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Executive Summary

Policymakers have long recognized the unique challenges young people aging out of foster care may face as
they transition to adulthood. A central challenge is securing viable housing options for young adults that are
both developmentally appropriate and responsive to their diverse needs. To build the evidence base for
programs that serve young people transitioning out of foster care and into adulthood, the Administration
for Children and Families (ACF) contracted the Urban Institute and its partner, Chapin Hall at the University
of Chicago, to carry out formative evaluation activities that could lead to future rigorous evaluations. This
report describes results from a nationwide scan of housing programs for young people formerly in foster
care that follow the Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH) model, an approach that couples low-barrier

affordable housing and supportive services for an indefinite period of time.

Key Findings

We sought to better understand the range of current programs that generally follow the PSH model, learn
more about how they operate, and identify the next steps for readying these programs for potential future
evaluation. We identified 25 programs through an initial scan and determined 19 fit the PSH model. We

then conducted in-depth site visits with 8 of those 19 programs.

Seven research questions guided our examination of PSH programs for young people formerly in foster

care.

Question 1: What Design Features Characterize PSH Programs That Serve the General
Population of Young People at Risk of Homelessness?

We explored many design features, which often varied, including eligibility and participant characteristics;
the housing model; the supportive services model; and the community context, organizational setting, and
program features. A majority of the programs (N = 14) accepted young people ages 18 to 26 at program

entry.
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Question 2: What Challenges Does Providing PSH to Young People Formerly in Foster
Care Pose?

Program staff identified three common challenges: engaging young people in services, addressing trauma,
and funding limitations. Less often mentioned were challenges related to finding housing, foster care system

impacts, staff stress, and staff qualifications.

Question 3: What Successes Have Providers of PSH to Young People Formerly in Foster
Care Experienced?

Despite challenges, program staff experienced success in several areas, such as building relationships with
young people, supporting young people in achieving goals (including in mental health, education, and

personal goals), forming relationships with landlords, and supporting staff.

Question 4: How Do Young People Perceive the Programs, and Do Their Perceptions
Match Staff Perceptions?

Young people tended to describe program goals in similar ways as staff, and they identified several program
benefits and challenges. Young people most often mentioned rules and requirements as interfering with
their independence, while also addressing concerns about employment requirements, visitation rules,

privacy concerns, miscommunication, and challenges with accommodating family members.

Question 5: What Are Key Program Design Features That Should Be Sustained or
Modified?

We learned that because young people vary in needs, functioning, and goals, programs should sustain the
Housing First approach by not requiring young people to engage in services. Program staff and young people
alike talked about the importance of case management and the need to continue developing innovative
ways to build relationships with young people, ensure adequate staff training, and clearly communicate the

program’s expectations and staff roles. Program features differ between scattered and clustered sites.

Question 6: For Whom Is PSH Appropriate?

The programs we interviewed seem well-suited to provide support to many young people transitioning

toward independence. However, most do not appear well-suited to serve young people who have more
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intensive service needs such as severe mental or physical disabilities. Overall, the programs work well for

those who need support for more than a year or two, but also have a goal to eventually exit the program.

Question 7: What Should PSH Programs Consider to Prepare for an Evaluation?

Our full site visits allowed us to explore each program’s readiness for various types of evaluations. The key
indicators we assessed were whether the program has a logic model, expected outcomes, and data
collection systems, and how programs use collected data to implement the program. Our scan suggests that
some programs may be ready for formative evaluation. We compiled a set of recommendations to consider

when designing formal evaluations for PSH programs.

Future Directions

Because PSH programs are intensive, establishing a clearer target population for PSH and supportive
housing would help the field understand how to best serve young people and begin building evidence.
Several programs discussed various approaches to engaging young people. Formative and process

evaluations can help PSH programs learn whether these approaches can improve service delivery.

Most programs we spoke with are not designed in a way that is amenable to rigorous impact evaluation
such as a randomized controlled trial or quasi-experimental design. However, there are other ways to
generate evidence, such as continuous quality improvement approaches that programs can use to refine
their models, strengthen implementation, and ensure the appropriate services are targeted to young

people’s needs.
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Supportive Housing for Young People
Formerly in Foster Care

In the United States, most young people experience a gradual transition to adulthood accompanied by
frequent changes in housing. Young people typically make this transition with the emotional support,
financial assistance, and safety net of family members or other adults. Young adults transitioning out of
foster care, however, often experience transiency and frequent changes in housing with little support or
supervision from family (Munson et al. 2016). The transition from foster care can be abrupt for some young
adults, as they are expected to shift from being dependents of the state to being independent young adults
overnight (Osgood, Foster, and Courtney 2010). Young people aging out of foster care are tasked with
securing suitable housing with little or no support from their family or the state (Brown and Wilderson
2010; Dworsky 2020). Accordingly, many young people aging out of foster care experience homelessness.
Studies published over the past three decades report rates of homelessness among this population ranging
from 11 percent (Brandford and English 2004) to 36 percent (Dworsky, Napolitano, and Courtney 2013;
Reilly 2003).

Transitioning to adulthood presents challenges for all young people; however, most have access to
various supports that those aging out of foster care do not. Policymakers have long recognized the unique
challenges young people aging out of foster care face as they transition to adulthood. In response, federal

child welfare policy has increasingly focused on availability of supports for this population (box 1).

BOX1
The Chafee Foster Care Program for Successful Transition to Adulthood

Most young people need support as they transition to adulthood. Young people transitioning out of foster
care need specific supports tied to the unique challenges they face. Over the past three decades, federal
child welfare policy has significantly increased the availability of those supports. In 1999, the Foster Care
Independence Act amended Title IV-E of the Social Security Act to create the Chafee Foster Care
Independence Program (the Chafee program), the primary source of federal funding for services to support
young people in foster care during their transition to adulthood. The Family First Prevention Services Act
renamed the program in 2018; it is now the Chafee Foster Care Program for Successful Transition to
Adulthood.

The Foster Care Independence Act requires that a small percentage of Chafee program funding be used
to rigorously evaluate independent living programs that are “innovative or of potential national
significance.” In 2003, the Administration for Children and Families (ACF) contracted the Urban Institute
and its partners, Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago and the National Opinion Research Center, to
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conduct the Multi-Site Evaluation of Foster Youth Programs.? Of the four programs evaluated using a
randomized controlled design, only one had a statistically significant effect on youth outcomes.

The Chafee program has helped us better understand the types of supports that young people
transitioning out of foster care need. These supports span various domains including financial well-being,
housing, education, employment, physical and behavioral health, and social connection. Various programs
designed to support this population in these domains exist; however, we still know little about which
programs for young people transitioning out of foster care are effective and which program components are
essential to their effectiveness. To continue building an evidence base for programs that serve young people
transitioning out of foster care and into adulthood, ACF contracted the Urban Institute and its partner
Chapin Hall to learn more about what programs for young people formerly in foster care look like and how
they operate. This report presents findings from a nationwide scan of supportive housing programs for
young people formerly in foster care that follow the Permanent Supportive Housing (PSH) model.

2 OPRE (Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation), ACF (Administration for Children and Families), HHS (US Department of Health
and Human Services), “Multi-Site Evaluation of Foster Youth Programs (Chafee Independent Living Evaluation Project) 2001-2010,”

(Washington, DC: OPRE, ACF, HHS, 2010), https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/research/project/multi-site-evaluation-of-foster-youth-
programs-chafee-independent-living.

A central challenge acknowledged by policymakers is securing viable housing options for young adults
that are both developmentally appropriate and responsive to their diverse needs (Dworsky and Dasgupta
2018). See box 2 for more information. In recent years, supportive housing programs have become a popular
means to support young people formerly in foster care. However, we know little about the extent to which
programs are meeting the needs of young people transitioning to adulthood, and, if so, how they are
addressing this population’s unique needs (Munson et al. 2016). Although research indicates a universal
approach will not be adequate (Brown and Wilderson 2010; Delman and Jones 2002), it remains unclear
what specific set of housing options should be made available and whether distinct housing options are
better suited for young adults who have been in foster care. Housing programs that follow the PSH model

may be one potential option for this population.

BOX 2
Developmentally Appropriate and Responsive Housing Options for Young People Aging Out of Foster Care

Young people aging out of foster care can benefit from housing options that both match their current
developmental stage and also respond to their needs (Dworsky and Dasgupta 2018). During the transition
to adulthood, for example, young adults commonly have roommates to make housing more affordable or for
social support. Some shared housing options may impose roommate restrictions, not allowing young people
to live with boyfriends, girlfriends, or biological parents (Dworsky and Dasgupta 2018). Other jurisdictions
may allow young people to select their own roommate (Dworsky and Dasgupta 2018), which can promote a
developmentally appropriate decisionmaking skill. Depending on age, younger adults may require housing
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options that provide more supervision such as curfews or rules for visitors. Such housing options might also
provide opportunities to engage in activities that are developmentally appropriate, such as dating or getting
together with friends. Yet as young people get older, some rules including policies around alcohol
consumption or overnight guests may not align with their adult developmental status.

The Permanent Supportive Housing model combines low-barrier affordable housing and
supportive services for an indefinite period of time.
—Rogetal. (2014)

The PSH model’s purpose is to help the most vulnerable individuals and families lead more stable lives.
PSH is a favored approach to serving the most vulnerable among people experiencing homelessness (e.g.,
young people with foster care experience) because it typically targets people who have experienced
multiple barriers to housing and cannot maintain housing stability without supportive services (Gaetz
2021). Additionally, the PSH model operates under the Housing First approach. Housing First acknowledges
aright to housing with no terms or preconditions (Gaetz 2021). PSH is one housing option that exists within
a broader continuum of housing programs. A related approach, Short-Term Supportive Housing (STSH),
differs from PSH programs in that these programs are not meant to be permanent (e.g., Gaetz, Scott, and
Gulliver 2013). Both PSH and STSH programs differ from other housing programs because they combine
flexible and voluntary supports for housing stability and access to individualized services. Most research on

the PSH model concerns older, single adults and homeless families.

In this study, we focus on PSH programs because we know little about how they are used for young
people or the extent to which programs meet the needs of young people with foster care histories. This
project’s goal was to learn about PSH programs specifically for young people formerly in foster care, which
we define as young people who spent any time in foster care, including those who aged out. Through
interviews and focus groups, we sought to better understand the range of current programs that generally
follow the PSH model, learn more about how they operate, and identify next steps for readying these

programs for potential future evaluation.

SUPPORTIVE HOUSING FOR YOUNG PEOPLE FORMERLY IN FOSTER CARE 3



Approach

We developed the following research questions to guide our examination of PSH programs for young people

formerly in foster care:

1. What design features characterize PSH programs that serve the general population of young

people at risk of homelessness?
2. What challenges does providing PSH to young people formerly in foster care pose?
3. What successes have providers of PSH to young people formerly in foster care experienced?
4. How do young people perceive the programs, and do their perceptions match staff perceptions?
5. What are key program design features that should be sustained or modified?
6. Forwhom is PSH appropriate?

7. What should PSH programs consider to prepare for an evaluation?

To answer these questions, we used the PSH model as a benchmark. Between 2017 and 2020, we
conducted a national scan of supportive housing programs for young people formerly in foster care. Our
scan, which we periodically repeated over the search period to look for new programs, involved reviewing
programs compiled from a previous search conducted by Mathematica (Dworsky et al. 2012), internet
searches, and reaching out to known contacts in the field. We looked for programs that (1) targeted the
most vulnerable young people (e.g., those who are homeless or at risk of homelessness, with a mental health
and/or substance use diagnosis, etc.) yet (2) had minimal additional conditions on eligibility (i.e., work or
school not required), (3) offered supportive services in addition to housing, and (4) had no absolute duration

or age limit (figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
Program Search

National scan of supportive housing programs for young people formerly in foster care: involved
reviewing programs compiled from a previous search conducted by Mathematica (Dworsky et al. 2012),

internet searches, and reaching out to known contacts in the field.

Program criteria:

Targets the most Minimal additional
vulnerable young conditions on eligibility
people (homeless or at (work or school not

Offers supportive

No absolute duration or
age limit

services in addition to
housing

risk of homelessness, required)
mental health and/or

substance use

diagnosis, etc.)

Source: Urban Institute scan of supportive housing programs.

We identified 25 programs through this scan and conducted phone interviews with relevant staff from
each. These conversations revealed that 6 programs were transitional housing programs and did not fit the
PSH model, although they target young people formerly in foster care. The remaining 19 programs (figure 2)
fit the PSH model, regardless of whether they specifically target young people formerly in care (figure 3).
We then conducted in-depth site visits with 8 of those 19 programs. Additional information about data and

methods is provided in appendix A.
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FIGURE 2
Locations of PSH Programs for Young People Formerly in Foster Care (N = 19)

12,13, 14,15, 16,
17,18,19

7

N

11

v
| -

Source: Urban Institute scan of supportive housing programs.

The 19 PSH programs identified in our scan were concentrated in some of the largest US cities, such as
inthe New York Tristate Area and the west coast, although we did not find programs in many other large

cities.

Program Typologies

Infigure 3, we organized the 25 programs from our initial phone interviews along two dimensions—whether
they targeted young people formerly in foster care and if they fit the PSH model—to create four possible
typologies. Many (N = 11) of the programs we spoke with met both criteria (Type I). We found several
programs that used a PSH model and possibly served young people formerly in foster care (N = 8), but they
did not or could not target them specifically, mostly because of requirements under coordinated entry
systems (Type I1). 1 Some programs targeted young people formerly in foster care but had firm service
requirements and duration limits and therefore did not qualify as PSH (N = 6; Type I11). By default, the final
category was for youth housing programs that did not fit the PSH model and did not target young people
formerly in foster care (Type V). None of the 25 programs we interviewed fell into the Type IV category. We

focus the remainder of this report on the 19 programs that fit the PSH model.
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FIGURE 3
Program Typologies

Young people formerly in foster care

Yes No

Permanent
Supportive Yes
Housing
(PSH)

No . N=6 V. NA

Source: Urban Institute scan of supportive housing programs.

We report the findings as they relate to each research question. For each question, we first summarize
what was commonly reported among the 19 PSH programs and highlight any notable distinctions that may

set a program apart. We then discuss the recurring themes that emerged from our interviews.

Findings

Question 1: What Design Features Characterize PSH Programs for the General
Population of Young Adults at Risk of Homelessness?

Design features we explored about programs included eligibility and participant characteristics; the housing
model; the supportive services model; and the community context, organizational setting, and program

features. Appendix B summarizes the design features by program.

DESIGN FEATURE 1: ELIGIBILITY AND PARTICIPANT CHARACTERISTICS
A majority of the programs we spoke with (N = 14) accepted young people ages 18 through their mid-
twenties (i.e., 24- to 26-years-old) at program entrance. The youngest entry age a program accepted was 17

and the oldest was 29.

Eligibility criteria varied, but most programs based their criteria on (a) history of foster care, (b) whether
ayouth is homeless or at risk of being homeless, (c) whether a youth has a mental or behavioral health
diagnosis, and (d) whether a youth is expectant or parenting. More than half of the programs (N = 11) had
foster care history as a criterion for eligibility. Being homeless or at risk of homelessness was another
eligibility criterion for 16 programs. Eight programs required young people to have a mental or behavioral
health diagnosis. Four programs mentioned they accepted young people who were expecting and parenting,
although this was only a requirement by one. Staff from one program explicitly mentioned that they do not

accept expecting and parenting young people.
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Eligibility within programs also varied. If programs had multiple funding sources, eligibility for specific
units would sometimes differ based on their funding. For example, one program had a few units that were
donor-funded and had specific criteria that young people must be women and in school. Eligibility criteria
based on specific funding sources were either set in addition to the program'’s existing criteria or existed on
their own. Using funding sources to create separate eligibility criteria allowed some programs to bypass the
coordinated entry system, which programs are required to use if they receive US Department of Housing

and Urban Development (HUD) funding, to serve some young people. We discuss this later in the report.

Afew of the programs in New York used state-specific homelessness criteria to determine eligibility. 2
Two of the programs served young people with a history of foster care who are homeless or at risk of being
homeless and do not have a mental health diagnosis. Other programs located in New York served young

people with a severe mental health diagnosis who are homeless or at risk of homelessness.

Participant characteristics varied across programs. However, staff from most of the programs we spoke
with mentioned they had current participants with a history of foster care (N = 16). A few programs served
either exclusively men or women, and the programs that served expecting and parenting young people
typically had majority-women participants. Staff from other programs mentioned they served an even
distribution of men and women. Nine programs had young people who were LGBTQ+, and staff from three
of these programs explicitly mentioned that 40 percent or more of the young people they served were
LGBTQ+. None of these programs exclusively served LGBTQ+ young people. Nine programs had majority-
Black/Latinx participants, and staff from one program mentioned their participant population was racially
and ethnically diverse. The education levels of young people varied across programs, ranging from less than

a high school diploma to some college-level education.

DESIGN FEATURE 2: HOUSING MODEL

Ten programs had clustered housing, which means they had a single building in which all units were located
or a group of buildings close together. Seven programs had scattered-site housing, which means housing
units were dispersed throughout the community. Two programs had both scattered-site and clustered
housing. Programs with a clustered housing model usually owned the buildings themselves or contracted
with a building management company to provide housing. Scattered-site programs usually rented from
private landlords. Programs either provided the youth with a voucher to use for housing, making the
program participant the direct lease holder, or held master leases with landlords where the youth would act
as a subletter or cosigner on the lease. Staff from one program expressed that being the master lease holder
is beneficial because consequences for a youth who is noncompliant will less likely affect the young person’s
ability to obtain future housing. Rather than an eviction, the youth would receive a lease termination (if
warranted by a noncompliance issue), which would not affect their rental history as seriously. Whether the

program held the lease was dependent on both the landlord and program. Following the PSH model, many
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programs did not have a time limit or require participants to exit at a certain age. Six programs preferred to
see participants exit by a certain age (i.e., 25 to 26) but did not require participants who reach this age to

leave. Ten programs had no exit criteria at all.

Thirteen programs did not have employment or educational requirements for young people to be in the
program. They might have offered supportive services geared toward these areas but did not require young
people to be working or in school while in the program. This follows the Housing First approach that PSH
programs may operate under. Requirements to engage in supportive services varied across programs. Six
programs required young people to engage in case management to some degree (e.g., monthly check-ins),
and a majority of programs required young people to follow the basic rules of a typical lease. Typical lease
policies include on-time rent payment and restrictions on unit repairs and alterations. Programs often had
policies requiring guests to check in and out of participants’ residences and/or limiting the number of guests

a participant can have and visitation hours.

While uncommon, one reason young people may have exited a program was noncompliance with
program rules. When that happened, it was most often because the resident was violent toward program
staff, other participants, or guests. Other noncompliance issues programs mentioned included persistent
nonpayment of rent and guest policy violations. Staff described setting up meetings with young people and

having ongoing conversations with them to resolve problems and avoid unplanned exits.

THEME: OPERATIONAL TENSIONS WITHIN THE PSH MODEL

Operating a PSH model with no exit date creates practical problems with program flow and may contribute
to tension between promoting adult independence and providing young people a sense of permanence. Staff
from 11 programs discussed this theme. No inherent reason exists for a program to maintain flow and take
new young people rather than serve one group of residents indefinitely. However, program leaders
recognized the programmatic impacts of supporting a potentially long ramp to independence, specifically

that programming is designed for young adults. A program director said,

One of the things that has been a challenge is the fact that it is not a time-limited program. Our target
population is TAY [transition-age young people] up to age 24. At [one site] the oldest is 40...our
techniques are really geared toward transition-age youth.

Another director noted that turnover is important to give opportunities to more young people coming out of
foster care. One youth reiterated this by saying they moved out because they “wanted to give up the unit to

other individuals that needed it more.”

Even though PSH programs are meant to remove the sense of urgency about exiting the program, case
managers spoke about what can happen when residents stay a long time, well into their mid-twenties or

longer:
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It's permanent housing, which has an upside and a downside to it. The young adult doesn’t have to
worry about what to do when they reach age 26. It’s still programmatic housing with a lot of rules.
When they get older, they don'’t think they should be in a program with a lot of rules.

Young people echoed staff reflections that although PSH programs are potentially permanent, in
practice they are temporary. Young people from six of the eight programs we spoke with mentioned that
they view their program as a temporary stop in their journey toward independence. One youth said,

Understand that it's a stepping-stone, it was never the type of program to come in and you stay here.
It's why they have the rules and regulations they do.

A program director described how the PSH model has, over time, culminated in a group of residents who
were but are no longer part of the target population of transition-age young people:
A lot of them are no longer TAY. They're just adult people and [the] county doesn’t have a
mechanism...where they move into different slots to make room for more TAY, [so] these people stay
in their slots indefinitely. Right, not only are there not openings but the caseload isn’t really TAY
anymore. The problem is, they come in between 18-24, it’s the permanent housing so as long as
they’re income eligible and are able to abide by lease terms, they’re allowed to stay there

permanently and they at some point become non-TAY and we can only replace them through
attrition.

Another director of a program designed for young people through age 26 expressed frustration about a
lack of clear options for residents who continue to need supportive housing after that age and how it affects
this program’s ability to admit new residents:

It is very inhumane. We operate from a trauma-informed lens and we are not going to force this
person out into homelessness. We will work with them to find some sort of permanent housing...We
have a youth who is going on 30, but that youth also has cognitive delays. There is no program for

them...He works, but that doesn’t give him enough to get an apartment. Do | evict someone like that?
He is not causing any problems, but we can’t accept another youth coming into the program.

Program leadership and staff provided several reasons why some young people delay exit, including

difficulty finding other housing and not feeling prepared or able to move on.

Difficulty finding other housing

Eventually, most but not all young people desire to leave their program for more living space or a more
independent lifestyle. The cost of market-rate housing and the availability of other subsidized housing are
the biggest barriers to moving on. As such, some staff had young people apply for other subsidized housing
programs as soon as they entered the program. A case manager at a program in the Southeast said, “We’ve
noticed folks who stay more than three years have disengaged from plans and goals and are more driven by
free rent.” A case manager in California said that the cost of housing is the main reason why young people
stay in the program: “If you're paying $300 in rent when the average is $3,000 in [city], they don’t want to
leave.” A program director in that program said, “In the [region] it is out of whack. You may be making

$30,000 to $40,000 and that will not keep you in an apartment.” She added, “Most young people are ready
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to take on their own housing, if we could just get the rental market to cooperate.” Another director from the

same program said,

Regardless of how well they're doing | don’t know if any of us could be living on our own one or two-
bedroom apartment in that neighborhood so there’s this reality...if everything was in a different
environment you would be exiting them to their own stable housing... since I've been here no one has
moved out to other housing.

Not feeling prepared or able to move on

Another barrier to exiting is simply not feeling ready to be more independent. Staff reported that usually a
few residents have not shored up their resources such as money for a security deposit, even after along
stay. Arelated issue is a host of often realistic fears about living independently, which might be heightened
by having experienced the instability of foster care. One staff member said,

For alot of our young people who have been here for some time it’s scary moving out to be on their

own and see tenants move out due to violence and they’re not successful so that’s scary. And a lot of

our participants don’t have a family home to get back to. A lot of people can go to college and then fall

back on family...a lot of our tenants don’t have that. We're that place for them. How do we make them

feel safe but also secure enough to move out? It’s one of the biggest issues we have...they sabotage a

lot. They're our long stayers. We are trying to let them know they can be successful without us, this

can be your permanent [arrangement] but we don’t want this to be...we want this to be a springboard
for you and some of them are like, “No this is good. | don’t need better than this.”

Young people from three programs echoed these observations. They found it difficult to balance feeling
comfortable in the program with being motivated to work on goals. One youth noted that they “got to be
content” by themselves in the program; another said that they became “accustomed to being in the program
and being on [their] own, period.” One youth said they must force themselves to be determined to get things
done, which is hard because they can get discouraged easily. Another staff member saw the situation
similarly:

Most of them don’t want to move on. We have some that do, but the majority of them, because some

of our young people come out of care, so they're...pretty dependent on programming. That is
normalcy 