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Creating Pathways for Youth and Young Adults to Thrive

By: Rachel White, Youth Advocacy Deputy Director

Roughly 10,000 youth in the District of Columbia are facing unstable housing situations. It's
time for an action plan.

The Issue

If agreeing on what young people need for a lifetime of success were simple, it would already
be reflected in policymaking and action. From quality education to job opportunities to a
supportive community network - all are critical. And yet the current reality for thousands of
Black and brown youth is that unstable and unaffordable housing situations are an unjust
barrier to achieving the futures they want and deserve. The District has the power and
resources to stop this cycle, ensuring our young people can turn their time, attention, and
energy to building their lives.

Youth housing insecurity and homelessness are often misunderstood and underestimated, yet
they have lifelong consequences. Young people facing housing insecurity are at greater risk
of becoming homeless. Those who do experience literal homelessness are more likely to grow
into adults who experience chronic homelessness and to have children who also experience
homelessness, perpetuating a vicious cycle.

It's time for a comprehensive, integrated plan to create pathways for success for youth (ages
18 to 24) who experience the most extreme consequences of housing insecurity:
homelessness.

Youth Homelessness and Housing Insecurity: By the Numbers

« Systemic racism drives homelessness by contributing to rates of economic insecurity,
incarceration, domestic violence, mental health challenges, and other risk factors. Black
and Latine youth ages 18 to 24 make up 38% and 11%, respectively? of the youth
population in the District, yet they represent 70% and 18% of the total youth population
experiencing homelessness in DC, respectively, plus another one percent who identify as
Afro-Latine.3

« One in five District youth, or 9,726 young people ages 18 to 24, experience housing
insecurity, including struggling with unaffordable housing, sleeping doubled up or couch
surfing, and literal homelessness.*
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« In FY24, DHS served 2,086 18 to 24-year-olds across all systems, and 2,678 when we
also account for the 102 youth under 18 (who were not accompanied by an adult) and the
490 25-year-olds who were served by programs through the youth system.®

« Systems of oppression compound the issue of youth homelessness. For instance, Black
youth, who are disproportionately represented in the child welfare system® and juvenile
justice system,” are more likely to face homelessness than their peers. The 2024 Youth
Count survey found that 18% of unaccompanied youth and 14% of parenting youth
experiencing homelessness had previously been in the District’'s child welfare system, and
more than half said they started having housing problems after leaving, underscoring the
strong link between foster care involvement and housing instability. And 65% of
unaccompanied youth who were homeless and 75% of pregnant or parenting youth who
were homeless who had experience in the juvenile justice or adult prison system
experienced housing instability after leaving.®

The Root Causes of Youth Homelessness

We know that structural racism and other forms of oppression, such as those based on
economic status, educational attainment, gender identity, and sexuality, increase the
likelihood that DC youth will face homelessness. While every individual situation is unique,
youth homelessness is usually due to a combination of factors and an overall lack of access
to foundational resources.

Some of the greatest contributing factors to homelessness are economic hardship and
racialized inequality and poverty. Families and youth facing economic challenges are at
heightened risk for homelessness, particularly in a city where many of them are denied
access to good paying jobs and affordable housing.

Both poverty and homelessness disproportionately affect Black children in our community,
with 8 out of 10 children living in poverty being Black, and 9 out of 10 families experiencing
homelessness also being Black.® While these are separate groups of young people, the
overlap highlights systemic inequities that heighten vulnerability to housing instability and
other barriers to well-being. This stark disparity underscores the urgent need for targeted
interventions to address both poverty and homelessness as interconnected challenges.

Black residents, and Black youth ages 16 to 24 in particular, face a far higher unemployment
rate than their white counterparts, resulting in a nearly 5-to-1 Black-white youth
unemployment ratio,'® one of the highest Black-white income gaps in the country."
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Similarly, the high cost of housing puts an extraordinary number of these same families and
youth at risk for homelessness. Approximately 21,000 District children lived in families with
incomes below the federal poverty line,'? defined in 2023 as $30,000 for a family of four."® It
is hardly surprising that when the median rent in DC is estimated to be $2,450 per month, or
$29,400 per year, so many families and youth are at risk."

Contributing factors to youth homelessness in the District are discrimination and oppression
based on sexual orientation, gender, and gender identity. 40% of non-parenting youth
experiencing homelessness in 2024 identified as LGBTQ+, including 6% of youth who
identified as transgender or gender nonconforming.'” Many of these youth experience
rejection from their families and are thrust into emergency situations without a financial safety
net in addition to discrimination in housing and employment.

Investigating and addressing the systemic causes of homelessness isn’'t quick or easy, but it
is essential, and cannot wait. This requires nonprofit service providers, government officials
at every level, philanthropy, business, and communities to work together to reform systems
and create youth-informed programs and solutions that work. Local elected officials should
demonstrate their commitment to providing all young people a solid foundation so they can
grow up safe, resilient, powerful, and heard.

Improving Youth Homeless Services Access

Navigating government-funded youth homelessness services is confusing and extremely
difficult. Already traumatized by the circumstances that forced them into homelessness,
youth must be their own advocates and guides, seeking out different organizations that
provide the particular language services, mental health support, or child care assistance that
they need to survive. Meanwhile, youth homelessness service providers struggle to meet
continually growing demands, such as the increased mental health needs of youth since the
pandemic, without any real increases in funding.'® Total funding from DHS for the youth
homelessness system in Fiscal Year 2025 was $22 million, roughly one-tenth of one percent
of the total budget of the District. While current funding may appear to have increased over
the last half decade, it actually represents a decrease in real dollars when adjusted for
inflation.

It is critical that the District work with providers to understand and accommodate the
financial realities of providing the comprehensive services needed to help young people find

and maintain stability and safe, permanent housing.

In FY25, DHS funded the following in the youth homelessness system:
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« There’s a capacity of 592 beds, but not all of these beds are available at any given time
for any young person."” This is a nearly 16% decline in the number of beds they funded
half a decade ago, despite the number of youth who are homeless having increased.

« Approximately 85% of beds are designated for non-parenting minors or youth, and 15%
are designated for parenting minors or youth.'®

« Only one youth drop-in center providing services is open 24/7.

While the youth system has fewer than 100 beds dedicated to parenting youth, the family
homelessness system serves hundreds of youth-headed households a year.”® Compared
with youth-focused programs, however, the adult system is not designed to provide the
comprehensive supportive services necessary to ensure young people and their children can
obtain permanent housing and financial security.

The Solution: Planning and Investing in our Youth

Solving youth homelessness in the District of Columbia is possible, but it is a complex
challenge requiring open-minded, inclusive, and innovative cooperation. Policymakers must:

» Establish a clear and actionable roadmap to end youth homelessness. The mayor and
DC Council must fund and implement a comprehensive plan to end youth homelessness
that addresses immediate needs, improves service delivery, and tackles the root causes.
Before this can be done, the District must analyze its existing strategic plan to end youth
homelessness, Solid Foundations, which was disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic, and
use that assessment to develop an updated plan to get these efforts back on track.
Developing a new plan must be done in partnership with the community: youth and young
adults impacted by the system, service providers, youth behavioral health clinicians and
case managers, and community members. The District must establish a mechanism to
hold agencies accountable for implementing the plan.

« Provide long-term stable funding. For housing and other service providers to succeed in
supporting youth and young adults who are experiencing homelessness or housing
insecurity, the District must ensure they receive fair, long-term, and stable funding,
including receiving proactive payments and grants that keep pace with inflation while
covering indirect costs. The system must not place additional burdens on providers
without ensuring adequate resources. When funding is unpredictable, it undermines the
District’'s own goal of ending youth homelessness by making it harder for providers to
deliver the services that young people need to build a stable foundation.
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« Implement innovative and bold policy interventions. It's clear the District must do more
to support young people who are housing insecure or experiencing homelessness, which
will require new policies that can address root causes that have been neglected for far too
long. The District must invest more in transitional and extended housing programs tailored
to the needs of survivors of domestic violence or sex trafficking, transgender youth, and
expectant or parenting youth. Policymakers must promote opportunities for economic
stability and upward mobility, including workforce development, guaranteed income, and
expanding dedicated housing and supportive services for youth with acute needs and
communities that been marginalized. The District must increase access to reliable,
culturally competent, long-term mental health services to support those dealing with the
trauma and pain and prevent them from experiencing housing insecurity, homelessness,
and their root causes.

Conclusion

Youth and young adults experiencing homelessness need the same things that all young
people need to help them reach adulthood: safe and affordable housing, a solid education,
mentoring, workforce training that leads to good jobs with a living wage, stable employment,
and reliable and culturally appropriate physical and mental health care. The District can
ensure that all young people have access to these resources and opportunities and must
make it a priority to guarantee everyone access to stable housing so that our young people
can make a healthy and productive transition to adulthood.
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