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Executive summary 

 
Purpose 
This project was designed to answer the following questions: 
• How do the systems often encountered by unstably housed youth mitigate or 

contribute to the likelihood that a young person will experience homelessness? 
• What policy and practice changes are needed to improve these systems and decrease 

housing insecurity? 
 
The project focused on young adults ages 18 to 24 in the 80 counties in Ohio’s Balance of 
State (BoS) Continuum of Care (CoC). 
 

Process 
Three members of the BoS YAB co-designed the project with BoSCoC staff and the 
consulting team. Fifteen members of the BoS YAB and regional YABs participated in at least 
one of the following activities: 
• 7 planning meetings and 1 project summary review meeting 
• 5 meaning making workshops 
• 2 online surveys 
• 1 video about how to develop policy recommendations 
 
Project participants compiled and discussed the following sources of information: 
• System mapping to describe the availability of resources across geography and other 

characteristics, focusing on youth-dedicated homelessness services and other 
systems (employment, healthcare, transportation, etc.). 

• Coordinated Entry plan analysis to identify best practices for local “front doors” to the 
homelessness services system. 

• Secondary data analysis to identify trends and patterns affecting young adults in Ohio 
across eight systems. 

 

Challenges 
Project participants identified three foundational challenges to youth housing stability: 
• High rents, low wages and barriers to employment 
• Difficulties of navigating complex access to services and disconnected systems 
• Isolation, loneliness and lack of family support 
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Systems changes needed 
After exploring what’s working well and isn’t working well in eight systems, project 
participants prioritized: 

Systems changes  In top-priority systems 
• Policy changes that create pathways to stable housing 

and employment 
• Coordinated, human-centered, simplified and flexible 

services 
• Proactive and relational supports and skills for the 

transition to adulthood 

• Employment and 
income support 

• Housing 
• Transportation 
• Mental healthcare 

access 
 

Recommendations 
Project participants developed 15 recommendations to increase youth housing stability. 
Specific recommendations are listed in Part 5 of this report. 
 
Goal 1. Young adults have a say in decisions about job programs and transportation 
Youth voice in: 
A. Ohio Department of Job and Family Services (ODJFS) employment programs 
B. Regional Education Partnerships 
C. Transportation planning 
 
Goal 2. Ohio’s next Governor prioritizes the supports young adults need to thrive  
A. Funding for rental assistance  
B. Funding for job training  
C. Driver’s license access 
D. Medicaid for mental health  
 
Goal 3. Young adults get human-centered help to navigate SNAP and Medicaid red 
tape  
A. Youth voice in SNAP and Medicaid outreach  
B. County Job and Family Services (JFS) funding  
 
Goal 4. Youth-serving organizations do more to help young adults get jobs and 
apartments  
A. Homelessness services providers helping with jobs  
B. Risk protection for landlords 
C. Navigation for getting apartments 
 
Goal 5. COHHIO and local partners find out why existing help isn’t reaching more 
young adults who need it so improvements can be made  
A. Schools helping with jobs  
B. Foster Youth to Independence (FYI) voucher policies and practices  
C. Best practices for young renters  
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Youth vision for systems 
change 

 

Framework for youth housing stability 
During the first phase of the project, the Youth Homelessness System Improvement (YHSI) 
BoS Data Team explored data, mapped programs and engaged in workshop discussions to 
identify strengths and challenges in the systems encountered by youth who have 
experienced homelessness. The group developed this framework to summarize the most 
important systems changes needed in Ohio. 
 

 
 
Each element of the framework represents key themes from the project, described below. 
 

Foundational challenges 
The boulders represent the biggest challenges facing young adults who have survived the 
“rocky soil” of housing instability—high rents and low wages, disconnected systems and 
isolation. While youth identified many barriers to stability, these are the issues that youth 
described as most foundational and critical to overcome. The first two boulders are directly 
relevant to the formal systems explored in this project, while the third boulder (isolation, 
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loneliness and lack of family support) must be addressed through community 
connectedness and informal social support. 
 

 
“The [rent] is going up and going up. You cannot afford anything on 
[minimum wage] or even $12, $14, or $15 [per hour].” 
 
“It was extremely hard to get any resources. It was very depleting. I was 
actually exhausted finding resources and not having any help or direct 
resources or anyone to call. This leads to youth getting in bad situations and 
feeling like there’s no way out.” 
 
“…loneliness is a huge part of the challenge here. People are disconnected 
from others.” 

-Workshop participants 
 

Systems changes 
The group explored factors that help and hurt housing stability in eight different systems. 
Youth emphasized that housing stability depends on many different disconnected systems. 
The seed packets represent the four systems that youth feel are the most urgent to 
address through policy and practice recommendations: 
• Housing 
• Employment and income support 
• Transportation  
• Mental healthcare access 
 
The group brainstormed many ideas for how to improve these systems. Overall, the most 
important improvements are these three seeds of change: 
 
Seed 1. Policy changes that create pathways to stable housing and employment. This 
involves removing structural barriers to getting a job and an apartment (or other living 
arrangement) and increasing access to transportation, food, healthcare and other supports 
needed to survive and thrive. Figure 1 lists the programs and issues prioritized by the group. 
 
 
Figure 1. Priority systems, programs and issues  

Employment and 
income support 

Housing Transportation Mental healthcare 
access 

• Comprehensive 
Case Management 
and Employment 
Program (CCMEP) 

• Rental 
application 
process and 

• Transportation 
options 
(including 
public transit, 

• Medicaid 
• Behavioral 

health 
providers 
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• Job search and job 
skills training 

• SNAP and the SNAP 
Employment and 
Training Program 
(E&T) 

landlord 
practices 

• Rental 
assistance 
programs 

biking and 
getting a 
driver’s license) 

 
 
Seed 2. Coordinated, human-centered, simplified and flexible services. This involves 
improving the user experience of applying for benefits, providing hands-on navigation help, 
and delivering youth-centered care.  
 
During the May workshop, participants in the “Application Lab” activity identified bright 
spots and pain points in the Ohio Benefits portal and the process of applying for SNAP, 
Medicaid, and childcare assistance. There was general agreement in the group that the 
following practices need to be improved: 
• SNAP interview requirement and process: Eliminate or modify the interview 

requirement and/or ensure that interview date notices reach applicants on time 
• County JFS offices: Allow for in-person appointments (some no longer offer this 

option) and reduce call wait times 
• Ohio Benefits portal: Continue to improve the accuracy and user-friendliness of the 

portal, including improvements to the document upload feature; address concerns 
about the requirement to have two devices for two-factor authentication  

• Employer paperwork: Eliminate requirements to have employers fill out forms or 
submit letters (for SNAP and Medicaid applications and redeterminations) 

• Medicaid eligibility: Ensure that young adults turning 19 are aware that they need to re-
apply and assist them with the application 

• Work requirements: Conduct outreach to young adults to help them understand SNAP 
and Medicaid work reporting requirements and exemptions 

• Libraries: Continue to leverage libraries as a useful place to connect to the internet and 
get help to navigate benefits 

 
Early in the project, the consulting team developed a draft checklist for Creating Youth-
Friendly Environments (see Appendix D). During the May workshop, participants discussed 
the checklist and suggested the following additions: 
• Increase access by meeting youth where (and when) they are, including physically 

by going to them at times that work for youth and by offering multiple services under 
one roof 

• Use a slower paced intake process and offer ongoing support, including by and with 
peers with lived experience, where immediate needs can be met first and more 
complex intake and services can occur later 

• Ensure staff are trauma informed and get adequate training and resources  
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• Connect youth with resources, such as supportive adults, group programs, food, and 
coaching in how to fill out paperwork and forms  

• Co-create tools and processes with YABs, young people, and staff 
 
Seed 3. Proactive and relational supports and skills for the transition to adulthood. 
Youth talked about needing someone to walk alongside them as they learn how to take on 
the responsibilities of adulthood. If their parents or other family members are not around or 
able to help, then case managers or other program staff can provide guidance. 
 

“It’s not just getting the list [of services], but how to do the thing and when to 
do the thing. Maybe staff calls for me, then the next time they do it with 
me, and then the third time is on my own.”  
 
“There isn’t that transition space. Many programs didn’t prepare me for what 
life is like.”  

-Workshop participants 
 

Youth voice 
In order for the seeds of systems change to grow, they must be “watered” with input from 
young people who have experienced these challenges. The watering can represents the 
importance of youth voice and lived experience. 
 

“A lot of youth voices aren’t heard but they still matter, and we can all work 
together to change this… This is not just one person’s problem it’s 
everybody’s even if it doesn’t necessarily affect you right now.”  
 
“You know what works and what does not. You know what you need in your 
city and what you don’t [need] in your city. And your voice needs to be 
spoken.”  

-Workshop participants 

Vision 
The vision for housing stability is that when these seeds of systems change grow, and 
young people are supported by the “roots” of community connectedness, they will thrive. 
One YAB member described the vision like this: 
 

“Having a home means more than simply having a roof over your head; it means 
having a safe, stable, affordable place to live where you feel secure, have some 
control over your environment, and know you have a place to call home. That 
stability gives young adults the ability to focus on things beyond survival, such as 
education, employment, relationships, health, and their future.  
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Feeling stable and safe means not constantly living in crisis or worrying about 
where you will sleep, whether you will have food, transportation, healthcare, 
income, or someone to turn to for support. It also means having emotional and 
relational safety and being able to ask for help without being judged or made to 
feel like needing support is a failure…  
 
Being connected means having meaningful relationships and knowing where to 
turn when support is needed and being empowered means having real choices 
and a meaningful role in decisions that affect your life.” 
 

-YAB small circle member 
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Project purpose and 
process 

 

Questions and scope 
This project was designed to answer the following questions: 
• How do the systems often encountered by unstably housed youth mitigate or 

contribute to the likelihood that a young person will experience homelessness? 
• What policy and practice changes are needed to improve these systems and decrease 

housing insecurity? 
 
The scope of the project included: 
• 80 counties in Ohio’s BoS CoC  
• People ages 24 and younger and not in a household in which any member is older than 

24 (typically transition age youth from 18-24 years old) 
• Eight systems (initially identified as: child welfare, criminal legal, employment, income 

support and benefits, education, housing/homelessness services, health and disability, 
transportation) 

Youth engagement process 
The “small circle” planning team led all aspects of this project. Made up of three members 
of the BoS YAB, one BoSCoC staff person and three consultants, this group met monthly to 
co-design project activities. The small circle team co-facilitated and participated in all 
project activities, and a wider circle of YAB members and other adults contributed to 
specific activities outlined in Figure 2. The small circle team mapped systems, identified 
best practices and compiled data. Youth were then engaged to make meaning of this 
information through a series of workshops. Youth also prioritized issues and 
recommendations through two online surveys. 
 
Figure 2. YHSI BoS data project meaning making and prioritization activities 

Activity What did we do? Who participated? 
(in addition to the 
consultants) 

March workshop Discussed and interpreted system 
maps and Coordinated Entry plan 
analysis  

3 YAB members (small 
circle only), 2 BoSCoC staff 

April workshop Discussed and interpreted secondary 
data 

5 YAB members, 1 BoSCoC 
staff 
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May workshop Discussed and prioritized key themes 
from the project so far, generated 
ideas for the “ideal future,” and 
identified systems changes 

9 YAB members, 7 
BoSCoC/COHHIO staff and 
20 representatives from 
partner organizations 

Survey #1 Prioritized programs that are most 
important to change, improve or 
expand and issues that are most 
important to change 

8 YAB members, 2 BoSCoC 
staff and 6 representatives 
from partner organizations 

July workshop  
(in-person) 

Revised the draft framework for youth 
housing stability 

5 YAB members, 2 BoSCoC 
staff 

Video Got ready for the August workshop by 
learning about the policymaking 
process, recommendations and 
advocacy tactics 

4 YAB members (watched 
the video) 

August workshop Generated and refined policy and 
practice recommendations 

6 YAB members, 2 BoSCoC 
staff 

Survey #2 Prioritized recommendations that are 
the most important to focus on in 
2027 

15 YAB members, 2 
BoSCoC staff 

September BoS 
YAB meeting 

Gave feedback on the policy agenda 
and report summary 

5 YAB members, 2 BoS/CoC 
staff 
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System mapping 
System mapping describes the availability of resources across geography and other 
characteristics. The system mapping in this project involved two components: 
• Youth-dedicated homelessness services: Building upon a draft BoSCoC System Map 

developed by the BoSCoC and the BoS YAB in 2025, the consultants gathered 
additional information (including via an online survey of providers) to create a 
comprehensive catalogue of youth-dedicated homelessness services in each BoS 
county. The resulting information is available in a spreadsheet and a series of county 
maps. 

• Other systems: The consulting team gathered online information about 46 services 
and programs relevant to people ages 18-24 and to housing stability, across eight 
systems other than homelessness services. A spreadsheet is available that describes 
the following characteristics of these services and programs: statewide availability, 
includes housing assistance, eligibility criteria (age, income, homelessness status or 
risk, foster care, work or school), and funding source. 

Coordinated Entry 
Each BoS CoC region has a Coordinated Entry process that serves as the “front door” to 
the homelessness services system. The consulting team analyzed Coordinated Entry 
practices and produced the following deliverables (in the Appendix): 
• Regional Coordinated Entry Plan analysis: Analysis of six Coordinated Entry plans (2 

from Ohio BoS regions and 4 from other states) to identify opportunities for 
improvement in Ohio (Appendix B) 

• Summary of Best Practices for Coordinated Entry for Youth: Literature summary and 
recommendations (Appendix C). 

• Starter Checklist for Creating “Youth-Friendly” Program Environments: Review of 
online tools and guidance to develop a user-friendly checklist (Appendix D). 

Secondary data 
Secondary data refers to data that has been collected by someone else and can include 
survey results and administrative data from state and federal government agencies and 
nonprofit organizations. The consulting team worked one-on-one with the three “small 
circle” YAB members to review available data sources across eight systems. YAB members 
helped to prioritize, compile, review and present the data at workshops. 

A total of 67 indicators are listed in a secondary data spreadsheet that provides the data 
source and data characteristics for each indicator. In addition, the group created 18 data 
graphics with mostly state-level data, plus a series of county-specific data graphics for nine 
selected BoS counties (available in a slide deck). 
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Where this project fits into the policymaking process 
The policymaking process involves four phases: issues identification, policy formulation, 
policy advocacy and policy implementation. From January to September 2026, the YHSI 
BoS Data Project focused on the first two phases. COHHIO and the YABs will focus on the 
last two phases over the next year. 
 
Figure 3. Phases of the policymaking process 

Phase Project component  Report section 
Issue identification • System mapping, Coordinated Entry 

analysis, secondary data analysis 
• Meaning making workshops 
• Framework for youth housing stability 

(foundational challenges and 
prioritized systems) 

Parts 1, 3 and 4 

Policy formulation Policy agenda: 5 goals and 15 
recommendations 

Part 5 

Policy advocacy Next steps Part 6  
Policy implementation To be monitored in 2027 and beyond N/A 
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System factors that 
support youth housing 
stability 

 
This project explored how the systems often encountered by unstably housed youth 
mitigate the likelihood that a young person will experience homelessness. System 
mapping, Coordinated Entry analysis, and workshop discussions with youth identified the 
following aspects of existing systems, programs and services that are working well: 
 

Many different resources are available. 
The system map identified 46 services and programs in systems beyond homelessness 
services that are relevant to young adults and housing security. Most of these programs 
(87%) are available statewide or have a presence in every county (such as Bridges, CCMEP, 
childcare vouchers, Ohio Means Jobs, SNAP, Pell grants, OhioRISE, etc.). 
 
Youth reported that SNAP, WIC and childcare assistance can help reduce household costs, 
so there is more money available for rent. They also mentioned that programs that provide 
rental assistance, such as Bridges (for former foster youth), are also very helpful. 
 
Some Youth Homelessness Demonstration Program (YHDP) counties have very good 
coverage of youth homelessness services, including front porch, prevention/diversion, 
crisis/short-term housing, transitional/medium-term housing, and medium to long-term 
permanent housing. Regions 2, 5, 6, 9 and 17 are particularly strong (each have 7 or more 
programs). 
 

There are positive examples of outreach and 
information sharing. 
Youth reported that the following approaches are good ways to get information about 
resources to young adults who have experienced housing instability: 
• Word of mouth  
• Libraries (bulletin boards, internet connections, help navigating benefits, place to hang 

out, etc.)  
• Medicaid managed care plans send brochures about covered services and available 

resources in the mail in a format that is useful. 
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There are positive examples of application processes. 
Youth reported some positive experiences with applying for benefits or programs: 
• The Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) website user experience and 

streamlined nature of the Common App (for applying to colleges) work well. 
• The OhioBenefits Portal has gotten better recently (but still needs improvements). 
• The Medicaid application process is easier than the SNAP process. 
• Having several different options for how to apply for a service, such as online, by phone 

and in person is helpful. 
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System factors that 
contribute to youth 
housing instability 

 
This project also explored how the systems often encountered by unstably housed youth 
contribute to the likelihood that a young person will experience homelessness. The 
following themes summarize the main challenges emphasized by youth: 
 

Housing stability depends on many disconnected 
systems. 
Youth talked about how barriers in one system can lead to challenges in other systems. For 
example, public transportation is limited or non-existent in many BoS counties, car 
ownership is expensive, and drivers’ licenses are difficult to obtain. As a result, it can be 
difficult for young adults to get to jobs that are not in walking distance, which tend to pay 
more. Many young people therefore work in fast food or retail jobs that do not pay a wage 
high enough to afford rent and do not offer consistent hours/schedules (which is 
particularly challenging for young adults with young children who must arrange child care). 
 
Education is another example of this connection. Youth understand the importance of 
higher education and training for getting a living-wage job. However, they must often work 
full time to support themselves, leaving little time for education or training programs. In 
addition, many young adults in BoS counties face transportation and financial barriers to 
higher education. 
 
Mental health is intertwined with other issues. YAB members talked about how being 
homeless is harmful to mental health.  Without access to mental healthcare and social 
support, young people find it difficult to keep a job and maintain the ongoing tenacity 
required to obtain social services and public benefits.  
 
Not working and not being in school can contribute to loneliness and lack of social 
support, especially for young people who are no longer in contact with their parents or 
other family members. Some YAB members talked about how they “don’t know many 
people,” which can make it difficult to network for jobs, find out about resources and have 
fun with peers. 
 

“If you don't have transportation, you cannot get a job and then you don't 
have money and you can’t have a house. It's one big circle of barriers. If you 
don't have one, you cannot complete the circle. The middle of the circle is 
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stable housing.  You want to get to secure housing but if you cannot enter the 
circle, you cannot finish.” 
 
“There’s no coordinating… Care coordinators would need to be less if we 
could fill in the gaps between the systems. [There’s] a lot of pressure on the 
systems when they don’t communicate.”  

-Workshop participants 

The mismatch between rent and income is a growing 
challenge. 
Secondary data compiled during this project confirmed what YAB members already know: 
rents have increased sharply, and wages have not kept up. As a result, landlords are 
increasingly selective about who they will rent to, and many young adults struggle to find 
affordable apartments. 
 

“People basically have to be perfect to get housing.” 
 
“It is not impossible but almost impossible to get an apartment. It was 
easier back then, now you have to do 3x the rent, you can’t have a dog, etc. 
On top, you have to have 1st month rent, last month rent. And you have to be 
a certain age. It is hard.” 
 
“Landlords don’t want to work with youth.” 

--Workshop participants 
 

From December 2019 to December 2024, the inflation-adjusted median rental price 
for a two-bedroom apartment in Ohio increased by 22% (see figure 4). (Note that 
“nominal” refers to the raw number and “real” is the inflation-adjusted value.)  
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Figure 4. Rents have risen sharply since 2018 
 

 
 
The affordability of apartments is a challenge across the state, including BoS 
counties. Figure 5. displays the percent of renter households spending 50% or more 
of their income on rent and utilities (severely rent burdened). The five counties with 
the highest rate of severe rent burden in Ohio in 2012-2024 were all in the BoS 
(Athens, Portage, Scioto, Coshocton and Jackson). 
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Figure 5. Severe rent burden is widespread in BoS counties 

 
 
The “housing wage” is the hourly wage a full-time worker must earn to afford an apartment 
at Fair Market Rent, while not being rent burdened. In 2024, the housing wage for Ohio was 
$18.02 for a 1-bedroom and $22.51 for a 2-bedroom. To see how wages for jobs often held 
by young adults compare to the housing wage, YAB members explored the “Ohio’s Top 
Jobs” list from the Governor’s Office of Workforce Transformation. The jobs listed in figure 6 
are those with the most job openings that require minimal experience or education 
requirements. The wages for all of these jobs are below the housing wage. 
 
Figure 6. Jobs accessible to young adults do not pay enough to afford an apartment 

 
 



22 
 

Public benefits are hard to navigate. 
As they enter adulthood, young adults become ineligible for some programs and 
eligible for others. The systems map documented differences in age-related eligibility 
criteria for different programs, such as: 
• OhioRISE: Ages 0 to 20 
• CCMEP: Ages 14 to 24 
• Ohio Department of Health (ODH) Youth Homelessness program: Ages 16 to 22  
• Bridges (for youth exiting foster care): Ages 18-20 
• Medicaid expansion group: Ages 19-64 
• State and federal Earned Income Tax Credit: Ages 25 to 65 (with no qualifying child) 
 
This patchwork of eligibility can be confusing to navigate and leads to “benefits cliffs” and 
transition points where young adults can lose their footing unless they have guidance on 
how to fill the gaps of a lost benefit or service. 

 
“I had Medicaid at 18 and then lost it turning 19 and had to reapply since I 
switched populations. There was no letter or communication on it.” 

-Workshop participant 

YAB members described many challenges with applying for and maintaining benefits, such 
as:  

• Lack of awareness of some programs and services 
• Poorly designed and managed application processes (long call hold wait times at local 

JFS offices, difficulty uploading documents or updating your address in the 
OhioBenefits portal, JFS requiring forms to be signed by employers, etc.) 

• Complexity of program requirements and unclear communication about those 
requirements 

• Lack of coordination between service providers 
 

“Youth are tired of asking and looking for resources when it feels like a needle 
in a haystack! I’m in a program that I had to jump through hoops to find and 
thank God for my program giving me a second chance at what feels like living 
life how it should be.”   
 
“Maybe help teach younger individuals on filling out papers because they 
don't teach these things in school.”  
 
“Paper forms can also be confusing. Nobody wanted to help me. The paragraphs 
were too close together.”  
 
“It’s such a difficult process because the [OhioBenefits Portal] is where things are 
done and you still may need to call [JFS]. And then you are on hold for hours. There’s 
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no official appointment and you have to devote a day or two to waiting on them. 
It’s not realistic when I have other things that need to get done.” 
 

-Workshop participants 
 
Data compiled for the project illustrate challenges with SNAP in particular. As shown in 
figure 7, adults ages 19-24 were the age group most likely to report that they ran out of food 
in the past 12 months but were less likely than adults ages 25 to 64 to report using 
electronic benefit transfer (EBT) or Food Stamps. YAB members talked about difficulties 
with the SNAP interview process and how that may affect the ability of young people to 
access SNAP. 
 
Figure 7. Young adults need food assistance but are less likely to get it 
 

 
 

“The SNAP interview is the bane of my existence!” 
 
“Communication [about benefits] comes in the mail. And without stable 
housing there is no reliable communications.” 
 
“Galia county [JFS] does not have in-office appointments anymore.”… “For 
in-person [JFS appointments], I think it’s easier for youth to have someone 
help them with the application process.” 
 
“[JFS] wanted a paper form signed by my employer. [That leads to] stigma 
and shame.” 

-Workshop participants 
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Transportation presents unique challenges for rural 
and suburban youth 
Public transit is non-existent or very limited in many of Ohio’s BoS counties. The Ohio 
Department of Transportation’s 2025 Strategic Transportation and Development Analysis 
found that most workers with access to fixed-route transit (regular bus service) are 
concentrated in metro counties. The analysis concluded that lack of public transit in rural 
areas and for workers with low incomes was a significant workforce challenge for the 
state.1 As a result, young adults in many areas of Ohio must drive themselves, get a ride 
from a friend or family member, walk or bike to get to work or other places they need to go. 
YAB members cited difficulties getting a driver’s license, the high costs of gas and car 
ownership, and long distances to higher-paying jobs as major transportation barriers. 
 

“[In our region], only one county has a bus line. The others don’t. [Jobs] at 
businesses that are walking distance are fast food restaurants and gas 
stations—places that don’t pay much. Higher paying jobs require a vehicle 
to travel.” 
 
“Transportation goes into everything.” 
 

-Workshop participants 
 
The percentage of young Ohioans with a driver’s license declined from 1995 to 2023 (see 
figure 8). By 2023, 15% of Ohioans ages 20-24 did not have a license. This figure includes all 
young adults in Ohio; the share without a license is likely higher among young adults with 
low incomes, limited family support, or experience in foster care.  
 
Figure 8. Fewer teens and young adults are getting their driver’s licenses 

 
 
The decline in driver’s licenses among young adults is likely the result of a decrease in the 
number of high schools offering driver’s education classes and a series of policy changes 
enacted in Ohio over the past decade that resulted in more identification document 
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requirements and increases in the number of driving hours with a supervising adult.2 YAB 
members talked about the high cost of driver’s education classes and not having access to 
a car to practice and take the license test as barriers. Some also mentioned that it was 
difficult to meet the supervised driving hours requirement. 
 

“[Youth] are on their own with no driver’s license after foster care.” 
 
“Having someone in your life to do the [supervised] driving piece [to get a 
license] might not be available to folks. [Driver’s ed] not being offered in high 
school is a real problem for someone who has no vehicle to do the driving 
with.”  
 
“A 16-year-old asking family to pay for driving school for their birthday is 
now $500, but it used to be $250 a few years ago. And if you don’t go, you 
can’t get your license until you’re maybe 18, 21 or 22.” 

-Workshop participants 
 

Young adults need more help with education and 
employment. 
Many YAB members expressed frustration with the job search process and reported that 
they did not know much about resumes, cover letters and interviews. Some mentioned 
working in fast food or other restaurants or in retail stores where the wages are low. They 
described feeling stuck in jobs they did not like but not being able to go to school to train 
for a better job. 
 

“If you are working 73 hours per week [to afford rent], what opportunity do you 
have to increase your skills to find something that pays better? How would you go 
to school to get paid better, like technical school or being an apprentice? How would 
you pursue that?” 
 
“Cover letters - what the heck are those!?” 
 
“Nobody at my community college helped me with finding a job.” 
 
“I worked fast food, but they don’t accommodate people with disabilities.”  

-Workshop participants 
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Figure 9 displays barriers to employment among CCMEP participants. This program data 
indicates that basic skills training is the biggest need among these young people who are 
ages 14-24 and have low incomes. 

Figure 9. Basic skills training is the most common need among CCMEP participants 

 

 
 

Mental healthcare and social connection are 
particularly important for youth who have experienced 
homelessness. 
Many young people who have faced housing insecurity have also experienced trauma, 
have disabilities and/or were in the foster care system. Mental health concerns are 
common. Mental health was the biggest health problem reported by participants in the 
ODH Homeless Youth program; 40% described their mental health as fair or poor (see 
figure 10). Intensive and high-quality mental health services and case management can 
help young people to cope but are not always available. Seventy of the 80 BoS counties 
have been designated as Mental Health Professional Shortage Areas (HPSAs), meaning 
that there are not enough mental health providers to meet the needs of the population.3 
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Figure 10. Mental health needs are high among homeless youth 
 

 
 

“People struggle with mental health whether in stable housing or not. But being 
unhoused makes it 10x worse.” 

“Wow, you need to make this much [housing wage] but the only job you can get makes 
a fast-food wage. It takes a toll on mental health. You cannot get help for [mental 
health] because you have to work, and then you are at risk of becoming homeless 
again. People lose their place because they cannot afford rent while in a mental 
hospital getting help.” 

“The problem with mental health counselors and psychologists are that they really 
don’t listen. Based off my experience, they can talk over the client, belittle, or just 
medicate based off not so much information. They need to learn to communicate 
better with the clients and not be hard on people with or without disabilities.”  

-Workshop participants 
 
Lack of social connectedness is also a challenge. In 2023, young adults ages 19-24 in 
Ohio were more likely than other adults to report experiencing loneliness. Loneliness 
among young adults rose sharply from 2019 to 2021 and remained elevated after the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Figure 11. Loneliness is highest among young adults 

 

 
 
Figure 12. Loneliness among young adults has risen since 2019 

 
 
 
 

There are many opportunities to improve youth 
homelessness services. 
Analysis of Coordinated Entry plans for two BoS regions found a general lack of youth-
focused policies and practices. While the analysis found examples of youth-specific 
access components, the plans did not mention youth in their assessment and referral 
components, and youth prioritization was only mentioned for one county. This means that 
when BoS regions are developing policies and practices for how people enter the 



29 
 

homelessness services system, they could be doing much more to ensure that 
practices are tailored to meet the needs of transition age youth. (See Appendices B and 
C for more detail on opportunities to improve Coordinated Entry.) 
 
Zooming out to a broader range of services, the youth homelessness services system map 
looked at the extent to which five types of homelessness services are available in the BoS 
counties (front porch, prevention/diversion, crisis/short-term, transitional/medium-term, 
and medium to long-term permanent). Counties with a Youth Homelessness 
Demonstration Program (YHDP) were generally more likely than other counties to have a 
range of these services available, although notable gaps persisted for seven YHDP counties 
(Pike, Clearmont, Brown, Adams, Lawrence, Warren and Scioto). 
 
Looking at all BoS counties overall, service gaps were most significant in the counties 
shaded in black in the map in figure 13. These counties were missing three of more of the 
five youth homelessness services. This means that for many young people living in 
nonmetro counties in Ohio, the age-specific homelessness services they need may not be 
available. 
 
Figure 13. 46 BoS counties have significant youth homelessness service gaps 
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Policy and practice 
recommendations 

 

Policy formulation process 
Through an online survey, the YHSI BoS data project participants prioritized four systems as 
the most important to change, along with specific programs and issues within those 
systems (listed in Figure 14). 
 
Figure 14. Priority systems, programs and issues 

Employment and 
income support 

Housing Transportation Mental healthcare 
access 

• CCMEP 
• Job search and 

job skills training 
• SNAP 

• Rental 
application 
process and 
landlord 
practices 

• Rental 
assistance 
programs 

• Transportation 
options 
(including public 
transit, biking 
and getting a 
driver’s license) 

• Medicaid 
• Behavioral 

health providers 

 
The next step was to summarize desired outcomes for each system and generate specific 
recommendations to achieve those outcomes. The system-specific desired outcomes are 
listed in Figure 15. 
 
Figure 15. Desired long-term outcomes for each prioritized system 

Employment and 
income support 

Housing Transportation Mental healthcare 
access 

• Increase job 
search support 
and job skills 
training for 
young adults 

• Increase uptake 
of the CCMEP 
(CCMEP) and 
SNAP 
Employment and 
Training 
programs 

• Reduce barriers 
to securing 
leases for young 
adults 

• Increase 
availability of 
rental 
assistance for 
young adults 

• Increase supply 
of affordable 
housing 

• Improve and 
expand 
transportation 
options in rural 
and suburban 
counties 

• Reduce barriers 
to getting a 
driver’s license 
for Ohioans ages 
16-24 

• Reduce barriers 
to getting and 
keeping 
Medicaid among 
eligible young 
adults 

• Increase number 
of behavioral 
health providers 
who provide 
quality care for 
young adults 
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• Reduce barriers 
to getting and 
keeping SNAP 
among eligible 
young adults 

 

 
During the August workshop, participants reviewed and revised the draft 
recommendations, generated additional recommendations, and narrowed down the list of 
recommendations for inclusion in this report using the following criteria: 

• The spark—Our ideas and lived experience 
o Passion: What lights my fire? 
o Need: What are the biggest needs for young adults in Ohio? 
o Youth power: What are we (young adults) uniquely positioned to do or call 

attention to? 
• The kindling—Political feasibility 

o Timeliness: What decisions will be made over the next year? 
o Momentum: What are other advocates pushing for? 
o Political feasibility: What is realistic in the current political environment? 

 
YAB members then further prioritized the recommendations for advocacy in 2027 through 
an online follow-up survey. 
 

Policy and practice recommendations 
The final set of 15 recommendations are grouped under five goals: 

Goal 1. Young adults have a say in decisions about job 
programs and transportation 
Young people who have experienced housing insecurity face many barriers to getting 
and keeping a job. Employment programs and transportation planning processes 
already exist, but young adults with low incomes should have a seat at the table to 
shape how these programs and systems work. 
 
Recommendations 
A. Youth voice in ODJFS employment programs. ODJFS, local JFS offices and Workforce 

Development Boards should invite and compensate young adults with lived experience 
to strengthen the CCMEP and SNAP Employment and Training programs in ways that 
increase uptake among eligible young adults and tailor job search support and job skills 
training to career pathways of interest to young adults. 

B. Youth voice in Regional Education Partnerships. The newly-forming Regional 
Education Partnerships should invite and compensate young adults with lived 
experience to participate in efforts to identify barriers to workforce entry and develop 
solutions to fill gaps. 
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C. Youth voice in transportation planning. Local transit agencies, planning organizations 
(Metropolitan Planning Organizations [MPOs]/Regional Transportation Planning 
Organizations [RTPOs]), and Community Action Agencies should invite and 
compensate young adults with lived experience to participate in their needs 
assessment and planning teams to ensure that local transportation plans address 
youth barriers and include options that work well for young adults, including transit and 
bike programs. 

 

Goal 2. Ohio’s next Governor prioritizes the supports young 
adults need to thrive  
The mismatch between high rents and low wages is a foundational challenge to youth 
housing stability, and access to transportation and mental healthcare are critical for 
employment and wellbeing. The 2028-2029 state budget can help more young people 
successfully transition to adulthood by investing in the proactive supports they feel are 
most important. 
 
Recommendations 
A. Funding for rental assistance. The Governor and the General Assembly should 

increase funding for youth-dedicated rental assistance programs to increase the 
number of young adults who receive assistance in all areas of the state. 

B. Funding for job training. The Governor and the General Assembly should increase 
funding for career and technical education, job training and workforce development 
programs for young adults (18-24).   

C. Driver’s license access. The Governor and the General Assembly should reduce 
barriers for unstably housed youth to obtain a driver’s license, such as by funding 
availability of vehicles at Bureau of Motor Vehicles (BMV) testing sites, expanding the 
Drive to Succeed program, streamlining document requirements, providing adult 
supervision alternatives, and funding driver’s education classes in public schools. 

D. Medicaid for mental health. The Governor and the General Assembly should maintain 
the mental health provider rate increases that went into effect in 2024, fund career 
pathways for mental health providers, and require the Ohio Department of Medicaid to 
more closely monitor the quality of mental healthcare provided to youth and young 
adults with trauma and disabilities. 

Goal 3. Young adults get human-centered help to navigate 
SNAP and Medicaid red tape  
Young adults already struggled to navigate public benefits programs before implementation 
of new SNAP and Medicaid work reporting requirements and more frequent Medicaid 
redeterminations (resulting from federal policy changes). Youth-centered outreach and 
high-touch navigation support would help young adults to get and keep the food assistance 
and healthcare coverage they need to survive while working low-wage jobs and cope with 
the stress of trauma, loneliness and lack of family support. 
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Recommendations 
A. Youth voice in SNAP and Medicaid outreach. The ODJFS and local JFS offices should 

engage young adults to design communications and outreach strategies to ensure 
young adults are aware of SNAP and Medicaid work reporting requirements and 
Medicaid 6-month redeterminations and update their contact information in the Ohio 
Benefits portal on a regular basis. 

B. County JFS funding. The Governor and General Assembly should increase state 
funding for county JFS offices to support the staffing levels needed to process SNAP 
and Medicaid applications in a timely manner and provide human-centered services 
(including in-person options and faster call response times). 

Goal 4. Youth-serving organizations do more to help young 
adults get jobs and apartments  
Young adults need more help with employment and securing leases. Local Continuums of 
Care (COCs) and homelessness services organizations that already serve unstably housed 
youth should strengthen connections with the workforce development sector and 
landlords so they can help more young people to build the skills they need to get an 
apartment (or other living arrangement) and pay rent. 
 
Recommendations 
A. Homelessness services providers helping with jobs. COHHIO and CoCs should 

partner with employment training and workforce development organizations to identify 
ways that local homelessness services providers can help their young adult clients to 
find and keep jobs (such as training or toolkits). 

B. Risk protection for landlords. Homelessness and housing organizations should offer 
youth-dedicated risk mitigation funds, incentives and mediation programs to support 
landlords who rent to young adults (including those who have completed the Ready to 
Rent program) and use evidence to show other organizations how a program like this 
can work. 

C. Navigation for getting apartments. Homelessness and housing organizations and 
other community-based organizations should provide training, education (e.g., 
pamphlets, videos), and navigation assistance to young adults to help them learn how 
to secure a lease or shared housing. 

Goal 5. COHHIO and local partners find out why existing help 
isn’t reaching more young adults who need it so that 
improvements can be made  
Additional research and stakeholder discussions are needed to identify practices that 
would better connect unstably housed youth with existing programs, services and 
apartments.   
 
 
 



34 
 

Recommendations 
A. Schools helping with jobs. COHHIO and YABs should gather input from youth to 

identify how job preparation services (including help with resumes, interviews and job 
search) offered by high schools and community colleges can reach more students who 
have experienced homelessness. 

B. FYI (FYI) voucher policies and practices. COHHIO and CoCs should assess housing 
authority practices related to FYI (FYI) vouchers (youth-dedicated vouchers), including 
expiration timeframes, to increase access to and use of vouchers for young adults. 

C. Best practices for young renters. COHHIO or CoCs should gather best practices and 
lessons learned from landlords and municipalities with high rates of young renters 
(e.g., college towns) and shared living spaces to increase the number of young people 
able to secure safe and stable housing. 
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Next steps to move from 
ideas to action 

 
 
Key decision-makers 
The 15 recommendations involve action by the following decision-makers: 
• Youth Action Boards (including the BoS YAB, statewide YAB and local YABs) 
• The Governor and the General Assembly 
• ODJFS and local JFS offices 
• Regional Education Partnerships and Workforce Development Boards 
• Transit agencies and Regional Planning Organizations 
• Community Action Agencies 
• COHHIO, Continuums of Care (CoCs) and homelessness services providers 
 
Advocacy 
The Continuum of Care will disseminate the recommendations in this report to the key 
decision-makers listed above and will coordinate YAB efforts to advocate for 
implementation. 
 
YABs and potential coalition partners can review this “menu” of recommendations and 
identify specific recommendations to advocate for at the state and/or local levels. 
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Appendix 

 
Appendix A. Logic model 
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YHSI BoS Data Project Logic Model 
Activities & Outputs Outcomes 

Research & meaning 
making to identify 

challenges and prioritize 
systems 

Develop  
policy agenda 

Advocate for 
recommendations 

Long-term  
outcomes 

Vision 

Challenges 
• High rents, low wages & 

barriers to employment 
• Difficulties of navigating 

complex access to 
services & 
disconnected systems 

• Isolation, loneliness & 
lack of family support 

 
Systems 
• Employment & income 

support 
• Housing 
• Transportation 
• Mental healthcare 

access 
 
Systems changes 
• Policy changes that 

create pathways to 
stable housing & 
employment 

• Coordinated, human-
centered, simplified & 
flexible services 

• Proactive & relational 
supports & skills for the 
transition to adulthood 

Goals & 
recommendations 
1. Young adults have a 

say in decisions 
about job programs 
and transportation. (3 
recommendations) 

2. Ohio’s next Governor 
prioritizes the 
supports young 
adults need to thrive 
(4) 

3. Young adults get 
human-centered 
help to navigate 
SNAP and Medicaid 
red tape (2) 

4. Youth-serving 
organizations do 
more to help young 
adults get jobs and 
apartments (3) 

5. COHHIO and local 
partners find out why 
existing help isn’t 
reaching more young 
adults who need it so 
that improvements 
can be made (3) 

Advocacy activities 
• Disseminate policy 

agenda 
• Mobilize YABs 
• Identify & mobilize 

coalition partners 
• Raise awareness & 

educate key decision-
makers 

• Identify & implement 
additional advocacy 
tactics 

 
Outputs 
• # of dissemination 

activities & methods 
(social media posts, 
events, etc.) 

• # of YAB-led advocacy 
activities 

• # of coalition partner 
organizations 

 
Short-term outcomes 
Key decisionmakers: 
• Are aware of the 

recommendations 
• Implement the 

recommendations 

Employment & income support 
• Increased job search support & job 

skills training for young adults 
• Increased CCMEP & SNAP 

Employment & Training uptake 
• Reduced barriers to getting & keeping 

SNAP among eligible young adults 
 
Housing 
• Reduced barriers to securing leases 

for young adults 
• Increase availability of rental 

assistance for young adults 
 
Transportation 
• Improved & expanded transportation 

options in rural and suburban 
counties 

• Reduced barriers to getting a driver’s 
license for Ohioans ages 16-24 

 
Mental healthcare access 
• Reduced barriers to getting & keeping 

Medicaid among eligible young 
adults 

• Increased number of behavioral 
health providers who provide quality 
care for young adults 

All youth & 
young adults: 
• Have a 

home 
• Feel stable 

& safe 
• Are 

confident, 
coping, 
connected 
& 
empowered 

Changes informed by youth voice 
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Appendix B. Coordinated entry plan analysis  
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Youth Homelessness System Improvement Data Consultation for the 
Ohio Balance of State Continuum of Care 

Regional Coordinated Entry Plan Analysis 
 

 

Overview of Analysis 
As part of the Youth Homelessness System Improvement Data Consultation for the Ohio Balance of State Continuum of Care, 
consultant Matthew Doherty reviewed six (6) Coordinated Entry plans (CE Plans) from Balance of State CoCs who were also recent 
Youth Homelessness Demonstration Program (YHDP) grantees:1

 Ohio Balance of State CoC Region 6 

 Ohio Balance of State CoC Region 9 

 Georgia Balance of State CoC  

 Iowa Balance of State CoC  

 Michigan Balance of State CoC  

 New Mexico Balance of State CoC  

 
Analysis of the CE Plans focused on whether the Plans documented any youth-specific policies or practices related to each of the 
four (4) Core Components of CE:  

1. ACCESS:  How youth and young adults experiencing homelessness or housing crises are provided options to engage with 
the crisis response system to get connected to assistance and programs.  

2. ASSESSMENT: Standardized tools and processes used to assess youth and young adults’ housing and service needs, 
preferences, and vulnerabilities, which may involve multistage processes.     

3. PRIORITIZATION: Policies and processes for how assessments and other factors are used to prioritize youth and young 
adults for available housing resources and services, with focus on prioritizing people with the greatest needs and 
vulnerabilities. 

4. REFERRALS: Processes and practices used for referring youth and young adults to available housing and services, including 
policies that guide providing and accepting referrals. 

 
The primary document reviewed for each CoC is referenced in the table starting on page 3, and copies of those materials have 
been made available to COHHIO staff. Links to the primary webpage for each CoC are also provided in that table, when 
available.  

 
1 Consultant also sought Coordinated Entry plan materials from the Idaho Balance of State CoC, but information was not available on-line and emails sent to 
contact information did not receive responses. 
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Summary of Findings 

 OVERALL: Review of these CE Plans did not identify many youth-specific policies or practices, likely indicating that analysis of 
additional CE Plans will not yield much information about strong practices for serving youth within Balance of State CoCs’ CE 
systems. 

 ACCESS: Only one CoC (New Mexico BoS) appeared to be operating youth-specific CE Access Points. 

 ASSESSMENT: Two of the CoCs (Iowa BoS and Michigan BoS) use the Transition Age Youth - Vulnerability Index - Service 
Prioritization Decision Assistance Tool (TAY-VI-SPDAT) for assessing youth ages 17 – 24. 

 PRIORITIZATION: Two of the CoCs (Georgia BoS and Michigan BoS) highly prioritize youth, especially chronically homelessness 
youth, within their prioritization policies for housing interventions. 

 REFERRALS: None of the CE Plans described any meaningful youth-specific policies or practices for making referrals from CE to 
housing programs. 

 
See the table starting on page 3 for more detailed information. 
 
Opportunities for Improvement 
Noting that the consultant has also prepared a separate Summary of Best Practices for Coordinated Entry for Youth report, 
opportunities for OH BoSCoC staff to drive improvements within Coordinated Entry systems serving youth in the BoSCoC include: 

 Convening Coordinated Entry leaders across OH BoSCoC to gather more information on youth-specific policies and practices 
and explore experiences using HARP tools for youth and young adult households (ages 18–24) with and without children. 

 Performing interviews or facilitating small group discussions with other BoS CoCs to discuss their Coordinated Entry policies and 
practices, using the Summary of Best Practices report to help identify topics for exploration and structure conversations. 

 Engaging youth homelessness focused technical assistance providers to perform a more thorough assessment of Coordinated 
Entry systems in all (or in high-priority regions) in the OH BoSCoC. 

 Using the Summary of Best Practices report to develop and include prompts for specific, youth-focused information to be 
required within the next version of each OH BoSCoC region’s Coordinated Entry plan, including regarding use of the HARP 
tools for youth and young adult households. 

 Featuring workshops, presentations, and or round table discussions focused on recommendations included within the 
Summary of Best Practices report within future COHHIO conferences. 

 Analyzing Homeless Management Information System (HMIS) data regarding prioritization scores resulting from HARP 
assessments, comparing results for youth and young adult households to the prioritization score results for other households. 
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Findings from Reviews of Coordinated Entry Plans 
 

 Core Elements of Coordinated Entry 
Balance of State 

CoC / Region ACCESS ASSESSMENT PRIORITIZATION REFERRALS 
Ohio Balance of 
State CoC  
Region 6 
 

Primary Document: 
Homeless Planning 
Region 6 
Coordinated Entry 
Plan (2024) 

 Community Action Agency 
of Columbiana County 
provides youth-focused 
outreach. 

 Youth who contact Project 
HOME line can get 
afterhours access to CE 
Access Point. 

 No youth-focused policies 
or practices described. 

 No youth-focused policies 
or practices described. 

 No youth-focused policies 
or practices described. 

Ohio Balance of 
State CoC  
Region 9 
 

Primary Document: 
Homeless Planning 
Region 9 
Coordinated Entry 
Plan (2024) 

 Lancaster-Fairfield 
Community Action Agency 
(LFCAA) provides youth-
focused outreach. 

 Provision of light touch 
assistance to youth and 
young adults not at 
imminent risk of 
homelessness documented 
in HMIS, not true for other 
populations. 

 No youth-focused policies 
or practices described. 

 There is a Youth/Young 
Adult Prioritization 
Workgroup involving LFCAA 
and Licking County 
Coalition for the Homeless. 

 No youth-focused policies 
or practices described. 

Georgia Balance 
of State CoC 
 

Primary Document: 
Coordinated Entry 
Written Standards, 
Policies and 
Procedures (Draft 
August 2025) 
 

Webpage 

 CoC does not have any 
youth-focused CE Access 
Points. 

 CoC has a CE Hotline 
number that can connect 
people to Access Points. 
(Hotline is not youth 
specific). 

 Plan indicates that CoC will 
provide outreach and 
training at youth-friendly 
sites that serve both youth 
under the age of 18, and 
youth ages 18-24. 

 Uses a common 
assessment tool for all 
populations, but CE plan 
indicates the screening 
tool quickly identifies 
special populations, 
including transitional-age 
youth, for referrals to 
and/or provision of 
appropriate services. 

 Youth (ages 18 – 24) are 
identified as the highest 
priority population for all 
housing interventions for 
which they are eligible, 
including Homelessness 
Prevention, Transitional 
Housing, Rapid Rehousing, 
and Permanent Supportive 
Housing. 

 No youth-focused policies 
or practices described. 

https://dca.georgia.gov/affordable-housing/homelessness-assistance/georgia-balance-state-continuum-care/balance-state
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 Core Elements of Coordinated Entry 
Balance of State 

CoC / Region ACCESS ASSESSMENT PRIORITIZATION REFERRALS 

Iowa Balance of 
State CoC 
 

Primary Document: 
Coordinated Entry 
Policies & 
Procedures 
(Updated January 
2024) 
 

Webpage 

 CoC does not have any 
youth-focused CE Access 
Points. 

 No youth-focused policies 
or practices described. 

 CoC uses the Transition 
Age Youth - Vulnerability 
Index - Service Prioritization 
Decision Assistance Tool 
(TAY-VI-SPDAT) for assessing 
youth ages 17 – 24 and the 
Family VI-SPDAT for 
parenting youth. 

 Tie breakers used for 
prioritizing among people 
with identical assessment 
scores are as follows: 
Chronic Status; Length of 
Time Homeless or on the 
Streets; Currently fleeing 
Domestic Violence; 
Veterans; Youth. 

 No youth-focused policies 
or practices described. 

 Small amount of YHDP 
funds being used for a 
Supportive Services Only 
project to assist CE-
engaged youth to obtain 
mainstream benefits and 
connect to resources for 
education, employment, 
financial literacy, and 
health/well-being. 

Michigan 
Balance of State 
CoC 
 
Primary Document: 
Michigan Balance of 
State Continuum of 
Care Coordinated 
Entry System Policy 
(May 2024) 
 
Webpage 

 CoC does not have any 
youth-focused CE Access 
Points. 

 CoC has a Homeless 
Helpline number that can 
connect people to CE. 
(Helpline is not youth 
specific.) 

 No youth-focused policies 
or practices described. 

 CoC uses the Transition 
Age Youth - Vulnerability 
Index - Service Prioritization 
Decision Assistance Tool 
(TAY-VI-SPDAT) for assessing 
youth ages 17 – 24. 

 CoC has Prioritization Policy 
in which priority is given first 
according to chronicity, 
then to youth, families, and 
single adults, and finally 
based on whether fleeing 
or attempting to flee 
domestic violence, Veteran 
status, assessment score, 
length of time homeless, 
sheltered status, and length 
of time on the list. 

 Therefore, chronically 
homeless youth (18 – 24) 
are the most highly 
prioritized. 

 No youth-focused policies 
or practices described. 

New Mexico 
Balance of State 
CoC 
 

Primary Document: 
Balance of State 
Coordinated Entry 
System (BoS CES) 
Policy & Procedures 
(Date unknown) 
 

Webpage 

 CoC has 6 youth-specific 
CE Access Points in 
different parts of the state. 

 No other youth-focused 
policies or practices 
described. 

 No youth-focused policies 
or practices described. 

 No youth-focused policies 
or practices described. 

 No youth-focused policies 
or practices described. 

 

https://iaboscoc.org/
https://www.miboscoc.com/
https://www.nmceh.org/cocfederalfunding
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Youth Homelessness System Improvement Data Consultation 
for the Ohio Balance of State Continuum of Care 

Summary of Best Practices for 
Coordinated Entry for Youth 

 

 

OVERVIEW OF ANALYSIS 
 

As part of the Youth Homelessness System Improvement Data Consultation for the Ohio Balance of 
State Continuum of Care, consultant Matthew Doherty conducted a literature review to identify 
national best practices for implementing Coordinated Entry processes for ensuring young people can 
quickly access housing resources, especially in a Balance of State CoCs and/or rural settings.  
 
This analysis of existing documents and materials focused on identifying any best practices discussed 
related to each of the four (4) Core Components of Coordinated Entry:  

1. ACCESS: How youth and young adults 
experiencing homelessness or housing crises 
are provided options to engage with the crisis 
response system to get connected to 
assistance and programs.  

2. ASSESSMENT: Standardized tools and 
processes used to assess youth and young 
adults’ housing and service needs, 
preferences, and vulnerabilities, which may 
involve multistage processes.   

3. PRIORITIZATION: Policies and processes 
for how assessments and other factors are 
used to prioritize youth and young adults 
for available housing resources and 
services, with focus on prioritizing people 
with the greatest needs and vulnerabilities. 

4. REFERRALS: Processes and practices used 
for referring youth and young adults to 
available housing and services, including 
policies that guide providing and 
accepting referrals. 

 
The literature review and on-line searches for materials found relatively few materials that are directly 
relevant to best practices for serving youth through Coordinated Entry systems. This review found no 
existing national reports or guidance documents that are specifically focused on best practices in 
Coordinated Entry for youth in a Balance of State CoCs and/or rural settings.1 
 
The most directly relevant guidance materials are also relatively old at this time, dating to 2016 – 
2018. Those materials have been complemented in recent years with Youth Homelessness 
Demonstration Program (YHDP) evaluation materials that touch upon, but are not primarily focused 
on, Coordinated Entry.  
 
Therefore, the consultant used information scattered across different sources and materials, and 
relied upon his own experience and knowledge, to generate recommended approaches, including 
cross-cutting themes and practices for each of the four (4) Core Components of Coordinated Entry.  
 
These recommended approaches and practices are summarized on the following pages. These 
recommendations, however, likely do not all rise to the level of tried and tested best practices; and 
truly evidence-based practices for Coordinated Entry for youth do not appear to have been 
researched and documented at this time.  
  

 
1 The documents that were reviewed are listed at the end of this report and copies of those materials have been made 
available to OH BoSCoC staff. Some of the materials are no longer readily available via websites for the federal agencies 
who initially released the documents. 
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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

To meet the needs of youth and young adults both fully and efficiently, Coordinated Entry systems 
should be designed and implemented in ways that: 

 Ensure that all youth and young adults are able to access the Coordinated Entry system when 
experiencing housing crises or homelessness. 

 Provide youth-friendly, culturally competent or culturally specific, and trauma informed 
opportunities to seek assistance and participate in assessments.  

 Support a full range of responses to youth and young adult housing and service needs, including 
helping to resolve housing crises safely and connecting youth to appropriate services and housing 
as needed. 

 Recognize and strengthen relationships as key to stability, including connections to family, trusted 
adults, and community networks when safe and appropriate. 

 Operate with consistent policies and approaches while also allowing for flexibility, enabling 
consistent experiences and decision-making alongside developmentally appropriate, youth-
specific approaches. 

 Using data and qualitative information purposefully to strengthen coordinated entry policies and 
practices and to identify disparities and ensure that all youth are being treated fairly and served 
well. 

 Include youth as partners in system design and decision-making, ensuring that policies and 
processes reflect their experiences and priorities. 

 
As described in more detail on the pages below, key design considerations and recommended 
practices across the four (4) Core Components of Coordinated Entry include: 
 
1. ACCESS is youth-centered and low-barrier: 

Access to Coordinated Entry for youth 
should be designed around how young 
people actually seek help, rather than 
system convenience. Access should be 
low-barrier, youth-centered, and available 
in the places young people are most likely 
to go for support. 

 
2. ASSESSMENT is holistic and youth-driven: 

Assessment processes should be designed 
to understand each young person’s full 
context, with youth voice central and tools 
used to support but not drive decisions. 
Assessments should be holistic, ongoing 
and refined over time, and not base 
outcomes solely on a single score. 

3. PRIORITIZATION is based on safety, risk, and 
individual needs: Prioritization policies and 
processes should be designed to focus on a 
young person’s current safety, level of risk, 
and what support will help them move 
toward stability, rather than solely on 
assessment scores or length of 
homelessness. Prioritization should consider 
multiple factors and reflect young people’s 
developmental needs. 

 
4. REFERRALS match youth to the right support: 

Referral systems should be designed to 
connect youth to options that are a good 
fit, support their safety, and promote long-
term stability, rather than simply moving 
quickly. Referrals should match youth to the 
right types of support, not simply fill the next 
available opening. 

 
 

More detailed Design Considerations and Recommended Practices are provided for 
each of these Core Components on the following pages.  

The materials from which recommendations were drawn are identified on the final 
page of this report. 
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ACCESS 
 
How youth and 
young adults 
experiencing 
homelessness or 
housing crises are 
provided options to 
engage with the 
crisis response 
system to get 
connected to 
assistance and 
programs. 

Key Design Considerations 
Access to Coordinated Entry systems and processes for youth should be 
designed around youth behavior and help-seeking patterns, not system 
convenience, including featuring: 

 Low-barrier policies, with few restrictions and requirements for access. 

 Youth-centered environments and practices, reflecting youth culture 
and the diversity among youth. 

 Access available through community-specific places where young 
people are more likely to turn for assistance, rather than only in formal 
system entry points. 

 
Recommended Practices 
Recommended practices that are aligned with these design 
considerations include: 

 Providing “no wrong door” access through as many, youth-friendly 
and culturally appropriate or culturally specific opportunities as 
possible in the community, so any trusted provider can be an entry 
point and connect sheltered and unsheltered youth to the system. 

 Engaging such trusted providers, including: schools; community 
centers; drop-in centers; street outreach teams; health and 
behavioral health care settings; hotlines; and virtual/online platforms 

 Partnering with youth, youth providers, schools, colleges, faith-based 
communities, and other partners to design youth-friendly access 
processes, to develop “marketing” plans to create awareness of 
Coordinated Entry access and assistance, and to refer youth into the 
local Coordinated Entry system. 

 Utilizing local peer networks and advertising through youth-friendly 
venues, such as social media and schools. 

 Implementing phone and online options for accessing Coordinated 
Entry, especially in rural areas in which site-based access points may 
be difficult for youth to reach.  

 Operating specialized access points for youth, separate from access 
points for other populations. 

 Pro-active and mobile outreach and engagement efforts to identify 
and build trust with unsheltered youth. 

 Having as few barriers to participation in Coordinated Entry as 
possible, including accessibility outside normal business hours, limited 
documentation requirements, and allowing for self-attestation of 
information whenever possible. 

 Ensuring that access is confidential and safe for all youth, especially 
for vulnerable youth, minors, and survivors of violence or trafficking. 

 Prioritizing relationship-based engagement, building trust over time, 
recognizing that youth may not engage fully in a single interaction. 
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ASSESSMENT 
 
Standardized tools 
and processes 
used to assess 
youth and young 
adults’ housing 
and service needs, 
preferences, and 
vulnerabilities, 
which may involve 
multistage 
processes. 

Key Design Considerations 
Assessment processes should prioritize contextual understanding and 
youth input, with tools supporting, but not driving, decision-making. 
Assessments of youth and young adults within Coordinated Entry 
systems should be: 

 Holistic, ongoing and refined over time, and youth driven. 

 Designed to understand the young person’s full context. 

 Not solely reliant on a fixed assessment score. 
 
Recommended Practices 
Recommended practices that are aligned with these design 
considerations include: 

 Using developmentally appropriate, youth-specific assessment tools 
and processes that support a holistic understanding of each young 
person’s situation.  

 Assessing youth for: immediate safety risks (e.g., violence, 
exploitation, trafficking); strengths, goals, and aspirations; and social 
supports and relationships. 

 Applying trauma-informed, strengths-based, and person-centered 
approaches that recognize youth assets and protective factors and 
that support self-determination. 

 Implementing assessment as an ongoing, multi-stage process, with 
information gathered and refined over time as trust is deepened. 

 Ensuring assessment tools and processes are trauma-informed and 
use language that is accessible to youth and reflect cultural and 
linguistic competencies. 

 Using standardized tools to support consistency while ensuring they 
inform, but do not solely determine, outcomes of assessments, 
prioritization decisions, and referrals provided.  

 Balancing the use of standardized tools with professional judgment 
and with other information regarding experiences, needs, and 
vulnerabilities of youth. 

 Embedding youth voice and choice throughout the assessment 
process, ensuring that youth define their priorities, needs, and goals, 
and shape the identification of appropriate pathways and supports. 

 
  



 
Best Practices for Coordinated Entry for Youth (April 2026)                             Page 5 of 7 

 

PRIORITIZATION 
 
Policies and 
processes for how 
assessments and 
other factors are 
used to prioritize 
youth and young 
adults for available 
housing resources 
and services, 
focused on 
prioritizing youth 
with the greatest 
needs and 
vulnerabilities. 

Key Design Considerations 
Prioritization policies and processes should focus on a young person’s 
current safety, level of risk, and what support will help them move 
toward stability, rather than relying primarily on assessment scores or 
length of homelessness. Prioritization decisions should consider multiple 
factors and be responsive to young people’s developmental needs. 
 
Recommended Practices 
Recommended practices that are aligned with these design 
considerations include: 

 Prioritizing safety and risk of harm in all decision making, including risks 
related to exploitation, trafficking, and unsafe living situations. 

 Applying a developmentally informed approach to prioritization, 
recognizing differences in age, maturity, and pathways to 
independence. 

 Using multi-factor decision-making that considers a range of relevant 
factors, including: system involvement (e.g., foster care, juvenile 
justice); pregnancy or parenting status; health and behavioral health 
needs. 

 Ensuring that prioritization criteria reflect youth experiences and 
vulnerabilities and that youth are not being consistently de-prioritized 
compared to other households. 

 Incorporating case conferencing and other input to ensure decisions 
reflect provider expertise and contextual knowledge. 

 Avoiding reliance on rigid scoring thresholds, ensuring that 
assessment tools do not solely determine prioritization decisions. 

 Ensuring the prioritization process does not delay access to crisis 
housing and emergency services.  

 Integrating prevention and diversion into prioritization processes, with 
a focus on connecting youth to safe alternatives to homelessness 
whenever possible. 

 Providing supports to assist all young people to end their unsheltered 
homelessness quickly as possible, and working to connect all youth to 
other types of appropriate resources. 
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REFERRALS 
 
Processes and 
practices used for 
referring youth and 
young adults to 
available housing 
and services, 
including policies 
that guide 
providing and 
accepting referrals. 

Key Design Considerations 
Referral systems should be designed to connect youth to options that 
are a good fit, support their safety, and promote long-term stability, not 
just move youth quickly through the system. Referral processes should 
focus on matching youth to the right types of support, not simply filling 
the next available opening. 
 
Recommended Practices 
Recommended practices that are aligned with these design 
considerations include: 

 Providing a broad array of housing and service options, including: 
family reunification, when safe and desired; host homes and kinship 
placements; shared housing; Rapid Re-Housing (RRH); and 
Permanent Supportive Housing. 

 Matching youth to the most appropriate type of housing or service 
based on their needs, goals, and circumstances, rather than simply 
filling the next available opening. 

 Working with youth providers and youth participants to determine 
which housing and services programs are best suited for youth.  

 Centering youth choice in referral decisions, ensuring that youth 
preferences and goals guide referrals and that final decisions about 
enrollment in projects are made by the youth based upon full and 
clear information about what the youth can expect. 

 Prioritizing safety, identity, and fit in all referrals, including access to 
culturally responsive and affirming options for all youth. 

 Making timely referrals to reduce risk and instability. 

 Facilitating warm handoffs and active connections to services, 
ensuring continuity of support rather than passive referrals. 

 Implementing provider agreements regarding referral processes and 
the acceptance and response to referrals by providers and if and 
when a provider is ever allowed to decline a referral.  

 Developing processes to connect youth who are not prioritized for a 
dedicated homelessness resource to other types of resources in the 
community. 

 Ensuring youth have access to housing navigation services to assist 
them in identifying and securing housing through the referrals that 
they are provided. 

 Having referral processes in place with schools to ensure youth are 
able to enroll and participate. 
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DOCUMENTS FROM WHICH RECOMMENDATIONS HAVE BEEN DRAWN  
 

Information included in this report has been drawn primarily from these materials, as well as the 
consultant’s own experience and knowledge. These materials have been provided to OH BoSCoC 
staff. 
 

 Core Components for  
Which Information Is Especially Relevant 

Document Access Assessment Prioritization Referrals 

1. Youth Specific FAQs for Coordinated 
Entry (HUD and HHS, 2016)     

2. Ending Youth Homelessness 
Guidebook Series: System Planning 
(HUD, HHS, USICH, 2016)     

3. Coordinated Entry Core Elements (HUD, 
2017)     

4. Coordinated Entry for Youth 
Experiencing Homelessness (HUD, 
2017)     

5. Coordinated Entry Processes: Building 
Mutual Engagement between Schools 
and Continuums of Care (National 
Center for Homeless Education, 2017) 

    

6. Strengthening Systems for Ending Rural 
Homelessness: Promising Practices and 
Considerations (USICH, 2018)     

7. Evaluation of the HUD Youth 
Homelessness Demonstration Program: 
Youth Perspectives on Homeless 
Housing and Services (HUD, 2021) 

    

8. Issue Brief: Understanding Racial 
Inequities in Youth Homelessness: 
Learning from HUD’s Youth 
Homelessness Demonstration Program 
(HUD, 2022) 

    

9. Issue Brief: Changes in Youth 
Homelessness Service and Housing 
Systems: A National Picture (HUD 2023)     

10. The Current State of Youth 
Homelessness Approaches: Insight and 
Observations (Community Solutions, 
2024) 

    

 
 



 

Appendix D. Youth-friendly services checklist  
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Youth Homelessness System Improvement Data Consultation 
for the Ohio Balance of State Continuum of Care  

Starter Checklist for Creating  
“Youth-Friendly” Program Environments 

 

 

OVERVIEW 
 

Supplemental to the Youth Homelessness System Improvement Data Consultation for the Ohio 
Balance of State Continuum of Care, consultant Matthew Doherty conducted a brief survey of on-
line tools and materials, and worked with artificial intelligence, to generate a draft starter checklist for 
creating “youth-friendly” program environments. 
 

Research and practice guidance on services for youth experiencing homelessness consistently 
emphasize that the physical environment and overall atmosphere of a program play a critical role in 
whether young people engage. This guidance emphasizes that youth are more likely to enter and 
remain engaged in spaces that feel safe, welcoming, and non-judgmental, and that are designed to 
be informal and youth-centered rather than institutional. For example, guidance on drop-in centers 
highlights the importance of creating environments where youth can build trust, feel respected, and 
have control over how they engage. This includes youth perceiving they have the ability to enter 
without pressure, access basic needs, and choose when and how to participate in services. These 
environments are also seen as most effective when they visibly affirm youth identities and reflect 
youth culture, reinforcing a sense of belonging from the moment a young person walks in. 
 

Despite this consistent emphasis, very little detailed guidance is readily available regarding the 
creation of, or expectations for, such youth-friendly program environments. Materials that include 
some useful information include: (See YouthREX Drop-In Centre Practices; Urban Institute Drop-In 
Center Guidance; ACF Youth Homelessness Guidance; NN4Y What Works.) 
 

This document draws upon information and guidance scattered across different documents, and 
ideas generated through the consultant’s use of artificial intelligence. This document is intended as a 
draft starter checklist that Ohio Balance of State Continuum of Care staff could discuss, build out, and 
refine in consultation with the Youth Action Board and provider organizations. 
 
YOUTH-FRIENDLY PROGRAM CHECKLIST 
 

Quick Test: When youth use the program spaces, do they report… 
 I feel safe here 
 I feel welcome here 
 I feel that I belong here 
 I feel that I have control over what happens next 

 

First Impressions 
 Youth are greeted warmly, not processed impersonally  
 Entry does not feel like intake, screening, or surveillance 
 No immediate expectations to share personal information 
 Youth can enter and spend time without committing to services 

https://youthrex.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/YouthREX-EB-Six-Good-Practices-for-Working-with-Youth-at-Drop-In-Centres-2018.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://housingmatters.urban.org/research-summary/guidance-homeless-youth-drop-centers?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://housingmatters.urban.org/research-summary/guidance-homeless-youth-drop-centers?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://acf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/fysb/youth_homelessness.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://nn4youth.org/policy/systems-approach/what-works/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Safety and Comfort 
 Space feels physically safe and it is not chaotic, tense, or overly controlled 
 Youth can sit, rest, and stay without pressure 
 Comfortable, informal seating that is not rigid or institutional 
 Access to basic needs is provided, including water, snacks, and hygiene supplies 

 

Welcoming Environment 
 Space feels more like a community or living space than an office 
 Layout includes social areas, quiet/private areas, and spaces for one-on-one conversations 
 Natural light, color, and youth-friendly décor is featured 
 Staff are accessible and not isolated behind barriers 

 

Inclusion & Belonging 
 Atmosphere communicates respect and non-judgment 
 Visible signals of inclusion, such as LGBTQ+-affirming materials, diverse representation in 

artwork, signs, and other visuals 
 Environment reflects current youth culture and identities 
 Youth report they can see themselves represented in the space 

 

Interaction & Atmosphere 
 Staff interactions are informal, respectful, and approachable 
 Youth are not rushed or pressured into services 
 Communication tones are conversational, not bureaucratic 

 

Choice & Control 
 Youth can choose whether, when, and how to engage 
 Private spaces available for sensitive conversations 
 Limited rules that focus primarily on safety 
 No rigid processes required 

 

Flexibility & Accessibility 
 Youth can come and go without penalty 
 No appointments required 
 Hours and locations align with youth needs 
 Remote/virtual options available when needed 

 

Youth Ownership 
 Youth input reflected in space, decor, layout, activities 
 Opportunities for youth to shape the environment 
 Space feels shared, not imposed 

 



 

Acronyms 
ACF — Administration for Children and Families 
BMV — Bureau of Motor Vehicles 
BoS — Balance of State 
CCMEP — Comprehensive Case Management and Employment Program 
CE — Coordinated Entry 
CES — Coordinated Entry System 
CoC / CoCs — Continuum of Care / Continuums of Care 
COHHIO — Coalition on Homelessness and Housing in Ohio 
E&T — Employment and Training 
EBT — electronic benefit transfer 
FAFSA — Free Application for Federal Student Aid 
FYI — Foster Youth to Independence 
HARP — Homelessness Assessment and Referral Process 
HHS — U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
HMIS — Homeless Management Information System 
HPSA / HPSAs — Health Professional Shortage Area / Health Professional Shortage Areas 
HUD — U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 
JFS — Job and Family Services 
LGBTQ+ — lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning, and other identities 
MPO / MPOs — Metropolitan Planning Organization / Metropolitan Planning Organizations 
NN4Y — National Network for Youth 
ODH — Ohio Department of Health 
ODJFS — Ohio Department of Job and Family Services 
RRH — Rapid Re-Housing 
RTPO / RTPOs — Regional Transportation Planning Organization / Regional Transportation 
Planning Organizations 
SNAP — Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
TAY-VI-SPDAT — Transition Age Youth – Vulnerability Index – Service Prioritization Decision 
Assistance Tool 
USICH — U.S. Interagency Council on Homelessness 
VI-SPDAT — Vulnerability Index – Service Prioritization Decision Assistance Tool 
WIC — Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children 
YAB / YABs — Youth Action Board / Youth Action Boards 
YHDP — Youth Homelessness Demonstration Program 
YHSI — Youth Homelessness System Improvement 
BoSCoC — Balance of State Continuum of Care 
LFCAA — Lancaster-Fairfield Community Action Agency 

 
1 Ohio Department of Transportation, 2025 Strategic Transportation and Development Analysis, Final report. 
See figure 2.73 for a map of fixed route access. 
2 Including: Adoption of a Graduated Driver Licensing (GDL) system in the 1990s, a 2011 Ohio Administrative 
Code update that changed acceptable identification documents, HB 53 in 2015 which tightened GDL 
 



 

 
restrictions, and the rollout of REAL ID. In addition, HB 96 in 2025 removed the “wait until 18 loophole” by 
requiring all drivers under 21 to complete 50 hours of supervised driving. 
3 Ohio Department of Health, Ohio Mental Health HPSAs, December 2025 
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