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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this research is to examine outcomes for youth who have aged out of the 

child welfare system. My thesis examines data on young adults who recently became 

independent and compares outcomes for youth who aged out of group home settings to outcomes 

for youth who aged out of alternative settings including foster homes and pre-adoptive homes. 

The data come from the Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System (AFCARS), 

the National Youth in Transition Database (NYTD) Outcomes File, and the NYTD Services File. 

Previous research has shown that group home placement exacerbates deviant, antisocial behavior 

among youth in their care. Other studies show that aging out of the child welfare system yields 

negative life outcomes such as homelessness and financial dependence. However, research is 

limited on youth who age out of the group home setting in particular. This study aims to address 

the gap in the literature by examining economic hardship, substance abuse, and criminality for 

youth who aged out of the group home setting compared to youth who aged out of alternative 

settings. The results of this study show that aging out of a group home placement in particular is 

a significant predictor of negative outcomes in young adulthood.  
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INTRODUCTION  

The purpose of my research is to examine negative social, behavioral, and economic 

outcomes among young adults who have aged out of the child welfare system. I will compare 

individuals who have aged out of the group home setting to those who have aged out of 

alternative settings such as foster care. I hypothesize that aging out of the group home setting 

produces far greater negative outcomes than aging out of settings including pre-adoptive homes, 

foster homes with relatives, and foster homes with non-relatives. Both group home placement 

and aging out of the foster care system are known to negatively impact life outcomes such as 

homelessness, financial dependence, low educational attainment and an increased risk for 

substance abuse (Ryan, Marshall, Herz, & Hernandez 2008; Avery & Freundlich, 2009). This 

study will attempt to show that aging out of the group home setting compared to aging out of 

alternative settings such as foster care, negatively influences life outcomes above and beyond 

other factors such as age of removal from the home and number of placements. 

The goal of this study is to better understand the life experiences of youth who age out of 

group homes that contribute to more negative outcomes for this group than for youth who age 

out of other settings. Improved knowledge of these factors could have policy implications and 

lead to structural changes in group homes. It is well known that youth placed in group homes are 

at increased risk for delinquency (Ryan et al., 2008).  The reasons for this increased risk are not 

well understood, however. Through this thesis, I hope to address this issue and add to the 

understanding of how group home placement, childhood characteristics, and aging out of the 

system impact outcomes in adulthood.  

This thesis is organized in seven major sections. The first two sections review the current 

literature. First, I will provide a brief description of the child welfare system, with emphasis on 
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the group home setting. Second, I will describe the predictors of negative outcomes in detail and 

explain why they are important to this analysis. Within the third section, I will describe the 

theoretical foundation used to examine the predictors of different social and behavioral 

outcomes. Then, I will explain the methodology and datasets used for this analysis. Next are the 

results of this analysis including descriptive statistics, exploratory analyses, OLS and logistic 

regression models, regression diagnostics, and a discussion of the analyses. After summarizing 

the results, I discuss the limitations of the study and present conclusions and suggestions for 

future research.  
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The Child Welfare System 

When a child is removed from his or her home by the child welfare system, there is a 

continuum of care options into which the child may be placed.  The first choice is always to 

place the child with relatives. When this is not possible, options within the child welfare system 

continuum are implemented. The child welfare system begins with the least restrictive option, 

which is foster care. Foster care is a “temporary living arrangement for abused, neglected, and 

dependent children who need a safe place to live when their parents or another relative cannot 

take care of them” (NC DSS, 2014). If foster care proves to be inadequate for various reasons 

including a lack of control over the youth’s behavior, the child may be placed in a group home. 

A group home is “the most restrictive out-of-home placement option for children” and provides 

“a placement option for children with significant emotional or behavioral problems who require 

more restrictive environments” (CA DSS, 2014). This study will not examine the reasons why a 

child might require more restrictive care. Rather, I will examine the outcomes in adulthood for 

children who aged out of group home placement compared to children who aged out of 

alternative settings. 

On the continuum of child placement, group homes are seen as the last resort for youth 

who must be removed from foster care. According to an extensive study by Ryan et al. 

conducted in 2008,  the most frequent reasons a child is removed from foster care and ultimately 

placed in a group home are behavioral and emotional problems that the foster families can no 

longer deal with (Ryan et al., 2008). Although group home placement is often intended to 

remedy these behavioral problems through more structure and discipline, research shows that 

behavioral problems and delinquency persist and may worsen in group homes (Ryan et al., 

2008).  Ryan et al. found that youth who have experienced at least one group home placement 
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have a relative risk of delinquency that is two and one half times greater than youth placed in 

foster care settings (2008).  

A group home typically houses six to nine juveniles and requires around the clock staff 

and supervision (Ryan et al., 2008). The youth within group homes tend to be older due to 

behavioral and emotional problems that have developed and cannot be handled through foster 

care options (Barth, 2002). Group homes generally provide no educational instruction outside of 

school or extracurricular activities. They have a highly structured daily schedule, and the youths’ 

only interaction with peers outside of school is with other youth in the group home. In other 

words, most interactions involve other youth with behavioral and emotional problems. The 

influence of other group home residents leads to an increased likelihood of delinquency, known 

as peer contagion. “Deviant peer contagion involves a feedback loop in which deviant 

adolescents influence one another to become more delinquent than they otherwise would have 

been in the absence of the program” (Ryan et al., 2008: 1096). Peer contagion, along with other 

problems inherent in group homes leads to poor outcomes for the youth who reside there. These 

poor outcomes cannot solely be attributed to the group home because these youth may be 

troubled or distressed before placement, and are often placed in foster care in the first place due 

to adverse experiences. Children who face adversity in childhood and are removed from their 

homes are already at a disadvantage in terms of later life outcomes (Avery & Freundlich, 2009; 

Ryan et al., 2008). However, the environment of the group home perpetuates and exacerbates the 

bad behavior (Ryan et al., 2008). For these reasons, I wish to examine the impact of aging out of 

the group home setting over and above other underlying problems. Based on the literature, I 

would expect children who age out of group homes to have worse outcomes as adults than 

children who age out of alternative settings.  



 

5 

 

Some would argue, namely group home service providers, that group homes prevent 

youth from entering juvenile corrections facilities. Although this may be true, the extremely high 

cost of group homes (group homes cost six to ten times as much as foster care) and poor 

outcomes puts into question the legitimacy of these institutions. Opinions on group homes from 

youth residents and child welfare workers alike are not positive (Barth, 2002). In spite of their 

high cost relative to foster care, group homes do not produce positive results and are frequently 

accused of being poorly run (Barth, 2002).  

According to a 2009 study by Avery and Freundlich, group homes do not allow youth to 

develop meaningful and lasting interpersonal relationships because these homes are highly 

structured and supervised institutions run by staff as opposed to family-like settings. This 

inability to form meaningful relationships can be emotionally damaging to a child, especially for 

younger individuals (Avery & Freundlich, 2009). Furthermore, group homes fail to provide 

educational instruction outside of the school, which would allow for individualized attention 

similar to that of a family setting (Ryan et al., 2008). The staff in group homes often do not 

provide one-on-one academic instruction (Barth, 2002). Likewise, the highly structured nature of 

the group home makes it difficult for youth to partake in extra-curricular activities (Barth, 2002).  

The poor outcomes that result from youth spending time in a group home can be 

attributed to structural disadvantages. As mentioned above, the residents do not receive 

educational assistance after school, nor are they allowed to participate in extra-curricular 

activities. These restrictions are intended to act as a means of supervision for youth who may 

attempt to run away or need to be closely watched to ensure their safety. However, the highly 

structured nature of the group home may have negative consequences for the youth’s well-being. 

Group home conditions and restrictions may vary depending on location. Upon exiting the group 
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home, especially for those who age out at 18 years old, adjusting to life on the outside is often 

very difficult. The group home does not allow residents to build life skills such as doing chores, 

cooking, or even going to the store to purchase food (Barth, 2002). Before discussing the issues 

associated with aging out of the child welfare system, I will provide a brief description of 

childhood and placement characteristics that are important to understand for the purpose of this 

research.  

Predictors of Negative Outcomes within the Child Welfare System 

For this study, I will be using the following characteristics of a youth’s childhood and 

placements as independent variables: Age of Removal is the age at which the youth was 

originally removed from the home for the first time and entered into the child welfare system. 

Number of Removals refers to the number of placement changes or moves. As described in the 

section below, multiple removals and/or placement changes can lead to placement instability 

which is the concept that will be described below. Aging out refers to those who have turned 18 

years old while in the child welfare system. In other words, a child who has not been adopted or 

reunited with family by age 18 “ages out.” For the purpose of this thesis, I include young adults 

who have remained in either the group home setting or in a foster or pre-adoptive home until 18 

years of age. Finally, the Services available upon exiting the foster care system will be 

incorporated into the analysis and can be grouped into three broad categories: education, 

employment, and independent living. Variations in policies and services from state to state for 

those aging out of the system are likely to influence outcomes as well.  

Age of Initial Removal  

The age at which a child is removed from the home is an important factor in Child 

Protective Services (CPS). Whether the child is an infant or a preteen can alter the decision-
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making process. “Very young children, typically under the age of two, receive the most 

protective interventions at all choice points” (Jones, 1993: 247). The age at which a child is 

removed from the home is an important decision due to variation in vulnerability (Jones, 1993). 

Whereas older children may be more likely to protect themselves from harm, younger children 

are seen to be more vulnerable and require greater supervision from the state (Jones, 1993). 

However, vulnerability not only refers to physical strength and size, but to neurological 

development and brain functioning as well. The age at which a child is removed from his or her 

home could determine later life outcomes.  Within this section I will discuss the importance of 

age in the decision making process within the child welfare system.   

 The largest number of changes in brain structure occur during childhood (Avery & 

Freundlich, 2009). If a child experiences high levels of stress and/or abuse, neurological damage 

is likely to occur and consequently the risk of negative outcomes in adulthood increases. The risk 

of negative outcomes such as drug abuse and other psychiatric problems are elevated due to the 

damaged brain’s inability to foresee the consequences of one’s actions (Avery & Freundlich, 

2009). The age at which a child is removed from their home could predict outcomes based on the 

amount of time they spent in a particular living situation. It is important to keep in mind that 

some youth are removed due to abuse and neglect whereas others are removed because of a 

parent passing away. For those who are in an abusive setting, if the child is removed from the 

home very early, there is the possibility that they have avoided serious damage. However, if the 

child is removed from an abusive setting after irreversible neurological damage has been done, 

the child will likely have emotional and behavioral issues as an adolescent and adult (Avery & 

Freundlich, 2009). A child who faced chronic abuse or was in an unsafe environment for an 

extended period of time could result in the youth being placed in the group home. The group 
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home setting may fail to address these issues and instead increases the likelihood of poor life 

outcomes (Barth, 2002; Ryan et al., 2008).  

Placement Instability  

 Frequent placement changes, or placement instability (Ryan et al., 2008) occur 

independently of whatever childhood problems were present before removal (Rubin, O’Reilly, 

Laun, & Localio, 2007). This does not mean the effects are isolated; rather, placement instability 

appears to be an inherent and autonomous problem within child welfare. Research shows that 

one in three youth in child welfare will not achieve a long-lasting placement and may experience 

frequent placement changes (Rubin et al., 2007). Research shows that placement instability is 

associated with behavioral problems, the youth’s overall well-being, and ultimately poor 

outcomes (Rubin et al., 2007).  

Placement instability can lead to problems with forming attachments. Children under the 

age of six are more likely to be taken from the home by the child welfare system when they are 

most vulnerable and dependent on their caretaker for emotional bonding (Jones, 1993). 

Separation and reunification with caretakers, severe stress, as well as abuse and neglect can 

weaken a child’s ability to form attachments (Avery & Freundlich, 2009). Furthermore, research 

shows that the ability to form attachments is extremely important for the youth’s well-being and 

developmental processes (Chow, Mettrick, Stephan, & Von Waldner, 2014). The youth’s 

attachment to a primary caretaker is “crucial for normative socioemotional and brain 

development.” (Chow et al., 2015: 505) The experience of multiple moves and inability to form 

attachments “could present the most risk to later development.” (Chow et al., 2015: 505)  
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Aging out of the Group Home Setting 

 This study will attempt to show the impact of aging out of the group home setting on an 

individual’s success after turning 18 years old above and beyond other childhood and placement 

experiences. Based on the literature, I hypothesize that the impact of aging out of the group home 

setting will be greater than aging out of settings including pre-adoptive homes, foster homes with 

relatives, and foster homes with non-relatives. Current research is available on the consequences 

of aging out of the foster care system as a whole.  There is limited research on specifically aging 

out of a group home setting. In this section I discuss “aging out” as it pertains to aging out of the 

foster care system. It must be noted that the highly supervised and restricted setting of the group 

home distinguishes the group home from other placement settings and even further amplifies the 

abrupt transition into independence once the individual turns 18 years old.  

 Although the legal age of adulthood is 18 years old, many individuals still rely on family 

and community networks for emotional and financial support (Avery & Freundlich, 2009). 

Youth in the foster care system rely on the state for the kind of support that others receive from 

family and community connections. However, not all youth upon turning 18 receive continued 

support and are expected to be a fully functioning adult on their own. (Note: Services for young 

adults vary from state to state and will be addressed in sections below.) This transition is often 

abrupt and difficult for these individuals who do not have family or a safety net to ease them into 

adult life (Wagner & Wonacott, 2008). Research shows that many of those who have aged out 

and are expected to function and manage life on their own, simply cannot do it (Avery & 

Freundlich, 2009). Going from a protected and secure environment to full independence leads to 

poor outcomes for youth who have aged out (Avery & Freundlich, 2009). These negative 

outcomes include unemployment, limited educational attainment, homelessness, poverty, 
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dependence on financial assistance, etc. (Wagner & Wonacott, 2008). The following 

characteristics of youth who have aged out of the foster care system have been adapted from the 

Learning Work Connection (Wagner & Wonacott, 2008): 84.8 percent do not have a high school 

diploma or GED; 22 percent are homeless; 16.8 percent are on public assistance; 33.2 percent are 

below the poverty line; 25 percent are involved in crime; 54.4 percent have behavioral and 

emotional problems, school problems, and/or mental and physical health issues; only 20 percent 

complete any college; only 33 percent have health insurance; only 48 percent are employed full 

time.   

 According to the 2013 Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System 

(AFCARS), approximately eight percent (N=20,254) of youth in the foster care system exited at 

age 18. There are variations among states regarding the age at which an individual is required to 

exit the foster care system, however, most states consider 18 the age at which an individual is an 

independent adult and is thus removed from the foster care system.  

Services Available Upon Exiting the Foster Care System  

 For the most part, once a youth exits the foster care system at age 18 they are expected to 

live independently. Services available to these young adults vary from state to state. Using the 

National Youth in Transition Database Services File (NYTD), I have incorporated services 

provided by states to improve education, employment, and independent living into my analysis. 

Within this section I will address the literature to date on services available on a national level. It 

was not until 1986 that the needs of child welfare recipients were acknowledged on a federal 

level, when Congress amended the Social Security Act to include Title IV-E, known as the 

Independent Living Program (Courtney & Dworsky, 2005).  Title IV-E was intended to make 

federal funding available to states in order to assist youth in transition to adulthood and living 
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independently. Courtney and Dworsky (2005) used data to show that the number of individuals 

eligible for funding exceeded the available funding budget and therefore only a fraction of those 

youth received the help they needed.  

 After almost a decade and no evidence of improvement in outcomes for youth exiting the 

child welfare system, Congress passed another act in an effort to adjust funding to the number of 

eligible candidates. The Foster Care Independence Act of 1999 replaced Title IV-E with the John 

H. Chafee Foster Care Independent Program and doubled the amount of available funds to $140 

million each year (Courtney & Dworsky, 2005). Along with increased funding, each state was 

required to submit data on outcomes to the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) 

and allow the DHHS to conduct evaluations on each state’s available services. Amendments 

were made to the John H. Chaffee Foster Care Independence Program to assist states in 

providing post-secondary education as well as training vouchers (Courtney & Dworsky, 2005). 

The Foster Care Independence Act of 1999 also gave states the option to extend these 

independent living and transitional services to those previously in foster care until the age of 21 

(Improving Outcomes for Youth Transitioning Out of Foster Care, 2012). In sum, the “John H. 

Chaffee Foster Care Independence Program allows states to offer more services to young people 

who age out of care, including Medicaid coverage for youth up to age 21, education and training 

vouchers, tuition waivers and housing assistance to aid their journey into adulthood.” (Williams-

Mbengue, 2008: 2) 

 In 2008, the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act was passed-

also known simply as the Fostering Connections Act (FCA) (Krinsky & Liebmann, 2011). 

Through federal funding, the FCA allows states to provide child welfare services through the age 

of 21 (Krinsky & Liebmann, 2011). However, the FCA just provides the resources. These 
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resources are aimed towards making positive adult connections and providing support for young 

adults coming out of foster care, but do not focus on independent living skills (Krinsky & 

Liebmann, 2011). Youth who are provided assistance beyond emancipation, or aging out, at 18 

years old have more positive outcomes than those who are expected to live independently 

(Krinsky & Liebmann, 2011).   

 As previously noted, states differ in the extent of services they provide to youth 

transitioning out of the foster care system into independent living. However, a 2005 study 

conducted by Courtney and Dworsky assessed outcomes of youth across several different states 

that had varying levels of available services. Those who remained under the state’s care after the 

age of 18 saw more positive outcomes. Those who had services provided beyond the age of 18 

progressed more in their education, were more likely to receive both mental health and 

healthcare services, and had a lowered risk of criminality and economic difficulties (Courtney & 

Dworsky, 2005).  

 Youth who age out have higher rates of unemployment, homelessness, and lower 

academic achievement (Wagner & Wonacott, 2008). This would indicate the resources and 

services mentioned above are either not being utilized, are not working, or are simply not 

accessible for various reasons. My analysis takes into account whether youth who aged out 

received services to assist youth with independent living, and examines whether these services 

impacted economic hardship, substance abuse, and incarceration.  
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THEORETICAL FOUNDATION  

The theoretical underpinning of this study is Hawkin’s Social Development Model (1996). 

The Social Development Model (Hawkins, 1996) incorporates variables present through 

different stages of the youth’s life. The theoretical model was used to synthesize the various 

sources of information used throughout my thesis and demonstrates why and how these 

factors/characteristics impact the outcomes. I have applied the social development model to 

childhood and placement characteristics, the environment of the group home, aging out of the 

group home and available services in an attempt to theoretically outline how antisocial behavior 

is developed, maintained, and continued. I argue that antisocial behavior, for those who age out 

of a group home, is present throughout the various stages of the youth’s life and continues upon 

emancipation from the child welfare system which results in greater economic hardship, 

problems with substance abuse, and criminality.  

The Social Development Model (Hawkins, 1996) is an integrated theory of criminology 

which combines control theory, social learning theory, and differential association theory. The 

theoretical model (Hawkins, 1996) encompasses the development, maintenance, and desistance 

of antisocial and prosocial behaviors that individuals acquire through his or her socializing 

unit(s).  Therefore, the circumstances of a child prior to group home placement may have caused 

development of antisocial behavior which ultimately caused the youth to end up in a group home 

setting. Then, the antisocial behavior was maintained due to the structural and living 

environment of the group home. Finally, for this analysis I explored the outcomes of youth who 

aged out of group homes and alternative settings to determine if antisocial behavior was 

continued in the form of economic hardship, substance abuse, and criminality. I argue that those 

who age out of a group home setting are more likely to be involved in antisocial behavior, such 
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as dropping out of high school or not seeking living assistance. On the other hand, I argue that 

youth who age out of alternative, less restrictive settings, are more likely to be involved in 

prosocial behavior due to support from the foster family or pre-adoptive family.  

According to the Social Development Model (Hawkins, 1996) antisocial behavior can 

develop in three ways; each of which corresponds to one of the three major theories that the 

model is constructed upon. First, in conjunction with Travis Hirschi’s social control theory, as 

described by Hawkins (1996), “antisocial behavior results when prosocial socialization breaks 

down” (Hawkins, 1996: 158). When there is a lack of prosocial bonding the individual does not 

develop the mechanisms, or internal constraints, to resist antisocial behavior. “When people are 

denied the opportunities to participate in prosocial life or their skills are inadequate for prosocial 

performance to produce reinforcement” (Hawkins, 1996: 158) antisocial behavior is the result. 

Second, in relation to social learning theory, when an individual believes antisocial behavior or 

actions will produce greater benefits for themselves despite the availability of prosocial bonding 

the individual will choose to engage in the antisocial behavior. When an individual learns that 

illicit behavior will reap greater rewards, they will choose to do so. Finally, consistent with 

differential association theory, antisocial behavior will result when youth are bonded with other 

youth who practice antisocial behavior. When a youth is surrounded by deviant peers “it is likely 

they will behave in a manner consistent with the norms and values” (Hawkins, 1996: 158) of 

those groups. I will now explain how these three propositions relate to the development, 

maintenance, and continuance or desistance of antisocial behavior for youth aging out of a group 

home.  

The development of antisocial behavior for youth who end up in a group home most likely 

occurred before they were removed from the home and was then exacerbated by placement 
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instability. Because the youth is removed from the home and then experiences multiple moves at 

a young age, the opportunity to build prosocial bonds is diminished. The inability to form these 

bonds causes the internal constraints against antisocial behavior to be weakened.  

Maintenance of antisocial behavior for the purpose of this analysis can be attributed to the 

environment of the group home. The youth is rewarded by the other youth in the group home for 

antisocial behavior and is denied access and availability to participate in prosocial activities. The 

prosocial behavior may be less satisfying because the youth may only receive praise from staff in 

the group home or in the school, rather than from their peers. As an adolescent, the rewards that 

come from peers are more desirable than the rewards from pleasing those in charge. While in the 

group home, the greatest rewards come from other youth residents who often have behavioral 

and emotional problems themselves. As described earlier, the concept of deviant youth being 

surrounded by other deviant youth, which subsequently intensifies the problematic behavior, is 

known as deviant peer contagion (Ryan et al., 2008). In other words, youth who have developed 

antisocial behavior and are placed in a group home are surrounded by other youth who also 

exhibit antisocial behavior; this environment only worsens the antisocial behavior for all those 

who reside there.  

Upon exiting the group home at age 18, young adults face many challenges. He or she no 

longer lives with the peers that once shaped and encouraged their behavior. Compared to other 

youth who were either reunified with a supportive family or adopted, the opportunity to escape 

the antisocial environment never presented itself. Therefore, those who age out of the group 

home most likely continue behaving in an antisocial manner and experience greater economic 

hardship, substance abuse, and criminality. Youth who are removed from the group home and 

returned to a foster home or a family-like setting, experience an environment that has norms 
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other than those formed by deviant peers; norms that are prosocial. Ultimately, the continuation 

of or desistance from antisocial behavior in adulthood, I argue, relates to the availability of 

services for those who age out. Services such as financial or housing support would greatly help 

those who age out to lead a prosocial life as an independent adult.  

I hypothesize that youth who age out of the group home at age 18 have a greater likelihood 

of experiencing negative outcomes and antisocial behaviors, such as dropping out of high school 

or abusing drugs, upon their departure compared to those who age out of alternative settings. 

Furthermore, I argue that the structure of the group home promotes antisocial behavior in 

varying degrees depending on how long the youth was placed there. I hypothesize that those who 

spent less time in a group home setting experience fewer negative outcomes upon aging out.  
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METHODOLOGY 

Data  

I used the following three datasets: Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting 

System (AFCARS), the National Youth in Transition Database (NYTD) Outcomes File, and the 

NYTD Services File. AFCARS data is available going back to 1995 when states began collecting 

case-level information on youth who were taken into the child welfare system. These AFCARS 

data are submitted semi-annually to the Children’s Bureau, which is an office of the 

Administration for Children and Families (ACF) in the US Department of Health and Human 

Services (HHS). Data submission of case-level information to the Children’s Bureau became a 

requirement through Title IV-E (discussed in previous sections).   

Data from AFCARS includes extensive information on each child’s background and 

characteristics such as date of birth, race, sex, reason for removal from the home and number of 

placements. My sample includes youth who aged out of the child welfare system in the fiscal 

year 2012. Furthermore, I have filtered my sample to include only youth who aged out of a group 

home, a pre-adoptive home, a foster home with a relative, and a foster home with a non-relative. 

I chose to exclude those in an institution, supervised independent living, runaways, and those in a 

trial home visit. Trial home visit was removed because it is not included in the variable “number 

of removals.” The purpose of removing the other settings was to compare the group home 

environment to less restrictive, family-like settings. Those who aged out of the child welfare 

system were never adopted.  

The NYTD includes two components: services and outcomes. Both components were 

used in this analysis. The NYTD services component shows what services the states provide 

under the John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program (CFCIP) such as academic and 

financial support, as well as which youth received these services. The services file is updated 
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every six months. For this analysis I used data from 2012 and 2013 (2012A, 2012B, 2013A, 

2013B; N=13,408). However, the data are formatted to only provide the total number of periods 

a service was received (0-4). For example, if a respondent received a service during the 2012A 

period and the 2013B period, this person would have received this service for a total of two 

periods (i.e., variable: service, value: 2). The types of service variables along with how they were 

measured are described in the following section.  

The NYTD outcome dataset includes outcome data on how each person from the 

AFCARS sample is managing as an adult.  It includes variables such as level of education, 

various measures of independence and success as well as whether the individual has been 

incarcerated or is currently incarcerated. NYTD data begins in 2011 when the youth are 17. The 

NYTD data includes three waves of outcome data. First, a baseline survey is taken during the 

year of the individual’s 17
th

 birthday. Next, a follow-up survey conducted at age 19 and finally a 

follow-up survey when the individual is 21 years old. In order to match the datasets I used the 

AFCARS dataset from the fiscal year 2012. Youth who aged out of the group home in 2012 are 

represented in the 2013 NYTD outcome data file wave two, when the respondent is 19 years old. 

Only wave two from the NYTD has been used because I am looking at youth who have already 

turned 18. All three datasets, AFCARS and NYTD (both services and outcomes) can be linked 

through two variables: “St” (the USPS code for the state) and “RecNumbr.” According to 

documentation for the AFCARS dataset, states have some variation in how they collect and 

report data, so combining or comparing data must be done with caution. Precautionary measures 

were taken to ensure the merging of data was done correctly (N=13,408). 

The purpose of this study is to examine the outcomes for youth who have aged out of the 

group home setting compared to youth who aged out of alternative settings including foster 
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homes and pre-adoptive homes. I will use the merged datasets to examine childhood and 

placement characteristics and whether services were used as a predictor for various negative 

outcomes. The negative outcomes include economic hardship, substance abuse, and criminality.  

Variables 

The independent, predictor variables (childhood and placement characteristics) are 

documented in the AFCARS dataset beginning with the child’s initial intake in the child welfare 

system and updated every fiscal year that follows until the child is no longer in the child welfare 

system. The NYTD service variables are also incorporated into the analysis as independent 

variables. The independent variables from the AFCARS dataset that I used include: Whether the 

youth aged out of the group home (yes/no), the age the youth was removed from the home (#), 

the number of removals (#), whether they are emotionally disturbed (yes/no), the amount of time 

they have been in the group home setting (#), sex (male/female), and race (1/2/3/4).  The 

independent variables from the NYTD services dataset that I used include: academic support, 

post-secondary educational support, career preparation, employment programs or vocational 

training, budget and financial management, housing education and home management training, 

supervised independent living, room and board financial assistance, and education financial 

assistance. All of the service variables are dichotomous and are coded as 1=“Yes” and 0=“No.” 

However, as described below, the services were recoded into one composite dummy variable.  
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics from AFCARS 2012: Respondents Exiting Child Welfare to Emancipation 

in FY2012 

        
  

Variable  
 

N % Mean SD Range 

 
  

Age of Removal from Home 

 

13,353 
 

11.81 5.30 20.00 
   

Missing 

 

55 
       

Age of Removal from Home (Group Home 

Only) 
2,964 

 
12.23 5.11 19.00 

   

Missing 

 

16 
       

Number of Removals 

 

13,401 
 

1.51 0.84 11.00 
   

Missing 

 

7 
       

Number of Removals (Group Home Only) 2,978 
 

1.56 0.87 6.00 
   

Missing 

 

2 
       

Emotionally Disturbed 

 
        

(0) No 

 

9,107 69.20 
      

(1) Yes 

 

4,052 30.80 
      

Total 

 

13,159 100.00 
      

Missing 

 

249 
       

Emotionally Disturbed (Group Home 

Only)         

(0) No 

 

1,881 64.60 
      

(1) Yes 

 

1,033 35.40 
      

Total 

 

2,914 100.00 
      

Missing 

 

66 
       

Current Placement Setting 

 
        

(0) Alternative Setting 

 

10,428 77.80 
      

(1) Group Home 

 

2,980 22.20 
      

Total 

 

13,408 100 
      

Missing 

 

0 
       

Amount of time (months) in Current 

Placement Setting 
12,899 

 
17.56 26.37 242.50 

   

Missing 

 

509 
       

Amount of time (months) in Current 

Placement Setting (Group Home Only) 
2,833 

 
12.16 15.67 192.87 

   

Missing 

 

147 
       

Sex 

 
        

(1) Male 

 

6,459 48.20 
      

(0) Female  

 

6,948 51.80 
      

Total 

 

13,407 100.00 
      

Missing 

 

1 
       

Race 

 
        

White 

 

6,792 54.60 
      

Black 

 

4,611 37.00 
      

Other 

 

385 3.10 
      

Multiple Races 

 

656 5.30 
      

Total 

 

12,444 100.00 
      

Missing 

 

964 
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Independent Variables: AFCARS 2012 (Table 1) 

Aged out (Agedout, nominal level variable) applies to all possible placement settings and 

is coded 0=”No,” 1=”Yes.” Aging out refers to the respondent turning 18 years old while in the 

care of the child welfare system as opposed to being adopted out. For the purpose of this 

analysis, the data has been modified to only include respondents who have aged out during the 

FY 2012 (N=13,408).  

Age of removal from the home (interval level variable) was computed from two other 

variables (Age of removal= Date of first removal (Rem1DT) – Date of Birth (DOB)).  This 

variable signifies the age the child initially entered into the state’s foster care system. I will refer 

to this as the age of initial removal from home. The average age of initial removal is 11.81 years 

old with a range of 20 years (N=13,353). The average age of initial removal for those who age 

out of a group home is 12.23 years old with a range of 19 years (N=2,964).  

Number of removals (TOTALREM, interval level variable) refers to the number of times 

the child was removed from the home or a foster placement. The average number of removals is 

1.51 (placement changes) with a range of 11 (N=13,401). The average number of removals for 

those who aged out of a group home setting is 1.56 (placement changes) with a range of 6 

(N=2,978).  

Emotionally disturbed (DSMIII, nominal level variable) is coded as 0=”No,” and 

1=”Yes.” This accounts for cases diagnosed through the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders Third Edition (DSMIII) who have shown the following characteristics over a 

long period of time and in a substantial amount: “an inability to build or maintain satisfactory 

interpersonal relationships; inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal 

circumstances; a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression; or a tendency to develop 
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physical symptoms or fears associated with personal problems.” (AFCARS Foster Care 

Codebook, 2012: 16). Emotionally disturbed refers to the following disorders: Adjustment 

disorders, attention deficit and disruptive disorders (ADD, ADHD, conduct disorder, 

oppositional defiant disorder), anxiety disorders (agoraphobia, OCD, panic disorder including 

generalized panic disorder, phobias, PTSD, separation anxiety disorder), eating disorders 

(anorexia nervosa, bulimia), impulse control disorder, mood disorders (bipolar, cyclothymic, 

depressive, dysthymic), personality disorders (antisocial personality, avoidant personality, 

borderline personality, dependent personality, histrionic personality, obsessive compulsive 

personality, paranoid personality, schizoid personality, schizotypal personality), reactive 

attachment disorder, schizophrenic and other psychotic disorders (AFCARS Foster Care 

Codebook, 2012). The codebook (AFCARS, 2012) does not specify who reports a child being 

emotionally disturbed. For all settings in this sample (N=13,408), 30.8 percent (N=4,052) of 

respondents were classified as being emotionally disturbed. For those in the group home setting 

(N=2,914), 35.4 percent classified as emotionally disturbed (N=1,033).   

Current Placement Setting (CURPLSET, nominal level variable) refers to the setting the 

youth is currently living in at the time of the survey. The values are coded as follows: 1=“Pre-

adoptive home,” 2=”Foster home, relative,” 3=”Foster home, non-relative,” 4=”Group home,” 

5=”Institution,” 6=”Supervised independent living,” 7=”Runaway,” and 8=”Trial home visit.”  

The pre-adoptive home setting refers to a family that intends to adopt the child. The group home 

setting, which is the focus of this analysis, is defined as “a licensed or approved home providing 

24-hour care for children in a small group home setting that generally has from seven to twelve 

children” (AFCARS Foster Care Codebook, 2012: 24). Current placement setting has been 

recoded to only include pre-adoptive home, foster home with a relative, foster home with a non-
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relative, and group home. The first three categories were placed into one category named 

“alternative settings.” The group home category remained separate and by itself. The other 

values have been placed into missing values. The new variable for current placement setting is 

coded 0=”alternative settings” and 1=”group home.”  In this sample, 77.8 percent (N=10,428) 

aged out of an alternative setting whereas 22.2 percent (N=2,980) aged out of a group home.  

Amount of time (days) in current placement setting (SettingLOS, interval level variable) 

is calculated in various ways depending on the status of the youth. For those who have exited 

foster care (reunified with family, adopted, aged out, etc.) this variable is the number of days 

between their most recent placement and the date he or she left foster care (SettingLOS = 

CurSetDt – LatRemDt). If the child remains in foster care at the end of the year, this variable 

represents the number of days between the most recent placement and the end of the fiscal year 

(SettingLOS = 9/30/FY – CurSetDt). According to the AFCARS 2012 codebook, if the 

calculation result for this variable is greater than 21 years old, less than zero, or is greater than 

the child’s age the value is set to “NULL” (AFCARS Foster Care Codebook, 2012). Setting 

length of stay has been recoded from days into months. On average, respondents spent 17.56 

months in a placement setting before aging out. For those who aged out of a group home, the 

average was 12.16 months.  

 Child sex (SEX, nominal level variable) is coded as 1=“Male,” and 2=“Female.” Sex has 

been recoded into a dummy variable in which 1=“Male” and 0=“Female.” Females are the 

reference category in the analyses. Males made up 48.2 percent of the sample (N=6,459) and 

females made up 51.8 percent of the sample (N=6,948).  

Race (Race, nominal level variables) is comprised of four separate and mutually 

exclusive categories, including (1) white only, (2) black only, (3) multiple races, and (4) other. 
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Each variable is coded as 0=“No” and 1=“Yes.”  Originally, the data consisted of five race 

variables that were not mutually exclusive:  American Indian/AK Native (AMIAKN), Asian 

(ASIAN), Black/African American (BLKAFRAM), Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (HAWAIIPI), 

White (WHITE), and child unable to determine race (UNTODETM). The original variables were 

also coded as 0=“No” and 1=“Yes.” For the purpose of this analysis, child unable to determine 

race has gone into “missing values.” Race was computed into the four categories mentioned 

above in order to make each category mutually exclusive. White respondents made up 54.6 

percent (N=6,792) of the sample, black respondents made up 37 percent (N=4,611), other made 

up 3.1 percent (N=385), and multiple races 5.3 percent (N=656).  

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics NYTD Services 

  Variable N % 

Services Received 

  (0) No services received for any period 5,588 41.7 

(1) At least one service received during at least one period 7,820 58.3 

Total 13,408 100 

Missing  0 
 

 

Independent Variables: NYTD Services (Table 2) 

 All variables that will be used from the NYTD services data file were originally coded 

1=“Yes” and 0 =“No.” These responses indicated whether the respondent received a particular 

service during a given time. My sample includes four time periods (2012a, 2012b, 2013a, and 

2013b). The services in my data are coded values of zero through four. The values indicate the 

number of periods a particular service was received. The values do not indicate which time 

period.  This analysis only includes four service periods (2012A, 2012B, 2013A, 2013B) setting 

the maximum value at four. However, exploratory analyses have led me to recode the service 

variables into dummy variables: 0=”service not received during any period” and 1=”service 
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received during at least one period.” I decided to code the services in this way because most 

services were not received during any period. For the purpose of my analyses I have computed 

the variable “Services” which is coded 0=”No” and 1=”Yes.” The new services variable 

combines all of the service variables described below into one variable that indicates whether the 

respondent received any services over the course of 2012 and 2013. If the responded received 

one service for one period (i.e., 2012a), then that respondent would be given a “1.”   

Academic Support (ACSUPPSV, nominal level variable) includes services provided to 

assist youth in graduating from high school or obtaining a General Equivalency Degree (GED). 

The services include academic counseling, preparation for a GED (applications, studying, 

tutoring), assistance with homework, study skills training, literacy training, and assistance with 

accessing educational resources.  

Post-Secondary Educational Support (PSEDSUPPSV, nominal level variable) includes 

services that assist youth with entering or completing post-secondary education. The support 

includes test preparation classes, counseling about college, providing information on financial 

aid and scholarships, assistance with college applications and/or loan applications, and tutoring 

while in college.  

Career Preparation (CAREERSV, nominal level variable) services provide support in 

developing the youth’s ability to successfully find, apply for, and maintain a job. More 

specifically, career preparation services include a vocational and career assessment (e.g. 

exploration and planning, guidance in what skills and interests the youth has and matching those 

skills/interests to employment), job seeking and job placement support (e.g. creating a resume, 

applying to jobs, preparation for interviews), and job coaching.  
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Employment Programs or Vocational Training (EMPLYTRSV, nominal level variable) 

provide support to build a youth’s skills for a specific trade, vocation, or career.  

Budget and Financial Management (BUDGETSV, nominal level variable) includes 

training and practice such as: “living with a budget, opening and using a checking and savings 

account, balancing a checkbook, developing consumer awareness and smart shopping skills, 

accessing information about credit, loans and taxes, and filling out tax forms.” (NYTD Services 

Code Book, 2014: 29) 

Housing Education and Home Management Training (HOUSEDSV, nominal level 

variable) refers to finding housing, dealing with the financial aspect of housing, as well as what it 

takes to maintain a healthy and safe living environment including tenant responsibilities. Home 

management training refers to housekeeping skills including cooking, laundry, living 

cooperatively, grocery shopping, and basic maintenance and repairs.  

Supervised Independent Living (SILSV, nominal level variable) allows youth to live 

independently but under supervision funded by the State agency. The youth has increased 

responsibilities while under the supervision of an adult. However, the youth is not under 

supervision 24 hours a day.  

Room and Board Financial Assistance (RMBRDFASV, nominal level variable) is a 

payment provided by the State agency for room and board, which includes rent deposit, utilities, 

and “other household start-up expenses.” (NYTD Services Code Book, 2014: 35) 

Education Financial Assistance (EDUCFINASV, nominal level variable) is a payment 

provided by the State agency for education or training. This includes educational supplies 

(books, uniforms, computers, etc.), assistance with tuition, scholarships, payment for educational 

preparation and support services such as tutoring, and payment for educational tests or GED. 
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The service variables used in this analysis are not tested individually, rather whether the 

respondent received any of these services at all. Within this sample, 41.7 percent (N=5,588) did 

not receive any of the above services at all. Alternatively, 58.3 percent (N=7,820) received at 

least one of the above services for at least one period.  

 

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics NYTD Outcomes (All Respondents in Sample) 

      Variable 

 

N % 

  Economic Hardship  

     Homeless 

     (0) No 

 

1,764 80.40 

  (1) Yes 

 

429 19.60 

  Total 

 

2,193 100.00 

  Missing 

 

11,215 

   High School Diploma/GED 

     (0) Yes 

 

1,269 59.50 

  (1) No 

 

862 40.50 

  Total 

 

2,131 100.00 

  Missing 

 

11,277 

   Employed  

     (0) Yes 

 

771 35.10 

  (1) No 

 

1,425 64.90 

  Total 

 

2,196 100.00 

  Missing 

 

11,212 

   Substance Abuse 

     Substance Abuse Referral 

     (0) No 

 

1,962 88.90 

  (1) Yes 

 

244 11.10 

  Total 

 

2,206 100.00 

  Missing 

 

11,202 

   Criminality  

     Incarceration 

     (0) No 

 

1,841 83.60 

  (1) Yes 

 

361 16.40 

  Total  

 

2,202 100.00 

  Missing 

 

11,206 
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Table 4: Descriptive Statistics NYTD Outcomes (Group Home Only) 

      Variable N % 

  
 

Economic Hardship  

    
 

Homeless 

    
 

(0) No 353 76.10 

  
 

(1) Yes 111 23.90 

  
 

Total 464 100.00 

  
 

Missing 2,516 

   
 

High School Diploma/GED 

    
 

(0) Yes 244 53.90 

  
 

(1) No 209 46.10 

  
 

Total 453 100.00 

  
 

Missing 2,527 

   
 

Employed 

    
 

(0) Yes 124 26.60 

  
 

(1) No 343 73.40 

  
 

Total 467 100.00 

  
 

Missing 2,513 

   
 

Substance Abuse 

    
 

Substance Abuse Referral 

    
 

(0) No 410 86.30 

  
 

(1) Yes 65 13.70 

  
 

Total 475 100.00 

  
 

Missing 2,505 

   
 

Criminality  

    
 

Incarceration 

    
 

(0) No 358 76.00 

  
 

(1) Yes 113 24.00 

  
 

Total  471 100.00 

  
 

Missing 2,509 

   
 

 

Dependent Variable: NYTD Outcomes (Tables 3 and 4) 

The dependent, outcome variables are documented in the NYTD Outcomes data file 

starting when the youth turns 17 years old. However, I will only be analyzing wave two of the 

outcome variables, when the youth turns 19 years old in order to assess how he or she is 

managing as a young adult. The variables I will be examining will fall into three outcome 

categories: economic hardship, substance abuse, and criminality.  



 

29 

 

 Economic hardship is a composite variable and consists of the following variables: 

homelessness (yes/no), highest level of education is high school diploma/GED (yes/no), and 

employment (employed/unemployed). Economic hardship will be assessed using a scale system 

discussed below. Substance abuse and criminality are each comprised of a single variable, a 

limitation that will be discussed further in the limitations section at the end of the paper.    

It must be noted that the outcome data for wave II (NYTD Outcome Data) is voluntary 

and therefore only reflects responses of those who chose to take the survey. Out of my sample, 

55.5 percent (N=2,251) participated in the NYTD Outcome Wave II. Reasons why individuals 

from the 2012 AFCARS cohort did not take part in the NYTD wave II survey include: “youth 

declined” (N=205, 5%), “youth incapacitated” (N=19, .5%), “incarcerated” (N=32, .8%), 

“unable to locate/invite” (N=626, 15.4%), “death” (N=4, .1%), and “not in sample” (N=928, 

22.8%).  

Economic Hardship (composite variable) 

 Economic hardship is a composite variable made up of the variables listed below, each of 

which represent a different aspect of financial hardship. For all of the variables within economic 

hardship, the values will be recoded into dummy variables. The variables will be recoded 

accordingly to indicate the presence of economic hardship and will be explained with each 

variable below. For all three variables that make up economic hardship, the reference category 

(“0”) will indicate that the respondent is NOT experiencing economic hardship. Homelessness 

has been weighted because it is the largest indicator of economic hardship out of all three 

variables.  Homelessness increases the risk of exposure to violence and other types of 

victimization (Kipke, Simon, Montgomery, Unger, & Iversen, 1997). Similarly, the experiences 

associated with being homeless negatively affect a young person’s emotional and social 
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development (Farrow, Deisher, Brown, Kulig, & Kipke, 1992). To emphasize the point, a young 

adult may be unemployed and not have a high school diploma/GED, but if he or she has shelter, 

then they are at least protected to a certain extent. In other words, homelessness trumps having a 

high school diploma/GED and being employed.  

 Homelessness (HOMELESS, nominal level variable) is coded as 0=“No” and 1=“Yes.” 

The original coding of the variable included values “declined” and “blank” rather than counting 

these categories as missing values. I have recoded this variable to include “declined” and “blank” 

into missing values. By doing this, the percentages only include those who responded to the 

question. Once I recoded the variable to exclude missing cases, I recoded the variable further so 

that 0=”no” and 3=”yes.” This gives more weight to homelessness in the economic hardship 

composite scale. Homelessness is defined differently depending on the wave of data. For the 

purpose of this analysis I will only describe how homelessness is defined for wave two. The 

response refers to the respondent’s experience of homelessness in the past two years. The youth 

is considered to have experienced homelessness if he or she has had irregular or inadequate 

housing within the past two years. Homelessness also includes sleeping in a car, on the street, as 

well as staying in a homeless shelter or another form of temporary shelter. Out of all 

respondents, 19.6 percent (N=429) experienced homelessness compared to those who aged out of 

a group home where 23.9 percent experienced homelessness (N=111).  

 Highest educational certification received (HIGHEDCERT, ordinal level variable) is 

coded as 1=”high school diploma/GED,” 2=”vocational certificate,” 3=”vocational license,” 

4=”associate’s degree,” 5=”bachelor’s degree,” 6=”higher degree,” and 7=”none of above.” This 

refers to the highest degree received as of the date of the data collection. For the purpose of this 

analysis I created a variable to indicate whether the respondent has received his or her high 
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school diploma/GED. The new variable, HSDiploma_GED, is coded as 0=”Yes,” 1=”No.” The 

two variables “vocational certificate” and “vocational license” do not indicate whether the 

respondent has completed high school. Furthermore, both “vocational certificate” (N=36, .5%) 

and “vocational license” (14, .2%) have very small frequencies and percentages. Because it is 

unclear what category the respondent would fall into within the recoded variable (completed 

high school/GED, yes/no) they were recoded into “missing values.” Out of all respondents, 59.5 

percent (N=1,269) received their high school diploma/GED. When just looking at those who 

aged out of a group home, 53.9 percent (N=244) received their high school diploma/GED.  

Employment (nominal level variable) is coded as 0=”employed” and 1=”unemployed.” 

The employment variable was computed using two variables: full time employment (CURRFTE) 

and part-time employment (CURRPTE). Full time employment (CURRFTE, nominal level 

variable) is coded as 0=”No” and 1=”Yes.” Full time employment has been recoded to 0=”Yes” 

and 1=”No.” By responding “no,” the respondent indicates economic hardship (i.e., 

unemployment indicates economic hardship). If the youth is employed full time he or she is 

employed at least 35 hours per week as of the date of data collection. Part-time employment 

(CURRPTE, nominal level variable) is coded as 0=”No” and 1=”Yes.” Part-time employment 

has been recoded to 0=”Yes” and 1=”No.” By responding “no,” the respondent indicates 

economic hardship (i.e., unemployment indicates economic hardship). If the youth is employed 

part-time he or she is employed between one and 34 hours per week as of the date of data 

collection. For the employment variable that was created, employment means that the respondent 

either works full time, part-time, or both. The respondent is unemployed if he or she does not 

have any type of employment. Out of all respondents, 35.1 percent (N=771) were employed 
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either full time or part time, compared to 26.6 percent (N=124) of those who aged out of a group 

home.  

Substance Abuse  

The second category of outcomes is substance abuse. This category consists of a sole 

variable, substance abuse referral (SUBABUSE, nominal level variable). Substance abuse 

referral is coded as 0=”No” and 1=”Yes.” The original coding of the variable included values 

“declined” and “blank” rather than counting these categories as missing values. I have recoded 

this variable to include “declined” and “blank” into missing values. By doing this, the 

percentages only include those who responded to the question. For wave two of the outcome 

data, the response refers to the youth’s experience in the past two years and can either be a self-

referral or an external referral such as a physician (NYTD Outcomes Codebook). This variable 

refers to whether the youth has received a substance abuse referral for an alcohol or drug abuse 

assessment or counseling (in the past two years). A referral can be done by the youth (a self-

referral) or by a social worker, school employee, physician, mental health worker, foster parent, 

or other adult. The purpose is to determine whether the youth has a drug or alcohol problem. 

Although a substance abuse referral does not necessarily mean that the youth does indeed have a 

problem, it is an indication that there is concern. Alternatively, this variable may not account for 

those who have problems with substance abuse but have not been referred for counseling. Out of 

all respondents, 11.1 percent (N=244) received a substance abuse referral. Out of those who aged 

out of a group home, 13.7 percent (N=65) received a substance abuse referral.  

Criminality  

The third category of outcomes is criminality. This category also consists of a sole 

variable, incarceration (INCARC, nominal level variable). Incarceration is coded as 0=”No” and 
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1=”Yes.” The original coding of the variable included values “declined” and “blank” rather than 

counting these categories as missing values. I have recoded this variable to include “declined” 

and “blank” into missing values. By doing this, the percentages only include those who 

responded to the question. For wave two of the outcome data, the response refers to the youth’s 

experience in the past two years. Youth who respond “yes” have spent time in the past two years 

(as of the date of data collection) in a jail, prison, correctional facility, or juvenile or community 

detention facility for allegedly committing a crime. This includes both misdemeanors and 

felonies. Out of all respondents, 16.4 percent (N=361) had been incarcerated compared to 24 

percent (N=113) of those who aged out of a group home.  
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ANALYSIS  

 After examining descriptive univariate statistics (Appendix A), exploratory bivariate 

analyses were run to determine the relationship between each independent variable and 

dependent variable. The exploratory bivariate analyses confirmed that there were significant 

relationships within each of my three models. The bivariate analyses can be seen in the section to 

follow with a description of the findings. The theoretical model is shown below in Figure 1 

which summarizes my analyses. The model (Figure 1) illustrates the three multivariate models 

with the independent variables on the left side indicating that they are predictor variables of the 

dependent, outcome grouping variables on the right side. Three regression models were run to 

assess the relationship of the independent variables, which include childhood and placement 

characteristics, whether services were received, and the outcome variable, which are grouped 

into three categories: economic hardship, substance abuse, and criminality. The variable for 

aging out of the group home is placed at the top in order to emphasize the impact of the 

placement above and beyond the other independent, predictor variables. A multiple regression 

was used to analyze economic hardship, a continuous variable. Logistic regressions were then 

used to analyze substance abuse and criminality, both dichotomous variables.  

My research question was as follows: Do youth who age out of the group home setting 

have worse outcomes, including economic hardship, substance abuse, and criminality, than youth 

who age out of alternative settings? My research hypotheses were the same for each 

model/outcome: I hypothesize that youth who age out of the group home setting will experience 

greater economic hardship and have higher instances of substance abuse and criminality 

controlling for all other variables in the theoretical model. Below this section is my theoretical 

model (Figure 1), followed by the results of my analyses.  
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Figure 1. Theoretical Models 

Age-out of Group Home 

(0/1) Current Placement Setting  

(#) Age of Removal from Home 

(#) Number of Removals 

(0/1) Emotionally Disturbed 

(#) Amount of time in Current Placement Setting 

(0/1) Services used   

(0/1) Sex 

(0/1)  Race (white, black, multiple race, other) 

 

 
 

Economic Hardship (Composite Variable) 

Homeless (no/yes) 

 High School Diploma/GED (no/yes) 

 Employment (no/yes) 
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 (0/1) Sex 

(0/1)  Race (white, black, multiple race, other) 

 

 

Substance Abuse (no/yes)  
 

Age-out of Group Home 

(0/1) Current Placement Setting  

(#) Age of Removal from Home 

(#) Number of Removals 

(0/1) Emotionally Disturbed 

(#) Amount of time in Current Placement Setting 

(0/1) Services used   

 (0/1) Sex 

 (0/1)  Race (white, black, multiple race, other) 

 

 

 

 
 

Criminality (no/yes)  
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RESULTS 

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 5 provides the descriptive statistics and sample size for all three datasets that were merged.  

Note: See Appendix A for all descriptive statistics  

 

Exploratory Analyses 

Model/Outcome One: Economic Hardship 

Table 6: Bivariate Significance Test   

 

Is there a difference in economic hardship depending on which placement the respondent aged out 

of? 

Variable N Mean SD T P 

Placement Setting 

   

-4.406*** 0.000 

(0) Alternative Setting 1637 1.57 1.44 

  (1) Group Home  437 1.92 1.52 

  T-test 

     Note: Significance *p<.05. **p<.01, ***p<.001 

 

As shown in table 6, there is a significant difference in economic hardship between 

respondents who aged out of alternative settings compared to youth who aged out of a group 

Table 5: Descriptive Statistics of Sample: Those who Exited the Child Welfare System to 

Emancipation in Fiscal Year 2012 (N=13,408) 

Dataset/Variable 

 

N % 

AFCARS 2012 
 

13,408 
 

Current Placement Setting   
 

      Group Home 2,980 22.2 

      Alternative Setting  10,428 77.8 

NYTD: Services  

 

13,408 
 

    NYTD: Outcomes Wave II 
 

4,728 
 

Note: Sample only includes those who aged out of a group home, foster home, or a pre-

adoptive home in FY2012.  
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home. Those who aged out of a group home, on average, experienced greater economic hardship 

(�̅�=1.92) than those who aged out of an alternative setting (�̅�=1.57). 

 

Table 7 shows that there is a significant difference in economic hardship between those 

who are emotionally disturbed and those who are not. Those who were emotionally disturbed 

had greater economic hardship (�̅�=1.80) than those who were not (�̅�=1.56). 

Table 8: Bivariate Significance Test   

 

Is there a difference in economic hardship based on number of removals and amount of time in 

placement? 

Variable N Mean SD R P  

Number of Removals 13,401 1.51 0.839 0.046* .037 

Amount of Time in Current Placement Setting  12,899 526.90 790.957 

 

-0.203*** .000 

Correlation 

     Note: Significance *p<.05. **p<.01, ***p<.001 

     

Finally, table 8 shows that there is a weak, negative correlation between amount of time 

in current placement setting and economic hardship. In other words, as length of stay increases, 

economic hardship decreases. All of the above findings were expected except for the correlation 

between economic hardship and length of stay in placement. Based on the literature, I originally 

assumed that staying in a group home longer would produce greater negative outcomes. 

Table 7:  Bivariate Significance Test   

 

Is there a difference in economic hardship between those who are emotionally disturbed and those 

who are not? 

Variable N Mean SD T P 

Emotionally Disturbed 

   

-3.448** 0.001 

(0) No 1,348 1.56 1.42 

  (1) Yes 702 1.80 1.53 

  T-test 

     Note: Significance *p<.05. **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Although this may be true, these outcomes also account for the length of stay for youth in 

alternative settings. A longer length of stay in a foster home may provide stability in a positive 

environment, whereas youth who are placed in group homes are more likely to experience 

instability perhaps in part due to various behavioral and emotional problems. Shorter length of 

stay in group homes is more typical due to the youth who reside there and the nature of the group 

home setting.  

Model/Outcome Two: Substance Abuse 

Table 9: Bivariate Significance Test 

    

        Is there a relationship between placement setting and substance abuse? 

Variable  

       

   
Placement Setting  

  Incarceration Alternative Setting Group Home 

 No 

     N 

 

1552 
 

410 

 % 

 

89.7 
 

86.3 

 Yes 

 
     

 N 

 

179 
 

65 

 % 

 

10.3 
 

13.7 

 ᵡ
2
 

   

4.235* 

   Chi-Square 

      Note: Significance *p<.05. **p<.01, ***p<.001 

    

 

There is a significant relationship between current placement setting and substance abuse. 

Those who aged out of the group home setting are more likely to have problems with substance 

abuse. Referring to table 9, 13.7 percent of respondents who aged out of a group home have had 

problems with substance abuse compared to 10.3 percent of those who aged out of alternative 

settings 
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Model/Outcome Three: Incarceration 

Table 10: Bivariate Significance Test 

     

        Is there a significant difference in incarceration between respondents who aged out of a group home 

and those who aged out of alternative settings? 

Variable  

       

   
      Placement Setting 

  Incarceration 

 

Alternative Setting Group Home 

 No 

     N 

 

1483 
 

358 

 % 

 

85.7 
 

76 

 Yes 

 
     

 N 

 

248 
 

113 

 % 

 

14.3 
 

24 

 ᵡ
2
 

   

25.231*** 

   Chi-Square 

       Note: Significance *p<.05. **p<.01, ***p<.001 

     

There is a significant relationship between placement setting and incarceration. Those 

who aged out of a group home were more likely to be incarcerated than those who aged out of 

alternative settings. As shown in table 10, 24 percent of those who aged out of a group home 

have been incarcerated at some point in the past two years compared to 14.3 percent of those 

who aged out of alternative settings.  



 

40 

 

 

Multiple Regression on Economic Hardship 

Table 11: Multiple Regression Predicting Economic Hardship- Unstandardized Coefficients (S.E.)  

  

       Variable  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Current Placement setting 

(Group Home) 
.345*** (.078) .325***(.079) .263***(.081) .261***(.081) .249** (.081) .247**(.082) 

Emotionally Disturbed 
 

.217***(.068) .175**(.069) .172**(.069) .159*(.069) .163*(.070) 

Setting Length of Stay (Months) 
  

-.011***(.001) -.011***(.001) -.012***(.001) -.012***(.001) 

Sex (Male) 
   

0.047 (.066) 
 

0.037 (.067) 

Race 
      

   White  
     

-0.132 (.143) 

   Black  
     

-0.045 (.148) 

   Multiple Race  
     

-0.103 (.188) 

Other (Reference)  
      

Total Number of Removals from 

Placement Setting     
0.014 (.050) 0.021 (.082) 

Any Services Received  
     

-0.021 (.082) 

Age at Initial Removal (Years) 
    

-0.014 (.009) -0.011 (.009) 

 
      

Constant 1.57 (.036) 1.499 (.042) 1.734 (.050) 1.717 (.056) 1.895 (.170) 1.955 (.231) 

R2 0.009*** 0.013*** 0.049*** 0.049*** 0.050*** 0.049*** 

N 2,074 2,050 1953 1953 1950 1950 

Note: Significance *p<.05. **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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 The aim of my multiple regression analysis (Table 11) was to see how much of the 

association between aging out of the group home setting and economic hardship can be 

explained, so to speak, by their relationship with the other variables in the model(s) as well as 

examine the relationship of each independent variable with economic hardship separately. Aging 

out of the group home setting has been placed at the top of the regression model to signify its 

theoretical importance within my research. Aging out of the group home setting was 

hypothesized to be the most important factor in impacting life outcomes. However, as discussed 

in the literature there are other important variables to consider that affect outcomes besides or in 

addition to placement setting, as shown in figure one. I began my multiple regression by 

assessing the relationship between aging out of the group home and economic hardship 

(Model1). Model three (Table 11) was the most parsimonious model and includes only those 

variables that were found to have a significant relationship with economic hardship. The final 

model includes all of the variables within my theoretical model yet most are not significant and 

no more variance is explained from model three. I will first discuss all of the models within my 

multiple regression analysis. Then, I will explain how interaction effects were tested but none 

were found to be significant. Finally, I will conclude my discussion on multiple regression by 

stating generally what the model is saying.  

Those who aged out of a group home setting have an economic hardship score that 

averages .345 points higher than those in alternative settings, which explains .9 percent of the 

variance in economic hardship. Within model two I added the variable “emotionally disturbed.” 

Model two shows that those who are emotionally disturbed have an economic hardship score that 

averages .217 points greater higher than those who are not emotionally disturbed, controlling for 

placement setting. Placement setting and emotionally disturbed explain 1.3 percent of the 
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variance in economic hardship. Next, model three was the most parsimonious model and 

contained three predictor variables that were all found to be significant: placement setting, 

emotionally disturbed, and setting length of stay (months). Each additional month in setting 

length of stay reduces economic hardship by an average of .011 points on a five point scale, 

controlling for placement setting and emotionally disturbed. Within model three, 4.9 percent of 

the variance in economic hardship can be explained by placement setting, emotionally disturbed 

and setting length of stay, all of which have a significant relationship with economic hardship. 

Model four added on to the previous model by including sex. Sex was not found to be a 

significant predictor variable of economic hardship but placement setting, emotionally disturbed, 

and setting length of stay remained significant. Additionally, model four explained the same 

amount of variance within economic hardship as model three (4.9 percent). For model five I 

removed sex and added the variables “total number of removals from placement setting” and 

“age at initial removal (years).” Model five shows that those who aged out of a group home have 

an economic hardship score that averages .249 points higher than those who aged out of 

alternative settings, controlling for emotionally disturbed, setting length of stay, total number of 

removals, and age at initial removal. Model five explains five percent of the variance within 

economic hardship. Finally, model six includes all variables within my theoretical model. Those 

who aged out of a group home have an economic hardship score that averages .247 points higher 

than those who age out of alternative settings, controlling for placement setting, emotionally 

disturbed, setting length of stay, total number of removals, any services received, age at initial 

removal, sex, and race.  

Neither race nor sex were found to be significant within my multiple regression analysis 

and were therefore only placed in the final model for theoretical importance. The following 
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interaction effects were examined but none were significant: aging out of the group home and 

being emotionally disturbed, aging out of the group home and setting length of stay, and setting 

length of stay and being emotionally disturbed. Model three is the most parsimonious model 

because it includes only those variables that are significant and still explains the same amount of 

variance within economic hardship as model six which includes all of the variables. Overall, 

aging out of the group home setting has the largest impact on economic hardship, above and 

beyond all other variables. Within this multiple regression table, one can tell that aging out of the 

group home is the greatest predictor of economic hardship because the unstandardized 

coefficient is the largest out of all the significant predictor variables.
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Logistic Regression on Substance Abuse  

Table 12: Logistic Regression Predicting Substance Abuse- Odds Ratio (S.E.)  

       Variable  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Current Placement setting 

(Group Home) 
1.375*(.155) 1.169 (.166) 1.205 (.167) 1.210 (.167) 1.168 (.168) 1.196 (.168) 

Setting Length of Stay (Months) 
 

.975***(.005) .975***(.006) .974***(.006) .973***(.006) .973***(.006) 

Age at Initial Removal (Years) 
  

1.035* (.017) 1.039* (.017) 
 

1.033 (.020) 

Emotionally Disturbed 
   

1.155 (.152) 1.069 (.152) 1.117 (.154) 

Total Number of Removals from 

Placement Setting      
.953 (.116) 

Any Services Received  
     

.887 (.180) 

Race 
      

   White 
    

1.631 (.361) 1.606 (.362) 

   Black 
    

1.056 (.377) 1.082 (.378) 

   Multiple Race 
    

1.654 (.437) 1.691 (.438) 

Other (Reference)  
      

Sex (Male) 
    

1.157 (.146) 1.193 (.148) 

 
      

Constant 0.115 (.079) .165 (.107) .107 (87.620) .098 (.255) .110 (.363) .084 (.547) 

Nagelkerke R2 0.004* 0.034*** 0.038*** .043*** .047*** 0.052*** 

N 
2,206 2,102 2,101 2,078 2,079 2,076 

Note: Significance *p<.05. **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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 Following the multiple regression on economic hardship, I conducted a logistic 

regression predicting substance abuse, presented in Table 12. Placement setting was only found 

to be significant when it was the sole predictor variable in the model. The remaining models 

(Models 2-6) show that setting length of stay is consistently a significant predictor of substance 

abuse. Again, the variable for substance abuse refers to whether the youth has received a 

substance abuse referral for an alcoholic or drug abuse assessment or counseling in the past two 

years. For the purpose of this analysis I refer to it simply as whether the respondent has had a 

problem with substance abuse.  

 Model one shows that those who aged out of the group home setting were 1.375 times as 

likely to have problems with substance abuse, which explains .4 percent of the variance within 

substance abuse. In model two I added setting length of stay. Every one month increase in setting 

length of stay reduces the likelihood of substance abuse by 2.5 percent, controlling for placement 

setting. Based on the literature and theoretical assumptions, those who are placed in a foster 

home or pre-adoptive setting may experience fewer or no placement changes as they approach 18 

years old, as opposed to those in a group home who experience frequent placement changes. 

According to the model and using literature and theory as a guide, the stability that comes with 

being placed in a foster home or a pre-adoptive home reduces the likelihood of having a problem 

with substance abuse. Model three incorporates the age of initial removal which is a significant 

predictor of substance abuse. As age of removal is increased by one year, the odds of having a 

problem with substance abuse are 1.035 as large, controlling for placement setting and setting 

length of stay. Placement setting, setting length of stay, and age of initial removal accounts for 

3.8 percent of the variance in substance abuse. Although not much of the variance is explained 

within model three, it is the most parsimonious model. Model four incorporates emotionally 



 

46 

 

disturbed, which is not a significant predictor of substance abuse and does not greatly impact the 

model. Model five shows that every one month increase in setting length of stay reduces the 

likelihood of substance abuse by 2.7 percent, controlling for placement setting, emotionally 

disturbed, race, and sex. Setting length of stay is the only significant predictor of substance 

abuse. This model explains 4.7 percent of the variance in substance abuse. Similarly, model six 

shows that controlling for all variables in the model, every one month increase in setting length 

of stay reduces the likelihood of substance abuse by 2.7 percent. Setting length of stay was still 

the only significant predictor of substance abuse. The only difference is that the final model 

accounts for more variance in substance abuse (5.2 percent).  

 Aging out of the group home is a significant predictor of substance abuse when it is the 

only variable in the model. However, the significance of placement goes away as other variables 

are accounted for. The length of stay in a setting before aging out appears to be the greatest 

predictor of having a problem with substance abuse due to the fact that it is consistently 

significant within every model. The longer a respondent is placed within a setting, the less likely 

they are to have a problem with substance abuse. One must be mindful of this interpretation and 

the limitations that will be explained below.  
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Logistic Regression Predicting Incarceration 

Table 13: Logistic Regression Predicting Incarceration- Odds Ratio (S.E.)  

       Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Current Placement setting (Group 

Home) 
1.887***(.128) 1.863***(.129) 1.838***(.130) 1.824***(.131) 1.549* (.140) 1.554* (.140) 

Emotionally Disturbed 
 

1.334* (.120) 
 

1.242(.122) 1.220 (.130) 1.194 (.131) 

Sex (Male) 
  

2.595***(.120) 2.542***(.120) 2.821***(.128) 2.830***(.129) 

Total Number of Removals from 

Placement Setting     
1.188 (.089) 1.169 (.090) 

Setting Length of Stay (Months) 
    

.976*** (.004) .976***(.004) 

Age at Initial Removal (Years) 
    

1.027 (.016) 1.021 (.016) 

Any Services Received  
     

1.199 (.163) 

Race 
      

   White 
     

1.158 (.283) 

   Black  
     

.920 (.294) 

   Multiple Race 
     

.779 (.376) 

Other (Reference) 
      

 
      

Constant .167(.069) .152 (.082) .103 (.099) .097 (.107) .076 (.334) .069 (.441) 

Nagelkerke R2 0.018*** 0.023*** 0.067*** 0.070*** .105*** .109*** 

N 2,202 2,179 2,202 2,179 2,073 2,073 

       Note: Significance *p<.05. **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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 My final analysis was a logistic regression predicting incarceration, shown in Table 13. 

Aging out of the group home was a significant predictor of incarceration throughout every 

model. The other two significant predictor variables of incarceration included the sex of the 

respondent and setting length of stay. I began my logistic regression with placement setting as 

my sole predictor variable. With each successive model I incorporated new variables based on 

theoretical importance as well as taking into consideration statistical significance. Although 

model five is the most parsimonious model, model six incorporates all of the significant 

predictor variables along with the remaining variables from my theoretical model and explains 

the greatest amount of variance in incarceration. I examined the following interaction effects, 

none of which were significant: being male and aging out of a group home, and being 

emotionally disturbed and aging out of a group home.  

 Model one shows that those who aged out of a group home were 1.887 times more likely 

to be incarcerated than those who aged out of alternative settings. Placement setting only 

accounts for 1.8 percent of the variance in incarceration. Model two incorporates being 

emotionally disturbed, which was found to be a significant predictor of incarceration when 

controlling for placement setting. Those who were emotionally disturbed were 1.334 times more 

likely to be incarcerated, controlling for placement setting.  Placement setting and emotionally 

disturbed explain 2.3 percent of the variance in incarceration. I then removed emotionally 

disturbed and added in sex for model three. Both sex and placement setting were significant in 

this model. Males were 2.595 times more likely than females to be incarcerated, controlling for 

placement setting. Model three explains 6.7 percent of the variation within incarceration. 

Although that is still a small amount of the variation being explained, it continues to increase 

with each successive model. Next, I added emotionally disturbed back into the model to see how 
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the association between placement setting and incarceration was affected when accounting for 

emotionally disturbed and sex. Model four shows that those who aged out of a group home were 

1.824 times more likely to be incarcerated than those who aged out of alternative settings, 

controlling for emotionally disturbed and sex. Being emotionally disturbed was no longer a 

significant predictor of incarceration when accounting for placement setting and sex. For model 

five I included all of the significant predictors of incarceration- placement setting, sex, and 

setting length of stay, as well as emotionally disturbed, total number of removals, and age at 

initial removal which were not significant. This model was the most parsimonious. Every one 

month increase in setting length of stay reduces the likelihood of incarceration by 2.4 percent, 

controlling for placement setting, emotionally disturbed, sex, total number of removals, setting 

length of stay, and age of removal. Model five explains 10.5 percent of the variance in 

incarceration. Finally, model six shows that those who aged out of the group home were 1.554 

times more likely to be incarcerated compared to those who aged out of alternative settings, 

controlling for emotionally disturbed, sex, total number of removals, setting length of stay, age at 

initial removal, any services received, and race. Model six shows that 10.5 percent of the 

variance in incarceration can be explained by all of the predictor variables within my theoretical 

model.  

 Placement setting, sex, and setting length of stay were all significant predictors of 

incarceration. With each successive model the odds ratios for placement setting decreased 

slightly, while the odds ratios for sex increased. In other words, the odds for males being 

incarcerated were higher when accounting for all other variables in the theoretical model as 

opposed to only accounting for placement.  
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Regression Diagnostics 

 Originally I had full time employment and part-time employment as separate indicators 

of economic hardship. To avoid the problem of multicollinearity, these two variables were 

recoded into one single variable, “employed.” Rather than distinguishing whether the respondent 

was full time or part-time, they were either employed or unemployed. There were no other issues 

with multicollinearity within my regression models.  

 After running a correlation on the amount of time spent in a group home (days) and 

economic hardship, I determined that the relationship was significant. However, the correlation 

was weak and not what I had anticipated. Rather than a linear relationship, as the results 

indicated, it seems that the relationship between amount of time in placement setting and 

economic hardship resembled more of a “U” shape. First, I recoded the variable from days into 

months to see if this would fix the problem. After this did not work, I recoded the length of stay 

variable into an ordinal level variable. Recoding the variable in this way did not work either. I 

then ran a scatterplot and conducted a cubic linear transformation, which also did not solve the 

problem. Although several measures were taken to address the issue of a non-linear relationship 

between length of stay in placement setting and economic hardship, the problem could not be 

resolved. When interpreting the results, one must be mindful of this limitation. Furthermore, I 

decided to keep setting length of stay in the models due to its theoretical importance and 

statistical significance.  

 Upon examining a scatterplot for the regression on economic hardship, I confirmed the 

assumption of homoscedasticity. There are no problems with heteroscedasticity for regression on 

economic hardship. Additionally, there were no issues with correlation among errors (auto 

correlation was not a problem). The sample that I used includes respondents who are surveyed 
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over time but there are no repeated measures. For instance, respondents were asked various 

questions about their lives but each variable is specific to the individual and a specific time. 

Although there were outliers within the variable for length of stay in placement, I preformed the 

analyses without the outliers and determined that the outliers were not influential cases and 

included them in the analyses. Lastly, there are no issues with non-normal errors due to the large 

sample size (N=13,408).  

 The assumptions for logistic regression have been met. Both dependent variables are 

binary (yes/no) and the value “1” indicates the presence of the variable being analyzed (i.e, 

respondent has had problems with substance abuse). I used a step-wise approach to ensure the 

model was fitted appropriately. Furthermore, the error terms are independent; Meaning, each 

observation within the independent variables is independent of each other and there are no issues 

with multicollinearity.  

 Originally, the outcome variable economic hardship included these additional indictors: 

public financial assistance, public housing assistance, and public food assistance. I ran a factor 

analysis and based on the results I decided to remove these three financially related variables. 

The remaining variables, homelessness, employment, and high school diploma/GED all shared 

an underlying construct and were therefore used to form the composite outcome variable, 

economic hardship.  
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DISCUSSION 

 The results of this study were consistent with previous research done by Ryan et al. 

(2008) which focused on outcomes for youth who reside in a group home. The researchers found 

that group home placement exacerbated antisocial behavior. Although my study did not test for 

time order (i.e., did those same children who had negative outcomes in a group also have 

negative outcomes in young adulthood?), I can conclude that youth who aged out of a group 

home were more likely to exhibit antisocial behaviors in young adulthood than youth who aged 

out of alternative settings. Furthermore, even though I predicted a longer length of stay to be 

associated with an increased likelihood of poor outcomes- the results showed differently. Based 

on the same study by Ryan et al. (2008), I assumed that a long length of stay in a group home 

would be associated with greater negative outcomes. However, my results show that longer 

lengths of stay are associated with better outcomes. My results may not clearly depict the reality 

of the situation. Those who are placed in a group home may experience frequent placement 

changes, which may be from one group home to another. These youth may experience shorter 

stays but may also be placed in a group home setting every time. Although the length of stay is 

short, the youth is still living in a placement that research shows (Ryan et al., 2008) intensifies 

problematic behavior.  

 This study examined three negative life outcomes: economic hardship, substance abuse, 

and criminality. Taking into consideration all of the independent variables in this analysis, I 

hypothesized that youth who aged out of a group home setting would experience greater 

economic hardship. Similarly, I hypothesized that those who aged out of a group home would be 

more likely to have problems with substance abuse and criminality.  
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Although I placed aging out of a group home on the top of the theoretical model, other 

variables within this analysis impact life outcomes in conjunction with placement setting. These 

other variables include race, sex, the age of initial removal from the home, the number of 

removals (i.e., placement instability), whether the youth is emotionally disturbed, the amount of  

time the youth spent in a setting (group home or alternative setting) before aging out, and 

whether services were used to transition into independent living. 

 Using Hawkins (1996) Social Development Model, I incorporated independent variables 

that would represent various stages throughout a youth’s life that surround the development and 

maintenance of antisocial behavior. Although I could not test for time-order, the outcome, 

dependent variables represented whether antisocial behavior was present in young adulthood for 

those who aged out. For the purpose of this analysis, unemployment, no high school 

diploma/GED, homelessness, substance abuse, and incarceration (criminality) all indicted the 

presence of antisocial behavior in young adulthood. Although I cannot say that a certain number 

of removals caused economic hardship, I can examine whether there is a relationship. 

Furthermore, the independent variables that I used have been shown in the literature to be 

associated with antisocial behavior. For instance, a large number of removals relates to 

placement instability which the literature has shown to increase antisocial behavior (Rubin et al., 

2007). Through the analyses I was able to examine the relationship between indicators of 

antisocial behavior (i.e., a large number of removals) and negative life outcomes which indicate 

that the antisocial behavior was still present (i.e., a high level of economic hardship).  

 My analyses show that to a varying degree, aging out of the group home setting is a 

significant predictor of economic hardship, substance abuse, and criminality. Meaning, 

placement setting (group home or alternative settings) is an important variable within this 
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research specifically. The multiple regression predicting economic hardship shows that aging out 

of the group home setting is the greatest predictor of economic hardship, controlling for whether 

the respondent was emotionally disturbed, setting length of stay, sex, race, total number of 

removals, whether services were received, and the age of initial removal. Aging out of the group 

home setting (current placement setting) is only a significant predictor of substance abuse when 

it is the only variable in the model. Meaning, when controlling for other variables such as 

whether the respondent is emotionally disturbed and setting length of stay, placement setting is 

no longer a significant predictor of substance abuse. The impact of aging out of the group home 

setting on substance abuse may not be fully portrayed within this analysis due to the lack of 

substantial data collection on drug use for this population. Another significant predictor of 

negative outcomes was the variable for setting length of stay (amount of time spent in last 

placement before aging out). As setting length of stay increases, economic hardship decreases. 

Similarly, as setting length of stay increases the odds of substance abuse and incarceration 

decrease. Theoretically, this makes sense for youth to exhibit prosocial behaviors when in a 

stable setting for a stretch of time and to continue these prosocial behaviors into young 

adulthood. The average length of stay in a group home was shorter than that of alternative 

settings. Meaning, as length of stay increases (referring to alternative settings), the likelihood of 

experiencing negative outcomes decreases. Alternatively, shorter length of stay (inherent for 

youth in a group home) is associated with greater negative outcomes. Antisocial behavior may be 

a persistent problem for youth who move around from setting to setting or from one group home 

to another, meaning their length of stay is inherently shorter. Finally, being emotionally 

disturbed related to the respondent experiencing economic hardship and being incarcerated. The 

respondent being emotionally disturbed did not predict substance abuse. Based on the literature, I 
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hypothesized that number of removals and/or age of initial removal would be significant in 

conjunction with the respondent being emotionally disturbed. According to the literature 

discussed above, those who experience placement instability from moving frequently in the child 

welfare system (Rubin et al., 2007) and/or were removed from an abusive home at an older age 

are more likely to experience emotional and behavioral problems (Avery & Freundlich, 2009).  

Within the literature section of this paper I did not examine sex and race. The focus of 

this research was more general in the sense that I did not hypothesize differences in sex nor race. 

The focus of this research was placement setting. However, I incorporated both sex and race in 

the regression analyses to determine if either were significant predictors of economic hardship, 

substance abuse, and/or incarceration. I assumed that the analyses would present differences in 

sex as well as in race that would be explored in future research. That being said, race was not a 

significant predictor of economic hardship, substance abuse, or incarceration. Sex was only a 

significant predictor of incarceration (criminality). Males were more likely than females to be 

incarcerated.  
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LIMITATIONS 

 Although this analysis was done thoroughly and carefully, there are limitations that must 

be noted. While I theoretically explored the development, maintenance, and continuance of 

antisocial behavior, the data technically does not allow me to look at these changes in antisocial 

behavior over time. In other words, there is no way of telling time order. For the purpose of this 

analysis I was not able to determine whether substance abuse and criminality started before 

group home placement, during, or upon aging out. I was only able to determine the status of 

economic hardship, substance abuse, and criminality when the respondents were 19 years old 

and recently out of the child welfare system. Secondly, the impact of aging out of a group home 

may not be fully portrayed by this analysis. The outcome data are limited by the lack of 

information collected on drug usage and criminality. There are no variables on recreational drug 

use and one cannot determine the extent of drug abuse, if any. Similarly, the only outcome 

variable that I could use to measure criminality was whether the respondent had been 

incarcerated in the past two years. Therefore, interpreting the outcomes must be done with these 

limitations in mind.  

 Another limitation of this analysis is the large number of missing cases due to recoding 

race. When recoding race into mutually exclusive categories, the “child unable to determine 

race” category was put into missing values. After doing so, there were 964 missing cases in the 

race variable. It is possible that the outcomes were impacted. However, the categories for white 

respondents (N=6,792) and black respondents (N=4,611) had a large number of cases (N>500). 

If the decision to remove the “child unable to determine race” category caused my sample to go 

below 500 cases I would have incorporated these cases into the analyses. Regarding the variable 

setting length of stay, the relationship with economic hardship was nonlinear. All measures were 



 

57 
 

taken to transform setting length of stay into a linear variable but the adjustments did not solve 

the problem.  

 Finally, only 4.9 percent of the variance in economic hardship can be explained by all of 

the variables incorporated in the theoretical model (current placement setting, emotionally 

disturbed, setting length of stay, total number of removals, whether services were received, age 

of initial removal, sex, and race); only 5.2 percent of the variance in substance abuse can be 

explained by all of the variables in the theoretical model. Lastly, 10.9 percent of the variance in 

incarceration can be explained by all the variables in the theoretical model. Although more 

variation in incarceration can be explained by the independent variables than in economic 

hardship and substance abuse, there is still a relatively small amount of variation being explained 

by the independent variables used in this analysis. This could be because many other factors 

other than the ones incorporated this analysis also affect economic hardship, substance abuse, 

and criminality. Another explanation could be attributed to the lack of available outcome data. 

Economic hardship, substance abuse, and criminality are not fully portrayed through the 

available variables. I can only measure what is available in the data. That being said, even 

though the R
2 

is small, I can still conclude that aging out of the group home setting does have an 

impact on the outcomes that were assessed in this research.   
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CONCLUSION & FUTURE RESEARCH 

Conclusion 

 Previous research has been done on aging out of the child welfare system and separately 

on the impact of group home placement. This analysis expanded on current research by testing 

the impact of aging out of the group home placement on negative outcomes including economic 

hardship, substance abuse, and criminality. Although testing these outcomes was limited by a 

lack of available outcome data, my main hypothesis was found to be true. Within this analysis, 

young adults who aged out of a group home were at an increased risk for economic hardship, 

substance abuse, and criminality.  

Future Research 

 Future research on this topic should address the limitations within this analysis. First, the 

data collection should expand to include more information on economic hardship, substance 

abuse, and incarceration. Regarding substance abuse, data collection should be done while the 

respondent is still in the care of the child welfare system. Information on drug usage would have 

to be self-reported and anonymous to increase the validity of the responses and to avoid legal 

issues such as mandatory reporting. Substance abuse in the outcome data should also include 

self-reported information on recreational drug use to test the extent and impact of drug use. 

Similarly, criminality needs to include more than one sole variable, incarceration, in order to 

fully assess the criminal behavior of a respondent. Assessing criminality should include official 

arrest records as well as self-reported criminal behavior (i.e., have you stolen in the past two 

years?).  

 As mentioned earlier, the literature review did not examine differences in sex or race 

specifically. I wanted to test the problem at hand more generally due to the research being so 
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scarce. However, I did include both sex and race into my analyses. I did not find any significant 

differences in race, which may be due to the large number of missing cases. Sex was only a 

significant predictor of incarceration; males being more likely to be incarcerated than females.  

Future research should examine sex and race more carefully along with using updated outcome 

measures.  

 To conclude, future research needs to focus on the group home setting and the youth who 

reside there. Based on my analysis and the limited research that has been done so far on group 

homes, antisocial behavior seems to be exacerbated rather than reduced as a result of group home 

placement. The structure of group homes should better accommodate the needs of the youth who 

reside there.  Furthermore, certain aspects in child welfare such as frequent placement changes, 

should be reassessed. This analysis supported my hypothesis that placement instability impacts 

outcomes negatively. Placement should be more stable to reduce the emotional and behavioral 

problems associated with placement instability. Lastly, in order to assess time order (i.e., one 

variable causing another) there needs to be repeated measures that follow the children over time. 

By implementing repeated measures, researchers will be able to determine whether certain 

problems such as drug abuse were present before, during, and/or after placement.  
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Table 5: Descriptive Statistics of Sample: Those who Exited FC 

to Emancipation in Fiscal Year 2012 (N=13,408) 
           Dataset/Variable 

 

N % 

AFCARS 2012 
 

13,408 
 

Current Placement Setting   

Group Home 2,980 22.2 

Alternative Setting  10,428 77.8 

NYTD: Services  

 

13,408 
 

    NYTD: Outcomes Wave II 
 

4,728 
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics from AFCARS 2012: Respondents Exiting FC to Emancipation in FY2012 

        
  

Variable  
 

N % Mean SD Range 

 
  

Age of Removal from Home 

 

13,353 
 

11.81 5.30 20.00 
   

Missing 

 

55 
       

Age of Removal from Home (Group Home 

Only) 
2,964 

 
12.23 5.11 19.00 

   

Missing 

 

16 
       

Number of Removals 

 

13,401 
 

1.51 0.84 11.00 
   

Missing 

 

7 
       

Number of Removals (Group Home Only) 2,978 
 

1.56 0.87 6.00 
   

Missing 

 

2 
       

Emotionally Disturbed 

 
        

(0) No 

 

9,107 69.20 
      

(1) Yes 

 

4,052 30.80 
      

Total 

 

13,159 100.00 
      

Missing 

 

249 
       

Emotionally Disturbed (Group Home 

Only)         

(0) No 

 

1,881 64.60 
      

(1) Yes 

 

1,033 35.40 
      

Total 

 

2,914 100.00 
      

Missing 

 

66 
       

Current Placement Setting 

 
        

(0) Alternative Setting 

 

10,428 77.80 
      

(1) Group Home 

 

2,980 22.20 
      

Total 

 

13,408 100 
      

Missing 

 

0 
       

Amount of time (months) in Current 

Placement Setting 
12,899 

 
17.56 26.37 242.50 

   

Missing 

 

509 
       

Amount of time (months) in Current 

Placement Setting (Group Home Only) 
2,833 

 
12.16 15.67 192.87 

   

Missing 

 

147 
       

Sex 

 
        

(1) Male 

 

6,459 48.20 
      

(0) Female  

 

6,948 51.80 
      

Total 

 

13,407 100.00 
      

Missing 

 

1 
       

Race 

 
        

White 

 

6,792 54.60 
      

Black 

 

4,611 37.00 
      

Other 

 

385 3.10 
      

Multiple Races 

 

656 5.30 
      

Total 

 

12,444 100.00 
      

Missing 

 

964 
       



 

x 
 

 

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics NYTD Services 

  Variable N % 

Services Received 

  (0) No services receives for any period 5,588 41.7 

(1) At least one service received during at least one period 7,820 58.3 

Total 13,408 100 

Missing  0 
 

 

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics NYTD Outcomes (All Respondents in Sample) 

      Variable 

 

N % 

  Economic Hardship  

     Homeless 

     (0) No 

 

1,764 80.40 

  (1) Yes 

 

429 19.60 

  Total 

 

2,193 100.00 

  Missing 

 

11,215 

   High School Diploma/GED 

     (0) Yes 

 

1,269 59.50 

  (1) No 

 

862 40.50 

  Total 

 

2,131 100.00 

  Missing 

 

11,277 

   Employed  

     (0) Yes 

 

771 35.10 

  (1) No 

 

1,425 64.90 

  Total 

 

2,196 100.00 

  Missing 

 

11,212 

   Substance Abuse 

     Substance Abuse Referral 

     (0) No 

 

1,962 88.90 

  (1) Yes 

 

244 11.10 

  Total 

 

2,206 100.00 

  Missing 

 

11,202 

   Criminality  

     Incarceration 

     (0) No 

 

1,841 83.60 

  (1) Yes 

 

361 16.40 

  Total  

 

2,202 100.00 

  Missing 

 

11,206 
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Table 4: Descriptive Statistics NYTD Outcomes (Group Home Only) 

     
 

Variable N % 

  
 

Economic Hardship  

    
 

Homeless 

    
 

(0) No 353 76.10 

  
 

(1) Yes 111 23.90 

  
 

Total 464 100.00 

  
 

Missing 2,516 

   
 

High School Diploma/GED 

    
 

(0) Yes 244 53.90 

  
 

(1) No 209 46.10 

  
 

Total 453 100.00 

  
 

Missing 2,527 

   
 

Employed 

    
 

(0) Yes 124 26.60 

  
 

(1) No 343 73.40 

  
 

Total 467 

   
 

Missing 2,513 

   
 

Substance Abuse 

    
 

Substance Abuse Referral 

    
 

(0) No 410 86.30 

  
 

(1) Yes 65 13.70 

  
 

Total 475 100.00 

  
 

Missing 2,505 

   
 

Criminality  

    
 

Incarceration 

    
 

(0) No 358 76.00 

  
 

(1) Yes 113 24.00 

  
 

Total  471 100.00 

  
 

Missing 2,509 
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