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Homeless youth are more likely to have substance-using peers than housed youth
(Greene, Ennett, & Ringwalt, 1997). As a result, among homeless youth, peers
might tend to reinforce high-risk behaviors, a process known as “deviancy
training” (Dishion & Dodge, 2005). However, we know little about which peer
characteristics predict shared drinking and drug use among homeless youth, and
this information will be important to designing the most effect interventions.
Today’s STASH reviews a study examining the characteristics of people with
whom homeless youth engage in substance use (Green et al., 2013), as part of our
Special Series on Homelessness and Economic Hardship.

Methods

» Participants were 419 homeless youth between the ages of 13 and 24
(63% male), recruited from shelters, drop-in centers, and known street
sites in Los Angeles County. Most reported lifetime drinking (92%) and
most reported lifetime drug use (93%).

» Participants identified 20 people in their social networks (i.e., alters) and
described each alter in terms of several characteristics, including the
following:

= Alter characteristics, such as gender, employment, housing
status, whether they provided the participant with social support,

whether they were influential,' and whether they were popular.”

» Dyadic characteristics, including whether the participant
consumed alcohol or used drugs with the alter during the past 3
months.

= The researchers explored which alter characteristics were associated with
shared drinking and shared drug use, among other research questions.

Results

= Shared drinking was more likely with social network alters who were
male, homeless, a sex partner, a support provider, who was more
influential, and with whom the participant had frequent contact, among
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other factors (Table 1). On other hand, participants were less likely to
drink with family members.

= Predictors of shared drug use were largely similar, as Table 1 illustrates.
Participants were also less likely to use drugs with an alter who was
employed part- or full-time.

Odds ratio
predicting shared Odds ratio predicting
drinking shared drug use

Perceived to drink to intoxication 4.57 4,53
Homeless (vs. housed) 2.93 3.35
Participant's sex partner (current or former) 2.64 2.44
Perceived to engage in risky sex 1.71 1.51
Influential 1.69 1.24
Met on the street 1.54

Frequent contact with participant 1.43 1.56
Support provider 1.41 1.83
Male (vs. female) 1.40 1.75
Popular 1.07 1.16
Participant's family member 0.40 0.32
Employed (vs. unemployed) - 0.49

Figure. Odds ratios predicting shared alcohol and drug use for several alter
characteristics. Shaded characteristics represent protective factors for shared
drinking or drug use, and the remaining characteristics represent risk factors. All
results shown here are significant at p < .05 or p < .01. Adapted from Green et al.
(2013). Click image to enlarge.

Limitations

= These data were collected with a sample of homeless participants with
high rates of lifetime drug and alcohol use. It is unclear whether the same
patterns will occur for other young people.

= Researchers relied on participants’ perceptions of the alters, rather than
asking the alters to describe themselves directly.

» The outcome was a straightforward yes/no indicating any shared
substance use in the past 3 months. It might be interesting to examine the
frequency of shared substance use in a more fine-grained way.

Conclusions

Several social network member characteristics predicted shared substance use
among homeless youth. Results suggest that homeless youth are most likely to
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engage in substance use with other homeless youth whom they met on the street
and who engage in their own risky behaviors, are sex partners, are frequently
available, and are seen as influential and supportive. These groups of peers
might be most likely to encourage substance use and other forms of deviancy
training. However, other research indicates that homeless adolescents maintain
contact with their home-based peers, who are less likely to misuse substances, via
social networking (Rice, Milburn, & Monro, 2011). Healthcare workers might try
to strengthen homeless youths’ ties with family members and with home-based
peers, so that these peers become more available, influential, and supportive.

—Heather Gray

What do you think? Please use the comment link below to provide feedback on
this article.
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[1] The alters’ status as influential was measured on a continuum from 1-3,
according to how many of the following characteristics they met: among the core
group of people with whom the alter hung out; someone whose opinion mattered
a great deal to the participant; and someone who was viewed as a leader or role
model by the community.

[2] Popularity was defined as the number of relationships an alter shared with
other people within the participant’s social network.



