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screening instruments with both sensitivity and specifici-
ty exceeding 90%. Depression in the past 12 months was
measured using a three-item screening instrument with a
sensitivity of 81% and a specificity of 95% when compared
against the Diagnostic Interview Schedule.9 We selected
lifetime histories of alcohol abuse and drug abuse histo-
ries, and self-reported history of recent depression as pre-
dictor variables, because they have been identified as risk
factors for contraceptive nonuse in the general population,10

and because they have a high prevalence among the home-
less population.11

METHODS

Data
Between January and October 1997, we collected data on
homeless women aged 15–44* using a two-stage sampling
strategy designed to obtain a representative sample of home-
less women who might benefit from reproductive health
interventions.8 Women were sampled at 60 shelters and
18 meal programs in Los Angeles County that served sin-
gle women and those with partners and children. Analysis
weights were set inversely proportional to the separate prob-
abilities of selection for each woman, which, in turn, were
directly proportional to the frequency of women’s use of
sites within the sampling frame during the data collection
period. These weights were used in the analyses reported
in this article.

We used an eligibility screener to assess which women
in the sample met the criteria to participate in the interview.
Women were eligible if they were 15–44 years old, had not
previously completed the interview and had spent at least
one night in the past month in a mission, a homeless or
transitional shelter, a hotel paid for by a voucher, a church
or chapel, an all-night theater or other indoor public place,
an abandoned building, a vehicle or a rehabilitation pro-
gram for homeless people, or on the street or in another
outdoor public place. 

Trained interviewers conducted one-hour in-person in-
terviews using a pretested, structured questionnaire.
Women were paid $2 for completing the eligibility screen-
er and $10 for completing the interview. The nonresponse
rate attributable to loss of selected sites was 6%, and the
nonresponse rate among women within sites was 12%. No
information was obtained on nonrespondents. The study
was approved by the University of California, Los Angeles,
and RAND institutional review boards.

The primary outcome variables were self-reported de-
terrents to contraceptive use. Participants were asked
whether each of the following nine deterrents had been “a
“big problem, a small problem, or not a problem” in using
birth control methods: not having a place to store contra-
ceptives; not knowing where to get contraceptives; not know-
ing how to use contraceptives; feeling unsure about which
method to use; cost; having a partner who dislikes birth
control; contraceptive-related side effects; finding methods
uncomfortable or unnatural-feeling; and fearing that con-
traceptives would harm their health. In addition, we ex-
amined the associations between frequency of contracep-
tive use and each of the perceived deterrents. 

In the present study, we added modal living place in the
past 60 days to the standard list of social and demographic
predictor variables, such as age, race, ethnicity and educa-
tion. To determine the duration of women’s recent home-
lessness, we asked how much time respondents had been
homeless in the past year. Women’s lifetime histories of al-
cohol and drug abuse were assessed using two three-item

*We focused our study on women aged 15–44, to follow the National Sur-

vey of Family Growth’s definition of reproductive age.

TABLE 1. Percentage distribution of chronically homeless
women, by selected characteristics, Los Angeles, 1997

Characteristic %
(N=229)

Age
15–24 17
25–34 44
≥35 39

Race/ethnicity
Black 58
White 15
Hispanic 17
Other 11

Education
<high school graduate 41
≥high school graduate 59

Marital status
Married 9
Widowed/separated/divorced 25
Never-married 66

Pregnant in past year
Yes 23
No 77

Frequency of vaginal sex in past year
<once per month 29
2–3 times per month 21
Once per week 9
2–6 times per week 33
Every day 8

Frequency of birth control use in past year
Rarely/never 34
Sometimes 31
Always 35

Modal living place in past 60 days
Sheltered housing 84
Outdoors 16

Depressed in past year
Yes 49
No 51

Lifetime history of alcohol abuse
Yes 46
No 54

Lifetime history of drug abuse
Yes 61
No 39

Total 100

Note: Percentages are weighted.


