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Homeless youth and parenting

Summary

This contribution investigates the family factors associated with youngsters becoming homeless. Although
not all, it turns out that many homeless youngsters come from multi-problem families. Parents of homeless
youth often show problematic psychosocial characteristics, such as alcohol abuse, divorce at a young age of
the child, and unemployment. In many families g‘homelessyoungxters high incidences qfcoqﬂim‘ between
familj members exist, while the rearing style quan)/ parents is characterized by affectionless control, with
the parents gﬁen applying harsh punishment techniques, like ph)/&ical punishment ending in physical
injuries. The fact that homelessness is a result of a prolonged process of multiple negative family experi-
ences underscores the need for a comprehensive preventive family approach.
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In recent years the number of homeless youngsters has increased considerably. For example,
barely ten years ago a city like Amsterdam did not have streetchildren at all. Nowadays the
Netherlands count nearly 7000 streetchildren. Such increases can also be witnessed in other
Western countries such as the United Kingdom and in the USA. Not surprisingly, the phe-
nomenon of homeless youngsters has become an important issue at the child welfarc agenda in
the various Western countries.

Almost without ¢xception, homeless youngsters come from severely disturbed families
showing high levels of child abuse, neglect and family crisis, and where parents often engage in
damaging measurcs in the upbringing of their children. Here lics an important key for the pre-
vention of homelessness among voungsters.

In this contribution we¢ wish to analyzc in more detail the family factors associated with

youngsters becoming homeless, and proposc some suggestions for prevention.
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Homelessness

In describing homeless vouths, two extreme poles can be distinguished: a broad and a narrow onc.

In the broadband approach homeless youths are defined as those young people who have
been cast out, abandoned or rejected by their families, they who have no fixed address and find
themselves frequently moving from one place to another. The narrow-band approach consid-
ers homeless vouth as those youngsters who have no roof over their head and sleep every night
on the street. In this context we speak of 'strectyouth’, 'strectchildren’ or 'streetkids'.

In the latter definition the youngsters are supposed to be on the street every night. How-
ever, in the West there are few youngsters who sleep continuously, 365 nights a year, on the
strect. In reality they sometimes stay with friends/acquaintances, sometimes in shelter accom-
modation, sometimes with family members, sometimes in squats and seldomly on the street.
So the same youngsters are sometimes homeless (moving from one address to another) and
sometimes streetkids (staying on the strect).

Homclessness can be considered as a process that starts with running away from the
parental home, a foster family or from a residential center. Most of these runaway youngsters
return to their (residential) home. But one out of every ten runawavs does not and keeps on
moving from friends to strangers, and from squats to shelters, hoping to find a more perma-
nent place. When there is no one to give such youngsters a roof over their head temporarily,
they find themselves on the strect. This cyclic process - today on the street, tomorrow in the
housc of a stranger and the day after tomorrow in a shelter - is typical for homeless youths (Van
der Plocg & Scholte, 1997).

Leaving home

What was the nature of the family living conditions of the homeless youngsters when they left
their familics? What reasons did they have to leave their homes?

As we noted already, most youngsters that run away from their families do not become
homeless youths, but return sooner or later to their homes. In this contribution we are
focussing on the 10% of the runaway youngsters that stay homeless and end up in the circuit of
homeless youths.

This is not to say that it is casy to make a clear distinction between runaways and home-
less youths. Much of the literature on this topic uscs the terms 'runaway’ and 'homeless youth'
as interchangeable phenomena. However the terms have distinctive meanings and refer to dif-
ferent situations.

A clear classification is given by Zide & Cherry (1992). They empirically verified the
various typologies of runaway youth that have been proposed in the literature. They suggest
that the literature about young runaways describes three fairly distinct types:

- 'running to youths', who are often searching for adventure; they are leaving home not
because of dysfunctional family dynamics but rather because they think that a more excit-
ing or rewarding world waits for them down the road; these vouths are often considered as

‘positive runaways';
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- 'running from youths' who are usually running away from very pathological families; they are
unhappy about their lives; running away for them may be a very rational decision because
of the potential harm or danger they are cxposed to by staying in their homes;

- 'thrown out youths' who are strongly alienated from their families and have little or no con-
tact with them; they have little motivation to return home and often the family is similarly
unmotivated to have their child return home. This situation has been preceded by years of
failures within the home, the school system and community.

This typology was recently extended with the category of the throw away youth. This term
refers to the youngsters that are sent away or thrown out of their homes by their parents. This
phenomenon recently gained much attention. In particular in the media and in the area of pro-
fessional care there are increasingly reports of youngsters that are discarded by their parents.
Some idea of how many homeless youngsters became homeless because of running away or of
being thrown out of the home can be gleaned from the two Dutch studies on the population of
homeless youth by Van der Ploeg at al. (1991) and Thomecer-Bouwens et al. (1996). Table 1
summarizcs the findings.

Table 1. Runaway and throw—awa)/)/ouths among homelessyoungsters

Van der Ploeg (N=70) Thomeer-Bouwens (N=108)
never 1% 9%
runaway 46% 39%
throwaway 1% 7%
both 42% 45%

As the table shows, the percentage of thrown-away youths is relatively small.

However, running away and being thrown out are closely related. The outcome can be seen as
aresult of a process of conflicting interests both on the side of the youngster and the parents.
On the onc hand, the youngster tries to escape from family circumstances he perceives as
stressful, while parents try to get rid of a child they perceive as difficult, erratic or problemat-

1C.

Table 2 (next page) gives the results of the Thomeer-Bouwens et al study (1996). The figures
relate to the runaway action that ended of in the state of homelessness.

The table shows that the reasons for lcaving home without returning in many cases are rooted
in a serious conflict with the parents. It is interesting that, 'maltreatment’ is not more perma-
nently cited as a reason for leaving home. Given the symbolic and real significance of the home
as source of emotional and social identity for the child, running away can be seen as the serious

indication of alienation and insecure attachment that it is.
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Table 2. Triggering reasons for running away from home

contlict with parents about friends 19%
conflicts about school 18%
conflicts about everything 67%
maltreatment 20%
deprivation 19%
independence/adventure 14%
addiction/ criminality 22%
parent with new partner 18%
other reasons 19%

Broken homes and changing situations

It is now generally known that problem children often come from broken homes. For ¢xam-
ple, in studies of youngsters in residential centers it is found that more than half of the children
have experienced broken homes (Van der Ploeg & Scholte, 1996). However, among homeless
youth this percentage is even higher. In the studies of Van der Ploceg ct al. (1991) among 70
homeless voungsters living in big cities throughout the Netherlands 66% came from broken
homes. A comparable percentage of 68% was reported by Thomeer-Bouwens et al. (1996),
who investigated a random sample 108 homeless youngsters in the Netherlands.

Both studies also focused on the age of the youngsters at the moment their parents
divorced. Their mean age was relatively low. Van der Plocg et al. (1991) reported a mean age
of 7.5 years, while the homeless youngsters in the Thomeer-Bouwens et al study (1996) expe-
rienced divorce at a mean age of 6.9 years.

Many homeless youngsters thus were already confronted with a stresstul change in fam-
ily composition at a very young age. However, often this was not the only change in family
relationships, as after the divorce almost all mothers and 60% of the fathers remarried, thus
confronting the child with new partners of both parents (Van der Plocg ct al., 1991). The
study also found that the changes in the family composition often do not stop by one divorce
followed by onc remarriage, as almost half of the parents of the homeless youngsters had 2, 3,
4 or morec different partners.

Considering the fact that many of the homeless youngsters were also placed in foster
families morc than once or in residential centres for the upbringing of youngsters with psy-
chosocial problems leads to the conclusion that homeless voungsters often experienced high
level of instability in family structure and composition,

Arguing that instability in the upbringing has the largest impact when children are
young, Van der Ploeg ct al. (1991) analyzed the number of different rearing situations the
homeless youngsters had before the age of 12. Table 3 presents his findings.
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Table 3. Number of changes in primary (parental) upbringing before the age of 12 (N=70)

Changes

0 17%
1-2 22%
3-4 35%
5-6 13%
7-15 13%

As the table shows, about a quarter of the youngsters experienced five or more diffcrent rear- |
ing cnvironments before the age of 12. Given the fact that changes in primary cnvironment
have a serious impact on all human beings, it is clear that many of the homecless youngsters

were already contronted with severely stressful family circumstances as very young children.

Maltreatment and abuse

Many studics of homeless vouths report many instances of maltreatment and abuse among these
children, with percentages varying from 40 to 75% (Farber ct al., 1984, Maurin ct al., 1989,
Feitel ct al., 1992, Kufeldt et al., 1992). The connection between homelessness and child mal-
treatment was also identified in the study by Powers et al. (1990). They focused more specifical-
ly on the nature of maltreatment of runaway and homeless youth. They investigated a sample
including 223 adolescents who sought services from runaway and homeless youth programs in
New York State. Their subjects were selected with the assistance of the program statt who iden-
tified those with a history of cither physical abuse, sexual abuse, or neglect. The rescarchers
compared this sample with two other more general samples of runaway and homeless youth who
sought services from the same programs. Onc sample had data drawn from New York State
(N=2.026) while the other sample comprised data on voung people served by all federally fund-
ed programmers throughout the United States (N=39.817). It was thus possible to examine in
what ways the sample identified as being maltreated differed from general runaway and homeless
youth population at both statc and federal levels. Table 4 summarizes their tindings.

Table 4. Frequency of maltreatment

local federal national
Type of problem sample sample sample
sexual abuse by parent 13% 5% 6%
physical abuse by parent 42% 19% 18%
parent neglect 43% 24% 19%
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As the table shows, the numbers reporting maltreatment in the sample of Powers ct al. were
significantly higher across all three categories.

Exploring the nature of the maltreatment yielded much informative detail. The physical
abusc the homeless youngsters had to suffer in their familics involved long and severe beatings
with objects (c.g. extension cords, chains, belt buckles, broom sticks), being kicked, slapped,
punched and generally beaten up. The neglect typically involved inadequate care and protec-
tion, abandonment, lack of supervision, or failure to provide adequate food, clothing and med-
ical care. A particular form of active abandonment, being 'pushed out', was common in
Powers' sample. Significant proportions of these forms of maltreatment were chronic: 55% of
the cases of neglect, 48% of the sexual abuse cases and 42% of the cases involving physical
abuse. Powers ct al. also reported important differences between the sexes. In all three sam-
ples adolescent girls were the predominant victims; in the maltreatment sample 61% were
female and 39% male. It also appeared that the girls in all three samples were significantly
more often victims of sexual abuse. The biological mothers of the victims werce the most fre-
quently cited perpetrators of maltreatment (63%), dircctly followed by the biological father
(45%).

Problems of parents

As often is the case when we deal with problematic families, the parents of homeless young-
sters themselves turned out to have many problems related to their personal. Homeless young-
sters in the Van der Ploeg ct al. (1991) sample reported the items in figure 5.

Table 5. Family problems related to parents according to homeless youngsters (N=70)

illness 62%
unemployment 45%
alcohol abuse 48%
psychiatric treatment 32%
detention of one or both parents 22%

Homeless youngsters also reported that alcohol abuse by parents was experienced as extreme-
ly stresstul in particular, because this was usually accompaniced with parental aggression, con-
flicts and sudden changes in temper. The fact that in comparable groups of youngsters in
residential centres ‘only’ 19% of the parents abused alcohol, and *only’ 13% was in detention,
suggests that the homeless youngsters had to cope with difficult parents far more often (Van
der Ploeg & Scholte, 1996).

Van der Plocg ct al. also asked the opinion of a large group of mental health profession-
als (N=70) working with homeless children and their families what problems they perceived
among the parents as sct out in Table 6.
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Table 6. Family problems related to parents according to mental health professionals (N=70)

Alcohol abuse by one or both parents 45%
Unemployment 38%
Iness of one or both parents 33%
Criminal activity 26%
Suicide attempt 24%
Prostitution 22%
Drug addiction 16%

An in depth analysis showed that in particular alcohol abuse by fathers related to severe family
problems, like frequent serious arguments and divorce, while alcohol abuse by mothers more
often resulted in increased contact with mental health services.

The findings related to both the youngsters and the mental health professionals therefore
show that parental alcohol abusc is a particularly negative parenting indication that increases
family conflict and the risk of homelessness of the child considerably. Such elevated use of alco-
hol and its damaging consequences is associated with a wide range of other adverse parenting
practices, as might be scen below.

Parenting

Rescarch on child-rearing practices reveals two basic dimensions that define the rearing influ-
ences of the parents on the development of children (Rollins & Thomas, 1979). The first
dimension is the affectionate bonding between parents and children. This dimension has two
poles: acceptance and rejection. The concept of acceptance involves parents handling their chil-
dren in a loving and child-centered way, while rejection refers to parents emotionally neglect-
ing, abusing or assaulting their children.

The second dimension is the behavioral guidance that children get from their parents, and
here the two poles are: autonomy and control. Autonomy refers to a situation in which parents
allow their children to explore the world, while control describes the approach of parents who
subject their children to harsh discipline.

Combining these two dimensions four basic child rearing practices can be distinguished:
- optimal parenting (much affectionate bonding and less controly;

- affectionate constraint (much affectionate bonding and much control);

- neglectful parenting (less affectionate bonding and less control);

- affectionless control (less affectionate bonding and much control).
In the Dutch study of Thomeer-Bouwens et al., (1996), 108 homeless youngsters werc asked

to assess their parents as for the above rearing styles. To this end the authors used the Parental

Bonding Instrument (Parker atal., 1979), a questionnaire containing 25 questions referring to
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the parental role of the father and mother. The assessments made by homeless yvoungsters were
categorized according to the four basic rearing practices. Table 8 presents the findings of this
study.

Table 8. Parental rearing practices perceived by homeless youngsters

mother father
optimal parenting 40% 27%
affectionate constraint 8% 7%
neglectful parenting 7% 18%
affectionless control 459% 48%

As the table shows, the practice of affectionless control was the prevailing style of parental
rearing perceived by the homeless youngsters. However, it is also surprising that many home-
less youngsters assessed the mothers' rearing practices as being the optimal style. This raiscs
the issuc why in a liberal community such as the Netherlands, mothers could not exert enough
influence to prevent their children's departure.

A much less positive picture is found when mental health professionals are asked to
assess the rearing practices of the parents. For this purpose, Van der Plocg et al. (1991) used
the Dutch version of the Family Environment Scale (Moos, 1974).

Using this scalc the following five dimensions of the family climate were assessed by 108
mental health professionals assessing families of 70 homeless youngsters:

- cohesion (reflects the degree to which family members participate and are mutually
involved with cach other);

- expression (the extent to which the family members express themselves treely and open-
ly);

- conflict (the extent to which family members fight, get angry and hit cach other);

- control (reflects the degree to which there are rules and following rules is emphasized);

- structure (the extent to which family life is organized and structured).

Table 9 (next page) presents the mean score mental health professionals (N=108) gave familics
of homeless youth on these five dimensions. The asscssments were made on tour-point scales
ranging from 1 - negative (no cohesion, many conflicts, no structure) to 4 - positive (much

cohesion, no conflicts, much structure).
The table shows that mental health professionals were most negative about the provision of

structure in the families of the homeless voungsters. But other dimensions were also scen to be

problematic, as they all fall under the scale mean of 2.5.
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Table 9. Mean scores on dimensions of family climate of families of homeless youngsters assessed by men-

tal health professionals

cohesion 1.89
expression 1.79
conflict 2.04
control 2.20
structurc 1.68

Conflicts and punishment

Since control is a major issuc in parenting (Baumrind (1991) it is worth considering how par-
ents of homeless youngsters react when the children behave badly and disobey rules. Van der
Plocg et al. (1991) investigated the opinions of both the parents and homeless youngsters in
this respect. Table 10 presents their findings.

Table 10. Frequency qf:ﬁjmil/v conflicts according to the homele&syoun(qsters and their parents

Youngsters (N=66) Parents (N=29)
Daily 59% 66%
Weekly 27% 24%
Monthly 7% 3%
Hardly ever 6% 7%

Parents and youngsters turned out to agree largely in their views regarding the frequency of
family conflicts. In about 90% of the cases conflicts took place on a daily or weekly basis. The
conflicts were not only between the youngsters and the parents, but also between the parents.
According to the youngsters the conflicts were mostly about rules (29%) and behavioral prob-
lems like truancy, stealing and drugs abuse (19%). Family conflicts were also often related to
personal problems of the parents (26%), in particular alcohol abuse, financial difficulties and
serious quarrels between the parents.

The study also considered parental techniques used to correct misbehavior of the young-
sters. More than three quarters of the youngsters reported that they were corrected by their
parents when they had disobeyed rules or done something wrong (77%). This correction was
mostly exccuted by the father. Table 11 presents the techniques the fathers used when the

voungsters were corrccted.
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Table 11. Techniques of correction/punishment applied by the parents of homeless youngsters

# of cases percentage
Given task as penance 5 8%
Yelling/ shouting 6 10%
Home curfew / 'gating’ 18 30%
Mild physical assault 20 32%
Severe physical assault 12 20%

The table shows that only a few youngsters reported a mild form of retribution. About a fifth
of the youngster reported being severely beaten by the parents, often ending up in physical
injuries. Compared with the youngsters, parents reported that they used less severe measures
of punishment, although still 25% reported that they used physical methods to control their
children.

Conclusions

Evaluating the above rescarch findings we reach the conclusion that the family backgrounds
and parcnting processes of homeless youth are often severely problematic. This is not only
reflected in the characteristics of parents, such as parental alcohol abuse, divorce at a young age
of the child, and unemployment. These are also associated with damaging family interactions
and the style of parenting. High incidences of conflicts between family members (both
between parents and between parent and child) were reported, which often were the reason
that the homeless youngsters ran away from home. Many homeless youngsters characterized
the rearing style of their parents as affectionless control. Morcover, the family climate often
was low on cohesion, and the parents of homeless youngsters often applied harsh punishment
techniques, like physical punishment ending in physical injuries.

The preceding overview of problematic factors in the family histories of homeless
youngsters makes clear that there is a varicty of different family factors that result in voung-
sters ending up as homeless youth. Tracing one unique common family factor that causes
homelessness among youngsters is thus not possible. The family background and parenting of
homeless youngsters must therefore be characterized as ‘multi-problematic’. Various aversive
family factors at different levels (social-structural, interactional and parenting) intertwine and
mutually reinforce cach other.

However, our rescarch findings also indicate that not all homeless youngsters come
from multi-problem families. An important question is whether these youngsters have a better
developmental prognosis than those stemming from multi-problem families. To answer this
question Van der Ploeg et al. (1991) followed two these two groups. He found that of the tow
groups the developmental prognosis of youngsters coming from multi-problem families was

indeed the worse. Many were arrested by the police more than once, used hard drugs and
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were socially isolated. In the long term thesc youngsters did not reintegrate into socicty at all
but ended up in a state of enduring homelessness.

This finding suggests that as the numbers of family problems increascs, the risk that the
children in such troubled familics get into trouble c¢ven morc in their later life is hightened
considerably and leaves some of them without a social network or a home. This concurs with
the suggestion that the accumulation of family risk-factors enhance the risk that children get
into serious trouble in their later lives considerably (Rutter, 1990).

Homclessness therefore is the outcome of an ongoing developmental process of multiple
aversive experiences of children. For many youngsters in the streets, these expericnces often
started at early childhood. They were reinforced during the childhood and adolescent years by
more aversive experiences in the family, and multiplied their problems duc to negative social-
ization experiences at school and in the peer group (Van der Ploeg & Scholte, 1997).

The fact that homelessness is a result of a prolonged process of multiple negative family
cxperiences underscores the need for a comprehensive preventive family approach. The aim of
such a preventive approach is to prevent family difficulties spiraling out of control and result-
ing in homeclessness and its attendant difficulties.

However, any call for prevention should start by stressing the critical importance of that
minimal set of social conditions, without which no human being can successfully bring up chil-
dren. To raise children in a decent and humane way, families must have access to basic income,
housing, education, health care, employment and public safety. Without thesc basic provi-
sions, any effort to prevent severe family and child problems will be doomed to failure.

Besides this basic social minimum, most western societies also provide fortunately a set
of general preventive measures that specifically aim to enhance the developmental chances of
children and juveniles raised in families (e.g. GAO-report, 1995). The goals of such general
preventive measures are to increase the strength and stability of familics, to teach parents prac-
tices of effective or ‘good cnough parenting’, to create a stable family environment or other-
wise to enhance child development. Program mcasures under this objective usually reach out
to all members of society raising children. They arc directed towards the adults that are impor-
tant for the development of children, most likely parents and grand parents and now also,
communitices,

Yet for potentially homeless youngsters prevention directed at the general population
will not be enough. These children often come from multi-problem families, and such familics
arc usually not susceptible to general preventive initiatives, since many of them drop out of
these programs (Van der Ploeg & Scholte, 1997). For familics ‘at multiple risk” more inten-
sive, outreaching methods of carly intervention are needed to redirect practices of ‘bad par-
enting’. The aim of preventive carly intervention is to contact families ‘at risk for
multiple-problems’ when the first problems become apparent, to resolve these problems as
soon as possiblc in order to build trust, and to usc this cntry in the families as a starting point
to teach practices of cffective family management and good parenting afterwards.

Such early intervention efforts could be directed towards populations 'at multiple risk'.
For example, programs can target populations of school children in high-risk or low socioeco-
nomic ncighborhoods, at teenage mothers or at children who have contact with the police
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(Scholte, 1992). There is good evidence that such carly intervention methods are fairly effec-
tive (Dryfoos, 1990; Blythe, Salley & Jayaratne, 1994).
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