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Goals of the Survey 

❖ Understanding the Scope of Complex Needs

❖ Highlighting Key Barriers

❖ Sharing Innovations and Best Practices

❖ Informing Policy Advocacy and Systems Change

❖ Strengthening Cross-System Collaboration
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Defining Complex or High-Acuity Needs

Multi-System Involvement: 79% of surveyed agencies report youth are involved with 

multiple agencies including mental health and juvenile justice.

Severe Mental Health Conditions: Over 75% of agencies cite depression, PTSD, 

anxiety, and substance abuse as defining issues.

Co-occurring Disorders: Many youths exhibit co-occurring conditions such as mental 

health issues combined with developmental delays or intellectual disabilities

Youth with Complex Needs
Understanding Needs and Challenges
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Ages: Predominantly adolescents (13-18 years), with an increasing number of pre-teens 

showing complex needs.

Youth with Complex Needs
Demographics, Populations, and Pathways
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❖ Placement Instability: Survey data showed that placement instability is a persistent 

problem, with agencies struggling to find stable, long-term solutions.

❖ Aggressive and Oppositional Behaviors: One of the most cited challenges is finding 

placements for youth who exhibit aggressive or oppositional behaviors. Agencies 

reported that these youth are frequently rejected from foster homes or residential settings 

due to the intensity of their needs and the safety risks they may pose.

❖ Co-occurring Mental Health and Developmental Delays: Youth who present a 

combination of mental health issues and developmental disabilities, such as autism or 

intellectual disabilities, are particularly difficult to place.

❖ High Medical Needs: Youth with complex medical conditions, such as insulin-

dependent diabetes or other chronic illnesses, in addition to behavioral challenges, 

present another layer of difficulty for agencies seeking appropriate placements

Youth with Complex Needs
Challenges in Placement 
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❖ Staff Burnout and Morale: Many agencies reported that supervising youth in 

emergency placements, places immense pressure on staff. The need for constant 

supervision, often in challenging and non-therapeutic environments, has led to high rates 

of burnout and stress. Smaller agencies, in particular, struggle to maintain staff morale 

under these conditions

❖ High Financial Costs: Agencies reported that placing youth in emergency or temporary 

facilitates can cost upwards of $30,000 per month, with some agencies reporting annual 

expenditures exceeding $7 million on emergency solutions

❖ Use of Contract Workers: Some agencies have resorted to hiring contract workers to 

fill gaps in supervision for high-acuity youth, further driving up costs.

Youth with Complex Needs
Staffing and Financial Strains 
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Recommendations to Accelerate a National Response Strategy:

1. Establish a Joint National Commission on Complex Youth Needs

2. Increase Federal Guidance and Funding Opportunities

3. Address Gaps in Services for Youth with Intellectual and Developmental 

Disabilities 

4. Create a National Matrix of Approved 1115 Waivers

5. Expand Philanthropic Investments and Peer Learning Communities

6. Develop New Models of Care Outside of Child Welfare and Juvenile 

Justice Systems

7. Empower Cross-System Collaboration

Youth with Complex Needs
The Call to Action and Recommendations for Activating a National 

Response Strategy



Courageous Imperatives: 

2025 Presidential Transition 

Recommendations  
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