. Once students drop out, there is usually little that liaisons can 
do to assist them. 

The HYC and other service systems, including the SUN system and the county’s anti-poverty 
agencies, should build stronger partnerships with the school liaisons to increase their ability to 
effectively meet homeless students’ needs. This should include exploring the possibility of having 
agencies provide direct support to students on site at schools. The school districts’ homeless liaisons 
also suggested that anti-poverty agencies funded by Multnomah County should be required to work 
more closely with liaisons to help connect homeless students with available services.



Younger Youth Research Project Summary Report Page 27

conclusions
The number of youth ages 18 and younger accessing Multnomah County’s Homeless Youth 
Continuum (HYC) has declined significantly in the past ten years. In some ways this is a positive 
trend: reforms in other systems of care, changes in HYC practice, and broader regional demographic 
shifts appear to have contributed to a reduction in the overall numbers of street-entrenched younger 
homeless youth in Multnomah County. In other ways, the trend is a negative one: barriers to services 
and an inability to effectively respond to changing demographic patterns have prevented some HYC-
eligible youth from accessing services, and the HYC’s eligibility guidelines do not include a significant 
portion of the younger homeless youth population. 

The number of literally homeless, HYC-eligible, unaccompanied youth under age 18 in Multnomah 
County appears to be relatively low, particularly compared with the overall number of homeless 
youth and young adults eligible for HYC services. Nonetheless, the HYC should examine its policies 
and practices in order to ensure that all HYC-eligible younger youth are able to access the services 
they need. Most notably:

•	Some younger youth don’t access services because they fear that they will be forced to return 
to abusive parents or guardians. This can put youth at greater risk and may push them into 
exploitative situations in an effort to get their needs met in other ways. The HYC needs to 
examine its messaging and screening strategies to address this pattern. 

•	The increase in the upper age-limit for HYC youth has contributed to a system that is 
increasingly dominated by high-need young adults. This has made the HYC a less hospitable 
environment for some younger youth. The HYC should develop strategies for ensuring that 
younger youth who need to access HYC services feel safe doing so.

Many younger youth in Multnomah County are doubled up and couch surfing. Most of these youth 
are not eligible for HYC services, but without appropriate interventions and supports they are at risk 
of becoming literally homeless young adults. While the HYC may not be the appropriate system to 
provide these services, it has an important role to play as a partner and advocate with other systems 
of care to develop strategies for meeting these youth’s needs. These strategies should include:

•	Development and expansion of effective early intervention and support services for doubled-
up, couch-surfing, and other at-risk youth in order to prevent them from ending up as literally 
homeless young adults. 

•	Modifications to the data collection and reporting practices within Multnomah County’s 
schools to enable us to better understand the needs of this population. Definitions should be 
standardized across schools and over time, and data on unaccompanied youth should include 
details on youth’s living situations.

Our community should also re-examine the overall configuration of resources and services across 
the various systems that touch the lives of homeless and at-risk youth. This includes the HYC, 
SUN system, schools, and DHS. Youth at all stages of risk would benefit from greater coordination 
across these systems. We may also need to re-prioritize resources within and across the different 
systems to ensure that we are addressing youth’s needs as effectively as possible. Our community’s 
investment in youth homelessness currently focuses on late-stage interventions for an increasingly 
older population of youth. This approach may be necessary given the high levels of need within this 
population, but it may not be the most effective long-term strategy. While younger youth are not 
accessing the HYC in large numbers, the number of high-need older youth and young adults entering 



Younger Youth Research Project Summary ReportPage 28

the system has increased steadily over time. This suggests that our community is not doing enough 
to meet the needs of younger youth before their situations deteriorate. Without a coordinated 
community-wide effort to ensure we are providing adequate prevention and early intervention 
strategies, the HYC’s late-stage intervention system will continue to struggle to meet growing 
demand. 



Younger Youth Research Project Summary Report Page 29

QUALITATIVE DATA 

Youth Interviews and Focus Groups

•	 Focus groups and interviews with youth currently engaged in New Avenues programs

•	 Focus groups with current and former NAYA clients

•	 Interviews with youth at Outside In and New Avenues’ drop-in programs

•	 Focus group with youth staying at Harry’s Mother

•	 Interviews conducted by Janus outreach and Access Center staff 

•	 Interviews conducted by homeless liaisons at four Multnomah County school districts

•	 Surveys with at-risk youth involved in Self Enhancement Inc. programs

Stakeholder Interviews and Focus Groups

•	 Homeless Youth Continuum staff from New Avenues, Outside In, NAYA, Janus, Multnomah 
County

•	 Runaway system staff from Harry’s Mother 

•	 Department of Human Services staff

•	 Department of Community Justice staff

•	 MOU Group participants (including police, service providers, and school district staff)

•	 Homeless Liaisons for Multnomah County Public School Districts

•	 SUN System SSSES Supervisors, case managers, and staff

•	 Alternative school staff

•	 Gang outreach worker

•	 Lifeworks CSEC advocate

•	 DePaul Treatment Center staff

•	 Can We Help staff

•	 New City Initiative representatives (faith based groups)

•	 Occupy Portland representative

•	 HomePlate staff (Washington County)

•	 The Inn Home staff (Clackamas County)

•	 Portland Police Bureau staff

•	 Outreach and Engagement Workgroup members

Note: Additional stakeholders were contacted but were determined to not be appropriate for this 
study because they do not work with or regularly encounter unaccompanied homeless teenagers. 
These include p:ear, Community Transition School, El Programa Hispano, Dinner and a Movie, Human 
Solutions, and SnowCap.

Appendix 1: Data Sources
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QUANTITATIVE DATA 

•	Homeless Youth Continuum Annual Reports and Service Point Data

•	Runaway System Annual Reports and Data

•	Portland/ Multnomah County Point-in-Time Count Data

•	Department of Human Services Data

•	School Districts’ Homeless Data

•	Portland Police Bureau Data

•	Department of Community Justice Data

•	U.S. Census Demographic Data
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1998 LAUNCH
Approach: The Continuum was designed to strike a balance between programs emphasizing short-
term relief off the streets and long term programs that help youth transition from street life and 
become productive members of the community. The Youth Development Model (YDM) was adopted 
as the unifying service delivery philosophy.

Structure: Coordinated continuum involving four agencies (Salvation Army, Janus Youth Programs, 
Outside In, New Avenues for Youth) with distinct roles and collaborative relationships. Services 
aligned by age with older youth being sent to Outside In and younger youth to New Avenues.

2003 REDESIGN
Approach: The system was modified in an attempt to improve engagement levels and focus on 
attaining positive outcomes for youth. The redesign was motivated by concerns that youth were 
languishing at the front end of the system by being allowed to receive drop-in and relief services 
without any accountability, and that many were falling through the cracks. The redesign represented 
a shift away from relief-based services, and a greater emphasis on service coordination focusing on 
education and employment outcomes. The Youth Development Model continued as the underlying 
philosophy.

Structure: Coordinated continuum involving three agencies (Janus Youth Programs, New Avenues 
for Youth, and Outside In) with distinct roles and collaborative relationships. Services divided into 
education and employment tracks, with New Avenues focusing on education and Outside In focusing 
on employment. Services available to youth ages 13-21.

Summary of changes:

•	 Merging the Access and Reception Center into one location;

•	 Closure of front end drop-in (Greenhouse), replaced by day program services with emphasis 
on entering youth more quickly into the system;

•	 Employment and education tracks at Outside In and New Avenues. 

2008 REDESIGN
Approach: Shift in focus from socio-economic outcomes to developmental outcomes with the goal 
of strengthening youth’s resilience and fostering positive development through caring relationships, 
high expectations, and meaningful participation. This is accomplished through an Assertive 
Engagement model that connects youth to the larger community and measures success using the 
evidence-based practices of Positive Youth Development.

Structure: Coordinated continuum involving four agencies (Janus Youth Programs, New Avenues for 
Youth, Outside In, and Native American Youth and Family Services.) New Avenues, Outside In and 
NAYA provide Assertive Engagement services while Janus runs the Access and Reception Centers. 
New Avenues and Outside In also provide drop-in and safety services for youth not enrolled in 
Assertive Engagement.

Appendix 2: Timeline of  
Homeless Youth Continuum  

24
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Summary of changes:

•	 Increase in age range to 15-23 with limited services for youth 13-14 and 24-25.

•	Emphasis on “Protective Factors” – caring relationships, high expectations, and meaningful 
participation – as essential for successful long-term outcomes.

•	Shift to Assertive Engagement model in which services are relationship focused and provided 
in the community.
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PUBLIC USE MICRODATA SAMPLE AREAS (PUMAS)
The analysis of Census data by geographic areas in this report was based on the analysis of Public 
Use Microdata Sample Areas (PUMAs). The map below shows the location of the PUMAs in the 
Portland metro area. Those labeled 1301-1306 are the Multnomah County PUMAs profiled in the 
demographic charts in this report.

Appendix 3: 
Census Data geographies

Map source: Portland State University Metropolitan Knowledge Network, 
http://mkn.research.pdx.edu/2010/05/pop-characteristics/
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11 Thirty-eight percent of youth had a cell phone contract. Other youth purchased minutes or 
borrowed phones. Anecdotally, New Avenues has found cell phone debt to be a common problem 
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13 Source: Rice, Eric (2012), “How to Help Youth Make Positive Use of Social Media,” National 
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Portland Police Bureau capacity for 2001 and 2010 does indicate a slight decline in officers, as shown 
in the table below, but the decline is not proportional to the decline in juvenile arrests.

15 Source: Portland Police Bureau, Strategic Services Division, “Juveniles Charged and Referred by 
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22 National Alliance to End Homelessness, (2012). “An Emerging Framework for Ending 
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Total PPB Personnel Officiers in precincts Officiers per 1,000 citizens

2001

2011

CHANGE

1361

1236

-9%

1550

544

-1%

1.96

1.68

-14%
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