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Significance

Study Methods

One ideal outcome of foster care is establish-
ing a safe and supportive parenting relation-
ship for children, such as through family
reunification, adoption, or legal guardianship.
However, achieving this goal of permanency
is not always possible. For older adolescents
in foster care, the state is responsible for
helping them throughout the transition to
adulthood and self-sufficiency as they age

out of the system.

Caseworkers play a crucial role in this process,
providing support as these youth begin
navigating employment, relationships, hous-
ing, education, and daily life. Two tools com-
monly used to support this process are transi-
tional independent living plans (TILPs) and
independent living services (ILS). These tools
are closely related, but little research has
explored how they interact—particularly if
and how TILPs encourage the use of ILS
among transition-age youth. This study
addressed this gap in research by examining
the relationship between TAY engagement

in the TILP process and the use of ILS in

early adulthood.

THIS STUDY ANSWERS THE FOLLOWING
RESEARCH QUESTIONS:

1.

Does engaging in the TILP process
with caseworkers encourage older
adolescents in foster care to use ILS
as they transition into adulthood?

. Do youth characteristics and

county-level factors affect ILS use?
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The current study draws on several data
sources to capture youths’ experiences and
characteristics of the local service contexts.
From the California Youth Transitions to
Adulthood Study (CalYOUTH), we utilize
longitudinal youth surveys conducted in 2013
and 2015, which included more than 700
participants, as well as caseworker surveys
from the same years that provide information
on county-level service environments and
caseworker practices. Additionally, we utilize
California child welfare administrative records
to capture the study participants’ foster care
histories and their engagement with TILP and
ILS. We also draw on publicly available
county-level data, including unemployment
rates from the American Community Survey
and voter registration data from the Califor-
nia Secretary of State. Together, these sources
offer a broad view of youth experiences,
caseworker perspectives, and county contexts
that shape the transition to adulthood.

The main outcomes of interest were the
number of TILPs TAY received. The study
considered the population and density of the
counties where youth lived, categorized as
rural or mostly rural, urban, large urban, or
Los Angeles County. It also explored case-
worker perceptions of how well their county’s
child welfare department collaborated with
other service systems and the number of
caseworkers who specialize in working with
transition-age youth. Regression analyses
examined the connections between TILP
engagement and ILS use among fransi-
tion-age youth, between the ages of 17 and
18 and 19 and 20, while controlling for individ-
ual and county characteristics.



Findings

In this sample, the average number of TILPs completed at age 16 (about 0.4 per year)
doubled to about 0.8 per year at age 18. For each new TILP they developed at age 16,
the number of ILS they received increased by about 10% in the following two years.

A similar increase was found between TILPs at age 18 and ILS use at ages 19 and 20.

Regarding factors associated with use of ILS among TAY, entering foster care later,

history of congregate care placement, having more people to rely on for advice, and
screening positive for a mental health issue were each associated with increased ILS
use. Conversely, youth who experienced more frequent changes in their foster care
placements used fewer ILS. Other characteristics associated with decreased ILS use
included having ever been employed, having children, being in probation-supervised
care, and experiencing physical assault.

Youth who entered foster care later in adolescence or had experienced congregate
care were associated with using more types of ILS, whereas those who reported engag-
ing in more delinquent behaviors and youth who had been in probation supervised
care were found to use fewer types of ILS.

County-Level Factors Matter

Context mattered for youth and their engagement with TILPs and ILS. Between the ages
of 17 and 18, those in settings other than Los Angeles County accessed two to three more
ILS each month. Notably, adolescents in counties with more specialized caseworkers
used about 10-20% more ILS. The quality of collaboration between county child welfare
departments and other service systems, as perceived by caseworkers, was associated
with a greater and more varied use of ILS. Finally, youth placed in counties with higher
youth unemployment rates and higher percentages of Republican voters were expected
to use fewer ILS and fewer types of ILS.

These results generally held for young people between the ages of 19 and 20. However,
the percentage of specialized caseworkers was associated with a narrower range of ILS
in this age range, perhaps because caseworkers helped youth focus on accessing
relevant and specific services.
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Implications

» Encouragingly, older adolescents in foster
care with more TILP engagement received
supportive services more often and accessed
more types of services. This finding suggests
that efforts to develop plans for independent
living are having their infended effect: promot-
ing the use of services for transition-age youth
as they enter adulthood.

Findings show that county-level factors are
important in the link between TILPs and ILS,
influencing how many services and types of
services these youth receive. Importantly, these
results indicate that relative to their peers
elsewhere in California, adolescents in foster
care in Los Angeles County have less access
than youth in other areas to resources and
support that could ease their transition into
independent living. Transition-age youth in
more politically conservative counties also
receive fewer ILS. Caseworkers and policymak-
ers should give special attention to these popu-
lations to improve their access to services as

they transition to adulthood.

Having more specialized caseworkers and
better intersystem collaboration improved
access to ILS for this group of foster youth.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, having a knowledge-
able professional who is familiar with available
and relevant resources is likely especially
important during this critical life tfransition. To
that end, future studies could explore whether

READ THE FULL STUDY:

the goals that these youth develop during the
TILP process align with the ILS they ultimately

receive and how that affects their trust in case-

workers and other child welfare providers.

More research is needed on how the interplay
between TILPs and use of ILS affects lon-
ger-term outcomes. One area worth exploring
is whether combining resources or training, such
as on employment with financial literacy, and
parenting skills with healthcare, can influence
the success of older youth in care as they move

info adulthood.

Finally, state and federal administrators should
monitor TILP completion and use of ILS among
TAY. By ensuring equitable access to these
important tools, the state can better fulfill its
responsibility to TAY as they move into a new
phase of life.
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