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I. Abstract

This article reports on mental health issues faced by youth who have participated in foster care programming. This study documents how inter-personal connections impact a youth’s stay in foster care and the emotional benefits of such connections upon their aging out of the system. Critical to youth transitioning from placement to independent living is the level of emotional connectedness they have with their case manager and family members.
II. The Study’s Participants


There were 10 youth interviewed for this study. They reside in the greater Flint, MI area. The identified youth were currently living independently, preparing to live independently or residing with a licensed foster parent. The ethnic makeup of the youth was African American (5), Caucasian (3) and Hispanic (2). 

III. Definitions/Terms

Aging Out: When a youth emancipates or leaves foster care due to reaching the age 18-21 

Relationship: Individual’s connection or association

Permanence: A process/result that includes the youth’s involvement in finding a long-term stable connection with an adult who provides a safe, stable and secure parenting relationship
IV. Introduction

In today’s society, it is critical that youth embrace their identities, have a sense of where they are going and have proper guidance. The stated prepares them for independence and adulthood. The current body of literature addresses independent living and issues related to youth who participate in out-of-home placement, specifically foster care programming. A youth’s successful transition to independence can be dependent on the efforts of case managers and others. The meaningful relationships that develop while in care can anchor a youth’s identity and adulthood (Scannapieco, Connell-Carrick & Painter, 2007).
V. Statistics 

Teenagers make up approximately 30 percent of all foster care placements. Each year, approximately 20,000 youth ages 18-21 exit the foster care system (U.S. Department of Heath and Human Services, 2006). It is common that upon aging out of the system, they continue to present with mental health symptoms. The symptoms read like a “Who’s Who” of mental health symptoms (see table 1). 
Table 1 Youth Mental Health Symptoms
Anxiety/Panic                                     Poor Impulse Control                          Intensive Anger Episodes

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Limited Concentration                      Impatience                                            Poor Attachment

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Loss/Grief                                           Shadow Expressions                             Excessive Forgetfulness                                       

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Mood Swings                                      Risk Taking Behaviors                         Manipulation                                        

________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Abandonment Issues                          Poor Judgment                                      Defiance/Stubborn

From an emotional perspective, the length of time a youth remains in foster care (and other out-of-home placements) can contribute to their experiencing mental health symptoms such as separation anxiety, poor attachment, loss and grief (Corey, 2009). 

Specifically, youth who languish in the system are more likely to have anger episodes (Oppositional Defiant), struggle with sadness and loss (Depression), succumb to irritability and moodiness (Bi-polar), battle public discomfort (Anxiety or Social Phobia) and engage in impulsive acts (ADHD).

Academically, youth who experience extended placement out-of-home often struggle to  concentrate adequately, are poorly organized (ADHD), have insufficient cognitive processing, experience limited recall and lack the necessary level of stamina needed to complete assignments (Poor Executive Functioning, Learning Disability). 
Socially, the youth can possess under-developed skills that feature intentional non-compliance, arguing with adults, on-going altercations with peers, violence/aggression, jealousy, poor boundaries, legal problems and general disregard for life (Conduct Disorder or Oppositional Defiant).
VI. Why Youth Languish In Care

The most frequent reported cause of a youth’s over-extended stay in care (languish) is case manager turnover. Typically case management is an entry-level position. As a result, after earning work experience or gaining additional education, many staff opt to move into other helping professions.

In some instances, the year-to-year turn over rate for foster care case managers is 40 percent. For example, Flower, McDole & Sumski (2005) reported that some private agencies in the greater Milwaukee, Wisconsin area experienced a 34 percent to 67 percent turnover in their foster care case managers. They reported that worker turn over is due to low salaries, high caseloads, inadequate supervision, insufficient training and safety concerns. It was also reported that assigned caseloads often turn over.

VII. Methodology

A qualitative methods study was utilized to examine aging out issues. With the help of face-to-face interviews, this study reported on youth’s experiences and need for emotional connectedness. 

We utilized face-to-face interviews to explore and report on lengthy out-of-home placement’s impact on youth and their pursuit of independence. Participants were asked the typical intake and pre-screening questions such as age and socioeconomic status. During the interview, the participants were asked the same open-ended questions regarding their out-of-home placement experiences and quest for independence.  

They were asked approximately 20 open-ended questions that ranged from “Why were you removed from the care of your parents?” and “What role did your worker play in your care?” to “How prepared were you to leave care?” and “What has your life experience been like since aging out of the system?” The participants’ responses generated qualitative data.

VIII. Data Collection

The data collection process utilized standard qualitative tools. The participants’ verbal responses to the interview questions became the raw data, with each response given equal weight and transcribed verbatim. In addition the researchers’ reflections were collected in an attempt to identify the essence of experiences, themes and clusters.
IX. Literature Review

In general, children develop social skills when there is consistency and emotional connections to caring adults. It is a well-documented fact that adult relationships are important to youth (Stolz, Olsen & Joseph, 2006). When asked about the lack of key adult relationships in his life, Keon replied, “Man, adult interactions in my life would have made a big difference. I tell people all the time, I missed out on things and opportunities because I never grew close to an adult.” 
At the core of successful youth development is the acquiring of skills in the area of behaviors, cognition, appearance management, social support and sexuality. These and other skills are best instilled in a child’s life by parents and other surrogates. The relationships youth form and maintain with caring adults or surrogates while in foster care (and other out-of-home placements), have a huge impact on their future adulthood outcomes.
Youth with high levels of adult support, connections and external assets in the home, school and community environments are significantly less likely to engage in risk taking behaviors (Search Institute, 2006).  

When asked about the relationship she had with her case manager, 18 year-old Jessica replied, “The relationship with my caseworkers was very important because I trusted them. It was also important to have a relationship with the person that I lived with.” When asked how important his case managers were, Karl stated, “I entered care at the age of 7. At that age I really needed someone to pay special attention to me and make a difference. I mean after being placed in 12 different foster homes by the age of 15, I needed a consistent person in my life. My several case managers did not fulfill the need. So I figured out on my own what to do and how to do it. Sometimes this worked for me. And sometimes it did not. When it did not work I ended up in tons of trouble with the law. My last few years in the system featured me ignoring my case managers and whatever they asked me to do. I knew I needed them but I could not depend on them.”
The length of time in care can impact the type and quality of relationships youth form.  In 2005, Michigan youth spent an average of 15.7 months in out-of-home care. This number is similar to those reported by other states. Historically, minimum to little effort has been put forth by the child welfare system to prepare youth to re-engage with family members after they age-out of foster care. Aging out usually results in youth experiencing loss of support (e.g. foster care services, supervised independent living payments, housing, case management, mental health and psychiatric services, living costs and health coverage). 
Collins, Paris and Ward (2008) reported that typically there has been a stance by child welfare organizations that building relationships with the family of origin when termination of parental rights has occurred are beyond the scope of the child welfare system. This stance may be a critical mistake in that caseworkers and foster parents may fulfill the role as a surrogate parent but rarely replace a youth’s emotional need for interaction with family members. 

When asked about the relationship with her birth family members, 19 year-old Emily replied, “Every time they started in on how I could not see or talk to my family, I tuned them out. They acted like they could and would be all the family I needed. They did not even come close. I never stopped talking to and seeing my family.” Jeff (age 21) was asked about his birth family. He reported, “While in care I was like a small pawn...being moved here and there, but I never lost the connection with my family.”
The “no family contact” stance also may be a mistake in that 50 percent of youth who exit the system, find and begin to live with a relative. The youth are not always emotionally prepared by the system for such reconnections and the resulting problems. To address the stated, there is increased policy, programming and practice attention now being devoted to developing strategies that enhance the capacities of emancipating youth to achieve better independent living outcomes (Collins, Paris & Ward, 2008).

In a study on permanency options and goals, Avery et al. (2006) interviewed parents, young adults formerly in foster care, judges, attorneys, case managers and adoptive parents regarding permanency. They reported that a team approach, intentional communication and keeping the best interest of the youth at the forefront is necessary. 

In a similar fashion, Scannapieco et al. (2007) reported on the critical nature and value of communication. Their study reported that case managers and others should ensure that there is collaboration and communication with the youth. This point was also made by 20 year-old Paul. When asked about the importance of communicating with his workers he stated, “For a youth getting ready to transition out of the foster care system I would tell them to make sure they have all the things needed to live by themselves. I would tell them to help their caseworker help them because the relationship is important. What I needed (and what would have helped me) the most was knowing what was going on in the case.” 
X. Closing Views

In our combined 35 years of foster care related jobs (many of which include foster care case management duties), we have found the need for outstanding case planning and communication. We have also found the need for us (and our peers) to self-examine and re-evaluate ourselves from a clinical perspective. Speaking from our experiences as direct care workers and supervisors, some child welfare case managers do not appear to care (or be convinced) about the importance “emotional connectedness to a youth” plays in the youth’s transition from out-of-home care to self-sufficiency as young adult. 

In general, as service providers we do not emotionally connect because of our own mental health issues that have gone under-addressed for years. We do not connect emotionally because we often feel that is it not part of our job description. We do not connect emotionally because of time constraints and large caseloads. Further, we do not connect emotionally because we do not know how to do so and yet maintain proper boundaries and professionalism. 

To connect emotionally requires us to become vulnerable and to give some of the case’s control to the youth. We have found that giving up or sharing case control in itself is not a bad idea, in that youth driven case management services often lead to improved and more effective communication.

While some case managers need training on how to connect, others merely need permission to connect. There are several ways to connect emotionally with youth.

1. Show Empathy: For youth, the sincere expression of concern and empathy from the worker encourages emotional connectedness.
2.  Integrity: The consistent follow through on task and upstanding ethics helps to develop emotional connectedness.

3. Resourceful: When youth are referred to a meaningful service or activity that helps them, additional connection can take place.

4. Availability: Though youth appear to be, they are not always in crisis. Crisis is a good time for case managers to be involved. In doing so, connections are strengthened. 

5.  Approachable: The presentation of being approachable is critical to emotionally connecting with youth. From a distance they must sense that we are interested in “knowing who they really are” and that we are safe.

XI. Solutions & Recommendations
In this study, several recurrent themes were present regarding youth’s needs for ongoing connections and stable support system. The youth appear to have developed their support systems before they aged out of care. In fact they appear to have never lost contact with their biological families throughout their involvement in the foster care system. 

With this in mind, it stands to reason that the role of the case manager should not be to police the youth’s contact with birth family members, but rather to identify such positive relations as early as possible. There appears to be a need for more emphasis to be placed on the family unit as a whole. There is a need to integrate a teaming model that has a focus on building relationships and individual strengths. Lastly, our findings indicate that most caseworkers listen to the voice of the youth, but there appears to be minimum emotional connectedness to the youth.

Based on the findings of this study, to better serve youth who are placed out of the home the following initiatives would be beneficial:

a. Upon opening a case, intentional collaboration and efforts to engage birth family members in the treatment plan.

b. Additional collaboration with birth family members when determining and preparing youth for independent living.

c. Early on establish and maintain support systems (i.e. informal caring adults) for youth. 

d. Provide on-going curriculum and treatment groups regarding life and family coping strategies.

e. The utilization of family teaming models that connect youth to multiple support persons.

f. The preservation and expectation that youth are involved in planning for their future.

g. Ongoing collaborative efforts to empower and engage youth in vesting in their future.

h. Additional youth development programs geared toward obtaining housing, managing finances, and obtaining employment.

XII. Conclusions

The current body of literature and our research indicates that there are significant issues that youth face as they age-out of foster care. Caseworkers have the unique opportunity to enhance the experience that youth have while in foster care and the outcomes they face as the mature into young adults. 

For youth who are about to exit care, it is extremely important that they maintain open communication with the case manager. The communication should guide youth towards securing healthy relationships, provide critical information about permanency options and focus on individualized goals. 
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