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ABSTRACT

This study explored the experiences of child welfare workers and other professionals assisting youth ageing out of out-of-home
care (OOHC) and identified gaps in transition services and policies for young people ageing out of care. This study interviewed
19 participants who (1) have worked with young people aged 14 and older as they age out of OOHC and (2) have been working
with young people for one or more years. Using thematic analysis, three themes were identified, including (1) characteristics of
emerging adulthood of young people in OOHC, (2) limitations of current policies and transition services for young people leaving
OOHC and (3) recommendations for policies and transition services for young people leaving OOHC. Participants emphasized
the importance of supporting youth agency while recognizing the challenge of balancing autonomy with guidance. Participants
noted that many young people-focused policies are neither developmentally nor pragmatically appropriate and highlighted a
shortage of practitioners dedicated to this population. The concept of “young people-led programmes” emerged frequently across
interviews. Although child welfare workers recognize the challenges young people face, their services are limited by existing
policies such as age cut-offs for service eligibility. Participants suggested increasing young people-led programmes and adopting
more flexible, developmentally appropriate service models to better support the diverse needs of young people.

1 | Introduction The importance of support during this period is evidenced by

findings that young people who receive programming during

Youth who are placed in out-of-home care (OOHC) until adult-
hood face more challenges than their peers, including increased
risk of homelessness, unemployment, undesirable education
outcomes and mental health issues (Lindner and Hanlon 2024).
Ageing out of OOHC occurs during emerging adulthood, which
is recognized as a key period of exploration, self-discovery
and identity development that all individuals experience
(Arnett 2007). Unlike their peers who may continue to receive
support from their families during emerging adulthood, young
people lose access to the institutional support provided by the
child welfare system during this critical developmental period.

the process of ageing out of OOHC are more likely to achieve
stability in housing, employment, mental health and educa-
tional attainment (Gunawardena and Stich 2021), potentially
interrupting the cycle of intergenerational poverty and trauma
associated with child maltreatment and child welfare involve-
ment (Ocampo-Chih et al. 2023).

Each year, approximately 23,000 youths aged out of OOHC in
the United States (Annie E. Casey Foundation 2024). Required
by federal guidelines, youth who are ageing out of OOHC are en-
titled to develop transition plan and participate in independent
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living programmes (ILPs), where they learn skills that are criti-
cal for adulthood, such as financial literacy, education planning,
job readiness and life skills. Even with decades of policy-level
efforts to support their success (Gunawardena and Stich 2021),
youth who age out of OOHC experience higher rates of adverse
outcomes than their peers who achieve permanency (Lindner
and Hanlon 2024) and those in the general population (Gypen
et al. 2017). Child welfare workers play critical roles during
this process. Through their work with a wide range of youth
over time, child welfare workers provide valuable and broader
insights into systemic and policy-level constraints that shape
the ageing out experience among young people in OOHC. The
current literature indicated that transition services designed
for young people were not effective on improving the intended
outcomes (Doucet et al. 2022). The perspectives of child welfare
workers on programmes and policies supporting young people
as they leave OOHC, as well as the gaps that remain, are critical
for understanding how adverse outcomes persist and for identi-
fying strategies to promote positive outcomes among young peo-
ple with lived experience. In the US context, this study examines
the perspectives of child welfare workers and other professionals
who work with young people, with the aim of identifying per-
ceived gaps in services for youth ageing out of care. The defi-
nitions of young people with OOHC experience vary across
different studies in terms of age range and foster care status. In
this study, young people refers to individuals who are aged 14 to
26years and have OOHC experience.

2 | Literature Review

2.1 | Challenges Faced by Young People Ageing
Out of OOHC

Young people face multiple intertwined challenges as they age
out of OOHC, resulting in disproportionately negative outcomes
compared to their peers (Lindner and Hanlon 2024). Young
people do not have adequate support as they leave care and ap-
proach adulthood. The results from the Midwest Evaluation of
the Adult Functioning of Former Foster Youth (Midwest Study)
showed that former foster youth reported a decrease in social
support networks from age 21 to 26 (Courtney et al. 2011). The
study found that among the four types of support measured
in the study (listening to youth, helping with favours, loaning
money and helping to meet goals), the greatest decline was in
financial support (Courtney et al. 2007, 2009, 2011). In addi-
tion, studying a sample of 58 young people in one southeastern
state who were still in care or had recently aged out of OOHC,
Rosenberg (2019) examined their social networks and found that
they have the fewest network members supporting employment
development and the most members in networks related to hous-
ing, education and transportation.

Related to their lack of support network for employment, young
people with lived experience face an elevated risk of unemploy-
ment (Cassarino-Perez et al. 2018; Stewart et al. 2014). The find-
ings from the Midwest study also showed that their participants
experienced high levels of unemployment and unstable employ-
ment at age 26 (Courtney et al. 2011). Furthermore, compared
to their peers, young adults with lived experience are at higher
risk of earning an annual income below the federal poverty level

(Courtney et al. 2020). Unstable and low-paid employment makes
young people more vulnerable to poverty, with more challenges to
achieve self-sufficiency as they leave care and approach adulthood
(Kim et al. 2019).

Limited financial and employment support networks may in-
crease the risk of homelessness among young people with lived
experience. Almost 50% of young people experience homelessness
by age 26 (Dworsky et al. 2013), with another estimate indicating
that 28% of emerging adults leaving care at age 17-21 experienced
homelessness within the first 12 months of leaving extended foster
care (Shah et al. 2017). The intertwined nature of challenges is fur-
ther evident in the finding that the increased rate of experiencing
homelessness is associated with a lower likelihood of completing
post-secondary education or finding full-time employment for
young people with lived experience (Rosenberg and Kim 2018).
These adverse housing and financial outcomes may contribute to
the higher rates of behavioural health issues and substance misuse
(Braciszewski and Stout 2012; Brown et al. 2015). Further, despite
this increased need for behavioural health support, young people
experience lower rates of accessing necessary care than their peers
(Kang-Yi and Adams 2017), with youth marginalized due to their
racial identity or sexual orientation facing additional disparities
in accessing care (McCarthy et al. 2024). Together, this body of
research demonstrates the unique vulnerability as young people
exit OOHC.

2.2 | Federal Policies and Programmes for Youth
Ageing Out of Foster Care

A series of federal policies have been enacted to improve the
outcomes of youth ageing out of OOHC in the United States
under the Foster Care Independence Act (1999), ILPs were ex-
panded to include education, employment, housing and health,
alongside the creation of the Education and Training Voucher
(ETV) programme. However, the focus, eligibility criteria and
delivery methods of ILPs vary by state and service providing
agencies. The Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing
Adoptions Act of 2008 (Fostering Connections) advanced this
framework by allowing states to extend foster care from age 18
to 21 and broadening eligibility for ILPs to young people who
exited foster care after age 16 to adoption and kinship guard-
ianship. Extended foster care (EFC) serves as a critical safety
net through providing additional time, resources and support
for young people as they approach adulthood. In addition, to
better accommodate the unique developmental needs and pref-
erences of many young people, such as a sense of agency and
autonomy, supervised independent living placements (SILPs)
were introduced under the Fostering Connections to offer less
restrictive, more independent and community-based living en-
vironments (Tuyishime et al. 2025). More recently, the Family
First Prevention Services Act of 2018 expanded access to ILPs
by lowering the age limit from 16 to 14. The evolution of US fed-
eral policy for youth ageing out of OOHC reflects a shift from
an emphasis on self-sufficiency and independence to fostering
interdependence between young people and supportive adults
(Park et al. 2020, 2021).

Youth ageing out of OOHC primarily receive services through
two federally authorized programmes under Title IV-E of the
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Social Security Act: federal foster care programme and the John
H. Chafee Program for Successful Transition to Adulthood pro-
gram (“Chafee programme”; Landers 2019). The Title IV-E fos-
ter care programme funds temporary living arrangement and
housing for children placed in OOHC. For youth ageing out of
OOHC, these arrangements include traditional foster care place-
ments or SILPs. Prior to 2008, eligibility was limited to youth
under age 18; however, following the enactment of Fostering
Connections, many states have extended foster care eligibility
beyond age 18. Under Title IV-E, young adults who remain in
foster care after age 18 may live in foster family homes or in
approved SILPs, including rental apartments (42U.S.C. §§ 672,
675 2024; 45 C.F.R. pt. 1356 2026).

Although the Title IV-E foster care programme focuses on
housing and daily support, the Chafee programme empha-
sizes education and employment assistance, as well as life skill
training to support the transition to adulthood. For example,
the ETV programme provides up to $5000 per year per youth to
support participation in postsecondary education. The Family
First Prevention Services Act (FFPSA) in 2018 amended the
Chafee programme by extending eligibility to age 21 or 23
(or up to 23 in some states) and expanding ETV eligibility to
age 26. In addition to the federal foster care programme and
the Chafee programme, youth ageing out of OOHC are sup-
ported by other federal programmes, including Medicaid, the
Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act Programs and
housing support (Landers 2019).

Despite legislation intended to support a smoother process of
ageing out of OOHC, many care leavers report that the pro-
cess remains abrupt and characterized by inadequate support
during this critical period (Jones 2019; Paulsen and Berg 2016;
Rogers 2011). A recent systematic review of ILP outcomes found
that these programmes may not only be ineffective, but in some
cases had negative impact, specifically loss of social support
and increased risk of homelessness (Doucet et al. 2022; Huang
et al. 2022). Of particular concern were findings related to low
participation on ILP or extended foster care among youth with
foster care experiences (Park et al. 2025). Studies that explored
youth perspectives on ILP found that this low engagement in
supportive services may be driven by youth distrust in exist-
ing systems and a desire for an increased sense of autonomy
(Best and Blakeslee 2020; Smith et al. 2025). Further, young
people consistently emphasized the importance of addressing
their emotional needs and fostering meaningful relationships
(Doucet et al. 2022). For example, Nathans and Chaffers (2022)
evaluated the roles of independent living coordinators (ILCs)
through a qualitative analysis of 119 ILP plans. Findings in-
cluded that while ILCs were effective in achieving concrete
outcomes such as connection to mental health counselling
and medication management or practical support for finances
and transportation, ILCs struggled to promote peer support,
romantic relationships and use of birth control (Nathans and
Chaffers 2022).

Although the voices of youth are vital for fostering agency, it
is equally critical to consider the views of child welfare work-
ers and service providers who are the key stakeholders in as-
sisting young people as they leave OOHC. Understanding their
experiences during this process offers critical insights into the

organizational and policy-level challenges, resiliency of young
people and service gaps that affect the process of ageing out of
OOHC. This study hopes to address this gap in the literature
through the following aims: (1) to explore child welfare work-
ers' and other professionals' experience on working with young
people ageing out of OOHC and to (2) to identify the gaps/lim-
itations child welfare workers and other professionals perceived
as they assist young people ageing out of OOHC.

3 | Method

This study included interviews of a total of 19 child welfare
workers and other professionals from June 2023 to September
2023. The interviews lasted between 38 and 100min, with
an average duration of 62.17min. Child welfare workers and
other professionals who had worked with youth in OOHC aged
14years and older and (2) had worked in this field for over 1year
were eligible for this study. All study procedures were approved
by the Institutional Review Board (IRB).

Using purposive sampling strategies, the first author searched
online about the agencies and programmes that provided direct
services to older youth and young people in OOHC. In addi-
tion, the first author attended the National Independent Living
Conference in August 2023 to recruit participants for this study.
A total of 19 participants completed the semi-structured inter-
views with the first author via video conference. To protect the
confidentiality and support a more personal representation in
the study, participants were asked to select a pseudonym of their
choice at the end of the interviews. All the interviews were re-
corded for transcription. Participants received a $50 gift card
upon the completion of the interview.

Among the 19 participants, 10 participants have worked with
young people with lived experience for more than 5Syears and
five participants have worked with young people for 3-5years.
Participants represented a range of professional roles, including
caseworkers, clinical coordinators, ILP coordinators/managers,
mental health service providers and youth advocates. Majority
of the participants are female (n = 14), and there were five males
included in the study. Participants in this study were from 10
states in the United States, including California (n=4), Hawaii
(n=2), Iowa (n=1), Indian (n=1), Kentucky (n=2), Maryland
(n=2), North Carolina (n=1), Ohio (n=3), Oregan (n=1) and
Vermont (n=2). All states represented in this study have imple-
mented EFC programmes allowing young people to remain in
care beyond age 18. About 53% of participants worked in a pro-
gramme that only served young people, whereas 47% worked in
a programme that served all children and families involved in
foster care. The detailed demographic information and profes-
sional roles of participants have been reported elsewhere (Wang
and LaBrenz 2025).

3.1 | Data Analysis

This study employed reflexive thematic analysis where re-
searchers generate themes through an iterative and interpre-
tive engagement with the data (Braun and Clarke 2022). Data
analysis followed a recursive process of data familiarization,
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initial coding and emerging themes development. In line with
reflexive thematic analysis, rather than determining themes
based on frequency or prevalence across participants, the
research team continuously refined preliminary codes and
themes to capture patterns of shared meaning relevant to the
research questions. To ensure the rigour and trustworthiness
of the findings, the first author shared preliminary themes,
codes and exemplary quotes with the research team for feed-
back. In addition, the research team engaged in member
checking and peer debriefing throughout the data analysis
process and consulted with experts in the field of young peo-
ple ageing out of OOHC.

To protect confidentiality of participants in this study, any po-
tentially identifying information, including names of partici-
pants, agencies and locations, was removed. Although the term,
young people with lived experience or young people is used
throughout this paper, participants in this study also used other
terms like ‘young people’, ‘youth’ or ‘kiddo’. Some quotes have
been modified for clarity, brevity or confidentiality, with these
changes indicated by brackets or *...".

4 | Results

The findings of this study include the experiences of child wel-
fare workers and other professionals in working with young
people and key stakeholders involved in the process of ageing
out of OOHC. Three themes emerged from the data, includ-
ing (1) characteristics of emerging adulthood of young people
in OOHC, (2) limitations of current policies and transition
services for young people leaving OOHC and (3) recommen-
dations for policies and transition services for young people
leaving OOHC. Table 1 presents the summary of themes and
sub-themes.

TABLE1 | Thematic structure of the qualitative data.

4.1 | The Characteristics of Emerging Adulthood
of Young People in OOHC

Throughout the interviews, participants reflected on their ex-
periences working with young people in OOHC and described
how they tailored their approaches to meet the unique needs of
this population. Participants observed that young people share
many characteristics with their peers who are not involved in
the child welfare system, such as the pursuit of independence
and autonomy, identity exploration and the development of life
skills. However, participants emphasized how these traits and
behaviours are shaped by youth's involvement with the child
welfare system. Specifically, they highlighted the profound
impact of previous maltreatment, traumatic experiences, mul-
tiple placements and disruptions in caregiving relationships.
Participants also shared their approaches and strategies for ef-
fectively supporting this population. The following sub-themes
describe these unique characteristics of emerging adulthood for
young people in OOHC.

4.1.1 | ‘It's a Bit of Dancing’

Throughout the interviews, participants note that young peo-
ple who had been in OOHC have a strong desire for autonomy,
similar to their peers in the general population. Blue shared
his concern that these young people might rely on their intu-
ition or a ‘gut feeling’ to make decisions, often without consid-
ering the potential consequences of their choices. David noted,
however, that even though these young people may make
mistakes, the mistakes become opportunities for learning and
growing, sharing, ‘Most of the time, I found that, especially
with the older ones, the more autonomy you give them, the
more they mess up, but also the better they become at their
decision-making’.

Themes

Sub-themes

The characteristics of emerging adulthood of young people in
OOHC

Limitations of current policies and transition services for
young people leaving OOHC

Recommendations for policies and transition services for
young people leaving OOHC

‘It's a bit of dancing’

Forced to grow up
Lack of continuity and stability in all aspects of life

‘18-21years old are screw-up years’

Incompatibility between policies designed to
support young people and the market

Lack of transition services and personnel who
serve young people with lived experience

Fostering autonomy: young people-led models
in young people-focused programs

The flexibility in program design and service delivery

Trauma-informed approach: Enhancing
practitioner competence in working with
young people with lived experience
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Participants also acknowledged the challenges of navigating the
tension between promoting youth autonomy and offering guid-
ance and support. Chloe shared that:

I think the most difficulty we have is balancing
having the program be youth-led, we want them to
take the lead and to guide it toward their goals, but
also with the knowledge and understanding we have
about what roadblocks there may be for their goals.

David described this process as ‘a bit of dancing’, highlighting
the intentional effort to balance granting autonomy and offering
guidance.

Mia, an ILP coordinator, shared that it is important to build au-
thentic youth engagement and not treat it as a ‘caseworker—cli-
ent relationship’ or ‘adult-youth dynamic’. Mia viewed herself as
a partner, with young people taking on leadership roles:

Coming from a caseworker background, my mindset
is “how do I fix the problem?” when that's not always
the most helpful for them at this age. Yes, they need
solutions, but they also need that space to come up
with those solutions on their own and figure out how
they can use those skills to come up with solutions for

further problems.

Mia stressed that she tried to let the young people know that
they have someone in their corner and they can reach out when
they need help and that her role is to locate support and services
for them.

4.1.2 | Forced to Grow Up

The amount of responsibilities facing young people with OOHC
is different from their peers. Oftentimes, they are forced to grow
up, missing out on the activities or events with which their peers
are engaged. Debbie shared that older youth and young people
involved in child welfare are expected to maintain consistent
employment, whereas their peers hang out with friends and at-
tend social events:

A lot of them may not have a job or may not keep a job
because they are young. If it's their senior year, they
are not necessarily worried about working to be able
to move into their place; they are trying to have fun
their senior year. If it's Friday night and I have to go to
work, I'm going to call in. I'm not going to go to work
because I want to be with my friends at the football
game, at a dance, or just being out being kids.

Debbie shed light on how the responsibilities that young peo-
ple with lived experience face take away their opportunity to
experience the normalcy of emerging adulthood, neglecting the
need for fun, exploration and socialization during this develop-
mental stage. Jennifer shared how she supports young people in
reclaiming this lost sense of normalcy:

We want to try to uphold that sense of normalcy
because while being in foster care is not normal and it
should not be the norm at all, for those young people
who have to be in foster care for whatever reason,
trying to make sure that they feel like they can be
normal kids is important. Making sure they can go to
sleepovers, making sure they can do extracurricular
activities like sports and clubs and stuff, like it's really
important.

4.1.3 | Lack of Continuity and Stability in All Aspects
of Life

Participants highlighted how previous traumatic experiences,
multiple placements and residential group homes have the pro-
found impact of creating a significant lack of continuity in the
lives of young people. Matthew noted that due to multiple place-
ments, these young people experienced school changes, relation-
ship disruptions and inconsistent life skills development. School
changes not only resulted in gaps in academic performance but
also affected social interactions and successful integration into
environments like college and work. Matthew shared:

I couldn't tell you how many different placements
[young people] was in. The
relationships, the disconnected life skills, and
educational opportunities mean that [young
people]'re not well equipped. Even if they're equipped

disconnected

with certain skills, and many of them are, they have
gaps in their learning, whether it's life skills or just
your regular educational learning, like they might
know how to multiply, but they don't know how to
add, if that's even possible just as an example. They
might know about European history, but they never
learn anything about American history because
they moved from class to class. They can have real-
world gaps in skills that they need to get a job or go to
school, but moreover, they just oftentimes don't relate
and interact like their same-age peers. When they get
to college, they just don't do as well sometimes in the
dorm rooms.

Chloe, who served as youth advocate at a young people-focused
programme, shared that a lot of young people have experienced
trauma and therefore have focused on surviving, rather than on
preparing their future, ‘Getting them to a place where they're
safe enough to start thinking about the future is really import-
ant for them to consider it as a real possibility’.

Participants also shared their concerns about young people who
lived in OOHC. Emma, who also served as a youth advocate at
a young people-focused programme, noted that a lot of young
people have mental health challenges, and they are not well-
prepared to get a job or go to college when they leave. Such expe-
riences can lead to feelings of isolation and difficulties making
friends. Emma shared:
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A lot of the young people who are leaving the facility
[group home], who are in it when they're 14 or older
and they don't get to go anywhere else, they just stay
in there till they're 18, they're not well-prepared to get
a job. They're not well-prepared to do college. They're
institutionalized, so they're lacking in their social—
it's hard for them to get back into society. Then also
showing that they have a lot more mental health
needs as they come out of there and their physical
health and their relationship with food specifically is

not always the best.

This quote underscores the critical need for more stable and con-
tinuous support systems for young people to foster better social,
educational and personal outcomes.

4.2 | Limitations of Current Policies
and Transition Services for Young People
Leaving OOHC

The second theme that emerged involved participants’ per-
spectives on the challenges of policy and transition services for
young people leaving OOHC.

4.2.1 | ‘18-21Years Old Are Screw-Up Years’

The theme that policy related to ageing out of OOHC is not de-
velopmentally nor pragmatically appropriate was found across
interviews. Several participants shared their concerns about age
constraints on service eligibility. Participants reflected that the
way social services defined eligibility based on age limits may
not meet the developmental needs of these young people, as they
reach emotional or cognitive maturity at different ages. Amy ar-
gued that:

.. one of the things in social service field, those
limitations on ages, to an extent, are not accurate
because everyone matures differently. Everyone
grows up and acquires their independence skills at
different levels, where I don't think it's ever fair to put
an age limit to it.

In addition, participants shared that current policy failed to
consider the logistics of preparing young people for their in-
dependence. Debbie, who begins work with young people at
17 and assists them to secure an apartment after leaving care,
highlighted the procedural gap between the legal milestone of
turning 18 and leaving OOHC and practical realities of securing
housing:

I wish they would just make the court dates for them.
A lot of the court dates were being made at 18 for
them to age out on their 18th birthday, and I feel like
that is so unfair because for the most part, they can't
even go into an application. They can't fill out an

application for an apartment because they're not 18,

so they can't go into any bind or agreement because
they're not of age. Even though it's their 18th birthday,
even if they went to apply for an apartment, there's
still a process. They're not going to have housing right
away. I pushed for the caseworker, the guardian ad
litem, I pushed for them to request additional time to
be able to secure affordable housing after their 18th
birthday. I think it's just too soon to say—unless there
is a for-sure plan like they're going to go to a relative's
house or something like that. If there's a for-sure plan,
then that's fine, but for a lot of them, there isn't.

Debbie found the six months she was given to prepare young
people to age out of care was insufficient to help youth believe
in themselves and their future so they can focus on achieving
their goals.

We need a little more time in my department than
what we are allotted, 17 and a half to me. I can build
rapport [with young people| in 6 months, but it's hard
sometimes to get them [young people] to believe in
themselves and their future, and to focus more on
what is coming. I just feel like we need more time

than 6 months.

4.2.2 | Incompatibility Between Policies Designed to
Support Young People and the Market

Participants shared their frustrations from the significant in-
compatibility between the housing and employment markets
and policies designed to support young people with lived ex-
perience. For example, despite the existence of housing vouch-
ers intended to assist these young people, the soaring prices of
housing and the limited acceptance of housing vouchers create
a substantial barrier for young people to obtain housing. The
mismatch between the policy’s intention to provide affordable
housing and the reality of the housing market leads to a situation
where even with financial support, youth are unable to secure a
place to live. This discrepancy not only undermines the effec-
tiveness of housing policies but also exacerbates the challenges
faced by young people in their transition to independence, high-
lighting the urgent need for more cohesive and practical housing
solutions. Shawna, an ILP coordinator, shared:

The availability of housing is ridiculous. Then the
pricing, the prices have skyrocketed over the last
couple of years. I have a lot of youth who can't afford
housing. There are apartments available. Even if they
have housing vouchers, we can't find any places that
take the housing voucher for them to be able to move
into the places.

Noah, a workforce development coordinator in a programme
specifically serving young people with lived experience, de-
scribed the challenges he encountered as he established partner-
ships with local businesses and created internship opportunities
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for young people. Noah acknowledged that they could get ben-
efits from participating in the programme, where they can de-
velop skills and secure a job at the end of the programme:

I think what would benefit them the most is if they
can get hired after their internship hours are up.
Currently, they get about 260h so depending on
how fast they go through those hours, the job may
lasting 3months, or the internship lasting 3months,
or lasting six months. It depends on how many hours
they work a week before they reach 260. If they were
able to get hired right out of that, that would be a big
benefit to them because then they wouldn't have to

worry about finding new employment after that.

However, Noah noted that he was not always successful when
he reached out to local businesses. Noah shared that small busi-
ness were more receptive to train young people and provide job
and/or internship opportunities. Small businesses often benefit
from such programmes as they receive free assistance, whereas
larger corporations tend to be more cautious due to perceived
liability concerns. Even with assurances like liability insurance
and minimal risks, the willingness to participate often depends
on the personal initiative and flexibility of local managers rather
than corporate policy.

4.2.3 | Lack of Transition Services and Personnel Who
Serve Young People With Lived Experience

Throughout the interviews, participants noted a shortage of
mental health providers dedicated to this population. Blue
shared the phenomena that there was no specific position at
their agency who is designed to work with young people with
lived experience. Maggie, ILP manager, highlighted that the
lack of service providers and long wait times are the main barri-
ers for young people to engage with mental health services:

Right now, all of our youth are on the [state
Medicaid]. It's hard to find providers who accept
the [state Medicaid]. The providers that do accept
the [state Medicaid] are usually pretty backed up.
With the youth that I work with, they want to go to
counseling, they decide, and they want to do it right
then. If they're put on a waiting list or they have to
make a ton of phone calls, then it's less and less likely
that they're actually going to be able to follow through
and engage. I would say just the availability is a huge
barrier right now. Then also just that they have some
really complex trauma. A lot of the people that are
accepting [state Medicaid] aren't always trained or
equipped to deal with the levels of trauma that they've

experienced, so that can be difficult for them too.

In addition, Maggie also shared that service providers who ac-
cept [state Medicaid] are not always trained to address the levels
of trauma these young people have experienced.

4.3 | Recommendations for Policies and Transition
Services for Young People Leaving OOHC

Finally, participants shared suggestions for the direction for fu-
ture policy and services change. These recommendations echo
the developmental needs of young people ageing out of OOHC.

4.3.1 | Fostering Autonomy: Young People-Led Models
in Young People-Focused Programmes

Many young people-focused programmes in this study were
young people-led to align with the developmental characteris-
tics of emerging adulthood, whereas those programmes were
voluntary and young people were not mandated to participate
in them. David noted that even though they did not join the
programme immediately, some young adults would return to
seek services in the future. Participants shared that they put a
lot of effort into increasing youths' awareness of these services
before they left OOHC. Maggie shared that a lot of young people
learned about the service from their siblings or peers who had
participated before and, when they were eligible, they signed up.

The concept of ‘young people-led programmes’ was brought up
in several interviews. This sub-theme presented itself in two
ways: (1) programmes led by young people with lived expe-
rience and (2) inspiring young people to take the lead in their
transition process. For the first aspect, participants shared that
a lot of young people have distrust for the child welfare system
from their previous experiences. Young people are more likely
to trust someone who has a similar experience. For the second,
participants emphasized their desire to empower young people
to take the lead, set their goals and foster ownership. Several
participants shared that in the ILPs, motivated young people can
have successful outcomes. Emma shared one young person's ex-
perience being able to buy a house while in the ILP, ‘They didn't
have to pay for their rent, so they were saving all of their money,
they were working, things like that so when they got out, they
bought a house, which is really nice’.

4.3.2 | The Flexibility in Programme Design
and Service Delivery

Several participants emphasized the importance of having flex-
ibility in programme design and service delivery when working
with this population. Several participants shared creative ways
to get engaged and build rapport with young people, specifically
through car rides. Jennifer and Marssella both discussed that
often they would need to drive them to different appointments
and during the drive, they discussed the youth's interests, which
started good conversation. Jennifer shared:

If I'm driving with [young people], I make sure
that [young people]re comfortable. I make sure
that [young people] know that they can change the
settings on the air conditioner and the music. I give
them some choices for what the car situation is ... I've
had some youth who do like to DJ, which is fun. Then,

it's also a good entry point for conversation as well
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I like if we like the same kinds of music, I can be like,
“Oh, I like that too. What do you like about them?”

However, several participants shared billing restrictions that
prevent them from driving young people and thus losing out on
the ability to engage with young people in this way.

Some programs have had restrictions on their practice,
you [the provider] can't be in a car when you're billing,
or you have to be in a certain environment when
you're billing. Those things don't work when working
with transition-age youth because you really need
to be able to get in the car and go to the workforce
center. You get in the car, and you go to the vocational
rehab center, or you go into the garage and you build
something, or you walk to the food pantry together or
something like that. The activities that you do with
youth while you're talking about the counseling is

probably as important as the counseling itself.

Participants recognized the need for adaptable and activity-
based approaches that align with the dynamic and practical
needs of young people and that counselling and skill building
often occur simultaneously in non-traditional settings.

4.3.3 | Trauma-Informed Approach: Enhancing
Practitioner Competence in Working With Young People
With Lived Experience

Calls for training and research about working with young peo-
ple ageing out of OOHC were brought up across the interviews.
Currently, there are a good number of trainings on the preven-
tion of child abuse, neglect, substance abuse and mental health.
However, Shawna noted that the state did not offer anything
for working with young people ageing out of OOHC. Shawna
shared that the only way she got training on this particular
population was by attending the National Independent Living
Conference. Shawna also shared that child welfare workers not
only attended the conference themselves but also brought young
people with them.

Limited understanding of emerging adulthood hinders child
welfare workers and service providers from effectively engaging
with and delivering services to young people. Ellie shared that
she has done research on ageing out of OOHC and she found
there was a lack of understanding of how trauma impacts med-
ical needs, schooling and peer conflict resolution among this
age group.

I go to the CDC a lot of times—and use that website
just to make sure, like that's my main guideline of like
that's the—but even the CDC I think really doesn't
have much on teenagers. I think I used it more for
the younger kids—for milestones and everything.
Because there really are different milestones for every
age and every grade. It's just that we never really sat
down and made the list and the research of it.

This challenge is also compounded by the need of having holis-
tic training on intersectionality. Jennifer pointed out that indi-
viduals have multiple identities, defined by their gender, race,
sexual orientation and mental health status, which influence
their experiences and needs. For some older youth and young
people with lived experience, these intersecting identities in-
clude being youth in foster care, people of colour, LGBTQ and
having mental health concerns or trauma histories. Jennifer
pointed out without adequate training on intersectionality, ser-
vice providers may struggle to fully disentangle the complex and
multifaceted challenges faced by young people.

I'wish there was more training about intersectionality
which is that thing about, we all have intersecting
identities. Like, I'm not just a woman, I'm not just an
LGTBQ adult. I'm not just a person of color, I am all
those things all the time. Intersectionality, I'd love to
see more trainings on because it really applies to this
population. They're foster youth, some of them are
people of color. Some of them are LGTBQ, almost all
of them have some sort of mental health or trauma, a
background.

This call for training in engagement techniques and relationship-
building underscores the need for a more comprehensive
approach to professional development within child welfare
systems.

5 | Discussion

This study offers a unique contribution by examining the per-
spectives of child welfare workers and service providers who
directly implement policy and practice with young people. Our
findings show that the perspectives of professionals on the needs
of young people during ageing out of OOHC aligned closely with
those expressed by young people themselves. For example, pro-
fessionals’ recognition that older youth and young adults ageing
out of OOHC were often forced to grow up and achieve inde-
pendence earlier than their peers mirrored findings from stud-
ies that interviewed young people (Samuels and Pryce 2008).
Further, professionals recognized that young people were lack-
ing continuity and stability in all aspects of life, such as sup-
portive relationships, life skills development and education
(Ball et al. 2021; Clemens et al. 2017). In addition, participants
also discussed the limitations of current policies and transition
services and provided recommendations for future practice, re-
search and policy supporting young people leaving OOHC.

Our findings on service providers' perceptions of the impact of
young people's experiences with child maltreatment and place-
ment instability align with literature on the report from young
people (Unrau et al. 2008). Service providers were aware that
many young people experienced frequent placement changes,
which impacted their academic performance due to school
transitions. Participants in this study also reported that many
did not have long-term, supportive adults in their lives. Young
people did not have stable relationships with their biologi-
cal families due to their past experiences of child abuse and
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neglect, being removed from home and poverty while multiple
placements and stays in residential care put them at a disad-
vantage in forming and building bonds with supportive adults
in their placements.

Service providers highlighted the importance of self-
determination by young people during ageing out of OOHC,
which is consistent with the perspective of young people
(Armstrong-Heimsoth et al. 2021; Powers et al. 2018). At the in-
dividual level, service providers intentionally fostered autonomy
among young people and reframed themselves from offering
advice, even when they foresaw that poor decisions could lead
to negative consequences. Participants shared that they used
these situations as opportunities for young people to learn to
think about consequences for their decision-making. At the pro-
gramme level, service providers recognized the value of young
people-led programmes in fostering former youth's leadership
and supporting current young people. Studies have shown that
youth in these programmes receive intensive coaching and
support from programme facilitators (Havlicek et al. 2016)
and gain self-advocacy skills and confidence (Forenza and
Happonen 2016; Powers 2024). However, the effectiveness of
young people-led programmes for making policy changes is
often limited due to the unbalanced power structure (Havlicek
et al. 2016).

Consistent with previous research, child welfare workers and
service providers continued to share concerns regarding the
age limit for services once they age out of OOHC. In response to
this concern, 46 states extended the age limit beyond age 18 to
age 21; as of 2017, with at least 17 states requiring youth to com-
plete school, enroll in a post-secondary programme or be em-
ployed if choosing to remain in care (Child Welfare Information
Gateway, n.d.). Using the biological age of 18 as the limit, how-
ever, is misaligned with findings from neurological science
on human development. Substantial research evidence shows
that the brain continues to develop into early adulthood, par-
ticularly in relation to emotion regulation and processing (Vink
et al. 2014). Specifically, the prefrontal cortex, responsible for
executive functions like reasoning, long-range planning and im-
pulse control, matures last and continues to develop until around
age 25. Until then, young adults may not have the same level of
cognitive maturity as adults in areas related to decision-making
and self-regulation. Moreover, brain development can be nega-
tively influenced by environmental factors such as trauma, child
maltreatment and chronic stress, all of which are commonly ex-
perienced by young people ageing out of OOHC (Carrion and
Wong 2012). It is therefore arbitrary to expect young people who
leave care at age 18 to have sufficient decision-making and self-
regulation skills.

Participants in this study pointed out the incompatibility be-
tween child welfare policies and market reality. The expecta-
tion of achieving independence by age 18 from the child welfare
system creates several logistical barriers for young people and
complicates the transition process. Additionally, resources
like housing vouchers and Medicaid are often not accepted by
landlords and healthcare providers (Decker 2012; Ellen 2020;
Rosen 2014). Although young people receive support from the
system as they leave care, they are not able to fully take advan-
tage of these resources if they are not honoured by the market.

Policymakers must periodically reassess these resources to align
them with market realities.

Our finding suggests that increasing flexibility in programme
design and service delivery can foster more natural interac-
tions between young people and formal supportive adults (e.g.,
case managers, therapists and other service providers). Young
people, particularly those in OOHC, often have limited oppor-
tunities for informal engagement with adults, unlike youth in
family settings who interact with adults during everyday activ-
ities. Engaging young people in less formal environments, such
as counselling during a ride to a food pantry, provides valuable,
real-world learning opportunities and also facilitates rapport
building between young people and service providers. A previ-
ous study identified being flexible and responsive as the most
helpful for engaging this population in mental health services
(Piel and Lacasse 2017).

Our findings regarding service providers' recognition of their
lack of experience in working with adolescents and young
adults with past experiences of trauma align with existing
literature. In a recent systematic review, Bendall et al. (2021)
identified only 13 studies focused on trauma-informed care in
outpatient and counselling health settings for young people
aged 12-25. The limited body of research underscores a signifi-
cant gap in the knowledge base. Moreover, Bendall et al. (2021)
reported that the absence of clear and consistent guidelines
on the components of trauma-informed care compounds the
challenges for service providers, resulting in a lack of direction
on how to effectively implement these approaches with young
people. Additionally, this finding also resonates with the grow-
ing recognition that emerging adulthood, a distinct develop-
mental period, is not widely acknowledged in the context of
service provision.

5.1 | Limitations

Despite the unique contributions of this study, several lim-
itations should be acknowledged. First, though child welfare
workers and other professionals implemented and directly
worked with young people ageing out of OOHC, their per-
spectives may reflect biases shaped by their professional roles
and cultural backgrounds. The findings of this study may not
fully capture the experiences of older youth and young adults
who go through the transition process. Future research should
consider including young people on research advisory boards
to help formulate research questions and provide feedback on
study design (Wang and LaBrenz 2025). Last but not least,
although data saturation was achieved, the findings are not
generalizable to the broader population. Further research is
needed to systematically identify gaps in services and pol-
icies that shape the transition from OOHC to adulthood. In
particular, quantitative studies using larger and more repre-
sentative samples are needed to examine the prevalence and
distribution of these gaps. In addition, as participants in this
study were drawn from multiple states, future research should
consider focusing on specific state contexts to more precisely
assess how state-level policies and implementation influence
access to and engagement in services designed for young
people.

Child & Family Social Work, 2026

858017 SUOWIWOD dA 181D 3ot dde au Aq peusenob a.e sajolie YO ‘SN JO SN 1oy Afeid18UIIUQ AB[IM UO (SUORIPUOD-PUR-SLLIBYWI0D" A8 I AReql Ul |U0//ScY) SUOTIPUOD PUe Swie | 8u) 89S *[9202/80/20] U0 Aeiqi8UlIuO AB]IM ‘|10UN0D YoIeasay [e9IPBIN Loy Uinos Ad Zy20. SI/TTTT 0T/I0p/W00 A8 | AReiq 1 pul|uo//Sciy ol pepeojumod ‘0 ‘9022S9ET



5.2 | Implications

The findings from our study suggested three implications. First,
our findings suggest revising Medicaid and grant-funded case
management billing policies to consider transportation-related
time as billable when transporting young people to non-medical
services. The findings from this study showed how restrictions
on billing for transportation-related activities constrained ser-
vice providers' ability to transport young people to accessing
services. Current behavioural health and case management
billing structures frequently categorize travel time as non-
billable, unless it is transportation to medical services. Centers
for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) guidance emphasizes
states’ obligation to ‘assure transportation’ to medically nec-
essary services and highlights state flexibility in operation-
alizing this requirement (Centers for Medicare and Medicaid
Services 2023). Extending this billable travel time beyond med-
ical transportation to cover non-medical transportation would
better support this population to access services in community
contexts, such as employment services, food assistance or edu-
cation. Participants in this study described how current restric-
tions on billing for transportation-related activities resulted in
missed opportunities for ‘warm handoffs’ and in-the-moment
skill building, through which relational case management pro-
motes sustained engagement. Given that young people ageing
out of OOHC are significantly less likely than their peers to
have driver's licenses, personal vehicles or the financial means
to regularly use public transportation (Armstrong-Heimsoth
et al. 2021; Annie E. Casey Foundation 2025), we recommend
revising billing policies to explicitly recognize travel time to
non-medical services as reimbursable service activities.

Second, our findings suggest establishing cross-system train-
ing to support Medicaid-accepting clinicians in building
competence in trauma-informed care and increasing their
understanding of foster care and adding trauma-informed
care into Medicaid network adequacy metrics. Findings from
this study underscore a significant gap in access to trauma-
informed mental health care for young people with foster care
histories, particularly care delivered by providers who accept
Medicaid. This difficulty aligns with national evidence doc-
umenting both provider shortages and low Medicaid partici-
pation among mental health professionals (Bishop et al. 2014;
Garfield et al. 2022). We recommend that states and child wel-
fare agencies therefore develop cross-system training to sup-
port Medicaid-accepting clinicians in building competence
in trauma-informed care and increasing their understanding
of foster care. Prior research indicates that ongoing consulta-
tion and supervision are more effective in improving trauma-
informed practice and provider confidence than single-session
trainings (Briggs et al. 2019). Such training can be embedded
as part of CEUs required to meet their state licensure require-
ments. In addition to training, we also recommend that state
agencies incorporate trauma-informed capacity into Medicaid
network adequacy metrics, particularly for behavioural health
services serving young people. Current requirements for man-
aged care organizations emphasize maintaining sufficient
provider networks while rarely accounting for provider com-
petence in trauma-informed care. Adding trauma-informed
care into their adequacy metrics would better align with fed-
eral guidance emphasizing access to appropriate care and

with evidence that service mismatch contributes to disengage-
ment and unmet need among former foster youth (Courtney
et al. 2018; Armstrong-Heimsoth et al. 2021).

Third, our findings suggest supporting the development of
autonomy and decision-making competence among foster
youth. To ensure child safety during their time in care, the
child welfare system has always prioritized compliance and
risk management, which may inadvertently undermine the
development of autonomy and self-efficacy that are critical
for young people navigating adulthood outside of formal care
systems. As foster care programme is extended to emerging
adulthood, services for youth ageing out of care often remain
procedurally driven and adult directed, limiting young peo-
ple's opportunities to practice decision making and initiate
action in ways that support successful transitions. Transition
services should change from positioning professionals as
primary decision makers to supporting youth in making in-
formed, self-directed decisions. Previous research indicates
that foster youth who are actively involved in planning and
decision making demonstrate stronger self-determination,
improved engagement with services and better post-
emancipation outcomes (Munson and McMillen 2009; Powers
et al. 2012). Public child welfare systems can support this by
structuring services to allow youth to lead interactions with
service providers, manage portions of their budgets or bene-
fits and navigate systems with coaching rather than substitu-
tion. Policies governing transition planning, extended foster
care and aftercare services should require measurable youth
participation not only in planning meetings but in the imple-
mentation of decisions. For example, policies could support
flexible timelines, graduated responsibility and trial periods
that allow young people to make decisions, experience conse-
quences and adjust plans with guidance.

6 | Conclusion

This study highlights the complex realities child welfare work-
ers and professionals face in assisting older youth and young
people ageing out of OOHC. With the recognition of the unique
developmental needs of this population and the importance of
fostering youth agency, child welfare workers and professionals
underscored the need for more young people-led programmes
and more flexibility for programmes designed for this popula-
tion. It is critical to engage both practitioners and young people
in shaping and informing policies that affect the ageing out pro-
cess for older youth and young adults in care.
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