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Abstract
Poverty and its subsequent homelessness is a major public health problem. People seemed more inclined to address a public health problem when it can be proven statistically that many people suffer from the problem. This article examines how many homeless children and youth there are in the United States. In order to prevent public health problems such as homelessness, it is important to realize that it is fraught with political, definitional, and methodological complexities.  This article reviews the primary studies in the field and promotes alternative ways of measuring homelessness, ways that may be more humane and accurate.

There is a not-so-subtle war going on in the backrooms of the United States regarding the definition of homeless children and youth. It is curious that poor and homeless children, who are often ignored, would generate so much controversy.  They are controversial because they are at the heart of a much bigger issue. If homelessness is defined as a personal problem for which individuals (including children, parents, or families) are somehow responsible, then programs that focus on the victim will needed; however, if homelessness is defined as the end result of structural failures, then a series of economic, housing, health, education, and political level interventions must be put into place.  Defining homelessness as a personal or a structural problem results in differential emphasis on who is responsible, what kinds of resources will be needed, and what kinds of outcomes can be expected.  This paper explores why a broad definition of homelessness is preferable as it pertains to meeting the needs of children and youth. It also identifies challenges that educators face in enumerating them and how those obstacles can be overcome. 

Overview of the Problem 

In the definitional and enumeration war on homelessness, one faction seeks to limit the official definition of homelessness to people who are in shelters or on the street.  Another faction defines homeless youth to include not just those found in shelters or huddled up on the street, but also those who live in doubled-up with others, and in such orthodox “homes” such as abandoned buildings, motels, cars and campgrounds (NAEYC 2008). This definitional warfare is important because the way that homelessness is defined determines how the public perceives the issue, how “good” a job our communities are doing, and how many resources are allocated to address it. Defining homelessness as a personal problem that is the result of an individual’s bad decisions generates less public concern and sense of fiscal responsibility compared with defining homelessness as the result of failed social, economic, and housing policies.  Limiting the scope of what constitutes homelessness narrows the range of resources that will be needed to “successfully” deal with the issue.  

The National Alliance To End Homeless (2008) asserts that estimates of the number of homeless people are highly controversial and are often met with skepticism because it is “a high stakes game.” The stakes include money, resources, staff, supplies, and also policies and the law itself. The lives of programs, and the lives of the children they serve, essentially depend upon how homelessness is defined, since the definition used determines how many children can be officially counted as homeless. Who are the key players in this high stakes game? Two of them are the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and the U. S. Department of Education (DOE).  HUD wants all counts to focus only upon people in homeless shelters and those who can be found on the street.  DOE wants to continue using the legal definition of homelessness instituted into law by the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act of 2001, which defines homeless children and youths as “individuals who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence.”   This enables schools to count, and therefore serve, children who would be otherwise ignored by HUD.  

Why the major difference between their definitions?   HUD advocates for a narrow definition of homelessness, since they will be better able to serve more of the people at risk as they define it.  They allege that because insufficient funds are available to serve the needs of all people who could use assistance, by focusing just upon those people on the street and in shelters they will be able to better address the needs of the most visibly homeless. Their definition targets street adults, many of whom may have mental health, physical health, or substance abuse issues that are consequences of homelessness.  When adults with personal problems are the target, the solutions seem a bit more manageable, which makes the resources identifiable and the chances of programmatic “success” greater.  With too few shelter beds and services available to help the homeless who are already living on the streets, the debate over whether to expand significantly the pool of people eligible for such limited aid has sharply divided advocates for the homeless and upended political alliances (Chang 2008).  They also allege that it is debatable whether a family of four who lost their home to the bank and is now couch-surfing with relatives should be considered homeless. They surmise that if Americans perceive homelessness as an implacable problem, they will not garner the will to help, but if they believe that few people are actually homeless, then the public might be up for tackling the issue (Thornton 2008).

HUD’s adult emphasis largely leaves families and independent youth out of the equation, because most shelters are not equipped to handle families. Families generally need more resources because exponentially there are more people with whom to be concerned. The etiology of family homelessness is different than that of single adults who may be on the street.  Families are the largest subgroup of the homeless (National Coalition for the Homeless 2008).  Most of them became homeless not because they had mental health or substance abuse problems, but because they either could not find affordable, available housing or they lost their economic capacity to pay for all the things their families require. This means that structural problems, rather than personal problems, are more likely to be identified as the cause of their homelessness.  However, as Vissing (1997) advocates, preventable personal problems sometimes result because of the lack of infrastructure supports such as housing, employment, and benefits. Personal problems, then, are a side effect of the lack of structural resources. If adequate infrastructure resources were in place, many of the personal problems would never occur. But it is much easier to create band-aid programs that address personal problems than to create infrastructure level interventions, which may be more expensive, complex, and more likely to be met with resistance from those who balk at change.  If HUD included families in their official definition of homelessness, it would require that substantial institutional level programs and funding be put into place.

While families are challenging to serve when sufficient resources are not available, it is even harder when it comes to dealing with the needs of unaccompanied youth who are homeless.  They fall through the cracks and fail to be identified by HUD’s definition, and there are virtually no institutional resources available to help them. Trying to fend for themselves, often shelters cannot serve them because they are minors who legally need parents to sign on their behalf for them to access services. Yet they lack the parental supports that would enable them to do so. If they had parents who were concerned enough to sign the papers for them to obtain services, chances are the family would have sufficient internal resources to have prevented the youth being unaccompanied in the first place.  HUD’s definition therefore does not include people who have housing but not a home, as is the case with people who live doubled-up with others. Most parents will do whatever it takes to prevent their children from living on the street, but the solutions they end up with may be a far cry from adequate, and certainly not a “home”. As a result, HUD’s definition misses many of the homeless children that enter the doors of schools each day.

The McKinney-Vento definition is considerably broader than that advocated by HUD.  Because it allows the counts of people who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence and who may live in unorthodox housing arrangements, this definition allows educators to address the needs of a variety of students who lived in distressed housing conditions.  Educators are well aware that homelessness is not an event, but a process.  Parents do not usually become homelessness overnight, except in cases of natural disasters like Hurricane Katrina.  Homelessness generally is the result of a downward spiral of unfortunate economic and housing occurrences that result over an extended period of time.  It is therefore difficult to say when a family is “merely” in “housing distress” and when they “actually” become “homeless”. 

How Many Children Are Homeless?
The National Coalition for the Homeless alleges that the most frequently asked question they receive is “how many people are homeless?”  This question is curious because it implies that if many people are regarded as homeless that somehow it is a more important problem than if a smaller number is cited.  The quality of life, one’s daily struggles, and the health and psycho-social problems associated with seem lost in a question that focuses solely upon quantity.  Numbers also fail to capture the fact that homelessness is the end result of a long spiral of economic downturns, and not a single event. The numbers obtained are a measure of the methodologies used, not necessarily a reflection about the actual reality experienced by people who have economic and housing struggles.  

According HUD report earlier this year, overall homeless numbers, taken from a one-day national count in January, were down 12% compared with the numbers from 2005 to 2007. They allege that now there are under 672,000 homeless people, most of whom were on the streets only temporarily. They allege that serious, long term homelessness is down even more, almost 30% lower than in 2005, from 175,000 to fewer than 125,000 (Thornton 2008).  But consider the economic recession of the past year, and the HUD numbers simply do not jive with common sense.  Their numbers beg for comparison from other sources. 

The Children’s Defense Fund, a nonpartisan child advocacy organization, points out that from 1992 t0 2000, the number of poor children went down, but since 2000, the number of poor children has increased dramatically.  One in six children live in poverty, and for black children that number is 1 in 3, and for Latino children it is 1 in 4 (Children’s Defense Fund 2008) .  Since the recent economic crisis of 2008 in the United States, the numbers of unemployment figures, foreclosures and bankruptcies have skyrocketed ( Matthews 2008 ), making one assume that the numbers of homelessness should have increased exponentially as well. The US Council of Mayors (2007) indicates that homelessness is growing faster than they can count, and their methodology focuses upon a handful of urban communities, largely excluding homeless people who live in rural and suburban areas.  The National Survey of Homeless Assistance Providers and Clients counted clients at soup kitchens, shelters, and other homeless service providers found that between 444,000 and 842,000 people in the United States are homeless, in their study conducted under the direction of the Interagency Council on the Homeless (www.census.gov/prod/www/nshapc/NSHAPC4.html).  As this number pertains to homeless children and youth, most will not be found at soup kitchens, shelters, or at social service agencies.  One must access child-centered data sources in order to get a more accurate estimation. 
The Department of Education relies upon McKinney-Vento counts to help them determine how many homeless students are in their schools.  In 2007 over 700,000 school-aged children were identified.  According to homeless experts (McLaughlin 2008), this figure is likely a gross underestimation of the likely number of children who are homeless since those responsible for conducting the counts may not have the time or expertise to conduct thorough counts.  Additionally, schools may use different enumeration methodologies, have different reporting mechanisms, and different amounts of funding, all which impact the numbers that are obtained.  What seems to be certain is that the numbers reported are likely just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to the identifying distress experienced by many less visible homeless students.  

Further hints that the McKinney-Vento numbers are undercounts come from the National Network for Youth , who has conducted research on unaccompanied and homeless youth and found that there are over 1.6 million youth age 12 to 17 who are homeless each year.  The National Incidence Studies of Missing, Abducted, Runaway and Thrownaway  Children  (NISMART: http://www.ncjrs.gov/html/ojjdp/nismart/04/ns1.htm) found in their investigation that an estimated 1.7 million youth had a runaway/thrownaway episode in 1999. Of these youth only 21% were reported to authorities as missing.  According to the National Alliance to End Homelessness, national studies indicate a surprisingly high rate of homelessness among teens under age 18, with 5 to 7 percent, or 1 to 1.5 million adolescents, experiencing at least one episode of homelessness each year. The Urban Institute has been active in the enumeration of homeless individuals since 1987, when it estimated that there were 229,000 homeless children and adults on any given night.  It has continued its active involvement identifying social problems that afflict individuals and recently concluded that 2.3 to 3.5 million people in the United States are homeless over the course of a typical year, with about a third of them being children and youth (Urban Institute 2000).   The National Law Center on Homelessness and Poverty (2007; http://www.nlchp.org/) states that approximately 3.5 million people, 1.35 million of them children, are likely to experience homelessness in a given year. Vissing (1997) found in a random sample of about a dozen high schools that in each of the schools about 10% of the youth identified themselves as homeless or in housing distress.  This ten percent figure is similar to that calculated by the Council for Affordable and Rural Housing, which found 9% of the residents in rural communities being homelessness.  Data from the National Law Center on Homelessness & Poverty indicates that between 6.3 and 10% of the US population lives in housing distress. Most researchers agree that whatever number is obtained through traditional survey methods, that number is just the “tip of the iceberg”. 

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The challenges of estimating the size and composition of populations of homeless persons arise largely out of the fact because they are stigmatized in contemporary society.  Homeless individuals, in general, and homeless families and youth in particular, often prefer to remain hidden and uncounted. Moreover, counting them may be very challenging and exceed the expertise, time, and ability of those given the mandate to conduct the counts. Some service providers prefer to minimize their numbers since they may be used as evidence of failed services and policies.  For these reasons, and because of the low priority and resulting inadequate funding for services for these populations, the development of reliable and valid research methodologies has been particularly slow. 

Probably the most unreliable estimation methods involve the efforts to aggregate second hand reports, typically on the part of either service providers, local social service administrators, or other experts. The biases of such reporters are legendary, typically, involving over estimation of groups that require favored interventions and policies, and underestimation of those unlikely to benefit or who lack funding (Vissing 1997; Thornburg 2008). When focus groups and other qualitative methodologies are used for this purpose the results are similar. The viewpoints of service providers are indeed critical to understand and their insights can be very important, but from a methodological point of view, it would be naive to have confidence in their skills at quantifying those who are homeless.  


There is a methodological tension that exists when interfacing enumeration with service provision and funding allocation.  While people may want to know “how many” homeless people there are in general, they also want to know how many are in “their” communities. There is a preconception that when homeless people exist, they live in other places and that one’s own community somehow does a better job addressing the needs of those who are poor.  Local service providers may feel torn because if they enumerate large numbers of homeless people in their communities, this could be a vehicle for them to obtain needed funding, staff, and services.  However, large numbers may also be perceived as something being “wrong” with their town, and social service and governmental agencies may find themselves chastised as a result.  Despite this tension, there is a thrust within many areas to come up with local surveys that will directly speak to the nature of the problem “in OUR town.” 

Since the early 1980s there have been a plethora of local surveys of homeless populations, typically, rough surveys of a descriptive nature that seek to provide a demographic profile, perceived reasons for homelessness, and the like. Although these surveys have been valuable undertakings in the early stages of the development of policy for the homeless, their problems have also been formidable. Typically different non-random sampling methods, and instruments of unknown reliability and validity are used.  The problem of non-random sampling methods can be ameliorated through cluster and snowball sampling, as well as plotting the daily results of search for homeless persons until a point of ‘diminishing returns’ or saturation is reached.  A greater problem involves aggregating findings of multiple studies across communities, school districts, and states, especially when a variety of disparate methodologies and survey instruments have been used. Given the heterogeneity of this research, use of techniques of meta-analysis is rarely possible.  

Add in to the estimation issue the underlying premise that homelessness is a process, not an event, and the temporal issues become even more salient.  Point-in-time surveys will yield quite different results if taken in June or January.  Moreover, since homelessness is result of a downward spiral of many events and situations, it is quite challenging to identify when the exact moment is that someone becomes officially homeless. Going to the shelter and counting heads may be a quick-and-easy way to enumerate those who are homeless, but that kind of technique is simply bound to be erroneous when trying to estimate the numbers of families, children and youth who are homeless and in distressed housing conditions.

Need for Alternative Estimation Methodologies
Despite the problems associated with conventional ways of counting those who are homeless, there are estimation techniques that show potential of overcoming the obstacles of traditional homeless survey research.  Use of large national multi-site surveys have the advantage of using consistent, reliable, and valid instruments, as well as more defensible sampling strategies. Such state-of-the-art national epidemiological surveys are extremely expensive, with their cost often running in millions of dollars, and beyond the financial capabilities of local communities and even most states. Typically, the best of such studies cover multiple conditions, with some of the most noted examples being the National Comorbidity Study Replication (Kessler & Merikangas, 2004), the National Health Survey (Dickey & Blumberg, 2002), or the NLAAS survey (Alegría, et al., 2007). These usually only include a few questions on homeless status, but nonetheless permit in depth analysis of population profiles, and the causes and consequences of homelessness, given the wide variety of other information on individuals and their social environments that is collected.  While statistically, their large samples (which may range from several thousand to over a hundred thousand) permit conclusions about the nation as a whole, their samples are of insufficient size to draw direct inferences about particular communities or even states.
It may be possible to piggy-back a local area study onto a national study, if arrangements can be made long ahead of time.  This could enable local areas to use a better methodology and sampling strategy and come up with data that is relevant for particular communities, while deriving data that could be compared with national figures.  While doing a piggy-back study would be a fraction of the cost as compared to conducting such a study individually, it still will cost money that local areas must absorb, be able to work smoothly with the organizations overseeing the national surveys, and find ways to get back data that will not be inconvenient to the large oversight organizations.  If local communities demand too much from the organizations conducting the larger studies, they will lose all incentive to help. These piggy-back studies only work when local investigators are well-equipped to run their part of their study themselves.

An alternative – one that may be even more expensive – is the decennial Census. In theory it permits both local and national conclusions. Yet, the experience of the March 1990 S-Night effort to enumerate the nation’s homeless population illustrates the severe limitations of such a strategy.  At that time, the U.S. Census Bureau employed over 20,000 enumerators over the course of one day and night to canvass all known locations with homeless individuals, involving shelters, the streets, bus stations, the space under viaducts, and the like. This effort to generate national and local point-in-time estimates of the homeless, excluding those in doubled-up living arrangements, hospitals, groups homes, and the like, identified only 240,000 persons, which was a fraction of what many observers had expected. Fortunately, with such large datasets, additional data is usually available to permit assessing and correcting for systematic bias, in this case, a systematic undercount. Hudson (1998) obtained data, through the Freedom-of-Information Act, from the Census Bureau on characteristics of the enumeration process, and this data revealed that the factor primarily associated with the size of the counts was the rate of enumerators deployed. Essentially, this experience demonstrated that the more you look, the more you find, but only up to a point. Correction of the counts for this bias, which was evident more in rural than in urban areas, resulted in an adjusted or corrected estimate of 480,000 persons (both adults and children). This model has now been used in several states, such as Florida and Georgia, to estimate their homeless populations. Synthetic estimation methodologies, however, have been developing rapidly in the last ten years since Hudson’s original study, and although the results of this original study, based on the 1990 Census, are no longer current, the methods are now being applied to more recent sources of data. 


In recent years methods have been developed that permit combining the strengths of state-of-the-art epidemiological surveys with census data to generate synthetic estimates for local areas.  These are most commonly referred to as ‘regression-based synthetic estimation methodologies’, however, there are a variety of specific techniques for implementing them.  Typically, data on individuals from a large national sample are analyzed to identify the individual characteristics and social conditions most closely predictive of a condition such as homelessness. These correlations are then used to adjust for differences in these conditions in particular communities or states based on the particular constellation of predictive conditions that are present. These are used to generate local estimates of the size and composition of populations of interest, such as the homeless, within some specified level of confidence. The successful use of these methods is contingent on identifying a set of variables that account for a significant level of variation in the population of interest, and finding some independent means to validate the results.  


In recent months, we have completed the preliminary stages in the development of a model that accounts for variations in adult homeless populations. This study (Hudson, in press) is based on data collected as part of the National Comorbidity Study Replication in 2002 (Kessler & Merikangas, 2004). The study asked a nationally representative sample of the household adult population if they had ever been homeless as an adult, and if so, about the total time spent homeless.  Prior to any adjustments based on Census data, a point-in-time estimate can be calculated for this data which is remarkably close to several other estimates in previous years.  The NCS data suggests that there are 416,000 homeless persons (adult only) in the U.S. (see table 1), compared with 444,000 from the Urban Institute (2000), and 479,000 from Hudson’s original 1998 study. However, the NCS-R data covers only adults; alternative data sets need to be developed for estimating the population of homeless children and adolescents. These counts generated on the basis of the adjusted NCS-R data have correlated remarkable well with those previously developed as part of the model Hudson used to correct the 1990 S-Night counts, demonstrating over a .9 correlation on the state-level.   

[INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 


Nonetheless, it needs to be emphasized that such point-in-time estimates do not take into account the considerably larger population who have reported being homeless at some point in their adult lives. This population can be assumed to be one of the groups most at risk of again becoming homeless. The NCS-R data indicates that 4.7% (95% CI: 4.1%-5.3%) of adults currently in the household population, or 1 in 21, have at some point been homeless, for a median of 3 months (or a mean of 9 months).  Both of these point-in-time and life-time estimates should be regarded as a low-end estimate, since the data it is based on involves only those who have been successfully housed.  Those who died, entered institutions, or continue to be homeless are not included. 


Whether a broad or narrow measure of the population of persons who experience homelessness is used, it is becoming increasingly evident that the most reliable measures of the size, variations, and characteristics of homeless populations can be developed using synthetic regression techniques that capitalize on the strengths of multiple sources of data, specifically, that collected as part of national multistate probability samples, when analyzed in conjunction with Census and other data. It is only a matter of time before similar methodologies can be used to estimate the extent and types of child and family homelessness, both among the literally undomiciled population of homeless individuals, but also among the much larger population of those are precariously housed or periodically unhoused.

Summary

To date, there is no perfect way of measuring homeless people in general, and homeless children in particular.  However, it is clear that some methods are better than others.  The enumeration methods rely upon the definition of homelessness used. Simply stated, when a narrow definition guides the methodology, smaller numbers of homeless people will be found.  Conversely, when a broader definition is used, more homeless individuals can be identified – if good research methods are instituted.  Poor methods result in missing large segments of the population who would otherwise be identified as meeting the definition of homelessness.  Reliance upon local key informants for data will not result in broad counts, even though they are quite useful in providing qualitative data that can be essential in the creation of better ways to serve housing distressed children and their families.  Because homelessness is a process and not an event, particular people who are without housing will wax and wane over time, but overall, there should be a statistical reality that paints a picture of the homelessness in the aggregate for a community.  Use of large scale data that merges data from other sources to come up with synthetic estimates may prove to be a very useful alternative to measuring homeless children and families.  

Given the current social milieu, social action seems to be best motivated when one can prove numerically that a problem exists. Hence is the drive for the enumeration of homelessness.  Will people be more motivated to help if homelessness is not perceived as a major problem, as HUD indicates, or will help be more readily available if all of the children who are actually impacted by the housing crisis are counted, as the McKinney-Vento Act would imply?  The study of how homelessness is enumerated in children and youth relies upon set stages of definitional processes, sampling strategies, survey design, data collection, data analysis, and the meaningful interpretation of that data.  So long as research to study homelessness is underfunded, just as jobs, housing, health care, and education are underfunded, coming up with inadequate numbers should not be a surprise. Good research relies upon a commitment of funds and resources.  The lack of good numbers for studying the homelessness, then, is part of the overall problem that surrounds the issue of homelessness itself.  

Until the day when there is adequate funding to conduct comprehensive research on the topic in a scientifically sophisticated manner, those who advocate for the best interests of the homeless will continue to do the best they can with what they have. Because the conditions that underlie homelessness are largely structural, it would appear obvious that there would be multiple indicators that point to the need for structural change besides reliance on just data on those who meet an official definition of homelessness.  However, by focusing merely on the most destitute, this enables the target of interest to be on those who lack housing instead of the policies and funds that enabled large-scale homelessness to exist in the first place.  The enumeration process is deeply embedded in political processes.  The counting issue may have little to do with how many people are actually homeless, and much more to do with how committed we are to the establishment of a strong social infrastructure that should make homelessness, especially for children, unthinkable. 
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	 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
Table 1. Levels of Adult Homelessness, Computed from

2002 National Comorbidity Replication Survey


	Indicator
	n
	Measure
	95% CI 

	Ever experienced homelessness as an adult? (%)
	10,331
	4.7%
	4.1% - 5.3%

	Reported lifetime length of homelessness


         Mean (months)

         Median (months)

         Percent of adult lifetime span (%)
	491

488

488
	9.4

3.0

4.7%
	7.0 - 11.9

--

3.5% - 5.9%

	Point-in-time Estimate (homeless persons per 10,000 adult population)

       For 48 states (1000s of persons)
	10,331
	19.9

416 K
	15.2 - 24.5

319 K - 513 K

	NOTE:   Data is weighted for complex sample design used in NCS-R study. Under the point-in-time estimate, only an estimate for the adult (18+) household population in the 48 states is reported, and this excludes Alaska and Hawaii, since the NCS-R only surveyed the 48 states. The point-in-time estimate represents an estimate of the average percent or count at any given point in time. 




