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Significance
Young people transitioning from foster care often face challenges related to continuing their 
education, finding a job and housing, and adjusting to independent life. These hardships can  
be heightened among young people who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, or another sexual 
minority, as they experience elevated rates of maltreatment, placement instability, victimization, 
and rejection before and during their time in foster care.

Extended foster care (EFC) provides essential resources and services that can help young people 
navigate the transition to adulthood. Numerous studies have reported positive associations 
between EFC participation and improved education, employment, housing, and economic 
outcomes. However, it is not clear whether EFC’s benefits extend to sexual minority youth (SMY). 
To address this gap, this study examined whether the relationships between EFC participation 
and early adult outcomes differ by sexual minority status. 

SPECIFICALLY, THIS STUDY ANSWERED THE FOLLOWING RESEARCH QUESTIONS:

1.	 Do key indicators of early adult well-being (college enrollment, employment, 
parental status, housing security, economic hardship, behavioral health, 
and legal system involvement) differ by sexual minority status and EFC 
participation?

2.	 Does EFC participation influence the association between sexual minority 
status and key indicators of early adult well-being?

Study Methods
This study drew on two data sources: the CalYOUTH study (a longitudinal survey of youth 
transitioning from foster care in California) and administrative child protective case records.  
The sample consisted of 616 youth who completed survey measures at ages 17 and 21. Self-
reported sexual minority status was measured at age 17. EFC participation at age 19 was drawn 
from administrative records. Early adult outcomes (college enrollment, employment, parenting 
status, homelessness, economic hardship, behavioral health, and incarceration) were measured 
at age 21 via self-report. 

Linear probability models examined the relationships among sexual minority status, EFC 
participation, and outcomes at age 21. Models controlled for youth and foster care 
characteristics measured at age 17.
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EFC Increased College Enrollment for All Youth

EFC participation at age 19 increased the likelihood of college enrollment at age 21, 
regardless of sexual minority status. College enrollment rates among EFC participants 
were twice those of youth who were not in care at age 19 (60% vs. 30%).

Some of EFC’s Benefits Varied by Sexual Minority Status

EFC participation was associated with lower rates of unemployment, homelessness,  
and incarceration at age 21, but only for heterosexual youth. Furthermore, SMY in EFC 
had higher rates of unemployment, homelessness, and incarceration than their hetero-
sexual peers.

EFC Was Not Associated with Reductions in Behavioral Health 
and Economic Hardship

EFC was not associated with the behavioral health or economic outcomes of young 
people at age 21. However, rates of behavioral health disorders (24-27% vs. 46-49%) and 
economic hardship (41-52% vs. 63-64%) were significantly higher among SMY than those 
of heterosexual youth, regardless of EFC participation.
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Findings
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Implications 
EFC had clear benefits for young people, 
particularly in terms of postsecondary enrollment. 
Regardless of sexual minority status, participants 
were more likely to be enrolled in college by age 21 if 
they remained in EFC. This suggests that EFC offers 
crucial resources that encourage young people to 
continue their education as they transition into early 
adulthood.

EFC was associated with better employment, 
housing, and legal system outcomes, but only for 
heterosexual youth. These differences highlight 
opportunities to align EFC services with the needs 
and goals of SMY. Access to identity-affirming 
housing options and career pathways may help 
extend EFC’s benefits to this population.

Disparities in SMY’s economic and behavioral 
health outcomes remained, even after accounting 
for EFC participation. This finding aligns with 
previous evidence showing elevated rates of behavioral health disorders and economic 
insecurity in this population. In addition to providing access to viable career pathways, efforts 
are needed to address potential workplace discrimination that may contribute to economic 
insecurity among SMY. Importantly, our findings underscore the need to enhance access to 
identity-affirming behavioral health services and providers. Given the recent rise of anti- 
LGBTQ policies at the federal level, state and local policymakers should consider investing  
in interventions and initiatives that address the growing gaps in affirming behavioral  
health services.
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