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Social network characteristics and risky sexual and drug  
related behaviors among homeless young adults

Kimberly A. Tyler

University of Nebraska-Lincoln, Department of Sociology,  
717 Oldfather Hall, Lincoln, NE 68588-0324, USA

Abstract
Although research finds high rates of risky sexual and drug related behavior among homeless young peo-
ple, little research had examined how the characteristics of their social networks encourage or constrain 
risky behaviors. Based on a sample of 145 homeless young adults in the Midwestern United States, results 
revealed that having used alcohol with at least one of their network members and the presence of more 
conflict was associated with engaging in a greater number of sexual risk taking behaviors. Correlates of en-
gaging in a greater number of substance use related behaviors included having older peers within the net-
work, having used illicit drugs with at least one network member, and the presence of more conflict. The 
presence of a family member in one’s network, however, was associated with fewer sexual and drug re-
lated risk behaviors. Overall, the social network characteristics of youth explained significant, additional 
variance beyond that of youth’s own characteristics and their early family histories.

Keywords: social networks, homeless young adults, risky sexual behaviors, risky drug related behaviors

1. Introduction

Research finds that homeless young people engage in numerous risky sexual practices and drug re-
lated behaviors (Rotheram-Borus et al., 1992; Allen et al., 1994; Anderson et al., 1994; Kral et al., 1997; 
Kipke et al., 1998; Martinez et al., 1998; Ennett et al., 1999a; Ennett et al., 1999b; Tyler et al., 2000a; Tyler 
et al., 2000b). Despite considerable evidence that demographic and family risk factors are associated with 
risky outcomes, few studies have examined how the characteristics of homeless youth’s current social net-
works encourage or constrain risky behaviors. Social networks are comprised of people with whom home-
less young people associate and spend most of their time. If homeless young adults have networks that 
are comprised of members who coerce them to trade sex (Tyler and Johnson, 2006b) or who pressure them 
to use drugs (Tyler and Johnson, 2006a), then homeless young adults may be more likely to participate in 
these risky behaviors. In contrast, if homeless youth have social networks that provide protective func-
tions (Hagan and McCarthy, 1997; Ennett et al., 1999a; Rice et al., 2007), then they may be less likely to en-
gage in risky behaviors.
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The purpose of the current study is to (a) describe the social network characteristics of homeless young 
adults and (b) examine whether social network characteristics (e.g., network norms, conflict, stability, close-
ness) are associated with risky sexual and substance use related behaviors net of the effects of demographic 
and family history factors. Learning more about the risk and protective functions of social networks among 
homeless young adults is important for determining the scope and focus of intervention and prevention.

2. Literature review

2.1. Risky sexual behavior

Risky sexual practices are quite common among homeless youth. For example, rates of trading sex 
among homeless young people vary from 11% to 46% (Greenblatt and Robertson, 1993; Kipke et al., 1997; 
Kral et al., 1997; Martinez et al., 1998; Greene et al., 1999; Beech et al., 2002; Halcon and Lifson, 2004; Van 
Leeuwen et al., 2004). Other unsafe sexual practices include low rates of condom use: many studies find 
that less than one-half of homeless and runaway adolescents used a condom the last time they had sexual 
intercourse (Rotheram-Borus and Koopman, 1991; Anderson et al., 1994). Additionally, these young people 
report numerous sexual partners (Rotheram-Borus et al., 1992; Greenblatt and Robertson, 1993; Halcon and 
Lifson, 2004) and high rates of sexually transmitted diseases (Anderson et al., 1994; Forst, 1994; Goodman 
and Berecochea, 1994; Wagner et al., 2001; Halcon and Lifson, 2004).

2.2. Substance use related behavior

Research shows that homeless young people participate in numerous substance use related behaviors 
including illicit drug and alcohol use (Koopman et al., 1994; Greene et al., 1997; Bailey et al., 1998; Kipke 
et al., 1998; Chen et al., 2004; Van Leeuwen et al., 2004), injecting drugs and/or needle sharing (Greene et 
al., 1997; Kral et al., 1997; Bailey et al., 1998; Kipke et al., 1998), selling drugs (Hagan and McCarthy, 1997; 
Whitbeck and Hoyt, 1999), and receiving treatment for substance abuse problems (Smart and Ogborne, 
1994; Whitbeck and Hoyt, 1999).

2.3. Demographic correlates of risky behavior

Sexual risk taking tends to vary by gender (Rotheram-Borus et al., 1992; Booth et al., 1999; MacKellar et al., 
2000; Tyler et al., 2001; Montgomery et al., 2002), sexual orientation (Clatts and Davis, 1999), age (Clatts and 
Davis, 1999; Tyler et al., 2001; Whitbeck et al., 2001), and the frequency with which youth run from home 
(Janus et al., 1987; Ennett et al., 1999b; Tyler et al., 2000a).

Similarly, risky substance use related behaviors also vary by gender (Warheit and Biafora, 1991; Ander-
son et al., 1994; Greene et al., 1997; MacKellar et al., 2000), sexual orientation (Moon et al., 2000), age (Van 
Leeuwen et al., 2004), and the frequency with which youth run from home and/or spend time on the street 
(Ennett et al., 1999b; Whitbeck et al., 1999). The findings are mixed, however, in terms of which specific 
groups are higher or lower on the risk taking behaviors.

2.4. Family history correlates of risky behavior

Experiencing sexual abuse prior to leaving home is a risk factor for homeless youth’s involvement in un-
safe sexual practices (Johnson et al., 1996; Silbert and Pines, 1981; Rotheram-Borus et al., 1996; Tyler et al., 
2000a; Tyler et al., 2001; Wenzel et al., 2006). For example, those who experienced sexual abuse were more 
likely to have engaged in trading sex for food, shelter, money and/or drugs (Tyler et al., 2000a) and re-
ported a greater number of sexual partners (Tyler et al., 2001). Additionally, experiencing sexual victimiza-
tion since leaving home is positively correlated with risky sexual behaviors (Ennett et al., 1999b; MacKellar 
et al., 2000; Tyler et al., 2000a; Tyler et al., 2001; Wenzel et al., 2006).

Many young homeless people are raised in family environments characterized by caregiver substance 
misuse (Fors and Rojek, 1991; Ginzler et al., 2003), and this has been found to be related to youth’s own in-
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volvement in drug related behaviors (Fors and Rojek, 1991; Baron, 1999; Ginzler et al., 2003). For example, 
Kipke et al. (1996) found that one quarter of their sample of homeless young people were first introduced 
to substance usage by a family member. Research has also linked substance use among homeless and run-
away youth to childhood abuse (McMorris et al., 2002; Chen et al., 2004) and some homeless young adults 
explicitly report using substances to cope with early child abuse (Tyler and Johnson, 2006a).

2.4.1. Social network characteristics and risky behavior

Social networks, which are comprised of people with whom homeless youth associate and spend most of 
their time, are important for understanding health and HIV risk related behaviors (Marsden, 2006). Young 
people may enter these groups by choice, by chance, by coercion, or for protection (Cairns et al., 1995; Hagan 
and McCarthy, 1997), and the behaviors, attitudes, and norms of the group may be either beneficial or det-
rimental to the homeless young person. For example, if network norms are consistent with drug and alco-
hol use and participation in these behaviors is valued within the group, the young person is likely afforded 
more opportunities to use alcohol and drugs and may model the behavior of other members (Bauman and 
Ennett, 1996). Additionally, individuals often conform to the attitudes and behaviors of their social networks, 
despite the risks inherent in the activities, in order to avoid possible sanctions for non-conformity imposed 
by members of the group (Fisher, 1988). Thus, homeless youth may be pressured or coerced by group mem-
bers to engage in behavior (e.g., illicit drug use) that they otherwise would not (Tyler and Johnson, 2006a). 
Research also finds that homeless youth who use illicit drugs and engage in risky sexual practices generally 
have friends who engage in similar behaviors (Kipke et al., 1998). As such, the norms and behaviors of so-
cial networks may be detrimental to homeless young adults. Despite this, some research has found that social 
networks may also serve a protective role by discouraging risky practices, and are therefore a benefit to the 
homeless young adult (Hagan and McCarthy, 1997; Ennett et al., 1999a; Rice et al., 2007).

At present, however, there has been limited empirical study of the social network characteristics (e.g., con-
flict, stability, network norms) of homeless young adults and how these may positively or negatively influence 
their risky sexual and substance use related behaviors (for exceptions, see [Ennett et al., 1999a; Rice et al., 2005; 
Rice et al., 2007). Ennett and colleagues (1999a) found that homeless youth without a network were at greater 
risk for trading sex, having multiple sex partners, and using illicit drugs than those youth with a network. Ad-
ditionally, those who named a sex partner in their network were also more likely to have an illicit drug user 
present and to have experienced pressure to use drugs and engage in prostitution. Having an illicit drug user 
present in the network was associated with having numerous sexual partners and participation in survival 
sex. Those with a sex partner present were also less likely to have worn a condom during their most recent 
sexual experience. Rice and colleagues (2005) found that having a greater density of drug using peers within a 
social network increased the likelihood that homeless youth themselves would use drugs (Rice et al., 2005). Fi-
nally Rice et al. (2007) found that having a greater number of peers in one’s network that engaged in risky be-
haviors increased the likelihood that homeless youth would participate in HIV risk behaviors across time.

Ennett et al. (1999a) also noted some positive aspects of social networks. Youth who reported a greater 
level of closeness to their network members were less likely to have numerous sexual partners. Addition-
ally, having a friend in the network (as opposed to a service provider, family member, etc.) buffered against 
survival sex. Positive functions of social networks noted by Hagan and McCarthy (1997) include members 
protecting homeless youth from out-group victimization and providing them with social support. Simi-
larly, Ennew (1994) also notes the protective function that social networks provide and the sense of be-
longing that comes with group membership. Finally, Rice and colleagues (2007) found that having pro-so-
cial peers in one’s network (e.g., peers who go to school regularly) decreased the likelihood that homeless 
youth would engage in HIV risk behaviors.

Networks that include at least one family member also provide a positive function. For example, John-
son et al. (2005) found that family members continue to provide both instrumental and emotional support 
to homeless youth and having family members in one’s instrumental network was associated with lower 
frequency of alcohol use. Additionally, Milburn and colleagues (2005) found that strong family bonds pre-
dicted lower rates of behavioral problems across time and greater emotional support from family at baseline 
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was associated with higher family bonds one year later indicating that family members continue to be an im-
portant influence for some youth. Although some research exists on the influence of social network charac-
teristics on homeless young adult’s risky behaviors, more research is needed to understand this process.

3. Hypotheses

Based on what is known about homeless youth’s participation in risky behaviors and from the research 
that exists on their network members, the following hypotheses are put forth. First, it was hypothesized 
that having used alcohol or illicit drugs with a network member would be associated with engagement in a 
greater number of sexual and drug risk behaviors. Next, it was hypothesized that having experienced pres-
sure from a network member to have sex or use drugs would be associated with participation in a greater 
number of risky behaviors. Third, it was hypothesized that having a family member in the network would 
buffer against risk taking behaviors. Fourth, it was expected that having a sex partner present in the net-
work would be positively associated with sexual and drug related behaviors. Additionally, an older mean 
age of network members was expected to be positively correlated with risky behaviors. Next, positive func-
tions of networks including stability, frequency of interaction, closeness, support, and lower conflict were 
expected to be negatively associated with risky outcomes. Finally, it was hypothesized that even after con-
trolling for demographic and family factors, social network characteristics would add increased variance in 
explaining sexual and drug related behaviors.

4. Method

Data are from the Homeless Young Adult Project (HYAP), a pilot study designed to examine the effect 
of neglect and abuse histories on homeless young adult’s mental health and high-risk behaviors. Over a 
period of approximately one year (from April of 2004 through June of 2005) 199 young adults were inter-
viewed in three Midwestern cities including Des Moines, IA, and Omaha and Lincoln, NE. Of this total, 144 
were homeless and 55 were housed at the time of the interview. Participants comprising the housed sample 
were obtained via peer nominations from the homeless youth. Despite being housed at the time of the in-
terview, 28 out of the 55 housed young adults had extensive histories of being homeless and had run away 
from home numerous times. In fact, the 28 housed young adults with run away histories reported running 
away more times than the homeless youth (Mean = 5.72 vs. 4.99) but this difference was not statistically sig-
nificant. What differentiated these two groups was their housing status at the time of the interview, indicat-
ing that homelessness is a situation that is very fluid and not easily defined (Wright, 1991). The final sample 
included 145 young adults who were homeless or who had a history of running away and who had valid 
data on the variables of interest.

Experienced interviewers who have worked on past projects dealing with at-risk youth, who have served 
for several years in agencies and shelters that support homeless young people, and who are very familiar 
with local street cultures such as knowing where to locate youth and where they congregate, conducted in-
terviews. Additionally, all interviewers had completed the Collaborative Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
Training Initiative course for the protection of human subjects in research.

Interviewers approached shelter residents and located eligible respondents in areas where street youth 
congregate. The sampling protocol included varying the times of the day on both weekdays and weekends 
that interviewers went to these locations. This protocol was conducted repeatedly over the course of 14 
months. Approximately 25% of the sample was recruited from the street. Study eligibility required young 
people to be between the ages of 19 and 25 and homeless. Interviewers obtained informed consent from 
young adults prior to participation and told youth about the confidentiality of the study and that their par-
ticipation was voluntary. The interviews, which were conducted in shelter interview rooms or quiet cor-
ners of fast food restaurants or coffee shops, lasted approximately one hour and all participants received 
$25 for their involvement. Referrals for shelter, counseling services, and food services, were offered to the 
young adults at the time of the interview. Although field reporters did not formally tally screening rates, 
they reported that very few young adults refused to participate. The Institutional Review Board at the Uni-
versity of Nebraska-Lincoln approved this study.
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5. Measures

5.1. Dependent variables

Sexual risk taking behavior was measured using an index created from four dichotomous items (scored 
as 0 = no and 1 = yes) measuring whether or not the youth had: (1) ever traded sex, (2) engaged in volun-
tary vaginal or anal intercourse with more than 5 different partners in their lifetime, (3) neglected to use a 
condom the last time they engaged in sexual intercourse, and (4) ever had a sexually transmitted disease. 
A count variable was created (range = 0–4; X‾ = 1.54). This index takes into account multiple indicators of 
risky sexual behavior (adapted from Ennett et al., 1999a, 1999b).

Substance use related behavior was measured with an index created from six dichotomous items (scored 
as 0 = no and 1 = yes) measuring whether or not the youth had: (1) sold drugs since running away (or ever 
sold drugs for housed youth), (2) ever stayed in a hospital or other facility for substance abuse, (3) ever in-
jected drugs, (4) ever shared needles when injecting drugs, (5) used a hard drug (crank, amphetamines, co-
caine, opiates, hallucinogens, barbiturates, inhalants, or designer drugs) in the past year, and (6) engaged in 
binge drinking (five or more drinks at one time) in the past month. A count variable was created (range = 0–
6; X‾ = 1.76). This index takes into account multiple indicators of risky substance use related behavior (some 
items adapted from Ennett et al., 1999a, 1999b).

5.2. Independent variables

Social network characteristics. The social network measures were adopted from Ennett et al. (1999a). Youth 
were asked to provide the initials of up to two people that they see frequently or with whom they spend 
the majority of their time. This number was chosen because research has found the average number of net-
work members of homeless youth to be approximately 2.5. Youth who named no one (7 youth) were coded 
as not having a network, were not asked any further questions, and were eliminated from further analy-
ses. The remaining youth were asked a series of questions regarding their networks including demograph-
ics, role relationships, network norms, network sanctions, affective and interactional characteristics, and so-
cial support.

Demographics. Respondents were asked the age of each network member. If they were unsure they were 
asked to give “their best guess.” Respondents listing only one network member were scored according to 
the single age response while those with two network members received the average score.

Role relationships categorized their network member’s relationship to them (e.g., friend, family member, 
boyfriend/girlfriend). Because some research shows that having a family member in the network may buf-
fer against high-risk behaviors (Ennett et al., 1999a), this variable was coded as 0 (no family members pres-
ent) and 1 (at least 1 family member present). In addition, youth were asked if they had ever had sex with 
each network member. This measure was dichotomized as 0 (did not have sex with either member) and 1 
(had sex with at least one network member).

Network norms (changed slightly from Ennett’s version) were based on the youth reports of behaviors 
engaged in with network members, which included ever getting drunk or using drugs with each network 
member. Dichotomous variables were created indicating the presence or absence of each behavior within 
their network.

Network sanctions. Respondents were asked if they had ever been pressured to use drugs or have sex by 
any of their network members. Dichotomous variables were created to indicate the presence or absence of 
each type of pressure in their network.

Affective and interactional characteristics. Mean network stability ranged from 1 (known for a few hours) to 
5 (known for a year or more). Mean network interaction, based on how often they saw each network mem-
ber in the previous month ranged from 1 (saw them once or twice) to 4 (saw them every day). Mean net-
work closeness ranged from 1 (not close at all) to 4 (very close), and mean network conflict was based on 
how often they had arguments or fights with each network member, ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always).

Social support measured which network member youth could go to if they needed help with four types of 
social support: instrumental aid; advice about personal or private matters; protective support; and emotional 
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support. These variables were each coded as 0 (no one listed), 1 (one network member listed), and 2 (two net-
work members listed). These four items were summed and a single variable was created (range = 0–8).

5.3. Control variables

A series of control variables were included in all multivariate analyses including gender (0 = male; 1 = fe-
male), age (range = 19–26), sexual orientation (0 = gay/lesbian/bisexual; 1 = heterosexual), education (0 = 7th 
grade or less to 7 = some college), employment (0 = worked less than 40 hours per week; 1 = worked 40 
hours or more per week), and number of times the youth had ever run away (1 = once, to 6 = 21–51 times).

Two separate models were estimated and appropriate correlates were included in each based on prior 
research. In the sexual risk taking model, measures of childhood sexual abuse and previous sexual vic-
timization were included as controls. Sexual abuse was measured using seven items that focused on sexual 
abuse that the young person might have experienced while living at home (adapted from Whitbeck and Si-
mons, 1990). For example, “Before you were on your own (when you were under 18), how often did any 
adult or someone at least 5 years older than you ask you to do something sexual or touch you sexually, like 
on your butt, thigh, breast or genitals (‘private parts’)?” Responses ranged from 0 (never) to 7 (more than 
once a day). Each of the seven items were dichotomized and a count variable was created (range 0–7). Sex-
ual victimization was measured by asking youth questions such as: “How often have you been asked to 
touch someone sexually when you didn’t want to and how often have you been sexually assaulted and/
or raped” since leaving home? Responses ranged from 0 (never) to 3 (many times). Each item was dichoto-
mized and then a count variable was created (range 0–4) (adapted from Whitbeck and Simons, 1990).

In the substance use model, measures of physical abuse and caretaker drug abuse were included as 
controls. Physical abuse was measured using items from the Conflict Tactics Scale – Parent Child (CTS-PC) 
(Straus et al., 1998). Youth were asked, for example, how often they were hit with an object, hit with a fist or 
kicked hard, choked, or threatened or assaulted with a knife or a gun. Response categories ranged from 0 
(never) to 6 (more than 20 times). The 12 items were dichotomized and a count variable was created (range 
0–12). Finally, caretaker drug abuse (adapted from Hodgins et al., 1993) was measured by asking youth if 
they had ever thought that their caretaker had a drug problem, if they had ever encouraged their caretaker 
to quit using drugs, and if they ever fought or argued with their caretaker when he/she was high. A di-
chotomous variable was created with 1 indicating the presence of at least one drug abuse symptom and 0 
signifying the absence of all drug abuse symptoms.

5.4. Analytic strategy

To address the first purpose of this study, univariate statistics were calculated to describe the personal 
social networks of youth. Youth characteristics and family history variables were also included. For the 
multivariate analyses, ordinary least squares (OLS) regression was used to examine correlates of sexual risk 
taking and substance use related behaviors. Finally, the F-change was examined to see if social network 
characteristics significantly improved the fit of the model beyond that explained by the young adult’s own 
characteristics and their early family histories.

6. Results

6.1. Demographic characteristics

Table 1 shows that approximately 38% of the sample was female, 82% heterosexual, and 43% were em-
ployed full time. On average, the sample was 21.57 years old, had completed the 11th grade, and had run 
away from home approximately 2 to 5 times. On average, the youth in the sample reported experiencing ap-
proximately three different types of physical abuse (X‾ = 2.91; SD = 2.66) and 2 different types of sexual abuse 
(X‾ = 1.63; SD = 2.17) before they were 18 years old, and approximately 1 type of sexual victimization thereaf-
ter (X‾ = .81; SD = 1.30). Twenty-four percent of young adults had a caretaker who had a drug abuse problem.
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6.2. Social network characteristics

Approximately 12% of respondents reported that at least one of their social network members was a family 
member. The average age of the network members was 24.73 (SD = 6.58) and 40% of respondents reported 
having had sex with at least one network member. Approximately 70% of youth had used alcohol with at 
least one network member and 62% had used illicit drugs with at least one network member. Further, al-
most 14% of young adults were pressured to use drugs and 9% were pressured to have sex by a network 
member. On average, youth reported that they had known their network members from a few months to a 
year or more (X‾ = 4.55; SD = .64), saw them approximately three times a week or more in the past month (X‾ 
= 3.21; SD = .79), were somewhat or very close (X‾ = 3.46; SD = .51), and reported fighting or arguing some-
times or less (X‾ = 1.60; SD = .59). Finally, youth reported having access to approximately 5 units of social 
support out of a possible 8 (X‾ = 4.77; SD = 1.83).

6.3. Multivariate results

The OLS regression models in Table 2 report the standardized beta coefficients (β) for correlates of sexual 
risk taking. In Model 1, results indicate that older youth (β = .23; p ≤ .01), those with lower levels of educa-
tion (β = −.22; p ≤ .01), and those who have experienced more sexual victimization (β = .29; p ≤ .01) engaged 
in significantly more sexual risk taking activities. These control variables explained 24% of the variance in 
the dependent variable.

Table 1. Univariate statistics (n = 145)

	 N	 Percent

Dichotomous characteristics
Female	 55	 37.9
Heterosexual	 119	 82.1
Employed full time	 62	 42.8
Caretaker drug problem	 35	 24.1
Family member in network	 17	 11.7
Has had sex with a network member	 58	 40.0
Has used alcohol with a network member	 102	 70.3
Has used drugs with a network member	 90	 62.1
Pressured to use drugs by network member	 20	 13.8
Pressured to have sex by network member	 13	 9.0
		
Categorical/Continuous characteristics	 Mean	 SD
Age in years	 21.57	 2.12
Education levela	 .75	 1.73
Number of times run awayb	 2.26	 1.57
Sexual abuse	 1.63	 2.17
Sexual victimization	 .81	 1.30
Physical abuse	 2.91	 2.66
Mean age of network members in years	 24.73	 6.58
Mean network stabilityc	 4.55	 .64
Mean frequency of network interactiond	 3.21	 .79
Mean network closenesse	 3.46	 .51
Mean frequency of network conflictf	 1.60	 .59
Number of types of network support from both membersg	 4.77	 1.83

Analysis restricted to youth who had valid data on all variables.
a Responses ranged from 0 (7th grade or less) to 7 (some college).
b Responses ranged from 1 (once) to 6 (21–51 times).
c Responses ranged from 1 (known for a few hours) to 5 (known for a year or more).
d Responses ranged from 1 (saw once or twice in the past month) to 4 (saw everyday in the past month).
e Responses ranged from 1 (not close at all) to 4 (very close).
f Responses ranged from 1 (never) to 4 (always).
g Responses ranged from 0 (no support from either member) to 8 (all types of support from both members).
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Model 2, which added in the social network characteristics, revealed that not having a family member 
present in the network was significantly associated with participation in a greater number of sexual risk 
taking activities (β = −.16; p ≤ .05). Youth who had used alcohol with a member of their network (β = .14; 
p ≤ .10) and those with a greater level of conflict within their network (β = .24; p ≤ .01) engaged in signif-
icantly more sexual risk taking. The control variables generally remained unchanged except that young 
adults who were employed less than full time (β = −.16; p ≤ .05) were more likely to engage in greater num-
bers of unsafe sexual behaviors. The adjusted R2 for this block of variables was .35, which represented a sig-
nificant improvement from the previous model (F-change = 2.91; p ≤ .01).

The OLS regression models for correlates of drug related behaviors are presented in Table 3. In Model 1, 
results indicate that males (β = −.23; p ≤ .01), older youth (β = .14; p ≤ .10), those with lower levels of education 
(β = −.17; p ≤ .05), those employed full time (β = .21; p ≤ .01), those who have run away more often (β = .14; 
p ≤ .10), and youth who have experienced more physical abuse (β = .16; p ≤ .05) engaged in significantly more 
drug related behaviors. These control variables explained 19% of the variance in the dependent variable.

Model 2, which added the social network characteristics, revealed that not having a family member 
present (β = −.18; p ≤ .01) was associated with more drug related behaviors. Having older network mem-
bers (β = .19; p ≤ .01) and having used illicit drugs with a network member (β = .46; p ≤ .01) was correlated 
with having engaged in more substance use related behaviors. Additionally, having a higher level of con-
flict within one’s network led to more drug related behaviors (β = .17; p ≤ .05). The control variables gener-
ally remained unchanged except that number of times run away and physical abuse dropped to non-sig-
nificance in Model 2. The adjusted R2 for this model was .40, which represented a significant improvement 
over the previous model (F-change = 4.94; p ≤ .01).

Table 2. Multiple regression models for correlates of sexual risk taking (n = 145).

	                                                                   Model 1                                                        Model 2
                                                                          β                                se                                  β                               se

Controls
Female	 .01	 .18	 .03	 .17
Age in years	 .23**	 .04	 .25**	 .04
Heterosexual	 −.08	 .23	 −.09	 .22
Education level	 −.22**	 .05	 −.24**	 .04
Employed full time	 −.10	 .16	 −.16*	 .16
Number of times run away	 .03	 .05	 .01	 .05
Sexual abuse	 .09	 .04	 .04	 .04
Sexual victimization	 .29**	 .07	 .21*	 .07
				  
Network Characteristics
Mean age of network members in years			   .10	 .01
Family member in network			   −.16*	 .25
Sex partner in network			   .09	 .19
Has used alcohol with a network member		  .14†	 .19
Has used drugs with a network member			  .12	 .17
Pressured to have sex by network member		  −.03	 .30
Pressured to use drugs by network member		  −.06	 .25
Mean network stability			   .02	 .13
Mean frequency of network interaction			   −.07	 .10
Mean network closeness			   .05	 .17
Mean frequency of network conflict			   .24**	 .16
Number of types of support from both network members		  −.05	 .04
				  
Adjusted R2		  .24		  .35
** p ≤ .05.
** p ≤ .01.
† p ≤ .10.
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7. Discussion

The first goal of this study was to describe the social network characteristics of homeless young adults. Re-
sults show that these young people have social networks that are comprised mainly of peers. Only 12% 
of the sample report having a family member present which is unfortunate given the buffering effect that 
family members have on homeless youth’s participation in risky behaviors (Ennett et al., 1999a; Johnson et 
al., 2005; Milburn et al., 2005). The majority of youth reported having used alcohol or drugs with a network 
member although only a small portion of youth (14%) experienced pressure to use drugs by these mem-
bers. Although it cannot be determined if youth began using alcohol or drugs prior to joining a network or 
whether usage began after they joined a group, it is likely that youth in substance using networks will use 
substances themselves (Kipke et al., 1998).

The findings also reveal that homeless youths’ social networks are marked by stability, frequent inter-
action, closeness, and perceived available social support. Although some fighting or arguing with network 
members exists, it does not occur on a regular basis. The univariate statistics for social network characteristics 
of homeless young adults suggest two things. First, networks are not transient or void of support and con-
tact; homeless youth have frequent and consistent contact with network members and they feel close and per-
ceive support to be available. Second, their network members, the majority of whom are similarly aged peers, 
engage in risky behaviors and, in some cases, pressure the homeless young adult to partake in these activi-
ties. Consistent with prior research on homeless youth, these descriptive findings suggest that social networks 
can have both positive and negative effects (cf. Rice et al., 2007). The first role is that social networks provide 
some protective functions such as stability and social support for its group members (Hagan and McCarthy, 
1997; Ennett et al., 1999a). The second role that networks play is that of instigator: certain network character-
istics are harmful because they are associated with homeless youth’s participation in risky sexual or drug re-
lated behaviors (Kipke et al., 1996; Whitbeck and Hoyt, 1999; Tyler et al., 2001; McMorris et al., 2002; Rice et 
al., 2007). If the attitudes, norms, and behaviors of the group are consistent with drug and alcohol use or risky 

Table 3. Multiple regression models for correlates of drug related behaviors (n = 145).

                                                                                    Model 1                                                        Model 2
                                                                          β                                se                                   β                              se

Controls
Female	 −.23**	 .25	 −.23**	 .22
Age in years	 .14†	 .06	 .15*	 .05
Heterosexual	 −.05	 .32	 −.03	 .29
Education level	 −.17*	 .07	 −.20**	 .06
Employed full time	 .21**	 .24	 .14*	 .22
Number of times run away	 .14†	 .08	 .10	 .07
Physical abuse	 .16*	 .05	 .08	 .04
Caretaker drug problem	 .07	 .29	 .00	 .26				  
Network Characteristics
Mean age of network members in years		  .19**	 .02
Family member in network			   −.18**	 .35
Sex partner in network			   −.01	 .26
Has used alcohol with a network member		  −.02	 .26
Has used drugs with a network member		 .46**	 .25
Pressured to have sex by network member		  −.10	 .41
Pressured to use drugs by network member		  −.03	 .37
Mean network stability			   −.03	 .19
Mean frequency of network interaction		  .02	 .15
Mean network closeness			   .01	 .24
Mean frequency of network conflict			   .17*	 .22
Number of types of support from both network members	 −.03	 .06				  
Adjusted R2	 .19		  .40

* p ≤ .05.    ** p ≤ .01.    † p ≤ .10.
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sexual behavior, these behaviors will be valued and thus more opportunities to partake in them will exist for 
young people (Bauman and Ennett, 1996). Overall, the harmful effects of network peers on homeless youths 
activities is balanced, at least to some extent by the positive functions that network members provide.

The second goal of this study was to examine whether social network characteristics are associated with 
risky sex and substance use related behaviors beyond that explained by both the young adult’s own char-
acteristics and their early family histories. The social network variables in both the sexual risk taking and 
drug related models explain significant variance beyond that of the control variables and supports the con-
tention that homeless youth’s social networks are important correlates of their own risky behaviors. That is, 
having used alcohol or illicit drugs with a network member is associated with engaging in a greater num-
ber of risky behaviors. If friends are using alcohol or drugs, it is likely that the group norms are consistent 
with such behaviors and the homeless youth has more opportunities for substance use through model-
ing of other members (Bauman and Ennett, 1996). Research also finds that homeless youth who experience 
coercion from their peers to use alcohol or drugs often give into the pressure (Tyler and Johnson, 2006a). 
Therefore, strong group norms about using substances may be evident by the fact that many youth are us-
ing alcohol and drugs with their group members. Substance use within the network may increase the num-
ber of sexual risk taking activities that youth engage in because it puts youth in vulnerable positions where 
their capacity to decline sexual advances may be impaired (Tyler et al., 2004).

Higher levels of conflict with network members also leads to greater sexual risk taking and drug related 
behaviors. Although networks of homeless youth may have more stability and support than previously 
thought, the culture of homelessness includes a relatively high level of “drama” and conflict, which can 
have deleterious effects on youth who face numerous daily adversities.

Having a family member in one’s social network was significantly associated with less sexual risk taking 
and lower participation in drug related behaviors, which is consistent with the literature. That is, having a 
family member in one’s network buffers against participation in high-risk behaviors (Johnson et al., 2005; 
Milburn et al., 2005) and family support can be important for homeless youths’ overall well-being. Addi-
tionally, research finds that homeless youth with ties to extended family members receive offers of shelter, 
help, and support if needed (Whitbeck and Hoyt, 1999). Having a family member present in their network 
may translate to having fewer opportunities to engage in high-risk behaviors and having alternative places 
to stay may result in spending less time on the street, thus decreasing their exposure to high-risk individu-
als and others who may exploit them (Tyler et al., 2004).

Finally, youth with older peers in their network are likely to engage in more drug related behaviors. It is 
possible that older peers have been on the streets longer, have more exposure to drug related activities, and 
thus pass on their drug related knowledge to group members. Therefore, having older members present in-
creases homeless youth’s participation in drug related behaviors.

The following limitations should be kept in mind when interpreting these results. First, because the data 
are cross-sectional it cannot be determined whether network characteristics lead to homeless young adult’s 
risky behaviors or vice versa; only that the two are associated. Second, given the difficulties associated with 
randomly sampling homeless populations (Wright et al., 1995), this study is not representative of all home-
less young adults. The purpose, however, was to include a heterogeneous sample of young adults, includ-
ing those identified both within service agencies as well as on the street. Third, youth are reporting on very 
sensitive topics and it is possible that some of them were unwilling to disclose their participation in some 
of the activities. Consequently, the results may be underestimates of the actual occurrences of high-risk be-
haviors. Finally, because the number of social network members that youth could nominate was limited to 
two people, it is not possible to know how extensive their networks really are and how a larger network 
may have influenced their involvement in risky behaviors. It is also possible, however, that the characteris-
tics of the most important network members were captured in the current study.

Notwithstanding these concerns, these findings suggest that social network characteristics play an im-
portant role in homeless youth’s own participation in risky behaviors. Even after controlling for youth’s 
own demographic characteristics and family histories, social network characteristics explain a substantial 
amount of additional variance. Although current descriptive findings indicate that stability, closeness, and 
frequent interaction are all positive aspects of these young people’s social networks, none of these variables 
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reached significance at the multivariate level. The results suggest that there is competing influences within 
social networks of homeless youth. That is, the positive influences tend to be protective factors whereas the 
negative influences tend to encourage risk-taking behavior but these influences (i.e., the positive effect of 
family members in one’s network and conflict in the network) are concurrent. This finding is supported by 
the work of Rice et al. (2007) who found that social networks have both protective properties and negative 
influences on risky behaviors for homeless youth across time.

Given the paucity of research in this area, future research should continue to explore the role that so-
cial networks play in homeless youth’s risky behaviors. Qualitative studies that are able to tease out how 
youth identify their networks, what networks mean to them, and how youth make judgments about engag-
ing in risky behaviors within the context of social networks would be particularly useful. Given the impor-
tant role that social network characteristics have for current study participants, intervention strategies need 
to target both homeless young adults and their network members. For example, attitudes, behaviors, and 
norms within networks that discourage risky behaviors are likely to have positive benefits for all members 
involved. Additionally, youth may require services that include counseling, job training, and employment 
opportunities in order to reduce their reliance on risky sexual and drug related behaviors. These services 
may also work toward permanently removing young people from the streets.
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