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Abstract

Comprehensive intervention for homeless, street living youth that addresses substance use, social stability,
physical and mental health issues has received very little attention. In this study, street living youth aged 14–22
were recruited from a drop-in center and randomly assigned to the Community Reinforcement Approach (CRA) or
treatment as usual (TAU) through a drop-in center. Findings showed that youth assigned to CRA, compared to
TAU, reported significantly reduced substance use (37% vs. 17% reduction), depression (40% vs. 23%) and
increased social stability (58% vs. 13%). Youth in both conditions improved in many other behavioral domains
including substance use, internalizing and externalizing problems, and emotion and task oriented coping. This
study indicates that homeless youth can be engaged into treatment and respond favorably to intervention efforts.
However, more treatment development research is needed to address the barriers associated with serving these
youth.
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Although research focusing on chronic runaways and homeless youth is increasing, there is a void of
treatment evaluation studies with this group. Clements, Gleghorn, Garcia, Katz, and Marx (1997) note the
importance of examining street based youth as separate from more stable, shelter residing youth given the
higher levels of risk behaviors among street living youth. Street living youth often do not access other
institutional settings (shelters, foster care, treatment centers) or family for assistance because these
systems are not perceived to meet their needs (Marshall & Bhugra, 1996). In sum, differences among
street living and shelter residing youth suggest the need for different intervention foci. Different
challenges are posed and different treatment strategies are needed when addressing substance use and
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