Reports and Briefs
Housing Instability: A Continuum of Risk
Family homelessness is a complex and pervasive social problem that has important implications for
adult and child wellbeing. This ICPH research report presents a multidimensional analysis of the
characteristics of families with young children who experience unstable living conditions in the urban
United States. The report builds on the research presented in ICPH’s “Profiles of Risk” series and
investigates the combined impact of multiple risk factors on the probability of housing instability,
presenting family homelessness as an outcome on a “continuum of risk.”
Investigating multiple disadvantages is important in understanding the housing experiences of poor,
vulnerable families. This report demonstrates that, rather than being attributable to a single risk factor,
housing instability among poor families is best explained as resulting from a combination of overlapping
disadvantages. Furthermore, there exists a distinct group of families on the housing-stability spectrum
who fall between stability and homelessness. This group is at a great risk of becoming homeless and is
referred to in this report as being “unstably housed.” In various ways the unstably housed group is worse
off than many of the families who have experienced homelessness, yet these families are able to remain
out of shelter or doubled-up living arrangements. The existence of this unstably housed population,
whose circumstances are not simply less extreme versions of the conditions facing homeless families,
has wide policy implications. Reduction of housing instability in the United States requires coordinated
policy that addresses the interrelated risk factors that families experience at all stages on the housinginstability continuum. By examining the unique behavior of families living in unstable housing
arrangements, this report aims to better inform homelessness-prevention strategies.
Risks Contributing to Homelessness
This report utilizes data from the Fragile Families and Child Well-being Study (FFCWS), a survey
tracking nearly 5,000 families from the birth of each focal child through the children’s fifth birthdays.
Table 1 presents basic weighted descriptive characteristics of the sample used in this analysis,
summarizing 11 key risk factors representing important socioeconomic predictors of poverty. Columns
next to each individual risk differentiate the housing stability of poor mothers, i.e., whether—between
years one and five in the survey—they ever experienced homelessness or were doubled-up with others,
were ever unstably housed, or were always stably housed. (For purposes of this report, “ever homeless”
families are those who experienced homelessness at some point in the five-year period.)

As Table 1 shows, the prevalence of certain risk factors across housing groups conforms to expectations.
Poor mothers who had experienced homelessness were more likely than those in the other categories to
have low levels of educational attainment, to have scant work histories, and to be unmarried (to name
just three examples). In most cases, the percentage of unstably housed families who experienced risk
indicators falls between those of the “ever homeless” and stably housed groups. This would seem to
suggest a consistent pattern across housing groups, with risk factors becoming more prevalent and more
severe as one moves from a stable housing arrangement toward homelessness. If this pattern held, then
the prevention of homelessness would simply be a matter of identifying those families who possess the
traits known to correlate with homelessness (but have not caused it yet) and providing appropriate
services to prevent the exacerbation of such risks.
Of course, those who are unstably housed are not simply thosewho have not yet become homeless, as
the exceptions in Table 1 show. Unstably housed mothers exhibited higher rates of cohabitation, teen
childbirth, multiple-partner fertility, and domestic violence than either their homeless or stably housed
counterparts. The related nature of these risk factors suggests that there is something unique to family
structure in particular that impacts housing status. This table is thus the first indication that being
unstably housed is not simply a precursor to homelessness, but a unique circumstance with distinct
characteristics that must be addressed independently from the issues homeless families face. To examine
this phenomenon further, this report will now contrast the predictive natures of these risk factors with
regard to housing stability, first according to the sheer number of factors and then by specific type.
Number of Risks
Poor families who experience the most disadvantages are in the greatest jeopardy of experiencing
housing instability, and when the risk factors they face are measured by raw numbers, there would not
appear to be large differences between homeless and unstably housed mothers. As seen in Figure 1,
ever-homeless and unstably housed mothers reported slightly higher numbers of risks (5.5 and 5.2,
respectively) than the average poor family. Approximately half of homeless and unstably housed
mothers experienced six or more risk factors over the five-year period (55% and 45%, respectively).

Since unstably housed and homeless mothers report a similarly high number of risks, the fact that
unstably housed families are able to avoid homelessness provides evidence that risk factors do not affect
housing instability equally.
Figure 2 depicts the impact that a given number of risk factors has on family housing stability in a more
distinctive way: by presenting the predicted probability, based on the number of risk factors, that a poor
mother will experience housing instability between years one and five. The probabilities in Figure 2 are
estimated using multinomial logistic regression, a statistical method that predicts the probability of
becoming homeless, being unstably housed, or remaining stably housed based on a set of independent
variables that include, in addition to the number of risks, the mother’s age at baseline and race. (Full
results from the multinomial regression model are presented in Appendix 1.)
Figure 2 shows that, on average, a poor mother with no risk factors has a 10% chance of experiencing
homelessness, a 34% chance of being at risk of homelessness, and a 55% chance of maintaining stability
in housing. Poor mothers with five risk factors (the average, as noted in Figure 1) have substantially
lower odds of housing stability (18%) and higher probabilities of both being homeless (36%) and being
at risk of homelessness (46%). Those with eight risk factors have a greater than 50% chance of
experiencing homelessness; those with all 11 risk factors have a nearly 70% chance of becoming
homeless and a very small chance of remaining stably housed.
What is most notable about these probabilities is the relative consistency of the chance of being unstably
housed. As one might expect, each additional risk factor is associated with a greater probability of
experiencing homelessness and a smaller probability of being stably housed. By contrast, the probability
that a poor mother would become unstably housed does not drastically grow or shrink as the number of
risk factors changes. There does appear, however, to be a “tipping point” once a hypothetical mother
accumulates more than five risk factors. From there, the predicted chance of being unstably housed
shrinks as the probability of homelessness continues to grow. Therefore, measuring the risk of
homelessness through the quantity of risk factors present may be a useful method for better
understanding the continuum of housing instability, at least for some families. It is possible that once a
certain threshold has been passed, the magnitude of negative circumstances overwhelms the tendency of
certain risk factors to feed into the “unstably housed” category, and all additional risk factors contribute
directly to homelessness. This possibility is one focus of the next section.

	
  
	
  
	
  

Type of Risk 
The idea that homelessness is the result of a confluence of factors is a credible one, but it is still useful,
especially from a policy perspective, to examine the prevalence of individual risks and each one’s effect
on housing status. Figure 3 depicts the predicted probability that a poor mother will experience housing
instability based on particular risk factors she experiences. As with Figure 2, these probabilities are
estimated using multinomial logistic regression models predicting homelessness or risk of homelessness,
with the 11 risk factors, mother’s race, and mother’s age at baseline as predictors. The results in Figure 3
reflect the predicted probability of experiencing homelessness, being unstably housed, or remaining
stably housed for each factor in isolation; that is, when the other ten risk factors arenot in evidence. (Full
results from the multinomial regressionmodel are available in Appendix 2.)

As can be seen, the probability of homelessness based on the 11 individual risk factors ranges from 23%
(drug use) to 11% (teen birth); the probability of being unstably housed moves between 45% (ever
cohabiting and experiencing domestic violence) and 25% (less than a high school degree). Factors
related to well-being present the greatest risk for experiencing homelessness; even in the absence of
other disadvantages, poor women who use drugs, suffer from depression, or have low social support
have a one-in-five or greater chance of experiencing homelessness. On the other hand, risks associated
with relationship instability have the greatest impact on chances of being unstably housed; poor women
who ever cohabited, experienced domestic violence, or suffered from depression are at the greatest peril
of experiencing housing instability.

Although it would be premature to draft policy prescriptions from this analysis, there is evidence that no
one risk factor can predict housing instability on its own with precision. It is also reasonable to conclude
that not all targeted interventions would be efficient or produce the desired outcome. For example,
prevention policies aimed at reducing relationship instability and promoting positive social support
among mothers living in poverty would no doubt have a beneficial effect, but that benefit would not be
fully apparent if the metric for success was the number of families entering shelter, as a portion of those
who are unstably housed are not going to become homeless in any event. In other words, the
predominant reasons why some poor families are homeless are not necessarily the same reasons why
others remain unstably housed.
In reality, the circumstances that this report labels as “risk factors” rarely occur in isolation. Less than
1% of poor women in the sample report zero or one risk factors; as shown in Figure 1, the average poor
mother in this analysis has five. While women who experience multiple disadvantages can be exposed to
many different combinations of risks, certain risk factors are likely to co-occur with others. In practice,
groups of related risk factors are often observed together; multiple disadvantages can exacerbate and
interact with one another, giving each group of risks unique implications for housing instability.
Analysis of the levels of intercorrelation among risk factors reveals three general groups of risk: familystructure risk, employment risk, and health risk.

Simple descriptive statistics like those seen in Table 1 bear out the clustered nature of risk factors, but
they also demonstrate the fuzzy boundaries between groupings. As seen in Appendix 4, 66% of mothers
who had children with multiple partners first became mothers as teenagers. Fifty-eight percent of poor
women who reported working fewer than eight months in a year also lacked a high school degree, and
75% reported low social support. Finally, four indicators of compromised health and well-being—

depression, poor physical health, drug use, and domestic violence—are also significantly related to each
other. Unfortunately, these intuitive associations between related risks are not the only relationships that
exist. There is considerable overlap across the three groups of risk factors: family-structure risk
frequently occurs alongside both low educational attainment and depression, and employment risks are
often concurrent with poor physical and mental health.
Figure 4 builds on the findings regarding the three groups of risk factors described above and presents
the predicted probability that a poor mother will experience housing instability based on the particular
group of disadvantages she experiences. Of the three risk-factor groups, those related to health and wellbeing are the most predictive of homelessness; even in the absence of family structure or employment
risks, single mothers who cite poor physical and mental health, report substance abuse, and are victims
of domestic violence have a 56% chance of becoming homeless. Family-structure deficiency is the least
predictive of homelessness (24%) out of the three risk groups, but it is this group of single mothers, who
have cohabited with romantic partners, have had children with more than one partner, have experienced
domestic violence, and were teenagers when they first gave birth, who are most likely to be unstably
housed.
Once again, there is strong evidence of a subgroup within those considered unstably housed that is
fundamentally distinct from the homeless population. To be sure, mothers who experience the types of
challenges within their familial and social networks outlined above may become homeless, just as some
who experience other types of risk may be able to avoid homelessness. What this series of analyses
suggests, however, is that the type, and not simply the number, of risk factors help determine the
likelihood that someone will become homeless. Particularly in cases in which there is not an
overwhelming number of risks within a family, it is important that the likelihood of becoming homeless,
and the type of prevention services required, be determined according to the specifics of the case at
hand. That said, this report will now turn its attention to precisely those cases in which a
preponderanceof risk factors have accumulated, to see what insights our method of analysis can reveal
about them.
Cumulative Risks
In practice, few poor families experience one type of risk alone; different combinations of successive
risks can lead a poor family into homelessness. As mentioned earlier, teen childbearing often leads to
non-completion of high school, which is in turn associated with poor employment prospects and
experiences of poverty that can have detrimental effects on health. A single mother who has children
with multiple partners and whose relationships are unstable may be susceptible to poor health outcomes
and drug use, both of which have negative implications for employment. These examples highlight how
the presence of one risk often leads to the occurrence of many other risk factors, which in turn
drastically increase a person’s likelihood of becoming homeless. Figure 5 presents an illustration of the
potential impact of cumulative risk factors on housing stability. Naturally, as the number of risk factors
compounds, the probability of housing stability diminishes to nearly zero.

Even in the case of accumulating risks, however, differential impacts can still be observed. Figure 5
shows that, on average, a poor family with no risk factors has an 11% probability of becoming homeless,
a 32% chance of being at risk of homelessness, and a 56% probability of being stably housed. The
likelihood of maintaining stable housing virtually disappears after the addition of a single group of risks,
meaning that the vast majority of housing-status changes are shifts between the chances of being
unstably housed and the risk of homelessness. When a hypothetical mother exhibits only familystructure risk factors, there is still a 64% chance that she will be unstably housed—or in a condition that
might be called sustainable instability. Of course, the ordering of the groups of risk factors would affect
how these percentages move, but this analysis illustrates that understanding the specific types of risk a
family experiences is an important consideration in determining the threat of housing instability.
On that point, the results of this analysis also provide the final piece of evidence that risk factors
associated with relationship instability are the greatest predictors of being unstably housed and at risk of
homelessness. Prevention efforts that target women experiencing these types of disadvantages will
therefore have fundamentally different outcomes from those that focus on health or employment risks.
All areas of risk are deserving of attention and would be responsive to policy initiatives, but they
represent very different threats of immediate homelessness. Many poor families live in a perpetual state
of risk, in which additional crises could easily push them over the edge into homelessness. Ideal
prevention efforts would take into account not only the risks present within a household, but also which
additional risks would be most threatening to a family’s housing stability, given the specific
circumstances of that family.

Housing Instability: A Continuum of Risk
Multiple theories concerning the causes of family homelessness exist, but the bulk of analyses to date
have been one-dimensional, focusing on a single risk factor contributing to housing instability. Few
studies have examined how individual risk factors interact and combine in ways that lead poor mothers
and their children into homelessness. This ICPH research report presents housing instability as the result
of a continuum of overlapping social and economic disadvantages common to the experience of poverty.
While each risk factor included in this analysis contributes to housing instability individually, no single
risk is dominant. This analysis demonstrates how overlapping risk factors can significantly increase a
poor family’s probability of experiencing housing instability. Notably, a poor woman who experiences
all 11 risk factors has virtually no chance of remaining stably housed.
Although the number of risks poor mothers experience is an important predictor of housing instability,
specific groups of such risks have different implications for such instability. This report shows that
disadvantages relating to employment are associated with homelessness, while family-structure risks
more often result in unstable housing situations. For poor families who have experienced familystructure risks, the addition of underemployment and health risks may serve as the tipping point from
which independent, if precarious, housing gives way to homelessness and shelter entry. Preventive
measures that focus on the unique circumstances defining those families who are avoiding homelessness
but vulnerable to the impact of additional risks could be a promising direction for future policy. That
said, much more research is required to understand how the specific interactions that take place within a
larger continuum of risk determine the housing status of families living in poverty.
Homelessness in Fragile Families
The Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Survey is a nationally representative study of nearly 5,000
mostly poor urban American families with young children born between 1998 and 2000. The survey
follows mothers from the birth of each family’s focal child through the children’s first, third, and fifth
birthdays. When weighted, Fragile Families is representative of births in 20 U.S. cities with populations
greater than 200,000.
Using Fragile Families data, ICPH has classified families into three distinct housing categories based on
their most severe living arrangement in years one, three, and five: homeless or doubled-up, at risk of
homelessness, or stably housed. “Homeless” families are those who have lived in shelters or places not
intended for housing as well as those who have doubled up with friends or family. Families who are “at
risk” were not homeless or doubled-up but have had trouble paying essential bills, move frequently, or
have been evicted. “Stably housed” families faced none of these housing challenges.
A total of 1,918 families are included in the final analysis, which employs the year-five sample. Families
with an income greater than 130% of the federal poverty line are excluded from the analysis to ensure
that comparisons between groups reflect differences in housing status rather than poverty. Please see the
brief Profiles of Risk: Characterizing Housing Instability, available at ICPHusa.org, for additional
details on the sample used in this series.

	
  

