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Introduction 

Youth at-risk is a broad group of young people who are vulnerable to experience wide variety of 
outcomes due to complex factors. Given the importance of education, the literature on youth 
policy often defines “at risk” as failure to complete school (Capuzzi & David et. al, 2014). But this 
definition is too restrictive. Other than school failure, youth at risk also face an array of 
outcomes, including teen pregnancy, violence, alcohol abuse, shorter life span and low 
socioeconomic status (Ibid).   
 
The issue of youth risk is serious in Los Angeles among the metro areas in the country.  
Disconnected youth is a representative group of youth at-risk, which is defined by young people 
ages 16-24 who are neither in school nor working (Lewis and Burd-Sharps, 2015). Lack of 
engagement in school or work means that disconnected youth have difficulty learning the basic 
knowledge and skills to hold a job.  Consequently, these youths are more vulnerable to 
experience poverty and homelessness in the long run. Among the 25 largest metro areas in the 
United States, Los Angeles has the 14th highest percent of disconnected youth at 14.2% in 2010, 
higher than the national average (Burd-Sharp and Lewis, 2012).  
 

• Causal Factors 
Complex factors place youth at disproportionately risk of these negative outcomes. The factors 
are mainly related to individual health, families and schools. Living in low income families is one 
of the primary risk factors. Almost 30 percent of youth from low-income families have education 
less than a high school education, compared to the rates of youth in middle and high income 
households which are 10 percent and 5 percent respectively (U.S. Department of Health & 
Human Services, 2009). It is also the case that youth living in poverty are more likely to engage in 
risk behaviors during adolescence compared to their peers from families with higher income 
levels (Ibid). Nearly one in five Los Angeles County youth, ages 12 to 24, live in families with 
income below the federal poverty level (CEO LA County). The poverty rate of youth at the age of 
12 to 17 is slightly higher compared youth ages 18 to 24 (CEO LA County). 
 
The disparity of causing youth at risk also depends 
on race.  As shown in Table 1, the rates of youth 
disconnection at the national level are particularly high 
for Native Americans, African Americans and Latinos 
(Lewis and Burd-Sharps, 2015). At the Los Angeles 
County level, the poverty rates of children under 17 
are higher for Blacks and Latinos than the percentages 
of Whites, Asian and people with multi-racial 
background (Figure 1). 

Native American 27.8% 

African American 21.6% 

Latino 16.3% 

White 11.3% 

Asian 7.9% 

Table 1:  Youth Disconnection by Race 



 

• Research Objective 
Preventing youth from risk status is important for the transition of young people to post-
secondary education and future career pathways, which is also significant for the society to 
alleviate youth unemployment and develop more talent qualified for the needs of different 
industries. To reduce the number of at-risk youth, it is important to have a better understanding 
about the high incidence areas of youth at risk in Los Angeles County. The objective of this paper 
is to identify the areas with great possibility of placing youth at risk through GIS.  The 
deliverables could benefit the related organizations and policymakers to improve their design of 
programs or policies to serve youth at-risk in a more efficient way.  
 

• Rationale of Using Geographic Information System (GIS) 
Given this project is aimed at locating high incidence areas causing youth at risk in Los Angeles 

County, using GIS is necessary to accomplish the research objective. Geo-mapping allows the 

analysis to combine geographic distribution with demographic characteristics related to youth at 

risk, which provides a more visual and direct way to understand. The tool also allows the analysis 

to compare the values assigned to different regions through differentiating data with graduated 

colors. 

 

Data Collection 

1. Cities of Los Angeles County Shapefile was downloaded from Professor Barry’s website at 
http://barrywaite.org/gis/data_and_links.htm. The geometry type is polygon. Catalina, San 
Clemente and water polygons are deleted by using editor under toolbar of “customize” 
panel in ArcMap. This shapefile is used for labeling major cities of Los Angeles County. To 
avoid overlap under the situation where all cities are labeled, buffer is defined as value one 
under layer properties. 

2. Los Angeles Boundary shapefile was retrieved from U.S Census Bureau under TIGER 
products. This shapefile is used as foundation of census-related map layers. This shapefile 
was released beginning November 2010, and was last updated in March 2012. 

3. Census Demographic Data related to Age, Race, education attainment and poverty were 
separately retrieved from American Fact Finder website of U.S Census Bureau. By processing 
the data in Microsoft Excel, the data tables could be customized and joined to the census 

Figure 1: Poverty rate of people under age 17 by race/ ethnicity, Los Angeles County (2010-2014) 

Source: U.S Census Bureau, 2015  

http://barrywaite.org/gis/data_and_links.htm


tract map layers.  The Specific definitions and modification of the selected four demographic 
variables are as below: 

Age related data was retrieved from Summary File 1 (SF1). The source of SF1 is 2010 
Census Tracts, including population by age groups. Data on population ages 16-24 was 
extracted and joined to the Tracts map layer named “Youth Population”. The heading is 
“pop15to24”. 
Race related variables was also retrieved from 2010 SF1 as an Excel file. Given to that 
Black and Latino Youth are more likely to be at risk, percentages of Blacks and Latinos 
were joined to Tracts 2010 shapefile named “Race” separately. The headings are 
“Hispanics/Latinos” and “African Americans”. 
Poverty related data was also obtained from American Community Survey (ACS). The 
source is 5-year estimates of 2010-2014.Given the correlation between low income 
families and youth at-risks, percentage of families below poverty level with children 
under age 18 are selected to join into the map layer named Poverty Families. The 
heading is “percentage with children under 18” 
Education Attainment related data was also obtained from 2010-2014 ACS 5-Year 
Estimates. To identify youth at –risk population, percentage of people ages 18-24 with 
less than High School graduate was selected to join the layer entitled Youth ages 18-24 
The heading is “less than high school”. 

 

Methodology 

Figure 2,3,4 were created by displaying the Map layers with graduated colors to indicate the 
variation in different demographic characteristics related to Youth-risk, after joining the related 
census data into the attribute tables of Tract map layers. For Youth population (Figure 1), the 
data value are integers with great variation but mainly concentrated on less than 1000. To 
increase the effectiveness of classification, Quantile was chosen as the method to classify 
categories. By using layout view, Map layers of Poverty and Education are combined into one 
page (Figure 2) to identify whether there is consistency between the distribution of the two 
demographic variables related to youth-at risk.  To increase the readability of figures, the digit 
number of all labels are designed to 0 for integer values and 1 for percentages.  

 

Given the objective of this paper is to identify the high incidence areas causing Youth at-risk, a 
scoring system of demographic characteristics was created. Given that each of the map layers 
are classified into five categories. Therefore, the rating criteria is also categorized as 5 levels 
based on the breaking points for each demographic factor. The scores range from 2-10 with 
interval value of 2. The final Score would be 100 in total. The final scores are displayed in a Tract 
layer with graduate color to show the variation in different regions of LA county (See Figure 5). 
Given that all of the selected demographic factors are positively correlated with youth engaging 
in risk behaviors, the higher final score indicates higher incidence causing youth at –risk. 

 

 



Conclusion 

Figure 2 indicates that youth population is concentrated in the northeastern and southern part 
of Los Angeles County. The populous areas include Central Los Angeles, Santa Clarita, Palmdale, 
Glendale, nearby Glendora and Pico Rivera. The population of youth ages 15-24 in these regions 
are more than 800 on average. In the map, the areas with relatively large young population are 
shown in leaf green compared to the other regions. From this figure we could learn about the 
intensive youth areas in Los Angeles County, which can be an initial step of locating high 
incidence areas before analyzing the other demographic factors causing youth at-risk. 

Figure 3 and 4 show the correlation between low-income families and youth with low education 
attainment. There is consistency of the distributions between young people ages 18-24 with less 
than high school and poverty families with children under age 18. Areas with over 30 percent of 
young people less than high school graduate and more than 20 percent of poverty families focus 
on the regions nearby Northeastern part of Los Angeles, Santa Clarita, Antelope Valley, Palmdale 
City and South western part of San Gabriel Valley. Low income is a primary factor causing youth-
at risk and education failure is one of the major outcomes.  The distributions of density areas 
with low education attainment and poverty families indicate the linkage between the two 
demographic characteristics. 

Figure 5 displays the distribution of population by race groups. Given that the risk of youth 
disconnection and living in poverty is disproportionately high for African Americans and Latinos 
compared to Asians and White, the percentage of Blacks and Latinos are shown separately as 
two maps in this figure. Los Angeles is a region with multi-racial population. The above map 
displays the intensive areas of blacks in dark green, mainly including Southern and Northeastern 
part of Los Angeles County, Lancaster, Palmdale. In comparison to Blacks, the breaking points of 
Latinos shown in the below map are mostly higher and more equally distributed between 0-
100%. The percentage of Latinos in the most areas of Los Angeles are over 33 percent. The areas 
with over 60 percent mainly incorporate Lancaster, Palmdale, Santa Clarita, Central Los Angles, 
and southwestern part of San Gabriel Valley. The wide range of concentrated areas also reflect 
the dominant position of Latino population in Los Angeles region.  

Figure 6 show the distribution of high incidence areas causing youth at risk by displaying the final 
scores calculated on the basis of a rating system and the census data. The total score is 50. Each 
demographic character represents 10 score including 5 levels with interval 2. The criteria include 
youth population, youth with education attainment less than high school, percentage of blacks, 
percentage of Latinos, and percentage of poverty families with children under age 18. The 
highest score is 36, indicating the areas with great possibility of causing youth at risk. The areas 
with final scores ranging from 27-36 are mainly concentrated in northeastern area of the County, 
Southern Los Angeles Cityand wester part of Gateway Cities. Regions of Westside Cities are the 
largest area with lowest score level ranging from 4-12, indicating small possibility of youth at risk. 

 

 

 



 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings as shown in the conclusion, this paper suggests government agencies, 

organizations and philanthropy donors to focus their funding and the related programs on 

Northeastern and Middle-south areas in Los Angeles County where the possibility of causing 

youth disconnected is at relatively higher risks compared to the other regions (See Figure 6). 

Preventative programs ensuring college readiness, school success and employment are 

encouraged to focus on areas with higher young population, including Central Los Angeles, 

Santa Clarita, Palmdale, Glendale, nearby Glendora and Pico Rivera (See Figure 2). Given to 

the correlation between education failure and poverty (see Figure 3 and 4), more education 

services can be provided in low-income concentrated areas, such as after-school programs, 

summer schools or enrichment activities. For areas with higher density of color communities, 

which mainly concentrated in the middle-southern part of LA (see Figure 5), additional services 

like mentorship, counselling are recommended to provide as positive support leading 

opportunity youths to success. 

 

Limitations 

• While census data related to the demographics of Youth at-risk could be retrieved from 
American Fact Finder, no direct data related to the subgroups of this population can be 
retrieved from the internet, such as disconnected youth. This limits the accuracy of locating 
high incidence areas.  

• The census data of regions in the northern part of Los Angeles County are in large scale 
compared to the southern areas, which might overlook the internal variance of demographic 
characteristics. 

• The sources of Census data are from SF1 and ACS 2010 5 Year estimates on the American 
Fact Finder website of U.S. Census Bureau. The data of 2015-2016 are still not available 
online.  

• Due to time limits, this paper focus on identifying high incidence areas causing youth at risk 
at Los Angeles County level. Further Spatial analysis could be conducted by mapping 
locations of programs and organizations serving for youth at-risk in Los Angeles Region. This 
could help the related policymakers and service providers to study further about the gap 
between services 
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