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One thing that stood out to me from the In-Depth Interviews was that they asked youth 
about their experiences engaging- or not engaging- with different services while they were 
homeless. One theme was that if a youth did not feel that services were tailored for them- 
meaning welcoming, affirming, and youth-friendly- they were more than likely not going to 
reach out for services even if they needed it. This highlights the strong need for housing 
and services tailored to the unique needs of youth and young adults.  

Our traditional homeless services system is designed to serve adults ages 18 and up, 
and historically has not been designed to meet the unique developmental needs of young 
adults. We know that the needs of young adults are different. We know from neuroscience 
that the teenage brain does not finish maturing until sometime in the mid-20s. Young 
adults need supportive environments to learn the skills they need to be successful adults, 
and be able to make mistakes. Too often housing programs can be set up in an overly strict 
way where young people are fearful that a misstep will cause them to be back out on the 
streets or back to couch surfing.  

Efforts are underway within our homeless services system to make our existing adult 
system resources more competent and youth–friendly. But we know that it is not enough to 
just make the adult system more youth-friendly. Through this work and talking to young 
adults about their needs, we know we need to create new youth-driven housing and 
programming that young people will SEEK OUT. We need a robust continuum of housing 
interventions. This might mean creating new types of housing interventions that don’t 
currently exist in our continuum, often due to funding constraints.  

This continuum includes prevention services specifically designed for youth- this could 
look like family-based mediation or counseling services so that youth who are able to 
return safely home have the support to do so. This continuum also includes different 
housing models that reflect the diverse needs of young people. It cannot be a one size fits 
all housing solution.  

Another thing that stood out to me from the In-Depth Interviews was that young people 
experiencing housing instability need more than housing to achieve long-term stability—
this is not surprise to anyone here. In the Interviews youth were asked what it would take 
for them to achieve stability—youth identified 4 main things: 1) affordable and safe 
housing; 2) more support, 3) employment, and 4) more education. Young people 
experiencing homelessness have barriers with all of these. 

Youth talked about the barriers to finding a steady income at a livable wage. In the Brief 
Youth Surveys, only 36% of 18-25 year olds experiencing homelessness and unstable 
housing in Philadelphia indicated they were employed. Youth also talked about wanting to 
further their education but having to balance this with the immediate demand of bring in 
income. We need partners in the workforce sector and the higher education sector who 
recognize the barriers that young adults facing homelessness are facing and are willing to 



help knock down those barriers and build pathways into long-term careers and educational 
opportunities.  

Youth also spoke in the interviews about their need for better informal support 
systems, especially trustworthy adults. Service providers must play a role in helping youth 
build permanent connections. 

There is momentum nationally- and here in Philadelphia there is specific momentum, 
collaborations, and commitment- to recognize the unique needs of youth and young adults 
experiencing homelessness and tailor system interventions to their unique needs. There is 
significant progress around this specifically in the past year and a half to 2 years, which 
some of you here have been a key part of: 

o City Council held hearings around youth homelessness in spring 2016 and there 
is a new funding commitment of $700,000 in collaboration with Office of 
Homeless Services to address this issues. 5 agencies formed a collaborative and 
used these funds to create 50 new youth dedicated beds- emergency housing 
and rapid rehousing, and a continuum of supportive services.  

o Philly Homes 4 Youth Coalition- over 30 service providers working together to 
address the issue of youth homelessness.  

o Young Adult Leadership Committee made up of young adults with experience 
with homelessness advising the Office of Homeless Services on how to improve 
the system for other young people 

o Trainings for existing youth and young adult service providers  
o Youth access points within the homeless services system that will be launched in 

early 2018 

But more is needed. We need to build out more robust continuum of housing. The 
current housing models have their limitations, and may not meet the needs of all young 
people. As we work to identify and fill gaps in the system, we want to be able to pilot 
innovative housing models to see what works in our community. Flexible funding streams 
will allow us to pilot innovative models and tailor approaches to unique needs of our 
community.  We need new partners in this work- workforce, higher education, business, 
philanthropy- to create this full continuum of housing and services. And it is crucial that 
we always have young adults at the table when creating solutions. 

 


