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Many Faces, No Voice

Runaway and Hoemeless Youth in New Jersey

Executive Summary

In January 1994, The Garden State Coalition for Youth and Family Coacems, In¢. undertook a research
project to address the lack of information on the state's runaway and homeless youth population, The
overall purpose of this project was to develop a comprehensive understanding of the nmaway and
homeless youth problem in New Jersey and to examine the service delivery system that responds to the
needs of this pepulation, with an eye towards making recommendations to improve the system's response
wheare necessary.

Detailed information on runaway and homeless youth was collected from a sample of shelters in New
fersey, to provide a profile of this population. Seven shelters provided this data throngh the Runaway
and Homeless Youth Management Information System which was established by the Administration for
Children and Families {ACF) ta track national trends on issues related to this population. Additional
information en ninaways was gathered through focus group discossions, interviews and snrveys.

As part of this project, the Garden State Coalition also convened the New Jersey Task Force on Runaway
and Homeless Youth to closely examine the service system that cumently responds to these youth, and
identify problems or issues that hinder the effective delivery of services to this population. The goal of
the task force was to develop a statewide action plan designed to improve services for runaway and
homeless youth.

Scope of the Runaway and Homeless Youth Problem

The Garden State Coalition for Youth and Family Concerns, Inc. estimates that at feast 13,000 VOuth rur
away, are thrown away, or find themselves otherwise homeless in New Jersey each year.

During 1993, 16,891 juveniles in New Jersey were reported missing to the police. The Federal Burean of
Investigation's National Crime Information Center estimates that 80% of these youth are ninaways.
Therefore, approximately 13,000 youth were reported as runaways in 1993, Based on these figures;

It is estimated that one youth runs away or hecomes homeless every forty minutes in New Jersey.
Prafile of Runaway and Homeless Youth

Data was callected on youth who entered seven shelters throughout the state between January 1, 1994
and December 31, 1994, During this time, 599 vouth were admitted a total of 662 times. The typical
youth who entered one of these shelters was 14.5 years old and was slightly more likely to be female than
male. Although thesc youth came from all ethnic backgrounds, in comparison to the general population,
minorities comprised a disproportionate oumber of youth entering the shelters.

The majonty of youth (§4% } who entered a shelter have a history of runaway behavior. In fact, these
youth had run away from home an average of 4 times. Of the youth with a past history of runaway
behavior, nearly 70% had mun away from home more than once, while 20% of the youth had run away on
more than five separate occasions.



Most of the youth who entered the shelter as a ninaway did not travel far from their home. Slightly more
than half lived within ten miles of the shelter. These youth generally accessed shelier services within a
short period of time after unning away. In fact, 42% were gone one day or less before entering the
shelter, and an additional 38% entered the shelter within one week of leaving home. This underscores a
need for survices for this population in every community.

There is 1o such thing as a typical runaway, they fruly have many different faces. Factors which cause
one youth te leave home may be very different from those which lead another youth to run away. The
average youth who cntered a shelter was coping with multiple problems. For example:

* Abuse and neglect were common problems fot these youth and their families. Nearly
35% of the youth had histeries of physical abuse, 17% were victims of sexnal abusc, and
more than 40% of the youth experienced emotional abuse.

* Thirty-six percent of the youth were dealing with alcchol and other drug abuse or were
coping with the substance abuse problem of one or bath parents.

. Twenty-eight percent of the youth were involved in the juvenile justice system. These
youth either had charges pending at the time of intake to the shelter or were on probation.

In addition, other key problems noted amang these youth were sericus family conflict, educational
related preblems {including academic perfornance and behavigral), and psychological problems
(including depressicn, low self-esteem and thoughts of suicide).

The vast majority of youth successfully completed the residential services provided by the shelter,
Although the majority of youth were reunited with their families when they were discharged, many were
not, Thirty percent of the youth discharged were placed in another residential program or out-of-home
setting such as foster care.

The Systems Response

The systems that currently respond 1o runaway and homeless youth are fragmented, with agencics often
working in izolation. Dug to their varied problems, runaways are invelved in many systems {e.g.
Tuvenile-Family Crisis/Family Court, Division for Youth and Family Services (DYFS), Division of
Juvenile Services (DIS), Division of Mental Health Services (DMHS), Department of Education, e1c.).
One consequence of this averlap is that the lines of responsibility for this population are blurred.

The system that responds 1o runaway and homeless youth is essentially categorical, with children and
youth being served based on alabel or classification scheme an agency/department maintains. However,
few mnaways, who typically face multiple problems, easily fit under one category or label. Controversy
atises across agencies, over the primary needs of the youth and what placements or interventions are
necessary. As a nesult, agencies/divisions do not work well together and often work hanjest at trying to
shift the case from one division to another, Runaway and hemeless youth are shuffled back and forth,
languish in shelters and detention centers while awsiting plasement, and fafl between the cracks.

In addition, the system is curently in flux. Major changes are under way in the juvenile justice system
with the creation of the proposed Juvenile Justice Commission. This system's role and responsibilities to
youth with at-risk behaviors is in the process of being defined. As this ocours, resouttes to many state
departments and divisions are shrinking, forcing them to streamline services and limiting their ability to
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meet their mandates. Faced with the increasingly difficult decision as to how to allocate scarce resonrces,
they are forced to narrow the scope of who they can serve. Given these factors, the potential exists for
£aps in services for iinaway and homeless youth to increase.

[n order to ensure this does not occur, the NJ Task Force on Runaway and Homeless Youth recommends
that:

. the hivenile Justice Commission establish a committes/subcommittes to focus on
renzaway and homeless youth as a priority

. the legisiature enact a New Jersey Runaway and Homeless Youth Act to specifically
address the needs of this papulation

* the needs of ninaway and homeless youth be considered a priority of each
Bepartment/Division or agency that works with this population; each must revicw,
strengthen and improve its response 1o runaway and homeless youth,

Multiple system involvement, fragmentation, and lack of coordination limits the effectiveness of any ong
agency's efforts to work with this population. In order to improve the entire system's response Lo
runaway and homeless youth, a coordinated effort across all youth service agencies is necessary,

One example of such a coondinated response is illustrated by the changes currently under away in the
Juvenile justice system. The Govemor's initiative to reform the juvenile justice system is extremely
positive and demonstraies the state's concem with the well-being of its youth. There is a recognition that
far too many of New Jersey's yonth are growing up in situations that place them at-risk of becoming
imvolved in the juvenile justicc system. Many of the problems juvenile delinquents expericnce are
similar to those facing runaway and homeless youth including school-related problems (performance and
behavioral), psychological problems, family dysfunction, physical and/or sexual abuse, and substance
abuse problems, among others. The Govemor's Advisory Council's recognition that prevention and early
intervention programs are critical to reducing the overall level of juvenite delinquency in the state and its
recommendations for developing and expanding such programs in every county is a positive step
forward,

As this project revealed, many runaway and homeless youth are involved in the juvenile justice system
and ¢ven more experience problems that place them at risk of becoming involved in delinquent behavior,
Proprams that are designed to address the needs of this population will also serve 1o mimmize their
involvement in delinquent activities and wltimately the juvenile justice system. In addition, providing
runaway and homeless youth and their families with the support and services they need will help to
minimize future dependence on the secial service system. Such efforts will give unaway and homeless
youth the opportunity to grow up and lead healthy, productive lives as adults, and ensnre that their
children have the chance to do the same.

Although the focus of this project was on unaway and homeless youth, many of the conversations of the
task force angd providers touched upan the needs of all youth in high nsk situations. Many of the issues
pentaining to improving services to minaways apply to all youth and their families. Therefore, the Garden
State Coalition recognizes the need for systemwide reform to encompass services for all youth and their
families,
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In order for such reform 1o cccur, all youth service systems must work together 1o develop efficient,
cftective strategics that maximize interagency coordination, and minimize duplication of efforc. This will
necessanly entail a review of existing practices to identify what works and eliminate or change practices
that are no langer effective. In addition, the state must reinforce its commitment to youth by reversing it's
pattern of reducing funding to agencies that serve youmth and their families. The Governor and the
legislamre must provide the allocations necessary 1o suppert the systemwide reform vital to improve
services to youth and families.
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I. The Many Faces of Runaway and Homeless Youth
Case I

Desiree is a fourteen year ofd female who fives with her mother, two hrothers, ome sister, and her
mother’s paramour, in a three bedroom apartment in a low income housing project. She has not seen
her nafural faiher i yeors and he is currently In jail.  Each of her siblings has a different Jather.
Desiree’s mother abuses crack and cocaine, frading food stamps fo support her addiction. Her mother's
boyfriend is a drug dealer. with a violemt temper, who supplies Desiree’s mother with drugs. He has
been violent towards Desiree’s mother several times and once threatened her with a gun,

Liue to her mother's drug habif, there is a history of neglect. Often there is nof enough foud in the house
for the children, and they have turned fo the neighbors for assistance, Desiree, the oldest child, has
assumed many of the household responsibilides, taking care of her brothers and sister.  She is
embarrassed about her family's situation, and has tried to concen! her mother's neglect from authorifies.
Caseworkers imvolved with the family have referred Desiree's mother to a drug treatment program buf
she refises to go, denying vhat she has a problem. Desiree wishes her mother would stop using drugs 5o
that she can see the negative impact her boyfriend has on the family. Desirce has frequeni fights with
her mother over these issues and has run awdy several times ont of anger and frustration. When she
rung away she generally stays with friends and returns home within ¢ day or two. The last time she ran
away she was brought ta the shelter by the police. Desiree wants to return home buf she is tired of being
ihe “mom " in her family

Case 2:

Lintit recently, Karen, age 13, was fiving with her one year old daughter. named Nicole, ai her auni’s
house. Prior o thiv she lived with her mother, father, and brother. When she was seven pears old she
was sexually abused by an uncle who way living with her family. When she told her parents, the uncle
was kicked out of the house, but there was no formal action iaken against him.  Unfortunately, Koren has
never received any counsefing or assistance fo cope with this victimization. Karen'’s father, @ manager in
a large corporation, often must work long hours and travel on business. Her mother has a history of
mental illness and has been laking psychiatric medication for ten years. Karew's mother recently
attempied yuicide.

Karen began rexually acting out when she was thirteen by sneaking out of the house in the middie of the
night to be with her boyfHend Due fo allegations of physical abuse by her paremis, and Karen's
behavior, DYRS has been imvolved with the family for a couple of years. Unfortumately, due to
escalating probiems in the home, Kaven began to lash out violently, ond in a recent fight she broke her
mother's arm. As a result, Karen, who way seven months pregnoni, wend to live with her aum.  Although
things initlally went well, conflict with her aunt arose over Karen's behavior, and she ran away leaving
her daughter in her aunt’s care. Karen's aunt filed for and received custody of Nicole. Karen was
referred to the shelter by DYRS. Due to her violent behavior, she connor returm to Rer pavents house ond
her aunr Is not Willing to let Ber live with Ry

Caxe 3:

Jennifer, age fourteen, has been involved in the sysiem for the past two years. Until three years ago, she
had Hved with her father and brother in another state. Her mother, a chronic drug addict and prostitute,



abandoned the family when Jennifer was four years old. Jennifer remained with her father for the next
seven years until she and her brother were removed by ohild protective services and sent o live with
their grandmother in New Jersey. Her father had also been lnvolved in prostitution, and she and her
brother may have witnessed these activities. Her father's current whereabouts is unimown.

Jennifer has heen sexually active since she was twelve years old, and had a rumber of different partmers
by age fourieen.  Her grandmother is concerned with her sexual activity and suspects that some of the
boys Jennifer has dated have treated her violently. Her grandmother comtacted DYFS for assistamee
when she could ne Jonger control her granddaughter’'s behavior. In the past two years Jennifer has nm
away of least twery times and has been placed in « shelter five times. Jemnifer does not stay in any one
place for very long.  Each titme she entered a shelter, she would run away afier just a few days, before
extensive senvives could be provided Recently, she was placed in o diagnostic center for evaluation, but
xhe acted out and was removed before any assessmenty were completed.  She was subsequently returned
to the shelter where she managed to stay xix weeks while awaiting placement in a foster home.

Case >

Walfer, age seventeen, became involved in the system four years age. At that time he was fiving with his
mother and two half sisters, neither of whom have the same father. Walter does not know much abaui
his father, except that he has been involved in crimingl activity over the years and has spent fime in jail
on yeveral occasions.

Walter first came to the shelfer at age fifteen when his mother threw him out of the house. There had
been a considerable amoumnt of rivalry befween Walter and his sisters. Walter was jealouy of his sisters
beeause of his mother's prefereniial treatment of them. Their father is his mother’s curremt pariner.
Many fights at home have stemmed from his feelings of not being wanted, jealousy, and the rivalry
betweett im and his sisters. Ar o result, Walter demonstrated aggressive behavior towards his mother
and sisters by pushing them around, although no serious violent episodes have ocourred,

Since leaving home, Walter has been living on the sireets, off and on, for the past iwo years. He is
ctirrently on probation for thefi and criminal mischief He committed these offenses in order 1o support
his cocaine addiction. A drug rehabilitation placement to respond to thix addiction was ta short to
impact an his problem. Most of the time, Walter sirvives by entering sexual relationships with older
women, usually fiving with them until they ask kim to leave. Although he has a part-time job, it is does
noi provide him with enough money for him fo fve om his own. Most recently, Walter has been fiving
with @ man, with whom he also has g sexuol relationship.  Given Ay hisfory of substance abuse,
parficipation in survival sex with mulfiple partners, he is considered to be high risk for coniracting
HIVIADS,

These are just a few examples of the thousands of youth who runaway from home each year, and
the types of problems they cope with on a daily basis. Sadly, not all of these youth are able 1o
access the services that they badly need and deserve. Most are virtually invisible and all are
limited in their ability to voice their needs on 2 personal level, much less a state level These
children have many faces and no voice.



IL. Introduction

Various estimates indicate that between 500,000 and 1.3 million youth natiomwide run away
from home, are kicked out of their homes, or find themselves otherwise homeless each year.'
The scope of this problem in New Jersey is unclear. The estimated number of runaways in the
state varies depending upon which agency 15 asked. Furthermore, very little information exists
on who these youth are and what factors contributed to their status as a runaway or homeless
youth. No single agency in New Jersey is solely responsible for meeting the needs of this
population and no single piece of legislation specifically addresses their needs.

In January 1994, The Garden State Coalition for Youth and Family Concerns, Inc., through a
grant from the Fund for New Jersey, undertook a research project to address the lack of
information on the state's runaway and homeless youth population. One objective of the project
was to bring these vulnerable youth to the forefront in order to ensure that their needs are not
forgotten and that no youth slips through the cracks or becomes lost to the streets.

An additional objective of this project was the creation of a statewide task force which would
tlosely examine the service system that currently responds to these youth, and identify problems
oT issues that hinder the effective delivery of services to this population. The goal of the task
force was 1o develop a statewide action plan designed to improve services for runaway and
homeless youth,

These objectives have become even more critical during the past year. The current political
climate requires New Jersey, and the rest of the nation, to downsize government and streamline
services provided through public and private agencies. Budgets are shrinking and critical
decisions ar¢ being made as to how to allocate scarce resources. It 19 a time when the needs of
runaway and homeless youth can easily be overlooked. Failure to address the needs of these
youth will have leng term implications.

For some youth this will mean becoming entrenched in a life an the streets which may inchide
substance abuse, resoriing to survival sex, prostitution, drug dealing, and theft as a means of
getting by, and ultimately, involvement in the juvenile justice system. Many youth, repardless
of whether or not they enter the juvenile justice system, may transition into adulthood dependent
on the social service system. Clearly, the long term effects of neglecting these youth will be
very costly.

In summary, this report will paint a picture of these youth, to give them a face and ultimately, a
voice. This report will provide a profile of runaway and homeless youth and an examination of
the services available to them. In addition, recommmendations will be made that will address
shortfalis in the system's response to these vulnerable youth.



111, Research Methodology

The overall purpose of this project is to develop a comprehensive nnderstanding of the runaway
and homeless youth problem in Mew Jersey and to examine the service delivery system that
responds to the needs of this population, with an eye towards making recommendations to
improve the systems' response where necessary.

This project will attempt 1o shed some light on a number of questions relating to runaway and
homeless youth including:

+ What is the scope of the runaway and homeless youth preblem in New Jersey?
+ Who are these youth and what are their background characteristics?

+ What factors contribute to a youth's decision to leave home?

+ What types of problems do they face?

+ What happens to them once they leave home?

+ How does the system respond to the needs of these youth?

A twofold approach was taken to address these issues. First, data was collected from a variety of
agencies and shelters serving mnaway and homeless youth in erder 10 address the scope of the
problem, and to develop a profile of this population. Second, the New Jersey Task Force on
Runaway and Homeless Youth was created to undertake an extensive examination of the
services available to runaway and homeless youth and the problems associated with the delivery
of services to this population.

A. Definitions of Runaway and Homeless Youth

A review of the literature on this papulation reveals that the definitions of runaway and homeless
youth vary considerably. In addition, these are not the only terms that have been applied to this
population. Other frequently used terms include throwaways, street kids, push outs, system kids,
and unaccompanied youth; these labels are often used interchangeably. Some of these terms
imply a conscious decision ¢n the part of the youth and/or his caretaker. A youth may make a
decision to run away from home. Likewise, a parent makes a decision to no longer care for
hig/her child and throws him/her out on the streets. Being homeless may be the end result of
either of these scenarios. These youth, presumably, no longer have access to their onginal
homes and lack substitute care? Despite the labels used to describe these youth, the National
Network for Runaway and Homeless Youth Services notes that their "needs are similar; food,
shelter, and access to a nurturing environment that promotes self-respect and self-sufficiency as
they rebuild their lives and strive for a healthy, productive future."*

For the purposes of this report the following definiticns are vsed:

+ Youth: children and youth under eighteen years of age *



* Runaways: youth 13 or under, who, by their own actions, are away from home at least
overnight’.

+ Throwmways: youth who are forced to leave home because their parents or guardians will
no longer accept responsibility for them or allow them to reside in their househald.

* Homeless youtk: youth in need of services who are without a place of residence where
they can receive supervision and care®,

B. Data Collection:

A combination of surveys, focus group discussions, and interviews were used to gather
information on (1) the number of runaway and homeless youth, {2) their backgrounds, {3) the
types of problems they face, (4) services that are available, as weil as (5) barriers that exist
which hinder the delivery of services to this population. Statistical information on the number of
runaway and homeless youth served was collected from various agencies including juvenile
family crisis intervention units, the police, the Division of Youth and Family Services (DYFS),
Department of Education, and various hotlines.

Detailed information on runaway and homeless youth was collected from a sample of shelters in
New Jersey, to provide a profile of this population. The shelters which participated in this
process all receive federal funding through the Administration for Children and Families {ACF)
under the Runaway and Homeless Youth Act. In 1993, ACF required all agencies receiving
thes¢ funds to participate in the Runaway and Homeless Youth Management Information System
(RHY-MIS) in order to track national trends on issues related to this population. Through this
system, detailed information is collected on:

* basic demographic characteristics,

+ living sitmation prior to entering the shelter,

+ status of the youth as a minaway, homeless, or throwaway youth and the length of time
away from home,

+ the types and severity of the youth's problems such as educatiomal, psychological,
substance abuse, family conflict, history of physical, emotional or sexuval abuse,
involvement in the juvenile justice system, ete., and

* types of services received through the shelter,

Ten shelters in New Jersey currently receive this funding, seven of which provided data for this
project. Shelter staff collect the above data through initial interviews with the youth at intake,
and update it throughout the course of the youth's stay at the shelter, as new information
becomes available, While the youth is at the shelter, staff have contact with parents, DYFS
caseworkers, CIU staff, the school system, as well as other relevant agencies and individuals.
Through these sources, they verify information reported by the youth and receive additional
insight and information on the youth and his/her family.



C. Focus Groups and Interviews

Four segments of the system including shelter providers, police, crisis intervention units, and
DYTS, were identified as needing a closer examination due to the key roles these groups have in
serving runaways. Since shelters are the primary residential programs for this population, a
more intensive review of their services was deemed necessary. Telephone interviews were
conducted with administrators of sixteen shelters across the state including a mix of county and
private shelters and host homes.

In addition, the three focus groups discussions were held with (1) juvenile officers representing a
cross section of police departments in the state including urban, suburban and rural
municipalities from the nerthem, central and southern regions of the state, (2} representatives
from thirteen of the twenty-one juvenile family crisis intervention units including both in court
and out-of-court umits, and {3) DYFS caseworkers from each of the four regions (as defined by
the Division: northern, metropolitan, central, and southern) of the state. These groups were
chosen because they play a primary role in identifying and serving runaway and homeless youth
in New Jersey.

The focus group discussions and intcrviews were designed to identify the needs of runaway and
homeless youth, as well as problems or barriers experienced when working with this population
from the perspective of these key segments of the service delivery system.

D. New Jersey Task Force on Runaway and Homeless Youth

Through this project the Garden State Coalition for Youth and Family Concerns, Inc. convened
the New Jersey Task Force on Runaway and Homeless Youth. The task force was comprised of
representatives from varions segments of the social services system, as well as youth advocates
and advisery groups (see appendix A for a list of task force members) The diverse
representation on the task force enabled the group to examine the needs of runaway and
homeless youth and the service delivery system from a variety of perspectives. The objective of
the task force was to identify the emerging needs of runaway and homeless youth in New Jersey,
and examine the service system that responds to this population, identifying barriers or obstacles
that limit the effective delivery of services. Through this process the task force was able to
identify barriers to coordinating services for unaways and to make recommendations te resolve
these issues. A survey of direct line staff in shelters was conducted to validate the task force's
discussion on the emerging needs of runaways.

IV. Scape of the Runaway and Homeless Youth Problem

The actual number of runaway and homeless youth in New Jersey is difficult to pinpoint. No
single agency addresses the needs of the entire runaway population on the state level, and
therefore, no one mantaing comprehensive informaton on these youth,  Various agencies
working with runaway and homeless youth track them using different information systemns
which rarely, if ever, communicate. Furthermore, aggregate data maintained by these agencies



is extremely limited, primarily because serving this population is not their central function.
These agencies work with ranaway and homeless youth largely because of the types of problems
with which the youth is coping (i.e. physical or sexual abuse, alcohol or other drug abuse,
delinquent behavior, etc.). As a result, it is difficult io get an accurate, unduplicated count of the
number of runaway and homeless youth in the state. The best that can be done is to derive an
estimate of the number of runaways based on the existing data.

A. Family Court/Juvenile-Family Crisis Intervention Units Data

The 1984 New Jersey Juvenile Code changed the way status offenders (youth who engage in
behavier which would not be illegal if committed by an adult) were treated by the juvenile
Justice system through the elimination of the classification juveniles in need of supervision
(JINS). In it's place, this legislation reclassified JINS cases as juvenile-family crisis situations.
This new classification was designed to place the youth's behavior within the context of the
family and make the family unit the focus of any necessary interventions. Today, every county
in New Jersey is mandated to operate a Juvenile-Family Crisis Intervention Unit {CTU). CIUs
are designed specifically to handle cases involving the state's "troubled" youth including truants,
munaways, youth experiencing serious family conflict, etc. Juvenile-family Crisis Intervention
Units in ten counties operate within the court, while CIUs in the remaining eleven counties are
run by an outside agency. The CIUs provide 24 hour crisis intervention services to youth and
their families, counseling, and referrals for service to community based agencies.

According to a recent report by the Juvenile Delinquency Commission, during 1992, runaways
comprised 14.1% of the 12,661 cases handled by all CIUs statewide.  Nearly one-third of all
cases referred to a crisis intervention unit for runaway behavior were from Union, Monmouth
and Camden Counties, Runaways comprised more than 20% of the CIUs fotal caseload in the
following counties: Union (27.6%), Sussex (25.3%), Hunterdon (23.4%) and Salem (20 1%)’
Although the same information was not available for subsequent years, according to the
Administrative Office of the Courts 1,686 juveniles were referred to CIUs due te nmaway
behavier. It should be noted that youth may be classified in other categories, such as having a
serious family conflict, who also have a history of runaway behavior which contributed, in part,
to the referral to the CIU. These individuals would not be included in the above statistics.
Therefore, the exact number of runaways receiving assistance through a crisis intervention unit
1s unclear.

B. Police Dhaia

Police departments paint a somewhat different picture of the rminaway and homeless youth
problem in New Jersey, Data on runaways is maintained two ways: through the Uniform Crime
Repart and the National Crime Information Center. The Uniform Crime Report records
Juveniles picked up and placed in protective custody for runaway behavior. During 1993, a total
of 5,853 adolescents were picked up by police as runaways. This represents a four percent
increase over 1992  More than half of these youth {58 4%) were females. In terms of
geographic distribution, counties in Northern New Jersey (Bergen, Essex, Hudson, Momns,
Passaic, Sussex, Warren, and Union) account for nearly 61% of the state's runaways. Palice in
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Essex, Passaic, ahd Unien counties dealt with the greatest percentage of the state's runaways
with handling 16.%%, 13.7% and 12.7% of the cases respectively.

In addition to the Uniform Crime Report, another indicator of the extent of the runaway problem
in New Jersey is the number of youth reported missing through the National Crime Information
Center. In 1993, a total of 16,891 youth were reported missing statewide, with an average of
1,407 juveniles reported missing each month. The Federal Bureau of Investigation's National
Crime Information Center estimates that 80% of these youth are runaways. Based on this,
slightly more than 13,500 youth were reported as runaways in 1993, Unfortunately, there is no
way to gauge how many of these youth were repeat cases, or chronic runaways.  Although these
figures would include duplicate cases or repeat rurmers, it does not include youth whe go
unreported. Some parents/guardians may be relieved that their "problem” child has left home
and therefore, do not notify the police or any other agency when their son/daughter is missing.
It should be noted that although the majority of cases are resolved (the youth is found andfor
returns home), accurate informnation is not available at present on how many cases o unsolved.

C. Division for Youth and Family Services Data

There are thitty-three juvenile-family crigis and children's shelters located throughout the state
that provide short-term residential services to children and youth. The Division for Youth and
Family Services (DYFS) licenses all of these facilities and funds them at varying levels
Although the types of services available through these agencies varies considerably, all shelters
generally provide 24-hour crisis intervention services, temporary housing (in mest instances the
length of stay should not exceed 30 days), food, clothing, counseling, etc. Some agencies offer
an extensive array of services including, but not limited to: individual and family counseling,
substance abuse screening and counseling, independent living skills training, etc. In general,
these agencies serve primarily an adolescent population. However, many will serve children as
young as eight. A small number of agencies specifically target youth under thirteen years of

age.

Aceording to the Division of Youth and Family Services, during 1993 a total of 4,364 youth
were admitted into a shelter in New Jersey. This figure represents a slight increase over the
number of admissions in 1992 and a 9% increase over 1991. Although not all youth admitted to
a shelter are placed due to runaway behavior, many youth have either a past history of running
away or are at-risk of running away due to various problems. Males were just as likely as
fernales to be admitted to a shelter during this time period (52% vs. 48%). Forty-five percent of
the youth admitted to a shelter were AfTican American, 39% were white, 14% were Hispanic and
2% were from other ethnic backgrounds. In 1993, 732 youth were discharged and readmitted to
the same shelter. This represents a 8% increase in readmissions from 1992

D. Other Data
There are two hotlines for nunaways and homeless youth that operate nationwide; Covenant
House's Nineline which is based in New York City and The National Runaway Switchboard,

based in Chicago. According to Covenant House, mose than 75,000 calls were received frem the
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state of New Jersey during 1993.  This figure represents a 41% increase in calls over the
previous year. In terms of crisis calls to the Nineline, New Jersey ranked the fifth highest in the
nation. However, this ranking may be a function of proximity to New York where the hotline is
based. In addition, the Nineline may be better known to youth in New Jersey since Covenant
House operates several youth service programs in the state. In addition, a smaller number of
youth from New Jersey seek assistance through the National Switchhoard. During 1993, a total
af 2,232 crisis calls were received from New Jersey.

TABLE 1
New Jersey's Runaway and Homeless Youth

Information Source Number

J Uniform Crime Reports 5,853 unaways were picked up by police
and placed in protective custody in 1993
National Crime Information Center 16,891" reports were received of juveniles

missing in New Jersey dunng 1993; The FBI
estimates that B0% of these reports involve

TUNaways

Division of Youth and Family Services 4,364" youth were admitted to shelters
in 1993

Juvenile-Family Crisis Intervention Units  |1,686" youth were referred for unaway
behavior in 1993

|NJ Department of Education estimates that 7,681" junior high and high

school youth werg homeless during 1993
Fwena nt House National Runaway Hotline- (75 515" calls were received from New Jersey

he Nineline - New York n 1993

‘Natiunal Runaway Switchboard - Chicago  |2,232" calls were received from New lersey

during 1993
Overall Estimate 13,000 youth run away, are thrown away, or
find themselves otherwise homeless each
year in New Jersey
. figures inclnde duphicats cases - youth who run ewey, arc thown away, of beoome homeless more (han once
during the year.
E. Summary

Even with a review of the above data, 1t is difficult to get an accurate unduplicated count of the
number of runaway and homeless youth in New Jersey. Data that exists on this population is
very limited. Apencies that do record this information often do not track the number of times
they deal with a repeat or chronic runner. Furthermore, because runaway and homeless youth



are involved in many different systems, there is overlap in the numbers across agencies. At
present, there is no mechanism by which to determine how many runaways who enter a shelter
are served by a Crisis Intervention Unit and/or the Division for Youth and Family Services, have
contact with the police, utilize the services of a hotline, etc. Finally, not all youth who runaway
will come into contact with any of these systems. Some will live with friends, other relatives, or
on the streets. Currently, there is no way to determine how many fall into this category.

As noted above, during 1993, 16,891 juveniles were reported missing to the police. The FRI's
National Crime Information Center estimates that 80% of these youth are runaways. Based on
these figures, the Garden State Coalition estimates that 13,000 youth run away, are thrown away,
or find themselves otherwise homeless in New Jersey each year. This means:

It is estmated that one youth
runs away or beomes homeless

every forly minuies in New Jersey.

It should be noted that many people we spoke with through the course of this project (including
shelter providers, CIU staff, and DYFS caseworkers) felt that a large number of runaways go
unreported by parents to the police, a CIU, or another formal agency. Many of these youth will
live with friends or other relatives, while others will end up on the streets. Although juvenile
officers felt that most mnaways are reported missing, DYFS caseworkers and CIU staff
disagreed. They estimated that between forty and fifty percent of youth who run away are not
reported missing by their parents®. They noted that this was particularly true for youth with a
history of runaway behavior. A similar finding was reported in a national incidence study of
missing abducted, runaway, and thrownaway children. This study involved a household survey
of more than 34,000 families to determine the prevalence of missing, abducted, runaway, and
thrownaway children in the nation. According to this report, caretakers contacted the police to
file a missing persons report in only 40% of the ninaway episodes ®

V. Profile of Rumaway and Homeless Youth

Information on runaway and homeless vouth in the state is not routinely maintained and
analyzed. Yet, in order to effectively plan and serve this population it is essential to have an
understanding of who these youth are in New Jersey. Are females more likely to receive
residential services than males through a shelter? Are youth in shelters from all ethnic
backgrounds? What types of problems are these youth facing when they enter a program?

Ta answer these questicns, comprehensive data was collected and analyzed from shelters in New
Jersey that receive federal funding, under Titles III A and B of the Runaway and Homeless
Youth Act of the Iuvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act, to provide services to
runaway and homeless youth. A key feature of this act was recognition that not all youth who
run away or find themselves otherwise homeless come to the attention of the formal youth
service system in each state. Many youth fall between the cracks and become lost to the streets.
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Through the Runaway and Homeless Youth Act emergency shelters were established to provide
these youth with a safe, accessible alternative to the streets, These shelters provide youth with
direct access to 24-hour crisis intervention and stabilization services, temporary housing,
counseling, and referrals for services. The central goals of these programs are to provide
immediate assistance to runaways, heip the youth reunite with his/her family, and assist the
youth and family with resolving family conflicts and problems through counseling and referrals
to other support services.

All shelters that receive federal funding through this act participate in a nationwide effort to
gather detailed information on this population through the Runaway and Homeless Youth
Management Information System. Seven of these programs voluntarily provided this
information to the Coalition for the purpose of this report. These agencies include: Atlantic
County Youth Services, Anchor House, Ocean's Harbor House, Crossroads, Inc., Together, Inc.,
Somerset Home for Temporarily Displaced Children, Covenant House, and Group Homes of
Camden County.'®

A. Characteristics of the Youth

The data included information on youth who entered these shelters between January 1, 1994 and
December 31, 1994. Buring this time, 599 youth were admitted a total of 662 times.

. 8% of the youth were discharged and readmitted more than once during the
vedr, accounting for 112 intakes, Of these youth:
+ 86% were readmitted to the same shelter,
+ 14% entered a different shelter.

* 59% of the youth were females and 41% were males

+ Youth were from a variety of ethnic backgrounds:
+ 45% were Caucasian
+ 40% were African American
+ 12% were Hispanic
* 3% were other ethnic groups

* The average age of youth admitted to a shelter was 14.5 vears
+ 5% were |1 years old or less
+ 43% were between 12 and 14 years old
*+ 51% were between 15 and 17 years old
+ 1% were 18 vears old or older

* Youth were referred to the shelters through a variety of sources:
* 47% were placed in the shelter through DYFS or 2 CIU or were
informally referred to the shelter by these agencies
+ | 9% were referred to the shelter through some other agency
* 13% were self-referred
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* 11% were referred or brought to the shelter by their parents/guardians
* 6% were referred by the pelice
+ 4% were referred by some other person

B. Runaway Histories:

The majority of youth {64%) who entered one of the shelters have a history of runaway
behavior. In fact, these youth had run away from home an average of 4 times in the past.

Of the youth with a past history of runaway behavior:

* Many have run away from home multiple times:
+32% had run away once
+43% had run away 2 to $ times
*+ 1(% had run away 6-9 times
* 10% had mun away 10 or more times

* These youth had an average of 1 prior placements in a shelter. Their placement
history is broken down as follows:
* 23 % had never received prior residential services through any shelter
+ 49% had one prior placement
+ 28% had 2 or more prior placements in a shelter

* 37% had a sibling who had a history of running away from home.

Thirty-six percent of the youth were identified as being either a runaway, throwaway, or
homeless youth at the time of intake.

+ Most youth who entered the shelter as a runaway did not travel far from their
homes:
+ 53% lived wathin ten miles from the shelter
* 23% lived within 11-20 miles of the shelter
+ 12% lived within 21-50 miles of the shelter
+ 12% lived more than 50 miles away from the shelter

* These youth generally accessed shelter services within a short period of time after
Tunning away:
+ 42% were gone one day or less before entering the shelter
+ 3% % entered the shelter within one week of leaving home
+ 12% were away from home 1-4 weeks before entering the shelter
* 3% were gone more than one month before entering the shelter
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C. Recent Living Situations:

For many youth, their recent living situations were unstable. These youth were often living

away from home and had lived in several different places in the month prior to entering the
shelter.

* 35% were living with at least one parent immediately prior to entering the
shelter while 45% lived away from home,

* Of the youth who did not reside with their parent(s):
*34% were living with friends or another relative
+ 38% were in some type of cut-of-home placement
+ 6% waere living on the streets
+ 2% had other living situations

* 23% of all youth moved at least once during the month prior to entering the
shelter and 6% moved 2 or more times.

* 69% of the youth lived with their parent(s) for at least six months during the
year prior to their admission to the shelter while 31% lived away from home,

D. Youth Problems

There is no such thing as a typical runaway. Research suggests that runaway and homeless
youth experience a variety of problems including conflict with parents, physical and sexusl
abuse, neglect, parental substance abuse, domestic violence, etc. which contribute to a youth
running away from home, becoming homeless, or being thrown out of the house. Factors which
cause one youth to leave home may be very different from those which lead another vouth to run
away,

Through the RHY-MIS database, detailed information was collected on a number of different
problems that the youth may experience. These included: househeld dvnamics/family conflict;
school/educational issues; psychological issues; health issues; physical, emotional, and/for sexual
gbuse; neglect; alcohol and other drug abuse; socialization issuss; involvement with the justice
system; and employment problems. The average youth who entered a shelter was coping with
five of these problems.

1. Household Dynamics/Family Conflict
One of the most common problems noted by all youth who enter shelters is seriocus

family conflict. Nearly 93% of the youth who entered the shelters during 1994 reported
that there were serious family conflict or communication problems within their family.
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Of these youth:

*
+*

43% experienced problems in their relationship with their father
73% experienced problems in their relationship with their mother
!1% experienced prablems in their relationship with their parent's
partner

10% experienced problems with another household member

10% were having difficulty coping with parental divorce

2. School/Educational Issues

Educational problems were common among these youth. Half (50%) of the youth
experienced at least one school related problem. Of these youth:

* r b

* b 4+ &

48% had poor grades

3% were illiterate

17% had some type of learning disability
18% experienced conflict with their teachers

38% had a poor atiendance record or were truant for an extended period
of time

10% had dropped out of school

14% were suspended at intake or during their stay in the shelter

7% had been expelled prior to intake or during their stay in the shelter
12% had other school related problems

3. Peychological Issues

Nearly 72% of the youth who were admitted to the shelters were dealing with a variety of
psychological issues including depression, & peor self image, suicidal ideation, loss and
grief issues, issues related to their sexuality and sexual behavior, etc. Of these youth:

* " e

*

L]

51% were depressed

58% had a poor self-image or low self-esteem

13% had problems related to their sexuality/.sexual behavior

2 1% were coping with feelings of grieffioss in relation to the death of a
significant person in their life

26% experiencing problems in relation to current or past abandonment by
a parent or loved one

10% had other psychological problems

In addition, 29% of the youth had seriously contemplated or had attempted suicide in the

[rast.
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4. Abuse and Neglect

L

L

5. Health Issues:

*

34% of the youth had a history of being physically abused by either a
parent, their parents pariner, or some other person

17% of the youth were sexually abused or sexually exploited/assauted
by either a parent, their parents partner, or some other person

41% of the youth were emotionally abused by cither a parent, their
parents partner, or some other person

31% were neglected by either a parent, their parents partner, or some
other person

17% of the youth were experiencing significant health-related problems
when they entered the shelter. Of these vouth;

+ 8% had or suspected they had a sexually transmitted disease

*+ 4% had or suspected they had HIV/AIDS

+ 43% were pregnant

+ 17% had some type of eating disorder (i.e. anorexia/bulemia)

* 24% experienced problems coping with a serious health
problem of a family member

* 13% had an ongoing long-term health problem

&. Substance Abuse Problems

*

36% of the youth were dealing with alcchol and other drug abuse or
were coping with the substance abuse problem of their parents. Of these

+ 04% had parents with substance abuse problems
+ 53% had a drug or alcohol problem of their own

7. Socialization Issues:

*

40% of the youth had difficulties interacting and communicating with
others or displayed deviant behavior. Of these youth:

+ 55% iack skills necessary o interact or communicate with
others

+ 42% had problems getting along with peers or relationships
with peers is creating problems for him/her

+ 32% displayed viclent behavior

* 8% were a member of or involved in a gang

* 1% were a member of a cult

* 3% used sex in exchange for basic necessities such as food or a
place to sleep

* 1% engaged in prostitution
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* 12% has scld drugs to make money
+ 16% had other social problems -

8. Involvement with the Justice System:

» 28% of the youth were involved in the juvenile justice system. Of these
youth:
*+35% had disorderly persons offense charges pending at intake
+ 11% had felony charges pending at intake
+ 13% had aleohol or drug possession/distribution charge
pending at intake
* 28% were on probation

9, Employment Problems:

* 21% of the youth experienced problems due to parental unemployment
or their own unemployment

E. Discharge Status of Youth

The vast majority of youth successfully completed the residential services provided by the
shelters.

* 48% completed services and were discharged with aftercare arranged or
referrals made

18% completed services and were discharged without aftercare

14% youth or parent terminated services early

12% of the youth violated program rule and were discharged

2% of the youth were removed by a child welfare agency

6% other outcomes

* + ¥ +e

Although the majority of youth return home when discharged from the shelter, many do not.
The youth's living situation at exit were as follows:

* 32% returned home to live with their parents/guardians
* 30% were placed in ancther residential program within the state
+ 8% went to live with a friend or another relative
* 8% were on the run/on the streets
. 2% of the youth had other living situations at exit
Summary:

Runaway and homeless youth truly have many different faces. They come from a variety
backgrounds and experience a wide ranpe of problems. The typical youth was 14.5 years old
and was slightly more likely to be female than male. Although these youth came from all ethnic
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backgrounds, in comparison to the general population, minorities comprised a disproportionate
number of the youth.

The vast majority of youth who entered a shelter had histories of running away from home. For
some, this behavior was a chronic problem. Sixty-eight percent of the youth had run away more
than once, and 20% of the youth had run away on more than five separate occasions, When
these youth ran away they tended to stay close to home, in surroundings that were familiar. In
fact, 53% of the youth did not travel more than ten miles from their home.

These youth accessed shelter services through a variety of sources. Forty-seven percent were
referred or placed by either DYFS or a CIU. However, nearly one quarter of the youth sought
assistance from a shelter on their own or through their parent(s).

Runaways were typically coping with multiple problems when they entered a shelter. Many of
these youth came from troubled families with very significant problems. Nearly 93% of the
youth experienced difficylty in their relationships with their parents and other family members,
These parents and youth often lacked the skills to communicate and interact in a positive
manner, which created significant family conflict and led to other problems for the youth.

Abuse and neglect were also common problems for these youth and their families. Thirty-four
percent of the youth had histories of physical abuse, 17% were victims of sexual abuse, and
more than 40% of the youth experienced emotional abuse, while 31% had been neglected. As a
result of these problems, many had histories of involvement with the social service system. In
fact, at the time of intake more than half of the youth were in some type of out-of home
placement including foster care, other shelters, residential treatment programs, group homes and
other residential settings.

Half of the youth alse experienced significant educational-related problems. Many were chronic
truants or had simply dropped out of school. A number of youth had behavioral problems for
which they had been suspended or expelled at the time of intake. Problems in other areas of
their lives make it difficult to succeed in school, and as such, many had a poor academic record.

Extensive family problems often translate into other issues for these youth. For example, many
had difficulty interacting with others in the community. Not enly did rinaways experience
problems in their relationships with family members, but a substantial number of youth also had
difficulty getting along with their teachers and peers. For some youth, their inability to cope and
limited communication skills translated to aggressive and violent behavior. A small proportion
of youth engaged in deviant behavior such as prostitution, drug dealing, or became involved in a
gang.  In addition, 28% of the youth were involved in the juvenile justice system at the time of
intake. These youth either had delinquency charges pending or were on probation,

The vast majonty of youth were struggling with & number of psycholegical issues. Depression

and low self esteern were common problems. In addition, nearly 30% of the youth had seriously
contemplated or attempted swicide in the past.
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Drugs and alcohol were pervasive problems in the lives of many of these youth. Fully 36% of
the youth were either coping with parental substance abuse andfor had drug and alcehol
problems of their own. However, this data is based on self reported information from the youth,
and as such, is likely to underestimate the extent of substance abuse problems of the youth and
histher parents. Substance abuse was identified, by shelter providers interviewed during this
project, as one of the most critical issues facing runaway and homeless youth today. They
emphasized the need for more prevention and treatment programs for youth,

In sum, there is no such thing as a typical runaway. Their problems are many and varied.”" In
order to effectively help these youth, a coordinated response across a number of different
systems is necessaty. Failure to respond effectively to the needs of these vouth will likely mean
they become further entrenched in the social service system and many will become involved in
the juvenile and adult correctional systems.

Y 1. Needs of Runaway and Homeless Youth

The task force completed a comprehensive assessment of the needs of runaway and homeless
youth. Throygh the group's discussions nine basic areas of need were identified. In order to
validate the task forces perception of the needs of this population, a survey was distributed to
direct counseling staff in shelters throughout the state. Counseling staff, who provide direct
service to runaways on a daily basis, were asked to identify the needs the youth they work with.
A total of twenty surveys were completed by line staff in ten different shelters. Overall, the
needs identified by survey respondents corresponded with the task force's perception of this
population. However, counseling staff noted several issues that were not initially identified by
the task force. These were then incorporated into the overall needs assessment. The needs that
emerged were categorized into the nine areas described below.

1. The Need for Physical Safety

Runaway and homeless youth need access to emergency food, clothing, and shelter. In addition,
they also need options for safe accessible housing on a short-term and leng-term basis. For
those youth who cannot retun home due to safety reasons, or whe have no home to return to,
long term residential alternatives are necessary. For some youth, in particular the older
adolescent for whom placement options are extremely limited, transitional housing is needed on
a long-term basis as they age into adulthood.

Moving beyond basic needs, youth who runaway from home often leave to escape a history of
physical abuse and violence. Unfortunately, life on the streets can be just as perilous,
particularly for this population, These youth, with their troubled backgrounds and Limited
coping abulities, are vulnerable to expleitation and victimization. Therefore, runaway and
homeless youth also need to know how to be safe in a variety of settings and circumstances
including on the street, in school, in the community, at home, and in their interpersonal
relationships. They need education and training on how to avaid violence and victimization.
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2. Emotional and Mental Health

All too often, runaway and homeless youth stryggle to cope with a variety of problems which
threaten their emotional well being and mental health. Many of these youth have a low level of
self-csteem and a negative self-image. Youth entering a shelter are often depressed and some
are even suicidal Many runaway and homeless youth have histories of physical, sexual, and/or
emotional abuse. These youth need access to peer support groups and counseling services to
assist them with issues such as depression, physical or sexual abuse, abandonment, grief issues,
and substance abuse (both their perents and their own). They also need access to suicide
prevention and intervention services. Furthermore, youth with serious mental health needs,
require long-term treatment options including residential treatment services.

3. Family Needs:

Problems runaway and homeless youth experience often stem from issues related to their
families. Physical, sexual and emotional abuse, parental substance abuse, domestic violence,
economic distress, mental health problems, poor parenting skills, are all factors which may
contribute to troubled family dynamics and poor relationships. These youth need 1o be able to
develop positive relationships with family members and create healthy family environments.
The youth, as well as his/her family members, should be involved in all treatment and placement
decisions,

Family counseling and support services are vital to ensure al] the factors that contributed to the
youth's runaway behavior or homeless sitvation are addressed.  Services should be family
oriented even when the youth is placed outside the home Ultimately services should be
designed to strengthen and empower the youth and his/her family, and foster seif-sufficiency
from the sacial service system. Family reunification, where appropriate, should remain a central
goal of all services provided. When family reunification is not possible, helping youth create
alternative familial relationships is necessary in order to meet a youth's need to belong. These
roles may be filled by extended family members, foster parents, friends, teachers, neighbors,
counselors, etc.

4. Social Needs:

Runaway and homeless youth frequentiy have troubled family backgrounds, Relationships with
family members are strained and often riddled with conflict. In addition, many vouth establish
relationships with peers who have a negative imfluence in their lives.

Runaway and homeless youth need to be able to create and nurture healthy, caring relationships
and participate in positive social activities. These youth need positive role models or mentors
within their own communities that they can identify with {i.e. from the same ecultural
backgrounds). They also need access to healthy drug-free recreationsl activities, perhaps
through teen centers and summer camp programs. Such activities would provide them with
positive peer supports and healthy altemnatives to gang involvement.
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5. Health:

Runaway and homeless youth need basic medical and dental care. But, they also need access to
a variety of health related services to address specific concerns including: nutrition and eating
disorders, alcohol and other drug abuse, pregnancy prevention, sexually transmitted diseases,
and HIV/AIDS. In general, minors in New Jersey cannot seek health services without parental
consent. Since runaway and homeless youth are a transient population, and at best, have strained
relationships with their parents or have parents who are unavailable to them, these youth must be
given the ability to access health services without parental consent.

6. Educational Needs

Youth whe run away from home experience 4 number of education related problems which need
to be addressed through the school systems and other agencies. These youth, while struggling to
cope with many different problems, often fall behind their peers academically and many
eventually become truants. Some youth will eventually drop out of school, while those with
behavioral problems wil! be suspended or even expelled. In order to address these issues
rinaways need access to a range of non-traditional and alternative educational services.

Runaway and homeless youth also need comprehensive family life education and basic skills
training including communication skills, problem solving, decision making, anger management,
etc. In addition, youth need information on pregnancy prevention, preventing sexually
transmitted diseases and HIV/AIDS as well as substance abuse education and prevention.

7. Employment;

The task force noted that employment opportunities for all of New Jersey's youth are limited.
This 13 particularly true for runaway and homeless youth who often lag behind their peers
academically and lack the education/basic skills necessary to complete a job search, prepare
resumes, fill out employment applications, and give successful job interviews. Youth need
short-term apportunities for employment, including after-school and weekend jobs, as well as
access to education/training in pre-employment skills,

In addition to shert-term jobs, rumaway and homeless youth need access to employment
opportunities with longevity and career advancement capabilities. Too often, adolescents are
short-sighted, being concerned only with the present moment. They fail to see the consequences
of their actions and the need to complete their education in order to succeed in the workplace,
Initiatives targeted for younger teens, including those that focus on career development and
building pre-employment skills, would help to encourage youth to plan for their futures and
explore a variety of career options.

$. System Needs

Youth need access to a comprehensive service system that empowers and involves them in all
aspects of placement and treatment decisions. Tt is vital that services be client centered and
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responsive to the needs of the youth, rather than based on what is available or convenient for the
system. Services should be flexible to accommodate the needs of this population. Specifically,

given the transient nature of this population, mnaway and homeless youth need immediate
access to a variety of services.

Since runaway and homeless youth are involved in many different systems, there is a need for
ongoing networking and coordination of services across agencies to ensure efficient, effective
provision of services. Improved training on adolescent development, and runaway and homeless
youth specifically, would enhance understanding of the needs of this population as well as the
services that various agencies provide, thereby eliminating misconceptions.

0. Access

Runaway and homeless youth need bamier-free access to services. This includes cultural,
financial, language, and transportation barriers as well as service availability. Too often there
are significant gaps in services or the level of available services is insufficient to meet the
demands of the youth and their families. A lack of available crisis services in a community
presents an often insurmountable barrier for a youth whe lacks the resources to get food, let
alone transportaticn to another community.

VII. The Service Delivery System

The task force reviewed the existing service delivery system from two perspectives. First,
members identified a broad amay of services necessary to meet the wide range of needs of
runaway, homeless, and throwaway youth. Second, the group examined the existing system to
determine how well it currently responds to this population and to identify ways in which
services to runaways can be improved.

In addition to the work of the task force, focus group discussions were held with staff from
juvenile-family crisis intervention units, juvenile officers and DYFS caseworkers and telephone
interviews.'™ The focus groups and interviews were designed to identify the needs of runaway
and homeless youth and identify issues that make it difficult for them to provide or coordinate
services for this population.

The following section details the services that are needed, at a minimum across the state 1o serve
runaway and homeless youth and general barriers that make it difficult to achieve effective
service delivery.

A, The Minimum Services:

As noted earlier, runaway behavior does not occur in isolation. The youth and histher famity

often experience many problems which precede the youth's decision to leave home or parent's
decision to no longer care for their child, If these problems are not addressed, at the time of
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reunification the likelihood that runaway behavior will reoccur increases. In order to effectively
respond to the needs of this population, a continuum of services are needed which inchude:

1. Prevention Services geared towards reaching out to youth and their families before
problems reach a crisis point and the adolescent runs away from home. Some examnples
of prevention oriented services include: hotlines, information and referral services,
school-based services, parent training programs, parent support groups, community
education programs, child aszault prevention programs, and police initiatives such as the
DARE Program.

2. Early Intervention Services that reach out to youth and families at the first sign they
are expeniencing problems which may lead to naway behavior. Such services include:
truancy and drop-cut prevention programs, parent training programs, support groups,
outpatient counseling for the individual and family, drop in centers, hotlines, and family
preservation services.

3. Intervention Services that respond to an immediate crisis situation with the youth
and/or family, outreach efforts to assist runaway and homeless youth on the streets, etc.
These services are designed to help resolve the immediate crisis sitation, link the youth
and family with support services, counseling, treatment, and provide temporary
residential services where necessary,

4. Aftercare Services provide follow-up with youth who have been reunited with their
families to ensure that problems do not reoccur. This would include support services that
address new problems as they arise. For example: when a youth returns home from a
shelter, aftercare services would ensure that the family complies with discharge plans.
Problems that are identified during this stage can be addressed immediately and help
prevent a further crisis within the family that might lead to another runaway episade or
cut-of-home placement. Some examples of aftercare services are support groups such as
Alateen/Alanon, individual and family counseling services, in-home counseling and
gToup support services, a8 well as peer leadership programs, both school and agency-
based.

3. Transitional Services geared toward those youth who cannot return home and are not
of legal age. Long-term placement optiens and support services are necessary for these
youth to ensure successful transition to independent living as adults. Seme examples of
this type of programming include group homes, transitional living programs, supervised
apartment programs, homes for pregnant teens, the Youth in Transition Program, and Job
Cotp.

Although many of the above services exist to some extent, availability varies widely across the
state. In some counties, a greater array of services exist than in others. Even where services are
available, they are often insufficient to meet the needs of youth in that area. Further, some of the
programs or services mentioned do not specifically target unaway and homeless youth, however
with minor modifications they couid be useful tools in preventing runaway behavior.
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B. Limitations of the Existing System’s Response

Through the focus group discussions and interviews with providers, a number of themes

emerged that highlight general problems with the systems' response 1o the needs of runaway and
homeless youth.

1. Understanding Runaway and Homeless Youth

There was a general consensus among all groups interviewed that the nature of the runaway and
homeless youth population has changed in recent years. Today, youth are running away at
earlier ages”, they have more extensive and severe problems including serious mental health
needs; they are dealing with substance abuse problems (their own and/or their parents); they are
more viclent and aggressive than ever before; an increasing number are involved in delinquent
behavior and the juvenile justice system; and there is an increased use of weapens and
involvement with weapons related offenses. Furthermore, focus group participants siressed that
there are no race, class, or gender boundaries to running away from home or becoming
homeless. These youth come from all different backgrounds.

In addition, it was recognized that many of the youth's problems stemn from ongoing family
issues (i.e. parental substance abuse, physical, emotional or sexual abuse, domestic violence,
economic distress, and mental health problems of parents or other family members, among
others). Therefore, the youth's behavior must be viewed within the context of the family,

Although there was a consensus that the nature of the population has changed in recent years,
most felt that the system as a whole did not adequately understand the needs of runaway and
homeless youth. This lack of understanding often leads to a poor or ineffective response by
various segments of the system. For example, rather than taking into consideration the family
dynamics and arranging the most appropriate services for the youth as well as hissher
parents/family, a youth might simply be referred for drg treatment or a psychiatric evaluation,
or even placed outside the home. Unfortunately, this emphasizes that the youth is the problem,
instead of considering all of the family issues. When this occurs, many parents fail to participate
in services that would help resolve the family problems that led to the youth's situation.

In addition, it was noted that a lack of understanding of the needs of runaway and homeless
youth may lead to a resistance to working with this population. This often makes it difficult For
providers to coordinate appropriate services for minaway and homeless vouth.

A thorough understanding of the needs of this population would enhance the ability of all
segments of the system to respond, It is important that comprehensive evaluations and case
assessments are done upon imtial contact with the youth and family to ensure that the most
appropriate services can be coerdinated. Although the goal should be 1o use the least restrictive
services, 1 some instances a youth would benefit from residential placement. These service
should be provided when deemed necessary. In addition, ongoing case management allows for
modification of services (i.e. more or less intensive and costly) as needed.
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2. Service Needs/ Gaps

While the needs of runaway and homeless youth have become increasingly com plex, the systems
and services that respond to them are shrinking. The DYFS focus group noted that the system
has not kept pace with the changes in the population and that the range of services available for
youth are much more limited than in the past. Changes in the population Teveal 2 need for a
variety of services that either do not currently exist or are insufficient to meet the current
demands. CIU workers and shelter providers echoed these concerns. As a result, the ability of
agencies and providers to respond effectively to runaway and homeless youth is limited. A lack
of resources may lead to service coordination based on what is available, rather than what is the
most appropriate for the youth and hissher family,

As noted earlier, runaway and homeless youth and their families need to be able to access a
range of services including community based services such as mental health counseling,
substance abuse services, family counseling and support services, respite and residential services,
among others, Unfortunately, these services are not uniformly available across the state. A lack
of resources and appropriate services may lead to escalating problems for the youth and his/her
family. Expanded community based pregrams, especially those geared towards prevention and
early intervention, would minimize the need for more costly interventions later.

While every effort should be made to use the least restrictive services for youth, there are
situations where the youth and his/her family would benefit from residential services. Both the
CIU and DYFS focus groups noted that the existing oumber of shelters and shelter beds are
insufficient to meet the needs of all nmaway, homeless, and at-risk youth in the state. Some
counties, such as Warren, do not have a shelter and must use residential services in other areas of
the state. The shortage of services often makes it difficult to find placements for youth with
more extreme problems. Furthermore, the lack of resources is creating competition for beds,
and may lead to adversarial relationships across agencies that should be working together to
provide services for youth.

DYFS caseworkers noted that because the demand for residential services is high, shelters can be
selective in terms of the youth they admit, This is exacerbated by a system of funding that
allows certain beds to be allocated for "“DYFS kids" and a certain number reserved for "county”
kids, If DYFS needs to place a youth and has no beds available, they must negetiate with the
C1U te use one of their beds. Depending on the circumstances, the CIU may be reluctant to give
up a bed.

The lack of resources is not limited to shelter services. It includes group homes, residential
treatment centers, transiticnal {iving programs, and other residential services. This is highlighted
by a recent report from the Association for Children of New Jersey (ACNI) which revealed that
a substantial number of youth are languishing in detention centers while they await residential
placement. In their review, ACNIJ found that nearly one-third of the youth in detention were
waiting for placement elsewhere,” Tn addition, a one day count of youth in twelve shelters by
the Garden State Coalition, revealed a similar finding. More than half of the youth in these
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shelters were awaiting some form of residential placement by DYFS. There simply aren't
enough residential services for New Jersey's youth.

It addition, the impact of the family on the youth's behavior and situation underscores the need
for family based services. Family counseling and support services are vital to ensure that
factors that contributed to the youth's situation are addressed. However, both the DYFS and CIU
focus groups as well as interviews with shelter providers stressed that the demand for family
based services, especially in-home services, exceeds availability.

Furthermore, it was noted that aftercare services are often necessary to ensure that when a child
returns hoine, supports are in place 1o prevent the reoccurrence of runaway behavior or crisis
situations, Unfertunately, these services are also insufficient or nonexistent. Unless there is
ongeing case management by either DYFS or a CIU, when a youth leaves the shelter and returns
home, there is virtually no follow up to ensure compliance with discharge plans. Some shelters

have built in aftercare components to their services, but for most agencies, the ability to do this
15 limited.

A number of other services were also identified that are insufficient or nonexistent to meet the
current level of demand including drug treatment programs, mental health services, school-based
programs, services for older adolescents (i.e. transitional living programs to provide support,
training and assistance as the enter adulthood), and programs for pregnant and parenting teens,
among others, Without an adequate level of services in every comenunity, many youth and their
families will not receive the assistance they need.

3. Accessibility of Services

Beyond service availability, a number of factors exists which make it difficult for youth and
their families to access much needed services. Transportation poses a major problem for many
youth and their families. In some regions of the state, especially where public transportation is
limited, clients without their own resources may experience considerable difficulty getting to a
treatment program, counseling sessions, etc. As a result they are forced to drop out of
counseling or fail to complete recommended services. Thus, problems that led to the runaway
episode will often recccur and new crisis situations may arise. A pattern of addressing problems
only it times of crisis iz an ineffective method of dealing with these issues, but for some families
with limited resources 1t is the only alternative.'®

In addition te transportation issues, many youth amcl their families do not have sufficient
financial rescurces to pay for the treatment services they need. Financial barriers were noted as
a significant problem by focus group participants as well as providers that were interviewed.
The need for free or affordable counseling services, both family {including in-home) and
individual is widespread. Even those families with some resources frequently find that, after a
peried of time, they have exhausted what resources they have {i.e. through their insurance -
many will reach their maximum on their lifetime limit for coverage). Runaway and homeless
youth and their families need to be able to access free/affordable counseling/treatment services,
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The ability of runaway and homeless youth to directly access emergency shelter services is
extremely limited. The majority of shelters in the state do not provide walk-in services. This
means that & youth in crisis must first contact another agency such as DYFS or a CIU for
assistance before being able to access shelter services. A limited number of shelters {nine in
total), however, do provide walk-in services. Of these programs, only one 15 located in the
northern region of the state, three are in central and five in southern New Jersey. As our data
revealed a substantial number of youth do directly access services, by themselves or through
their parents, when they are available.

Another factor which hinders the effective delivery of services to this population are services
that have lengthy start up times or long waiting lists. The length of time it takes to initiate
services poses a critical barrier for runaway and homeless youth. This population is highly
mobile, and as a result there is a narrow window of opportunity within which to link a youth up
with a needed service. For example, youth in most shelters typically stay an average of 30 days,
although some will stay longer. Many services, such as those provided through the Case
Assessment Resource Team'® or child study team evaluations provided through local schools,
take much longer than thirty days to arrange and complete. As a result, these services are not
realistic options for these youth despite the need they may have for them.

4, Service Coordination

Among groups interviewed, a number of factors were identified that hinder the coordination of
services. A basic lack of trust in the system by youth and families often limits the ability of
agencies to provide or coordinate effective services. Parents may feel threatened by outside
intervention often fearing they will lose custody of their children. As a result, they may be
uncooperative. There is also the tendency to deny the existence of problems and thus refuse
services.

DYFS caseworkers, CIU staff, and some providers also expressed frustration with the structure
of the system that often requires agencies to exhaust a range of services before youth they can
arrange more costly, intensive, or restrictive programs, For example, Crisis Intervention Uhits
are required to exhaust community resources before placing & youth in an out-of-home setting.
The systems emphasis on the use of least restrictive (and less costly) services often means that
youth have to fail repeatedly in many different programs/settings before they can access a
service they clearly needed at the outset. As a result, youth become frustrated, their problems
intensify, and their lack of trust in the system grows.

In addition 1o the lack of awareness of the needs of runaways noted earlier, each group believed
that other components of the system did not fully understand the services their agency/division/
department was intended to provide. This often leads misconceptions about what each agency
should be doing to respond to runaways. Lack of understanding of the roles and responsibilities
of each system creates the potential for gaps in services to oceur,

Many also noted that given the diverse needs of runaway and homeless youth, other systems that
have traditionally played a limited role in working with this population need to become more
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involved. For example, because the mental health needs of runaway angd homeless youth have
tnereased in recent years, mental health providers need to assume a greater role in working with
these youth.

There was a general consensus that the relationship an agency has with other providers or
agencies is critical to their ability to access or coordinate services for youth. Ongoing
networking across the system is critical to maintaining positive relationships between DYFS,
CIUs, shelter providers, the police, mental health providers, etc. Nearly everyone acknowledged
the need to improve networking with other components of the system in order to eliminate
misconceptions and barriers. Expanded efforts in this area would help foster an understanding
of the services various agencies provide and lead to more efficient and effective coordination of
services for all youth.

VI, Discussion:

According to the National Crime Information Center, in 1993 more than 13,000 juveniles were
reported missing to police in New Jersey as runaways. Yet only a fraction of these vouth
received assistance through the youth service system. Only 5853 runaways received
intervention from the system designed to leak for them - the police. Even fewer, only 1,686
youth, received assistance through a family crisis intervention unit which is designed to provide
assistance to runaways. Is this adequate? In all likelihcod, a large number of vouth who need
assistance are not being served.

At what point should the state intervene - the first time a youth runs away? Certainly net in all
cases. Research indicates that most youth who run away will retlurn home on their own, Many
of these youth will be able to resolve their problems with their families without outside
intervention. However, for far too many youth this is not the case. Their familtes experience
significant problems for which they need help. Many of these will un away more than once
either because there was no resolution to their problem the first time they ran, or because they
are experiencing very serious problems. The system cannot afford to wait until these problems
become chronic, when it becomes more difficult to intervene effectively,

There is no such thing as a typical runaway. The traditional stereotype of a2 runaway popularized
in literature as an adventure seeking youth similar to Huckleberry Finn does not hold true.'’
Today, anaway and homeless youth represent a very diverse group. These youth come from a
variety of backgrounds and experience a wide range of problems. Many youth run away to
escape histeries of violence and victimization. Research indicates that runaway and homeless
vouth are often victims of physical and sexual abuse.'® This was true for many of the youth in
our sample. Under these circumstances, running away from home may be a healthy response to
an unhealthy situation.'®

The impact of abuse can be devastating. In a recent evaluation of foster care placements, the
Association for Children of New Jersey (ACNI) reported that although behavioral problems
were 2 key factor conttibuting to placement of older youth, they had extensive histories of abuse
and neglect™ A vast majority of these youth had prior case involvement by DYFS, often
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needing treatment for serious emotional problems by the time they were placed in foster care.
This raises a larger issue as to whether the system's response to abuse and neglect is as effective
as it should be. ACNJ noted that although DYFS foster care placement decisions were
appropriate and necessary, in many instances, placement should have occurred sooner.

Is the same reality true of shelter care placement? Alihough this project did not focus on the
placement history and the effectiveness of these interventions for runaway and homeless youth,
many of these youth did have prior invelvement with the system, as well previous out-of-home
placements. Given these factors and that these youth are experiencing problems significant
enough to warrant shelter care, the question has 1o be asked could interventions have come to
late for this population to be effective?

In addition to abuse and neglect problems, many runawsay and hemeless youth also cope with
parental substance abuse problems, with a significant oumber experiencing drug and alcoho)
problems of their own. Mental health problems are also common among these youth and their
families. Many runaways are depressed, have negative self-concepts, and some youth are even
suicidal. These youth, given extensive family and personal problems, also expertence problems
related to school. A significant number of youth fall behind their peers academically. Some are
chronic truants, and many completely give up on schoot by dropping cut. Furthermore, runaway
and homeless youth often become involved in the juvenile justice system, resorting to illegal
activities such as prostitution, drug dealing, and theft, etc., a5 & means of survival ™

Youth who run away often do sc on more than one occasion. In addition, when they run they
tend to stay within their own community in surroundings that are familiar. This underscores the
need for services for these vouth in every community. For some youth, running away becomes a
¢hronie preblem. Not only do these youth run from their homes but they run from institutions as
well. Research suggests that the more often a youth runs away, the more likely they are to stay
away for longer periods of time, and to become lost to the streets.

Since runaway and homeless youth experience a wide range of complex problems they need
access to a comprehensive array of services that places them under the jurisdiction of many
different systems. They need to be linked to these services -- such as mental health services,
substance abuse treatment, medical care, educational alternatives, and employment training,
among others -- simultaneously. Interagency coordination of services is vital. Consideration of
the special needs and circumstances of runaway and homeless youth must be taken into account
when coordinating services for this population.

Unfertunately, services for adolescents in general appear to be inadequate to meet the demands
of youth in New Jersey. ACNI's recent report on foster care noted that services for adolescents,
including day treatment, residential programs, educational, programs for pregnant and parenting
teens, and counseling, among others, are critically needed.” Lack of appropriate resources leads
to service coordination driven by the system rather than by the needs of the youth and has/her
family. When this occurs failure is often inevitable, and problems with the youth and family
intensify. These problems expand to include a growing distrust in the system, and resistance to
participation in services.
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Failure 1o adequately address the needs of these youth will likely mean a very bleak future for
many of them. Some youth will become entrenched in a life on the streets getting involved in
illegal activities and the juvenile justice system. Without services to address their needs and
provide them with the skills necessary for successful independent living as adults, many of these

youth may become long term dependents on the social service system, Some may even face
homelessness as adults ™

IX. Recommendations of the NJ Task Force on Runaway and Homeless Youth

Runaway and homeless youth in New Jersey are not being effectively served. The systems that
currently respond to their needs are fragmented, with agencies often working in isolation. Many
barriers exist which need to be eliminated in order to move fowards an improved coordinated
response to this population statewide. The following recommendations represent the first step in
this process.

1. ESTABLISH A COMMITTEE OF THE JUVENILE JUSTICE COMMISSION TO
FOCUS ON RUNAWAY AND HOMELESS YOUTH AS A PRIGRITY

With the exception of the Garden State Coalition for Youth and Family Concerns, Inc., there is
no statewide agency that monitors the needs of runaway and homeless youth and the system's
response to these youth. As a result, this population is largely invisible,. ~ Runaway and
homeless youth are involved in many systems {¢.g. Juvenile-Family Crisis/Family Court,
Division for Youth and Family Services (DYFS), Division of Juvenile Services (DJS), Division
of Mental Health Services (DMHS ), Department of Education, etc.). One consequence of this
overlap is that the lines of responsibility for this papulation are blurred. Lack of clearly defined
roles in werking with ranaways often results in "serial case management”, "dumping", and youth
geiting caught between systems such as family court, DIS, and DYFS. A review of the existing
service delivery spectrum notes two things:

1. The system that responds to runaway and homeless youth is essentially categorical, with
children and youth being served based on a label or classification scheme an
agency/department maintains. However, few runaways, who typically face multiple
problems, easily fit under one category or label, Controversy arises across agencies, over
the primary needs of the youth and what placements or interventions are necessary. As 4
result, agencies/divisions do not work well together and often work hardest at trying to
shift the case from one division to another. Runaway and homeless youth are shuffled
back and forth, languish in shelters and detention centers while awaiting placement, and
fall between the cracks.

2 The system is currently in flux. Major changes are under way in the juvenile justice
system with the creation of the proposed Juvenile Justice Commission. This system's
role and responsibilities to youth with at-risk behaviors is in the process of being defined,
As this occurs, resources to many Divisions are shrinking, forcing agencies to streamline
services and limiting their ability to meet their mandates. Agencies, faced with the
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increasingly difficult decision as to how to allocate scarce resources, are forced to
narrow the scope of who they can serve.

Gaven these factors, the potential exists for gaps in services for runaway and homeless youth to
increase. In order to ensure this does not occur, runaway and homeless youth programs should
be considered a cornerstone in the development of prevention programs under the praposed
Juvenile Justice Commission being recommended by the Governor's Advisory Council on
Juvenile Justice. By nature, these services are prevention oriented and help to divert youth from
involvement in delinquent behavior and the juvenile justice system, as well as preventing
involvement in other systems. Strengthening services to this population through expanded
community-based programs within each county will ultimately help to decrease delinquency
throughout the state.

Therefore, the task force recommends that a committee or subcommitiee be established under
the Juvenile Jystice Commission to address the needs of this population. Given the state's failure
to respond effectively to the needs of these youth, this step is vital. Although the creation of the
Commission is in the preliminary stages, a delinquency prevention committee has been
established which may be an ideal place to create a subcommittee to focus on runaway and
homeless youth.

The subcommittee wounld be responsible for:

. Establishing standards for 2 minimum level of services to meet the needs of all
runaway and homeless youth in each county.

+ Ensuring that a continuum of services for runaway and homeless youth exist in
each county including prevention, early intervention, intervention, transitional,
and aftercare services. Services should be geared towards family preservation,
minimizing the use of out-of-home placements. When placement is necessary,
agencies should strive for family reunification whenever feasible All services
should be designed to foster long term independence from the social service
system.

* Ensuring that as the system evolves, lines of responsibility for runaway and
homeless youth are clearly delineated. Where necessary cooperative agreements
should be established between agencies to minimize the potential for gaps in
services, and foster improved interagency coordination of services.

. Assisting county Youth Services Commissions {the entity responsible for
planning for youth at the county level) with the planning and development of
programs for runaway and homeless youth.

* Creating statewide initintives to intervene successfully with this population, and
ensuring a coordinated response with the federal priorities established for this

population under Titles III A and B of the Runaway and Homeless Youth Act of
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the Juvemile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act. This would be a starting
point for the creation of comprehensive services for ranaways.

+ Reviewing existing management information systems fo strengthen the
documentation of runaway and homeless youth, their needs, levels of recidivism,
and the system's response to this population.

1. ESTABLISH THE NEW JERSEY RUNAWAY AND HOMELESS YOUTH ACT

In New Jersey, Juvenile-Family Crisis Intervention units {CIUs) have been established to divert
“troubled” youth (i.¢. truants, runaways, incorrigible youth) from the family court system. Ten
of the twenty-one CIUs in operation throughout the state are runs within the court system and the
remainder are operated by external agencies. Although CIUs approach to addressing runaway
behavior within the context of the family is a positive, progressive mechanism by which to
address the problems of runaway and homeless youth, they represent only one part of the
selution.

In addition to the courts, runaway and homeless youth are involved in many other systems, with
minimal interagency coordination. Due to the lack of clarity in responsibility for this
populaticn, youth are shuffled from one agency 1o another and often languish in shelters and
detention centers while awaiting services. There is a clear need for the integration of services
and the development of rescurces devoted directly to these youth,

Furthermore, there is considerable debate nationwide as to whether the juvenile justice system/
Juvenile code is the most effective way to address the needs of these youth. In a recent analysis
of laws pertaining to runaway and homeless youth nationwide, the American Bar Association
recommends that states adopt comprehensive legisiation to address the needs of this population
and that such legizlation "emphasizes the delivery of community-based services cutside of the

juvenile justice, child welfare, and other juvenile control systems"

In conclusion, the task force recommends that legislation, with the allocated resources necessary
10 support it's objectives, be enacted to;

* Establish an array of community-based services for New Jersey's runaway,
homeless, and throwaway youth. This would require that ail shelters provide
youth with direct 24 hour access to emergency services, It must also include
crisis intervention and counseling, access to health care, educational assistance,
miental health, as well as alcohol and other drug abuse services.

. Expand and strengthen long-term transitional living programs which are utilized
when family reunification is not possible. These programs should have a target
population of 16-21 vear old adolescents. Services should be built in to assist
youth with the transition te adulthood and independence including: life skills
training, educational assistance, employment counseling and training, etc.
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. Strengthen limks between Crisis Intervention Units and community-based services
to encourage a coordinated response to the needs of runaway and homeless youth.

+ Provide for legal emancipation with the necessary support structures built in for
youth who cannot return home.  Such legislation would provide these minors
with the ability to obtain health care, mental health services, alcohol and other
drug treatment, o sign a lease to secure housing, and contract to purchase goods.
Safety measures, such as a requirement that the youth complete an independent
living skills program, would have 1o be built in to ensure this option is only
utilized for youth who are seif-reliant and capable of successfuily living
independently.  Coordination with the adult service system may also be
necessary 0 €nsure necessary transitional services are in place.  Furthermore,
emancipation should be utilized as a last resort, only after all other
recurces/alternatives have been considered/attempted.

3. PRIORITIES FOR RUNAWAY AND HOMELESS YOUTH

In addition to the recommendations cutlined above, there are several other ssues that must be
addressed. These include but are not limited to improving the response of juvenile officers, the
Division for Youth and Family Services, Juvenile-Family Crisis Intervention Units, Depariment
of Mental Health Services, and Department of Education to runaway and homeless youth.

A. Juvenile Officers

Not only do juvenile officers play a pivotal role in working with New Jersey's juvenile
delinquents, but they assume a primary role in working with runaway, homeless, and other
at-risk youth. A considerable amount of discretion is exercised by juvenile officers when
making decisions regarding whether or not to divert youth from formal systems. Unfortunately,
within many police departments, juvenile officers and juvenile divisions are not considered a
priority or given adequate support. As a result, juvenile divisions, if they even exist within a
department, are insufficiently staffed and juvenile ofFicers in general are often given additicnal
responsibilities beyend juvenile work.  This task force supports the recommendations put forth
by the Govermnor's Advisory Council on Juvenile Justice pertaining to juvenile officers. The
Advisory Council recommended that juvenile services be a priority of all police departments and
that, at a minimum, one officer be assigned to juvenile services, juvenile officers should be
involved in prevention and diversion activities in addition to investigative functions; and
juvenile officers should be specialiy trained to work with youth ®  In response to these
recommendations, a week long training program was initiated in February, 1995 for juvenile
officers through the Division of Criminal Justice.

Furthermore, it is impertant to emphasize that police officers serve as a key entry point into the
system for mnaway and homeless youth. Many parents make a report to the police when their
child runs away from home. Juvenile officers are responsible for immediately investigating
these reports and attempting to locate the missing youth, However, the average juvenile officer
receives little specialized training in working with adolescents, and even less on runaway and
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homeless youth in particular, Therefore, the task force recommends that specialized training on
runaway and homeless youth and the services available to them be incorporated into the newly
established training program for juvenile officers.  Further, additional one day in-services
should be offered on an ongoing basis to update officers on emerging trends and needs of this
population. The Garden State Coalition for Youth and Family Concerns, Inc. could coordinate
and provide this training.

B. The Division for Youth and Family Services

Due to limited resources, the Division fer Youth and Family Services {DYFS) has been
reevaluating its priorities and mandates. Sheiter providers interviewed reported that the needs of
younger children are being given priority over the needs of adolescents because, in theory,
younger children are the ones who are at risk of abuse. The shelter providers stated that there is
an wherent assumption that by virtue of age, an adolescent has the ability to speak out and walk
away from abuse and serious family problems, and as a result, they do not need child protective
services. However, the reality is that many munaway and homeless youth left home to escape a
history of physical abuse, sexual abuse and/or neglect. In addition to running away, some of
these youth may also attempt to escape via substance abuse, suicide attempts, etc.

Fuorthermore, many providers we spoke with through this project report that it is becoming
increasingly difficult to get DYFS to substantiate an abuse allegation. The Division has been
taking an increasingly narrow view of child abuse and as such is substantiating fewer and fewer
cases, particularly those involving adolescents. Many cases that in the past were defined as an
abuse/neglect case are now being reclassified as a family problem case, with the end result being
DYFS will not accept these cases.

Even in situations where abuse is substantiated, responsibility for monitoring the ongoing safety
of the adolescent is often left to other systems. The Division will open a case for a shert period
of time, and make referrals to cther apencies for the appropriate family services. Often, the case
is then closed without further moritoring of the family by the Division,

The Division historically has relied on shelters for crisis stabilization and emergency placement
services. However, once a2 youth is placed in a shelter sthe has minimal contact with the
assigned caseworker, The Division's regulations stipulate that youth should only remain in a
shelter for a maximum of 30 days. Frequently, caseworkers contact the youth and shelter just
days beforg this fime peniod is over to develop a discharge plan. The end result is peor planning
and coordination of services for the youth. Subsequent placements may not effectively meet the
needs of the youth. In order te avoid this, most shelters engage in considerable case management
activities establishing case plans, and aranging subsequent placement where necessary.

From the providers perspective, it was revealed that DYFS relies on shelters as a placement
alternative for the difficult to place youth because of a lack of other appropoate options.
Shelters were designed to provide 24 hour emergency placement services, crisis intervention and
counseling. Increasingly, however, the Division is referring children and youth that require
more services than the shelters were designed to provide, and than they have the resources to
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provide (i.e. setiously emotionally disturbed youth, youth on psychotropic medications, etc.). In
tact, shelters are frequently called upon to house youth, sometimes for long periods of time, who
have failed in other more structured, costly settings (i.c. group homes, residential treatment
programs, etc.} due to a lack of alternative placements. Tt is expected that shelters will be able to
effectively serve these youth, yet they have fewer resources, than other residential programs,
with which to previde appropriate services.

Recent dialogue within the Division around the proposed creation of regional diagnostic shelters,
which would conduct comprehensive evaluations to determine the needs and problems of the
youth and hisher family, and make appropriate recommendations regarding placement and
treatment plans, may resolve some of these issues. As the Division moves in this direction it is
important to centinue to involve local agencies with expertise in this area, in the planning stages.

Careful planning 1s necessary to ensure that as a new initiative is developed, potentizally through
the redirection of funds, that it is not done at the expense of existing services which could create
a new gap in services. In addition, such an initiative must be fully funded and staffed in order
to ensure it can fulfill its objectives.

Further, coordination within DYFS needs to be swrengthened. When policy changes ocour in one
bur¢au or unit within the Division, (e.g. Bureau of Licensing, Contract Management,
Institutional Abuse, et ¢.) there is little communication with other units, This impedes the ability
of the division to implement changes effectively and often places the burden of this
communication on service providers who interact with each bureaw/unit.

To resolve these issues the task force recommends that the Division for Youth and Family
Services:

* Review and strengthen training programs for caseworkers to improve abuse
investigations and interventicns for adolescents.

+ Conduct a quality assurance review of abuse investigations for cases involving
adelescents to ensure consistent, high quality investigations and services for youth
across all casewarkers in each region and district office. This should include not
only a review of caseworker investigations, but the process by which supervisors
review individual caseloads as well. Through this process problems would be
identified in these areas which could then be resolved.

. Review and strengthen coordination across bureausfunits within the Division,
perhaps through a quarterly meetings with representatives from each bureaufunit
to create ongoing dialogue on policy changes, the impact they have on various
bureausfunits, and mechanisms necessary to ensure effective implementation at
all levels.
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. Create a shelter task force with representatives from each bureaw/unit and
providers, to enhance communication on shelter issues and resolve problems as
they arise, as well as planning new initiatives.

It should be stressed that the state cannot expect the Division for Youth and Family Services to
continue to fulfill its mandate if it continues to cut its funding. This year alone, DYFS received
a budget cut of more than six million dollars. Staff shortages and increased caseloads for
caseworkers makes it difficult to provide the intensive services some youth and families need.
The Division has made strides to streamline services and to improve the efficiency and
effectiveness of the agency, thus minimizing the negative effects of funding reductions.
However, contracts with providers are being cut and services to children and youth are
shrinking, The impact of this is that fewer children in need of services will be served.

C. Juvenile-Family Crisis Intervention Unit's {CIUs)

Juvenile-Family Crisis Intervention Units are mandated through the 1984 Juvenile Code to
handle cases involving runaways, truants, serious threats to the well-being/safety of the youth,
and youth experiencing sericus family conflict. Insufficient funding and understaffing make it
difficult for the CIUs to fulfill their mandate effectively, Last year the state legislature
completely eliminated a 3$225,000 appropriation which was distributed by the Administrative
Office of the Courts to all CIUs throughout the state. Although this amount may appear to be
insignificant, for already underfunded units it represents & significant cut.  Furthermore, as
DYFS continues to experience staffing shortfalls, more and more cases are being referred to
CIUs resulting in increased caseloads and further straining these limited resources.

When Crisis Intervention Units were originally established, each county had the option to have
the unit be a function of the court or an external agency. Ten of the twenty-one countics operate
their CTU within the court system while the remaining eleven units are run by external agencies.

As of January 1, 1995, the state officially took over the operation of the entire court system.
This included the operation of all internal Juvenile-Family Crisis Intervention Units. Although
no evaluation has been done to determine which approach is more effective (internal vs.
external) in serving youth and families, state takeover has created a disincentive for counties to
continue to operate an external crisis intervention unit. Counties which no longer wish to bear
the burden of this expense may move in the direction of an internal CIU.

Another issue which remains problematic for ClUs is standardization of services. Although a
manual of standards exists for the aperation of CIUs there iz no process by which the
implementation of them is monitored across the state.  As result, there is considerable variation
it the types and quality of services provided. In 1993, a quality assurance initiative was begun
t0 address this issue. Due to a lack of central coordinator of CIUS in the Administrative Office
of the Court &, this initiative was halted in early 1994,

Since the Administrative Office of the Courts recently hired a person to be responsible for
coordmating CIUs at the state level, the quality assurance initiative should be resumed to ensure
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that service delivery is effective and consistent across all units. This initiative should review
whether CIUs function better as part of the family court system or as an external social service
agency. Additionally, quarterly meetings between CIU Directors and the CIU Coordinator,
which were recently restored, must continue to be a priority to allow ongoing dialogue on issues
impacting services pravided, and to identify solutions to various preblems units may experience.

D. Review and Update the Cooperative Agreement Between DYFS and CIUs

Although the Juvenile Family Crisis Intervention Units (CIU) were established to work with
runaways, truants and families with serious conflict, these youth frequently have multiple
problems including physical or sexual abuse, serious mental health problems that cause them to
overlap different systems. While this overlap should prevent gaps in services, it usualiy results
in conflicts concerning jurisdiction and who is responsible for service provision and payment.
Many runaway and homeless youth could fall under the auspices of both the CIU and DYFS$
with neither agency clearly assuming service and placement responsibility. As previously noted,
DYFS' seemingly narrowed definition of what constitutes abuse has directly resulted in an
increase in cases labeled as having serious family conflict/problems which are then referred to
the CIU. The end result is that CIUs not only have an increase in their caseloads but they are
working with more families with long histories of abuse and violence.

The task force recommends that DYFS and the CIUs review the model cooperative agreement,
initially written in 1985, update it, and clearly establish the lines of jurisdiction over various
types cases. This agreement, revisited in 199271993, was never finalized. It is essential that this
occurs. This apgreement would also he a key component of agreements which delineate
responsibilities for runaway and homeless youth that are established across all youth service

agencies.

Once the agreement is revised, all counties need fo tailor it to meet local needs, taking into
consideration comunity resources. A training component is essential to ensure its' accurate,
consistent implementation, This training should be extended to include not only staff from CIUs
and DYFS, but service providers as well, to ensure that referrals are made to the appropriate
agency. In addition, meetings between DYFS and CIUs on an ongoing basis should be held to
strengthen coordination of services across agencies and resolve problems that may arise.

E. Dvivision of Mental Health Services

Through the work of the task force and interviews with providers it became clear that, due to the
increasing mental health needs of runaway and homeless youth, there is a need for improved
networking and coordination of services between the mental health system and other systems.
The Division of Mental Health Services (DMHS} recently completed a survey of juvenile
detention facilities to assess the mental health needs of youth involved in the juvenile justice
system, and identify gaps in services to these youth. This initiative is being replicated with a
survey of domestic violence shelters and all youth shelters to determine the mental health needs
of runaway and homeless youth, and problems that providers experience accessing and
coordinating mental health services for these youth. Using the findings of this survey, DMHS
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should collaborate with providers to identify ways to resolve issues surrounding the mental
health needs of runaway and homeless youth and ways to improve services to this population.

F, Department of Education

The educational system can play a vita! role, through early identification and intervention, in
preventing runaway behavier. Early indicators that a youth is experiencing problems which may
lead to ruaning away from home include truancy, a decline in academic performance, and
behavioral problems. The task force supports the recommendations of the Governor's Advisory
Council on Juvenile Justice pertaining to the creation of truancy prevention programs and
alternative education programs. The Advisory Council recommended that New Jersey law
mandate all schools to intervene when a student is truant five times within a single school year.
The Council developed a model truancy prevention program which school districts can use as a
gude to establish this type of program. Incentives should be provided to school districts with
significant truancy and drop out problems to reduce these rates.”

School districts should be further encouraged to develop alternative educational programs for
students having difficulty deing well in traditional school settings. In addition, cther
school-based imitiatives should be supported including drug and alcohol education and
prevention programs, after-schoel programs, extra-curricula activities, study groups, peer
leadership programs, as well as others. Many of these initiatives can be established in
collaboration with community service providers.

4. EDUCATING THE COMMUNITY ON RUNAWAY AND HOMELESS YOUTH

A. Action Strategy to Lift the Veil of Invisibility of Runaway and Homeless Youth and
Clarify the Needs of this Population

Runaway and homeless youth remain a largely invisible population. Through the focus group
discussions, interviews with providers, and the work of the task force, it became clear that the
needs of these youth are not well understood by both the public and the service delivery system.
Runaway and homeless youth typically face a myriad of problems ranging from family conflict,
physical or sexual abuse, and substance abuse, to having serious mental health problems. In
additicn many their problems stem from parental problems such as substance abuse,
unemployment, etc.. Due to the diverse problems of this population and their families, runaway
and homeless youth are seen in all systems including the Division for Youth and Family
Services, Juvenile-Family Crisis Intervention Units, the mental health system, the juvenile
justice systetn etc. Given the extensive problems many runaways cope with, and their
involvement in multiple systems, a comprehensive, coordinated approach to working with these
youth is necessary.

The task force recommends that a plan be developed to educate the public and the service
delivery systern about the needs of runaway and homeless youth. This can be accomplished
through the Garden 5State Coalition for Youth and Family Concerns, Inc. The Coalition should
coordinate a conference on Runaway and Homeless Youth which could be attended by juvenile
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officers, the Division for Youth and Family Service, Juvenile-Family Crisis Intervention Units,
Youth Service Commissions, school administrators and educators, mental health professionals,
etc. The conference would be geared towards educating service providers about the needs of this
population and the services available to them. It should also highlight mode! programs utilized
throughout the nation that serve nmaway and homeless youth. In addition, the conference would
serve a3 a forum through which various systems can network and open lings of communication
to eliminate existing barriers to coordinating services for this population,

In addition to a conference, the Coalition should provide assistance to each system (DYFS,
ClUs, educators, juvenile officers, etc.) to establish ongoing training programs, setminars, or
in-services on the needs of this population. Periodic training in this area is necessary not only as
staff changes but as the needs of runaways evolve over time.

B. Annual Voices for Youth Campaign in Trenton

In order to ensure that the voices of New Jersey's most vuinerable adolescents are heard and their
needs are addressed by the state, it is imperative that youth service providers and advocates work
closely with the state legislature to ensure they have an accurate understanding of the issues
facing youth and their needs. The task force recommends that the Garden State Coalition for
Youth and Family Concems, Inc., together with other youth advocates, coordinate an Annual
Voices f or Youth Campaign. A certain day should be designated each year, preferably during
April which is Child Abuse Prevention Month, for service providers and youth advocates to
meet with members of the State Assembly and Senate to educate legislators on the needs of all
at-risk youth in New Jersey, and to advocate for the necessary legislative changes that would
ensure that the state responds more effectively to the needs of its youth,

X. Conclusion

As this project revealed, runaway and homeless youth face a myriad of problems that involve
them in many different systems. The youth service system that currently responds to their needs
is fragmented and uncoordinated which limits the effectiveness of any one agency's efforts to
work with this population. In order to improve the entire systems response o Tunaway and
homeless youth, a coordinated effort across all youth service agencies is necessary.

One example of such a coordinated response is illustrated by the changes currenily under away
i the juvenile justice system. The Governor's initiative to reform the juvenile justice system is
extreme¢ly positive and demonstrates the state's concern for the well-being of its youth. There is
a recognition that far too many of New Jersey's youth are growing up in situations that place
thern at-nisk of becoming involved in the juvenile justice system. Many of the problems juvenile
delinquents experience are similar to those facing runaway and homeless vouth including
school-related problems (performance and behavioral), psychological problems, family
dysfunction, physical and/or sexual abuse, and substance abuse problems, among others. The
Governor's Advisory Council's recognition that prevention and early intervention pregrams are
critical to reducing the overall level of juvenile delinquency in the state and its recommendaticns
for developing and expanding such programs in every county is a positive step forward.
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As this project revealed, many runaway and homeless youth are involved in the juvenile justice
system. Programs that are designed to address the needs of this population will also serve to
minimize their invelvement in delinquent behavior and the juvenile justice system. In addition,
providing runaway and homeless youth and their families with the support and services they
need will help to minimize future dependence on the social service system. Such efforts will
give runaway and homeless youth the opportunity to grow up and lead healthy, productive lives
as adults, and ensure that their children have the chance to do the same.

Although the focus of this project was on runaway and homeless youth, many of the
conversations of the task force and providers touched upon the needs of all youth in high risk
situations. Many of the issues pertaining to improving services to runaways apply to all youth
and their families. Therefore, the Garden State Coalition recognizes the need for systemwide
referm to encompass services for all youth and their families. The need for broad reform has
also been highlighted by other recent reports on fostercare placement® and youth in residential
treatment centers in New Jersey =

In order for such reform to occur, all youth service systems must work together to develop
efficient, effective strategies that maximize interagency coordination, and minimize duplication
of effort. This will necessanly entail a review existing practices to identify what works and
eliminate or change practices that are no longer effective. In addition, the state must reinforce
its commitment to youth by reversing its pattern of reducing funding to agencies that serve youth
and their families. The Governor and the legislature must provide the allocations necessary to
support the systemwide reform vital to improve services to youth and families.

XI. Directions for Future Research:

While this project focused on runaway homeless youth in general, there are some special
subgroups of runaways that warraat a closer examination. These subgroups include street youth,
who are se disenfranchised from the traditional system that specialized services are necessary to
reach cut to them, gay/lesbian youth, for whom the traditional service system may not be
sympathetic to their lifestyles, and minority youth, who tend to be over-represented in the
Juvenile justice system. It is essential to determine their needs and identify effective strategies to
serve these youth. In New Jersey, no youth should slip between the cracks because the system
fails to understand their needs and how best to help them.
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While the majority of shelters provide services to an adolescent population between the ages of ten and
seventeen or gighteen years old, a nomber of agencies will also serve eight and nine year olds as well.

Although New Jetsey's juvenile code does not provide an official definition of a munaway, an
unauthorized absence of 3 youth from his home for more than 24 hours is considered mnaway behavier
by the family court system. The issue of parental consent may he problematic however, in that some
parents, frusirated by parent child conflict are ambivalent that their sonfdaughter has left home, These
parents, thevefore, may not repont their child missing, attempt to locate them, or (ry to aceess services for
them.

Throughout thiz report, the terms "mnaways" and "runaway and homeless youth” are used to refer io
nunaways, throwaways, and homeless youth. This is purely a matter of writing style.

Jovenile Delinquency Commission, 1993, Profile '93: A Sovrcebook af Juvenile Justice Dara and Trends
in New Jersey, Tretitan, NI: Juvenile Delingquency Commission.

It was poted that in (hese instances parenis may not report their son or daughier migsing becavse past
experience indicales they will eventually return home. In addition some parents, do not report the child
a8 missing becanse for a variety of reasons they no longer care that their child hag left home,
Furthermat, somne parents force their children to leave home and these youth are unlikely to be reported

missing.
Finkelhor &1 al. 1990, p.11.

A survey of eleven county and private sheltors amd host homes was also conducted 1o collect similar
informarion on the characteristics of youth served. The data reecived from these agencies penerally
provided suppont and confimuation of the information collected through RHY-MIS. This suggests thal
youth served through shelters that receive some federal funding are similar in characteristics 1o youth in
other New Jersey shelters.
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literature in this area see: Robenson, 1991 (op cite).

Three caseworkers from each region participated in the focus group discassion with DYFS caseworkers,
with the exception of the southemn region which had five caseworkers participale. Representatives from
twelve of the twenty-one crisis intervention units participated in the CIU focus proup discussion,
Thirteen juvenile officers representing a mix of whan, subwban and nmal pelice departments from
varicns reptons of the state participated in the police foous proup,  Sixtcen shelier administrators
representing a miix of county and privale shelters were interviewed.
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Participants in both the DYFS and CTU focus groups stated that while nmaways are generally between 12
and 14 years old, some noted that they are working with an increasing sumber of youth as young as eight
and nine. It was felt that the earlier they could work with the youth the more likely the interventions
would be successful,

Paterson, Mary Jo, May 10 1995, "Kids held in Lock-ups Waiting for Other Programs,” The Star Ledger.
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extensive ransportation services o their clicnts.

Case Assesement Resource 1eams are multi-Jiciplinary teams which assess the needs of children with
special emotional needs and their families, The target popalation is yeuth: (1) at Arthur Brishane
Children Treatment Center, {2) placed in regidential treatment centers in-siste or out-of-state, and (3) at
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category. See also: Forst, Martin L. and Marthz-Elin Blomaquist, 1991, Mssing Children: Rhetoric and
Realfity, lew York: Lexington Books.
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example: National Network, 1991 {op ¢it2); Uniled Slates General Accounting Office, 1989, Homeless
anid Runaway Youth Recelving Services af Federally Funded Shelters, (GAGHRD-90-45). Washington,
D.C.: General Accounting Office; Burgess, Ann Wolbers, 1986, Yourh af Risk: Understanding Runaway
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Zalkind, 1994,

Several recent studies of homeless adults indicate that many had runaway experiences as adolescents.
See for example: Susser, Struening, and Conover, 1987, * Childhood Experiences of Homeless Men,"
American Journal of Psychiatry, 144:1599-1601,
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Washington, [>.C.: American Bar Asgociation.
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Zalking, 1994,
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Appendix A

New Jersey Task Force on
Runaway and Homeless Youth

Janis Alloway
Administrative Office of the Courls-
Family Division

Dretective Joseph Britton
Juvenile Officers Association

Isaias Calderane, Ir,
Divizion of Juvenile: Services

Mancy Caplan
Division of Youth and Family Services

Arnne Coreeall
Department of Education

Beverly Cribbs
Division of Mental Health Services

Teffvey Fetzko
Somerset Home for Temporarily
Displaced Children

My Flamez, Fh.D.
Department of Education

Dalia Georgedes
Depanment of Education

Linda Gyimoty
Together, Inc.

Judy Hutton
Anchor House

Linda Kelly
Garden State Coalition

Nancy Kessler
Administrative Office of the Courts-
Family Division

Bernice Manshe!
Burea of Tavenile Tnstice
Division of Criminal Jushce

Detective Stanley Molnar
Missing Persons Unit
NI State Police

Hugh O'Neill
Dhvision of hevenile Services

Ciro Scalera
Association for Children of New Jersey

Joanna Gregory-Soocchi
Former Assemblywoman
NI State Assembiy

Sharon Surrette
Governor's Task Force on
Child Abuse and Neplect

Detective Martin Temple
Miscinp Perenng Uil
N1 State Police

Lisa Voo Fier
Pmoject Open Houvse

Tin White
Covenant Honse - New Jersey

Channell Wilkins
Divigion of Irvenile Services

Jozeph Yuhas
NJ Sate Assembly
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