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Preface 
 

The Homeless Youth Subcommittee (HYS) was established by the Housing Collaborative in March of 1999 to 
delve into the issue of high risk and homeless youths in Springfield, MO. This grassroots committee was born 
as a direct response to increasing numbers of runaway, homeless and disconnected youths observed in the 
downtown area, causing serious concern for business owners, patrons, law enforcement, youth advocates, 
and the community at large. 
 
During the following months, the HYS identified a frightening gap in services for 17 year old youths. The HYS 
pursued a progressive strategy to fill the gap and partnered with high risk and homeless youths, as probable 
service consumers, to inform research and development efforts. The HYS essentially asked youths "What do 
you need? How would you like it provided? What will make this effort successful?" The HYS then went on to 
build it with youths under the organizational sponsorship of The Kitchen, Inc. As envisioned by youths, the 
Rare Breed Youth Outreach Center subsequently opened its doors, in June 2000. 
 
A decade later, the original vision is alive and well. Downtown has experienced resurgence and "missing 
persons, juvenile" (runaway) police calls are at their lowest level since 1997. Rare Breed Youth Services has 
attracted nearly 5,500 youths to the outreach center, housed nearly 600 youths in emergency and transitional 
housing added in 2002 and recently initiated the Safe Place Springfield program providing immediate safety to 
youths in crisis and enhancing the outreach of local high risk and homeless youth services. 
 
The HYS reconvened in 2006 to develop a needed youth emergency shelter for Springfield, but shortly 
thereafter, Boys & Girls Town of Missouri received a grant to establish the Empowering Youth emergency 
shelter for non-system youths. Empowering Youth is a primary service partner in Safe Place Springfield and 
has sheltered 135 youths ages 10-18 in the last 3 years. 
 
With non-system youth emergency shelter secured, the HYS began gathering formal data about the 
characteristics and needs of local high risk and homeless youths to inform service development efforts and to 
provide the foundation for assertive community education and advocacy, resulting in the 2007 High Risk and 
Homeless Youth Survey and the 2008 Homeless Youth Point in Time Count. Despite the work of the HYS, the 
breadth and capacity of services for high risk and homeless youths has been shown to be insufficient in the 
face of record numbers of youth service requests, which spiked in the fall of 2008 and have remained high. 
 
The HYS would like to acknowledge and thank all youth respondents and organizations assisting with the 2009 
High Risk and Homeless Youth Survey. This project was completed at virtually no cost and it was 
conceptualized in the HYS tradition of youth involvement and with the firm belief that youths are uniquely 
qualified to successfully inform service development efforts, to be effective self advocates and to achieve the 
unexpected, when provided with sufficient opportunities, vehicles and caring adult partners. 
 
Todd Duncan 
Chairperson, Homeless Youth Subcommittee 
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Executive Summary 
 

The Homeless Youth Subcommittee surveyed 456 high risk and homeless youths ages 11 through 22 in 
Springfield, MO during a 5 week period in 2009. Youths were surveyed at 20 different educational and service 
sites to elicit information from local HRHY about personal characteristics, past experiences, and current needs.  
 
The results reveal 186 youths have been homeless before. Of these, 134 were experiencing or had 
experienced homelessness without their family. Between 75%-80% of youths experienced their first episode 
of homelessness alone at less than 18 years of age. The average age of first homelessness alone was 15 years. 
 
Local youths experiencing homelessness with their families were also likely to experience homelessness alone. 
Of 86 total youths reporting homelessness with family, 48 also reported being homeless alone, meaning 56% 
of youth respondents, who experienced homelessness with their families, were also homeless alone. 
 
Youths were asked about the main reason they were first homeless alone. Nearly 42% gave multiple 
responses. When including ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΣ ƘŀƭŦ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ άƪƛŎƪŜŘ ƻǳǘΣέ ŀ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ άƭƻǘǎ 
of ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎΣέ and ŀ ǘƘƛǊŘ ŎƛǘŜŘ άŀōǳǎŜκƘƻƳŜ ǿŀǎ ǳƴǎŀŦŜ.έ A ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊ ŎƛǘŜŘ άL ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǎέ and a 
quarter also cited economics, ǎǳŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ άƳȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƳŜέ ƻǊ άL ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ǉŀȅ Ƴȅ ōƛƭƭǎΦέ 
 
Runaway history among surveyed youths was high at 42%, with 181 youths reporting one or more runaway 
episodes. Of runaway youths, 57% ran away one to two times and 43% ran away three or more times. Over 
half, or 259 respondents, were involved with a child protection or correctional agency at some point. 
 
Rates of diagnosed mental illness were reported by youths to be comparatively high at 41%. Runaway youths 
and homeless youths were both diagnosed with mental illness more so than non-runaway and non-homeless 
youths. Nearly 3 out of 4 youths (71%) reported having received άŎƻǳƴǎŜƭƛƴƎέ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ǘȅǇŜΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ a fourth 
of youths, or 108, reported self mutilation and 76 youths considered suicide in the three months preceding 
the survey, with Gay/Lesbian youths showing significantly more self mutilation and suicidal ideation. 
 
There were 154 youths, 67 of them under age 18, who were currently seeking housing during the five week 
survey period. Other top needs reported by a third or more respondents include education, transportation, 
clothing, how to get a job, food, health care and dental care. Middle tier needs reported by 20%-30% include 
support keeping a job, life skills training, a caring adult (mentor), parenting skills and legal help.  
 
Youths were also asked about needing more or new services. More short term emergency shelter and 
transitional housing were noted by three quarters of youths and transitional housing for pregnant/parenting 
youths and a άƻƴŜ ǎǘƻǇ ǎƘƻǇΣέ ƻǊ Ŏƻ-located multiservice center, άto increase service accessέ for youths were 
noted by 83% and 85%. Higher risk youths related even greater needs for the above mentioned services. 

 
Youth homelessness is a critical issue in need of attention, but it is also more of a symptom of a problem than 
it is a problem itself. Youth homelessness at its root is primarily a symptom of poverty with exacerbating 
factors, such as unhealthy or ineffective individual, family and system functioning. The issue of youth 
homelessness could be addressed much better if more institutions were working in significant collaboration to 
marshal resources for addressing issues that can only be addressed adequately through such collaboration.  
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2009 High Risk and Homeless Youth Survey  
Basic Findings 

 Over 450 high risk and homeless youths ages 11-22 were surveyed at 20 locations 

 186 youths have experienced homelessness with family or alone 

 56% of youths homeless with family also reported being homeless alone (48 of 86) 

 

 134 youths have been homeless alone 

 75%-80% were first homeless alone at age 17 or younger 

 Average age of first homelessness alone was 15 years old 

 IŀƭŦ ǿŜǊŜ άƪƛŎƪŜŘ ƻǳǘέ ŀǘ мрΦн years old 

 44% youths currently seeking housing were ages 12-17 (67 of 154) 

 An estimated 950 to 1450 Greene County youths ages 12-17 were homeless at least 
one night in the past 12 months 

 

 School dropout rate is 29%, five times higher than local average 

 58 youths or their significant other were pregnant 

 70 youths were parents of over 100 total children 

 76% were not employed 

 259 youths (57%) were involved with child protection, juvenile authorities, state-run youth 
corrections or adult probation and parole systems 

 181 had runaway, triple the national average, with 78 running three or more times 

 

 182 youths had a diagnosed mental illness 

 108 youths self mutilated in three months prior to survey with 56% of them still in school 

 More than 1 in 6 (76 total) contemplated suicide in the 3 months preceding survey 

 

 Top five needs - Education, Transportation, Clothing, How to Get a Job, and Food 

 Second five needs - Health Care, Housing, Dental, Support Keeping a Job, and  Life Skills 

 Surveyed youths overwhelmingly desire a youth oriented multiservice center and a 
transitional housing program for pregnant and parenting youths 

 Many significant differences were identified between subgroups comparing runaways to 
non-runaways, homeless to non-homeless, etc. and the results are in the full report  
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2009 High Risk and Homeless Youth Survey Report 
 

The 2009 High Risk and Homeless Youth Survey is a follow-up to the 2007 High Risk and 
Homeless Youth Survey. The 2009 survey incorporated the experience gained from the 2007 
survey to expand and improve the current effort. 
 
The purpose of the survey was to elicit information from local high risk and homeless youths 
(HRHY) regarding their characteristics, past experiences, and current needs. The survey results 
will be used to identify opportunities for early intervention to prevent youth homelessness 
from occurring, to inform ongoing homeless youth service development efforts and to educate 
the community about the root causes and characteristics of youth homelessness. 

 

Method 
The Homeless Youth Subcommittee (HYS) of the Housing Collaborative Continuum of Care 
Committee surveyed 456 high risk and homeless youths ages 11-22 during a five week period. 
The survey was developed by Homeless Youth Subcommittee members incorporating ȅƻǳǘƘǎΩ 
input and past HRHY survey experience. The survey was pilot tested two separate times with 
30-40 total youths and adjustments were made to the survey with regard to feedback received. 
 
The HYS asked 30 different educational, residential and social service locations in Springfield, 
MO to distribute a self-administered survey to HRHY. Completed surveys were received from 20 
of 30 different locations, yielding a site participation rate of 67%. The survey distribution 
locations, corresponding numbers of high risk and homeless youth respondents at each 
location, and percent of the total sample for each site are shown in the table below (N = 456). 

Location Freq % Location Freq % 

Rare Breed Youth Outreach Center  
The Kitchen, Inc. 

194 42.5 Greene County Juvenile Office 11 2.4 

Boys & Girls Clubs of Springfield 34 7.5 
ChildrenΩs Division 
Missouri Department of Social Services 

11 2.4 

Bailey Alternative High School  
Springfield Public School District R-XII 

33 7.2 
Adult Education & Literacy 
Ozarks Technical Community College 

10 2.2 

Solutions Alternative Program 
Springfield Public School District R-XII 

26 5.7 
Missouri Mentoring Partnership 
Missouri State University 

6 1.3 

Adolescent Substance Abuse Program (CSTAR)  
Burrell Behavioral Health 

25 5.5 Sigma House Recovery Center 3 .7 

Pregnancy Care Center 24 5.3 
Greene County Neighborhood Center 
Ozarks Area Community Action Corporation 

2 .4 

Boys & Girls Town of Missouri 23 5.0 Salvation Army Springfield, Missouri Corps 2 .4 

Footsteps Transitional Living Program  
Good Samaritan Boys Ranch 

17 3.7 
Lutheran Family ŀƴŘ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Services of 
Missouri 

2 .4 

Excel School ς Division of Youth Services 
Missouri Department of Social Services 

16 3.5 
BillΩs Place 
Burrell Behavioral Health 

1 .2 

GALAGXY Youth Group ς Gay and Lesbian Community 
Center of the Ozarks 

15 3.3 
Missouri Hotel 
The Kitchen, Inc. 

1 .2 
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Sample 
High risk and homeless youths in Springfield were the desired respondents for the survey. A 
purposive sampling approach was selected and implemented by the HYS. Purposive sampling 
was selected, in part, because there was no central listing of HRHY and a survey of the general 
population would have been prohibitively large in order to identify HRHY subpopulations in 
sufficient numbers to support reliable analysis. 
 
In addition, HRHY are often a άhiddenέ population and are difficult to identify and engage in 
large numbers outside of educational and service settings, given their well documented 
mistrust of adults, fear of authority, and possible engagement in behaviors that are status 
offenses, illegal or otherwise stigmatized. 
 

Age 
The average age of survey participants was 17.13 years. Significant age differences were noted 
within the sample, in that youths reporting previous homelessness tended to be older at the 
time of survey, 18.08 years, than those youths who have not been homeless, 16.45 years. In 
addition, Rare Breed surveyed youths have an average age of 17.93 years and are significantly 
older than non-Rare Breed surveyed youths, at 16.54 years average.  

 
The following graph represents the age breakdown of all youth respondents. 
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Gender 
The sample consists of 52.2% male, 46.9% female and 0.9% transgender youths.  
 

 
Race/Ethnicity 
Nearly a quarter of survey participants identified themselves as youths of color or two or more 
races. This may suggest youths of color are overrepresented in educational and service 
environments likely to encounter HRHY or that youths of color are more likely than their white 
counterparts to participate in the survey. Many homeless youth studies achieve samples that 
reflect the racial and ethnic makeup of the local community, but overrepresentation of racial 
and ethnic minorities in samples is also common.1 
 

 
 

 
 
When compared to 2000 Springfield census data, youths ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŀǎ ά²ƘƛǘŜ ƻǊ /ŀǳŎŀǎƛŀƴέ 
were underrepresented in the sample and youths of color were overrepresented by at least 
twice as much in every category, except Asian persons. The 2009 HRHY survey findings are 
consistent with 2007 HRHY survey data regarding overrepresentation of minority populations in 
the sample. 
 

                                                
1 Robertson, M. J., & Toro, P. A. (1999). Homeless youth: Research, intervention, and policy. In L. B. Fosburg & D. L. 
Dennis (Eds.), Practical lessons: The 1998 National Symposium on Homelessness Research (pp. 3-1-3-32). 
Washington DC: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development and U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services. 

White or 
Caucasian

77.3%

Black or African 
American

8.0%

Hispanic or Latino
2.2%

Asian or Asian 
American

0.7%

American Indian 
or Alaskan Native

2.0%

Hawaiian or 
Pacific Islander

0.2%

Two or more
9.6%

N = 450 


