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Background
Advocates for Richmond Youth is a group of young people ages 16-24 who have been
directly affected by unstable housing and/or homelessness. The team utilizes
participatory action research methods to identify what changes they’d like to see in
Richmond’s community response to youth homelessness, and then directly enacts
social change to increase visibility, revamp the existing systems in a more
youth-affirming way, and spur the development of a youth-centered community
approach to serving young people.
Participatory action research in its nature aims to have those who are typically
researched become the researchers. We believe that those with the lived experience of
youth homelessness should have their voices be heard regarding services made for and
about them. The team prioritized implementing a Youth Count because we recognized
that youth homelessness is largely invisible, and the issues that youth face are often
misunderstood. This was reinforced by the findings from our first study in 2014 (see full
research report HERE).
Without an estimate of how many youth are experiencing unstable housing, or
information regarding their barriers and needs, we are unable to plan for: a) how many
services they need b) what types of services would be successful and c) how to involve
this demographic to be a part of the solution.
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Team Composition
The following team members were directly involved in planning, creating, and
implementing the Youth Count.

Jasmine is 21 years old and from Richmond. She writes poetry and is into photography.
Jasmine is passionate about Advocates for Richmond Youth and the work that the team
does because of the hardships that she has faced in life. Jasmine is personally
determined to put forth the effort to see change in RVA.
“Try again. Fail again. Fail better.” – Cornell West

Elaine is a Richmond native who loves the color pink. She is passionate about social
justice. Elaine is on the Advocates for Richmond Youth team because she is passionate
about change, and knows what it’s like to feel like you are alone and no one cares or
understands. The issue of youth homelessness is important because we need services
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and resources. Doing research and action is the only way to make this issue visible, and
give the youth of Richmond a platform to share their story.
“Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.”

Tiffany has a smart and deserving son. What motivates her is a passion to help youth in
foster care successfully maintain stability once leaving care. Tiffany feels like this is an
essential part of building family and a strong foundation. Tiffany likes to talk and meet
new people.
“Keep the trend going. Give back what you wanted.”

Shikema likes playing Xbox (especially 2K), listening to music, and boxing. Shikema is a
part of Advocates for Richmond Youth because change needs to happen – something
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has to give. She is passionate about showing people that youth have a voice, as well as
showing other youth that they need to speak up. We have something important to say.
“The best revenge is success.”

Aiyanna is passionate about working collaboratively with her peers to ensure that the
needs of LGBTQ youth are included in decision making about youth homelessness.
Previously, Aiyanna has done work in Richmond to develop LGBTQ-affirming sex
education materials for community-based health organizations. Aiyanna writes music
and is a beautiful singer.
“The greatness of a man is not in how much wealth he acquires, but in his integrity and
his ability to affect those around him positively.” – Bob Marley
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Leah is 21 years old, was born and mostly raised in Richmond. Leah has a passion for
music, whether playing or composing or even just listening. Homelessness involving
youth touches home for Leah, which is why she joined the Advocates for Richmond
Youth. To be able to provide more resources and support for homeless youth in her city
is her ultimate goal in being a part of this project.
“I will either find a way, or make one.”

Aaron Kemmerer is an unorthodox Jew queer who works in Virginia with organizations
including Girls Rock! RVA and Southerners on New Ground (SONG). Aaron has a
passion for addressing the needs of trans youth experiencing homelessness and
unstable housing, and has used his voice and activism to increase visibility for issues
facing the trans community in the US South and beyond. With an academic background
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in Philosophy and Gender Studies, he combines analysis with everyday practice in his
social justice work. He values a sense of collective responsibility, accountability to
youth and elders, and respect for the human desire for freedom. He dreams of creating
safe(r) spaces where all youth can actively live, learn and thrive. In his personal time, he
enjoys playing guitar, reading old books, and being beside the ocean.
“Philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point, however, is to
change it.” – Karl Marx

SharQueena is 21 years old and from Richmond. She has been a part of Advocates for
Richmond Youth from the beginning, and is passionate about making sure youth in
Richmond understand their voices are important. SharQueena loves poetry – writing
and reading it – and has a super cute dog!
“We are not defined by what has been brought upon us. Drastic life events certainly
impact us, but they do not own us.”
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Rae Obejero acted as ARY’s co-facilitator and has transitioned into being a consistent
support and resource to the team. Full-time, Rae works in the field as a social worker for
homeless youth and is particularly focused on carving out transgender affirming spaces
wherever he goes. On his days off, Rae enjoys playing instruments and playing with his
dogs.
“To be fully alive, fully human, and completely awake is to be continually thrown out of
the nest.”-- Pema Chodron

Kimberly Compton supports the needs and dreams of the Advocates team. Kimberly is
a Ph.D. student in the School of Social Work at Virginia Commonwealth University,
learning and working on participatory action research and environmental justice. When
not reading piles of articles on the latest participatory methods, Kimberly can be found
outside--anywhere outside, but definitely outside.
“Not all problems of the human condition are amenable to dissection.” Martinez-Brawley
& Zorita, 2007
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Rebecca, 24 Richmond/metro native, former social work student and intersectional
community organizer. She is a creator, dancer, and policy nerd. Rebecca is part of the
team because she believes in the power of young people and our potential to make
sustainable and radical change in RVA and beyond.
“Activism is my rent for living on this planet.” -Alice Walker

Alex Wagaman is an assistant professor in the School of Social Work at Virginia
Commonwealth University. She has an unwavering belief in the power of young people
to change this world for the betterment of all people, and has spent much of her career
investing in the creation of spaces to support youth. Alex enjoys reading and being
outside, especially being in the woods and mountains.
“Hopelessness is the enemy of justice.”
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Building the Team
During the recruitment process, youth ages 18-24 who identified as formerly or currently
unstably housed or homeless were able to join the existing team. Our first meeting was
held in late August 2015 to orient new team members.
The orientation process involved ice-breakers and an optional personal story-sharing
element to create space for old team members to get to know and build trust with the
new team members. During the early stages of forming the new team, each participant
was involved in creating the team norms, similar to team guidelines/rules. Each
member was able to voice what was important to them in order to do this work, and
what their needs were from each other and the space. Through this process, each team
member had equal power and their voices were centered to ensure they created the
best type of environment they could successfully work together in, especially regarding
an issue that was deeply personal to each of them.
We met weekly at Virginia Commonwealth University. Each member was compensated
with payment, dinner, and transportation payment supplied. Weekly agendas were
created to guide each meeting. Each agenda began with a group check-in, following the
tasks necessary to move us forward on the Youth Count.
Group check-ins gave us the opportunity to check-in with one another and be honest
with what each person’s working capacity was that day. We were intentional in being
cautious with the nature of this work throughout the planning process - taking time for
support and self-care as needed.
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Our Start: Mapping Out the Plan
Our first tasks as a new team were to:
● Create the group agreements, as mentioned above. These were important in
order to learn how to effectively work together, resolve conflict, make group
decisions, advance our work, and create a fun and affirming space.
● Clearly define who we intended to include in the Youth Count - defining
homelessness and unstable housing - that encompassed the array of
experiences of youth that could be captured through research.
● Establish the geographic target area for the Youth Count given our resources and
capacity.
● Identify the target age (defining “youth” for the Youth Count).
● Establish clear objectives for our work.
Our goal with the Youth Count was to obtain a concrete number of homeless and
unstably housed youth in Richmond, VA. While the primary target area for the Youth
Count would be Richmond city, it was decided that we would not exclude youth who
lived in the surrounding counties given the fluidity of location of youth who are dealing
with housing instability. We felt it necessary to expand the definition of homelessness
and unstable housing to be more inclusive of the many circumstances that youth can
11

experience. It was particularly important to develop a list of living situations so that
youth could see the range of experiences that would be included in the Count.
Our definition of homelessness and unstably housed became:
Youth ages 14 to 25 who don’t have a stable or safe place to live, including:
● Living in a shelter
● A drifter - moving from place to place without a stable place to stay or work
● Sleeping on someone's couch
● Doubled up - staying with family members or another family temporarily
● Staying in a hotel or motel
● Sleeping in your car
● Sleeping in an abandoned building or on the streets
● Been kicked out of your home
● Ran away from home
● Living in a host home or with a host family
● Your family does not provide a stable or secure place to stay
● Where you live is unsafe because of violence, abuse, or some other reason
● You are getting ready to age out of foster care & don't have a place to go
We were glad to have some guidance from HUD that was released during the planning
process and encouraged communities to think broadly about how to include youth in
eligibility for homeless services (see HERE).
We aimed to conduct ethical research by creating a safe environment for youth ages 14
to 25 to share (1) their experiences, (2) what kinds of care and support they need, and
(3) how programs should define youth homelessness in order to:
● Obtain a concrete number of homeless and unstably housed youth in the
Richmond area.
● Increase community awareness about youth homelessness.
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● Identify policy or law changes that would support homeless and unstably housed
youth.
● Increase available services for homeless and unstably housed youth.
In the midst of our initial stage, several team members were recruited to attend the True
Colors Fund 40 To None Summit, a conference that addresses LGBTQ youth
homelessness in the US. LGBTQ youth have been identified as representing as much as
40% of the homeless youth population. The team had gained some national
connections through their previous work, and saw this as an opportunity to learn from
others who had conducted Youth Counts. Team members were connected with other
youth, service providers, advocates, funders, and government officials. Subsequently an
exchange of ideas, resources and techniques were shared with the team. More
specifically, a connection was made with Youth Count planning team members from
Houston, TX, and staff from the True Colors Fund who had developed a Youth Count
toolkit (see HERE).
Once we had a solid focus for our work, we designed a plan for how to implement our
vision. We broke the plan into pieces and put them in order based on what we thought
might be the best way to tackle the work. See below.
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Preparation & Planning
The next phase of our planning began with an exploration of best practices from other
communities that conducted Youth Counts. We used the document that was put out by
the Urban Institute on counting homeless youth (see HERE). We were able to connect
online via Skype with the folks who organized and implemented a Youth Count in
Houston, TX. They were able to share with us the survey they used during their count,
lessons learned from conducting a count for several years, and materials to provide a
template for dissemination of findings. We asked a number of questions that had come
up in our own planning process, including:
● How to get the word out
● How to obtain volunteers
● How to address age differences
● Incentives
● Location site
● How to conduct the survey
● How to address informed consent
● What formal partnerships to form
As our process continued we engaged in creating timelines and resource maps thinking through our existing community connections and what aspects of the process
they could assist with. These processes looked like collectively creating and working
through interactive material such as timelines, establishing a community partner
inventory, and plotting out our resources and needs.
After working through these processes, we then determined the three ways that we
wanted to engage youth for the count.
1. online survey
2. surveys available or conducted in agencies
3. drop in event/resource fair
14

We thought these would provide a variety of methods to connect with youth, but would
also help us to connect with organizations and service providers that we aimed to build
bridges with.

Survey Design
The process of deciding what questions we put on our survey was also collective and
interactive. We used two existing youth count surveys - the Youth Count Texas! Survey
and the True Colors 40 to None Survey - and printed and cut out each question. We
specifically looked at the True Colors survey to learn language around how to
successfully capture all gender identities and sexual orientations in our survey. We then
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engaged in an activity where we literally pieced together the kinds of questions we
wanted to appear on our survey. Using our established objectives as a guide, we added
questions that we felt were needed to collect data that reflected the experiences and
needs of youth in Richmond. We also deleted items from the surveys we used as
templates if we felt that they were invasive, inappropriate, or reinforced stigma. The
result was a survey tool that was specifically designed for our community.

As a team we envisioned crafting a survey that was specific and inclusive of
experiences that youth may face while unstably housed and homeless. We envisioned
our messaging and promotion techniques to be appealing to youth, and finally, we
envisioned our Drop In Event to be a space where youth could feel welcome, respected,
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and leave with resources, food, and a better knowledge of available services, and the
affirmation that youth can make a difference in their own lives.
Once the survey was designed, we moved ahead with carrying out our implementation
plan for the online, agency-based, and drop-in event data collection, which required a
high level of coordination and community support.
Community Collaboration & Implementation
At the time of the Count, programs and services that specifically serve youth
experiencing homelessness in Richmond were limited. Because of this, we had to
examine which groups were best suited to assist in our efforts. This planning was done
intentionally as a way to bring together communities, systems and service providers
that we felt could play an important role in a community-response to youth
homelessness.
The primary strategies we used to implement our three-prong approach to getting the
Youth Count survey out into the community were:
● An online campaign through a team website and YouTube videos of team
members talking about why it is important for a Youth Count to happen in
Richmond. The survey was loaded into Qualtrics - an online software system which allowed for anonymity and data protection.
● Training agency and system personnel to market the Youth Count at their sites,
as well as to conduct paper surveys with youth who come to their agencies. We
conducted one training at VCU, which was attended by a number of our existing
partners as well as new partners including OAR. We also went in person to each
of the local homeless shelters (including HomeAgain, CARITAS, Housing
Families First) and to the Daily Planet and Homeless Point of Entry through
Commonwealth Catholic Charities to orient them to the Youth Count and train
them on survey implementation.
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● Planning and marketing a pop-up drop-in center at two sites - one at a city-run
community center located on the campus of Huguenot High School, and another
at the University of Richmond downtown. In the absence of a community-based
drop-in center, the team envisioned service delivery and connection happening at
the events while also conducting the survey. The event downtown was marketed
through community partners and around the city. The team also did a radio show
with WRIR to help get the word out.
Thankfully, we have established relationships with many service providers during our
years of work in Richmond, and personal and professional relationships team members
had with providers.
We were able to collaborate with many partners who supplied us with not only
resources, but time, talent, space, volunteers, and guidance as well. We are thankful for
the opportunity to collaborate with:
Think of Us: who highlighted the importance of sharing our stories and helped by
creating video content for our website.
Service Providers & Advocates: who were willing to promote and implement our survey
at their agencies, attend a training workshop, and volunteer to table and provide
information about their agencies during our drop-in event. Agencies in attendance at the
drop-in event at University of Richmond downtown included:
The Virginia League for Planned Parenthood
Capital Region Workforce Partnership
Change the World RVA
Legal Aid Justice Center
United Methodist Family Services, Project LIFE
Richmond Public Schools McKinney-Vento Office
Southerners On New Ground RVA
Diversity Richmond
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Virginia Sexual and Domestic Violence Action Alliance
Virginia Anti-Violence Project
Nationz Foundation
Minority Health Consortium
Youth MOVE Virginia
The Possibilities Project (Children's Home Society of Virginia and Better Housing
Coalition)
St. Joseph's Villa
Fan Free Clinic
ROSMY
In addition, OAR and Crossover Clinic sent resources and information to be included at
the event.
University of Richmond: who helped in two substantial ways . The first is by providing a
space for our drop-in event, and the second was by connecting us with a service
learning class. These students’ class curriculum was informed by our work, and then
trained by several team members to volunteer at the drop-in event. In addition, students
from the University organized a donation drive to collect items for the drop-in event,
including clothing, food, and hygiene items.
Mary Munford Elementary School’s PTA, Community of Caring Committee: The
leadership from this committee organized a school-wide donation drive for gloves,
underwear, toiletries/hygiene items, and other household supplies. These were used at
both of the drop-in events held by the team.
Other donations: Diversity Thrift & Diversity Richmond - donated clothing and gift
certificates as well as helped to get binder donations for youth who might want or need
them; St. Joseph’s Villa, University of Richmond, Change the World RVA, and Homeward
all made additional contributions toward the items and activities needed to implement
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the drop-in events as envisioned by the team. Two community members donated their
time to contribute free haircuts at the downtown drop-in event.

The team stopped meeting for the Youth Count in December 2015, and came back
together in mid-January to pull together the final pieces of the planning.
Due to the lack of information about homeless and unstably housed youth in the
broader community, we as a team wanted to ensure that anyone interacting with youth
throughout the time of the count was properly trained.
Advocates held a training for the University of Richmond service learning class before
the drop-in event that covered: PAR, stigmatization of homeless and unstably housed
youth, empathy building, best practices for interacting with the population, and
differences between power and privilege.
The Youth Count survey launched on March 7th and continued until March 20th. In that
time the survey was live online, available at various local agencies that had identified as
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serving homeless/unstably housed youth, and the survey was offered both in paper and
on iPads during the drop-in events. UofR volunteers were stationed to assist youth to
complete their survey if necessary at the downtown drop-in event.

The downtown drop-in event was planned as the wrap-up event for the Count. It was
fantastic! Through the community encouragement, donations, and volunteers, we set
up: a pop up free clothing store, free hairstyling by professional salons on site, hygiene
kits, loads of food, games, a face painting booth, restaurant/grocery gift cards, and
connected youth to services through a resource fair.
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Study Context
Our efforts to count the number of homeless and unstably housed youth was a focused
local effort, yet happened in the context of some major social and political happenings
that we feel are important to understanding our team’s work. Nationally and even
globally we found ourselves in the Black Lives Matter movement; a social justice
movement whereby Black voices and their experiences with the police, the judicial
system, public schools, universities and the government are centered and cultural shifts
alongside policy pushes were advancing. These were in direct response to a steady
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stream of evidence from across the country that Black people were enduring systematic
violence at the hands of law enforcement.

On the local front, Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) amped up its presence
in Richmond through targeted raids in neighborhoods and workplaces where
undocumented residents were thought to be living and working. These raids resulted in
a number of detainments and deportations impacting families and young people in the
Richmond community.
There was growing momentum for a statewide fight to shut down all youth detention
centers in the state of Virginia. Through the work of Performing Statistics/Art 180, the
Legal Aid Justice Center, and the RISE Coalition for Youth, the voices of young people
gained visibility and juvenile justice reform became a priority.
And finally, in Spring 2015 House Bill 2 was introduced in North Carolina--otherwise
known as the Bathroom Bill. The bill requires individuals to use public restrooms/locker
24

rooms that correspond with their assigned sex at birth, and raised a number of fears
and concerns (as well as outrage) among LGBTQ advocates and community members.
These issues were identified as factors that would impact a youth’s willingness to come
forward and identify themselves as experiencing unstable housing or homelessness.
Findings
As we suspected given the invisibility of youth experiencing homelessness or unstable
housing in our area, the distrust between youth and service providers, and lack of
existing homeless youth outreach in Richmond, our findings paint just a snapshot of
what youth homelessness details.
Youth Count Sample
We are going to start by describing who took the survey so you have a good sense of
who is and isn’t in our sample. A total of 67 young people took the survey. As we started
looking at the data we had gotten, we realized that some of these youth did not fit our
target population. We also believe that many youth who had previously experienced
homelessness saw the survey as an opportunity to tell their story. We wanted to honor
that, so we kept their data in - even if they were not experiencing homelessness at the
time of the survey. In total, we took 10 youth out of the sample for this analysis. Those
youth reported that they had a regular place to sleep, could stay where they were
currently living for the next month, AND had never been homeless in the last three years.
That means that everyone we are reporting on in these findings either had past
experience in the last 3 years, were experiencing homelessness at the time of the
survey, AND/OR were not sure where they would be staying in the near future.
We had gotten advice from our community partner at Homeless Point of Entry that it
would not be easy to determine someone’s current situation, and they were right! For
example, some youth who were living in a shelter at the time of the survey responded
that they did have a regular place to sleep and that they knew that they could stay in
25

their current situation for the next month. Because we got good advice, we were able to
use multiple questions to identify the population and their experiences a bit better than
if we had limited ourselves to one or two questions.
As was previously described, our target age group for the survey was 14 to 25. As
shown in the graph below, we had youth from all across this age range. Most were age
18 or older. The average age was 19.

We mapped out the zip codes that youth told us were the locations of their last
permanent address. A few, not included here, were in different states. But most of them
are in Richmond city. The purple and orange pins are the most concentrated areas. But
we also want to highlight that youth are living across the Richmond region. They are in
the counties surrounding Richmond city. This issue is one that affects our greater
Richmond community.
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As illustrated in the graph below, most of the youth were cisgender - which means that
their gender identity is aligned with the sex they were assigned at birth. And most were
cisgender girls or women. It is important to note here that we did not have any
transgender women take the survey and choose to report their gender identity. We know
that transgender women, and trans women of color in particular, disproportionately
experience homelessness due to discrimination. So, in future research we hope to have
representation from this important population.
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About 15% of the youth reported that they have a child or children.
As illustrated in the graph below, many of the youth who took our survey identified as
sexual minorities. Over 30% identified as gay, lesbian, bisexual, pansexual, or queer.
This is important when we consider that national estimates have identified that 3 to 4%
of the adult population in the US are sexual minorities.
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When we include the transgender youth who identified themselves in the survey, 35% of
our sample identified as LGBTQ. This is very close to the national estimates that as
many as 40% of runaway and homeless youth are LGBTQ.
Ten percent of the youth in our survey data have been in foster care - either in the past
or at the time of the survey. Interestingly, some youth who were approaching aging out
of foster care identified themselves as living in an unstable situation. Five of the young
people in our sample reported that they had aged out of foster care at age 18, and
overwhelmingly reported feeling unprepared to live independently. We know that this is
a really small percentage of the participants, and we don’t think it reflects the reality in
our community. We hope this can be explored more in future research.
The racial make-up of the youth who took our survey is mostly African American at 61%,
followed by 28% who identified multiple racial identities. This reflects the make-up of
Richmond city, as well as the inequality experienced by African Americans in our
community.

Over two-thirds of the youth reported either currently attending or past attendance in
Richmond Public Schools.
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A large percentage of the youth reported having a disability that had either been
diagnosed or had gone undiagnosed. Forty-five percent - almost half of the youth reported some kind of disability. Of those, almost a third reported having some form of
mental illness and 14% reported having a learning disability.
Experiences of homelessness and unstable housing
In this section, we will summarize some findings on the experiences of the youth who
took our survey. As was mentioned earlier, these are young people who have both past
and current experiences of homelessness.
When we asked youth where they stayed last night, we got a range of answers as you
can see in the image below. In this WordCloud, the larger the word, the more people
gave that response. Some of these represent what we think of with the traditional
definition of homelessness. Many of them don’t. Many of the youth who took our survey
stayed in a family home the previous night. While this might indicate stability to some,
we want to emphasize that this tells us very little about the stability of the families of
these young people. We know that many young people experience homelessness or
housing instability with their families, and sometimes when they turn 18, are asked to
leave and figure things out on their own. Fifty-seven percent of the youth reported that
their first experience of homelessness was with their family, parents or a guardian.
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We also asked young people how many times they had experienced homelessness in
the last three years. We want to point out that 1 in 4 had experienced homelessness 4
or more times in the last three years. While we don’t know for sure, we believe that
some of the youth who responded with “I don’t know” may have lost track of how many
times.

As you can see in the graph, some youth responded that they had never been homeless.
We believe this speaks to the challenge of identifying young people who experience
homelessness. As was mentioned earlier, our definition is broader than many people
may think of. We think this is true for those who are directly experiencing it too. We
once had a young person tell us - “I always lived in a motel growing up. I never knew I
was homeless until a counselor at my school told me in high school!” We want to
emphasize that it’s complicated and we should keep talking about and wrestling with it
as a community.
We asked youth what factors contributed to them becoming homeless. Youth were
given a number of options as well as a space to write in other factors. Youth could
check all of the factors that applied to their experiences. The four responses that were
selected most frequently were - being kicked out (40%), their family lost housing (36%),
being in an unsafe home (22%), and experiencing violence or abuse (22%). However,
youth selected a range of factors as you can see in the box below. Again - the causes of
homelessness for young people are complex. About two-thirds or 63% of the youth
selected one or two factors.
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★
★
★
★
★
★
★
★
★

Aging out of foster care
Sexual orientation
Gender identity
Deportation
Incarceration/Detainment
Lost job
Roommate disputes
Financial reasons
Overall negative environment

We know that many young people stay in unsafe living situations for a variety of
reasons. We asked if youth had ever stayed somewhere unsafe in order to try to protect
someone else. Forty-two percent reported that they had.
In the last part of this section of the findings, we wanted to explore youth’s experiences
with service providers. We learned in our first study that this can be a challenging
interaction for youth.
Many of the youth did have experience seeking and receiving homeless services.
Forty-four percent had used emergency shelter in Richmond. Thirty percent reported
using a food pantry or feeding program. However, 30% said that they did not reach out
to service providers while they were without a permanent home.
Nearly half of the youth who took our survey reported having an experience with a
service provider at some point in their lives that made them not want to go back. And
14% of the youth reported being placed somewhere by a service provider while
experiencing homelessness that felt unsafe. We share this because we want to
emphasize how very important trust building is going to be for serving this population in
our community.
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We included an option in the survey for youth to tell us in narrative form about their
experiences with service providers. A couple of important themes emerged. First, youth
shared experiences of being in crisis and not being able to get help. Below, you can see
some quotes from youth that reflect this theme.

“I was frustrated every time I called Central Intake and wasn't able to get
shelter right then. I didn't like that I had to be on the waiting list to get
shelter instead of getting it when I needed it.”
“I was put out of a family member home and I called my case manager
and she did not help me instead told me that I had to find my own place
to live.”
Second, youth shared experiences that were not affirming in their interactions with
service providers. Below, you can see some quotes that reflect this theme.

“some of the people talk and look down on the people in the shelter”
“they talk bad to you”
During data analysis, we talked in our team about whether these experiences are about
individual service providers or if they are system-level barriers and challenges. We think
both need to be addressed in order to better serve young people.
Other experiences of youth
It is important to understand the trauma that is experienced by young people facing
homelessness. We think this is important for understanding the causes of
homelessness and the reasons young people might leave or be forced from their
homes, as well as for understanding their needs for support and services while
experiencing homelessness and after they have been housed and stabilized. Young
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people need support for dealing with the impact of trauma as well as support in
reducing trauma as a result of homelessness.
Among the youth who took our survey, we asked them to tell us which traumatic
experiences they had survived. Youth checked all that applied. This included such
experiences as: family violence, child abuse or neglect, sexual assault, an arrest,
detention or imprisonment, taken into custody or foster care, and mental health
hospitalization. In total, youth were asked about 11 different experiences.
We wanted to look at these responses by compiling them - to better understand the
compounded trauma that youth have experienced. As you can see on the slide, 38% of
the youth who took our survey reported experiencing 5 or more traumatic events or
experiences.

We also asked young people, “What issues are challenging for you right now?” Youth
rated a number of items from not at all challenging to extremely challenging. In this
slide, we took the percentage of our sample who selected either somewhat, very or
extremely challenging for each item. Youth are challenged by issues related to work,
school, and legal issues. Youth are also challenged to be emotionally and socially well.
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We need to acknowledge and understand ALL of these challenges - we can’t address
one without the others.
In the graph below, we highlight the five things that are the greatest challenge for the
youth who took our survey. As you can see, housing and transportation are key. This is
not surprising. But the other three are mental health-related challenges - with the two
most challenging issues being depression and anxiety. We also looked at the
relationship between these two challenges and found a statistically significant
relationship between them with a correlation of 0.4 (p<.05).

We believe that this finding is important because our mental health system is very
limited. Youth need mental health support. In addition, any youth-specific programs and
services need to be trauma-informed.
Finally, we want to share some of our findings related to the daily hassles that young
people experiencing homelessness and housing instability face. We asked young
people about rules, practices or attitudes in the community that make their lives harder.
Twenty-one percent reported issues with police including harassment and brutality.
Seventeen percent reported issues with racial tension and racism. Sixteen percent
reported lack of access to public restrooms.
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As you can see from these findings, young people have a number of experiences that
need to be considered as we shape a community response to their needs and to ending
youth homelessness. But we also see the urgency in these data. Trauma is a cause,
direct consequence, and repercussion of experiencing homelessness. We must
intervene.
Needs of youth experiencing homelessness and housing instability
In this section, we will share some of our findings related to the needs that were
expressed by the youth in our study. This was captured through two primary questions.
First, we asked “what do you need help getting?” Second, we asked “which of the
following services do you need that you are not getting?” Young people who took the
survey had a range of options for each question as well as an “other” option where they
could write in something else that we had not included. Young people could check all
that applied so that we could understand all of their needs rather than prioritizing them.
For the first question, “what do you need help getting?”, 70% of our sample responded
that they needed three or fewer things. As you can see from the figure below, there are a
number of things that the youth reported needing help getting. The larger the word, the
more times it was selected by respondents.
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In the next graph, we want to focus on the four things that youth most frequently
selected as things they needed help getting. These include: bus passes, clothing, food
and hygiene supplies. This was a powerful finding for our team for a couple of reasons.
First, some people might argue that youth homelessness is so complex that they are
unsure where to begin to tackle the problem. But this finding gives us some direction.
Youth need access to basic needs. This is a place to begin. Second, this finding made
us ask, “In the absence of safe access to these things, what are young people willing to
do to get food, or clothing?” Our concern is that young people are at risk for exploitation
and further trauma if they do not have these basic needs. In a recent study conducted in
New York, researchers found that youth who were engaging in survival sex reported first
doing so because they needed food.

In response to the question, “which of the following services do you need that you are
not getting?” We see that youth need a number of different kinds of services – their
needs are individual and sometimes complex with a third of the youth reporting that
they need four or more different services. Services that youth reported needing but not
receiving ranged from case management to legal assistance, from various kinds of
housing programs to help locating family.
The graph below shows the services that youth reported needing the most. As you can
see, health, employment and education, housing, and transportation were primary
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needs. Interestingly, youth reported needing life skills training. Further research is
needed to unpack what kinds of skills youth feel that they need.

Lessons Learned
After the Youth Count, the team reflected on considerations for preparation of any
future Youth Counts. In addition, they conducted a debriefing meeting of the drop-in
event with the University of Richmond volunteers. Evaluative feedback and tips for
future Youth Counts included:
1. We need to engage every agency that interfaces with unstably housed youth, e.g.
mental health services, jails
2. Time/Date/Location. Planners should reconsider holding the Drop In event during
a warmer season (preferably summer), hold it in a space that is already familiar
with this population, and have hours of operation begin later in the day.
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More generally, the process of conducting the Youth Count taught us the following
things about what is required for an effective community response to ending youth
homelessness in the Richmond region.
● Finding and reaching youth experiencing homelessness is going to require
consistent, sustained effort. Youth have been underserved by our traditional
homeless service systems. Many youth in schools do not want to be identified,
and others have been surviving in living situations that maintain their invisibility.
Regaining trust will take time and a consistent presence in the community.
●

We need to engage in community conversations about the unique needs and
experiences of youth, and how that translates into programs and services. Many
service providers do not perceive young people ages 18 to 24 as youth. They are
not informed about the unique needs and experiences of youth, and the impact of
homelessness as a form of trauma on brain development and future well-being.
Many providers also do not recognize that youth can be single or
pregnant/parenting/head of a household.

● Bridge building between existing service systems and institutions is essential to
addressing this issue. And people are ready! We have repeatedly heard from
service providers that housing instability and homelessness make it very difficult
for them to provide adequate care and services to youth who come to them for
assistance. However, they are often working in isolation - uncertain about who to
connect with in order to address this issue. Providers in the Richmond region
appear eager and ready to contribute to a coordinated community response to
youth homelessness.
● Be open to unlikely partners. Don’t count anyone out! We continue to be surprised
and excited by the community partners who want to help move this work
forward!
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Next Steps
This was the first Youth Count in Richmond, VA. We knew that this was uncharted
territory, and that we were implementing this in an area that does not have an
established relationship between young adults and service providers. Despite this, the
Advocates for Richmond Youth made incredible strides.
We pulled together organizations and held space for them to have genuine and
vulnerable conversations about youth homelessness. Though we have so few agencies
that specialize in youth homelessness, so many providers came forward with heartfelt
stories of many youth they’ve encountered at their positions. It was eye-opening for
these agencies to finally gather and identify what patterns and needs they’ve seen from
this population.
Our findings laid the groundwork for many more successes in ending and preventing
youth homelessness. The climate of existing homeless services has shifted entirely
from believing our city did not have any homeless youth to recognizing that this
population is invisible due to systematic barriers and stressors-- not lack of numbers.
So, what do we do with these findings?
It’s extremely important to recognize that the need to act is URGENT - every day in our
community, young people are dealing with the lasting mental, physical and emotional
impact from the trauma of homelessness. WE MUST ACT NOW! So, as you read our
recommendations, we hope you will consider how each of you can contribute to a
thoughtful and quick community response. These are just a few things that we as a
team collectively believe will enhance the momentum in which youth homelessness in
our area is being addressed.
1. A Youth Advisory Board needs to be put in place so that the youth will always
have a voice at the table regarding important decisions around what youth
services exist, their implementation, and policies surrounding youth
homelessness and unstable housing as a whole. Our vision is for this advisory
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board to be funded through the VCU School of Social Work but remain
independent so that the youth's voice is never silenced.
2. As a community, it is important to lift up all youth and their diverse needs. We
must create a system of programs and services tailored specifically to youth, by
youth. Their expert advice should be taken into consideration to ensure a
successful model. These programs should employ youth as regular staff
positions.
3. As a key part of that system of programs and services, we would like to see a
youth specific shelter which not only offers nightly housing, but acts as a short
term housing program as well. Keep in mind that this shelter should serve as a
stepping stone for youth. They should be given additional guidance in securing
stable housing, employment, education, and other wrap-around services needed.
4. Alongside of a youth shelter, we would like to see a youth-specific drop in center.
This will serve as a support system and safe place that youth can come during
the day to get basic needs such as food, clothing, and showers. We would also
like to utilize this space to help educate youth on basic life skills so that they can
build the confidence that they need to step out into the world and begin to
advocate for themselves. And we see this as a place where youth can build
trusting relationships with service providers who can offer mental health care
and other support when the youth are ready for it.
5. We would like to see a system created for data collection that would be carried
out by service providers and overseen by the local Continuum of Care. The goal
of this data collection system would be to better understand the need - in terms
of both the numbers of youth served and those unserved- to create an
appropriate systematic response.
The need to act is urgent. “A Way Home America” is a national initiative to build the
movement to prevent and end youth homelessness among young people. In late fall of
2016, they rallied three cities to take on a 100 day challenge--meaning they rallied
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together to set a big goal and are working collaboratively to achieve it in 100 days. We’d
like to ask our community to be as bold and take similar action. No goal is too big if we
support one another.
We will use our findings to continue to bring visibility to the issue of youth
homelessness in our community, and to push stakeholders to design and implement
efforts that meet the needs of youth.
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