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Abstract
Background The transition to adult life for those leaving foster care is a multidimensional 
phase of their personal development. Care leavers’ life outcomes are poorer in education, 
employment, income, housing and parenthood compared with their peers from the gen-
eral population. They suffer more than other youngsters from mental health and behavioral 
problems, substance abuse and involvement with criminality.
Objective This study aims to gather, assess and synthesize the current empirical evidence 
about subjective perceptions and experiences of former youth in foster care regarding their 
independent living during the transition to adulthood.
Method A systematic review was conducted of studies drawn from six databases and 
included quantitative studies from 2010 to 2017. Of the 37 eligible studies identified, 13 
were selected for final review. Data was analyzed using a narrative method.
Results Foster care leavers identified themselves as adult and were quite confident about 
their future and potential for independent living. They had different coping strategies and 
profiles, but often faced the same challenges in finding employment, education and having 
a person whom they could rely on. Among the factors that supported the transition to inde-
pendent living were care leavers’ personal characteristics, certain care-specific features, 
good education, sufficient prerequisites for a safe life and social support.
Conclusions This review looked at various descriptive studies based on different con-
ceptual perspectives, cultural contexts and methodologies. The evidence, however, still 
remains relatively insubstantial. Further studies are needed to provide more reliable evi-
dence-based recommendations to inform service development, staff education and addi-
tional research activities.
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Introduction

Youths leaving foster care between the ages of 18 and 21 experience a transition to adult 
life which is more complicated than for young people raised by their biological parents. 
The former have to take care of themselves independently earlier than their peers. In many 
cases, care leavers cannot rely on their biological parents for emotional, social, practical or 
financial support (Paulsen and Berg 2016; Rutman and Hubberstey 2016). Similarly, care 
leavers may avoid being close to people due to their negative experiences in relationships. 
Care leavers value relationships if there is trust, honesty, longevity and consistency (Hiles 
et  al. 2013). Therefore, the characteristics of social networks, for instance, stronger ties, 
size or composition of support networks, network cohesion and centralization have impact 
on successfulness of transition to the adulthood (Blakeslee 2012).

Care leavers’ transition to adult life is a multidimensional phase of their personal devel-
opment and is shaped by their past experiences of vulnerability, their personal strengths, 
the levels of support they have received, possible problematic outcomes and the challenges 
they face in becoming self-sufficient (Courtney et  al. 2012; Keller et  al. 2007). Recent 
systematic reviews (Cameron et al. 2018; Gypen et al. 2017; Kääriälä and Hiilamo 2017) 
describing the well-being and health of former youth in foster care correspond closely to 
the results of previous reviews and studies (Berlin et al. 2011; Dumaret et al. 2011; Hav-
licek et  al. 2013). In spite of differences in welfare systems of different countries, inter-
nationally it is the case that care leavers’ outcomes are poorer in education, employment, 
income, housing and teenage parenthood than their counterparts’ outcomes in the general 
population. They suffer more often from mental health and behavioral problems, substance 
abuse and involvement in criminality. Also, the rate of mortality and disability pensions is 
higher compared with their peers from the general population. Poor outcomes tend to accu-
mulate in the lives of these young people, and their vulnerability in adult life is high. The 
common conclusions of the reviews (Cameron et al. 2018; Gypen et al. 2017; Kääriälä and 
Hiilamo 2017) are that foster care based both on the child protection and family services 
approach should be further developed to better meet care leavers’ complex support needs.

Two decades ago, Stein (2006) suggested that within the resilience framework young 
people leaving care were divided into three groups: “moving on”, “survivors” and “vic-
tims”. The first group left the care later and their independent living was planned. They 
were able to secure their lives through increased confidence and self-esteem. They felt 
normal and accepted the challenges for independent living and had maintained positive 
relationships with others. The second group, the “survivors”, left the care early as they 
experienced many difficulties and disruptions during care. This group had few or no quali-
fications and problems in securing homes and jobs. Further, they experienced problems in 
relationships. However, this group was able to cope and felt self-dependent despite they 
receive assistance for money, home and other personal assistance. The third group, the 
“victims”, had come across more difficulties due to past family experiences. Further, they 
were placed in several care homes and had their education and personal relationships dis-
rupted. They were more likely to have problems in their life such as being homeless and 
unemployed.

Two recent systematic reviews (Häggman-Laitila et  al. 2018; Parry and Weatherhead 
2014), which described 30 qualitative studies of care leavers’ experiences of their transition 
to adult life complement the results of Stein’s (2006) research review. In both reviews, the 
care leavers’ views of their transition differed clearly based on their subjective experiences, 
capabilities, emotions and identity. Two groups of young people were identified. The first 
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are those who experienced their transition as a possibility for a new beginning of life (Häg-
gman-Laitila et al. 2018). They were self-confident, had positive future expectations and 
had the inner strength to build a better daily life and identity for themselves; they thus had 
a growing sense of hope. Parry and Weatherhead (2014) described these care leavers as 
youngsters whose resilience is increasing. They had learnt from their past experiences and 
could enhance their strengths. The second group of young people consisted of those who 
described the transition as a negative change in their life situation (Häggman-Laitila et al. 
2018). They felt insecure about their future, received no support in dealing with the chal-
lenges of daily living, were socially isolated and had constant housing problems. Therefore, 
they had many fears and were lonely. In addition, they were uncertain about their identity 
and faced negative judgments from others. Parry and Weatherhead (2014) described these 
young people as persons who had gotten lost in the system, and characterized care leavers’ 
anxiety, grief and humor as a survival skill. They also provided specified categorizations of 
care leavers’ identities.

The process of leaving foster care was described in the reviews mainly as unplanned and 
unfocused, with a marked lack of support from care providers, immediate birth family and 
institutional bodies (Häggman-Laitila et al. 2018; Parry and Weatherhead 2014). Leaving 
care provided youth in foster care with no opportunities for participating in the decision-
making concerning their future (Häggman-Laitila et  al. 2018). When young people had 
received successful formal and informal support in their transition process to independent 
living, it was experienced as empowering (Häggman-Laitila et al. 2018; Parry and Weath-
erhead 2014). The challenges young people often faced during the transition to independ-
ent living were concerned with academic qualifications, housing, employment and finan-
cial stability, building relationships, making adjustments to cultural norms and using health 
services (Häggman-Laitila et al. 2018).

Vulnerable people’s involvement in the welfare systems has been recognized as an 
important ethical challenge. Studies describing vulnerable people’s experiences as ser-
vice users have formulated an evidence-based approach to the development of a customer-
focused welfare system. As many studies have highlighted that the transition outcomes for 
care leavers are poor, understanding the care leavers’ experiences and perceptions of their 
transition period to adult life helps to develop evidence-based service models or interven-
tions from their perspective. To supplement the results of the qualitative systematic reviews 
(Häggman-Laitila et  al. 2018; Parry and Weatherhead 2014) of care leavers’ transition 
period, we wanted to conduct a systematic review of quantitative studies on same topic. 
The knowledge that has resulted from these quantitative studies carried out in different 
countries is scattered and fragmented. The reviews and synthesis of research knowledge are 
needed to provide evidence-based recommendations to inform policy makers, services and 
future research. To understand more deeply the development needs of foster care services 
(Cameron et al. 2018; Gypen et al. 2017; Kääriälä and Hiilamo 2017), it is important to 
provide up-to-date and comprehensive information how contemporary young people have 
experienced their transition to adult life after foster care.

Aim and Research Questions

The aim of the review is to gather, assess and synthesize the current empirical evidence 
about subjective perceptions and experiences of former youth in foster care regarding their 
independent living during the transition to adulthood. Specifically, the following research 
questions were set for the review:
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1. How do care leavers assess their preparedness for independent living?
2. What kind of support needs do they have?
3. What kind of experiences do they have of coping in the transition phase to adulthood?

Method

Design

A systematic review was conducted based on the procedure devised by the Centre for 
Reviews and Dissemination (2009) and the PRISMA statement (Moher et al. 2009) for the 
identification, assessment and synthesis of quantitative research.

Databases, Search Terms and Inclusion Criteria

A systematic literature search was carried out using six databases and several search terms 
(Table  1). The search covered the period from 1 January 2010 to 31 December 2017. 
Details of the study identification and selection process are shown in a PRISMA flow chart 
(Moher et al. 2009) (Fig. 1). Initially, the search was conducted without any limitations. As 
Scopus and PsycInfo both provided large numbers of hits, we applied search limitations 
such as title, keywords, abstract, original articles (limited to the English language only) in 
Scopus and peer-reviewed articles only in PyscInfo. Inclusion criteria for the original arti-
cles are described in Table 1.

Search Outcome and Exclusion Criteria

The search outcome (n = 1622) was transferred to RefWorks and duplicates were removed. 
Papers that were not empirical studies—systematic reviews, reports of development pro-
jects or contemporary issues, such as descriptions of child welfare policies and service sys-
tems or advertisements for new publications—were excluded. Papers were also excluded on 
the basis that the participants were still in foster care, the participants were elderly people 
receiving residential care or were employees or family members of looked-after children 
or young persons. Articles describing leaving services other than foster care, for example 
services for alcohol or drug addiction, imprisoned persons or mental health patients and 
disabled or mentally challenged young people, were also excluded.

After removing duplicate items, two authors screened the titles and abstracts of 982 hits 
based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria, and selected 219 studies for further full-text 
reading. Full-text reading led to 140 eligible studies, which included 53 quantitative, 28 
intervention and 59 qualitative studies. The data were analyzed separately and are reported 
in three systematic reviews. In the present review, we have chosen to include the studies 
that used quantitative methods and were published from 2010 to 2017; this time frame was 
chosen to provide up-to-date data for the development of professional services. After thor-
ough reading of the eligible studies (n = 37), 13 were selected for final review. In this final 
selection phase (Fig. 1) the articles that were excluded concerned intervention, care sys-
tems, evaluation studies, drug abuse, parenting relationships, parents or teacher perception, 
preparation to leave care, homelessness, mental health diagnosis, special residential care, 
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Records identified through database searching
(n =1622)

Records after duplicates removed
(n = 982)

Records after screening title/abstract
(n = 219)

Records excluded based on 
title/abstract 

(n = 763)

Full-text articles assessed for 
eligibility
(n = 140)

37 quantitative studies published from 
2010-2017

Excluded:
Qualitative studies: 59

Interventions studies: 28
Quantitative studies published 

before 2010: 16

13 included in the review
Support needs for transition to adult life (presented in this article)

Excluded:
No empirical study: 17
In-care experiences: 11

Disability: 10
Reviews: 10

Administrative data: 4
Family relationships: 4

Professional perspectives: 3 Other 
studies (health outcomes/juvenile 

offenders/placement/sexual 
health/trauma/crisis/elderly): 20

Excluded:
Intervention (2), Care system (1), 

Parents/teacher (3), Evaluation 
study (1), In-care (5), Homelessness 

(1), Life situation description (1), 
administrative (1), Drug abuse (1), 

Mental health (3), special residential 
care (1), scholarship for education 
(1), not peer-reviewed (1), mixed-

methods (2)

Fig. 1  Prisma flow chart for selection of articles
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scholarships provided and dis/engagement from/with further education, descriptions of life 
situation, mixed-methods and perception or preparation in-care.

Quality Appraisal

The quality of the included studies was checked independently by two authors using a 
critical appraisal of a cross-sectional study (survey) (Center for Evidence-Based Manage-
ment 2014) (Table 2). It consists of 12 appraisal questions with the following evaluation 
options: yes, can’t tell and no. The two authors compared their evaluations and made their 
final decisions on the appraisal based on the comparison. No disagreement emerged at this 
point. The quality of the studies was mainly good, varying mostly on criteria concerning 
sample selection and size, validity and reliability of measurements, presentation of confi-
dence intervals and accounting for confounding factors. None of the studies were excluded 
based on the quality appraisal.

Data Abstraction and Synthesis

Data were extracted from each study and placed in a matrix, including the aim of the study, 
participants, study design, methods and results (Table 3). The information in the matrix 
was analyzed using a narrative method (Centre for Reviews and Dissemination 2009). 
Two authors read through the selected articles repeatedly until their contents were under-
stood. The information in the matrix was reduced to a set of simplified expressions. The 
expressions were compared: those with similar content were grouped together, arranged 
into different themes based on their content and named accordingly. The themes were con-
sidered according to the research questions and grouped into a narrative synthesis of the 
experiences of former foster care youth. Two authors conducted the analysis and came to 
a mutual understanding of the narrative synthesis, which is presented in the text and in 
Table 4.

Results

Almost all of these studies were conducted in United States, notable exceptions being three 
in Israel and one in India. The total number of participants from the selected studies was 
3502 (1393 male, 1525 females; the gender of 584 participants was not reported in Court-
ney et al. 2012) with mean age ranging from 16.95 to 22.16 years. Further, in the studies 
that were conducted in the United States various ethnic groups were included, such as Cau-
casian, African American, Asian American, European-American, Hispanic, Native Ameri-
can, Pacific Islander and multiethnic. The Indian study included various religious groups, 
e.g. Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, Christians and others. In the Israel studies, participants 
were native Israelis, Ethiopians, Russians and others (see Table 3).

Ten of these studies collected data using interviews (Casey et al. 2010; Courtney et al. 
2012; Dutta 2017; Fowler et al. 2011; Grey et al. 2015; Melkman 2017; Singer and Berzin 
2015; Sulimani-Aidan 2015; Tyrell and Yates 2016; Zinn et al. 2017). More particularly, 
one study used group interviews (Casey et al. 2010), four studies used face-to-face inter-
views (Dutta 2017; Grey et al. 2015; Melkman 2017; Tyrell and Yates 2016) and two used 
telephone interviews (Sulimani-Aidan 2015; Fowler et al. 2011). Further, four studies used 
self-reported questionnaires (Dinisman and Zeira 2011; Huscroft-D’Angelo et  al. 2013; 
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Melkman 2017; Sulimani-Aidan 2015; Trout et al. 2014), and one study utilized life his-
tory calendar techniques (Fowler et al. 2011).

Preparedness for Independent Living

Care leavers’ perceptions and experiences of their preparedness for independent living 
were reported in nine studies. The themes found that described preparedness for inde-
pendent living were: care leavers’ identity (Singer and Berzin 2015), their abilities (Casey 
et al. 2010; Dinisman and Zeira 2011; Dutta 2017; Huscroft-D’Angelo et al. 2013; Melk-
man 2017; Trout et al. 2014; Zinn et al. 2017) and future plans (Casey et al. 2010; Dutta 
2017; Sulimani-Aidan 2015). Foster care experience significantly predicted adult identity. 
Young people who had foster care experience were more often parents themselves, and had 
a poorer school attendance record compared to youth without foster care experience. It was 
more likely that they felt more like an adult all of the time and rated themselves more inde-
pendent compared to non-foster youth (Singer and Berzin 2015).

Young people leaving foster care perceived themselves as having an average or high 
ability to engage in self-determined behaviors such as daily living, arranging housing and 
money management. They also perceived themselves as having social support available 
from family, partner and friends ‘most of the time’ (Casey et al. 2010; Dinisman and Zeira 
2011; Dutta 2017; Huscroft-D’Angelo et al. 2013; Melkman 2017; Zinn et al. 2017). The 
most important significant other was a mother (Casey et al. 2010). Peer and staff support 
positively affected readiness for independent living, while parents’ or other close relatives’ 
support or participation in the programs for independent living did not contribute (Dinis-
man and Zeira 2011).

In general, there were no significant differences in preparedness between males and 
females (Casey et al. 2010; Dinisman and Zeira 2011; Huscroft-D’Angelo et al. 2013). In 
Huscroft-D’Angelo et al.’s (2013) study males’ and females’ perceptions differed to some 
extent. Males felt the most prepared with regard to relationships, while females felt most 
prepared in terms of their physical health. Also, males felt least prepared for community 
involvement, while females indicated being least prepared for independent living. The 
youths own perceptions did not deviate significantly from their teachers’ opinions (Casey 
et  al. 2010). Readiness for higher education was rated the lowest (Dinisman and Zeira 
2011). In Trout et al.’s (2014) study parents were significantly less confident in the youths’ 
preparedness than the youth themselves in three areas: relationships, family and independ-
ent living. Both sides indicated similar perceptions regarding the level of preparedness in 
education, community involvement, physical health and mental health.

While most of the care leavers were aware of the process of leaving care beforehand, 
few were able to participate in the planning of their departure (Dutta 2017). Youths pre-
sented a medium level of hopefulness, which suggests that they had average persistence 
and skills for problem solving (Casey et al. 2010). Overall, preparedness for independent 
living was mostly explained by care leavers’ self-esteem and working situation (Dinisman 
and Zeira 2011; Dutta 2017).

The young people were quite confident about their future achievements across a range 
of life domains (Casey et al. 2010; Dutta 2017; Sulimani-Aidan 2015). In Sulimani-Aidan’s 
(2015) study 80–90% of the young people were confident of landing a good job, having a 
car, an apartment and good friends and a stable and happy marriage. About 70% thought 
that they would have an important place in the community. Nevertheless, one-quarter 
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thought that they would not attain a higher education and would not be able to provide a 
good life for their children. In Dutta’s (2017) study more than two-thirds of the girls had 
goals which they wanted to pursue and achieve, and they had made plans to do so. How-
ever, only 18% perceived that they could achieve these ambitions, and many had given up 
altogether. Half of the girls had a bright future view; less (31%) were satisfied with their 
future prospects. In Sulimani-Aidan’s (2015) study a small percentage of the young people 
had negative future expectations. For example, 10% thought or were sure that they would 
get involved with law enforcement; 20% thought or were sure that they would be unem-
ployed; and 15% thought or were sure that they would have mental health difficulties in 
the future. Almost half of the youth planned to live with their birth parents after departure, 
with only 4% planning to live alone (Casey et al. 2010). Almost all planned on graduating 
from high school. A majority of the youth did not specify what kind of plans they had for 
further education after high school. Most of the youth planned on seeking either part-time 
(40%) or full-time (40%) employment; however, 20% were undecided (Casey et al. 2010).

Support Needs for Preparation to Adulthood

Support needs for preparing for the transition to adulthood were described in two articles 
(Huscroft-D’Angelo et al. 2013; Trout et al. 2014). A majority of both youth and their par-
ents felt that a transition plan would be very helpful, and more than half of the parents and 
one-quarter of young people would be very likely to participate in an aftercare program 
(Trout et al. 2014). Females reported being more willing to participate in the programs than 
males (Huscroft-D’Angelo et al. 2013). During the transition period, both male and female 
care leavers regarded the support and services related to physical health and relationships 
as more important than the support that covered the domains of mental health and com-
munity involvement (Huscroft-D’Angelo et  al. 2013; Trout et  al. 2014). The opinions of 

Table 4  Themes explaining transition to adult life

Themes Specified in the articles

Care leavers’ life history 
and personal character-
istics

Childhood exposure to domestic violence (Melkman 2017; Tyrell and Yates 
2016)

Self-esteem (Dinisman and Zeira; Dutta 2017)
Positive future expectations (Sulimani-Aidan 2015)
Abilities for goal achievement (Dutta 2017; Huscroft-D’Angelo et al. 2013)
Happiness (Dutta 2017)
Educational level (Fowler et al. 2011; Grey et al. 2015; Singer and Berzin 

2015; Trout et al. 2014)
Mental health (Fowler et al. 2011)
Success of attaining adulthood (Courtney et al. 2012)

Foster care specific features Perceived better preparation of leaving care (Dutta 2017)
Older age of entry into foster care (Tyrell and Yates 2016)
Leaving care at an older age (Dutta 2017; Fowler et al. 2011)

Social support Marriage (Dutta 2017)
Peer support and staff support (Casey et al. 2010; Dinisman and Zeira 2011)
Satisfaction with support (Grey et al. 2015; Melkman 2017; Zinn et al. 2017)
Perceived network adequacy (Melkman 2017)

Prerequisites for safe life Employment (Dutta 2017; Fowler et al. 2011)
Housing quality (Fowler et al. 2011; Grey et al. 2015)
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youths and their parents did not differ significantly, although parents also emphasized sup-
port and services targeting education (Trout et al. 2014). Males rated the most important 
support and services as those that helped in the development of money management skills 
and positive relationships with family members and caregivers; assistance with enrolling in 
the military and accessing mental health and transportation services were regarded as least 
important (Huscroft-D’Angelo et al. 2013). Females felt that assistance with enrolling in 
school and developing homework routines and positive family relationships to be the most 
important support or services that they needed. Of less importance for them was support 
with enrolling in the military, joining parent support groups and managing medication for 
behavior or mental health (Huscroft-D’Angelo et al. 2013).

Coping with Independent Living

Coping with independent living was reported in eight studies, and the themes describing 
it were: satisfaction with coping (Dutta 2017; Sulimani-Aidan 2015); the challenges of 
coping (Casey et al. 2010; Dutta 2017; Melkman 2017; Sulimani-Aidan 2015; Zinn et al. 
2017); coping strategies (Grey et  al. 2015); and coping profiles (Courtney et  al. 2012; 
Fowler et al. 2011). About 40–60% of the young people who had lived on their own were 
happy with their coping, comfortable in their present homes and satisfied with their lives 
(Dutta 2017; Sulimani-Aidan 2015). Even more (about 80–90%) former foster care girls 
were able to take care of themselves when faced with occasional health problems, main-
taining their sexual health, avoiding using tobacco, alcohol and drugs and managing their 
own budget (Dutta 2017). A majority of the girls were happy in their marriages and in their 
relationships with family members and friends (Dutta 2017). Sulimani-Aidan (2015) found 
that positive future expectations were statistically significantly related to satisfaction with 
housing, educational achievement and financial status. Marriage, happiness, self-esteem, 
leaving care at an older age, comfortable accommodation, good support networks, educa-
tional qualifications and working were significantly associated with positive coping with 
independent living (Dutta 2017). The girls who perceived themselves to be better prepared 
to leave care and perceived their abilities in goal achievements as higher than the other care 
leavers, had positive experiences after leaving care (Dutta 2017) (Table 4).

Young people predicted that when leaving care the biggest challenges they would face 
were connected with the influence of peers on their behavior choices, finding employment, 
attending school and getting along with parents and siblings (Casey et  al. 2010). The big-
gest challenges that they had faced during their first years after departure were adjustment to 
military service, graduating with a high school diploma, having a stable income and savings 
and having a person with whom to share their problems and get help (Dutta 2017; Sulimani-
Aidan 2015). The perceived high level of social support on exiting foster care gradually, but 
modestly, decreased during the first few years after foster care. Youth who reported relatively 
high levels of social support at the exit point were much more likely to perceive higher levels 
of support when they were living on their own than other youth (Zinn et al. 2017). Former 
foster youths’ social support development varied, and the differences in social support that 
existed at the departure from aftercare appeared to become more evident over time (Melk-
man 2017; Zinn et al. 2017). Melkman (2017) noticed that network adequacy was consist-
ently the one attribute most closely related to psychological distress, loneliness and poor life 
satisfaction. For example, for emotional support, more incidences of adversity predicted lower 
levels of perceived network adequacy, satisfaction with support and frequency of contact with 
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supporters. In turn, perceived network adequacy, satisfaction with support and frequency of 
contact positively contributed to life satisfaction and to lower levels of loneliness (Table 4).

Grey et al. (2015) identified active, support-seeking and cognitive reframing coping strate-
gies among emancipated foster youth. Coping strategies were moderated by housing quality, 
social support and educational level and were related to depression, anxiety and substance 
use. Even in the presence of positive strategies there may be associations with problematic 
adaptation during emerging adulthood in the absence of the requisite resources to control the 
stressor effectively. For example, an active coping strategy was associated with more depres-
sive symptoms and substance use among young people who reported relatively poor housing 
quality than among those who reported active coping in the presence of higher housing qual-
ity. Similarly, the interaction between educational attainment and cognitive reframing coping 
suggested that this coping strategy may be associated with increased depressive symptomatol-
ogy and substance use if employed by youth with relatively few educational resources (Grey 
et al. 2015). Tyrell and Yates (2016) found that transition-aged female foster youth, parenting 
youth, youth with a high school degree and youth who became emancipated at older ages had 
higher housing quality after care. Childhood exposure to domestic violence, an older age of 
entry into foster care and placement with a relative just prior to emancipation were all risk fac-
tors that resulted in youths living in lower housing quality (Table 4).

Fowler et al. (2011) also found that former foster youth’s coping strategies differed when 
it came to housing, education, employment and mental health. They labeled youth as stable-
engaged [which formed the biggest group (41%)], stable-disengaged (30%) and instable-dis-
engaged (29%). On the other hand, Courtney et  al. (2012) categorized former foster youth 
into four profiles based on the success they made in the typical markers of attaining adult-
hood. Their categories were accelerated adults (36%), struggling parents (25%), emerging 
adults (21%) and troubled or troubling youth (17%). Stable-engaged and accelerated adults 
had succeeded in their coping in the same way. During follow-up they later reported periods 
of stable housing and parenthood. Half of them were living on their own, most youths had 
graduated from high school and almost all were employed after the follow-up period. Stable-
disengaged youths had similarly stable housing across the follow-up period, but only a few 
lived independently; one-third had earned a high school diploma and almost 79% were unem-
ployed after the follow-up period. The life situation of struggling parents resembled stable-dis-
engaged youths’ life situations. In addition to Fowler et al.’s (2011) description, Courtney et al. 
(2012) reported that struggling parents were most likely to have a partner and be parenting in 
demanding circumstances. They were most likely to be in receipt of need-based government 
benefits, and they also reported the lowest levels of social support. Instable-disengaged and 
troubled or troubling youths also had similarities in their life situation. They reported chronic 
housing instability, low levels of education, interrupted education, unemployment, poor men-
tal health, substance abuse and the lowest levels of social support and the highest rates of vic-
timization compared to the other groups. Youths who were younger at the point of exit from 
foster care were more likely to be in the instable-disengaged class. The transition markers (e.g. 
living on their own; finishing school; having children) of emerging adults (21%) were notice-
ably delayed.
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Discussion

Consideration of Results

The results as they relate to the first research question indicate that most of the care leavers 
felt themselves prepared for adult life. Most of them had optimistic views of their ability 
to live independently and their future expectations were positive—they recognized them-
selves as adults. Hard childhood experiences and separation from the birth family had 
forced them to grow up early and fast. Young people without foster care experience, in con-
trast, can grow up gradually. The hopefulness of care leavers when thinking about adult life 
very much belongs to youth and is a source of resilience and self-confidence. It is an inner 
strength that may help in problem-solving and coping. This overview gives a more optimis-
tic picture of care leavers’ preparedness for adult life than the qualitative systematic reviews 
(Häggman-Laitila et al. 2018; Parry and Weatherhead 2014). The Midwest study pointed 
out that care leavers do not feel prepared while making the transition to adulthood and 
reported them needing more help than they were offered (Courtney et al. 2011). The results 
of this review lead us to ask, are care leavers overestimating their abilities as Casey et al. 
(2010) suggest? The care leavers that participated in the original quantitative studies had 
experience of living alone. Their perceptions might, therefore, be realistic, yet perceptions 
of preparedness for adult life were ambiguous. For example, care leavers believe that they 
will have an important place in society although they regarded community involvement as 
one of the most difficult issues to deal with. Care leavers had settled goals in various life 
domains, but they were not convinced that they could achieve them. These examples lead 
us to ask how we might help young people to identify and address this kind of discrepancy. 
These results highlight the importance of discussions with care leavers on their individual 
assumptions of their preparedness. The task of the professional—not always fulfilled—is to 
help young people to find ways to realize their goals and solve their problems: care leavers 
should be met and heard as individuals during their transition process to adult life. Qualita-
tive systematic reviews (Häggman-Laitila et al. 2018; Parry and Weatherhead 2014), which 
offer information about care leavers’ experiences of their identity and emotions, support 
this rather regrettable conclusion. Care leavers report that they are not involved in shaping 
their transition process and the interaction with professionals is not always supportive.

Only two studies were found concerning the care leavers’ support needs in the transition 
phase to adult life. The results pertaining to the second research question emphasize the 
importance of relationships in the lives of these youngsters. Although they perceive that 
they had relatively good abilities in this life domain, they wanted to improve them further. 
Other support needs that were mentioned above others dealt with physical health, money 
management skills and attending school. Of less importance were support for mental 
health and community involvement. These results are surprising as mental health problems 
are common among care leavers (Courtney et  al. 2010; Fowler et  al. 2009; Gypen et  al. 
2017; Havlicek et  al. 2013) and it is a well-known fact that care leavers underuse these 
services (Jones et  al. 2011; McMillen and Raghavan 2009). To understand this paradox 
more deeply, further research is needed. The qualitative systematic review (Häggman-Lait-
ila et al. 2018) revealed that the transition process was poorly prepared and focused mostly 
on sexual health. These results underline the need to develop services during the transition 
phase to adult life. Care leavers have positive attitudes toward support programs, but they 
are not as eager to participate as their parents (although they identify their support needs). 
The reasons for this are not well understood and we need further investigation in this area.
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It will be recalled that our third research question addressed coping. The results revealed 
that understanding the coping mechanisms of care leavers is a complex issue which 
depends on comprehending the interaction of different life domains. Care leavers had dif-
ferent coping strategies and profiles, and these should be noted by professionals assisting in 
the preparation for adult life. The results on coping strategies of this review pointed out the 
importance of the requisite material resources for a safe life. If housing quality, social sup-
port or educational achievements are poor, positive coping strategies alone are not enough 
to alleviate stress. Helping care leavers to have stable housing and employment status might 
improve their coping strategies. However, higher levels of education are related to higher 
earnings, and therefore supporting care leavers in higher education is another potentially 
useful approach (Naccarto et al. 2010). Overall, care leavers experience remarkable diffi-
culties in achieving a high school degree (Cameron et al. 2018; Gypen et al. 2017; Kääriälä 
and Hiilamo 2017), and according to this review care leavers themselves are fully aware of 
these challenges. Supportive programs for education and case management (Everson-Hock 
et al. 2011; Lawler et al. 2014; Murray and Goddard 2014) have succeeded in increasing 
participation in higher education and working life. Successful support programs require a 
holistic approach with sufficient attention paid to education, interprofessional collabora-
tion and the involvement of care leavers with their transition planning. Qualitative system-
atic reviews (Häggman-Laitila et al. 2018; Parry and Weatherhead 2014) also underlined 
this need for a holistic and personalized approach. Service systems are fragmented and the 
challenges for interprofessional collaboration are obvious. However, whatever the difficul-
ties the needs of these young people should be prioritized when seeking to develop inter-
professional collaboration.

This review provided information about the factors that impact on the transition to 
adult life and subsequent coping—care leavers’ personal characteristics, care-specific fea-
tures, education, the prerequisites for a safe life and social support. Previous studies have 
reported similar results (Dumaret et al. 2011; Lawler et al. 2014). The acknowledgement of 
these factors is useful in assessing care leavers’ capabilities in the transition phase and they 
should also be taken into account when planning for personalized support. However, it is 
worthwhile highlighting that the research results looking at these factors are still sporadic, 
and more studies are needed to establish reliable recommendations for development of the 
services.

Implications for Policy, Practice and Future Research

This review highlighted that the successful transition process for care leavers moving to 
adult life is based on the identification of young people’s perceptions of their preparedness, 
their support needs in different life domains and coping strategies and profiles. In addi-
tion, care leavers expected to have continuous support on maintaining their physical health, 
relationships, education and financial management. Interventions that incorporate these 
issues along with consideration for care leavers’ strengths and coping skills might help 
for successful transition. For example, YVLifeSet program plans services according to the 
needs and goals of vulnerable young adults and assists once a week for about 9–12 months 
(Manno et al. 2014). The evaluation of this program indicated positive impacts on incomes 
and employment, stable housing, economic hardship, and health and safety. However, 
there were no impacts on social support (Courtney et al. 2019). Therefore, as suggested by 
Blakeslee (2012), future research on social network analysis is warranted for developing 
effective interventions for youth in foster care for their transition to independent living.



658 Child & Youth Care Forum (2019) 48:633–661

1 3

In addition, full preparedness is based on young people’s realistic perceptions of their 
identity, abilities, emotions and future wishes. These aspects are well identified in quantita-
tive and qualitative studies, yet these studies still produce hardly any knowledge of young 
people’s strengths. This serious shortcoming should be addressed in future studies. Sup-
port for the transition to adult life should also take into account a preventive approach; 
care leavers need tailored advice about how they can preserve their hopefulness, utilize 
their abilities, strengthen their self-confidence and build the support networks that will help 
them achieve the prerequisites for a safe life when facing the challenges of adulthood. It 
seems that care leavers’ individuality is poorly acknowledged in the services. Therefore, 
it is important to assess the life skills of these youths. In United States, Ansell-Casey Life 
Skills Assessment has been used widely to measure the developmental needs of youth 
(Nollan et al. 2001). Utilizing such tool in different cultures can help to identify different 
support needs, coping strategies and profiles. The differences between male and female 
care leavers also need to be taken into consideration. The complexity of the support needs 
in the transition phase and coping with independent living need a holistic, personalized 
approach and interprofessional collaboration. These aspects are of great importance and 
they should guide the development of interventions for care leavers. Future research should 
be targeted at the involvement of care leavers in their own care. At the policy level, it is 
worth investing in these young people, as the aftercare phase is the final stage of the ser-
vice system and the prevention of complicated and ultimately damaging problems is still 
possible.

Strengths and Limitations

To ensure that the search process was both systematic and extensive, it was carried out 
with the help of an information specialist from a library and by utilizing database directo-
ries. Search terms were carefully chosen to produce a wide range of results focused on the 
transition from foster care, taking into account the word indexes and special features of the 
databases. These were reported accurately to ensure repeatability. Two researchers worked 
independently to select the papers for consideration, but the selection process and ambigu-
ous cases were discussed together, which added to the reliability of the data. The papers 
were initially chosen based on their titles and abstracts, and therefore it was possible that 
some studies may have been left out.

Relevant information about the original studies was meticulously documented in a 
matrix, and careful use of this information in the analysis increased the reliability of the 
review. The original studies described the transition to independent living from various 
perspectives and cultural contexts and using different kinds of measurements. The results 
were heterogeneous which limited the synthetization of the results. In spite of this, repeat-
ability was achieved in the analysis, and it may be assumed that constructing essential con-
ceptual categories was successful (Centre for Reviews and Dissemination 2009). The ana-
lyzed papers have been listed, and readers may therefore verify the reported classifications 
if they wish. The overall methodological strength of the studies in the review was evaluated 
using the Centre for Evidence Based Management’s (2014) criteria for a cross-sectional 
study and it was deemed robust. This further enhances the validity of the review. However, 
the studies were descriptive and therefore the evidence remains limited. In addition, grey 
literature was not searched because of the restricted resources for conducting the review, 
and this may have increased the likelihood of bias in the acquisition of material for the 
review.
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Conclusions

Many foster care leavers identified themselves as adults, and were quite confident about 
their future and potential for independent living. They had positive attitudes toward sup-
port services programs but were reluctant to participate in them. They had different cop-
ing strategies and profiles but often faced challenges in finding employment, opportuni-
ties in education and having a person to rely on. Factors that support the transition to 
independent living included care leavers’ personal characteristics, certain care-specific 
features, a good education, sufficient prerequisites for a safe life and strong social sup-
port networks. In spite of the vulnerability of care leavers, they are often hopeful and 
demonstrate various abilities and strengths to cope with independent living. Support for 
the transition to adult life should be based on a preventive and personalized approach. 
Care leavers need advice on how they can preserve their sense of hope, utilize their 
innate abilities, strengthen their self-confidence and support networks and achieve the 
prerequisites for a safe life when facing the challenges of adulthood. Despite approach-
ing the research theme from different conceptual perspectives, cultural contexts and 
using different measurements, the body of evidence in this field remains insubstantial. 
In consequence, we are certain that further studies are needed to provide more reliable 
and extensive evidence-based recommendations to inform service development, staff 
education and research activities in this important area.
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