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No Strings Attached: Helping Vulnerable Youth with
Non-Time-Limited Supportive Housing
Over the last six years, the United States has advanced the goal of preventing and ending homelessness for
families, youth and children by 2020. Supportive housing is one approach that has been gaining traction in
communities all over the country to best serve high-need youth. Youth supportive housing is an age-appropriate
model that links stable affordable housing with wraparound support services. Recently there has been much
discussion over time or age restrictions on supportive housing for youth, and fears that without these limits,
tenants may never move out. As a result of those fears and limitations on service funding 1, most youth supportive
housing programs have age or length of stay restrictions. But locally and nationally, several non-time-limited youth
supportive housing programs are showing positive outcomes demonstrating youth are indeed moving out steadily
as they are ready. Minnesota-based YouthLink, for example, has a non-time-limited supportive housing program
called Nicollett Square with an average length of stay of two years. In 2015, 90% of YouthLink exits were to safe,
affordable housing and the other 10% were exits to family reunification or a more appropriate housing program.
In New York City, West End Residences’ True Colors Residences confirms that over 50% of the youth housed in
2011 in their non-time-limited housing have moved on to other independent living.
In late 2015, New York City’s Mayor De Blasio committed to creating 15,000 new units of supportive housing
over the next 15 years, with a portion of the units being set aside for young adults. To help inform the program
and financing models created under this initiative; this paper highlights the outcomes of West End Residence’s
True Colors Residence, the first non-time-limited youth supportive housing program in New York City. The
paper will introduce the target population, explore the model and outcomes from the first cohort of youth
tenants, and will conclude with recommendations for the City’s next round of youth supportive housing funding.
The supportive housing model discussed in this brief is targeted to youth with service needs, which may include
mental health or substance use disorders. It is important to note that there are youth who have housing
affordability challenges but otherwise could live independently with limited supports. For these youth, the most
appropriate housing solution might be an affordable unit, a rental subsidy, or public housing. These resources must
also be in place for supportive housing to be effectively targeted to our most vulnerable youth.
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Local Child Welfare Agencies (CWAs) often provide funding for services in youth supportive housing for youth aging out of the child
welfare system. CWA have age restrictions on their funds.

Target Population
Youth supportive housing is an intervention for the highest-need youth, those with mental health and/or substance
use disorders. Homeless youth have high rates of substance use disorders, trauma, and mental health disorders.2,3
An estimated 40% of homeless youth identify as LGBT, and they experience trauma and mental health disorders at
an even higher rate than their heterosexual counterparts.4 Some homeless youth “aged out” of or left the child
welfare system. Older youth in foster care and those ‘aging out’ are acutely at risk of poor outcomes including
homelessness, teen pregnancy, criminal justice involvement, low educational attainment, chronic unemployment
and ill-health.5 In fact, 84% of foster care youth ages 17 and older demonstrate trauma and/or mental health
symptoms; one in four youth who age out are incarcerated within two years. 6 ,7
A recent assessment of 2013 data by CSH estimated that there are 2,971 homeless unaccompanied youth in need
of supportive housing each year in New York State, with 2,056 in New York City and 915 in the rest of the State. 8
A subset of these youth has aged out of the child welfare system. In 2013, 451 youth who had recently aged out of
child welfare entered the NYC shelter system.9

A Non-Time Limited Approach
In 2011, West End Residences opened New York’s first non-time-limited youth supportive housing program,
True Colors Residence. Located in Harlem, True Colors Residence has thirty studio apartments each equipped
with their own kitchens and bathroom, and community spaces for on-site service and program delivery.10 Tenants
have leases and are responsible for paying rent, calculated at 30% of their income. The program is targeted to
young adults between ages of 18-24 (at entry), homeless LGBT individuals with a portion having active substance
use disorders.11 True Colors utilizes a Housing First harm reduction and trauma-informed care approach, with
comprehensive support services available on a purely voluntary basis and tailored to each individual.12 There are
no time or age restrictions on True Colors residents.13
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Rather than having an age or time limit in this youth supportive housing model, True Colors Residence fosters a
culture of moving on. The concept of “moving on” refers to enabling stable tenants of supportive housing who no
longer require on-site services to transition to another affordable independent apartment. Consistent with the
recovery model, this strategy offers the individual moving on the greatest level of choice while the vacated unit or
another unit in the same complex can be utilized by a vulnerable youth in need of supportive housing. Staff work
to engage youth at their own pace and offer tailored services to meet their needs. When youth are ready, staff
support youth in defining and working towards their goals for mental and physical health, employment and
education, and moving to independent living. When a youth no longer needs services and is ready to move on,
they are provided a subsidy or other resources to become stable. Without a rigid time limit, youth move on when
they are ready, and youth with higher service needs have the time they need to address them.
Data on the first cohort of True Colors residents
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anticipated, 72% of the residents will have
moved on within the first five years of the program. True Colors staff are still in contact with former residents to
serve as a support network. True Colors staff reports that 11 of the 16 youth moved on to other affordable,
independent housing, four are living with roommates or a partner and one moved to residential psychiatric care
and has since moved into stable housing. None of the former True Colors youth are in shelter.
The other seven youth (23%) are still in need of the affordable housing and support services provided to them at
True Colors Residence, and they are not ready to move on yet. Similar to the group in the process of moving on,
the average age of this group is 26 years old, and their current length of stay is 50.4 months, or 4.2 years. Three
of these youth demonstrate serious mental health disorders and one has substance use and behavioral health issues
that may require a higher level of care. For these reasons, these four youth may not be able to live independently
in the near future and the most appropriate moving on plan would be to an adult supportive housing program.
serves an otherwise adult population group, “Population E: Substance Abuse, Active”. This is defined as single adults who have been
homeless for at least 6 months of the last year and who have a substance abuse disorder that is a primary barrier to independent living.
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As a result of the units that have opened up when tenants move on, True Colors Residence has been able to serve
47 youth in the first 4.5 years of the program. After the first cohort group of 30 youth, 17 youth have moved into
True Colors Residence (between July 2012 and December 2015). One of these youth moved on after 22 months,
and four are in the process of moving on with an average length of stay of 28.5 months. The 12 other current
tenants have been residents for 22 months.

Promising Practice
The data suggest that non-time-limited supportive
housing is effective in providing youth the appropriate
dose of affordable housing and support services. Youth
who no longer need services are able and incentivized to
move on with a tenant-based housing subsidy. The data
show that more than half of the youth moved on in an
average of under 2 years. In fact, if the youth who have
applied for their housing subsidy move on as planned,
72% of the residents will have moved on within the first
five years of the program.

“Some communities are beginning to
find success with housing for youth
that does not include traditional
time limits or programmatic
requirements. Many of these
programs also provide traumainformed services that address the
physical, socio-emotional,
intellectual, and life skills
development of youth on a pathway
to independence.”

The data also show that True Colors Residence has
identified youth who may need a higher level of services
-US Interagency Council on Homelessness
or adult supportive housing long-term due to serious
mental illness. Provider flexibility to determine when a young adult is able to move on or move to a more
appropriate placement is critical to the effectiveness of this model. The model allows the provider to identify
higher-need youth, serve them as long as appropriate and, if necessary, transition them to a more appropriate
setting according to their individual needs. This group could otherwise spend adulthood cycling between the
shelter system, emergency rooms, the criminal justice system, and other public systems. Given that these are
young adults, the human and public cost averted by these youth being identified and appropriately served is
enormous.

A Call to Action
CSH recommends that the City should fund non-time-limited youth supportive housing models. In
line with supportive housing best practices and housing first principles, awards should only be made to programs
where tenants have leases and providers will be able to create an individual moving on plan based on the youth’s
service needs, rather than an age restriction.16
For this model to work effectively:
1) The City should commit to using Project-Based Section 8 vouchers to finance youth
supportive housing creation under this initiative. Project-Based Voucher assistance is an
excellent resource for a Moving On program due to the opportunity for a mobile tenant-based voucher to
be issued to residents as they Move On. After the first year of occupancy, a tenant may request to relocate
and to be issued a tenant-based Section 8 voucher. If a voucher is not immediately available, the tenant
should get priority to receive the next voucher or other tenant-based rental assistance that becomes
available. The program unit voucher will then be backfilled and allow another youth to enter the original
supportive housing unit and/or another unit in the same building. The supportive housing provider will
remain in contact with the youth who have “moved on” through ongoing support.
2) Youth in supportive housing should maintain eligibility for other supportive housing
programs throughout their tenancy. There is a small portion of tenants who may not be able to live
stably on their own due to a serious mental health disorder. In these cases, the best moving on strategy is
to secure adult supportive housing for the young adult to continue receiving the services they need to stay
safe and stably housed, in an age-appropriate model. Therefore, it is critical that these tenants have the
ability to access adult supportive housing without entering shelter. Under NY/NY III, youth tenants
would need to become homeless before being eligible to transfer to an adult or family unit. 17 Additionally,
maintaining eligibility would allow young adults who become pregnant or become a parent to access
family supportive housing without first becoming homeless.
3) The City should implement targeting measures to ensure that the units are targeted to the
highest-need youth. The City should review data from the Administration for Children Services
(ACS), Department of Youth and Community Development (DYCD), Department of Homeless Services
(DHS) and Department of Corrections (DOC) to identify risk factors to youth becoming homeless or
incarcerated later in life. Recent administrative data matches of this population in New York City have
shown that adolescents involved in the foster care and justice systems, and in particular those who are
dually involved, are at risk for continued involvement in various systems throughout their young
adulthood.18 To develop targeting criteria for the young adults we suggest reviewing data-informed
targeting tools such as the Transition Age Youth Triage Tool which determines the risk of a young adult
remaining homeless as an adult or being long-term homeless without intervention.19
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