
A CASE FOR TRANSITIONAL HOUSING FOR HOMELESS 
YOUTH IN CALIFORNIA

The Scope of Youth Homelessness in 
California

California is in the midst of a homeless youth crisis. 
Nearly 30% of all homeless youth in the United 
States are living in California without a safe place 
to call home.i  According to a September 2015 
analysis by the California Homeless Youth Project, 
the 2015 Point-In-Time (PIT) count found 11,365 
unsheltered, unaccompanied children and youth to 
be residing in a place not meant for human habita-
tion on the night of the count (e.g., in a car, park, 
abandoned building, bus or train station, airport, or 
on the street).ii 

Since 2013 advocates nationwide have been call-
ing for states to adopt a comprehensive service 
delivery model that combines prevention and early 
intervention with long-term solutions and aftercare 
to end youth homelessness.iii Transitional Housing 
is a critical component of this framework, yet the 
California Homeless Youth Project’s most recent 
assessment of statewide services identified only 15 
Transitional Housing programs in the state, provid-
ing fewer than 400 beds. Moreover, California offers 
no ongoing funding source to support this critical, 
evidenced-based intervention.iv Transitional Hous-
ing is a proven approach to end the cycle of youth 
homelessness before another generation graduates 
into chronic adult homelessness or incarceration.  
We urge California to build upon the existing fed-
eral program to better serve the needs of homeless 
youth and help them transition to a stable adult-
hood that includes permanent housing.

The Transitional Housing for Youth Model

Transitional Housing (TH, also known as “Transitional Liv-
ing Programs” or TLPs) is time-limited, service-rich hous-
ing designed to help a homeless person transition from 
homelessness to independent living. Federally funded 
through the Runaway and Homeless Youth Act, the US 
Department of Health and Human Services’ Transitional 
Living Program (TLP) serves approximately 3,000 16 – 
22 year olds annually throughout the nation. The model 
provides 18 – 21 months of safe, stable housing coupled 
with a rich array of wrap around supportive services. Par-
ticipants are carefully assessed and a time-limited, goal-
oriented transitional living plan is developed with them. 
With wrap around support from skilled staff, youth make 
progress toward the education, employment, health, and 
wellness goals of their transitional living plans so they 
can be prepared for a positive exit to independence, 
which includes permanent housing once they complete 
the program. Additionally, youth are provided aftercare 
services to support their continued success and prevent a 
return to homelessness. Services that are key parts of a 
successful transitional living program include:

•	 Life	skills	building - including consumer edu-
cation, budgeting, housekeeping, food prepara-
tion, and parenting skills

•	 Educational	opportunities - such as GED 
preparation, post-secondary training and educa-
tion and vocational education

•	 Job	attainment	services	- such as career 
counseling and job placement

•	 Mental	health	care - including individual and 
group counseling

•	 Medical	health	care - such as physicals, health 
assessments and emergency treatment

•	 Aftercare - to support continued success and 
prevent a return to homelessness.

The Federal program is successful, yet meets only a 
small fraction of the growing need. Not only is it under-
funded, but the time and age restrictions are limiting. In 
California, we urge the State to build on the success of 
the TLP model by ensuring low-barrier entry requirements 
that mirror the Housing First Model’s entry requirements, 
longer stays of up to 36 months, and eligibility that ex-
tends through age 24, inclusive.  (It should be noted that 
in California these program criteria are already allowed in 
programs that support foster youth.)



The Goal of Transitional Housing for Youth
The goal of TH is to transition youth from homelessness to independence. Unlike Perma-
nent Supportive Housing (PSH), participation in supportive services is an expectation and 
requirement of participants in TH. The focus is on graduating youth from the program with 
the skills and resources necessary for long-term independence. Outcomes of TH programs 
for youth include:

• Exit into stable independent housing
• Increase in job skills, job attainment, and earning
• Increase in educational attainment
• Increase in independent living skills
• Improved health and emotional wellbeing

The Cost of Transitional Housing

Using the State’s average cost for a single-site Transitional Housing Program-Plus 
for foster youth, providers can assume an average cost of $81.90 per day for TH in 
California.v  The cost pales in comparison to:

• One night in juvenile justice: $249vi 
• One ER visit: $1,233vii
• One day in a hospital: $1,975 – 2,676viii 

By diverting for example100 youth from juvenile justice programs, California could 
save nearly $6.5 million in a single year. A study of transitional living programs for 
youth in Oregon found $7.45 in savings for every dollar invested in service-rich TH.ix  
Similar results in California would save the State $112 million with a $15 million invest-
ment in 500 new TH beds statewide.
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The Best Option for Homeless Youth

Most recent research and homeless advocacy has focused on Rapid Rehousing, Housing 
First, and Permanent Supportive Housing models for adults and families. While these models 
have proven to be successful for adults and families, they are not developmentally appropriate 
for homeless youth, because services can be less intensive or have fewer participation re-
quirements. Additionally, disability documentation is likely to be unavailable for youth in order 
to access Permanent Supportive Housing, as many youth have not yet been diagnosed with 
a disability that qualifies them for the program. In fact, HUD continues to recognize the impor-
tance and relevancy of the TH model for homeless youth, as noted in the 2015 NOFA for Con-
tinuums of Care. A random controlled 2015 impact study by MDRC, a nonprofit, nonpartisan 
education and social policy research organization dedicated to learning what works to improve 
programs and policies that affect the poor, of a TLP in Tennessee showed that the program 
boosted earnings, increased housing stability and economic well-being, and improved out-
comes related to health and safety.x
  
A 2015 assessment of housing options for homeless transition age youth (TAY) in San Fran-
cisco, which included both TH and PSH, showed that youth in TH were eight times more likely 
than their counterparts in Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH) to work regularly with staff 
around an exit plan and five times more likely to regularly discuss their plans for the future. 
This suggests that TH is a more successful model for helping youth focus on the future and 
ensure that they move on to more independent housing as they are ready. 
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Transitional Housing as part of California’s Comprehensive Approach to 
Ending Youth Homelessness

A comprehensive and effective approach to ending youth homelessness must combine emer-
gency services with long-term solutions; otherwise, we risk a costly safety net that youth cycle 
through repeatedly. TH is a proven, cost-effective and developmentally appropriate model for 
youth. Moreover, it is fully aligned with the framework to end youth homelessness endorsed by 
the United States Interagency Council on Homelessness and the National Network for Youth. 

CCY strongly supports a data driven, outcome focused approach to this request for transi-
tional housing for homeless youth.  The grant process should focus on runaway and homeless 
youth service providers as well as existing housing providers who have a history of working 
with homeless youth ages 16-24.  These programs work best when they are part of an exist-
ing coordinated entry system that links participants to supportive housing providers., This  
provides for effective coordination with other services and housing programs in communities. 
Grantees should collaborate with at least one other organization to expand the scope of ser-
vices available to participants.. Working together with victim service providers, medical and 
mental health providers, job training organizations, legal services agencies, underserved pop-
ulation specific organizations, etc. will help ensure that  a broad range of supportive services 
promoting self-sufficiency and economic independence for homeless youth are provided.
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Conclusion

Transitional Housing for youth is a proven and cost effective approach to California’s home-
less youth crisis. TH does not simply interrupt homelessness, but also supports a permanent 
transition off the streets and into independent housing. As part of a comprehensive frame-
work to end youth homelessness, TH is a critical component to ensure youth do not cycle 
through emergency services only to become chronically homeless or incarcerated adults. 
We urge the State to invest $15 million in the Homeless Youth and Exploitation Program in 
order to make 500 additional TH beds available to homeless youth between the ages of 18 
to 24in California. 
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