
Sexual Risk Behaviors 
Among youth, housing insecurity and homelessness are strongly related to high risk sexual 
behavior and associated outcomes like pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections. In the 
most extreme cases, sex in exchange for money or housing becomes a means to survival. 
So-called  “survival  sex”  is  associated  with  a  range  of  poor  physical  and mental health 
outcomes. Factors like age, gender, sexual preference, reasons for leaving home, and time 
away from home also influence the likelihood of engaging in risky sexual behaviors.  
 
Street and shelter youth are at increased risk for multiple consequences of risky 
sexual behaviors, compared to the general population. A study to determine whether 
environmental factors predicted sexual risk behavior among a sample of homeless youth 
and youth involved in the street economy showed that unstable housing was independently 
associated with a greater number of sex partners. Homeless youth were significantly less 
likely to report consistent condom use than youth in stable or unstable housing. In this 
study, nearly 80% of the youth sampled reported sexual activity in the prior six months; of 
those, 61% reported multiple sex partners and 30.6% reported consistent condom use.48 A 
seroprevalence study of hepatitis status and predictors for infection in a snowball sample of 
homeless adolescents showed 22% of participants had Hepatitis B or Hepatitis C.49 In 
comparison, Hepatitis B seroprevalence in a nationally representative sample was 1.9% for 
children age 6-19 years old and 5.9% for adults age 20-49.50 A study of HIV seroprevalence 
among homeless youth in Hollywood, California showed that 11.46% tested positive for HIV; 
33.3% were injection drug users; and all were sexually active with an average of 31.1 
partners in the past year. Almost half of the homeless youth surveyed did not use a condom 
the last time they had sex.45 
 
Street and shelter youth are more likely to become pregnant than youth in the 
general population. In a sample that included street and shelter youth, those who had 
been away from home longer were significantly more likely to ever have been pregnant.51 
Another study of sexual risk among homeless adolescents showed that more than half of 
the female adolescents had been pregnant at least once. The majority of both male and 
female homeless adolescents reported having had sex in the last month (55% and 74%, 
respectively). More than half of both male and female homeless adolescents who had sex in 
the last month reported that they had sex at least once without a condom. Heavy users of 
alcohol and injection drug users were more likely to report multiple partners.47 
 
Knowledge of risks does not consistently inhibit participation in risky activities. 
Nearly 80% of youth used online social networks almost every week, according to a study of 
social networking and sexual health among homeless youth in Los Angeles, California. 
Nearly 80% of those youth were previously tested for STIs. Homeless youth who talked to 
peers online about safe sex were more likely to have a higher HIV knowledge index, but 
were also more likely to use the internet to meet a sexual partner. Youth who had sex with 
someone they met online were more likely to have exchanged sex for 
money/drugs/food/shelter.52 Safe sex behaviors were significantly related to: future time 
perspective (thinking into the future), perceived health status, social support, 
connectedness to family, friends, and school, assertive communication, and sexual self-care 



behavior, according to another study examining sexual health practices of homeless youth. 
Younger respondents were significantly more likely to have safe sex, and less time away 
from home corresponded to safer sexual behaviors. Knowledge of AIDS was high but only 
moderately associated with self efficacy to use condoms and assertive communication.53 
Another study of homeless youth found strong, consistent associations between substance 
use and unsafe sexual practices. The strongest correlation was between substance use and 
the likelihood of having sex with an unknown partner.43 
 
For homeless youth, sex may be viewed as a means of survival. Survival sex, which is 
defined as having sex with someone to get money, food, a place to stay, drugs/money to 
buy drugs, or something else youth wanted, was studied among runaway and homeless 
youth. More than one in four street youth engaged in survival sex, as did one in 10 shelter 
youth. Experience with survival sex was significantly correlated with age, time away from 
home, and previous hospitalization in a psychiatric hospital. Odds of engaging in survival sex 
increased for youth who: had been victimized; participated in criminal behaviors; attempted 
suicide; had an STI; had been pregnant; or used substances (alcohol, marijuana, cocaine, 
other drugs).54 
 
The reasons for leaving home were, in some cases, related to sexual risk behaviors. 
Youth left home for reasons including family conflict (31.9%), need for independence 
(23.3%), family housing instability (10.4%), and getting thrown out (18.1%). Getting thrown 
out of home was a significant predictor of HIV risk behaviors among female homeless youth. 
In addition, the average number of HIV risk behaviors in both female and male homeless 
youth was higher for those who: spent the night in public places; were sexually victimized; 
or supported themselves with illegal activities. Having gone hungry also predicted homeless 
male youths’  engagement  in  HIV  risk  behaviors.55 


