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Adolescence is a time of many transitions. For the thousands of Michigan youth who are 

not in the physical custody of a parent or guardian and experiencing homelessness 

termed “unaccompanied youth,” these transitions are complicated by uncertainty and a 

lack of support.1 Through creative solutions, state and local lawmakers and agency 

leaders can prioritize young people facing the detriment of 

homelessness and create an environment where all youth are safe and 

have the opportunity to transition into self-sufficiency. 

This report uses a combination of publicly available data from the 

Center for Educational Performance and Information (CEPI) and the 

Michigan Coalition Against Homelessness (MCAH) to explore 

homelessness among unaccompanied youth ages 24 and under and 

makes policy recommendations to ensure they have the tools required 

to transition into adulthood.  

Why This Matters 

Adolescent brains continue to change well into young adulthood. With the ability to make 

rational decisions and practice planning and reasoning still developing, it is during this 

time that youth are most likely to engage in high-risk behaviors. The oftentimes 

significant trauma that leads to homeless experiences contributes to the likelihood that 

youth will misuse substances, engage in unsafe sex practices and initiate suicide, among 

other behaviors. 

Youth who face homelessness are vulnerable to serious threats including sexual 

exploitation, untreated mental health disorders and physical victimization. These youth 

are more likely to interact with police and less likely to obtain a high school diploma, 

circumstances that have long-term impacts on both brain development and economic 

outcomes. In fact, homelessness during adolescence is the number one predictor of 

chronic homelessness in adulthood.3 

One in 30 unaccompanied youth ages 12-17 will experience homelessness in a given year. 

This number jumps to 1 in 10 from age 18-24.4  Youth who are in or aging out of foster 

care, involved in the juvenile justice system, identify as LGBTQ or are Black or part of the 

Latinx community are also more likely to experience one or more instances of 

homelessness between the ages of 12 and 24. While these groups have been presented 

individually, it is essential that any proposed solutions consider the intersectionality of 

identity. These are not exclusive categories and the impact on an individual may be 

compounded by their identification or involvement with more than one group. 
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Quick Facts 

► Over 34,000 kids in Michigan's 

schools are homeless.  

► Of those, over 4,800 are               

unaccompanied youth.2 
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Foster Care 

For youth who are emancipated from the child welfare system without a family to return 

to, adulthood comes quickly and often without much preparation. Unemployment rates 

for this subgroup are 2.5 times that of the general young adult population. For those who 

are employed, lower educational attainment results in lower wages than the general 

population. These circumstances influence the likelihood that an individual will become 

homeless once they have exited the foster care system. In fact, nearly a quarter of youth 

in foster care at age 17 in Michigan experienced at least one instance of homelessness 

by age 19. That number increased to 33% by age 21.5 

Juvenile Justice 

Homelessness and involvement with the justice system are tightly woven together. In 

one study of youth facing homelessness, 44% of survey participants reported ever having 

stayed in jail, prison or a juvenile detention center, and 7% attributed their first homeless 

experience to exiting the justice system.6 Involvement with the justice system can mean 

youth are unable to return home due to landlord or public housing restrictions or because 

foster placements have been given away during their absence. Without a steady home to 

return to, youth are often led back into the justice system due to crimes of survival such 

as theft, truancy, trespassing and solicitation, creating a revolving door between 

homelessness and incarceration.7 

LGBTQ 

Youth who identify as LGBTQ are disproportionately represented in the homeless 

population, making up 5-10% of the overall youth population but 40% of the clientele 

served by homeless youth service agencies.8,9  Young adults who identify as LGBTQ have 

a 120% higher risk of facing homelessness when compared to heterosexual and 

cisgender youth in the same age group. Family rejection and being forced out of their 

homes based on sexual orientation or gender identity are cited as the most common 

factors contributing to homelessness.10  

Race and Ethnicity 

As a result of a legacy of discriminatory policies and underinvestment, youth  who are 

Black or Latinx experience homelessness at disproportionate rates across all 

subpopulations of unaccompanied youth. Black youth have an 83% higher risk of 

experiencing homelessness than all other races and make up 40% of the homeless youth 

population nationwide. Similarly, one study showed 33% of young adults experiencing 

homelessness identify as Latinx, while they make up only 18% of the population.11,12 

Youth Homelessness in Michigan 

The Federal Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) considers individuals 

homeless if they are living in a shelter, in transitional housing or in places not meant for 

human habitation. In 2018 in Michigan, by this definition there were over 17,100 children 

and youth under age 18 experiencing homelessness, 711 of whom were unaccompanied. 

When including 18-24-year-old youth, that number grows to 4,706 unaccompanied youth 

accessing services.13 However, educational institutions use a broader definition of 

homelessness under the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act, which includes all 

children who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence.14 Based on this 
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broader definition, for the 2017-18 school year there were over 34,000 children experiencing 

homelessness enrolled in public K-12 schools. Of those students, 4,816 were unaccompanied, 

meaning more than 14% of K-12 students experiencing homelessness faced that crisis without 

a parent or guardian.15 

Using HUD data provided by the Michigan Coalition Against Homelessness (MCAH), the map 

below shows the number of unaccompanied youth under age 24 who are homeless by 

“Prosperity Region,” the term used for the 10 areas that are part of the state’s Region Prosperity 

Initiative. There are unaccompanied youth facing homelessness in each of the 10 regions. 

Regions four and 10 each have over 1,000 

unaccompanied youth who are homeless 

living there; 50% of the total 

unaccompanied youth who are homeless 

in Michigan live in these two regions. 

The HUD data show the disparities 

among youth who are homeless and 

unaccompanied by race, ethnicity and 

gender identity. 

No youth should be homeless, but some 

groups are facing the burden of 

homelessness more than others due to 

discrimination and disinvestment that 

continues today. Youth who are Black or 

African American make up over 54% of 

the youth who are unaccompanied and 

homeless, despite being only 17% of the 

population ages 12 to 24. American 

Indian or Alaska Native youth are also 

over represented. In contrast, White youth 

make up 77% of the population 12-24 but 

only 42% of the population of youth who 

are unaccompanied and homeless. Asian 

or Pacific Islander and Hispanic or Latinx 

youth are experiencing homelessness 

without a parent or guardian slightly less 

proportionate to their population. It’s 

important to note that these are 

statewide totals and may not reflect local 

or regional disparities. When  comparing data by race at a statewide level, it is clear that 

targeted strategies are necessary to provide resources and supports to Black or African 

American and American Indian or Alaska Native youth. 

Research shows that youth who identify as LGBTQ face homelessness at higher rates than 

their peers. While sexual orientation was not reported in the HUD data, data are available on 

gender identity. It has been estimated that 0.48% of 18-24 year olds in Michigan identify as 

transgender.16 The unaccompanied youth who are trans-male, trans-female or gender 

nonconforming and experienced homelessness in 2018 were 1.1% of the total. This finding 

confirms that transgender and gender-nonconforming youth are overrepresented among those 

youth who are unaccompanied and homeless. 

Unaccompanied Youth 
Experiencing Homelessness, 

Age 24 & Under, by Region 

Unaccompanied Youth, Ages 24 & Under by Region 

Source:  Michigan Coalition Against Homelessness, 2018 
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School districts collect information on students enrolled in K-12 schools who are 

experiencing homelessness. In Michigan, public school children experiencing 

homelessness are distinguishable from their housed peers in several categories. Nearly 

half of children facing homelessness were chronically absent last school year, compared 

with only 19% of housed children.17 Likewise, only 57% of high school seniors identified 

as homeless graduated in four years, while 81% of housed seniors attained this 

accomplishment.18 

Race and Ethnicity 

% of Unaccompanied Youth Experiencing 

Homelessness 

% of General Population (Michigan) 

Black or African White American Indian or Asian or Hispanic (any race) 
 American  Alaska Native Pacific Islander 

54.2% 

1.7% 

77.0% 

42.4% 

17.3% 

1.1% 0.7% 
4.6% 

7.2% 7.6% 

Gender Identity 

MICHIGAN LEAGUE FOR PUBLIC POLICY | WWW.MLPP.ORG 

Sources: Michigan Coalition Against Homelessness, 2018. Population estimates are from the National Center 
for Health Statistics and The Williams Institute at UCLA School of Law. 

49.6% 48.9% 
51.1% 49.3% 

0.5% 1.1% 

 Female Male Transgender Female, 
   Transgender Male or 
   Gender Nonconforming 

% of Unaccompanied Youth Experiencing 

Homelessness 

% of General Population (Michigan) 
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Analysis of Center for Educational Performance and Information

(CEPI) data further shows that African American and American 

Indian children are overrepresented among children who are 

homeless in K-12, similar to the findings for unaccompanied youth 

from the HUD data. Interestingly, Hispanic or Latinx children are 

actually overrepresented in the CEPI data for K-12 homelessness, 

contrary to being underrepresented in the unaccompanied youth 

data from HUD.  So while there are fewer than expected Hispanic 

or Latinx youth who are homeless and unaccompanied, there are 

more than expected Hispanic or Latinx students in K-12 who are 

homeless. Thus, targeted strategies for reducing homelessness 

among students in K-12 schools should also be developed for 

Hispanic or Latinx students and their families.  

Use the tool at www.mlpp.org/homelessness-for-unaccompanied-

youth find counts of students experiencing homelessness in your 

Intermediate School District (ISD) by race/ethnicity, as well as the 

number of unaccompanied K-12 students experiencing home-

lessness. 

These data do not show us the complete picture of housing instability and homelessness 

among youth. It is difficult to count youth experiencing homelessness. There are youth 

who may not self-report and others who are not attending school or accessing services. 

The total count of homelessness among youth in Michigan is likely higher than what 

current data show. 

Note: According to the Poverty Solutions report, “A Snapshot of Homelessness and Housing 

Instability in Michigan Schools,” Wayne County was likely undercounted significantly due to 

data collection issues in Detroit Public Schools Community District.19 This impacts data 

reported by CEPI under the McKinney-Vento definition of homelessness. 

MICHIGAN LEAGUE FOR PUBLIC POLICY | WWW.MLPP.ORG 

Graduation Rates (4 Years) 

Chronically Absent 

Homeless Housed 

=20% 
Source: CEPI, SY 17-18 

Homeless Housed 
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What We Do About It 

Cross-System Collaboration 

Navigating social services is complicated, even for adults. In a disjointed system, 

youth struggle to access services while agencies compete for both funding and 

clients. Although collaboration is required through 

both McKinney-Vento and Continuum of Care 

contracts, 20% of youth who were identified as 

homeless dropped out of school in the 2017-18 school 

year.20 Through a youth-driven and culturally 

appropriate system, service administrators and youth 

can be connected in a way that is accessible and 

reliable. 

Policymakers should engage youth to create policies 

and systems of accountability that consider the 

unique needs of unaccompanied youth. Youth 

advisory boards and shared professional development 

can help to ensure that policymakers are well 

informed and that programs are culturally sensitive to 

the needs of the youth in their community. In addition, 

shared databases and centralized referral systems 

create built-in coordination of services and 

accountability. 

Reentry Planning 

Youth who have been involved in the child welfare or 

juvenile justice system are among the most likely to 

experience homelessness. Nearly half of this 

population will become homeless within six months of 

exit because they are unprepared to live independently 

and often have limited education and social support.21 Planning for youth to exit these 

systems when they enter into them allows service providers to offer the most useful 

and long-lasting resources while they are in care or custody. 

The Michigan Youth Reentry Model22 is intended to support young people 

transitioning from the juvenile justice system back into their community. The 

Michigan Department of Health and Human Services and Oakland County are among 

those currently using the model. County courts across the state should adopt the 

Michigan Youth Reentry Model and move toward full integration of the federal 

Juvenile Justice Prevention Act which outlines best practices in reentry around both 

social supports and education. In addition, statewide alignment with the Family First 

Prevention Services Act23 will support foster youth transitioning out of care. 

Detroit ‘s Care for Youth 

T he Continuum of Care model has historically 

supported adults experiencing homelessness. 

Through adaptations such as making the standard-

ized questionnaire accessible to youth, the Detroit 

Continuum of Care with the help of the Homeless 

Action Network of Detroit has found ways to con-

nect with the unique needs of youth experiencing 

homelessness. The Coordinated Entry Model in  

Detroit operates access point locations where 

Southwest Solutions oversees the process of con-

necting individuals experiencing homelessness 

with programs and services in the community. One 

of these programs—the Ruth Ellis Center—has been 

instrumental in highlighting the youth perspective. 

Through efforts such as employing drop-in center 

staff who understand the disconnect between 

youth and the shelter system, the agency can help 

youth better understand their own situations and 

the services they are eligible to receive. 
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Drop-In Programming 

Many homeless programs cater to either families or single 

adults. The services that are most widely available are not 

tailored to the unique needs of youth and, therefore, they 

are less likely to use them. Drop-in centers, on the other 

hand, are informal settings designed for youth where they 

can access services such as food, showers, laundry and 

personal hygiene supplies and explore resources available 

to them. These programs are often the first step in 

engaging youth in more intensive services.  They are cited 

as the most frequently used homeless services among 

independent youth and young adults.24 

Community leaders should create spaces where youth feel 

welcomed and prioritized. By using existing structures 

such as community centers, hospitals, libraries and 

schools, both rural and urban communities can create 

flexible programming in a low-stakes environment where 

youth can meet their basic needs, connect with service 

providers and plan for their futures. Likewise, training 

existing staff, using volunteers and employing clients are 

creative ways to staff programs without further straining 

community resources. 

Affordable Housing 

For every 100 renters with extremely low incomes in 

Michigan, there are only 37 affordable housing units 

available.25 The average monthly income for youth 18-24 

receiving homeless services in Michigan is $168.26 This 

poses a significant barrier to securing safe and stable 

housing. The Michigan Housing and Community 

Development Fund (MHCDF) is one way to address this 

barrier. However, since its inception in 2008, it has only 

been funded twice. In 2012, it supported only nine of the 65 

proposed projects, none of which were specified for youth. 

State lawmakers should dedicate a permanent and 

sustainable funding source for MHCDF. While 30 states 

have dedicated sources for maintaining housing funds, 

Michigan is one of 17 states that have created a trust but 

not committed to its intent. Various funding streams have 

been used to support housing trusts, most commonly the 

real estate transfer tax and document recording fee.27 By 

funding projects such as the HUD Shelter Plus Care (S+C) 

Program, youth can receive rental assistance for 

permanent housing along with supportive services that 

promote independence. 

Rest. Resources. Readiness. 

L ocated in Grand Rapids, HQ is a safe space 

for youth ages 14-24 who are experiencing 

homelessness. HQ efficiently uses their budget 

and staff time to create a big impact for youth 

who use their services. With the flexibility to 

support youth in a variety of ways, HQ is a place 

where youth come with intentionality—to get 

what they need and prepare for their futures. 

Staff at HQ aim to know who their clients are 

and who they want to become, and empower 

youth to use their resources and their resilience 

to get there. 

Building a Foundation for Youth 

T he Grand Rapids-based Inner City Christian 

Federation (ICCF) recognizes that making 

sure youth have safe and affordable housing is 

essential to the overall well-being of their com-

munity. They are currently developing two 

buildings of affordable housing in the Baxter 

neighborhood. Of the 65 units to be created, 17 

will be permanently set aside for youth ages   

18-24 experiencing homelessness. ICCF hopes 

to make sure support is provided to youth liv-

ing there as they build lives of stability and                 

independence.    
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