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Abstract 

The transition from foster care to independent living represents a critical life stage for 

youth, especially those aged 18–24, who face numerous challenges in accessing and 

utilizing community resources. In the United States, nearly 391,000 children are in foster 

care, with many experiencing negative outcomes upon exiting the system, such as 

homelessness, unemployment, and incarceration. This qualitative phenomenological 

study explored the lived experiences of discharged foster care youth, focusing on their 

ability to access and utilize available resources, including education, employment, 

healthcare, and mental health services. The study was grounded in social adjustment 

theory and resiliency theory, which framed youth adaptation and coping strategies in the 

face of adversity. The research question guiding this study addressed what the lived 

experiences of ten discharged foster care youth, ages 18–24, were in accessing and 

utilizing community resources. A phenomenological approach was employed to capture 

rich, personal narratives from youth who had navigated the foster care system and were 

seeking to live independently. Data were collected through interviews with participants, 

emphasizing the identification of barriers, strengths, and the impact of community 

support. This study informs social change by identifying critical barriers to resource 

utilization and offering recommendations for improving the transition process. The 

findings may inform policy changes and program development to enhance outcomes for 

foster youth as they move into adulthood, promoting better access to the resources 

necessary for their long-term success and well-being. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to Study 

There are nearly 391,000 children in foster care in the United States, and over 

600,000 children have spent time in the foster care system. Upon exiting foster care, 

children may experience one of several outcomes: (a) reunification with their families, 

(b) adoption, (c) guardianship, (d) placement with relatives, or (e) “aging out” of the 

system (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services [USDHHS], 2021). Children of 

color consistently experience worse outcomes than their White counterparts as they exit 

care, and research has shown that youth who age out of the system are more likely than 

youth in the general population to experience homelessness, unemployment, and 

incarceration as adults (Children’s Rights, 2023). Statistics show that youth who age out 

of foster care are less likely than youth in the general population to graduate from high 

school and are less likely to attend or graduate college.  

Background of Study 

Although researchers have investigated this issue, the topic has not been explored 

regarding if any barriers and limitations exist to accessing resources and support. There 

are many resources and support available for children in foster care, such as education, 

employment, transportation, clothing, food, medical care, substance abuse, counseling, 

peer support, and life skills. Once youth are discharged from foster care, many of these 

same resources are offered to parents and caregivers to assist in meeting the needs of the 

youth, yet many children come back into care. Not having access to or utilizing resources 

can influence the return-to-care rate. All evolving adults share the need to complete an 

education, to become employed, to achieve a degree of independence that embraces the 
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capability to make their own choices, and to shape close supportive relationships. Foster 

youth have different challenges than youth in the general population in fulfilling these 

tasks. Youth leaving foster care are making two transitions; the first transition is the one 

that they share with all youth, which is the movement into emerging adulthood, and the 

second transition is leaving the foster care system to live independently (Jones, 2019).  

Problem Statement 

The problem addressed in this study was the lived experiences of discharged 

foster care youth, ages 18–24, accessing/utilizing community resources. There are many 

resources and support available for children in foster care, such as education, 

employment, transportation, clothing, food, medical care, substance abuse, counseling, 

peer support, and life skills. Once youth are discharged from foster care, many of these 

same resources are offered to parents and caregivers to assist in meeting the needs of the 

youth, yet many children come back into care. Not having access to or utilizing resources 

can influence the return-to-care rate. All evolving adults share the need to complete an 

education, to become employed, to achieve a degree of independence that embraces the 

capability to make their own choices, and to shape close supportive relationships. Foster 

youth have different challenges than youth in the general population in fulfilling these 

tasks. Youth leaving foster care are making two transitions; the first transition is the one 

that they share with all youth, which is the movement into emerging adulthood, and the 

second transition is leaving the foster care system to live independently (Jones, 2019). 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the lived 

experiences of discharged foster care youth, aged 18–24, accessing/utilizing community 

resources. I sought to gain insight into the needs, strengths, issues, or barriers, if any, to 

accessing and utilizing community resources and support. The literature review is divided 

into four sections. In the first section, I explore the theoretical framework. In the second 

section, I explore foster care youth and the overall foster care system. Section 3 entails 

topics such as aging out of foster care, permanency, youth transition, young adults, at-

risk, vulnerable populations, and discharge from care. In the fourth section, I discuss 

independent living, housing, aftercare, preventative programming, resources, community 

support, education, employment, and social support.  

Phenomenological research, as it relates to the lived experiences of discharged 

foster care youth aged 18–24, accessing and utilizing community resources, focuses on 

understanding the core of these experiences from the perspectives of the individuals 

themselves. This qualitative research approach is aimed at capturing rich, detailed 

descriptions of participants lived realities, highlighting their personal insights, emotions, 

and interpretations of their experiences. 

Several studies have employed phenomenological methods to explore these 

experiences. For instance, Thompson (2016) conducted a phenomenological study with 

former foster youth to understand their transitions out of the foster care system. The 

research revealed significant themes such as the lack of continuous support, the 

challenges of mental health issues, and the emotional struggles of navigating life 
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independently after leaving foster care. Gray (2024) also utilized a phenomenological 

approach to identify and describe the factors that influence successful transitions to 

adulthood for emancipated foster youth. This study emphasized the need for ongoing 

mental and behavioral health care and the importance of support systems in aiding these 

youth as they strive for independence.  

Another significant study by Lee (2010) focused on the experiences of former 

foster youth attending college. It highlighted themes such as the feeling of isolation, the 

desire for normalcy, and the critical role of supportive individuals and programs in 

helping these students succeed despite their challenging backgrounds. These studies 

mutually underline the intricate and complicated experiences of foster youth aging out of 

the system, emphasizing the need for inclusive support systems that address mental 

health, social integration, and everyday life skills to simplify their transition to 

independent adulthood.  

Research Question 

This qualitative research study focused on answering the following question: 

What are the lived experiences of discharged foster care youth, ages 18–24, 

accessing/utilizing community resources?  

Theoretical Foundation 

The theories that grounded this study were social adjustment and resiliency 

theory. The social adjustment theory (SAT) provides a useful framework for 

understanding how youth transitioning out of foster care adapt to their new 

circumstances, engage with their new surroundings, and exhibit behaviors influenced by 
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the availability (or lack thereof) of support systems and resources. This alliance can be 

seen through the following key components: adaptation to new environments, 

engagement with support systems, behavior outcomes, and psychological well-being 

(AECF, 2016; Rome & Raskin, 2019). The principles of SAT are highly relevant to the 

experiences of foster care youth transitioning to independence. 

Resiliency theory, also known as resilience theory, is a framework for 

understanding how individuals, families, and communities can recover from adversity, 

trauma, or significant stressors and continue to develop positively. It enables the return to 

normalcy or even growth following disturbances processes. The resiliency theory is used 

in assorted fields, including psychology, social work, education, and public health, to 

develop interventions and policies sought to strengthen resilience among individuals and 

communities. For example, in foster care, fostering resilience can involve creating stable 

and supportive environments, providing access to education and healthcare, and 

promoting positive relationships with caregivers and peers (Annie E. Casey Foundation 

[AECF], 2016; Rome & Raskin, 2019). Key elements of the resiliency theory include the 

following: 

• Protective factors: Conditions or attributes that help mitigate or eliminate risk. 

• Risk factors: Characteristics or conditions that increase the likelihood of a 

negative outcome. 

• Adaption: The process of adjustment in the face of adversity, trauma, or 

significant stress.  
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• Developmental assets: Positive building blocks that young people need to 

grow up healthy, caring, and responsible. 

• Coping mechanisms: Strategies or skills that individuals use to manage stress 

and function effectively in challenging situations. 

• Ecological perspective: The multiple levels of influence on an individual, 

including personal characteristics, family, community, and broader societal 

factors (AECF, 2016; Rome & Raskin, 2019).  

Nature of Study 

The logical connections between these theories and the nature of this study were 

that they aligned with understanding the experiences of youth and how they are adjusting, 

engaging, and behaving with or without accessible support and resources. Also, the 

identity of many children in foster care is rooted in those they reside with. From my 

experience in working with this population, I understand that children learn to adapt to 

those around them and come to understand what is expected of them through the 

observations of others. Ensuring that youth transitioning out of foster care have access to 

comprehensive support systems and resources is critical to their successful adjustment, 

engagement, and behavioral outcomes (AECF, 2016; Rome & Raskin, 2019). As a 

secondary selection, the resiliency theory would come into play, as a person’s coping 

abilities depend on their resiliency, which decides how well an individual can deal with 

stressful situations or adjust to conditions less than desirable (Park et al., 2021). The 

ability to socially adjust may have roots in the differences in demographics of foster 

children and may vary greatly.  
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Definitions 

The following are functional terms used in this study: 

Adulthood: The stage of life where an individual is considered legally responsible 

for their actions and decisions, often marked by the age of majority, which varies by 

country. In foster care, transitioning into adulthood can involve leaving care and 

navigating independent living (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

Children's Bureau [USDHHS-CB], 2019). 

At-risk youth: Young people are considered to have a higher probability of 

experiencing difficulties such as academic failure, juvenile delinquency, or involvement 

with child welfare or criminal justice systems due to factors like poverty, family 

instability, or substance abuse (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of 

Population Affairs [USDHHS-OPA], 2020). 

Child welfare: The services and practices designed to ensure the well-being and 

protection of children, especially those at risk of abuse, neglect, or exploitation. Child 

welfare systems work to prevent maltreatment and support families in need (Child 

Welfare Information Gateway [CWIG], 2021). 

Community: A group of individuals who share common values, goals, and 

resources, often living within the same geographic area. Communities provide social 

support and a sense of belonging, which is essential for youth development and well-

being (Community Tool Box [CTB], 2021). 
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Discharged: In the context of foster care, discharge refers to the official release of 

a youth from foster care services, typically when they reach adulthood or are reunited 

with their biological family (USDHHS-CB, 2020). 

Foster care: A temporary arrangement where children are placed in custody of 

individuals other than their biological parents, typically because their original home 

environment is unsafe or unfit. Foster care aims to provide a safe, stable, and nurturing 

environment for children until they can return to their families or find permanent 

placement (USDHHS-CB, 2020). 

Independence: The state of self-sufficiency, where an individual can make their 

own decisions and support themselves without reliance on others. For youth in foster 

care, achieving independence often involves obtaining stable housing, employment, and 

life skills (USDHHS-CB, 2019). 

Resilience: The ability of an individual to adapt and recover from adversity, 

stress, or trauma. In foster care, resilience is an important trait for youth who have faced 

difficult circumstances, enabling them to thrive despite challenges (American 

Psychological Association [APA], 2019). 

Resources: The services, support, and tools available to individuals or 

communities to meet needs and address challenges. Resources can include financial aid, 

counseling, educational programs, and community services (National Resource Center 

for Youth Services [NRCYS], 2018). 

Social adjustment: The process of adapting to the demands and norms of society, 

including behaviors, attitudes, and relationships. Social adjustment is a critical part of 
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transitioning from foster care into adulthood, as youth must learn how to navigate 

independent living and social interactions (USDHHS-CB, 2020). 

Transitioning: The process of moving from one state, stage, or condition to 

another, often used in the context of youth in foster care who are moving towards 

independence or adulthood. Transitioning involves preparing for changes in living 

situations, education, and employment (USDHHS-CB, 2019). 

Assumptions 

I assumed that all participants were willing and able to answer all demographic 

information questions honestly and truthfully to the best of their abilities, as 

confidentiality was a requirement for participants. I also assumed that the desire of 

discharged foster care youth ages 18–24 to participate indicated that they were open to 

sharing their experiences, as the study explored lived experiences.  

Scope and Delimitations 

I sought to examine the lived experiences of discharged foster care youth, ages 

18–24, accessing/utilizing community resources. There are many resources and support 

available for children in foster care, such as education, employment, transportation, 

clothing, food, medical care, substance abuse treatment, counseling, peer support, and life 

skills. Once youth are discharged from foster care, many of these same resources are 

offered to parents and caregivers to assist in meeting the needs of the youth, yet many 

children come back into care. Not having access to or utilizing resources can influence 

the return-to-care rate. The scope of this study does not include the lived experience of 

discharged foster youth under 18 years old or the lived experience of their families. 
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While the lived experiences of younger discharged foster youth can have an impact on 

the future perception of youth transition out of foster care and their ability to be able to 

access and utilize resources, they were not included in this study. The scope of this study 

was a small sample of discharged foster care youth who were between the ages of 18 

through 24 years old. The focus, as stated above, was on the lived experience of 

discharged foster care youth, ages 18–24, accessing/utilizing community resources. The 

scope of this study represents a single community in which other communities and/or 

states may have different protocols, and preventative programming to assist in the 

successful transitioning of foster care youth. The participants responded to interview 

guides that included basic demographic and primary information. The interview 

questions derived in part from social adjustment and resiliency theories.  

Limitations 

Major themes identified in the literature as it relates to the lived experiences of 

discharged foster care youth were lack of support, mental health challenges, educational 

barriers, and the need for life skills and preparation (Gary, 2024; Lee, 2010; Thompson, 

2024). Some known challenges found within the literature as it relates to discipline were 

many trials faced by youth as they transition from foster care to independent living, 

including a lack of support systems, mental health issues, and inadequate life skills (Gary, 

2024; Lee, 2010; Thompson, 2024). Also, the importance of support, which includes the 

presence of mentors, supportive programs, and continuous mental health care, can impact 

the successful transition to adulthood (Gary, 2024; Lee, 2010). There was limited 

research on the long-term outcomes of former foster care youth who transitioned to 
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independence, the effectiveness of interventions in which comprehensive evaluations of 

supportive services are conducted, and the need for research that includes diverse 

populations of foster youth that include race, ethnicity, gender, and geographic location 

that discuss how these variables may have an impact.  

Significance of Study 

This study was intended to provide clarity or identify the experiences of 

discharged foster care youth, ages 18–24, in accessing/utilizing community resources. 

This knowledge will hopefully assist federal and state government agencies in obtaining 

additional funding so that local-level child welfare agencies can provide or obtain 

additional or new preventative programming and services for foster care youth. This 

could also mean more employment opportunities for individuals who have a passion for 

working with this vulnerable population. Focusing on those trends could create more 

community partnerships with providers such as community mental health clinics, 

mentorship programs, employment opportunities, job readiness programs, tutoring and 

educational programming, and so forth. Improving the youth’s social networks will 

contribute to social change, in that many of these youth have experienced some sort of 

trauma, so having someone to help or hold their hand, offering support as they move into 

adulthood, is critical. Conducting individual interviews with the participants showed my 

interest and attention, which could ultimately have assisted in improving the young 

adults’ self-esteem and self-worth.  
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Summary and Transition 

Chapter 1 established the context, significance, and foundation of this study by 

highlighting the critical challenges faced by foster youth transitioning into adulthood, 

particularly those who are discharged from care between the ages of 18 and 24. These 

individuals often encounter complex barriers when attempting to access and utilize 

community resources that are essential for their stability, development, and long-term 

success. Despite the existence of support systems intended to aid in areas such as 

housing, education, employment, and mental health, many youth continue to experience 

unmet needs, leading to poor outcomes such as homelessness, unemployment, and 

limited educational attainment. 

Grounded in the social adjustment theory and resiliency theory, this study focused 

on exploring how former foster youth navigate these barriers and adapt to life after care. 

These theories provided a useful framework for understanding how internal and external 

factors such as support systems, identity, trauma, and coping mechanisms influence a 

youth’s transition and ability to engage with available resources. The research question 

centered on understanding the lived experiences of these youth and how they perceive 

and interact with the systems designed to support them. 

To build upon this foundation, Chapter 2 presents a comprehensive review of the 

existing literature related to foster care, youth transition, and access to community 

resources. The chapter begins with an examination of the theoretical frameworks that 

informed this study, followed by an overview of the foster care system and the specific 

experiences of youth aging out. I then explore key themes such as permanency, 
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independent living, aftercare services, and the social and structural factors that impact 

successful transitions. Through this review, I situate the study within the broader 

academic discourse, identifying both gaps in the literature and areas where further 

exploration is needed. Chapter 2 serves to contextualize the study’s findings, strengthen 

its theoretical grounding, and demonstrate the scholarly relevance of investigating the 

lived experiences of discharged foster care youth. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

As of the most recent data, nearly 391,000 children were in foster care in the 

United States, and over 600,000 children had spent time in the foster care system. Upon 

exiting foster care, children typically experienced one of several outcomes: (a) 

reunification with their families, (b) adoption, (c) guardianship, (d) placement with 

relatives, or (e) “aging out” of the system (USDHHS, 2021). Children of color 

consistently experienced worse outcomes than their White counterparts as they exited 

care, and research showed that youth who aged out of the system were more likely than 

youth in the general population to experience homelessness, unemployment, and 

incarceration as adults (Children’s Rights, 2023). 

Statistics indicated that youth who aged out of foster care were less likely than 

their peers in the general population to graduate from high school and were also less 

likely to attend or complete college. The problem addressed in this study was the lived 

experiences of discharged foster care youth, ages 18–24, as they accessed and utilized 

community resources. Many resources and support were available for children in foster 

care, such as education, employment, transportation, clothing, food, medical care, 

substance abuse treatment, counseling, peer support, and life skills training. Once youth 

were discharged from foster care, many of these same resources were offered to parents 

and caregivers to assist in meeting the needs of the youth. However, many children 

returned to care. A lack of access to or failure to utilize resources often influenced the 

return-to-care rate. All young adults shared the need to complete education, become 

employed, achieve independence, make autonomous choices, and establish close 
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supportive relationships. Foster youth faced unique and often more complex challenges in 

achieving these developmental milestones. Youth who left foster care underwent two 

major transitions: (a) a transition common to all youth emerging adulthood and (b) a 

transition unique to them leaving the foster care system and entering independent living 

(Jones, 2019). The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the 

lived experiences of discharged foster care youth, aged 18–24, in accessing and utilizing 

community resources. The goal was to gain insight into their needs, strengths, and 

potential barriers. 

The literature review is organized into four sections: (a) theoretical framework; 

(b) foster care youth and the foster care system; (c) issues related to aging out, 

permanency, transition, and vulnerability; and (4) independent living and resource 

utilization, including housing, aftercare, education, employment, and social support.  

Literature Search Strategy 

I used various sources of information for the literature search. The search was 

conducted using the Walden University Library, including databases such as Google 

Scholar, SAGE Journals, APA PsycArticles, and ERIC, which provided peer-reviewed 

literature. Key terms included foster care youth, child welfare, youth aging out, young 

adult, and transitioning. Additional search terms used to narrow the results included 

discharged, transitioning to adulthood, resources, exiting foster care, independence, 

education, access, utilization, and at-risk youth. 

To further refine the search, I met with a librarian who offered guidance on 

filtering and navigating through Google Scholar and other databases. Other online 
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sources were consulted to find additional literature. However, there was a noticeable 

scarcity of information concerning the lived experiences of discharged foster care youth 

related to accessing and utilizing community support and resources. 

To address this gap, I reviewed existing literature published between 2019 and 

2024. The review provided insight into past studies on the foster care system, challenges 

experienced by foster care youth, policy implications, state funding allocations for 

prevention programs, permanency concerns, types of maltreatment, and the unique 

difficulties faced by youth aging out. The review aimed to build a comprehensive 

understanding of the research problem. 

Theoretical Foundation 

SAT: Overview 

The social adjustment theory (SAT) provided a useful framework for 

understanding how youth transitioning out of foster care adapted to their new 

circumstances, engaged with their environments, and exhibited behaviors influenced by 

available (or absent) support systems and resources. Key components included adaptation 

to new environments, engagement with support systems, behavioral outcomes, and 

psychological well-being (AECF, 2016; Rome & Raskin, 2019). SAT principles aligned 

well with the experiences of foster youth transitioning to independence. 

SAT: Research Examples & Relevance to the Study 

Recent studies applied SAT to the experiences of foster care youth aging out of 

the system. For example, Morton et al. (2020) found that strong social support and coping 

mechanisms significantly improved well-being, particularly through relationships with 
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caregivers, peers, and mentors. These relationships contributed to better outcomes in 

areas such as housing stability and mental health. Similarly, Okpych et al. (2021) 

examined the effects of extended foster care on social adjustment among youth aged 21 

and 23. Their findings indicated that those who remained in foster care longer 

experienced better educational and employment outcomes and were less likely to 

experience homelessness. A review by Gómez et al. (2022) emphasized that interventions 

focused on life skills training, mentorship, and peer support were essential in promoting 

successful adjustment and independence. These findings were grounded in SAT’s core 

assertion that environmental and social supports are central to behavioral and 

psychological outcomes. 

Resiliency Theory: An Overview 

Resiliency theory provided a framework for understanding how individuals and 

communities recovered from adversity and continued to develop positively. It was widely 

used across disciplines to guide interventions that strengthened individuals' coping skills 

and emotional well-being, especially in high-risk populations like foster youth (AECF, 

2016; Rome & Raskin, 2019). Bonanno’s (2004) dual process model was based on the 

argument that resilience involves managing both emotional trauma and everyday life 

demands. Garmezy’s (1991) protective factors model emphasized that children facing 

adversity could thrive with the presence of supportive relationships, effective coping 

strategies, and strong self-efficacy. 

Key concepts included the following: 

• Protective factors: Conditions or attributes that help mitigate or eliminate risk. 
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• Risk factors: Characteristics or conditions that increase the likelihood of a 

negative outcome. 

• Adaption: The process of adjustment in the face of adversity, trauma, or 

significant stress.  

• Developmental assets: Positive building blocks that young people need to 

grow up healthy, caring, and responsible. 

• Coping mechanisms: Strategies or skills that individuals use to manage stress 

and function effectively in challenging situations. 

• Ecological perspective: The multiple levels of influence on an individual, 

including personal characteristics, family, community, and broader societal 

factors (AECF, 2016; Rome & Raskin, 2019).  

Despite their differences, these theories share a common belief that resilience is 

not just about survival but about adapting, growing, and thriving in the face of 

challenges. 

Resiliency Theory: Research Examples & Relevance to This Study 

Lalayants and Miller (2021) found that higher resilience levels correlated with 

better education, employment, and mental health outcomes in foster youth. Similarly, 

Munson et al. (2022) noted that resilience-building programs that enhanced self-efficacy 

and problem-solving skills led to greater life stability. Pears et al. (2020) conducted a 

longitudinal study showing that resilience could develop over time with consistent 

support and access to resources, reinforcing the value of resiliency theory in shaping 

interventions. These theories directly supported the goals of this study. Youth identity 
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and coping capacities were shaped by their relationships and surroundings. From my own 

professional experience, foster youth often adapted to those around them, learning 

expectations through observation. Therefore, ensuring that youth had access to support 

systems was essential for successful social adjustment and long-term resilience (Park et 

al., 2021). 

Literature Related to Key Concepts 

Foster Care Youth 

Research on foster care youth primarily focused on the challenges they faced 

while transitioning out of care, particularly in relation to resilience, mental health, and the 

effectiveness of support systems. A significant body of literature examined the process of 

"aging out" of foster care and entering adulthood. Munson et al. (2022) studied the 

development of resilience and coping strategies among youth exiting care. Their findings 

emphasized that fostering self-efficacy and providing consistent support were essential to 

successful independent living. Likewise, Okpych et al. (2021) demonstrated that 

extended foster care programs were associated with improved educational and 

employment outcomes. Their research supported the need for prolonged services to assist 

in the transition to adulthood. Overall, literature revealed that resilience, supported by 

stable social networks and targeted interventions, played a critical role in determining 

successful life trajectories for foster care youth. 

Discharged Foster Care Youth 

The post discharge period was found to be a particularly vulnerable time for foster 

care youth. Studies highlighted the difficulties they faced in achieving independence and 
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stability, with particular emphasis on mental health, housing, education, and employment. 

Baugh et al. (2021) investigated the mental health trajectories of youth after exiting care. 

Their study found that many former foster youth continued to experience psychological 

distress in the absence of adequate support. This emphasized the necessity of sustained 

mental health services post discharge. Housing insecurity was another prominent issue. 

Fowler et al. (2022) explored the housing experiences of discharged youth and reported 

high rates of homelessness and instability. Youth who remained in extended foster care 

programs, which included transitional housing and ongoing case management, showed 

significantly better housing outcomes. These findings underscored the importance of 

continuous support services to facilitate a smoother and safer transition into adulthood for 

discharged foster care youth. 

Resources for Foster Care Youth 

Literature on available resources for foster care youth pointed to the significance 

of education, mental health care, housing assistance, and mentorship in promoting better 

outcomes. Okpych et al. (2021) emphasized the importance of educational resources, 

including tutoring, scholarships, and academic support services. Their research showed 

that access to these tools increased the likelihood of high school graduation and college 

enrollment, which subsequently improved employment outcomes. Mental health services 

were also found to be vital. Baugh et al. (2021) noted that trauma-informed care was 

essential for improving emotional and psychological outcomes. Their findings suggested 

that mental health services should be integrated into broader support networks, both 

during and after care. Salazar et al. (2020) highlighted mentorship as a key intervention. 
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They found that positive adult relationships helped youth manage finances, set life goals, 

and pursue careers. Mentorship programs were recommended as essential elements of a 

comprehensive support system. 

Resources for Discharged Foster Care Youth 

The transition to independent adulthood required a variety of resources, including 

stable housing, employment services, education, and mental health support. Literature 

revealed significant barriers to accessing and using these resources. Fowler et al. (2022) 

studied transitional housing programs and found that access to stable housing was a 

strong protective factor against homelessness. These programs provided not only shelter 

but also support services that enabled youth to pursue education and employment. Peters 

et al. (2022) evaluated vocational training and job placement programs. Their findings 

indicated that discharged youth who received job training were more likely to obtain and 

retain stable employment. This, in turn, enhanced their economic stability and reduced 

the risk of poverty. The research supported the conclusion that resource accessibility and 

integration were essential in supporting foster care youth after discharge. Housing, 

employment, education, and health services worked synergistically to improve long-term 

outcomes. 

Accessing Resources by Discharged Foster Care Youth 

Despite the existence of resources, many discharged foster care youth have 

struggled to access them. Research has identified key areas of concern: housing 

instability, unemployment, education disruption, and lack of mental health support. 

Youth.gov (2023) reported high rates of homelessness immediately following 
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emancipation, particularly among LGBTQ+ youth and youth of color. This was often due 

to insufficient housing options, gaps in support services, and structural barriers. 

Education remained a significant challenge. Many youth experienced frequent school 

transfers while in care, which negatively affected academic performance and graduation 

rates (Youth.gov, 2023). This hindered their ability to pursue postsecondary education 

and secure stable employment. Employment outcomes were also poor. LifeWay Network 

(2024) found that many youth lacked access to job training and mentorship. Without 

financial literacy and job-readiness support, they were more likely to enter low-wage jobs 

with limited opportunities for advancement. Access to mental health services was 

inconsistent due to lapses in Medicaid coverage and the discontinuation of public 

assistance after age 18. As Youth.gov (2023) reported, these service gaps contributed to 

untreated trauma, emotional instability, and increased vulnerability to crisis situations. 

Social support was often minimal. The Annie E. Casey Foundation (2023) emphasized 

that the absence of permanent, supportive adult relationships left youth without crucial 

guidance and emotional stability. These deficits significantly increased the risk of 

involvement with the criminal justice system and other negative life outcomes. 

Utilizing Resources by Discharged Foster Care Youth 

In addition to accessing resources, the ability to utilize available services was a 

major issue. Research indicated that many foster care youth either underutilized or failed 

to engage with services due to various systemic, informational, and emotional barriers. 

Housing programs such as transitional living services were often underutilized. The 

Annie E. Casey Foundation (2023) found that only about one-quarter of eligible youth 
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received federally funded housing support, largely due to a lack of awareness and 

complicated application processes. Educational resources, such as the Education and 

Training Voucher (ETV) program, were similarly underused. Youth.gov (2023) noted 

that youth often prioritized immediate income needs over long-term education and found 

the application processes confusing or inaccessible.  

Employment services were also underutilized. LifeWay Network (2024) found 

that without mentorship or supportive adults, youth were unaware of available job 

training and financial literacy programs. Mental health services, while crucial, were 

inconsistently used. Youth.gov (2023) reported that stigma, a lack of information, and 

discontinuation of Medicaid after emancipation all contributed to low utilization rates—

even among those in need. Mentorship and peer support programs were shown to be 

highly effective but underenrolled. Both the Annie E. Casey Foundation (2023) and 

LifeWay Network (2024) emphasized the importance of establishing strong mentorship 

relationships before youth exited care, which could increase the likelihood of engaging 

with other available services. 

In summary, significant gaps existed between available resources and the youth’s 

ability to access and utilize them. These gaps pointed to a need for improved 

communication, streamlined processes, and consistent adult guidance during the 

transition process. 

Summary and Conclusions 

Major themes identified in the literature concerning the lived experiences of 

discharged foster care youth included a lack of support, mental health challenges, 
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educational barriers, and the need for life skills and preparation (Gary, 2024; Lee, 2010; 

Thompson, 2024). Research consistently found that youth transitioning to independent 

adulthood faced significant obstacles due to inadequate support systems, mental health 

struggles, and a lack of necessary life skills. 

Conversely, the presence of mentors, supportive programs, and continuous mental 

health care significantly increased the likelihood of a successful transition (Gary, 2024; 

Lee, 2010). However, there was limited research on long-term outcomes for this 

population and on the effectiveness of existing interventions. There was a lack of 

comprehensive evaluations of supportive services and a need for more inclusive research 

that considered variables such as race, ethnicity, gender, and geographic location. 

This study was intended to explore the lived experiences of discharged foster care 

youth (ages 18–24) in accessing and utilizing community resources. The findings could 

help inform federal and state agencies in developing and funding more effective 

programs. In turn, this could lead to new employment opportunities for professionals 

passionate about serving this vulnerable population. Furthermore, this research could 

encourage stronger community partnerships with local service providers, including 

mental health clinics, mentorship programs, employment services, educational initiatives, 

and job readiness programs. Strengthening these networks could contribute to positive 

social change by ensuring that youth have the resources and relationships necessary to 

thrive in adulthood. 

Lastly, conducting individual interviews and expressing genuine attention to 

participants’ stories may not only provide data, but also positively impact their self-
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esteem and self-worth. Through better understanding and engagement, stakeholders could 

develop more meaningful and sustainable support systems for discharged foster care 

youth. 
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the lived 

experiences of discharged foster care youth, aged 18–24, accessing and utilizing 

community resources. I sought to gain insight into their needs, strengths, issues, and 

barriers, if any, related to accessing and utilizing these resources and support systems. 

Research Design and Rationale 

This study aimed to answer the following research question: What are the lived 

experiences of discharged foster care youth, ages 18–24, in accessing and utilizing 

community resources? 

Phenomenological research, as it relates to the lived experiences of discharged 

foster care youth accessing and utilizing community resources, focuses on understanding 

the essence of those experiences from the perspectives of the individuals themselves. 

This qualitative research approach is intended to capture rich, detailed descriptions of 

participants lived realities, highlighting their insights, emotions, and interpretations of 

their experiences. 

Phenomenological research in qualitative studies often utilizes specific methods 

to capture the depth and complexity of lived experiences. The following methods were 

consistent with the scope of this study: 

In-Depth Interviews 

I conducted semi structured interviews to allow participants to share their stories 

in their own words. This method proved effective in exploring the nuances of personal 

experience and gaining deep insights into the emotional and psychological aspects of 
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their lives. For instance, Thompson (2016) conducted three 60-minute interviews with 

nine former foster youth to explore their transitions out of care. The interviews were 

guided by questions designed to elicit detailed narratives about their struggles and 

successes. 

Purposive Sampling 

Purposive sampling was used to select participants who had specific 

characteristics or experiences relevant to the research question. This ensured that the 

study captured a range of perspectives from individuals who could provide powerful, 

detailed accounts of the phenomenon. Gray (2024), for example, selected participants 

based on age, geographic location, and discharge status to ensure diverse yet relevant 

experiences. 

These methods were well suited to the study’s focus, as they highlighted the 

voices of the participants and allowed for a thorough understanding of their lived 

experiences. 

Role of the Researcher 

In conducting phenomenological research, the role of the researcher is critical in 

understanding and interpreting the lived experiences of participants. I adopted a 

reflective, empathetic stance, setting aside personal biases through epoché or bracketing 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). This involved suspending preconceptions and focusing on the 

meanings that participants attributed to their experiences. I also created a space where 

participants felt comfortable sharing their stories authentically, using open-ended 

questions to elicit rich, detailed narratives (Moustakas, 1994). Furthermore, I analyzed 
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the data carefully, distilling core themes while maintaining a connection to the 

participants' voices. 

My interest in this population was sparked by my work at the Michigan 

Department of Health and Human Services in the Children and Family Services division. 

As a foster care specialist, I worked directly with young people who had been removed 

from their homes and placed under state care. I also interacted with parents, caregivers, 

providers, and courts. Over time, I observed that while some youth experienced positive 

transitions out of care, others faced significant challenges. These differences prompted 

me to investigate deeper causes and contributing factors. 

Initially, I examined return-to-care rates and trends related to maltreatment. It 

became clear that many gaps existed, particularly regarding housing, food access, mental 

health treatment, employment, substance abuse services, education, and social support. 

This awareness motivated me to explore discharged foster care youth’s experiences 

further and understand what resources were or were not accessible and utilized post 

discharge. 

In phenomenological research, the investigator is both a listener and interpreter. I 

used self-reflection throughout the research process (Moustakas, 1994). Interviews were 

designed to allow participants to share their stories openly. I listened attentively, 

remained open to their perspectives, and was receptive to new ideas and insights. There 

were no prior relationships between me and the participants. 
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Methodology 

Participant Selection Logic 

This study focused on the lived experiences of discharged foster care youth, ages 

18–24, in accessing and utilizing community resources. A phenomenological approach 

was used to examine their experiences. 

Participants were selected using a purposive sampling strategy based on the 

following criteria: 

1. Age: To ensure they fell within the 18–24 age range. 

2. Discharge status: Information about whether they were aged out or formally 

discharged from foster care. 

3. Community resource utilization: A question on the types of community 

resources the participant had accessed or attempted to access (e.g., housing 

assistance, job training, mental health services, education support). 

4. Gender identity: To ensure diverse representation. 

5. Ethnicity/Race: To ensure diversity in the sample and to explore how 

race/ethnicity might impact resource access. 

6. Current living situation: To assess the participant's current stability and living 

circumstances, which might affect their experience with community resources. 

7. Interest in participation: A question to gauge the participant’s willingness to 

engage in a semi structured interview. 

8. Ability to reflect: A self-assessment item (e.g., “I am able to reflect on my 

experiences of social adjustment and resiliency since leaving foster care”) to 
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assess if the participant was likely to engage in the phenomenological 

approach. 

Each participant completed a demographic information sheet (see Appendix) to 

ensure that they met the inclusion criteria. 

Instrumentation 

The inclusion criteria were presented to each potential participant before 

conducting semi structured interviews. The interview instrument was designed to produce 

rich, relevant data. Interviews were conducted in a format comfortable for participants, 

including in-person, telephone, or virtual platforms such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams, or 

Google Meet. According to Heath et al. (2018), offering multiple modes of participation 

helped ensure participants' comfort, which in turn led to more honest and meaningful 

responses.  

Interview questions were guided by social adjustment and resiliency theories and 

included topics such as time spent in foster care, number of placements, services 

received, and challenges faced post discharge. 

Interview Guide 

1. Can you describe your overall experience in the foster care system, including 

how long you were in care? 

2. Tell me about the number of times you were placed in foster care throughout 

your life, and what were the circumstances surrounding each return? 

3. Can you share the reasons behind each time you were removed from your 

home and placed into foster care? 
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4. Tell me about the different types of placements you were in during your time 

in foster care. What were some of the experiences you had in these different 

settings (e.g., foster homes, relative placements, childcare institutions, 

independent living, hospital, jail)? How many different placements did you 

have? 

5. If you have siblings, what was your experience in terms of being placed 

together or being separated? How did that impact you? 

6. Were you able to achieve permanency during your time in foster care? If so, 

what did that look like for you? 

7. While you were in foster care, what kinds of services or support did you 

receive? How did those services affect your experience in care? 

8. At the time of your discharge from foster care, what services were you 

receiving, and how did they prepare you for leaving care? 

9. After you were discharged from foster care, can you talk about any services or 

support you felt you needed but didn’t receive? What were the reasons you 

did not have access to these services? 

10. Can you describe any challenges you faced during your transition to 

independent living? How did you cope with those challenges daily? 

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection 

Data collection began with informed consent and demographic information. 

Eligibility was confirmed, and interviews were scheduled accordingly. Semi structured 

interviews were conducted one-on-one, either in person or via Microsoft Teams, 
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depending on participant preference. Face-to-face interviews allowed observation of body 

language and nonverbal cues, which enhanced the richness of the data. When in-person 

interviews were not feasible, video conferencing provided a suitable alternative. Each 

interview began with an informal conversation to help participants feel at ease. The 

questions were drawn from the theoretical frameworks guiding the study. Additional 

probing questions were asked as needed. Interviews lasted no longer than 60 minutes and 

were recorded using a digital recorder. Transcripts were created shortly after each 

interview. When necessary, Microsoft Teams' transcription feature was used to aid 

efficiency.  

Observer notes were taken to capture nonverbal behavior and contextual elements 

not evident in audio recordings. The following interview questions were asked: 

1. While you were in foster care, what kinds of services or support did you 

receive? 

How did those services affect your experience in care? 

2. At the time of your discharge from foster care, what services were you 

receiving? 

How did those services prepare you for leaving care? 

3. After you were discharged, can you talk about any services or support you felt 

you needed but didn’t receive? 

What were the reasons you did not have access to these services? 
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4. How did you learn about community resources after leaving care? 

Did anyone help connect you to those resources, or did you have to figure it 

out on your own? 

5. Can you describe your experiences trying to find and use community 

resources (such as housing programs, job training, healthcare, or counseling) 

after foster care? 

What made it easier or more difficult to access those services? 

6. Were there specific community organizations, agencies, or people that helped 

you most after discharge? 

What made those supports effective or accessible for you? 

7. Have you ever been turned away from a service or felt like a resource wasn’t 

meant for someone like you? 

If so, can you describe what happened and how that impacted your next steps? 

8. Can you describe any challenges you faced during your transition to 

independent living? 

How did you cope with those challenges daily? 

9. Looking back, what would have made accessing or using community services 

easier during your transition out of foster care? 

Additional questions were asked based on the responses and the direction of the 

interview. Interviews were conducted at locations chosen by the participants, ensuring 

comfort and privacy. Each interview lasted no longer than 60 minutes. Observer 

comments were noted during the interview process to document any nonverbal cues and 



34 

 

reactions that were not captured in the audio recordings. The interviews were carefully 

recorded using a digital recorder, and each recording was transcribed manually as soon as 

possible after the interview. Listening to the audio recordings provided a clearer 

understanding of the participants' emotional tone and context. If transcription became 

time-consuming, the use of Microsoft Teams' transcription feature allowed for real-time 

transcriptions during virtual interviews, making this process more efficient. 

Data Analysis Plan 

Data analysis began after the first interview and continued throughout the 

collection period. Interviews were transcribed, and data were entered into a coding matrix 

created in Excel. Each participant's data occupied a separate tab. 

The coding matrix contained four columns: 

1. Interview questions: Each question from the interview guide was listed to 

ensure the consistency of data analysis. 

2. Interviewee transcription: The transcribed responses from each participant 

were entered into the matrix. 

3. In-vivo codes: Initial codes were generated directly from the participants' 

words, or "in-vivo" codes, which provided direct insight into their lived 

experiences. 

4. Thematic codes: These codes were developed after reviewing the in-vivo 

codes and were intended to group the data into broader themes that addressed 

the research questions. 
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Recurring patterns and themes were identified through in-vivo and thematic 

coding. As data collection progressed, ongoing analysis allowed for refinement of codes 

and deeper interpretation. Patterns were reviewed iteratively, with adjustments made to 

reflect emerging insights. Thematic analysis provided clarity in understanding 

participants shared experiences and allowed for a deeper connection between their 

narratives and the research question (Creswell, 2018). 

Issues of Trustworthiness 

Credibility 

Credibility was ensured through several strategies. Member checking was used to 

allow participants to review and confirm the accuracy of their transcribed interviews. I 

also engaged in prolonged interaction with the data and revisited the data multiple times 

to gain deeper insights. Rapport-building and clarifying questions during interviews 

further strengthened the authenticity of the findings. 

Transferability 

To support transferability, I provided detailed descriptions of participant 

demographics and research context. Thick descriptions enable readers to determine 

whether findings might apply to other populations. Transparent documentation of coding 

allows others to assess potential transfer to similar groups. 

Dependability 

Dependability was established by maintaining a clear and consistent process. A 

detailed audit trail, including interview transcripts, coding matrices, and analytical notes, 
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was maintained. Triangulation was used to cross-check findings across interviews and 

observer notes. 

Confirmability 

To establish confirmability, I maintained objectivity and minimized personal 

biases throughout the analysis process. In-vivo coding was used, which captured 

participants' direct words, ensuring that the analysis was grounded in the participants' 

experiences (Creswell, 2018). Additionally, I regularly reflected on my positionality and 

documented thoughts throughout the research process. Data was stored securely, and 

transcription accuracy was maintained through manual and digital tools. 

Ethical Procedures 

Prior to data collection, I obtained approval from the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) at Walden University. Once IRB approval was granted, the recruitment and 

participation process began. The study followed strict ethical guidelines to ensure 

confidentiality, informed consent, and voluntary participation. 

Recruitment materials were distributed in IRB-approved locations and formats. 

These materials included details about the study’s purpose, eligibility criteria, 

confidentiality protections, and voluntary participation. Potential participants were 

invited to contact me through secure means, including a dedicated phone number, secure 

email, or pre-stamped self-addressed envelopes included with flyers. 

Each participant received both verbal and written explanations of the study's 

confidentiality procedures. They were informed of their right to withdraw from the study 
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at any time without penalty and were assured that their participation was completely 

voluntary. 

To protect participants from emotional distress, I disclosed that I am a licensed 

counselor and made myself available should any of the questions trigger discomfort or 

past trauma. This ensured participants had access to immediate support if needed. 

All interview recordings, transcripts, and related documents were stored in a 

locked cabinet, accessible only to me. Digital files were saved on a password-protected, 

encrypted device. At the conclusion of the study, all data were scheduled for destruction 

in accordance with Walden University's data retention policies. Participants were 

reminded regularly of their right to withdraw and the voluntary nature of their 

involvement. 

By adhering to these procedures, I safeguarded the rights, privacy, and well-being 

of all participants throughout the research process. 

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of discharged 

foster care youth, aged 18–24, in accessing and utilizing community resources. This 

chapter outlines the research design, methodology, and ethical considerations employed 

in the study. A phenomenological approach was selected to deeply examine these 

experiences from the participants' own perspectives. 

The chapter described the participant selection process, sampling strategy, and 

inclusion criteria, along with the development and use of the interview guide. Data 
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collection occurred through semi structured, one-on-one interviews, supported by an 

interview protocol guided by the theories of social adjustment and resilience. 

The data analysis process involved thematic coding using a matrix in Excel, with 

continuous iteration and reflection. Trustworthiness in the study was established through 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability measures. Ethical 

procedures, including IRB approval, informed consent, participant protections, and data 

security protocols, were also discussed in detail. 

Chapter 4 will present the results of the study, including the data analysis 

outcomes, identified themes and subthemes, and supporting quotes from the participants' 

interviews. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

This chapter presents the findings of the study based on the lived experiences of 

discharged foster care youth, aged 18–24, as they accessed and utilized community 

resources. The chapter begins by outlining the data collection process and providing an 

overview of participant demographics. It then details the data analysis procedures and 

presents the emergent themes and subthemes derived from the interviews. Each theme is 

supported by direct participant quotes to preserve the authenticity of their experiences. 

The chapter concludes with a summary of key findings in relation to the study’s research 

question.  

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the lived 

experiences of discharged foster care youth, aged 18–24, accessing/utilizing community 

resources. I sought to gain insight into the needs, strengths, issues, or barriers, if any, to 

accessing and utilizing community resources and support. The literature review is divided 

into four sections. In the first section, I explore the theoretical framework. In the second 

section, I explore foster care youth and the overall foster care system. Section 3 entails 

topics such as aging out of foster care; permanency; youth transition; young adults; at-

risk, vulnerable populations; and discharge from care. In the fourth section, I discuss 

independent living, housing, aftercare, preventative programming, resources, community 

support, education, employment, and social support.  

Phenomenological research, as it relates to the lived experiences of discharged 

foster care youth aged 18–24 accessing and utilizing community resources, focuses on 

understanding the core of these experiences from the perspectives of the individuals 
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themselves. This qualitative research approach is aimed at capturing rich, detailed 

descriptions of participants lived realities, highlighting their personal insights, emotions, 

and interpretations of their experiences. This qualitative research study focused on 

answering the following question: What are the lived experiences of discharged foster 

care youth, ages 18–24, accessing/utilizing community resources?  

Research Setting 

The interviews were conducted virtually via Microsoft Teams or Zoom, 

depending on each participant’s preference. Both platforms allowed the sessions to be 

recorded and transcribed with immediate output, ensuring accuracy and efficiency in 

capturing participant responses. Each interview lasted approximately 45 minutes. After 

each session, I scheduled a follow-up meeting with the participant to review the 

automatically generated transcript for accuracy. This member-checking process helped 

ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of the data. I verbally thanked each participant 

for their time and contribution following the transcript review. There were no personal or 

organizational conditions that influenced the participants, their experiences, or the 

interpretation of the study’s findings. 

Demographics 

Participants in this present qualitative study consisted of 10 discharged foster care 

youth ages 18–24. These individuals were asked to complete a basic demographic 

information sheet (Appendix). Table 1 reveals a summary of the inclusion criteria of the 

participants from the demographic information. The participants had an average age 

range of 22 years old and were all discharged from the foster care system. At the time of 
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discharge, seven participants had a permanency goal of another planned permanent living 

arrangement (APPLA), two returned home, and one was adopted. Some of the 

community resources accessed by the participants were employment, transportation, 

education, housing, counseling, independent living (IL), and health care. Seven of the 

participants identified as female, two identified as male, and two identified as 

transgender. Six participants were African American/Black, two participants were 

Caucasian/White, one participant was biracial (Black/White), and one was 

Hispanic/Latino. In relation to current living status included, four reported renting, one 

reported owning a home, one reported living in a dorm, one reported being homeless, one 

reported living with a roommate, one reported living with family, and one reported living 

with a partner. All participants were willing to engage in an interview and indicated that 

they were able to reflect on their experiences. Participants were a part of the study 

because they volunteered and met participant inclusion criteria. 
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Table 1 

Participant Demographic Information 

Category Subcategory 

Number of 

participants  

(N = 10) 

Foster care discharge status APPLA 7 

  Returned home 2 

  Adopted 1 

Community resources accessed None 3 

  Housing assistance, IL 3 

  
Education, housing, 

employment, YAVFC 
1 

  
Education, housing, 

employment, transp. 
1 

  
Counseling, health care, 

education 
1 

  Transportation/Employment 1 

Gender identity Female 7 

  Male 2 

  Transgender 1 

Ethnicity/Race African American/Black 6 

  Caucasian/White 2 

  Biracial (White & Black) 1 

  Hispanic/Latino 1 

Current living status Renting 4 

  Own home 1 

  Dorm on campus 1 

  Homeless 1 

  Living with roommate 1 

  Living with family 1 

  Living with partner 1 

Willing to engage in interview Yes 10 

Able to reflect on experiences Yes 10 
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Data Collection 

Data collection for this phenomenological study commenced following approval 

from Walden University’s Institutional Review Board and was carried out in alignment 

with the recruitment procedures outlined in Chapter 3. The recruitment process yielded 

12 responses, of which 10 individuals met the inclusion criteria and were eligible to 

participate. The final sample included 10 discharged foster youth between the ages of 18 

and 24. Participant eligibility was confirmed through screening surveys. Interviews were 

conducted after collecting the eligibility survey responses and obtaining informed consent 

from each participant. Each participant took part in a scheduled 45- to 60-minute virtual, 

semi structured interview that was recorded, during which I asked open-ended questions. 

To establish the credibility of the findings, the strategy implemented during the data 

analysis process was member checking. This was demonstrated by inviting each 

participant to review and validate the interpretations and findings from the interview 

transcriptions (Creswell, 2018). To maintain the confidentiality and security of the data, 

all interview transcripts, digital recordings, and related documents were stored in a locked 

cabinet. Participants were reminded throughout the study that their involvement was 

entirely voluntary, and that they had the right to withdraw from the study at any time, for 

any reason, without facing any negative consequences. This ensured that their 

participation was based on informed consent and respect for their autonomy. The data 

collection proceeded as outlined in Chapter 3, with no deviations from the original plan 

or any unexpected circumstances.  
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Data Analysis 

The data analysis process for this phenomenological study began immediately 

after the first interview and continued throughout data collection. This approach allowed 

for ongoing engagement with participant narratives and the early identification of 

emerging themes. Using a phenomenological lens, the goal was to gain a deeper 

understanding of the meaning and essence of participants lived experiences during their 

transition from foster care (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

Interviews were conducted virtually via Microsoft Teams or Zoom based on 

participant availability and preference. Each interview was audio recorded and 

transcribed shortly after the session using the platform’s transcription feature. Transcripts 

were then reviewed for accuracy and organized into a coding matrix developed in 

Microsoft Excel. The Excel matrix was structured with four columns: (a) interview 

questions, (b) transcribed responses, (c) in-vivo codes—direct phrases from participants, 

and (d) thematic codes, which grouped the data into broader categories relevant to the 

research questions. Each participant's data was entered on a separate tab within the Excel 

workbook to maintain clarity and organization. These findings are presented in Table 2. 

The data analysis process was iterative and occurred alongside data collection. 

This concurrent analysis supported the identification of recurring patterns and allowed for 

ongoing refinement of the coding framework. In-vivo coding helped preserve 

participants’ voices, while thematic coding facilitated the development of broader 

insights grounded in the data. 
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Themes were developed through repeated engagement with the transcripts and 

coding matrix. Thematic analysis enabled the clustering of participant experiences into 

meaningful categories that addressed the central research questions. As the themes 

emerged, the coding structure was adjusted to ensure alignment with participant 

narratives and to maintain the rigor of the analysis (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 

1994). Ultimately, this analytical process allowed for the extraction of themes that 

reflected the shared and unique experiences of discharged foster youth, which had to be 

put into a condensed format. The condensed version of the coding matrix retains key 

themes and illustrative quotes, while reducing redundancy and summarizing across 

participants. These findings are presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2 

Final Coding Matrix  

Interview 

question Key themes Illustrative in-vivo codes Final thematic insights 

1. Services 

during foster care 

Inconsistent services; 
Emotional needs unmet; 

Support varied by placement 

“Basic support—food, housing, 
school,” “Nothing consistent,” 

“Felt alone,” “Didn’t feel safe” 

Services often met basic needs but failed to 
address emotional well-being or identity-

based support (e.g., LGBTQ+ needs). 

Consistency depended on placement. 

2. Services at 

discharge 

Lack of preparation; Emotional 
unpreparedness; Inconsistent 

ILP experiences 

“No one told me,” “Felt 
rushed,” “Didn’t feel mentally 

ready,” “Pamphlet but no 

follow-up” 

Youth often felt unready for independence. 
Discharge plans lacked depth or emotional 

preparation. Some benefited from ILPs, but 

support was inconsistently applied. 

3. Missing 

postdischarge 

supports 

Mental health gaps; Lack of 

housing guidance; No follow-

up or mentorship 

“No counseling,” “Needed safe 

housing,” “No one checked in,” 

“Mentor would’ve helped” 

Many lacked access to emotional, practical, 

or identity-affirming support after care. 
Follow-up was rare, and mentoring was 

highly valued but often missing. 

4. Learning about 

resources 

Self-navigation; Internet and 

peers as guides; Overwhelmed 

by lack of guidance 

“Trial and error,” “Googled it,” 

“Instagram, not caseworker,” 

“No one followed up” 

Youth relied on self-directed learning and 

peer support due to limited adult guidance. 

Many felt abandoned and overwhelmed by 

the lack of structure. 

5. Accessing 

services 

Bureaucratic barriers; 
Documentation issues; Need for 

one-on-one support 

“No phone/address = no help,” 
“Confusing paperwork,” “Just 

figured it out” 

Structural barriers and lack of clarity made 
access difficult. Personalized guidance was 

rare but helpful when present. 

6. Helpful 

supports 

Peer-led nonprofits; Consistent, 

respectful help; Identity-

affirming support 

“They didn’t judge,” “Felt 

seen,” “Consistent and 

relatable” 

Youth-focused organizations were most 

effective when they offered relational, 

consistent, and nonjudgmental support. 

Many had no support at all. 

7. Being turned 

away 

Arbitrary eligibility; Identity 

exclusion; Feeling invisible 

“Not homeless enough,” 
“Shelter couldn’t accommodate 

me,” “Felt invisible” 

Youth were often excluded due to rigid 
criteria or misunderstood identities, leading 

to disengagement from help-seeking. 

8. Independent 

living challenges 

Financial/emotional stress; 

Coping strategies; Lack of 

readiness 

“Overwhelming 

responsibility,” “Financial 

stress,” “Took it one day at a 

time” 

Transitioning brought overwhelming 

burdens. Youth coped through creativity, 

routines, or peer support, but felt unprepared 

overall. 

9. Suggestions 

for better support 

Need for one-on-one guidance; 
Practical support; Empathy and 

representation 

“One consistent person,” 
“Practical lessons needed,” 

“Made to feel seen” 

Youth emphasized the importance of a 
dedicated, culturally responsive guide, as 

well as practical help and emotional 

validation postcare. 
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Narrative Analysis of Key Themes 

Inconsistent Support in Care 

While most youth received basic necessities during foster care, the emotional and 

psychological support varied greatly. Some participants described positive experiences 

with specific foster parents or caseworkers, while others noted feeling unsafe or unseen, 

particularly those with marginalized identities (e.g., LGBTQ+ or biracial youth). The 

phrase “support varied by placement” underscores the system’s inconsistency and lack of 

standardized care quality. 

Unprepared Transitions 

Nearly all youth indicated that the discharge process was rushed, emotionally 

unprepared, and poorly coordinated. Several participants reported being “pushed out” 

with only pamphlets or minimal guidance. Those enrolled in ILPs described mixed 

results, and some found the services helpful, while others felt the programs lacked 

emotional depth or practical application. This points to systemic gaps in transition 

planning. 

Absence of Follow-Up and Mentorship 

After discharge, youth reported that they needed services such as therapy, housing 

support, and life skills training, but these were often unavailable or difficult to access. 

Many lamented the absence of mentorship or regular check-ins, which would have 

alleviated feelings of abandonment. This suggests that continued postdischarge 

engagement is critical for supporting long-term outcomes. 
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Resource Discovery as “Trial and Error” 

Most participants learned about community resources through informal networks, 

online searches, or trial and error. Rather than being guided by professionals, they relied 

on peers, social media, or campus-based programs not introduced by caseworkers. This 

lack of systemic direction placed the burden on youth to navigate complex systems alone. 

Structural Barriers to Access 

Youth highlighted numerous bureaucratic obstacles to accessing services: 

complicated paperwork, long waitlists, unclear eligibility requirements, and challenges 

with documentation. These barriers were intensified for those without a stable address, 

phone, or ID. Personalized assistance helped when available, but most youth lacked such 

support. 

Effective Programs: Relational and Identity-Affirming 

Programs that were relationally consistent, culturally sensitive, and identity-

affirming made a significant difference in youths’ experiences. Nonprofits with peer 

mentors or LGBTQ+ affirming staff provided a safe, welcoming environment. Key 

features of success include consistency, empathy, and respect for lived experience. 

Systemic Exclusion and Identity-Based Gaps 

Youth were often denied services for not being “homeless enough” or for not 

fitting binary service categories. Those living with partners, in dorms, or in temporary 

situations fell into gray eligibility areas. Some LGBTQ+ youth faced exclusion due to 

shelters not accommodating their identity. These systemic gaps left youth feeling 

“invisible” or undeserving. 
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Independent Living Struggles 

Financial insecurity, emotional stress, and lack of life skills were common 

challenges. Youth used journaling, music, and social connections as coping tools but 

expressed that they often felt overwhelmed and isolated. The burden of “sudden 

independence” without a support net was a recurring theme. 

What Youth Want: One Consistent Guide 

Across interviews, youth advocated for “one consistent person” to guide them 

through post care life someone who could explain processes, check in regularly, and 

provide culturally competent support. Youth emphasized the value of empathy over 

bureaucracy, and practical help over generic referrals. 

Evidence of Trustworthiness 

Credibility 

Credibility refers to the confidence that the findings accurately reflect the 

participants lived experiences. Several strategies were employed to enhance the 

credibility of the study. Member checking was a key element used to validate the 

accuracy of data. After each interview, participants were invited to review their 

automatically transcribed responses during a scheduled follow-up meeting. This gave 

them the opportunity to clarify or correct their statements, ensuring that their voices were 

authentically represented. The use of in-vivo coding during data analysis further 

supported credibility. Direct quotations such as “No one followed up,” “It was trial and 

error,” and “Not homeless enough” were preserved and categorized into emergent 

themes, grounding the analysis in participants' actual language. The interviews were 
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conducted in a consistent and neutral environment (virtual platforms such as Microsoft 

Teams or Zoom), and participants were reminded that their involvement was voluntary, 

helping to reduce response bias and enhance the authenticity of their shared experiences. 

Data was analyzed concurrently with collection, which allowed the researcher to probe 

deeper into emerging themes in subsequent interviews. This real-time reflection 

supported a deeper understanding of participant experiences and reduced the risk of 

misinterpretation. 

Transferability 

Transferability refers to the degree to which the findings can be applied to other 

contexts or populations. A detailed description of participant demographics (e.g., age, 

gender identity, race/ethnicity, living arrangements, and permanency goals at discharge) 

was provided to help readers determine the applicability of findings to other populations 

of discharged foster youth. The settings in which interviews were conducted (i.e., private 

virtual platforms) were described in detail to help readers understand the context in which 

data was gathered. The findings themselves include nuanced, context-specific examples 

of youth navigating bureaucracies, being denied services due to arbitrary criteria, and 

coping through informal support, which may resonate with similar youth populations 

nationwide. Themes such as the need for mentorship, the ineffectiveness of theoretical 

ILP instruction, and barriers to housing and mental health services are likely shared by 

youth in other jurisdictions, making the results potentially applicable in policy or service 

design. 
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Dependability 

Dependability refers to the consistency and stability of the research process over 

time. To ensure dependability, I adhered strictly to the procedures outlined in Chapter 3 

and documented each step of the research process to create an audit trail. Data collection 

followed a clear, repeatable process that included informed consent, semi structured 

interviews, member checking, and secure data storage. No deviations occurred from the 

outlined protocol. A coding matrix in Microsoft Excel was used to systematically track 

the progression from raw transcripts to in-vivo codes and then to broader thematic codes. 

Each tab in the Excel workbook represented an individual participant, allowing for 

transparency and consistency in analysis. The data analysis process was iterative and 

documented. As new codes emerged, they were added and compared across participants 

to refine the thematic framework, allowing future researchers to trace how findings were 

developed. Interview guides were consistently used across all 10 participants, and all 

interviews were conducted by the same researcher, reducing variability and enhancing 

reliability. 

Confirmability 

Confirmability ensures that the findings reflect the participants’ perspectives and 

not the researcher’s biases or assumptions. This was achieved through several strategies. 

The member-checking process served not only to enhance credibility but also 

confirmability by allowing participants to verify the meaning and accuracy of their 

contributions. Reflexivity was practiced throughout the study. As I have professional 

familiarity with the foster care system, efforts were made to bracket personal assumptions 
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and maintain objectivity by focusing on participant narratives rather than preconceived 

notions (Moustakas, 1994). An audit trail was maintained, including interview questions, 

consent forms, transcripts, coding logs, and analytic memos. This documentation allows 

external reviewers to verify that interpretations stem directly from participant data. The 

findings were firmly grounded in the data using direct quotes and in-vivo codes, reducing 

the likelihood of researcher-imposed interpretation and enhancing transparency. 

Study Results 

The results of this phenomenological study directly address the central research 

question: What are the lived experiences of discharged foster care youth, aged 18–24, in 

accessing/utilizing community resources? Through the analysis of in-depth interviews 

with 10 participants, core themes emerged that reflect both the challenges and occasional 

successes encountered as these young adults attempted to navigate life post discharge. 

Each theme offers insight into the lived experiences of this population, grounded in their 

own words and interpretations. The ability of youth aging out of foster care to access and 

utilize community resources is deeply shaped by their experiences both in and after care. 

Inconsistent emotional support, lack of preparation, bureaucratic complexity, and 

systemic exclusion create significant barriers. However, the success of identity-affirming, 

relationship-driven programs suggests that with the right structure, particularly one-on-

one, culturally competent guidance youth can be empowered to navigate resources 

effectively and build stable adult lives. These findings underscore the importance of 

restructuring post care support systems to prioritize relational continuity, emotional 

safety, and navigational help. 
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Results Summary 

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of discharged 

foster care youth, ages 18 to 24, in accessing and utilizing community resources. The 

findings emerged from rich, in-depth narratives that revealed a range of barriers, coping 

strategies, and occasional successes encountered during the transition from care to 

independence. 

Participants consistently described a lack of structured guidance while in care, 

particularly in emotional and psychological support. Although basic needs such as food, 

shelter, and education were often met, the quality and consistency of care varied greatly 

by placement. This inconsistency impacted participants’ ability to trust formal systems, 

which in turn shaped how they approached resources after discharge. Many youth 

expressed that unstable or unsupportive placements, especially for LGBTQ+ and biracial 

participants in which eroded their confidence in service providers. Preparation for 

discharge was widely reported as minimal and insufficient. While some participants were 

introduced to Independent Living Programs (ILPs), they described these services as 

fragmented, rushed, or too general to be practically helpful. This lack of preparation often 

left youth unaware of available resources or how to access them, resulting in feelings of 

being overwhelmed and unsupported during a critical life transition. Following discharge, 

the absence of follow-up services further hindered participants’ engagement with 

community resources. Few had access to consistent support or a designated adult to help 

navigate the complexity of independent living. As a result, many relied on self-guided 

efforts such as internet searches, peer networks, or trial-and-error approaches to locate 
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services. These methods, while sometimes effective, frequently led to delays, 

misinformation, or missed opportunities. 

Even when resources were identified, youth faced significant bureaucratic and 

structural barriers. Complicated application processes, long waitlists, and restrictive 

eligibility criteria were common obstacles. Many lacked essential documentation such as 

identification, housing history, or contact information in which are factors that 

disproportionately affected those in unstable housing or crisis situations. Some 

participants were denied services entirely for not fitting narrow definitions of need, such 

as being told they were "not homeless enough" to qualify for support. 

Despite these challenges, participants highlighted that the most effective and 

accessible services were relational, youth-centered, and identity-affirming. Peer-led 

organizations and culturally responsive programs were praised for offering empathy, 

nonjudgmental support, and consistency. These organizations often provided a sense of 

belonging and psychological safety that formal systems lacked. 

A central theme echoed across nearly all interviews was the need for one 

consistent, caring adult to guide them through the transition from care. Participants 

expressed a strong desire for a culturally competent, trauma-informed mentor or 

navigator who could offer both emotional support and practical assistance well beyond 

the point of discharge. This type of sustained, personalized support was seen as critical to 

successfully accessing and utilizing community resources. In conclusion these 

experiences highlight critical systemic gaps and point to the need for more 

individualized, culturally responsive, and accessible support systems during the transition 
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out of foster care. Chapter 5 will build on these findings by offering an interpretation of 

the results through the lens of existing theoretical frameworks and relevant literature. 

This includes the following: 

• contextualizing themes like inconsistent support, lack of discharge 

preparation, and barriers to access within the broader discourse on foster care 

transitions and youth vulnerability. 

• discussing how the study’s findings align with or diverge from prior research 

on Independent Living Programs, trauma-informed care, and youth 

development. 

• analyzing how themes reflect issues related to relational poverty, institutional 

disconnection, and intersectional marginalization (e.g., for LGBTQ+ or 

biracial youth). 

• addressing limitations of the study, such as sample size and regional 

specificity. 

• providing recommendations for improving post care support systems, 

including policy suggestions and practice guidelines that emphasize 

mentorship, accessibility, and cultural responsiveness. 

• outlining future research directions that could further examine long-term 

outcomes, diverse identities, or service-specific impacts. 

By interpreting the data through established research and theory, Chapter 5 will 

highlight how the lived experiences of discharged foster youth demand more relational, 

flexible, and affirming systems of care.   



56 

 

Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the lived 

experiences of discharged foster care youth aged 18–24 as they accessed and utilized 

community resources. Chapter 4 presented the findings derived from in-depth interviews 

with ten participants, which revealed several core themes—such as inconsistent support 

while in care, poor discharge preparation, missing postcare services, bureaucratic 

barriers, and the desire for one-on-one guidance. Chapter 5 interprets these findings in the 

context of existing literature and theoretical frameworks, identifies limitations of the 

study, and presents implications for practice, policy, and future research. 

Interpretation of Findings 

This study explored the lived experiences of discharged foster care youth aged 

18–24 in accessing and utilizing community resources. The findings both confirm and 

extend existing literature, while offering new insights grounded in youth voices. 

Confirmation of Prior Research 

The findings align with prior research identifying key barriers to post care 

success, including mental health challenges (Baugh et al., 2021), housing instability 

(Fowler et al., 2022), and the absence of consistent mentorship (Salazar et al., 2020). 

Participants in this study described a pervasive lack of structured guidance, rushed 

discharges, and inadequate follow-up support which mirror established literature on the 

failings of transitional services (Munson et al., 2022; Youth.gov, 2023). 

Participants’ need for “one consistent person” strongly supports previous work 

emphasizing the power of mentoring relationships in fostering resilience and life 
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navigation (Salazar et al., 2020; Munson et al., 2022). Similarly, the desire for trauma-

informed mental health care echoes Baugh et al.’s (2021) findings about the persistence 

of psychological distress post discharge. 

Extension of Knowledge 

This study extends the existing knowledge base by emphasizing the relational and 

identity-affirming characteristics of effective programs. While prior research (e.g., 

Okpych et al., 2021) focuses largely on formal structures like extended foster care, this 

study highlights the often-overlooked impact of peer-led, culturally competent, and 

youth-centered organizations. These were cited as significantly more accessible and 

trustworthy by participants, especially among LGBTQ+ and biracial youth. 

Additionally, the use of trial-and-error navigation to find resources adds depth to 

the understanding of how disconnected many youth feel from formal support systems. 

This theme expands on earlier findings regarding underutilization (Annie E. Casey 

Foundation, 2023; LifeWay Network, 2024) by illustrating how systemic distrust and 

lack of proactive outreach push youth toward self-reliant and often inefficient methods of 

survival. 

Contradictions and Gaps 

While Okpych et al. (2021) and Fowler et al. (2022) report positive outcomes 

from extended foster care programs, this study reveals that these supports are often 

inconsistently implemented. Participants described receiving pamphlets with no follow-

up or rushed discharges with minimal planning, highlighting a disconnect between 
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program design and delivery. This suggests that the success of extended care may depend 

less on its availability and more on how equitably and thoroughly it is implemented. 

Limitations of the Study 

Several limitations affected the study’s scope and transferability. The sample was 

relatively small and nonrandom, constraining the generalizability of the findings. 

Although the rich qualitative data illuminated individual experiences, these may not 

reflect the broader population of discharged foster care youth across diverse geographic 

or systemic contexts. Additionally, all data were self-reported, often relying on 

retrospective narratives that may be susceptible to recall bias or selective disclosure. Still, 

this is consistent with the phenomenological goal of exploring lived experience 

(Moustakas, 1994). Virtual interviews increased accessibility but posed challenges in 

building rapport and observing nonverbal cues, potentially affecting participant openness. 

Geographic and programmatic variations such as state-by-state differences in funding or 

service delivery were not systematically controlled, which may have influenced 

participants' experiences in accessing resources. The study also lacked longitudinal 

follow-up; it captured a moment in time rather than trajectories of service engagement or 

adjustment over longer periods.  

Finally, although I practiced reflexivity and bracketing to minimize bias, my 

background in child welfare may have unintentionally shaped interpretations, despite 

efforts to foreground participant narratives. 



59 

 

Recommendations 

For Policy 

To enhance transition outcomes, policymakers should mandate the provision of 

long-term mentorship support that extends from pre-discharge through young adulthood. 

Eligibility criteria for housing and services must be broadened to include youth in 

unstable or nontraditional living situations, particularly LGBTQ+ and minority youth. 

States should also consider extending Medicaid coverage beyond age 21 and ensuring 

access to trauma-informed mental health services in the post care period. 

For Practice 

Agencies should integrate peer navigators and culturally affirming, youth-led 

programs into transition services, as participants highlighted their positive impact. 

Discharge planning should commence at least six months prior to youth exiting care and 

include structured follow-up to ensure continuity. Simplified, youth-friendly access to 

resources through reduced paperwork and centralized digital portals would enhance 

usability and uptake. 

For Future Research 

Longitudinal studies are needed to assess the long-term efficacy of mentorship, 

extended care, and peer support. Future research should also oversample marginalized 

subgroups (e.g., LGBTQ+, youth of color, rural youth) to explore intersectional 

resilience. Investigations into how programs are implemented in practice (implementation 

fidelity) and youth-led program design initiatives will be valuable next steps. 
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Implications 

Individual Level 

Discharged foster youth are often faced with significant emotional strain and 

navigational challenges. Consistent, empathetic relationships with mentors or peer 

navigators can empower youth by enhancing self-efficacy, emotional resilience, and 

resource navigation while mitigating risks such as homelessness or mental health crises. 

Family and Social Support 

For many participants, “chosen family” comprising mentors, peers, or supportive 

community members offered critical emotional and practical support absent in their 

biological families. Recognizing and integrating these informal networks into service 

planning could foster belonging and long-term relational stability. 

Organizational Level (Social Work and Human Services) 

A shift toward trauma-informed, culturally responsive, and relationally based 

service delivery is essential in social work and youth-serving agencies. Hiring culturally 

diverse staff and peer navigators with lived experience and adopting case management 

models that prioritize empathy, and continuity can increase service engagement and trust 

among marginalized youth. 

Community-based organizations often fill service gaps, especially for youth who 

distrust formal systems. Strengthening partnerships between grassroots entities and child 

welfare agencies, and providing sustainable funding for youth-led programs, will 

diversify support networks and improve program relevance. 
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Societal and Policy Level 

The abrupt, age-based transition out of foster care systemically neglects youth’s 

developmental needs. Policies must prioritize continuity of support including extended 

Medicaid, housing assistance past age 21, and follow-up case management up to 24 

months post discharge and simplify eligibility documentation to ensure equitable service 

access. 

Methodological/Theoretical Implications 

The phenomenological design of this study demonstrated its utility in capturing 

the nuanced, lived experiences of foster care alumni. Future researchers should build on 

this by using larger, more diverse samples and mixed method designs to evaluate 

outcomes over time. The findings also nuance social adjustment theory by highlighting 

that adjustment is not purely internal but deeply influenced by social environments. 

Similarly, resiliency theory is extended here by underscoring the importance of relational 

and systemic supports such as mentorship and community affirmation as essential to 

resilience. These insights suggest a shift away from individualistic, compliance-based 

models toward relational, trust-based frameworks grounded in trauma-informed, 

culturally affirming care. 

Conclusions 

The transition from foster care to adulthood remains a period of vulnerability 

marked by systemic barriers, inconsistent support, and emotional burden. This study 

affirms many of the challenges identified in prior research, particularly mental health 
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struggles, housing instability, and lack of support systems but adds depth by capturing the 

lived realities of youth who often navigate these challenges alone. 

While some participants found success through peer-led or community-based 

programs, most reported that the system failed to prepare or support them adequately. 

Central to nearly every story was the desire for one consistent, caring adult someone to 

guide, mentor, and walk alongside them through the complexities of adulthood. 

Improving outcomes for discharged foster care youth requires more than just 

resource provision; it demands systemic change grounded in empathy, equity, and 

empowerment. By centering youth voices, this study calls on stakeholders to rethink how 

we support these young adults not just at the point of discharge, but throughout their 

journey into adulthood.   
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Appendix: Interview Guide  

Basic Demographic Information 

 

The demographic information sheet should gather the following information from 

potential participants to ensure they meet the inclusion criteria and help guide the 

analysis: 

1. Age:  

2. Foster Care Discharge Status: 

3. List the type of community resources you have accessed or attempted to access (e.g., 

housing assistance, job training, mental health services, education support). 

4. Gender Identity:  

5. Ethnicity/Race: 

6. Current Living Status:  

7. Are you willing to engage in a semi structured interview?  

8. Are you able to reflect on your experiences of social adjustment and resiliency since 

leaving foster care?  
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Interview Questions 

 

1. While you were in foster care, what kinds of services or support did you receive? 

How did those services affect your experience in care? 

2. At the time of your discharge from foster care, what services were you receiving? 

How did those services prepare you for leaving care? 

3. After you were discharged, can you talk about any services or support you felt you 

needed but didn’t receive? 

What were the reasons you did not have access to these services? 

4. How did you learn about community resources after leaving care? 

Did anyone help connect you to those resources, or did you have to figure it out on 

your own? 

5. Can you describe your experiences trying to find and use community resources (such 

as housing programs, job training, healthcare, or counseling) after foster care? 

What made it easier or more difficult to access those services? 

6. Were there specific community organizations, agencies, or people that helped you 

most after discharge? 

What made those supports effective or accessible for you? 

7. Have you ever been turned away from a service or felt like a resource wasn’t meant 

for someone like you? 

If so, can you describe what happened and how that impacted your next steps? 

8. Can you describe any challenges you faced during your transition to independent 

living? 

How did you cope with those challenges daily? 

9. Looking back, what would have made accessing or using community services easier 

during your transition out of foster care? 
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