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National Runaway Safeline (NRS)

• The National Runaway Safeline is the federally-supported national 
communication system for youth in crisis, runaway, and homeless youth. 

• Our mission is to keep America’s runaway, homeless and at-risk youth safe and off 
the streets. 

• Each year, NRS makes over 125,000 connections to offer help through hotline, 
online and offline resources. 
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NRS Services
1-800-RUNAWAY: 

• Trauma-informed, solution-focused 
crisis intervention

• Information and referrals
• Message service
• Conference calls
• Home Free family reunification and 

transportation program

1800RUNAWAY.org: 
• Interactive live chat
• Crisis forum and email
• Text “HELP” to 66008
• Free educational and 

promotional materials
• Let’s Talk Prevention Curriculum
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Partnership with Chapin Hall
Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago is a research and policy center, focused 

on a mission of improving the well-being of children and youth, families, and 
their communities.

Chapin Hall provides public and private decision-makers with rigorous data 
analysis and achievable solutions to support them in improving the lives of 

society’s most vulnerable children, youth and families.
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Voices of Youth Count

(Source: Chapin Hall, VoYC National Survey)
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Voices of Youth Count

(Source: Chapin Hall, VoYC National Survey)
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COVID-19 & Youth Homelessness
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The Impact of COVID-19 on Youth Homelessness
• Limited to no availability of shelter resources;

• Limited to no access to transportation for safe housing and shelter;

• Heightened anxiety and limited access to support systems at schools, 
drop-in centers, case management, and other resources; 

• Confined to home or in current living arrangement with abusers or other 
potentially unsafe living situations; and 

• Difficulty navigating and tracking available resources. 
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NRS’ Response to COVID-19 Impact
• Integrated & updated technology, allowing NRS to maintain fully 

operational 24/7 crisis services and access to a more robust crisis 
communication platform. 

• Expanded & updated resource referral database for youth and families in 
need – included a state-by-state focus on critical services with a particular 
focus on housing, transportation & mental health services.

• Enhanced training for NRS crisis services team including focus on mental 
health, vicarious trauma, suicide prevention and human trafficking.

• Increased direct outreach to youth through website and social media.
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The 2020 Crisis Services & Prevention 
Report: The Data
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2020 Crisis Services & Prevention Report
• Provides a snapshot of the individuals who reached 

out to NRS, their demographics, reasons for reaching 
out, and method of outreach

• Considers self-reported data from contacts to better 
understand who reaches out to NRS, why they reach 
out, and how we can better serve youth and families 
in the future 

• 2020 report specifically includes a section on the 
impact of COVID-19 based on collected data
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Creating the Report: Data Analysis & Methodology
• Analysis addressed:

• Who contacts NRS?
• How do contacts reach NRS?
• Why do contacts reach out to NRS?
• What resources are available to 

contacts?
• What referrals does NRS make?
• How did trends differ in 2020 in 

response to COVID-19?

• NRS collects self-report data
• There were 36,907 contacts 

from hotline calls, chats, and 
forum posts for youth aged 
21 and under

• Excluded 800 records due to 
data validity concerns

• Conducted descriptive 
analysis
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Key Takeaways
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Crisis Contact Age
• Contacts skewed younger in 2020 3%
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Crisis Contact Method of Outreach
• Digital services became more popular 

in 2020
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How Contacts Learned of NRS
• Contacts increasingly used the 

internet to learn about NRS in 202082%
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Reasons for Outreach
• Contacts reported increased concerns 

about family dynamics and mental 
health in 202088%
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Location of Outreach

68%

10%

6%

4%

12%

Home Friend Street Relative Unknown/other

• More contacts reached out to NRS 
from home in 2020
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Referrals
• Challenge finding local resources

• NRS made 500 more referrals to local resources in 2020 than in 2019

36,107 contacts

26,674 options discussed

16,009 referrals made

• Most common referrals were 
for:

• NRS services (99%)
• Family (44%)
• Police (42%)
• Friends (37%)
• Alternate youth housing (31%)
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Home Free
• Home Free is a partnership between NRS and 

Greyhound Lines, Inc.
• In 2020 …

1,433 contacts received 
referrals

839 contacts followed up 
on referral

323 contacts received 
tickets (310 for youth; 13 

for parents/guardians)
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The 2020 Crisis Services & Prevention 
Report: Covid-19 
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What the Data Says About the Impact of COVID-19

• Contacts skewed younger 
• Digital services becoming increasingly popular
• Reasons for reaching out: increased challenges related to family 

dynamics and mental health
• More contacts reaching out from home
• Greater need for assistance finding local resources
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The Impact of COVID-19 by the Numbers
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Key Learnings & Recommendations
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New Approaches: Social Media Outreach

• Social media campaign targeting young people who 
may need NRS’ services now or in the future.

• Initiated 2 Campaigns (Dec. 2020 – Jan. 2021 & 
August- September 2021)

• Campaign messaging, design, administration
• Branding refresh: applied to all NRS digital assets
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1800runaway.org/stepforward

Let’s Step Forward Together



www.1800RUNAWAY.org

Let’s Step Forward Together
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Key Learnings: Social Media Outreach
• Reach: 4.64 million impressions / 29,330 clicks (across all 

platforms)
• Most effective platform: TikTok

• 1.15 million impressions / 18,473 clicks
• Effectively targeted:

• 15-17 year olds (represents nearly 50% of contacts in 2020)
• States with highest impression counts reflected targeting based 

on locations with highest number of crisis contacts (CA, TX, GA, 
FL, IL, NY)

• Cities (YouTube) showed similar effectiveness (NYC, LA, Houston, 
Chicago, Dallas)
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Key Learnings: Social Media Outreach
• Meet youth where they are: platforms that may be less 

comfortable and familiar to many of us!
• Impressions vs. Click rates are challenging! 
• Engage young people in messaging
• Use data to inform expectations and goals
• Don’t expect immediate results: 

• Requires engaging over time to grow “popularity”
• Young people may not need you right when they see ads
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Recommendations
• Developing opportunities for youth to engage digitally or via social media 

are critical for an effective continuum of care. 

• Community-based partnerships with schools, afterschool organizations, 
and local businesses (i.e. libraries, coffee shops, restaurants, etc.) are key 
for building a robust community-wide support system.

• Resources and referral options must accommodate a range of ages, 
including increased emphasis on youth 12 and under and 21 and older. 

• Enhanced training particularly related to mental health, suicide 
prevention and social/emotional development are essential.
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Recommendations Continued
• Programs like Home Free provide an essential path to family reunification 

and/or access to long-term stable housing.  These types of programs must 
continue to be evaluated for accessibility, ease of use and increased awareness 
of their existence.

• It is critical to highlight the role of prevention and primary intervention.

• Assessing and adapting data collection systems to best meet the needs, 
perspectives and preferred methods of communication for youth are essential 
for developing longer-term solutions to ending youth homelessness. 

• The data from the 2020 Crisis Services & Prevention Report has potential for 
broad applications for service providers, community-based systems, funders, 
researchers and others. 
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Contact Information

Susan Frankel
Chief Executive Officer

sfrankel@1800runaway.org

Dr. Melissa Kull
Senior Researcher

mkull@chapinhall.org

mailto:sfrankel@1800runaway.org
mailto:mkull@chapinhall.org
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JooYeun Chang
Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary

Administration for Children and Families 
(ACF) 
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Debbie Powell
Acting Associate Commissioner and 

Deputy Associate Commissioner
Family Youth Services Bureau 
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