
1American Public Human Services Association

Addressing the

Complex Needs of Youth:

A Call to Action

January 2025



2 Addressing the Complex Needs of Youth: A Call to Action



1American Public Human Services Association

TABLE OF CONTENTS
������������ ��� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �

�� ��������������������������
�	��������������
����

�� ���������������	��������������	����
������������������

�� �������������	�������

������������������� ��� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� ��  

�� ���������
����������������	����������
�

�� �������������
����
�������

������
���������� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� � �

�� ���
�
������������������������������

�� ����������������������
����
����������

�� ������
�����
��������
����	��������������

	������������ ��� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� ��

�� ��������������
�������
����������������

�� 	����
������
�
�����	����
��

���������������������������� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� ��

�� ������������������
��������

�� �������	�����������
����������

�� �
��
������������������������

����������������������������������� ��� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� ��

������������������������������������������������������������������������������� ��� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� � 

�� ����������������������
������������
�����	��������������

�� �������
����
�����������������������
���	�������

�������������������������������������������������������� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� ���

������������� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� ��

�� ����
��������������������������������������

�� ����
������������������
������������	������������
���

�� ����
�����������������������������������������������
���



2 Addressing the Complex Needs of Youth: A Call to Action

Introduction

Overview of Complex Needs and Systemic Challenges
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Purpose of the Survey: Why APHSA Conducted This Research
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Goals of the Survey

 � Understanding the Scope of Complex Needs  
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 � Highlighting Key Barriers  
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 � Sharing Innovations and Best Practices 
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 � Informing Policy Advocacy and Systems Change 
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 � Strengthening Cross-System Collaboration  
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Research Methodology

Participant Demographics & Survey Design
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Data Collection & Analysis
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  �� Definitions of complex or high-acuity needsDefinitions of complex or high-acuity needs

  �� Population demographics and specific challengesPopulation demographics and specific challenges

  �� Service delivery issues and placement difficultiesService delivery issues and placement difficulties

  �� Staffing and financial constraintsStaffing and financial constraints

  �� Innovations and solutions currently in useInnovations and solutions currently in use

  �� Cross-system collaboration effortsCross-system collaboration efforts

  �� Barriers to expanding capacity and improving servicesBarriers to expanding capacity and improving services
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Survey Findings

Defining Complex or High-Acuity Needs
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 � Co-occurring Disorders�
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Fig. 1: Percentage of agencies that reported the most  prevalent needs/behaviors among youth with complex or high acuity needs (137 unique responses). 

See Appendix A for additional common characteristics of youth with complex needs.

Aggressive, oppositional, or risk taking

Suicidal ideation, self harm, or substance abuse

Depression, Anxiety, PTSD, or other mood disorder

Developmental or Cognitive Disabilities

Autism Spectrum Disorders

Chronic or Complex Medical Conditions

Difficulty with daily living skills

Physical disabilities requiring assistance

100%

93%

80%

75%

65%

31%

16%

13%
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 � Risky Behaviors�
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 � Common Pathways  
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Figure 2: Percentage of most common pathways through which youth with complex needs come to the attention of agencies  (129 unique responses).

Juvenile justice system

CPS or hotline reports

Voluntary placement by caregivers

Hospital discharge planner
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71%

47%
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Average Number of Youths Served:

State  

Agencies 

~171 
Highest reported # of youths 

served is 1500

County/City 
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~28 
Highest reported # of youths 

served is 300.
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among youth with complex or high acuity needs, grouped  

by theme. (131 unique responses)

  �� Aggression/ViolenceAggression/Violence

  �� Sexual Behavior IssuesSexual Behavior Issues

  �� Special NeedsSpecial Needs

  �� Criminal/DelinquentCriminal/Delinquent

  �� Mental HeathMental Heath
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Key Challenges
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of agencies reported  

increased out-of-state 
or out-of-juristiction 

placements
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Innovations and Solutions
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Figure 3: Percentage of Agencies reporting active partnership with the 

Medicaid agency in their jurisdiction to collaborate on solutions to better 

serve youth with complex needs (125 unique responses).
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Barriers & Pathways to Expanding System Capacity
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The Call to Action & Recommendations for 

Activating a National Response Strategy
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The Path Forward: Building a Comprehensive System of Care
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Recommendations to Accelerate a National Response Strategy
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 � Address Gaps in Services for Youth with Intellectual and 
Developmental Disabilities 
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Conclusion: A Collective Commitment to Systemic 
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For more information on this report or if you have questions, please reach out to Meg Dygert - Senior Policy 

Associate, Child and Family Well-Being at mdygert@aphsa.org, or Adrian Geraldo Saldaña, MPA - OE 

Consultant at asaldana@aphsa.org.
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Appendix A

Below are the top 10 takeaways from the survey responses on how agencies define 

“complex” or “high acuity” needs in youth (134 unique responses):
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Appendix B 

Below are the ten takeaways about the main challenges leading to the out-of-state 

placement of youth (112 unique responses): 
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Appendix C 

Below are the top ten takeaways about the inclusion of families, kin caregivers, and youth 

with lived experience in the creation of innovative models of care (107 unique responses): 
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Appendix C - cont’d
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