
Alcohol and Drug Use 
Alcohol and other drugs are important components of the health-related consequences of 
housing insecurity and homelessness. This is a two-way street: alcohol and drug use may 
both contribute to the risk of becoming homeless or housing-insecure and result from 
housing insecurity and homelessness. 
 
Housing insecurity and homelessness strongly predict the likelihood of using illegal 
drugs and alcohol. Estimates of injection drug use among homeless youth ranged from 
4%43 to 17.1%44 to 33.3%.45 Street youth used all substances at a higher rate than shelter 
youth, and both groups used illicit drugs at a considerably higher rate than never-homeless 
youth. In fact, a national survey comparing homeless youth in shelters, on the street, and 
youth who were never homeless found that 54.7% of street youth used illicit drugs, 
compared to 33.7% of shelter youth and 12.9% of never-homeless youth.44 
 
A study of homeless youth in Hollywood, California found that youth who were homeless 
for one year or more had a significantly higher risk of alcohol and drug disorders. Youth with 
suicidal thoughts or self-injurious behavior like cutting were almost four times more likely to 
have a drug disorder, and youth with depressive symptoms or low self-esteem were about 
twice as likely to have a drug disorder. Low self-esteem, suicidal thoughts and self-injurious 
behavior were also associated with an increased risk of alcohol disorder.19 In addition, 
homeless GLBT youth living on the street used significantly more cocaine/crack, either alone 
or mixed with amphetamines, and speed or crystal methamphetamines than did their 
heterosexual peers.21 
 
A longitudinal study of youth receiving services at shelters in Missouri, Nebraska, Kansas, 
and Iowa found that residing in a shelter can have a beneficial effect on substance abuse. In 
this study, substance use decreased significantly between six weeks and three months after 
admittance to the shelter additional modalities for the spread of HIV. Overall, illegal drug 
users are more likely to have had a sexually transmitted infection (STI) in their lifetime. 
Heavy alcohol users and females who use injection drugs are more likely to have multiple 
sex partners.47 One study found significant correlations between substance use and sexual 
risk behaviors, including having more lifetime partners, inconsistent condom use, survival 
sex (sex in exchange for money, food, shelter or drugs), and sex with a partner who uses 
intravenous drugs or has an STI.43 

 


