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For most homeless children, the experience of homelessas the child grows older, make clear the importance of
ness is part of a longer period of residential instability
understanding the homelessness and residential mobility
comprised of frequent moves and doubling up with others.1
among young children.
Research shows that such instability can have detrimental effects on a child’s development. InOVER 50% OF Using data from the Fragile Families and
stability in housing while more prevalent than
Child Wellbeing Study, a nationally repreCHILDREN WHO
homelessness among children living in poverty,
sentative sample of approximately 5,000
EXPERIENCED births between 1998 and 2000 in 20 large
may lead to many of the same developmental
and social outcomes for these children.
HOMELESSNESS BY United States cities, this analysis sheds
light on these children’s experiences with
AGE FIVE MOVED homelessness. In the dataset, mothers
In 2007, 13.3 million children lived in poverty, which represents 18% of all American
MORE THAN THREE (and some fathers) are interviewed at the
children under age 18.2 Almost one-third of
child’s birth and again when the child is
TIMES
DURING
these children lived in deep poverty, with famone, three, and five years old.8 This report
ily incomes that are less than half the poverty
uses mothers’ responses from the baseline,
THAT PERIOD
line. Children residing in low-income households
one-year, three-year, and five-year follow-up
are more likely to change residences than those residing
surveys. Sample weights are used to ensure that the descripin higher-income households, with rates ranging from
tive statistics are representative of the population.
4% to 16%. Approximately 25% to 50% of families receiving public assistance fall behind on their housing
Housing Instability and Homelessness
costs.3 In 2002, 6.5% of all children and 10.1% of lowOne key indicator of residential instability is the overall
income children had been living in their current homes
number of moves made by a family. Existing research
for less than six months.4
suggests that frequent moves during early childhood (three
or more transitions) create significant challenges for young
The experience of homelessness, while rare for all children,
children.9 In the Fragile Families data, between the child’s
is a reality that one in every 50 children face in the United
birth and the five-year survey, 32% of families did not move
States.5 Between one-third and one-half of all homeless individuals in 2007 were members of families with children,
Figure 1
with more than half of sheltered children being under the
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of homeless households, and they are the fastest growing
segment of the homeless population.7
This report aims to understand the prevalence of homelessness and residential instability among a nationally
representative group of children around age five. Empirical literature suggests that residential instability is a key
factor in reducing the educational success of low-income
children because frequent moves often include school
transitions that may result in lower academic performance
including high school completion. Likewise, residential
instability compromises the school readiness skills of very
young children who have just begun or not yet entered
school. These early effects, which will likely accumulate
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at all. However, the remaining 68% moved with quite a
bit of variability (see Figure 1). Among those who moved,
families changed residences on average 2.3 times in the first
five years of the child’s life.
Yet, the number of times a family moved may not tell the
entire story of a family’s residential situation. For example,
the frequency with which a family moves does not indicate whether or not that family experienced homelessness.
In each survey wave (year 1, year 3, and year 5), however,
mothers indicate where they currently live, and if at any
time in the past year they stayed in shelter, car, abandoned
building, or other place not meant for regular housing. This
report classified families as having experienced homelessness if either (1) the mother indicated that her current living
arrangement was homeless, in temporary housing, or in a
motel or (2) she stayed in one of the aforementioned places
in the past year. Among these five-year old children, 8% already experienced homelessness at some point in their lives.
When examining homelessness and residential instability
together, interesting patterns come to light. Of those children who did not experience homelessness by the age of five,
the majority moved only once or never, compared to children who experienced homelessness (of whom one-fifth had
moved five or more times by age five) (see Figure 2).

household income. Figure 3 groups families into poverty
categories at the child’s birth. Among the poorest children
(those with household incomes less than 50% of the federal
poverty threshold), 15% experienced homelessness and
another 20% moved three or more times before the age
of five. On the contrary, of those households with baseline
incomes more than two times the federal poverty ratio, 6%
experienced homelessness by age five and 14% moved three
Figure 3
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Moreover, most mothers experience homelessness as a onetime occurrence; among mothers who reported experiencing
homelessness at some point between the child’s birth and
the age five interview 76% did so only once.
Housing and Poverty

Finally, the housing histories of families differ depending
on the availability of numerous resources — and primarily

Existing research provides a link between housing instability and a range of child and adolescent challenges, from
lower school achievement to poorer social and emotional
adjustment. Housing instability almost always results in
educational disruptions for school-age children, and evidence suggests that housing instability and homelessness
early in life (ages 0 –5) creates potent and potentially longlasting effects for young children. Studies have found that
frequent moves (three or more) during early childhood were
more detrimental for school attainment than were frequent
moves during adolescence.10
Frequent moves and homelessness may represent a significant source of stress for parents that can affect their psychological well-being and parenting behaviors. A compromised
ability to care for one’s child during his or her early childhood years presents serious challenges given the importance
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of parent-child interaction in the development of young
children’s emotional skills.� Housing instability may also
influence the stability of children’s early childcare arrangements, which could in turn adversely affect their developing school readiness skills.11 All of these potential stressors
could have long-term implications for well-being.
The findings presented here suggest that low-income children are at an increased risk of homelessness and housing
instability. Over half of children who experienced homelessness at some point by the age of five moved more than
three times during that period. Homelessness, coupled with
frequent moves, puts these children at risk for negative
developmental outcomes.
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