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Significance
Transition-age youth (TAY) who age out of foster 
care face disproportionately high rates of home-
lessness, reflecting broader systemic challenges 
such as limited affordable housing, insufficient 
mental health services, and economic inequality. 
While prior research has identified many contrib-
utors to this risk, less is known about how foster 
care policies themselves influence young peo-
ple’s likelihood of experiencing homelessness.

The Federal Fostering Connections to Success 
and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008 (Fostering 
Connections; P.L. 110–351) gave states the option 

to extend foster care to age 21, creating extend-
ed foster care (EFC) as a safety net during this 
vulnerable period. To provide older youth with 
greater independence, the law also introduced 
Supervised Independent Living Placements 
(SILPs), ranging from supported transitional 
housing programs with on-site services to more 
independent settings such as shared apartments 
or dormitories. Most states now extend foster 
care to young adults, yet many still experience 
homelessness while in care. This study examines 
how these EFC and SILP policies shape the risk of 
homelessness among transition-age youth. 

Study Methods
This study draws on two data sources: a  
longitudinal survey of a representative sample  
of TAY in California foster care (the CalYOUTH 
study) and statewide child welfare administrative 
records. Youth were first interviewed at age 17 
and again at age 19, to measure demographics, 
homelessness, behavioral health, and other life 
circumstances. Administrative data added 
detailed information about foster care histories, 
placements, and involvement with the child 
welfare system.

The analytic sample included 595 youth who 
completed both surveys, granted access to use of 
administrative records, and for whom there were 
complete placement histories. Homelessness was 
measured using self-reports at age 19, based on 
whether they had spent at least one night in a 
homeless shelter or a place not meant for sleep-
ing since their baseline interview at age 17. EFC 
participation and placement type were drawn 
from statewide records. Nearly one-third of 

participants exited care between ages 17 and 19, 
providing an opportunity to compare experienc-
es between those who remained in EFC and 
those who left. 

Cox proportional hazard models were used to 
examine the timing of first homelessness episode 
between ages 17 and 19. 

THIS STUDY ANSWERS THE 
FOLLOWING RESEARCH QUESTIONS:

1.	 Does remaining in EFC reduce the  
likelihood of homelessness between  
ages 17 and 19? 

2.	 Does the risk of experiencing homeless-
ness at any point in time vary between 
different living arrangements within EFC?  
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Findings

Homelessness is Common During the Transition to Adulthood

Nearly one in five youth (18%) experienced homelessness between ages 17 and 19, a 
much higher rate than that of their peers in the general population. While the specific 
role of EFC in reducing risk is not fully understood, it provides direct financial support for 
housing, and connects youth with services that can reduce the risk of homelessness.

Extended Foster Care Protects Against Homelessness

TAY who exited foster care before age 19 were three times more likely to experience 
homelessness than those who remained in care after controlling for individual charac-
teristics - even if they later re-entered care.

Supportive Housing Makes a Difference

Placement in treatment-oriented living arrangements, such as transitional supportive 
housing (Hazard Ratio = 0.20; p < 0.01) and Foster Family Agency (FFA) homes (Hazard 
Ratio = 0.19; p < 0.05) was strongly protective against homelessness in comparison to 
having left care. Importantly, these placements explained much of the overall reduction 
in homelessness associated with extended foster care.

Certain Youth Face Higher Risks  

Youth who identified as sexual minorities or had a history of physical assault faced 
significantly higher risks of homelessness.
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Implications 
This study is among the first to use linked, popu-
lation-level data to examine the role of EFC in 
preventing homelessness among TAY. This study 
highlights the importance of EFC as both a 
housing safety net and a way of for delivering 
supportive services during the transition to 
adulthood.  

Encouragingly, two-thirds of TAY in this study 
remained in EFC without interruption to age 19, 
showing that states can implement programs 
attractive enough to retain most young people 
in care as young adults. By age 19, most young 
people in EFC had moved from traditional foster 
or group care into more independent settings, 
with 79% living in SILPs or transitional housing 
programs. The relatively high rate of homeless-
ness for TAY early in the transition to adulthood 
underscores the need for public and private 
child welfare agencies to strengthen efforts to 
keep youth engaged in EFC and, when they 
leave, connect them to alternative housing 
supports, including public housing resources. 

THPs and FFAs emerged as particularly effective 
in reducing homelessness. The finding that FFA 
placement is associated with reduced risk of 
homelessness is encouraging, however relative-
ly few young people in EFC are placed in those 
settings. Although THPs are more costly than 
foster homes, their broader availability and 
impact suggest they remain a critical resource, 
especially given the low utilization of therapeu-
tic foster homes in California (fewer than one in 

five young adults in care live in kinship, nonrela-
tive, or therapeutic foster homes).

Given the clear protective effect of remaining in 
care, states should strengthen outreach and 
engagement strategies that encourage youth to 
stay past age 18. States that have not yet ex-
tended care should consider claiming Title IV-E 
funding to expand services, particularly for 
states that want to better serve TAY with com-
plex needs. Congress should reconsider 
H.R.7010, the Increasing Access to Foster Care 
Through Age 21 Act, which would expand IV-E 
funding to support EFC regardless of parental 
AFDC eligibility and allow young people to reen-
ter care after age 18. Strengthening outreach 
and reducing administrative barriers may help 
more youth remain in care and benefit from its 
protective effects.

Despite these protections, some groups, includ-
ing sexual minority youth and those with histo-
ries of physical assault, remain at elevated risk 
of homelessness. This calls for targeted strate-
gies to address the unique challenges faced by 
these young people. 

Overall, EFC, particularly when it includes 
provision of supportive housing, is a powerful 
tool to reduce early homelessness for young 
people aging out of foster care. Findings sup-
port continued federal, state, and local invest-
ment in EFC nationwide to prevent homeless-
ness among TAY. 
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