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Executive Summary
During the transition from adolescence to adulthood, youth achieve important developmental milestones,
such as learning decision-making and coping skills and becoming more independent. Older youth often
rely on family and other supportive adults to help them during this transition by providing guidance as
well as a financial and emotional safety net. However, these supports are often unavailable to older youth
who are leaving the foster care system. Older youth who age out of foster care are at increased risk for
several adverse adult outcomes, including homelessness, high unemployment rates, low educational
attainment, and early or unintended pregnancies. Extended foster care is one tool to lessen these risks by
providing older youth with the opportunity to receive services and establish permanent connections with
supportive adults prior to leaving the foster care system. While most states offer some version of
extended foster care, utilization among older youth remains low across the country.
Extended foster care allows older youth to stay in care past age 18a and receive needed services and
supports to aid in the transition to adulthood. With the support of the Jim Casey Youth Opportunities
Initiative, Child Trends examined the relationship between extended foster care and young adult
outcomes. Specifically, we analyzed information on foster care history (e.g., age of entry, exit reason,
placement type), young adult outcomes ( e.g., homelessness, employment), and independent living
services (e.g., educational aid). We also examined the relationship between extended foster care and
several important outcomes. These outcome areas include emancipation rates, high school
graduation/GED, employment outcomes, school enrollment (high school or post-secondary),
disconnectedness (not being enrolled in school and not working), educational aid, homelessness, and
young parenthood. This information is drawn from three national datasets: the Adoption and Foster Care
Analysis and Reporting System (AFCARS) Foster Care File, the National Youth in Transition Database
(NYTD) Services File, and the NYTD Outcomes File.

Key findings
•

Extended foster care is associated with better young adult outcomes. Older youth in extended foster care at
ages 19 and 21 experience better outcomes than older youth not in extended foster care.

•

Even a small dose of extended foster care is associated with better outcomes. Older youth in care at age 19 but
not at age 21 experienced better outcomes at age 21 in employment, high school diploma/GED completion,
educational aid, homelessness, and young parenthood compared to their peers not in care at age 19.

•

Extended foster care is associated with receipt of independent living services. Older youth in extended foster
care are more likely to receive services, and receive more services, than older youth not in extended foster care.

•

Permanency rates have remained largely stable after the implementation of extended foster care.
Permanency rates for older youth remain steady in states that have extended foster care. Extended foster care
does not appear to increase or decrease permanency rates and cannot replace a permanent, loving family.

•

Older youth’s reasons for entering care differ from those of their younger peers. Older youth are more likely
to enter care due to neglect or a behavioral problem than their younger peers.

Foster care previously ended at age 18; young people in foster care were discharged at age 18 regardless of their
individual circumstances.
a
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•

Older youth in care spend more time in foster care than their younger peers. Once in foster care, older youth
spend more days in care than their younger peers.

Extended foster care is designed to help older youth transition to adulthood successfully, while allowing
the child welfare system additional time to secure permanent family supports. While extended foster care
utilization rates are still low in many states, extended foster care appears to benefit young people as they
transition to adulthood.
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Introduction
Nationally, 164,554 older youth ages 14 to 21 were in the foster care system in fiscal year (FY) 2017,
making up nearly a quarter of the country’s overall foster care population.1 A young person’s brain
undergoes large developmental changes between the ages of 14 and 25. During this time, young people
are exploring their sense of identity, seeking greater independence, and developing decision-making and
coping skills.2 Some challenging youth behaviors associated with these changes are developmentally
appropriate; however, the child welfare system is not always prepared to handle the unique needs of
older youth in foster care. In several important ways, older youth in foster care are different from younger
children in care: Older youth spend more time in foster care than their younger peers, and the reasons
they enter and leave the foster care system are different from those of younger children.3
Older youth in foster care age out, or emancipate, when no legal permanent connection—such as being
reunited with family, adopted, or placed under the care of a legal guardian—is available to them by the
time they reach the age of majority in their state. Older youth who age out of foster care experience an
increased risk for homelessness,4,5 young parenthood,6 low educational attainment,7 high unemployment
rates,8 and other adverse adult outcomes. These disparate outcomes can result in profound personal and
financial costs to older youth as well as broader societal costs.
In the last two decades, three major federal policies have been enacted to address the unique needs and
experiences of older youth transitioning out of foster care. The first of these, the John H. Chafee Foster
Care Independence Act of 1999 (Chafee), provided eligibility guidelines for youth receiving independent
living services. Chafee services support young people who are at risk of aging out and provide financial
resources for needed independent living services up to age 21.b These services vary by jurisdiction but
usually include financial education, mentoring, post-secondary preparation, and tutoring. Chafee also
created the National Youth in Transition Database (NYTD), which provides researchers and policymakers
with administrative data on service utilization, and survey data on young people’s experiences
transitioning out of foster care. These two data sources are referred to as NYTD Services and NYTD
Outcomes, respectively. They include information about young people from all 50 states, the District of
Columbia, and Puerto Rico, providing the first national dataset on this population.
Almost a decade after Chafee, the 2008 Fostering Transitions to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act
(Fostering Connections) became law, providing additional federal guidance and expanded funding to
states that extend foster care past age 18. This enables older youth to remain in foster care through their
21st birthday if they are enrolled in high school or post-secondary education, employed or participating in
an employment training program, or unable to meet these criteria due to a disability. Fostering
Connections allows states to decide whether to use federal funds for extended foster care. By 2019, 28
states (including DC) had a federally approved extended foster care plan, and 21 additional states had a
state-funded program.9
Finally, in 2018, the Family First Prevention Services Act (Family First Act) amended the age eligibility
requirements of Chafee to include all youth ages 14 to 23 who are either in foster care or have aged out of
care. Prior to this amendment, states could decide who was deemed at risk of aging out and therefore
eligible for these services. This change is intended to encourage states to provide independent living
services to young people regardless of their involvement in extended foster care.
At the time of this report, The Family First Prevention Services Act had extended the eligibility age to receive
services to age 23. However, at the time of publication, data on this change was not available.
b
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These policies reflect the public’s increased understanding of the needs of older youth during the
transition to adulthood in general and of the needs of older youth in foster care in particular. This shift can
be attributed to the attention and interest generated by a growing body of research indicating that young
people’s brains continue to develop until they reach their mid to late twenties.

Methodology and Data
We used three federally mandated national datasets for all analyses in this brief. The Adoption and Foster
Care Analysis and Reporting System (AFCARS) Foster Care File is an administrative dataset that provides
information on the foster care history of all youth in care during a federal fiscal year. The National Youth
in Transition Database (NYTD) Services File compiles administrative data on all youth who have received
at least one federally funded independent living service. Finally, the NYTD Outcomes File utilizes survey
data collected from older youth at ages 17, 19, and 21.c The young person must be in care at age 17 to
participate in the survey, but they are not required to still be in care when they participate at 19 and 21.
To understand the unique experiences of youth in care, we examined 10 years of AFCARS data (FFY
2008-2017), focusing on the entry of young people ages 14 and over into care. Using this expanded
database, we compared entry rates, reasons for entry, and the time spent in foster care for this population
to their peers under the age of 14 in foster care. Next, we assessed the impact of extended care policies on
permanency at the population level by constructing two cohorts of older youth ages 18 to 21 who exited
care in a three-year period before and after extended care was implemented in their state.
To identify a cohort of older youth in extended foster care, we identified those older youth who were still
in care during the month of their 18th birthday or the month after. Then we tracked those same older
youth across years and identified youth who remained in care until their 19th birthday.d These older youth
were considered to be in extended foster care. Older youth who turned 18 in care but did not remain in
care were used as a comparison group. Descriptive statistics on this population were used to identify
differences in permanency for the extended care population. Additionally, examining NYTD Services data
for this group of older youth allowed for a comparison of service utilization by extended care status.
Finally, we used NYTD Outcomes survey data to assess the association between utilization of extended
care and positive adult outcomes. We compared respondents who reported being in extended foster care
at Wave 2 (age 19) and Wave 3 (age 21) to older youth who did not report being in care at either wave.
We used logistic regression to examine young adult outcomes (dependent variable) and extended foster
care utilization (independent variable) while controlling for race, ethnicity, and gender. We then used
logistic regression to determine if the relationship between extended foster care and young adult
outcomes was moderated by race/ethnicity.

At the time of this analysis, information on 21-year-olds in Cohort Two had not been publicly released and is not
presented in this brief.
d
Youth who remained in care for a short period following their 18th birthday were not considered to be in extended
foster care due to data quality and privacy considerations built into AFCARS.
c
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Presentation of Findings
Older youth’s experiences in foster care differ markedly from their
younger peers.
The AFCARS Foster Care File provides data on all young people who are in foster care during a fiscal year.
We used this information to better understand the unique experiences of older youth in foster care,
comparing entry rates, the reason for entry, and length of stay for the populations in care over and under
the age of 14.
Entry rates and entry reasons. Older youth differ from children under age 14 in the reasons they enter
the foster care system. Older youth are more likely to enter care due to neglect or behavior issues (such
as a conflict with their parent), while their younger peers are more likely to enter care due to physical
abuse or parental substance use. While entry rates for children under age 14 have increased over the last
five years, entry rates for older youth ages 14 to 17 have steadily decreased since the Fostering
Connections Act was passed.
Length of stay in foster care. Once in foster care, older youth spend more time in care than their peers
who enter care before age 14. This is true for both the average cumulative time in foster care (860 days
vs. 547 days, respectively) and the average time during the most recent foster care episode (751 days vs.
513 days, respectively). The longer cumulative length of stay may be explained by the fact that older
youth, due to their age, can spend more time in care. For example, the maximum length of stay for a 3year-old child who has spent time in care is three years, whereas a teenager in care can have a much
longer maximum length of stay, even if the proportion of the teenager’s life spent in care is similar to the
younger child. Older youth’s comparatively longer stay for their most recent foster care episode is
another indication that their experience in care is different from their younger peers. Spending more time
in foster care is associated with decreased odds of achieving permanency,10 indicating that the length of
stay for older youth is too long and may contribute to an increased risk of emancipation.

Older youth in foster care have a different path to permanency.
Permanency is defined as having a legal permanent connection to an adult caregiver. Children and older
youth in care exit to permanency through reunification, adoption, or guardianship. Reunification occurs
when a youth returns home to their family. Youth who are unable to return to their family can exit the
system by being adopted or having a legal guardian appointed for them.e Using AFCARS data, we
examined permanency outcomes for older youth and found that their permanency outcomes differ from
those of children under the age of 14. While older youth exit to permanency about 54 percent of the time,
they are far more likely than their younger peers to age out of care.11 Despite the aforementioned policy
changes, emancipation rates have remained largely consistent over time.

Adoption occurs when an adult legally takes responsibility for raising and providing for the youth, and can only
occur once parental rights have been terminated. Guardianship occurs when an adult assumes legal guardianship of
a child in foster care. Guardianship does not require that parental rights be terminated and is often used as an option
when a youth is placed with another family member.
e
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Permanency rates for older youth remain largely steady as states
implement extension of care.
Among some stakeholders there was concern that extension of care would affect rates of permanency for
older youth. To better understand the relationship between extended foster care and permanency, we
compared permanency and emancipation rates in AFCARS for two cohorts of older youth (ages 18 to 21)
in states with extended foster care funded through Title IV-E of the Social Security Act, which provides
federal financing for the administration and support of the foster care system. One cohort consisted of
older youth who exited care three years prior to extension of care in their state, while the other cohort
included those who exited care in the three years following extension of care in their state.
This analytic design allowed for an examination of trends in permanency rates (for this age group) over a
time period in which states implemented Title IV-E extended foster care. The graph below shows
discharge reasons for the two cohorts. While there was a statistically significant difference between the
groups of youth that were discharged before and after the extension of foster care, the proportion of
youth emancipating remained largely stable. This may indicate limited practical significance in the change,
in that states continue to see relatively the same proportion of older youth achieve permanency or
emancipate from care before and after extended foster care. The current findings show that achieving
permanency after the age of 18 is unlikely, underscoring that more research is needed to better
understand the relationship between extended foster care and permanency.
Figure 1. Discharge reasons before and after the implementation of extended care, ages 18-21

76.3%

18.9%

76.9%

18.2%
4.9%

4.8%
Permanency*

Emancipation*

Other

Discharged before extended care policy
Discharged after extended care policy
*statistically significant at p<.05
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Extended foster care is associated with better access to services.
Extended foster care is associated with increased access to services and positive outcomes for older
youth ages 18 to 21.f Our analysis of NYTD Servicesg data found that 65 percent of older youth in
extended foster care through their 19th birthday receive services compared to only 35 percent of 18- to
19-year-olds who left care at age 18.
Although extended foster care does connect older youth to services, it is not the only path to receiving
services. Older youth in extended care were more likely to receive services than youth who exited care,
overall, but they were also more likely to receive a higher number of individual services for a broader
service array. However, this gap in the number of services decreases if we consider older youth who were
already participating in at least one service, regardless of their status in extended care. These findings
indicate that older youth who are connected to services through extended foster care are those who
might otherwise disengage from the child welfare system after turning 18; however, extended care does
not have a large impact on older youth who are already connected to services after they turn 18. The
findings also reinforce the importance of connecting youth to services early, while they are still in care,
and reaching out often to ensure they receive needed and available services. Youth become eligible to
receive independent living services at age 14 and should be receiving them throughout their time in care.

Extended foster care is associated with better adult outcomes.
To assess the relationship between extended care and outcomes, we analyzed survey data for older youth
ages 19 and 21 from the NYTD Outcomes File.h Using these data, we developed logistic regression models
while controlling for race, ethnicity, and gender. We found that extended foster care is associated with
better young adult outcomes in several key areas. Young people in extended foster care are more likely to
achieve important young adult milestones such as finishing school and gaining employment than their
counterparts who do not stay in care.
Specifically, our analysis indicates that older youth in extended foster care at ages 19 and 21 have higher
odds of experiencing positive adult outcomes than their peers who leave care before age 19, and their
peers who leave care before age 21. Older youth in care at age 19 have higher odds of being employed,
being enrolled in school, and receiving educational aid when compared to their 19-year-old peers not in
extended foster care. They also have lower odds of being disconnected (i.e., neither employed nor
enrolled in school), being homeless, and having a child, compared to their peers who leave care before
their 19th birthday (see table 1 for more details). Older youth who are in care at age 21 also have these
better outcomes when compared to their peers who leave care before age 21. These findings suggest that
extended care is helping to connect older youth to resources that enable them to gain the skills needed
for a successful transition to adulthood.

Access to services refers to federally funded Chafee services that are meant to help prepare older youth for
adulthood by providing needed information and skill development training that they may not otherwise receive.
g
FY 2017
h
Some older youth included in the comparison group (not in extended foster care), may be ineligible for extended
foster care due to achieving permanency between ages 17 and 18.
f
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Table 1: Young adult outcomes for older youth in extended care compared to older youth not in
extended care

Outcome Domain
Having a diploma/GED
Employment
School enrollment
Disconnectedness
Receiving educational aid
Homelessness
Young parenthood

NYTD cohort 1 for age 19

NYTD cohort 1 for age 21

Odds
1.2x higher
1.2x higher
2.8x higher
2.8x lower
1.9x higher
3.1x lower
1.7x lower

Odds
No significant difference
1.3x higher
3x higher
3x lower
1.4x higher
2.7x lower
2x lower

Results significant at the p <.05

The analysis of adult outcomes is complicated by extended care eligibility requirements that often require
young people to be enrolled in school or employed; these requirements may result in a decrease in
positive outcomes once a young person is no longer involved in the child welfare system. To examine this
potential backslide of outcomes, we analyzed the outcomes for older youth who were in care at age 19
but were no longer in care at age 21. The results of this analysis suggest that even a small dose of
extended foster care is associated with positive outcomes. Compared to 21-year-olds without any
extended care experience (measured in NYTD), older youth in care at age 19 but not at age 21 have higher
odds of being employed, completing a high school diploma/GED, and receiving educational aid, and their
odds of being homeless and having a child at age 21 are lower.
Table 2: Young adult outcomes for older youth in extended care at age 19 but not age 21 compared to
older youth not in extended care
NYTD cohort 1
Outcome Domain
Having a diploma/GED
Employment
School enrollment
Disconnectedness
Receiving educational aid
Homelessness
Young parenthood

Odds
2.3x higher
1.2x higher
No significant difference
No significant difference
1.4x higher
1.4x lower
1.7x lower

Results significant at the p <.05

Extended foster care should benefit all older youth, regardless of their race/ethnicity. To examine
whether the benefits vary by race/ethnicity, we used the same models described in the previous section
and added a moderation effect by race/ethnicity. In many instances, youth of color in extended care
experience similar outcomes to their white peers. Older youth who were Asian, Native American or
Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, multi-racial, or whose race is unknown
experienced the same or better odds of positive outcomes than their white peers in almost all outcome
areas. When compared to their white peers, black/African American youth experienced more disparities
than Hispanic youth. The following are some specific findings from our analysis:
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Figure 2. Older black youth in extended foster care have similar or better odds than their white peers in
employment and educational attainment
Odds for black 19- and 21-year-olds in extended foster care compared with their white counterparts
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Figure 3. Older Hispanic youth in extended foster care have similar or better odds than their white peers
Odds for Hispanic 19- and 21-year-olds in extended foster care compared with their white counterparts
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Figure 4. Older youth who are of other race/ethnicities (not Black, Hispanic, or white) in extended foster
care have better odds or not significantly different odds than their white peers in many outcomes
Odds for Asian, Native American or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacifica Islander, multiracial, or unknown race 19- and 21-year-olds in extended foster care compared with their white
counterparts

These findings suggest that extended foster care is associated with a decrease in racial and ethnic
disparities in some young adult outcome areas.

Discussion of Findings
Based on our findings about the experiences and outcomes of older youth in foster care, we offer several
recommendations to ensure that the foster care system is responsive to the unique needs of these young
people as they transition to adulthood.

Services and supports must be responsive to the unique ways in
which older youth enter, experience, and exit the foster care
system.
The supports and services that older youth and their families receive to prevent foster care placement, as
well as those they receive once a youth enters care, need to be developmentally appropriate. Older youth
are in a critical developmental stage. As they transition to adulthood, they are learning coping and
decision-making skills, developing impulse control, and seeking more independence. This is a process that
begins in adolescence and continues well into a young person’s twenties.12 However, developmentally
appropriate behaviors (such as pushing boundaries) may manifest in challenging ways. Older youth are
significantly more likely to enter the foster care system due to a behavioral challenge than their peers
under the age of 14. Renewed emphasis on prevention services and supports, as exemplified in the
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Families First Act, may help child welfare agencies and families find alternatives to care that keep young
people at home. Additionally, older youth in care often experience more placement instability and a
higher likelihood of congregate care placement due to their behaviors.13 Placement instability and
congregate care placements are associated with an increased risk of further system involvement and
other negative outcomes, such as delinquency.14 One strategy for supporting placement stability includes
formalizing the relationship between the child welfare and behavioral health systems, which may be
better attuned to the developmental changes unique to this population.15
Youth who enter care after their 14th birthday are more likely to age out of care without a stable,
permanent family. Older youth experience longer stays in foster care and may need tailored supports and
services in order to achieve permanency. Specialized programs that work to secure adoptive families and
guardianship arrangements for older youth have been shown to be effective.16 However, these
specialized services are not available to all youth in foster care. Additionally, consciously designed
teaming practices that work in tandem with the unique strengths of older youth and their families to
support permanency and adult connections are emerging as an important addition to the typical skillbased services (i.e., financial management, health living education) many agencies provide.17

Additional targeted research could identify next steps to assist
older youth during the transition to adulthood.
The body of research on the effects of extended foster care is growing.
Recent findings show that older youth in extended foster care
experience better outcomes than older youth who leave care at 18.18
Additionally, research demonstrates that the positive effects of
extended foster care increase with each year an older youth spends in
care.19 However, more research is needed in several areas:
1. Research on subgroups in extended foster care, such as young
parents, could help identify services and supports that either hinder
or encourage participation. Additional research may illuminate
system-level changes that can increase utilization of extended
foster care. A better understanding of subgroups in extended foster
care may also inform needed adjustments to extended care policies
and services for older youth. For example, research could consider
differences in extended care eligibility requirements across states
and whether such differences affect older youth’s outcomes: It is
important to understand if older youth in states with the broadest
eligibility requirements have access to programs that are more
conducive to the needs of certain subgroups than states with
stricter requirements.
2. Research on barriers to utilization of extended foster care may help
to address the low utilization rate across the country. Utilization of
extended foster care has a national average around 25 percent,
indicating that states may need more guidance about how to
implement extended foster care.20 For example, child welfare
systems may not be providing adequate information to youth about
the option to stay in care and the requirements of extended foster
care; with better understanding of this implementation barrier,
systems may make adjustments and create better protocols for
providing this information to older youth.
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The Jim Casey Youth
Opportunities Initiative works to
ensure that all young people
leaving foster care have the
resources, relationships, and
opportunities needed to support a
successful transition to adulthood.
As part of their work, the Jim
Casey Initiative and Annie E. Casey
Foundation have published several
important resources for extending
foster care. A few are linked below:
1. Future Savings: The
Economic Potential of
Successful Transitions
from Foster Care to
Adulthood
2. Foster Care to 21: Doing it
Right
3. Expectant and Parenting
Youth-Foster Care Toolkit
4. Fostering Youth
Transitions: Using Data to
Drive Policy and Practice
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3. Research on older youth who do not stay in extended foster care but continue to receive services is
needed to better understand alternative options to extended foster care. Older youth who were
receiving services at 18 continued to receive services, regardless of their participation in extended
foster care; this indicates that there may be differences between youth who stay in care past age 18
and receive services, and those who leave at age 18 and continue to receive services. Understanding
those differences and creating tailored supports for both groups will help ensure that all youth are
connected to the level of services and supports necessary for their transition to adulthood.

To support racial and ethnic equity in the child welfare system, use
extended foster care as a policy lever to improve outcomes for all
older youth in care.
Both past research and findings presented here suggest that extended foster care may be associated with
a decrease in racial and ethnic disparities in some young adult outcome areas.21 To achieve equitable
results in all outcome areas, however, child welfare agencies must ensure that young people and families
of color are receiving tailored services and supports throughout their time in foster care—from initial
contact through emancipation. This will require acknowledging and making a commitment to address the
existence of structural and systemic racism in the child welfare system. Although extended foster care
may help to decrease disparities in young adult outcomes, additional research is needed to better
understand the unique experiences of older youth and families of color that are involved in the child
welfare system.

Collect high-quality, comprehensive data.
To yield useful results, future research efforts will require improvements in the quality and
comprehensiveness of data collected on older youth with experience in foster care. While the National
Youth in Transition Database is a valuable source of information, changes to the format and collection of
these data are needed. Because response rates for NYTD are low across the country (ranging from 20 to
100 percent at baseline data collection),22 the sample of older youth drawn from NYTD may not be
generalizable to the broader population of older youth ages 17, 19, and 21 with foster care experience.
Additionally, NYTD should be restructured to allow for collection of more nuanced data; to fully
understand this group of older youth, we need more details on their experiences in care.
AFCARS data should also be improved and expanded to better capture the unique characteristics of older
youth. For example, more indicators should be added to gather information about young parents who are
in foster care. With the 2016 AFCARS Final Rule, some indicators for this subgroup were amended or
added starting in the 2020 reporting cycle, but they still do not capture some important information
about young parents. This includes information about the children of young parents in care, parents’
access to reproductive medical care, and their access to critical documents such as a driver license and
social security card.
Currently, there are no federal reporting requirements for older youth over the age of 18 who are still in
foster care. As a result, reporting techniques and quality of reporting on extended foster care varies
greatly by state. Additionally, states with state-funded extended care often do not report on young people
in extended foster care. Efforts to improve the collection of comprehensive data on this population should
focus on both federal Title IV-E extended foster care and state-funded extended foster care reporting
requirements.
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Conclusions
Older youth who enter foster care differ from children who enter care before the age of 14, in ways that
relate to both their phase of development and their experiences in the system (e.g., spending more time in
care). To help ensure that older youth can make a successful transition to adulthood, many states have
extended foster care beyond age 18, providing additional years of services and supports. Older youth who
are in extended foster care, even for a short time, experience better outcomes than their peers not in
extended foster care. Extended foster care cannot replace a legal permanent family, but it has emerged as
a valuable tool in supporting the success of older youth who do not achieve permanency as they transition
to adulthood.
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