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Executive Summary 

 Building on research that has shown high rates of victimization amongst homeless youth, this 

paper examines rates for a cohort of homeless youth and a comparison group of low-income youth.  The 

data is analyzed in two parts: an examination of 29 months of arrest and victimization records for 

homeless young adults provided services at a youth homeless outreach service in Minneapolis, and a 

comparison of 13 months of those records against the records of a cohort of young adults receiving food 

assistance.  The association between criminal perpetration and victimization are analyzed as well as the 

effect of demographic variables (age, gender, and race). African Americans compose the majority of 

both the homeless and control samples (62% and 57% respectively).  Thirty-two percent of the homeless 

sample was arrested during the 29 month period.  Twenty-three percent of the homeless sample was 

arrested during the 13 month period versus 15% of the food assistance recipients. 

Statistical tests for differences between percentages, a comparison of total number of 

victimizations, and a regression of demographic variables were conducted to determine overall 

victimization prevalence and stand-alone effects of variables.  Results from the 29 month analysis of 

homeless youth indicate that a substantial number have been victims of crimes, with 27% of the sample 

experiencing victimization.  Eighteen percent had been the victim of a personal crime.  Thirteen percent 

had been the victim of a property crime.  Those with an arrest during the time period were over three 

times as likely to be the victim of a personal crime (31%) and over three-and-a-half times as likely to be 

the victim of any crime (45%).  No differences between gender, race, or age were significant in the 

regressions.  Using rough estimations based on crime rates in Minneapolis, a homeless young adult is 

over seven and a half times more likely to be personally victimized than the average Minneapolis young 

adult.   

Results from the 13 month comparison do not show a significant difference in the number of 

homeless young adults victimized (12%) and the number of young adults utilizing food support 
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victimized (9%).  The combined cohort had significantly higher female property victimization (6% vs. 1%).  

Those arrested in the combined sample had higher rates of victimization overall (16% vs. 9%).  The 

homeless sample had more total victimizations than the control sample (62 vs. 44).  The homeless 

sample also suffered twice as many assaults as the control sample (20 vs. 10).  

 Results from this study bring a broader understanding of victimization as affecting many low-

income individuals: housed, homeless, perpetrators, and non-perpetrators.  The insignificance of race, 

gender, and age suggest crime for homeless young adults is a symptom of context and environment. 

Findings suggest that risk factors do not spontaneously appear amongst a diverse group of homeless 

young adults, but are rather symptoms of environments that homeless and marginalized youth are 

forced to choose from.  This research can lead to more effective policy prescriptions by helping to 

improve intervention strategies that minimize the chance of future victimizations and reduce the harm 

associated with such occurrences.                                                                     
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Introduction 

This paper examines rates of criminal victimization for homeless young adults aged 18-24 and 

the change in risk of victimization due to homelessness.  Homeless young adults are prone to arrests at 

high rates (Baron, 1997).   Many homeless young adults are also prone to certain kinds of victimization, 

like sexual assault and violence (Tyler and Cauce, 2002; Kipke, et. al, 1997).  Reasons behind these 

patterns may include continual exposure to precarious environments and daily routines full of criminally 

enmeshed people and places.  Victimization may also vary by demographic factors including age, 

gender, or race.  For example, a study has shown that homeless women are particularly at risk for sexual 

assault (Browne and Bassuk, 2007).  Subjects’ own criminal histories may also play a part.     

Studies on criminal involvement amongst homeless youth show the impact of geographic, 

environmental, demographic, and economic factors on increasing the risk of criminal activity (Hagan and 

McCarthy, 1992, Baron, 1999, Ferguson, 2012, Baron and Hartnaegel, 1997).  Early criminal victimization 

studies found family makeup and proximity to offenders to be more accurate predictors of victimization 

than demographic variables like race and age (Cohen, 1979, Cohen, et. al, 1981).  More recent research 

has shown high rates of sexual victimization amongst homeless youth with histories of childhood sexual 

abuse as well as extraordinary exposure to violence for homeless youth in general (Molnar, et. al 1998; 

Tyler & Cauce, 2002; Kipke, et. al, 1997).   

While research has been able to detail some of these specific kinds of victimization, 

comprehensive analyses of the extent and nature of overall criminal victimization are less common.  This 

paper contributes to the literature on homeless youth and criminal victimization by including police 

records of all victimization reports, and comparing homeless victimization rates to those of a random 

sample of low-income young adults.  Thus, the study examines multiple subsections of highly 

disadvantaged youth to help answer whether it is poverty or homelessness that leads to high 

victimization rates.  Additionally, the paper focuses on 18-24 year olds, a slightly older cohort than 
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studied in much of the research on “runaways” and “street youth” (Baron and Hartnaegel, 1997; Tyler, 

2004).  These ages are transformative years where youth set much of their habits, practices, and beliefs 

for adulthood in place.  They are also years where the risk of criminal involvement is particularly high.  

Finally, it utilizes arrest records to examine the association between criminal involvement and 

victimization.  The intersection of victimization and perpetration is often a layer of complexity left out of 

research that focuses on only one side of the criminal equation.  This study concurrently details both 

sides of criminality.     

Both the extent and nature of victimization is analyzed based on individual-level police records. 

The data is analyzed in two parts: an examination of 29 months of arrest and victimization records for 

homeless young adults provided services at the Youth Opportunity Center (YOC), a youth homeless 

outreach service in Minneapolis, and a comparison of 13 months of those records against the records of 

a cohort of young adults receiving food assistance benefits. The comparison serves as a tool to analyze 

the differences between two at-risk, marginalized populations distinguishable by their housing status.   

Ideally, both groups would be similar in almost every respect except for housing status.  Because of 

limitations of this study, we know only that the groups are geographically and economically similar, and 

that the control group is far less likely to be homeless.       

The social landscape of high-risk individuals has moral, political, public safety, and economic 

impacts.    This descriptive analysis of homeless young adults’ victimization helps lead to improvements 

in intervention strategies that may minimize the chance of future victimizations or reduce the harm 

associated with such occurrences.  Considering the exorbitant costs of the criminal justice system and 

social services for homeless adults, well-thought-out research on high-risk young people can more 

effectively target funds to prevent long-term harm to youth and their communities.   
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Past Research 

Youth as Perpetrator 

Much of the theoretical and sociological literature on homeless youth and crime has focused on 

criminal perpetration.  Indeed, in the perception of the public, homeless are often feared as criminals 

(Gaetz, 2004).  This fear is not utterly unfounded: homeless youth do commit a higher proportion of 

crimes than the general population (Baron and Hartnaegel, 1997).  Yet this perception misconstrues the 

complexity of homeless crime and its contextual dimensions.  Additionally the perception limits 

interventions for homeless victimization by exclusively focusing criminal justice efforts on ending 

criminal instigation.    

To combat costly, life-long behavioral patterns, researchers have studied factors and 

precipitating events that increase the risk of youth criminal perpetration.  The idea of involvement in 

criminal activity as an answer to economic challenges has spurred research on the contextual factors 

stemming from high poverty.  Hagan and McCarthy’s neo-Marxist interpretation (1992) stresses class 

and societal place, whereas Baron (1999) posits economic calculations and constraints as predictors of 

criminal involvement.  Other research on economic constraints shows that mental illness, addiction, and 

a felony record are all common challenges for homeless youth in obtaining employment, the lack of 

which leads to criminal survival tactics.  Employment is heavily influenced by social constraints and other 

geographic, environmental, and demographic factors (Ferguson, 2012).  Similar work examines the 

impact of familial, school, labor market, and street factors on criminal perpetration.  Baron and 

Hartnagel (1997) found that familial and school factors had a smaller impact on criminal behavior than 

substance abuse and negative peer influence.   When these factors were combined with few job 

experiences and opportunities, risks of offending were especially high (Baron and Hartnagel, 1997).   

Baron’s work building on Agnew’s theory of “general strain” (2004) in explaining homeless youth 

crime also has implications for victimization.  General strain derives from specific strains like physical 
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abuse, deprivation, and unemployment, and is conditioned by aspects like deviant peers and attitudes.   

These contextual factors increase criminal activity.  Those under strain are also victimized (Baron, 2004), 

leading to this study’s hypothesis that we will find correlations between homelessness, arrest history, 

and victimization.   

Criminal Victimization 

Early criminology studies stressed environmental and risk factors as predictors of victimization.  

“Routine activity” theory hypothesized that circumstantial characteristics could better explain crime 

than personal characteristics (Cohen and Felson, 1979).  As individuals’ activities move away from the 

home and family, “likely offenders” take advantage of the absence of “capable guardians” (Cohen and 

Felson, 1979).  Building on this theory, Cohen, et al. (1981) examined criminal victimization through the 

lens of social stratification and opportunity theory in terms of factors like race and age and their 

interaction with family makeup and proximity to potential offenders.  They found that personal 

descriptors that were previously believed to be risk factors like race and age did not have large effects 

on whether someone was victimized (Cohen et al., 1981).  This paper will examine whether such 

demographic variables have an effect on rates of victimization for homeless and housed low-income 

young adults.   

The hypothesis of “victimization proneness,” or how victimization types and rates vary by 

individual characteristics, was tested using 1972Census Bureau victimization surveys.  The authors 

tested personal characteristics as predictors of multiple kinds of criminal involvement, including 

perpetration and victimization.  Their work hypothesized that inequality experienced by certain groups, 

especially minorities, contributed to lifestyles associated with an increased risk of involvement in crime 

(Hindelang et. al, 1978).  Similarly, this study works to determine whether contextual factors (i.e. arrest 

history and housing status) play a role independent and/or codeterminate of victimization.    
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Homeless Youth Victimization 

Research on homeless youth victimization has shown high rates of violent and sexual 

victimization.  In 775 interviews with homeless 12-19 year olds in three American cities, 35% reported 

physical abuse and 70% reported sexual abuse over their lifetimes (Molnar, et. al 1998). In 372 

interviews in Seattle with homeless youth aged 13 to 21, 50% reported physical abuse and 24% reported 

sexual abuse over their lifetimes (Tyler & Cauce, 2002).  A large sample in California showed lifetime 

violent victimization rates to be high amongst 13-23 year olds: 70% reported being beaten up and over 

14% reported being shot at and hit from gunfire (Kipke et. al, 1997).  A study of 190 runaway youth in 

New York from 1988-1990 showed the level of sexual abuse for homeless youth to be as high as five 

times that of the general population (Rotheram-Borus, 1996).  Homeless individuals are far more likely 

to have a higher cumulative experience of physical violence or sexual molestation across a lifetime than 

housed individuals (Browne and Bassuk, 1997).  Comparisons of youth reports and parental reports 

show different levels but similar correlations between histories of family violence, sexual abuse, and 

conduct monitoring (Whitbeck, et. al, 1997).    

Many explanations for homeless youth victimization have focused on variables that increase the 

risk for victimization.  One study found strong associations between being black, being older, or being 

female and the likelihood of physical abuse (Slesnick, 2010). Another study found being female or being 

older to be strongly associated with victimization (Tyler, 2004).  An earlier study also showed an increase 

in street violence exposure over time, and females reporting higher levels of sexual victimization and 

fear of victimization (Kipke et. al, 1997).  

Characteristics of one’s upbringing have been shown to be highly correlated with victimization 

at a later date (Baron, 1997).  Many of these characteristics, like abuse and poverty, lead to 

environments that spur criminal action and criminal retaliation.  Calculations of lifetime prevalence 

estimates of intimate partner violence (IPV) amongst 180 homeless youth in Columbus, Ohio revealed 
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how physical violence and verbal abuse were associated with a history of childhood abuse.  Youth who 

had experienced childhood abuse were more than twice as likely to experience IPV (Slesnick, 2010).  A 

study of 361 homeless youth in four Midwestern states used path analysis to determine the effects of 

childhood sexual abuse on later sexual victimization amongst homeless youth.  Results indicated that 

early sexual abuse had both a positive direct effect in terms of victimization and an indirect effect in 

terms of deviant peer associations and survival sex (Tyler, 2000).  In a follow-up paper, the author posits 

that negative developmental trajectories lead to dangerous social contexts where proximity to potential 

offenders and high-risk situations are common (Tyler, 2001).  Abuse carries across early childhood 

experiences into victimization in adolescence and young adulthood.  Studies on the victimizations of 

homeless and runaway youth have also theorized that lifestyle and situational tendencies explain higher 

levels of victimization amongst the homeless youth population.  Engaging in high-risk behaviors was 

shown to predispose some individuals to victimization (Tyler, 2004).   

Studies linking personal characteristics and behavior with victimization help to explain who is 

victimized, but other theories look to broader societal factors to answer why young adults are in 

vulnerable situations in the first place.  Gaetz (2004) moves beyond personal histories and lifestyle and 

focuses on social exclusion via lack of employment, housing, or public space use.  He argues that “street 

youth” are more likely to be victims of crimes because of these restrictions.  Others have used a lifecycle 

approach to explain at-risk situations and how they change over time.  Homeless youth begin in a first 

on the street stage accompanied by feelings of otherness, move to initiation, and then stasis.   Finally, 

youth are able to extricate or recede (Auerswald & Eyre, 2002).       

Building upon the above literature, this paper hypothesizes that there are high rates of 

victimization for the homeless young adult population and that victimization is higher in frequency for 

those homeless young adults with an arrest history, who are female, who are older, and who are African 

American.  Unlike previous literature, it seeks to compare these rates and distributions with those of a 



10 
 

housed, low-income youth sample.  This paper does not attempt to uncover historical victimization nor 

the etiology of criminal activity on the street.  Yet this paper does document contemporary 

victimization, helping to explain both victimization of low-income young adults and homelessness’ role 

in victimization.      

Data Sources 

 

Data for this study comes from three sources outlined above.  Two populations of young adults were studied: 

homeless young adults and low-income young adults.  A sample of homeless young adults (YOC records) was 

obtained through a list of service recipients at the Youth Opportunity Center in Minneapolis.  A sample of low-

income young adults (control records) was obtained through a list of food benefit recipients in Hennepin County, 

Minnesota.  Minneapolis Police Department records of victimization and arrests for the samples were obtained.  

For the homeless sample analysis, YOC records were matched with police records from June 1, 2010 to October 31, 

2012.  For the pooled sample analysis, YOC and control records were matched with police records from October 1, 

2011-October 31, 2012.       

 

 

 

Table 1.  Data sources and analysis periods  

Data Source Analysis Time Subject N Variables

YOC records

Homeless and 

Pooled Sample October 1, 2012

Random selection of 

young adults using 

services in the 

previous 3 months 

who were 20 or older 400

Date of 

birth, race

YOC records Pooled Sample October 1, 2011-October 31, 2012

Random selection of 

young adults (18-24) 

receiving food 

assistance during 

period 400

Date of 

birth, race

YOC records Homeless Sample June 1, 2010-October 31, 2012 YOC sample 400

Role, 

primary 

offense 

description

YOC records Pooled Sample October 1, 2011-October 31, 2012

YOC sample, MAXIS 

sample 800

Role, 

primary 

offense 

description
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YOC Records  

 For use in homeless and pooled sample analyses 

To measure victimization amongst homeless young adults this study examines records for 

individuals who, during the three months prior to October 2012, utilized services at the YOC.  The YOC is 

part of YouthLink, a Minneapolis non-profit agency that provides a drop-in center, health and wellness 

programs, education and employment services, and housing assistance for homeless young people.  The 

YOC works primarily with youth age 16-23 at time of entry yet will continue working with youth beyond 

23.  They seek to build “empowerment”, “self-sufficiency”, and “connectedness” through not only 

providing for “immediate needs,” but also helping youth “realize their full, individual potential.”1   

The sample from the YOC was obtained through random selection from a comprehensive list of 

youth aged 20-25 (at October 1, 2012) who utilized services from July to October, 2012 (n=400). The 

sample does not contain individuals below the age of 20 at October 1, 2012, because juvenile police 

records confidentiality would limit arrest and victimization history.  The pooled sample YOC cohort 

contains the same individuals as the homeless sample YOC cohort.  Since there is a shorter timeframe, 

the YOC cohort is older in the pooled versus homeless sample and has less victimization and arrest 

reports.    

Demographics of the study group include age, gender, and race.  Age is identified by calculating 

the individual’s age at the beginning of the arrest and victimization period (homeless sample:  June 1, 

2010, pooled sample:  October 1, 2011).  Race is retrieved from the client list.  Gender was inferred by 

the researcher based on an assessment that a name indicated male or female (one record with an 

indeterminate name was replaced).  The distributions of age, gender, and race are included. 

 

 

                                                             
1 “Drop-in center.” Retrieved from http://www.youthlinkmn.org/programs/project-offstreets/. May 28, 2013. 
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Control Records  

 For use in pooled sample analysis 

The pooled sample analysis is a comparison between the YOC sample to a control sample of 

food stamp recipients to ascertain whether homelessness contributes to victimization.  The control 

group is drawn from a list of all 18-24 year olds in Hennepin County who were applicants2 for 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits sometime between October 1, 2011 and 

Oct 31, 2012 (n=400). The sample was created using the MAXIS database.3   

  Ideally, the sample of “housed” individuals would be a group of young adults who, except for 

housing status, are characteristically similar to the homeless group.  The “housed” individuals are SNAP 

recipients- individuals that make less than 165% of the Federal Poverty Guidelines ($1,536 a month for a 

single adult).4  However, we cannot verify the housing status of these SNAP recipients.  Thus, the sample 

may include housed, precariously housed, and/or homeless recipients.  Given that the overall level of 

homelessness is very low in comparison to the large population of SNAP recipients (app. 1:32)5, the 

control sample is still likely distinct.  

 Age and race were retrieved from client lists from MAXIS.  Gender was inferred by the 

researcher based on an assessment that a name indicated male or female (one record with an 

indeterminate name was replaced).   

 

 

                                                             
2 Only applicants- the primary recipients- of SNAP benefits are included in the sample.  The sample does not 
include 18-24 year olds who use SNAP benefits of another household member, but are not primary recipients of 
the benefit transfer. 
3 MAXIS is a data warehouse used by the State of Minnesota and Hennepin County to track public benefit program 
usage. 
4
 “SNAP: the details”. Retrieved from http://mn.db101.org/mn/programs/income_support/food_support/ 

program2.htm. May 28, 2013.  
5
 YOC sample taken from list with n=919. For sample taken from census of all Hennepin County SNAP recipients 

from October 1, 2011 to October 31, 2012 aged 18-24, n= 29,180.  
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Minneapolis Police Department Records 

  For use in homeless and pooled sample analyses 

  Arrest and victimization histories were retrieved from data provided by the Minneapolis Police 

Department.  A request with the list of names from the experimental and control sample was sent to the 

Minneapolis Police Department, who then ran a check on the names for the 29 month period of June 1, 

2010-October 31, 2012.  The resulting data included: a case ID number, name, date of birth, a code for 

arrest/suspect/victim, a crime code, a description of the crime code, and date and time of the offense.  

For the homeless sample, victimization and arrest records from the 29 month period were included in 

the analysis.  For the pooled sample, victimization and arrest records from October 1, 2011- October 31, 

2012 were included in the analysis.   

Arrest histories were recorded as a dummy variable of arrest/no arrest for the different time 

periods.   Arrest distributions were then computed for the samples.  Criminal victimization was 

determined by matching names and date of births with public police records.  Records with a code for 

victim were checked for name and date of birth against the initial lists of individuals.  Victimizations 

were then categorized by type of crime based on whether the personhood or property of the individual 

was victimized.  This was done using the classification system conceived by Bradley Kaeter at Hennepin 

County Community Corrections: personal, property, and other.  “Personal” includes such crimes as 

assault, robbery, and sex crimes.  “Property” includes such crimes as theft, fraud, and forgery.  “Other” 

includes such crimes as recovered vehicle, motor vehicle theft, and obstruction of legal process.   The 

total number of victimizations for each individual was recorded.  

Methodology 

 The purpose of this research is to help answer the question: to what extent are homeless young 

adults criminally victimized?  Additionally, it seeks to explain how victimization varies both by 

characteristics of homeless young adults and in comparison to poor young adults who are not 



14 
 

identifiably homeless.  To test the hypothesis that victimization is high for the subsets of homeless youth 

that are older, black, female, or have arrest histories, rates within these demographic categories are 

compared.  To test the hypothesis that homelessness is a factor in victimization for low-income young 

adults, rates of victimization between homeless and housed youth are compared.    

In order to test the hypotheses of higher criminal victimization for female, black, older, and 

perpetrating youth, comparisons of the groups’ rates were made.  SPSS was used to calculate the 

frequencies, means, and standard deviations of the demographic variables.  Statistical tests for 

differences between percentages served as a simple way to examine the prevalence of criminal 

victimization of homeless young adults by these demographics.  The tests include the number and 

frequency of individuals with the three types of victimizations as well as an “any” category that counts 

individuals with any of the victimizations. Rates were calculated for the overall sample as well as for the 

demographic category breakdowns.  Chi square statistics and the corresponding p-values were 

calculated for differences in types of victimization between female/male, black/other, by age, and arrest 

history/no arrest history.  The procedure for the pooled sample analysis was similar but was conducted 

on a sample of 800 that included the YOC 13 month sample combined with the control sample.  To 

measure the difference between the control and experimental samples, there was an additional 

demographic category of homeless/control.   

 To determine if there are stand-alone effects of the demographic characteristics, each of the 

four independent variables’ were regressed on victimization while simultaneously controlling for the 

other demographic variables.  The logistic model specifies victimization as a dummy dependent variable 

indicating whether someone suffered the type of victimization.  For the homeless sample, multiple 

logistic regression analysis was completed to compute an adjusted odds ratio and 95% confidence 

interval.  Adjusted odds ratios and the corresponding p-values were calculated for differences in 

victimization between females and males, black individuals and other races, for each additional year 
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over 18, and between those arrested and not arrested.  The pooled sample analysis followed the same 

methodology, but included the combined YOC and control sample and the homeless/control category. 

 Finally, a comparison of total number of victimizations was conducted to determine differences 

between the homeless and control sample.  In addition to measuring Personal, Property, and Total 

victimizations, number of assaults are also compared (the only subcategory with sufficient victimizations 

for significant comparisons).  

Demographics 

               Table 2 shows the demographic breakdowns of the samples.  African Americans compose the 

majority of both the homeless and control samples (62% and 57% respectively) despite composing only 

18% of Minneapolis’ population.6 The homeless sample has far more multi-racial individuals than the 

control sample (17% vs. 4%).  While it is possible that more multi-racial individuals are homeless, this 

likely indicates a higher propensity to identify individuals at the service center as multi-racial than at the 

county program offices (11% of homeless youth identified as multi-racial in a recent census).7  There are 

far fewer whites in the homeless group than in the control group (28% vs. 8%).  The homeless cohort has 

an even lower percentage of white youth than the homeless youth census8 indicated (8% vs. 15%).  This 

might be due to more multi-racial categorization of individuals at the YOC, individuals that might 

otherwise be categorized as white.  The control group does not have a category for African, but the 

homeless cohort percentage of 4% African is equivalent to the results from the homeless youth census.  

There are far less Asian/Asian Americans in the homeless sample.  Less than 1% of the sample was Asian 

American, indicating that Asian Americans, although representing 4% of the homeless youth population 

according to the recent census, do not utilize the YOC as often.   

                                                             
6 Minneapolis, Minnesota.” Retrieved from http://www.city-data.com/city/Minneapolis-Minnesota.html. May 12, 
2013. 
7
 On January 25, 2013, Hennepin County, along with community social service providers, conducted a census of 

homeless youth.  Youth were counted and interviewed in drop-in centers, in shelters, in schools, by probation 
officers, by street outreach workers, and in other locations where homeless youth congregate.   
8 See above. 
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               The average age of the time-limited YOC cohort is 20 (19 for the homeless sample) versus 21 for 

the control sample.  The 13-month homeless sample was also far more likely to have an arrest during 

the time-period than the control group (90 arrested versus 60 arrested).  This confirms previous 

research that indicates high arrest rates for the homeless.      
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Table 1  Characteristics of the Samples  

YOC SNAP 

 n (%)  n (%)

Gender

  Female 213 (53.3) 204 (51.0)

  Male 187 (46.7) 196 (49.0)

Race/ethnicity

  African American 246 (61.5) 227 (56.8)

  Multi-Racial 69 (17.3) 4 (1.0)

  White, non-Hispanic 30 (7.5) 112 (28.0)

  Native American 22 (5.5) 15 (3.8)

  African 15 (3.8) 0 (0.0)

  Hispanic 11 (2.8) 11 (2.8)

  Asian/Asian American 2 (0.5) 26 (6.5)

  Other/Unknown 5 (1.3) 5 (1.3)

Age  YOC (29 months) YOC (13 months) SNAP

18 163 (40.8) 0 (0.0) 68 (17.0)

19 126 (31.5) 105 (26.3) 65 (16.3)

20 52 (13.0) 157 (39.3) 63 (15.8)

21 34 (8.5) 62 (15.5) 63 (15.8)

22 20 (5.0) 39 (9.8) 76 (19.0)

23 5 (1.3) 28 (7.0) 65 (16.3)

24 0 (0.0) 9(2.3) 0 (0.0)

 Arrest Histories YOC (29 months) YOC (13 months) SNAP

  1 or more arrest 129 (32.3) 90 (22.5) 61 (15.3)

  No arrests 271 (67.7) 310 (77.5) 339 (84.8)

Victims YOC (29 months) YOC (13 months) SNAP

  Personal Victims 73  (18.3) 31 (7.8) 24 (6.0)

  Property Victims 51 (12.8) 12 (3.0) 13 (3.3)

Other Victims 20 (5.0) 6 (1.5) 4 (1.0)

Victims of Any Crime 109 (27.3) 49 (12.4) 36 (9.0)

Total 400 (100.0) 400 (100.0) 400 (100.0)
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Characteristics of two samples of young adults are described above.  The YOC sample is made up of homeless 

young adults, whereas the SNAP sample is made up of food stamp recipients.  Two time periods are measured: 

June 1, 2010-October 31, 2012 and October 1, 2011-October 31, 2012.  The YOC (13 months) and YOC (29 months) 

samples are the same individuals, but measure victimizations and arrests over the different time periods.  The first 

time period is used for the YOC (29 months) sample.  The second time period is used for comparing the YOC (13 

months) sample to the SNAP sample.  Age is measured at the beginning of the time periods.   

Homeless Sample Results 

                Results from the homeless sample analysis (Table 3) indicate that a substantial number of 

homeless youth have been victims of crimes, with 27% of the sample experiencing victimization within a 

29-month period.  Of the 400 youth, 18% had been the victim of a personal crime and 13% had been the 

victim of a property crime.  Those who had been arrested during the 29-month period were significantly 

more likely to be victimized (45%) than those not arrested (19%; χ2 =21.80, p<.01).  Personal 

victimization rates were particularly high for those that had been arrested (31% vs. 12, χ2 =16.89, p<.01).  

The rate of property victimizations for those with an arrest was also higher (21% vs. 9%, χ2  =9.94, 

p<.01).  Gender, race, and age were not significantly associated with differences in victimization rates.   

               To determine stand-alone effects of demographic variables on victimization, multiple logistic 

regressions were conducted (Table 4).  Victimization as a dichotomous dependent variable was 

regressed on four independent variables: gender, race, and arrest history (dichotomous), and age 

(continuous). Those with an arrest during the time period were over three times as likely to be the 

victim of a personal crime [adjusted odds ratio (AOR)=3.32, confidence interval (CI)=(1.96,5.64), p<.01].  

Additionally, those with an arrest during the time period were over two-and-a-half times as likely to be 

the victim of a property crime [AOR=2.87, CI=(1.57, 5.27), p<.01].  The chance of any victimization for 

those arrested is over three-and-a-half times the chance for those not arrested [AOR=3.63, CI=(2.27, 

5.80), p<.01].  No differences between gender, race, or age were significant in the regressions.



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The tests for differences between percentages above examine the prevalence of criminal victimization of homeless young adults by demographics.  The tests include the number and 

frequency of individuals with the three types of victimizations as well as an “any” category that counts individuals with any of the victimizations. Rates are calculated for the overall 

sample as well as for the demographic category breakdowns.  Chi square statistics and the corresponding p-values were calculated for differences in types of victimization between 

female/male, black/other, by age, and arrest history/no arrest history.  A higher χ2 means a greater difference between the expected percentage (based on the total in the sample 

with the variable) and the observed percentage.  A p-value is the probability of observing a χ2 of equal or greater magnitude when in fact there is no difference between the two 

groups.  For example, a p-value less than .10 suggests the χ2is observed less than 10% of the time if there is in fact no difference between the two groups.      

 

 

Table 3. Criminal Victimization  of Homeless Young Adults  

                 Rates by Characteristic  (June 1, 2010-October 31, 2012)

Type of  

Victimization Overall Female Male χ2 Black Other χ2 18 19 20 21 22 23 χ2 Arrest No Arrest χ2

n=400 n=213 n=187 n=246 n=154 n=163 n=126 n=52 n=34 n=20 n=5 n=129 n=271

Personal 73 (18.3) 42 (19.7) 31 (16.6) 0.53 48 (19.5) 25 (16.2) 0.56 26 (16.0) 25 (19.8) 13 (25.0) 5 (14.7) 4 (20.0) 0 (0.0) 3.15 40 (31.0) 33 (12.2) 16.89***

Property 51 (12.8) 30 (14.1) 21 (11.2) 0.63 29 (11.8) 22 (14.3) 0.46 17 (10.4) 16 (12.7) 9 (17.3) 7 (20.6) 2 (10.0) 0 (0.0) 3.95 27 (20.9) 24 (8.9) 9.94***

Other 20 (5.0) 9 (4.2) 11 (5.9) 0.55 12 (4.9) 8 (5.1) 0.02 6 (3.7) 8 (4.0) 2 (3.8) 2 (5.9) 2 (10.0) 0 (0.0) 2.47 10 (7.8) 10 (3.7)    2.87*

Any 109 (27.3) 62 (29.1) 47(25.1) 0.56 68 (27.6) 41 (26.6) 0.04 39 (23.9) 35 (27.8) 18 (34.6) 9 (26.5) 5 (25.0) 0 (0.0) 3.16 58 (45.0) 51 (18.8) 21.80***

*p<.10, **p < .05. ***p < .01.

Arrest HistoryAgeRaceGender



 
 

 

 

To determine if there are stand-alone effects of the demographic characteristics, a statistical model was created 

with gender, race, age, and arrest history as predictor variables of victimization.  The above data shows adjusted 

odds ratios and 95% confidence intervals computed from multiple logistic regressions of that model.  An adjusted 

odds ratio for a variable calculates the likelihood of the dependent variable being true for an individual with the 

characteristic compared to an individual without the characteristic, holding the other variables constant.  For 

example, someone with an arrest is 3.32 times as likely to have been the victim of a personal crime as someone 

without an arrest.  Odds ratios were tested for significance at a 10%, 5% and 1% level for female (male reference), 

black (other race categories), each age from 19-23 (18), and arrest history (no arrest history).  

 

 Homeless Sample Discussion 

 A 27% victimization rate amongst homeless young adults is very high.  A direct comparison to 

the young adult population in Minneapolis during the time period is not possible nor can we track the 

entire Minneapolis victimization population over the entire period.  However, a look at crime rates in 

Minneapolis can be informative as a rough comparison.  We’ll examine personal rates as an example.  In 

2011, there were 3,722 personal crimes committed in Minneapolis. 9  Divided by the population of 

Minneapolis in 2011 (383,108) that averages to 1% of the city population being victimized.10  That does 

not account for the same individuals being victimized multiple times so the real victimization rate is 

                                                             
9
 “Crime Rate in Minneapolis, Minnesota”.  Retrieved from http://www.city-data.com/crime/crime-Minneapolis-

Minnesota.html. May 12, 2013.  
10

 “Minneapolis, Minnesota.” Retrieved from http://www.city-data.com/city/Minneapolis-Minnesota.html. May 
12, 2013. 

Table 4.  Logit Analysis for Criminal Victimization of Homeless Youth 

Homeless Sample Model with Adjusted Odds Ratios and Confidence Intervals

(June 1, 2010-October 31, 2012)  

Type of Victimization

Personal

Property

Other

Any

Note: Reference categories = Male, White/Other race, no arrest history, and age =18 

*p<.10, **p < .05, ***p<.01  

Arrest AOR

(90% C.I.)

3.32***(2.13, 5.18)

2.87*** (1.73, 4.78)

Female AOR

(90% C.I.)

1.36 (0.87, 2.12)

1.42 (0.85, 2.38)

Black AOR

(90% C.I.)

1.15 (0.73, 1.82)

0.74 (0.44, 1.23)

Age AOR

(90% C.I.)

0.93 (0.78, 1.12)

1.01 (0.82, 1.84)

0.99 (0.85, 1.16)

  2.12*** (0.99, 4.53)1.13 (0.85, 1.82)0.91 (0.42, 1.99)0.74 (0.34, 1.59)

3.63*** (2.45, 5.38)0.97 (0.65, 1.44)1.37 (0.93, 2.02)
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likely lower.  However, it also does not account for the increased risk of the 18-24 year old age bracket, 

a group more likely to be active in public spaces and prone to victimization than the extremes in age at 

either end.  Let’s also adjust for the difference in time.  To be conservative, we will multiply the general 

population rate by 2.4 (29 months/12 months) to correct for the difference between the measurement 

period for this study and the annual crime data.  So with this correction and assuming the prior two 

discrepancies cancel each other out, a young person in Minneapolis has a 2.4% chance of being the 

victim of a personal crime within a 29 month period.  Homeless young adults’ rate of personal 

victimization over the 29 month period was 18.3%.  Thus, using these rough estimations, a homeless 

young adult is over seven and a half times more likely to be personally victimized than the average 

Minneapolis young adult.     

The high victimization rates found amongst homeless youth with prior arrests are consistent 

with the sociological literature that explains criminal activity as an outgrowth of routine activity (Cohen 

and Felson, 1979).  The magnitude of these correlations (a difference in victimization of over 350%) is 

very large, indicating a significant difference between two subsets of homeless young adults and their 

risk for victimization.  Young people who are around criminal activity are more likely to engage in that 

activity and be subjected to victimization from those within their peer group, oftentimes in retaliation.  

Considering that in this study arrests and victimizations are measured during the same time period, 

there is also the possibility of victimization preceding arrests.  Young adults could be more likely to 

engage in crime if  they have already been victimized, more willing to dismiss social mores that have 

been disregarded at their expense, or simply subjected to multiple stressors, what Agnew calls, “general 

strain” (Baron, 2004).   

 There could also be a geographic dimension to the correlation between arrest and victimization 

history.  Since the results are based on police records, we are only aware of crimes where an arrest was 

made/and or a report was filed.  Thus, the sample is likely to contain more indications of arrest and 
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victimization for individuals that spend time in highly policed areas, urban centers, and known trouble-

spots.  If an individual spends time with a group that often comes into police contact, they will be more 

likely to show up as an arrest or victim in reports.  Those committing unreported crimes may have lower 

victimization rates.  Similarly, victims of crimes that are not reported to police may have lower arrest 

rates.  Comparisons to previous studies make it clear that while this study’s result of a 27% victimization 

rate for homeless youth is surely high, it does not capture all victimization.  Other studies have indicated 

up to 71% of homeless youth having been assaulted over their lifetimes (Kipke, et. al, 1997).  Beyond the 

differences in time period, underreporting is also likely a contributor to the lower rate found in this 

study.  

               This study did not find large differences in victimization based on gender.  Unlike previous 

studies that found such differences (Tyler, 2002), victimization in this study was not narrowed to sexual 

or domestic abuse but was categorized by three broad categories.  “Personal” victimization as defined 

here includes domestic abuse and sex crimes, but also assault and robbery.  Age was not seen to be a 

significant determinant of victimization, contrary to the literature linking longer time on the street to 

recklessness (Kipke, et. al, 1997).  The sample of young adults using services at a center would seem to 

suggest that the older population would have more intractable problems and a greater likelihood to be 

victimized.  However, street smarts and survival skills may also increase over time.  Additionally, age 

does not measure time on the street.    

  The insignificance of demographic variables like race, gender, and age add weight to the theory 

that crime for homeless young adults is a symptom of context and environment.  Race was not 

significantly correlated with victimization as it has been in domestic abuse studies (Silverman, et. al 

2001).  While violence is higher for African Americans in the general population (Fingerhut, et. al, 1993), 

this study shows no difference between black and non-black individuals.  As early victimization studies 

noted (Hindelang, et. al, 1979), crime rates might be disproportionately high amongst certain 
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demographics (e.g. African Americans), but these differences are often borne out of inequality and its 

consequences.  Thus, when looking at a group like homeless young adults, environment is already 

disadvantageous for the entire subset.  African Americans may be more prone to homelessness but once 

in that social and economic context they are not necessarily more prone to victimization than their 

similarly at-risk peers.  Race as a predictor becomes less important as contextual factors are controlled 

for.  This study’s results are in line with the work of Cohen (1981), who showed little difference in 

criminal involvement based on race and age, but instead showed correlations with guardianship and 

peer groups.      

Pooled Sample Results 

               The addition of the food support sample to the homeless sample attempts to test the 

hypothesis that homelessness has a significant effect on victimization through the inclusion of a 

“homelessness” variable.  Results from the pooled sample analysis do not show a significant difference 

in victimization between the sample of homeless young adults and the sample of young adults utilizing 

food support (Table 5).  The victimization rate was 12% for the homeless sample over the 13-month 

period and 9% for the food support sample.  The combined homeless and food support cohort, unlike 

the homeless sample, had a significant difference in property victimization for females (5.5% of females 

vs. 1.3% of males; χ2=10.00, p<.01).  As in the homeless sample, personal victimization was higher for 

those with an arrest than for those without an arrest (12.6% vs. 5.5%; χ2=8.78, p<.01), but unlike the 

homeless sample there was no difference in property victimization.  Those arrested in the pooled 

sample still had higher rates of victimization overall (15.9% vs. 9.4%; χ2 =4.83, p<.01).  No significant 

differences were evident on the basis of race or age. 

  As in the homeless sample analysis, multiple linear regressions were conducted to compute 

adjusted odds-ratios and confidence intervals for each predictor (Table 6).  For this sample, the 

regressions were also used to examine differences in victimization based on demographic variables. 
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However, the sample includes both homeless and low-income young adults, and uses housing status as 

an additional independent variable.  For this sample, females were more than four and a half times as 

likely to suffer property victimization [AOR=4.55, CI=(1.54, 11.01), p<.01].  Correlations between arrest 

history and victimization were far weaker in the pooled sample than in the homeless sample.  Arrest 

history did however result in a 68% greater likelihood of personal victimization [AOR=1.68, CI=(1.01, 

2.78), p<.10]  No significant differences were observed between the homeless and control samples.  

Race and age were also not determinants of victimization.    

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The tests for differences between percentages above examine the prevalence of criminal victimization of low-income young adults by demographics.  The category of 

“homelessness” compares rates between the sample of youth from the YOC and the sample of youth SNAP recipients.  The tests include the number and frequency of individuals 

with two types of victimizations as well as an “any” category that counts individuals with any of the victimizations.   The category of "Other" victimization had too small of an n (10) 

to be included in this comparative analysis.  Rates are calculated for the overall sample as well as for the demographic category breakdowns. Chi square statistics and the 

corresponding p-values were calculated for differences in types of victimization between female/male, black/other, by age, and arrest history/no arrest history.  A higher χ2 means a 

greater difference between the expected percentage (based on the total in the sample with the variable) and the observed percentage.  A p-value is the probability of observing a χ2 

of equal or greater magnitude when in fact there is no difference between the two groups.  For example, a p-value less than .10 suggests the χ2is observed less than 10% of the time 

if there is in fact no difference between the two groups.      

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5. Criminal Victimization of Low-income Young Adults  (October 1, 2011-October 31, 2012)

Type of 

Victimization Overall Female Male χ2 Black Other χ2 18-20 21+ χ2 Arrest No Arrest χ2 Homeless Control χ2

n=800 n=418 n=383 n=472 n=328 n=458 n=342 n=151 n=649 n=400 n=400

Personal 55 (6.9) 30 (7.2) 25 (6.5) 0.11 37 (7.8) 18 (5.5) 1.56 34 (7.4) 21 (6.1) 0.46 19 (12.6) 36 (5.5) 8.78*** 31 (7.8) 24 (6.0) 0.89

Property 28 (3.5) 23 (5.5) 5 (1.3)       10.00*** 18 (3.8) 10 (3.0) 0.32 12 (2.6) 16 (4.7) 2.39 3 (2.0) 25 (3.9) 1.22 12 (3.0) 13 (3.3) 0.04

Any 85 (10.6) 53 (12.7) 32 (8.4)        3.44* 57 (12.1) 28(8.5) 2.28 46 (10.0) 39 (11.4) 0.35 24 (15.9) 61 (9.4) 4.83** 49 (12.4) 36 (9.0) 1.99

HomelessnessAge Arrest HistoryGender Race

*p<.10, **p < .05. ***p < .01.



 
 

   

To determine if there are stand-alone effects of the demographic characteristics, a statistical model was created 

with gender, race, age, and arrest history as independent variables that predicted victimization.  The above data 

shows adjusted odds ratios and 95% confidence intervals computed from multiple logistic regressions of that 

model.  An adjusted odds ratio for a variable calculates the likelihood of the dependent variable being true for an 

individual with the characteristic compared to an individual without the characteristic.  The category of "Other" 

victimization had too small of an n (10) to be included in this comparative analysis.  For example, someone with an 

arrest is 1.68 times as likely to have been the victim of a personal crime as someone without an arrest.  Ratios 

were tested for significance at a 10%, 5% and 1% level for female (male reference), black (other race categories), 

each age from 19-23 (18), and arrest history (no arrest history).  

A method of examining victimization’s depth is to calculate total number of victimizations (Table 

7).  This number can more effectively show how some individuals are disproportionately affected by 

victimization.  The short time span of this study means total number of victimizations will not vary 

greatly from the number of individuals who have been victimized.  A longer time span might show 

multiple victimizations over many years.  The higher amount of victimizations occurring over the 13-

month period does however point towards different trajectories for the homeless and control samples.  

The homeless sample has more total victimizations than the control sample (62 vs. 44, χ2=3.06, p<.10).  

Breaking down the categories into more specific crimes, the homeless sample suffered twice as many 

assaults as the control sample (20 vs. 10, χ2=3.33, p<.10).   

Table 6.  Logit Analysis for Criminal Victimization of Low-income Youth 

Pooled Sample Model with Adjusted Odds Ratios and Confidence Intervals

(October 1, 2011-October 31, 2012)  

Type of Victimization

Personal

Property

Any

Note: Reference categories = Male, White/Other race, no arrest history, age=18, and not homeless. 

*p<.10, **p < .05, ***p<.01  

1.27 (0.87, 1.87)     1.54 (1.03, 2.31)* 1.01 (0.89, 1.14)  0.97 (0.61, 1.52)

1.15 (0.72, 1.83)  1.39 (0.35, 2.28) 1.01 (0.84, 1.21)    1.68 (1.01, 2.78)*

        4.54 (1.99, 10.35)***  1.24 (0.56, 2.74) 1.17 (0.91, 1.50)  1.44 (0.69, 3.01)

Female AOR Black AOR Age AOR Arrest AOR

(90% C.I.) (90% C.I.) (90% C.I.) (90% C.I.)

1.07 (0.55, 2.09)

1.39 (0.94, 2.05)

Homeless AOR

(90% C.I.)

1.17 (0.73, 1.88)
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This comparison of total number of victimizations was conducted to determine differences between the homeless 

and control sample.  In addition to measuring Personal, Property, and Total victimizations, number of assaults are 

also compared (the only subcategory with sufficient victimizations for significant comparisons).  The tests include 

the total number of victimizations and the rate per person of the sample.  Chi square statistics (χ2 ) were tested for 

significance at the 10%, 5% and 1% levels for homeless/control.  A higher χ2 means a greater difference between 

the expected percentage (based on the number with the variable in the sample) and the observed percentage.   

Test-levels imply the strength of the statistical test.   

Pooled Sample Discussion  

It is at first surprising that there are not significant differences in criminal victimization rates 

between homeless young adults and low-income but likely housed young adults.  Multiple studies have 

shown the very high rates of victimization for homeless youth both generally (Molnar, et. al  1998, Tyler 

& Cauce, 2002, Kipke, et. al 1997) and in comparison with the total population (Rotheram-Borus, 1996).  

Note however that this comparison is designed to compare homeless victimization to victimization of 

individuals in poverty, not the general population.  Unlike previous research, the comparison group 

here, low-income food support recipients, serves as a comparison for similarly disadvantaged yet likely 

housed young adults.  Most of the youth in the homeless sample would be eligible for inclusion in the 

Table 7.  Total Number of Victimizations for Pooled Sample

                  Homeless and Control Group Comparison

                (October 1, 2011-October 31, 2012)

Homeless Control χ2 

Type of Victimization (per person) (per person) (p-value)

Personal      35 (0.09)      24 (0.06)      2.05 (0.15)

     -Assault      20 (0.05)      10 (0.03)      3.33 (0.07)*

Property      13 (0.03)      14 (0.04)      0.04 (0.85)

Other      14 (0.04)      6   (0.02)      3.20 (0.07)*

Total      62 (0.16)      44 (0.11)      3.06 (0.08)*

Note: Results represent Pearson chi-square analysis. 

*p < .10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

Number of Victimizations
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control sample.  The only defining difference between the groups is use of the YOC as an indicator of 

homelessness.  

 Similar to the YOC cohort, the control cohort contains individuals that are at the most at-risk 

age, on the economic margins of society, and subjected to high levels of crime.  This study shows that 

high poverty neighborhoods have high rates of crime and victimization.  Amongst SNAP recipients are a 

population of youth who, in the transitory period of their late-teens to mid-twenties, might find 

themselves in circumstances approaching the federal definition of homelessness.  Additionally, these 

young adults are often not connected to family or guardians.  The control sample only includes young 

adults who were applicants for SNAP, meaning that youth who lived with a parent, a partner or another 

household member on SNAP are not likely included.  Low-income independent young adults may have 

different victimization and arrest histories than those with different support networks.   

Furthermore, the short time period of the study is better at measuring everyday victimizations 

and police interactions than accounting for severity or frequency over time.  Other studies have shown 

very high lifetime prevalence estimates of victimization based on housing status (Browne and Bassuk, 

1997).  Further research delineating the characteristic differences between homeless and low-income 

young adults and how their types of victimization vary is necessary.   

The results from the pooled sample analysis indicate a likelihood of female property 

victimization.  Some of this difference is attributable to a low rate of property victimization of males in 

the control sample.  No hypotheses present themselves as to why the sample of low-income males was 

far less likely to have property victimizations than the homeless sample.  The evidence here of female 

property victimization is notable however.  The magnitude of difference between female and male 

property victimization is very large at over 450%.  Previous studies have shown females to have higher 

levels of sexual assault and similar rates to males for other violent victimization (Tyler and Cauce, 2002, 

Kipke, et. al, 1997), but property victimization has been less studied.   Additionally, arrest history has no 
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significant impact on property victimization for the pooled sample.  These findings suggest that males 

and those with an arrest history who are housed are less likely to suffer property victimizations than 

their homeless counterparts. Concurrent with the homeless sample analysis, race and age have no effect 

on victimization.   

The homeless youth sample has more total victimizations over the 13 month period than the 

control sample.  While comparison tests suffer from lack of statistical power, 41% more victimizations in 

the homeless sample is notable.  The number of personal victimizations was similar between the 

homeless and control group, but assaults were more likely for the homeless young adults.  As other 

studies have noted (Browne and Bassuk, 1997), these results suggest that homeless youth are more 

likely to suffer violence.  Despite no findings of significance at the 95% confidence level, the slight 

differences found point towards areas for further research.   

Limits of the Study and Possibilities for Future Research  

There are several issues to consider when examining the results of this study.  First, the samples 

are constrained in their generalizability.  Taking a sample of homeless young adults from an outreach 

center invariably produces a bias towards measuring only those young adults who identify enough with 

being homeless to seek out, and follow through with obtaining services from a non-profit service for the 

homeless.  While a 1990s study in Hollywood’s result of 78% of homeless youth using drop-in centers 

(Kipke, et. al, 1995) may seem high, the study recruited volunteers from areas where homeless youth 

socialized.  A large contingent of homeless youth likely would not frequent such an area and may be far 

less likely than the sample to visit a service center.  This study similarly might miss a considerable cohort 

of homeless young adults who have never or will never seek services from a homeless service provider.    

However, the advantage of this study is that is able to include large numbers of young homeless 

individuals who would not necessarily volunteer to assist with a research study.  Thus, while there is 

some self-selection bias because of the voluntary nature of utilizing the outreach service, the study 
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corrects for possibly a more severe self-selection bias that exists in studies where active participation is 

required.   

Another caution is that the correlations and rates for this Minneapolis sample are not 

necessarily representative of homeless young adults throughout the country.  The results are also not 

necessarily representative of different time periods within Hennepin County, as policing tactics, 

homelessness rates, and intervention strategies can vary over time.   

 The control sample obtained from SNAP-benefit rolls was not chosen as a strict control in the 

sense that it would be a counterpart to a cohort receiving some type of treatment at the YOC.  The study 

does not attempt to determine whether there is a noticeable difference in victimization because of YOC 

participation, but rather to describe the differences between a cohort of homeless young adults and a 

cohort of low-income young adults.  The cohorts are both connected to Hennepin County but the range 

of geographic disbursal during the study period is uncertain.  The homeless sample was obtained from 

the YOC in Minneapolis, but it is unknown how much of the study period the young adults spent outside 

of Minneapolis.  The control sample contained Hennepin County residents, but it is unknown where in 

Hennepin County the young adults spent their time or even how much time they spent within Hennepin 

County.  Victimizations and arrests occurring outside of Minneapolis were not part of the study.  Thus, 

crime in suburban areas or other cities was not captured.     

 Another concern in not knowing locations of the subjects is the possibility of migration into and 

from Hennepin County.  For the homeless sample, criminal history would be missing for an individual 

who moved to Minneapolis during the 29 month period.  The later in the period that they moved to 

Minneapolis, the greater the potential for missed victimizations and arrests.  Similarly, for the pooled 

sample, the study would also miss criminal history for SNAP recipients that moved to Hennepin County 

during the 13 month period.  Since neither the YOC nor SNAP requires residency for services or benefits, 

comparisons between the housed and homeless cohorts would not likely be affected.  However, more 
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mobile individuals might have different criminal histories.  If migrants are more likely to utilize the YOC 

or the SNAP, this would affect the results.  

   In addition to sample concerns, measurement of victimization in this study may be 

underreported or biased.  Measurement in this study is one of reported and/or recorded victimization.  

This likely captures but a subset of actual victimization.  Unreported victimization rates might be higher 

for certain subgroups of the study, particularly for homeless young adults who are societally excluded 

and lacking social capital (Gaetz, 2004).    

 Finally, we are unable to surmise any true causal interpretations from the data.  The YOC sample 

was obtained from a list of individuals who were homeless at the time, but not necessarily homeless 

throughout the study period.  A more rigorous study design would construct timelines of housing history 

for the entire sample and compare rates of victimization and arrest across housed and non-housed 

periods.  Similarly, without a longitudinal approach we cannot be certain whether victimization 

preceded arrest or vice versa.  In addition to a longitudinal approach, future studies could benefit from 

larger sample sizes and longer time-periods for victimization and arrest history.  A larger sample size 

would increase the power of the statistical tests and allow crimes to be broken down into smaller 

categories.  The crime categories in this study may be too broad to gain a complex understanding of 

differences between the victimizations of the housed and homeless.  Additionally, adding qualitative 

studies might assist with answering the why and how of victimization; questions hard to discern through 

more superficial quantitative assessments.  More in-depth studies could go a long way towards the 

preferred outcome of this research: more effective policy prescriptions to lower victimization of 

homeless young adults with the overarching goal of bettering lives for a marginalized, at-risk population.   
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Policy Directions 

   This study suggests we ought to view victimization as affecting many low-income individuals, 

housed and homeless, perpetrators and non-perpetrators.  Strategies to decrease homeless 

victimization developed by non-profits, government agencies, and other actors should be conscious of 

this reality.  Two common criminal justice approaches to homeless issues illustrate shortcomings in 

understanding context and thus ending victimization.  First, efforts to reduce criminal acts amongst 

homeless youth overlook the reciprocal nature of crime.  Many offenders have been victims and many 

victims have been offenders.  Person-first language would be a small step towards making this clear: 

rather than speaking of an “offender” or “victim”, interveners would benefit from discussing a “young 

adult that committed a crime” or a “young adult that was the victim of a crime.”  A person who 

committed a criminal offense cannot be defined solely through the crimes they have perpetrated, and a 

person who was the victim of a crime cannot be defined only by past victimizations.  Instead, youth may 

be better served if victimizations are seen as contextually and environmentally determined.   

Secondly, efforts to address dangerous lifestyles and risky behaviors are systemically blind.    

Risk factors do not spontaneously appear amongst a diverse group of homeless young adults, but are 

rather symptoms of environments that homeless and marginalized youth are forced to choose from.  

Interventions will lack effectiveness if the underlying message of this study is ignored: regardless of 

personal characteristics, homeless young adults are at risk of attacks on their personhood and property.  

If homeless-- and more generally-- economically marginalized young adults are effectively barred from 

safe public spaces, they will continue to be subjected to crime.   

  While housing and employment might be considered panaceas for homeless populations, it 

would be unwise to hold out for their concurrent appearance before taking any other steps to reduce 

victimization.  Housing status was not significantly associated with victimization in this study, suggesting 

that it is not the one missing piece that will end victimization.  Interventions must focus on not only the 
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missing pieces of housing and employment, but also on omnipresent safety and health risks. Considering 

the lifelong effects of victimization, positive results will be difficult to obtain for a population of young 

people that are vulnerable to crime at rates far exceeding those of the general population.           

Conclusion 

 This study is one of the first to compare police record victimization rates along demographic 

characteristics for a sample of homeless young adults to those of a comparison sample of low-income 

young adults.  Results bring a broader understanding of victimization as a phenomenon that affects 

large numbers of homeless and low-income young adults.  The methodology employed avoids many of 

the problems of studies that use volunteers including: self-selection bias and reliability of time and event 

descriptions stemming from self-reporting of distant events.  This study will be of use to researchers, 

homeless service providers, and those involved with criminal justice issues.   

 Data from the pooled sample analysis shows that high rates of victimization are not limited to 

the homeless population, but also are evident amongst other marginalized youth.  This belies the 

common perception that crime is solely a trademark of “street youth.”  In reality, the lines between 

these two out-groups might be far more fluid and less stark than imagined (or at the very least more 

nuanced). Yet, the control group individuals are not at the elevated level of specialized program usage 

(utilizing a homeless service center) and are not self-identified as homeless.  It is this contrast in the 

populations that generally leads to separate intervention approaches.   

  Results show a high level of victimization for homeless young adults especially for those that 

had been arrested.  Interventions for criminal perpetrators and victims can benefit from this finding of 

strong association.  The same contextual factors of dangerous environments, negative peer influences, 

and restricted opportunities that lead to criminal action (Baron and Hartnaegel, 1997) are likely to 

present as precursors to victimization as well.  Findings that suggest higher rates of victimization for 

homeless youth who had been arrested show that interventions need to be tailored to at-risk 
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populations based on multiple factors.  As shown here, demographic variables like race and gender have 

less impact on victimization than factors linked with peer associations and environmental context.   

Cycles of victimization entrap homeless youth and subsequent generations (Browne and Bassuk, 1997).  

Breaking these cycles will require studying victimization in all its forms so that its complex origins and 

manifestations can be fully understood.   
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