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Abstract

Objective: Youth aging out foster care are at high risk of experiencing adverse outcomes. Federal funded programs have
provided independent living services (ILSs) to these youth. This study evaluated the effectiveness of the continuity of ILSs at
ages 17—19 in protecting youth aging out foster care from homelessness and incarceration at ages 19-21. Method: This study
used data on 4,853 foster youth from the National Youth in Transition Database and the Adoption and Foster Care Analysis
and Reporting System. Logistic regression was used to regress two binary outcomes on seven ILS variables and covariates.
Results: The results suggest that remaining in foster care, continuous receipts of academic support, and financial assistance
services at ages | 7—19 protected foster youth from experiencing homelessness. Remaining in foster care and continuous receipt
of financial assistance services at ages |17—19 protected foster youth from incarceration at ages 19-21. But, surprisingly,
continuous receipt of housing education and home management training, and health education and risk prevention training at
ages 17—19 were each associated with increased risk of homelessness at ages 19-21. The results also showed statistically
significant effects of several covariates. Conclusion: Implications are provided based on the importance of financial assistance
and academic support services.
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Introduction attainment (Courtney et al., 2007; Day et al., 2011; Okpych
& Courtney, 2014). Studying 659 young adults who aged out of
foster care from two public and one private child welfare agen-
cies in two Northwest states including Washington and Oregon
(called “the Northwest Foster Care Alumni Study”), Pecora and
colleagues (2006) reported that only 20.6% of their study par-
ticipants completed any degree/certificate beyond high school
(vocational, associate’s, or beyond) at the time of interview
when they were aged 20-33. Studying 596 young adults who
aged out of foster care in three Midwest states including Illi-
nois, Iowa, and Wisconsin (called “the Midwest Study”),
Challenges Facing Transition-Aged Youth in Foster Care  Courtney and colleagues (2011a) reported that by the age of
26, only 11% of women and 5% of men obtained an associate’s

Federally funded programs have become available in the last
two decades to support youth aging out foster care. Using
national data, this study examines the effectiveness of indepen-
dent living services (ILS) on preventing adverse outcomes of
homelessness and incarceration among youth aging out foster
care. In the introduction, we review existing studies on chal-
lenges facing youth aging out foster care and the impacts of ILS
on youth outcomes, and identify gaps in existing studies.
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degree or higher. Youth aged out foster care have relatively high
rates of homelessness (Curry & Abrams, 2015). A longitudinal
study (Tyrell & Yates, 2017) reported that 12% of the aged-out
youth experienced homelessness immediately after aging out.
Researchers of the Northwest Foster Care Alumni Study (Pecora
et al., 2006) reported that 22.2% of their participants experi-
enced homelessness within a year of leaving care. Researchers
of'the Midwest Study (Dworsky et al., 2013) reported that by the
age of 26, as much as 46% of youth aged out of foster care had
been homeless at least once. Youth aged out of foster care are
also at high risk of being involved in legal problems. Research-
ers of the Midwest Study (Courtney et al., 2011a) reported that
when interviewed at age 26, one-third of males and 18% of
females reported engaging in illegal behaviors in the past year.
Researchers of the Midwest Study (Cusick et al., 2010) also
reported that aged-out youth had higher rates of legal system
involvement than youth in the general population. In California,
27% of young inmates experienced a foster care placement
(Research Services Branch, 2014). Finally, substance use prob-
lems are prevalent among youth aged out of foster care
(Braciszewski & Stout, 2012). Researchers of the Midwest
Study (Courtney et al., 2011a) reported that when interviewed
at age 26, 25% of their study participants reported using illicit
drugs in the past year.

Service experiences in foster care and individual character-
istics are associated with outcomes of transition-aged youth in
foster care. Specifically, placement instability is associated
with lower education attainment (Pecora et al., 2006) and
homelessness (Dworsky et al., 2013); staying in extended foster
care is associated with a lower risk of homelessness (Kelly,
2020; Prince et al., 2019), arrest (Lee et al., 2014), and incar-
ceration (Prince et al., 2019); receiving resources upon leaving
care (i.e. a driver’s license, cash, and dishes and utensils) are
associated with higher education attainment and lower risk of
experiencing homelessness, unemployment, receiving public
assistance, and poverty (Pecora et al., 2006); Having a child
is associated with a lower risk for arrest among female youth
transitioning out of foster care (Lee et al., 2014); having a
connection to an adult is associated with a lower risk of home-
lessness (Kelly, 2020; Prince et al., 2019); having mental health
symptoms is associated with a greater risk of homelessness
among youth transitioning out of foster care (Dworsky et al.,
2013) and arrest among male youth transitioning out of foster
care (Lee et al., 2014); having emotional disturbance is asso-
ciated with a greater risk of homelessness (Kelly, 2020); having
any physical, intellectual disability or emotional disturbance is
associated with lower odds of being enrolled in post-secondary
education and employment (Kim et al., 2019); males transition-
ing out of foster care have a greater risk of experiencing
homelessness (Dworsky et al., 2013) and incarceration
(Dworsky et al., 2013; Watt & Kim, 2019) than their female
peers; black youth have a greater risk of experiencing incarcera-
tion (Prince et al., 2019; Watt & Kim, 2019) and homelessness
than white youth (Prince et al., 2019); Latino youth have a
greater risk of experiencing incarceration than white youth
(Prince et al., 2019).

Impacts of ILS on Outcomes

The Federal Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing
Adoptions Act of 2008 gave states the option to keep youth in
foster care in the system until they turn 21, with continued
federal funding to support a successful transition to adulthood
for these youth (Fernandes, 2008). Meanwhile, states have
adopted the federally-funded Chafee Foster Care Independence
Program (CFCIP) and provided independent living services
(ILS; such as employment services, outreach services, life
skills training, and tutoring/mentoring services) to youth who
are currently or were formerly in foster care, and are between
the ages of 14 and 21, or up to age 23 in states that extend foster
care to age 21 (Congressional Research Service, 2019).

However, studies on the impacts of ILS reported mixed
findings. Several earlier studies used randomized controlled
trials (RCT) at different sites across the United States to exam-
ine the impacts of ILS on outcomes among youth aging out
foster care. Using data from an RCT in Kern County, Califor-
nia, Courtney et al. (2011c) reported no significant differences
between the control group and the experimental group in terms
of employment, economic well-being, housing, and delin-
quency outcomes. However, Courtney et al. (2011b) also
reported that providing outreach services to youth in intensive
foster care was found to be effective in promoting college
enrollment and persistence toward graduation. Another RCT
study conducted in Los Angeles County did not find any sig-
nificant impact of tutoring services on educational outcomes,
such as school grades, school-related behavior problems, and
educational attainment (Administration for Children and Fam-
ilies, 2008a). Also, Los Angeles youth in foster care who were
randomly assigned to a life skills training group did not show
any significant difference in key outcomes, including employ-
ment, education, economic well-being, housing, and delin-
quency (Administration for Children and Families, 2008b). In
a more recent RCT study, researchers found that providing
mentoring services to youth in foster care (specifically the
My Life Model) was effective in preventing criminal justice
involvement in young adulthood (Blakeslee & Keller, 2018).
Other researchers who used non-experimental designs have
also reported no statistically significant effects of ILS provision
on youth outcomes. For example, Fowler et al. (2017) did not
find any significant effects of ILS and extended foster care on
homelessness prevention based on data from the National Survey
of Child and Adolescent Well-being Study. Similarly, a qualita-
tive study reported that receiving housing and other services did
not reduce the likelihood of aging out youth to struggle in educa-
tion, employment, and mental health (Schelbe, 2018).

Studies Using the NYTD Data

The National Youth Transition Database (NYTD) is another
component of CFCIP, which was collected by requiring states
that implement the CFCIP to collect ILS use data and track
various outcomes among youth aging out of foster care. Since
NYTD was made available to the public in 2012, researchers
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have increasingly taken advantage of this national data to study
youth aging out foster care. Some have studied the patterns in
receipt of ILS among youth in foster care in transition. For exam-
ple, using multi-level latent class analysis, Chor et al. (2018)
identified three mutually exclusive profiles including: high ser-
vice receipt, limited service receipt, and independent living
assessment and academic support. The authors reported that
nearly half of ILS recipients belong to the third profile, receiving
only independent living needs assessment and academic support
(Chor et al., 2018). Meanwhile, Okpych (2015) found that about
half of all youth in foster care in transition received at least one
type of ILS and the likelihood of service receipt was influenced by
sex, race/ethnicity, state residence, and residential areas.

Most studies using NYTD data examined the impacts of
individual risk factors on youth outcomes. For example, home-
lessness was found to be a barrier for achieving educational and
occupational outcomes (Rosenberg & Kim, 2018), and incar-
ceration and substance abuse referral were found to be risk
factors for homelessness (Kelly, 2020). In addition, existing
research has revealed racial/ethnic differences in youth out-
comes including educational attainment, employment, home-
lessness, and incarceration (Prince et al., 2019; Watt & Kim,
2019). Other risk factors include individual characteristics such
as male gender, child behavior problems, juvenile delinquency,
and receipt of mental health or substance abuse services, and
placement history related factors, such as unstable placement,
residence in group homes, emancipation before age 19, resi-
dence in states with below-average ILS budget on housing
supports, and residence in states with a higher proportion of
housing-burdened low-income renters (Crawford et al., 2018;
Prince et al., 2019; Shpiegel & Ocasio, 2015).

Several researchers used NYTD data to examine the impacts
of ILS and reported that effects vary with the type of ILS
services. Kim et al. (2019) found that among education related,
employment related, and mentoring ILS, only education related
ILS is positively associated with post-secondary education and
employment. Watt and Kim (2019) reported that the number of
ILS received by each youth between ages 19 and 21 is unex-
pectedly associated with less favorable education and employ-
ment outcomes and greater risk of homelessness and
incarceration at ages 19-21. Lee and Ballew (2018) examined
the effects of each type of ILS from age 17 to 19. They reported
that youth receiving post-secondary education support and edu-
cation financial services were more likely to work or attend
school and less likely to be homeless or incarcerated at age 19,
but unexpectedly, youth receiving special education and career
services were less likely to work or attend school at age 19 (Lee
& Ballew, 2018). Prince et al. (2019) used the NYTD data of
the 2011 cohort of youth and reported no statistically signifi-
cant association between the counts of wellbeing and financial
services received at age 17 and adverse outcomes at age 19.

Gaps in the Literature and Research Questions

To date, most studies on youth aging out foster care studied the
impacts of demographic, behavioral and placement history on

their outcomes (Courtney et al., 2011b; Cusick & Courtney,
2007; Day et al., 2011; Fowler et al., 2017; Greeno et al., 2019;
Okpych & Courtney, 2014, 2017, 2018; Pecora, 2012; Schelbe,
2018; Stewart et al., 2014). Studies on the impacts of ILS have
been limited, but the effectiveness of ILS has significant policy
implications. RCT studies on ILS impacts (e.g., Blakeslee &
Keller, 2018; Courtney et al., 2011c; Courtney et al., 2011b)
used rigorous designs but treated ILS as a single variable in
their analyses without examining the variation on types and
continuity of ILS received by individual youth. Four NYTD
studies on ILS impacts measured the variation of ILS but are
limited in their research designs (Kim et al., 2019; Lee &
Ballew, 2018; Prince et al., 2019; Watt & Kim, 2019). Specif-
ically, two studies (Prince et al., 2019; Watt & Kim, 2019)
captured the ILS experiences at only age 17 and a third study
(Kim et al., 2019) captured the ILS experiences at age 17-18.
None of the three studies captured the ILS experiences at age
19, when youth are still eligible for ILS in states with extended
foster care. In addition, two studies (Lee & Ballew, 2018;
Prince et al., 2019) measured outcome at age 19, an age when
many youths are still in foster care, and therefore cannot indi-
cate their success in achieving independence. To bridge the
gaps in empirical research, this study examined whether the
continuity of ILS experiences at ages 17-19 protects youth
aging out foster care from homelessness and incarceration at
ages 19-21.

Method
Data and Sample

We used data from the National Youth in Transition Database
(NYTD) and the Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and
Reporting System (AFCARS). The authors obtained both data-
sets from the National Data Archive on Child Abuse and
Neglect (NDACAN). Since neither data set contains personal
identifiable information (e.g., names, social security number,
date of birth), this study was exempted from review by the
Institutional Review Board of the first author’s university. The
purpose of NYTD data collection is to track services provided
through CFCIP and evaluate the effectiveness of CFCIP
(NDACAN, 2019a, 2019b). Therefore, NYTD contains two
kinds of data: 1) service data, such as academic, financial
assistance service receipts; 2) outcome data, such as employ-
ment, education, and homelessness. Service data and outcome
data were collected through different approaches. Service data
were submitted by the states every 6 months. Three waves of
outcome data are collected through surveying youth every
2 years from age 17 to 21. The first wave of outcome data was
collected from all youth in foster care at age 17, while the
sampling strategy for the second and third waves of outcomes
data collection varied between states. The second and third
waves of outcomes data were collected from a random sample
of the Wave 1 cohort in 15 states (e.g., Colorado, Georgia,
[llinois) and from all youth in the Wave 1 cohort in 35 other
states, District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico (NDACAN,
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Table I. Descriptive Analyses of Demographics and Placement
Experience.

Variables N %
Demographics from AFCARS
Race
White 1897 39.1
Black 1351 27.8
Hispanic 1180 243
Other 425 8.8
Female 2779 573
Non-emotional Disability 458 9.4
Emotional Disturbance 1,923 39.6
Variables M sD
Placement experiences from AFCARS
Number of placements 5.56 5.86

Note. N = 4,853.

2019a). To date, NYTD collected three waves of data from two
cohorts: The first cohort was age 17 in 2011 (called the 2011
cohort) and the second cohort who was age 17 in 2014 (called
the 2014 cohort). This study used data from the 2014 cohort.

AFCARS contains case-level information on all children in
foster care and those who have been adopted with a state
agency’s involvement (NDACAN, 2016). The variables in
AFCAR include child demographics, number of previous stays
in foster care, dates of removal and discharge, funding sources,
and data on parents and other caretakers.

We linked NYTD and AFCARS data using the shared ID.
We identified our study sample by merging NYTD service
data, NYTD outcome data, and AFCARS. NYTD service data
contained the Year 2014 service data of 10,537 youth of the
2014 cohort. However, only 4,853 of them had no missing data
on variables from AFCARS and the third wave of NYTD out-
come data. We compared the 4,853 youth with no missing data
to the remaining 5,684 youth with missing data, and found that
it contained lower fractions of white (38.9% vs. 42.7%), black
(26.9% vs. 28.8%), and unknown race (0.2% vs. 1.2%) but high
fractions of Hispanic (23.9% vs. 19.6%) or other ethnicity
(10.4% vs. 8.9%). We used the 4,853 youth as the final sample,
who were from 48 out of 50 states and the District of Columbia.
The sample did not include youth from Oregon, Tennessee, and
Puerto Rico in the NYTD data, since none of them have
matched records in AFCARS. The sample characteristics are
presented in Table 1.

Measure

We extracted service variables and covariates from the years
chronologically preceding the point in time when outcome
variables were measured, with the purpose of testing causality.
Specifically, we extracted service variables from the 2014 to
2016 NYTD service data on youths’ service receipt at ages
17-19. We extracted outcome variables from the NYTD Wave
3 outcome data on their outcomes at ages 19-21. We also

obtained measures of covariates from the 2014 AFCARS data,
which contains placement history until age 17 and demo-
graphic variables.

Dependent variables. Homelessness and incarceration are the
two dependent variables of this study. They are binary vari-
ables extracted from NYTD Wave 3 outcome data, which
asked youth to self-report their outcomes that occurred in the
period after Wave 2 until Wave 3 (i.e., between ages 19 and
21). Homelessness refers to having no regular or adequate
place to live, including situations where the youth is living in
a car or on the street, or staying in homeless or other temporary
shelters (NDACAN, 2019a). Incarceration refers to confine-
ment in a jail, prison, correctional facility, or juvenile or com-
munity detention facility in connection with allegedly
committing a crime, including a misdemeanor or a felony
(NDACAN, 2019a).

ILS variables. Using the NYTD service data, we extracted seven
ILS variables: remaining in foster care, three types of tangible
ILS, and three types of life skills training. We grouped specific
services into three types of tangible ILS including: academic
support, employment support, and financial assistance
(NDACAN, 2019b). Academic support includes two services:
academic support for high school or GED completion, and
post-secondary support for applying for or studying at college.
Employment support includes two services: career preparation
service, such as identifying potential employers and complet-
ing job applications, and employment programs and vocational
training, such as apprenticeship and auto mechanics skills
training. Financial assistance includes three types of services:
room and board financial assistance, education financial assis-
tance, and other financial assistance.

We also include three types of life skills training: budget and
financial management, housing education and home manage-
ment, and health education and risk prevention. Budget and
financial management includes trainings on budgeting, balan-
cing a checkbook, and developing consumer awareness and
smart shopping skills; trainings on opening and using a check-
ing and savings account, accessing information about credit,
loans, and taxes, and filling out tax forms. Housing education
and home management include locating and maintaining hous-
ing, managing housework, such as grocery shopping, food pre-
paration, laundry, and housekeeping. Health education and risk
prevention are about healthy lifestyles (e.g., fitness and
exercise), medical and dental care benefits, sex education, and
substance abuse prevention and intervention.

We used two steps of computation to measure continuity of
ILS at ages 17-19. Firstly, we computed the percentage of
service records indicating service receipts. For example, if a
youth has four records in the NYTD service data, and two of
these records indicated receipt of career preparation service,
her percentage of career preparation service receipt is 50%.
This method takes into consideration variations in the number
of service records between individuals. Secondly, we computed
the average percentage of service receipts within each type of
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Table 2. Descriptive Analyses of Adverse Outcomes, Covariates,
and Services in NYTD Data.

Variables N %

Dependent Variables
NYTD Outcomes at Wave 3

Homelessness 1,429 294
Incarceration 902 18.6
M SD
Independent Variables on NYTD Services in 2014-2016

Academic support service 38% 28%
Employment support service 29% 28%
Financial assistance service 22% 21%
Budget and financial management 34% 36%
Housing education and home management 35% 36%
Health education and risk prevention 39% 36%
Mentoring 20% 31%
Staying in foster care 86% 22%

Note. N = 4,853.

ILS. Each type includes several subtypes. For example,
employment support service includes two subtypes: (1) career
preparation service and (2) employment programs and voca-
tional training. Thus, if 50% of a youth’s records indicate
receiving career preparation service and 100% indicate receiv-
ing employment programs and vocational training, the youth’s
average percentage of employment support receipt is computed
to be 75%. This computation method is better than the method
of treating ILS as dichotomous variables (Kim et al., 2019) or
counts (Prince et al., 2019; Watt & Kim, 2019) used in previous
studies, since it takes into consideration variations in the num-
ber of service records between individuals.

Covariates. Demographics and foster care experience related
variables from AFCARS were included as covariates in the
analysis. Sex indicates a youth’s biological sex. Ethnicity indi-
cates a youth’s membership in one of four ethnicity groups:
Non-Hispanic White, Non-Hispanic Black, Hispanic, and oth-
ers. Non-emotional disability indicates a diagnosis of mental
retardation, physical disability, or visual or hearing impair-
ment. Emotional disturbance indicates an inability to build or
maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships, inappropriate
types of behavior or feelings under normal circumstances, a
general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression, or a
tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated
with personal problems. Emotional disturbance indicates one
or more mental disorders, such as autism, ADHD, conduct
disorder, mood disorders. Non-emotional disability and emo-
tional disturbance are included as two separate covariates in the
models, since previous studies found that only emotional dis-
turbance is associated with higher risk of homelessness (Kelly,
2020; Wagner et al., 2005). The number of placements indicates
the number of places the child has lived during the removal
episode when AFCARS data was collected (NDACAN, 2016).

Analytic Strategies

Logistic regression was used to model each of the two binary
outcomes: homelessness and incarceration. We included three
types of tangible ILS, three types of life skills trainings, men-
toring, remaining in foster care, and five covariates in all mod-
els. We used listwise deletion in managing missing data.

Results
Descriptive Analyses

Results of descriptive analyses are presented in Table 2: 29.4%
of the sample reported experiencing homelessness; 18.4%
reported experiencing incarceration at ages 19-21.

On average, each youth was reported receiving academic
support service in 38%, employment support service in 29%,
financial assistance service in 22%, budget and financial man-
agement training in 34%, health education and risk prevention
training in 35%, housing education and home management
training in 39%, mentoring service in 20%, and foster care
service in 86% of their semiannual service records.

Logistic Regression

The results of logistic regression were presented in Table 3.
Regarding homelessness, remaining in foster care (OR = 0.54,
p < .001), continuously receiving academic support service
(OR = 0.67, p < .01), and financial assistance (OR = 0.49,
p < .001) at ages 17-19 are associated with lower odds of
homelessness at ages 19—21. However, receiving housing edu-
cation and home management training (OR = 1.45, p < .01)
and health education and risk prevention training (OR = 1.30,
p < .05) are associated with greater odds of homelessness at
ages 19-21. Covariates associated with odds of homelessness
at ages 19-21 include: non-emotional disability (OR = 0.73,
p <.01), emotional disturbance (OR = 1.20, p < .01), and the
number of placements (OR = 1.05, p < .001).

Regarding incarceration, remaining in foster care
(OR = 0.58, p < .01) and continuously receiving financial
assistance (OR = 0.22, p < .001) at ages 1719 is associated
with lower odds of incarceration at ages 19-21. Covariates
associated with odds of incarceration at ages 19-21 include:
being female (OR = 0.39, p < .001) and the number of place-
ments (OR = 1.04, p < .001).

Discussion

This study used the most recent national data to evaluate the
effectiveness of continuous receipts of ILS at ages 17-19 in
preventing adverse outcomes among youth in foster care at
ages 19-21. The novel contribution of the current study is that
we measured the continuity of ILS by using the percentage of
records showing the receipt of each type of service, which
adjusted for the variation on the number of available semiannual
service records between individuals and have good measurement
validity. Our findings showed that remaining in foster care,
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Table 3. Logistic Regressions.

Homelessness Incarceration

Variables B SE OR B SE OR
Remaining in foster care —0.627%+* 0.15 0.54 —0.54%* 0.17 0.58
Academic support service —0.4]** 0.15 0.67 0.10 0.18 I.11
Employment support service —0.13 0.17 0.88 —0.33 0.20 0.72
Financial assistance service —0.72%%¢ 0.17 0.49 — .51 0.22 0.22
Budget and financial management —0.09 0.13 0.92 0.00 0.15 1.00
Housing education and home management 0.37%* 0.12 1.45 0.17 0.14 1.18
Health education and risk prevention 0.27* 0.12 1.30 0.18 0.14 1.19
Mentoring 0.22 0.12 1.24 0.05 0.14 1.05
Race (Reference: White)

Black —0.08 0.08 0.93 0.06 0.10 1.06

Hispanic —0.16 0.09 0.85 0.02 0.10 1.02

Other race 0.13 0.12 .14 0.20 0.14 1.22
Female —0.03 0.07 0.97 —0.95%+* 0.08 0.39
Non-emotional disability —0.3** 0.12 0.73 —0.20 0.14 0.81
Emotional disturbance 0.19%* 0.07 1.20 0.13 0.08 1.14
Number of placements 0.05%** 0.01 1.05 0.04+ 0.01 1.04
Constant —0.50%+* 0.15 0.60 —0.63+F* 0.18 0.53
Note. N = 4,853.

*p < .05 ¥p < .01 ¥FFp < .001.

continuous receipts of academic support, and financial assis-
tance services at ages 17-19 protected youth in foster care from
experiencing homelessness. Also, remaining in foster care and
continuous receipt of financial assistance services at ages 17-19
protected youth in foster care from incarceration at ages 19-21.
But, surprisingly, continuous receipt of housing education and
home management training, and health education and risk pre-
vention training at ages 17—19 are associated with greater odds
of experiencing homelessness at ages 19-21. We did not find
statistically significant effects of employment support services,
training on budget and financial management, and mentoring.
Covariates of statistical significance include sex, disabilities, and
placement instability.

Remaining in Foster Care

Our results showed that remaining in foster care at ages 17-19
is associated with lower odds of homelessness and incarcera-
tion at ages 19-21. This finding is consistent with previous
studies (Kelly, 2020; Lee et al., 2014; Prince et al., 2019).
Remaining in foster care has a direct effect on preventing
homelessness. Since youth remaining in foster care live in
foster care placement paid for by public funding, they have
lower risk of experiencing homelessness during this time than
their peers who exited foster care (Dworsky et al., 2013). More-
over, since they do not need to pay rent while living in foster
care placement, it is easier for them to save part of their finan-
cial assistance (e.g., monthly stipend), which they can use to
pay rent in the future after they age out of extended foster care.
Remaining in foster care can also have direct effect on prevent-
ing incarceration. The protective effects of remaining in foster
care on preventing incarceration reported in this study might be

similar to its protective effects on preventing teenage preg-
nancy among transitioning foster youth reported in a previous
study (Dworsky & Courtney, 2010). The authors (Dworsky &
Courtney, 2010) suggested that foster youth remaining in foster
care receive supervision from their foster parents or other care-
givers and receive more advice about their behaviors, and
therefore are less likely to experience teenage pregnancy. Simi-
larly, it is possible that receiving supervision and advice from
their foster parents or other caregivers can discourage youth
from deviant behaviors and therefore prevent incarceration.

Financial Assistance Services

Our results showed that continuously receiving financial assis-
tance at ages 17-19 is associated with lower odds of home-
lessness and incarceration at ages 19-21. Our measure of
financial assistance includes room and board financial assis-
tance, education financial assistance, and other financial assis-
tance. Our finding is partially consistent with a study using the
NYTD data of the 2011 cohort of youth (Lee & Ballew, 2018),
which showed that receiving education financial assistance and
other financial assistance (i.e., other than education, and room
and board) at ages 17-19 are associated with lower odds of
experiencing homelessness or incarceration at age 19. How-
ever, that study also reported that receiving room and board
financial assistance at ages 17-19 is associated with higher
odds of experiencing homelessness or incarceration at age
19. Another study of the 2011 cohort did not report an associ-
ation between the number of financial services received at age
17 and adverse outcomes at age 19 (Prince et al., 2019).

The difference between our findings and previous studies
might be related to the differences in the measurements and
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samples used. First, we measured the continuity of ILS receipts
at ages 17-19. Our measure of service continuity adjusted for
the variation on the number of available semiannual service
records between individuals by using the percentage of records
showing the receipt of each type of service, and therefore has
better measurement validity than previous studies (Kim et al.,
2019; Prince et al., 2019; Watt & Kim, 2019), which did not
take into consideration the variation on the number of available
semiannual service records between individuals. Secondly, we
measured adverse outcomes at ages 19-21, while previous
studies measured adverse outcomes at age 19. We chose to
measure adverse outcomes at ages 19-21 since youth had by
then been exposed to ILS for the longest time possible, and
their outcomes at ages 19-21 can better reflect the cumulative
effects of ILS received at ages 17-19. Lastly, we used data
from the 2014 Cohort, rather than the 2011 cohort studied in
the previous studies (Lee & Ballew, 2018; Prince et al., 2019).
It is possible that the 2014 Cohort is at greater risk of adverse
outcomes due to the continuous rise of the opioid crisis since
1999 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019).

Receiving financial assistance is crucial for youth aging out
foster care to avoid adverse outcomes, since many of them live
in poverty, which can increase the risk of adverse outcomes,
such as homelessness and incarceration. Many previous studies
reported that youth aging out foster care face greater economic
hardship and food insecurity than their peers in the general
population (Courtney et al., 2007, 2018; Dworsky, 2005;
Stewart et al., 2014). Economic hardships of not being able
to pay for rent and utilities can lead to homelessness. For youth
struggling with paying for rent and utilities, receiving financial
assistance especially room and board can help them avoid
homelessness. Economic hardships of not being able to meet
basic needs such as food can also increase the risk of involving
in criminal activities, such as drug-related crime and prostitu-
tion, which are survival strategies used by individuals with
limited support and skills (Ferguson et al., 2011). For youth
struggling with basic needs, receiving financial assistance can
prevent them from committing crimes to meet their basic
needs.

Academic Support Services

Our results showed that continuously receiving academic sup-
port services at ages 17-19 is associated with lower odds of
homelessness at ages 19-21. Our measure of academic support
services includes academic support for high school or GED
completion, and post-secondary support for applying for or
studying at college. Our finding is consistent with a study of the
2011 cohort (Lee & Ballew, 2018), which found that receiving
post-secondary education support at ages 17-19 is associated
with lower odds of homelessness or incarceration at age 19.
Receiving academic support services is important for youth
aging out foster care to engage in and advance in schoolwork,
which can prevent them from homelessness. First, youth aging
out foster care who get into college might have the option to
stay in dormitories on campus. Many universities have campus

support programs serving students with foster care and/or
homelessness experiences and offer housing vouchers for stu-
dents in the programs to stay in dormitories at no or reduced
costs (Huang et al., 2018). Second, youth aging out foster care
who receive academic support are more likely to earn high
school or equivalent degree, which in turn, can increase their
likelihood to get jobs and have income to pay for housing cost.

Employment Support Services, Life Skill
Trainings, and Mentoring

Our results did not show statistically significant effects of
employment support service, training on budget and financial
management, and mentoring. This finding is consistent with the
study of the NYTD data of the 2011 cohort of youth conducted
by Prince and colleagues (2019), who did not report a statisti-
cally significant association between the number of well-being
services received at age 17 and adverse outcomes at age 19.
Their measure of well-being services is a variable indicating
the number of received education/academic, budget and home
management, and health psychological support services. It was
unexpected that housing education and home management, and
health education and risk prevention are associated with greater
odds of homelessness at ages 19-21, especially given that
housing education includes assistance or training in locating
and maintaining housing, including filling out a rental applica-
tion and acquiring a lease, understanding tenant’s rights and
responsibilities, and handling landlord complaints. It is possi-
ble that youth who received these services were more likely to
have needed assistance in these areas. For example, the reason
why a youth received the housing education and home man-
agement service might be that she was facing homelessness and
therefore, was more likely to seek out these services than
youths who already had stable housing.

We suspect that the lack of statistically significant positive
effects of these ILS can be related to the following factors.
First, regarding employment support service and life skill train-
ings, the quality of these services provided in some agencies
may be questionable. Some foster care providers have few of
their own specialists in employment support and life skills
training and rely on the specialists from state departments, case
management agencies, or external providers to provide
employment support and life skills training. In this case,
employment and life skills training specialists from outside
of agencies might have limited contacts with youth, and there-
fore tend to provide general services such as educational work-
shops, instead of one-on-one services that are consistently
tailored to meet individual youth’s needs. Second, regarding
mentoring, the effect of this service might depend on youth’s
existing support system. That is, mentoring has greater effects
on youth with no existing support system than youth with an
existing support system. The vast majority youth in this sample
(98%) reported having a connection to a supportive adult who
he or she can go to for advice or guidance, or for companion-
ship when celebrating personal achievements. To them, the
positive effect of receiving mentoring might be marginal.
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Covariates

Among covariates, we found that being female is associated
with lower odds of incarceration, which is consistent with pre-
vious literature (Courtney et al., 2007; Courtney et al., 2018;
Dworsky et al., 2013; Lee et al., 2012; Lee & Ballew, 2018;
Prince et al., 2019). We also found that non-emotional disabil-
ity is associated with lower odds of homelessness, while
emotional disturbance is associated with higher odds of home-
lessness at ages 19-21. The finding on the relationship between
emotional disturbance and homelessness is consistent with pre-
vious studies (Kelly, 2020; Wagner et al., 2005). However,
previous studies did not report statistically significant relation-
ship between non-emotional disability and homelessness. The
relationship between non-emotional disability and homeless-
ness found in this study might be result from specific publicly
funded and widely available services to people with
non-emotional disability, such as intellectual disability (Hill,
2012). Regarding placement experiences, having lived in more
placements (i.e., placement instability) is associated with
higher odds of homelessness and incarceration. Previous liter-
ature also reported the impacts of placement instability on
increasing homelessness (Dworsky et al., 2013) and justice
involvement (Lee et al., 2015; Ryan & Testa, 2005).

Limitations

This study has several limitations related to the data set and the
sample. First, dependent variables on adverse outcomes are
based on self-reported data from the NYTD outcome file. Some
youth might have underreported their experiences of adverse
outcomes due to social desirability. Second, ILS measures in
the NYTD service file may be unreliable, due to differences in
definitions of ILS and data entry procedures between states
(Shpiegel, 2018). Third, 7% of youths in the sample
(N = 340) had only one documented service record at ages
17-19. NYTD service file does not provide information on
whether these youths continued to receive ILS services at other
times. Their lack of at least one more service record limited the
validity of our measure on the continuity of ILS among this
group of youth. Fourth, our sample includes only youth with no
missing data on independent and dependent variables.
Although this approach was commonly used in previous studies
using the NYTD data (Kelly, 2020; Kim et al., 2019; Watt &
Kim, 2019), it is important to recognize its limitation. The final
sample is not representative of the entire NYTD sample on sex
and race/ethnicity distribution. Moreover, youth with
non-missing data included in the final sample are likely to have
the most stability as they could be tracked consistently over
time (and were continuously willing to be interviewed). The
limitations of this sample compromised the generalizability of
findings from this study. Fifth, there is potential overlap
between the timing of measuring service receipts and out-
comes. That is, service receipts were measured at ages
17-19, and outcomes were measured at ages 19-21. Collection

of both data overlapped at age 19, which limited the validity of
causal conclusion of this study.

Practice Implications

Despite the limitations, our findings have three practice impli-
cations. First, providing financial assistance to youth aging out
foster care is crucial to prevent them from adverse experiences
in early adulthood. Many of them struggle with basic needs,
such as food and rent. Unlike their peers with family support,
youth aging out of foster care often come from impoverished
families and receive limited financial support from their fam-
ilies. It is also difficult for them to support themselves, given
their limited education and adverse experiences in the past.
Therefore, policy and programs serving youth aging out of
foster care need to prioritize providing them with financial
assistance. Financial assistance can be provided through room
and board financial assistance, education financial assistance,
and other financial assistance, according to the needs of each
youth. Receiving financial assistance can help youth aging out
of foster care meet their basic needs and focus on other goals
such as education.

Second, it is important to provide academic support service
and support youth aging out of foster care to graduate from high
school and even pursue higher education. Educational special-
ists of child welfare agencies can motivate youth aging out of
foster care to graduate from high school by engaging them in
future-oriented thinking and informing them how education
impacts future earnings. Meanwhile, educational specialists
can also inform youth of education financial resources, such
as scholarships and financial aids. Many youth aging out foster
care who do not learn from their family about the importance of
education and the availability of education financial resources
can benefit from motivational and informational services.

Conclusion

Previous literature on ILS has been inconclusive about whether
ILS significantly improves outcomes. These studies have suf-
fered from limitations in their data sets and measures. This
study is the first, current, nationally representative study that
parses out the different types of services, and examines them
over a longer period of time (age 17-19) than previous studies.
Our findings showed the effectiveness of remaining in foster
care, continuous receipts of financial assistance services and
academic support at ages 17—19 on protecting youth aging out
of foster care from experiencing adverse outcomes at ages
19-21. The findings highlight the importance of providing
financial assistance services to youth aging out of foster care.
Child welfare agencies should also motivate youth aging out of
foster care to complete high school and educate them about the
financial feasibility of pursuing higher education.
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