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Significance

Young people transitioning from foster care
(ages 16-24) are more likely than their peers
who are not in care to experience legal system
involvement. Often attributed to past experi-
ences of child maltreatment, legal system
involvement can pose notable challenges to
accomplishing key developmental tasks of
early adulthood, including obtaining employ-
ment and pursuing postsecondary education.
Although research on adolescents in the
general population suggests that social sup-
port can reduce the likelihood of legal system
involvement, little research has examined the
relationship between social support and
incarceration among transition-age youth

(TAY) leaving foster care.

Additionally, there is limited understanding of
how specific characteristics of social support
networks (SSNs) during adolescence—such as

adequacy, type, source, and size—influence

|

.
‘O
4

~

legal system outcomes in early adulthood.

To address this gap, the current study uses
longitudinal data from a cohort of TAY in foster
care to examine the relationships between
SSN characteristics during adolescence and

incarceration outcomes in early adulthood.

Specifically, Park and colleagues (2026)

address the following research questions:

e How do incarceration rates at
age 21 vary by SSN characteristics
(adequacy, type, size, and source)
measured at age 17?

e Are SSN characteristics in late
adolescence (age 17) associated
with incarceration in early adulthood
(age 21)?
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Study Methods

Data were derived from the CalYOUTH study,
a longitudinal investigation of young people
transitioning from foster care in California.
CalYOUTH followed 727 young people (ages
16.75-17.75 at Wave 1) over seven years as
they transitioned from foster care into early
adulthood. Data were collected across four
interview waves at ages 17,19, 21, and 23
(Waves 1-4, respectively). The sample for this
study included 616 young people who com-
plefed interviews at both age 17 (Wave 1) and
age 21 (Wave 3).

SSN characteristics (adequacy, type, size,
and source) were measured at Wave 1 using
a modified version of the Social Support
Network Questionnaire (SSNQ). The SSNQ
assessed three types of support: emotional
support, tangible support, and advice/
guidance. For the current study, researchers
developed two domains of SSN capturing
participants’ perceived adequacy of each
support type (yes/no) and the size of support
networks across three sources: family
members, peers, and institutional agents

(e.g., caseworkers). Adult incarceration was

measured at Wave 3 (age 21) using a binary
self-report measure that asked participants
whether they had been incarcerated for at
least one night since their last CalYOUTH

intferview.

Analyses accounted for demographic and
foster care characteristics drawn from Wave
1 survey data and administrative child pro-
tective case records. Demographic charac-
teristics included youth gender, race and
ethnicity, age of first foster care entry, and
diagnosis of a behavioral health disorder at
age 17. Case characteristics included legal
system involvement before the Wave 1 inter-
view, maltreatment history, placement type
at the Wave 1interview, total placements
before age 18, and time spent in extended

foster care after age 18.
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Findings

By age 17, nearly 41% of young people reported having some

form of juvenile legal system involvement, and 13% reported
incarceration between ages 17 and 21 (between Waves 1 and 3).

TAY who were male, diagnosed with a substance use disorder, had prior legal system
involvement, and experienced a greater number of foster care placements before
age 18 had increased odds of incarceration in early adulthood. In contrast, longer
durations in extended foster care past age 18 were associated with decreased odds
of incarceration.

Advice/guidance was the type of social support with the
highest rate of perceived adequacy (72%) across all support
types, and family members constituted the largest source of
social support networks.

One-in-five young people who perceived inadequate emotional support or advice/
guidance at age 17 reported experiencing later incarceration at age 21.

Adequate emotional support at age 17 was significantly associated
with decreased odds of incarceration in early adulthood,

controlling for other dimensions of social support, demographic
characteristics, and foster care history.

Neither the size of social support networks nor other types of social support (i.e.,
tangible support, advice/guidance) were associated with later incarceration after
controlling for other characteristics.
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Implications

This study is among the first to examine how various dimensions of SSNs—adequacy, type, size, and
source—influence incarceration outcomes among TAY. Prior maltreatment and child welfare system
involvement can disrupt social relationships, leaving young people with limited opportunities to

receive emotional support. Findings underscore the positive influence of emotional support in early

adulthood and the importance of prioritizing relational permanence in service provision and policy.

Young adults transitioning from foster
care may benefit from services that
promote the development and mainte-
nance of supportive relationships.
Placement practices that keep youth near
existing social ties can reduce disruptions
and help preserve supportive connections.
Additionally, Transitional Housing Pro-
grams and relationship-focused mental
health interventions may support TAY in

building and sustaining these relationships.
Casework and service provision should
include resources that foster stable, sup-

portive connections.

Future research is needed to understand
how services for TAY promote emotional
support and influence legal system
outcomes. Policymakers may consider
funding program evaluations that incor-
porate measures of SSN characteristics,
given their importance in promoting

healthy relationships and preventing

legal system involvement.
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