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Introduction
An effort to estimate the number of homeless and unstably housed young people in the united states, although 
serves its purpose, methodology and results are frequently disputed. Further very little is understood about 
the actual lives and experiences of these young people. To fully address youth homelessness, a comprehensive 
and up to date understanding of the behaviors, demographics, experiences, and sources of resiliency is nec-
essary. To address this need, the Homeless Youth Risk and Resiliency Survey (HYRRS) was developed.  The 
HYRRS is an assessment tool and methodology that provides in depth detail on experiences of young people 
that will provide insight into difference and similarities across different cities and communities but also over 
time. This current study will reflect the current landscape of youth homelessness in Los Angeles, CA.

Methods
Sample

Procedures

In Los Angeles, a sample of 220 unique homeless or unstably housed youth (aged 18-25) were recruited in the 
summer of 2016 from three drop-in centers, one located in Venice, CA (July 12-20, n=80) and two located in 
Hollywood, CA (Site 2, July 24-28, n=86; and Site 3, Aug 15-16, n=51). All youth accessing services during 
the data collection period were asked to participate in an eligibility screener. The eligibility screener assessed 
if they were within the required age range and whether they were considered homeless or unstably housed. 
Of the young people that were screened for eligibility only a 2 were screened out based on housing situation 
and 3 were screened out based on being under the age of 18. At Site 1, XX% of young people approached 
agreed to participate; XX completed the survey (note: one participant did not complete the social network 
survey portion). At Site 2, XX% of young people approached agreed to participate; XX completed the survey 
(Should we talk about both pieces or just mention if individuals didn’t complete the SNS?). At Site 3, XX% of 
young people approached agreed to participate; XX completed the survey. 2 respondents in Los Angeles were 
later determined to have provided incomplete/invalid responses during the survey process. A final sample of 
218 young people completed the survey in Los Angeles. 

Recruitment occurred during open hours at each site, however because weekly service days and program-
ming varied at each site, the data collection periods differed across sites. There were a total of 10 days of ac-
tive data collection. During each recruitment period, a consistent research assistant was present selected to 
approach youth, assess for survey eligibility and interest in participation. The consistent research assistant 
was also responsible for preventing a youth completing the survey multiple times within data collection or 
across multiple sites. Each eligible young person went through the informed consent process with a re-
search assistant with the caveats that child abuse and suicidal and homicidal intentions would be reported. 
 After a young person agreed to participate in the study an anonymous person-identification-code 
was generated for each participant. This further ensured there would be no duplication across data collec-
tion sites or cities. Next, the young person completed the REALM-SF screener for health literacy which was 
modified to reflect topics, phrases, words that would come up in the survey. If a young person scored be-
tween 1-3 (out of 9) on the REALM-SF they were encouraged to have the survey read out loud to them in 
a private setting with a research assistant (n=5). The study consisted of two parts: a self-administered main 
survey and a self-administered social network survey (SNS). Before each young person began the main 



survey, a research assistant verbally assisted the participant through two questions that were in regards to 
transience and number of moves since first becoming homeless. After the young person completed the 
main survey, a research assistant switched them over to the SNS explaining what the second survey would 
be about and prompting the individual to think about their social network. Research assistants were avail-
able at all times while the young person was completing the survey to answer any questions as they came 
up or resolve any technical issues. However, the survey was designed to be fully self-administered if neces-
sary. Each survey screen was programmed to display through amount of information regarding each survey 
item including reminders of survey anonymity and confidentiality. The main survey took an average of 57.4 
minutes to complete while the SNS took an average of 18.4 minutes to complete. The Institutional Review 
Board of Southern California approved all procedures and surveys. 
 Similar procedures were completed in Phoenix, Denver, Houston, St. Louis, New York and San 
Jose. Each collaborative independently funded data collection at their own site; Sought and obtained IRB 
approval at own institution; Collected data using agreed upon methodological protocol and consulted with 
collaborative members if changes to data collection protocol are requested prior to making changes.

Multi-City Approach
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Challenges 

SURVEY ENVIRONMENT DATA 
QUALITY

MERGE AND 
DISSEMINATE

Lots of cooks in 
the kitchen

Reducing survey 
burden

Qualtrics

◆

◆

◆

Los Angeles:
Surveyed 220 
young people in 
14 days

Arizona: Still not 
at target sample

◆

◆

Buy in from 
young people

Mental health 
and substance 
abuse

◆

◆

Combining and 
distributing data 
and results from 
six different    
regions.

◆

How Would You Describe Yourself?

RACE AND ETHNICITY SEXUAL ORIENTATION 

Straight, that is not gay
Gay or Lesbian 

Bisexual

Something Else

I Don’t Know/Questioning



Do you consider yourself...

A TRAVELER? HOMELESS?

YES

NO

NOT 
CURRENTLY

How did you become unstably 
housed or homeless?

How long have you been without 
a stable place to stay?



1%

Where Did You Sleep Last Night?

TRANSITIONAL 
LIVING PROGRAM

OWN
APARTMENT

FAMILY HOME

ADULT SHELTER: 
TEMPORARY OR 
EMERGENCY

7%

4%

1%
1%

HOME OF MY 
BOYFRIEND, GIRL-
FRIEND, OR PER-
SON I’M HAVING 
SEX WITH

SOBER LIVING 
FACILITY 

HOTEL, MOTEL JUVENILE 
DETENTION 
CENTER, JAIL

RELATIVE’S 
HOME

1% 0.5%

STREET, PARK, BENCH, OR OUTSIDE

6%
CAR, BUS, 

LIGHT RAIL, 
OR METRO

ABANDONED BUILDING 
OR SQUAT

37%

9% 3%
FRIEND’S 

HOME

YOUTH SHELTER: 
TEMPORARY OR 

EMERGENCY

20%

8%

0.5%



In the past 12 months, have you spent the night in any of these 
places?

How long can you stay there?

DON’T KNOW 30 DAYS 
OR LESS

LEFT 
ALREADY

59% 34%
6%



I need help with my housing situation...

With any large-scale research project, comes challenges and opportunities to grow.  An initial challenge was 
the survey instrument itself. From the beginning, investigators aimed to create a comprehensive instrument 
but also prioritized limiting the survey length. Limiting survey length was important for participant buy-in, 
understanding that young people have a variety of features that may make completing a computer-based 
survey difficult including lack of sleep, vision issues, distrust of research. Reducing survey burden was a pri-
ority, however, as a result some items were not included such as extended mental health scales and military 
status.  Additionally, there were differences in time and efforts for data collection because each participating 
city and corresponding service environment varied. For example, in Los Angeles, which has a large num-
ber of young people experiencing homelessness or unstable housing, the service environment is dense with 
extensive hours of operations of service centers and ample resources (e.g. computer labs, research enthused 
staff). Therefore, it was possible to survey over 200 young people in 10 days. This was not the case across all 
cities and time to reach target sample varied. Additionally, the samples that were recruited were a conve-
nience sample. Although the investigators believe that the samples accurately reflect the larger population of 
homeless youth in each city based on research that states that a large proportion of homeless youth pop-
ulations access drop-in centers, it is possible that certain sub populations may be underrepresented in the 
sample. Future directions with the HYRRS protocol would be to refine sampling methodology to look more 
closely like a random sampling methodology. Going forward HYRRS seeks to expand the number of cities 
and service environments included and expanding the HYRRS collective. Efforts will be made to continue 
to refine the HYRRS instrument. Another future priority will be to reduce the community feedback loop 
and creating efficient pathways for reporting research results back to service providers and other forms of 
dissemination as well as incorporating discussion into the next phase of the HYRRS project. 

Discussion: Lessons learned, challenges and future directions

STRONGLY 
AGREE

AGREE

UNCERTAIN

DISAGREE

STRONGLY 
DISAGREE


