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At age 18, foster care youth typically leave the custody of child protective services and become responsible for themselves, a process commonly referred to as emancipation.  Foster care youth who emancipate out of the system are at greater risk than their agemates for depression, relational violence, incarceration, and homelessness.  This study examines the individual factors (e.g., number of placements while in foster care) and neighborhood factors (e.g., exposure to community violence) that put adolescents at risk of a poor transition to independence as demonstrated by psychosocial adjustment and financial well-being during the first year of independence.  In addition, this study identifies the individual resources (e.g., control strivings) and social resources (e.g., perceived foster parent warmth and acceptance) that adolescents have at their disposal and examines how these resources protect youth from the risk of a poor transition to independence.  

Participants were 188 17-year-old youths (103 females and 85 males) who resided in foster homes, group homes, shelters, or independent living programs. Ethnicity of the participants approximated the ethnic composition of youth in Los Angeles County foster care (40% Latino, 36% African American, 11% white, and 13% other).  Participants completed both an in-depth survey and in-person interview, and the researchers examined their Department of Children and Family Services case files and assessed their neighborhoods.  One year later, participants completed a second survey and participated in a second interview to assess success after the transition to independence.


Correlations among indicators of risk and older foster care youths’ adjustment suggest that individual risk, such as placement stability and allegations of child maltreatment, is associated with a broad range of indicators of adjustment, although neighborhood risk is associated only with misconduct.  Generally, personality and motivational protective factors were positively associated with well-being, but did not have strong or consistent associations with misconduct, grades in school or number of Axis I diagnoses.  Contrary to expectations, control strivings reduced individual risk for poor well-being only when risk was low.  Likely, youth in care have little control over their lives and high levels of control strivings poorly impact their mental health.  Social protective factors were positively associated with well-being, and negatively associated with grades in school and number of Axis I diagnoses.  Peer support attenuated the association between individual risk and well-being.  Foster parents and peer support variables reduced neighborhood risk for misconduct, but only when risk was low.

Youths’ pre-emancipation well-being was associated with post-transition well-being only.  Youths’ pre-emancipation misconduct was associated with post-emancipation misconduct, housing success (negatively) and educational success (negatively).  Grades in school at Time I were also associated with Time II educational success.  Time I personality and motivational protective factors were positively associated with Time II well-being and marginally with Time II misconduct.  Indicators of control strivings buffered the association between Time I and Time II misconduct.  Youth at Time II had more control over their lives, and thus, control strivings did serve to attenuate the risk.  Time I social protective factors were positively correlated with Time II well-being, positively, but marginally, associated with employment success, housing success, and educational success, and negatively associated with misconduct.  Peers and foster parents, in particular, provided buffering effects for risk on housing success and educational success.  Parents, peers, and VIPs appear to be of great importance, and often undervalued, to the post-transition success of older foster care youth.

