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I'm an independent research consultant and an Adjunct Associate Professor of
Epidemiology and Community Health at the University of Minnesota.

There is a compelling business case for public expenditures to prevent and end youth
homelessness. It is based on research an economist and I conducted on a cohort of 1,451
unaccompanied youth who visited YouthLink in 2011. YouthLink is a drop-in center for
youth ages 16 to 24 in Minneapolis, and one of the largest in Minnesota. This cohort of
youth was overwhelmingly youth of color, and many had histories of childhood trauma.
Most were behind or disconnected from schools and only minimally involved in the job
market.

We added up the actual costs of homelessness for this group from multiple agencies and
found that:

e Total taxpayer costs for supporting this cohort FOR ONE YEAR were nearly $30
million, or more than $20,000 per person (2021 dollars).

e The estimated LIFETIME burden to taxpayers for supporting this cohort is over
$427 million, or nearly $300,000 per person (discounted at 3.5 percent per year).

e The cost for one year of all services was $22.1 million to provide for basic needs,
housing, and programs to help these youth change their lives.

Based on these results, we conducted a break-even analysis, asking how many youths
would need to become financially self-sufficient at age 20 to offset the cost of all support
programs for the entire cohort for one full year? We found that:

e Ifjust 6.1 percent of the cohort (89 of 1,451 youth) became self-sufficient at
age 20, the long-term savings to taxpayers would fund all the programs and
services for the entire cohort for a full year.

e Ifwe succeed in helping just one in five to end their dependence on publicly funded
services, over time we will generate $50 million in savings to taxpayers above and
beyond the annual cost of all services.

This result demonstrates that from a financial perspective we do not need to succeed with
all, or even half of these youth. With such a low break-even, for taxpayers this is a low-risk
investment. We can afford to be bold because the lifetime cost of inaction is enormous.

This suggests that fully funding programs to help these youth—if they are effective—would
be an excellent investment. Do drop-in centers with case management services such as
YouthLink, funded by Homeless Youth Act grants, improve long-term outcomes? A second
study that followed the same cohort of youth who visited YouthLink in 2011 found that
such programs do improve long-term outcomes, particularly in education and
housing. The following infographic summarizes these results and points to the critical role
case managers play in helping youth reach their goals for independence.
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Youth experiencing homelessness benefit in

many ways from drop-in centers with case
‘ management services
Each year, more than 7,500 youth ages 16-24 who live apart from family or guardians experience
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homelessness in Minnesota. Many visit drop-in centers staffed by case managers, but little is
known about the long-term impact of these centers.

We followed a cohort of 1,229 youth who
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Financial

Both YouthLink participants and similar youth who did not receive YouthLink services saw substantially reduced costs for financial programs
over time. Compared to similar youth, analysis of costs estimated that YouthLink participants received $532 more per person in benefits for all
financial programs for which they were eligible.

Youth with more substantial relationships with their case managers received an estimated 51 less per person in MFIP benefits
Youth whose case manager encouraged normative social behaviors received an estimated $106 more per person in SNAP benefits

Youth whose case manager worked with them on employment issues received an estimated *102 more per person in SNAP benefits
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For more information, visit https://z.umn.edu/ml_youthhomelessness or email at cascw@umn.edu
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