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Abstract 

Housing stability is essential for young adult development. Older youth and young adults 

transitioning from public systems of care, such as foster care, the public mental health system 

and residential settings, commonly experience high levels of transience and housing instability. 

In recent years, supportive housing policies and programs have emerged to address this 

situation, yet we know little about whether (or not) new programs are meeting the needs of 

youth in transition, and, if so, how they are addressing the unique developmental, social, and 

emotional needs of this population. This study is one of the first to speak directly with young 

adults living in a supportive housing program designed specifically for youth transitioning out of 

children’s systems of care. Study participants spoke about both their overall transition 

experience and their views on the housing program where they reside. The study conducted 

four focus groups (N=26) with transitioning youth and young adults, ages 18 to 25 (Mean 

age=22), in order to explore the following three broad research questions: 1) what is it like to 

make the transition to adulthood from public children’s systems of care?; 2) how does the 

supportive housing model they reside in shape their transition experiences?; and, 3) how do 

they experience the services and staff who are part of the program? Data analysis included 

grounded theory coding techniques and constant comparison with four coders. Results suggest 

that participants feel like they continue to be treated as children, and they receive mixed 

messages regarding their need to be increasingly autonomous, yet follow the rules. Finally, they 

reported specific aspects of what they found to be helpful in both staff relationships and overall 

program components. These themes constitute the results of the study. Findings underscore the 

importance of both listening directly to service users, and developing young adult supportive 

housing programming expressly designed to meet the unique needs of marginalized young 

adults transitioning to increased independence and self-sufficiency. 
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1.  Introduction 

1.1. Marginalized Youth and Young Adults in Transition 

 The Institute of Medicine and National Research Council (IOM & NRC) define 

marginalized young adults as individuals who are living in poverty, court-involved (i.e., foster 

care, juvenile justice), those living with disabilities and young parents (IOM & NRC, 2014). 

There are relatively large numbers of marginalized young adults in the United States. For 

example, a recent report found that 20.4% of young adults in the US are living in poverty (Ray, 

2013). The Adoption and Foster Care Statistics annual report noted that 23,090 youth 

’emancipated’ from foster care in 2013 (AFCARS, 2014). Child Trends reports that over 337,000 

young adults, ages 18 to 24, were in jail in 2012. And, approximately 6% of US citizens ages 16 

to 20 live with disabilities (Erickson, Lee, & von Schrader, 2014). These numbers point to a 

growing public health concern in the United States, namely the need to develop, test, and 

implement programs and services expressly designed for the needs of these marginalized 

young adults.  

In addition to being a large segment of the population, research has convincingly shown 

that marginalized young adults are much less likely to have a successful transition to adulthood 

when compared to their same age cohort who are not marginalized, in large part, due to 

poverty, family disruptions, and the often abrupt loss of services and supports that may have 

provided them safety during childhood and adolescence (Osgood, Foster, & Courtney, 2010; 

Munson, Lee, Miller, Cole, & Nedelcu, 2013). For example, among those who age out of foster 

care, research has shown that these youth are less likely to graduate from high school and/or 

go to college (Courtney & Dworsky, 2006; Pecora et al., 2006), they experience elevated 

prevalence rates of behavioral health disorders (Keller, Salazar, & Courtney, 2010; McMillen et 

al., 2005); and they have and poorer physical health (Ahrens, Garrison, & Courtney, 2014; 

Courtney, Piliavin, Grogan-Kaylor, & Nesmith, 2001), when compared to the general population. 

Similarly, the National Longitudinal Transition Study 2 (NLTS-2; Wagner & Davis, 2006) found 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/267815181_Health_Outcomes_in_Young_Adults_From_Foster_Care_and_Economically_Diverse_Backgrounds?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/42372785_Prevalence_and_Timing_of_Diagnosable_Mental_Health_Alcohol_and_Substance_Use_Problems_among_Older_Adolescents_in_the_Child_Welfare_System?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/8120694_Prevalence_of_Psychiatric_Disorders_Among_Older_Youths_in_the_Foster_Care_System?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/8120694_Prevalence_of_Psychiatric_Disorders_Among_Older_Youths_in_the_Foster_Care_System?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227877757_Early_outcomes_for_young_adults_transitioning_from_out-of-home_care_in_USA?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/247785089_How_Are_We_Preparing_Students_With_Emotional_Disturbances_for_the_Transition_to_Young_AdulthoodFindings_From_the_National_Longitudinal_Transition_Study-2?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/257042900_Emerging_adulthood_among_former_system_youth_The_ideal_versus_the_real?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/43019693_Vulnerable_Populations_and_the_Transition_to_Adulthood?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/11541671_Foster_youth_transition_to_adulthood_A_longitudinal_view_of_youth_leaving_care?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/37150457_2008_Disability_Status_Reports_United_States?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==
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that young adults with emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD) were more likely to dropout of 

school and not be engaged in the community (e.g., volunteering, working, voting), when 

compared to those without disabilities. Many of these challenges have been found to be present 

among youth involved in the justice system (Teplin, Abram, McClelland, Dulcan, & Mericle, 

2002), and among young parents (Osgood, 2005). These developmental outcomes are 

trajectory setting, and without meeting them chances for a successful transition to adulthood 

may be limited.   

Particularly relevant to this study, marginalized youth and young adults experience 

extensive housing instability and homelessness (Courtney & Dworsky, 2006; Curry & Abrams, 

2015; Dworsky, Napolitano, & Courtney, 2013). One reason for this is poverty.  Poverty is a 

barrier to engagement in important opportunities for development, and it mitigates individuals’ 

abilities to meet their basic needs for food, clothing and shelter. Another factor is that supportive 

housing units can be difficult to access, and they are often not designed to meet the expressed 

developmental needs of young adults coming from distressed communities and situations 

(Gilmer, 2016). Further, the economic recession that commenced in 2007 created a challenging 

context for youth who were already marginalized, as it was suddenly a time when 36% of young 

adults were living with parents (Fry, 2013). Significant budget cuts, services cuts, and program 

cuts (Zuehlke, 2009) decreased access and availability to needed services for those who did/do 

not have a parent’s home to return to during difficult economic times.  

Multidisciplinary research illuminates compelling reasons for the negative outcomes 

among marginalized young adults, for example, these young adults often experience 

fragmentation or discontinuation of their social services, mental health services, and housing 

services during the transition years; services which were oftentimes their primary source of 

support during their adolescent development (Osgood et al., 2010). Further, studies show that 

many marginalized young adults lose critical social support relationships, for example those with 

important teachers, child welfare staff and foster families, who have been instrumental in their 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/276322746_They_Lay_Down_the_Foundation_and_Then_They_Leave_Room_for_Us_to_Build_the_House_A_Visual_Qualitative_Exploration_of_Young_Adults'_Experiences_of_Transitional_Housing?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/276322746_They_Lay_Down_the_Foundation_and_Then_They_Leave_Room_for_Us_to_Build_the_House_A_Visual_Qualitative_Exploration_of_Young_Adults'_Experiences_of_Transitional_Housing?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/292672525_Permanent_Supportive_Housing_for_Transition-Age_Youths_Service_Costs_and_Fidelity_to_the_Housing_First_Model?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227877757_Early_outcomes_for_young_adults_transitioning_from_out-of-home_care_in_USA?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/43225736_Homelessness_During_the_Transition_From_Foster_Care_to_Adulthood?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/43019693_Vulnerable_Populations_and_the_Transition_to_Adulthood?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==


AC
C

EP
TE

D
 M

AN
U

SC
R

IP
T

ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT
 

 

lives (Munson, Brown, Spencer, Edguer, & Tracy, 2015; Samuels & Pryce, 2008). Finally, these 

young people are expected to become financially and emotionally independent during what is a 

stressful time for all who are transitioning to adulthood (Arnett, 2000), a time of tremendous 

change in social, institutional, and developmental transitions (Schulenberg, Sameroff, & Cichetti, 

2004). For these youth, developmental trajectories into adulthood are often complicated by 

personal, social, and systemic factors that impede their gradual entry into self-sufficiency and 

healthy interdependence, rarely allowing for a period of “emerging adulthood,” which includes 

the privilege of exploring options and possibilities during a time that is, for these young adults, 

filled with responsibilities (Munson et al., 2013). Taken together, research findings illustrate that 

marginalized young adults are significant in number, they have tremendous needs, and these 

complicated needs are not yet satisfactorily addressed (Osgood, 2005; IOM & NRC, 2014).   

1.2. Living Arrangements over the Transition to Adulthood 

 The number of transition age youth in shelters and adult housing programs is on the rise, 

and these programs, to date, are not designed for youth and young adults and their 

developmental needs (Aledort, Hsin, Grundberg & Bolas, 2011). One of the most pressing 

problems facing youth transitioning to adulthood as they leave children’s systems of care is 

housing instability, and the risk of homelessness (Curry & Abrams, 2015). Housing stability is 

known to be a protective factor among youth and young adults, and providing a base of security 

from which a young person can explore options for adulthood is essential. A lack of stable 

housing creates pressures for young people, pressure to provide basic safety and survival for 

themselves, before most have had time to consider how they will go about providing for any of 

these basic needs.  Housing for adults has been demonstrated as a necessary first step in 

attaining employment, health and social services (Padgett, Henwood, & Tsemberis, 2015).  As 

many as one quarter of youth who exit children’s services face homelessness for some period 

after leaving care, and many marginalized young adults experience unstable housing including 

“couch-surfing” and “crashing” with friends or family (Perez and Romo, 2011). Marginalized 
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young adults are thus at greater risk for homelessness than others in their age cohort (Courtney 

et al., 2001), and few housing programs are tailored to the specific needs of this group (Curry & 

Abrams, 2015; Gilmer, 2016). For those who are able to find housing support, program offerings 

often neglect the unique needs of this transition-age population. 

1.3. Supportive Housing Models in Young Adulthood 

 Of late, states have begun to develop more supportive housing programs for transition-

age youth and young adults (Curry & Abrams, 2015), and researchers have begun to explore 

these models for young adults formerly involved with children’s systems of care (Gilmer, 2016; 

Gilmer et al., 2013). In California, Proposition 63, also known as the Mental Health Services Act 

(MHSA), provided a natural policy experiment to examine permanent supportive housing for 

transition- age youth. In one study, Gilmer and colleagues (2013) utilized qualitative methods to 

interview program managers of full service Housing First partnerships for transition-age youth in 

California that were designed and implemented in distinct ways from standard adult programs. 

Results suggest that most programs focused on providing “quasi-independent living” with high 

levels of support services and supervision and an expectation that young adults were to engage 

in treatment to maintain their unit; a clear distinction from the original philosophy of Housing 

First models (Tsemberis & Eisenberg, 2000). Gilmer and colleagues (2013) also found that 

programs tailored services for transition age youth, focusing on education, employment, and 

community colleges. Also, they reported that almost half of the programs employed peers on 

staff to provide social activities for the youth and young adults transitioning to adulthood.   

 Curry and Abrams (2015) conducted a qualitative study among 14 transition age youth, 

ages 18 to 24, living in transitional housing in California. Young adults reported four major 

themes related to their housing experiences, namely 1) changing perspective, 2) experiencing 

newfound independence and control, 3) performing a juggling act, and 4) wanting to move 

forward, yet feeling unprepared. The process the young adults in their study described included 

a need to let go of the past, including attitudes and negative experiences. They also described a 
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tension experienced by the participants of wanting independence, yet knowing, on some level, 

that they needed supports and services to move forward in their lives. This is the only qualitative 

study on transitional housing focused on hearing directly from youth in transition about their 

perspectives on transitional housing program models.  

Finally, in a “costing study” on transition age youth and housing, Gilmer (2016) reported 

increased service costs for young adults in permanent supportive housing when compared to 

those in a matched control group. More specifically, they found that costs may suggest that 

when transition age youth become stabilized in a housing program, they finally receive the 

intensive services (i.e., inpatient, outpatient mental health care) they have needed but had not 

received earlier for a myriad of reasons, including access issues. Further, the data suggest that 

the programs that reported higher fidelity to the Housing First model had significantly reduced 

inpatient admissions, when compared to those reporting low fidelity. This study suggests that 

the Housing First model could be promising for transition age youth.  

1.4. Developmental appropriateness of services for transition age youth and young adults 

The Institute of Medicine and National Research Council (2014) summarized young 

adult research, policy and programming and recommends that the field focus distinct efforts on 

understanding and developing more appropriate policy, programs and services for those 

recently entering adulthood. Previous research suggests that transition age youth and young 

adult programming has not been designed to meet the unique developmental needs of this 

population (Delman & Jones, 2002; Geenen & Powers, 2007; Brown & Wilderson, 2010). 

Transition age youth involved with public systems of care, unlike non-system involved youth, 

have less control over their lives and the choices available to them as they are constrained by 

program offerings, which are, in turn, constrained by funding criteria (IOM & NRC, 2014). The 

resulting fragmented support fails to address the complex material, emotional, and identity 

needs that these marginalized youth in transition deserve to have met. With the increasing 

recognition of the challenges facing transition age youth and young adults, and the risk of 
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disengagement from services, policy makers are seeking program models that are tailored to 

the needs of these marginalized youth (IOM & NRC, 2014). To inform these program 

development efforts, increased research is needed that explores the needs of transition age 

youth and young adults from the perspective of the youth themselves.  

1.5. Present Study 

Addressing the paucity of qualitative research on transition age youth’s experiences, 

particularly in housing, the present study aimed to provide marginalized young adults an 

opportunity to voice their perspectives on the following research questions within the context of 

a supportive housing model: 1) what is it like to make the transition to adulthood from public 

systems of care?; 2) how does the supportive housing model they reside in shape their 

transition experiences?; and, 3) how do they experience the services and staff who are part of 

the program model? All of the participants in the study met at least one of the categories 

described above that would identify them as marginalized, with most meeting criteria for two or 

more of these categories. We set out to hear from the young adults in the NY/NYIII program, a 

program initiated in the early 2000’s to provide congregate care beds to young adults exiting 

foster care and/or those leaving mental health residential settings (Coalition of Behavioral 

Health, 2008), in order to inform programs that are being developed throughout the country to 

serve this population with needed supportive housing programs.  

2. Material and Methods 

2.1. Setting 

The study setting was a supportive housing program designed for transition age youth 

and young adults located in a large east coast city. The housing program was a congregate 

facility with each resident living in a studio apartment. The program provided housing for 46 

homeless youth aged 18-25 years old.  These youth had spent time in institutions such as 

shelters, foster care group homes, mental health residential treatment facilities, juvenile 

correctional centers and homeless shelters. To be accepted into the program youth were 
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expected to be working or in school and have some type of income, from benefits or 

employment.  Residents paid a third of their income towards rent. The program was funded out 

of state and city initiatives which specifically targeted supportive housing funds to meet the 

needs of transition age youth and young adults. Individuals had access to counseling and case 

management services and programs designed to transition them toward independence such as 

life skills, technology training, employment services, and health and wellness services.  Staff 

included three case managers and two vocational rehabilitation counselors.  The program took 

a “housing first” approach meaning residents had to abide by tenancy rules, but they did not 

have to engage in services or maintain sobriety to remain in the program (Tsemberis & 

Eisenberg, 2000).   

2.2. Sample 

Investigators recruited participants by posting leaflets in the facility and inviting residents 

interested in participating to contact the researchers to ask questions and declare their interest 

in the study.  Facility staff members were also made aware of the study and connected 

researchers with residents who were interested in participating. All residents of the program 

were eligible for participation. Purposive sampling was used to recruit participants who were 

living in the supportive housing model, who were between the ages of 18 and 25, and who were 

transitioning to adulthood from public systems of care (Patton, 1990). The team also 

intentionally planned for two of the focus groups to be single gender, in order to allow residents 

who may feel more comfortable discussing their experiences in a group that included individuals 

of their identified gender to have that option. The other two groups included some individuals 

who identified as male and others who identified as female. The final sample (N=26) was 46% 

female, with an average age of 22.4 years.  The sample for the present study was comprised 

entirely of non-Caucasian youth, with fifty-eight percent self-identified as African American, 31% 

Multiracial, 7% Native American and 4% Asian. The length of time participants had lived in the 

supportive housing model varied, from 4 months to 42 months, with the average mean length of 
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stay being reported as 22 months or almost two years.  Finally, all participants were either 

diagnosed with serious mental illnesses and/or were aging out of foster care.  

2.3. Procedures 

Four focus groups were conducted at the supportive housing residence aimed at 

providing affordable housing for young adults who are homeless and/or aging out of foster care. 

The focus groups were conducted over three months. Each focus group was conducted in a 

private space with no staff present.  The groups lasted between 60 and 90 minutes with 6-9 

participants and two facilitators.  One facilitator managed the focus group meeting, while the 

other took notes on process. Participants completed the informed consent process, and then 

filled out a short demographic survey.  The focus groups were guided by a semi-structured 

script which included questions on five areas related to the broad research questions. The 

areas, including a sample item, were as follows: 1) Introduction (How are you finding living in 

the supportive housing program?); 2) Social connection (How do you socialize within the 

supportive housing model?); 3) Service participation (Why do you (or do you not) participate in 

activities or groups?); 4) Outcomes (What are your plans for the future?); and 5) Conclusion (Is 

there anything else you want to share about being at this supportive housing program?). These 

focus group areas and specific questions were designed to encourage discussion that would 

produce conversation to answer our three broad research questions: 1) what is it like to make 

the transition to adulthood from public children’s systems of care?; 2) how does the supportive 

housing model they reside in shape their transition experiences?; and, 3) how do they 

experience the services and staff who are part of the program? All focus groups were audio-

recorded and transcribed verbatim.  Approval of the study was obtained from a university 

Institutional Review Board.  

2.4. Analysis   

Grounded theory coding techniques were used to construct content categories and 

identify relationships among categories (Charmaz, 2014). Four researchers read all of the 
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transcripts and process notes from the focus group meetings on their own. Then, they all 

individually used inductive coding and constant comparison, both within and between 

transcripts, to develop initial codes. Atlas.ti software was used to sort coded data. Initial codes 

were related to participant’s experiences of being transition age youth and young adults, the 

housing program, and how they perceived the role of staff in their lives. Researchers then came 

together multiple times to compare, contrast, and develop codes, generate categories, and 

construct themes until saturation was achieved.  Discrepancies were resolved through 

consensus. A codebook was developed which was used to illustrate the findings.  The final 

codebook included codes that reflected how transition age youth and young adults experienced 

the supportive housing program with descriptive, in-vivo and process codes. These codes were 

then categorized into the three major themes described below.  Briefly, theme 1 below squarely 

addresses research question 1, with themes 2 and three both addressing aspects of all three 

broad questions. Taken together, they provide a better sense of the overall experiences of 

transition-age youth in supportive housing programs. Several strategies for rigor were employed 

including peer-debriefing, independent and co-coding as described, and memo-writing (Padgett, 

2008). 

3. Results 

The three themes which emerged from the focus groups focused on the subjective 

experience of transitioning into adulthood, how the program model both shaped and reflected 

this internal sense of their developmental stage, and in what ways staff either helped or 

hindered their transitional process. The manchild phase theme demonstrated the ambiguity the 

residents felt about where they were in their lives and the mixed messages theme described 

how the program model itself contributed to their feelings of ambiguity.  The theme of going 

above and beyond focused on the role of program staff and what they needed from them in their 

transition process.              
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3.1. The Manchild Phase  

The residents described how they experienced the transition to adulthood in ways that 

revealed the ambivalence inherent in moving toward independence.  One resident summed it up 

as, “Everyone’s just going through their manchild phase, that’s all it is” suggesting that residents 

were both men and children at the same time. Simultaneously, they spoke of a desire to be 

independent and self-sufficient and the need for material, instrumental, and emotional support in 

order to become increasingly independent.  While these feelings are common among all 

transition-age youth and young adults, there were aspects to this experience that were unique 

to having been in the child-serving systems of care and still needing support from welfare 

system(s) in adulthood. While wanting to be left alone, the residents also recognized their own 

particular vulnerability and needs, the result of spending years in a “system” that has done 

everything for them.  One resident described the effect of growing up in systems of care and not 

knowing how to do much for oneself, 

“But part of working at supportive housing [commenting on importance of staff 

understanding] is understanding that we’ve been through, probably, like a mental phase.  

We don’t really do much for ourselves.  A lot of people die out, you know.  A lot of people 

don’t have faith in themselves.”1   

However, alongside this recognition that they may need extra help was a strong feeling that they 

should not be treated as deficient or incapable. The challenge of needing extra help having 

grown up in the system was perceived as a system failure rather than their own personal 

inadequacy. They attributed their lack of preparation and knowledge that is needed for 

independence system, and its limitations. One resident described this sentiment stating, 

                                                           
1
 In the manuscript, the first author removed terms from the quotations in the manuscript that were not 

meaningful, as they interrupted the clarity of the young adult statement. Examples of such terms are the 
repeated use of terms such as “like” and “um”. 
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“I came from group home, shelter, and here. You understand!? Even though, I'm 

growing, I know I'm growing, and I'm not illiterate and I'm not stupid, but housing 

situations and certain situations, I don't know nothin' about that!” 

The desire for information and support related to housing arose from some of the resident’s 

acute awareness that their current setting was transitional and that they would need to move on 

within the next few years to permanent housing.  Many of the participants had limited support 

from their families, and thus, this was an intimidating prospect,     

As of right now I just want to find work, because when you think about it, I’m 23, and you 

know you can’t stay here forever, it is, scary, and you know what I mean?  And it has 

your mind racing on, “Oh, wow,” “What am I going to do?  How am I going to get this 

money together?   

While the pressure of finding your own housing is not unique to marginalized youth and young 

adults, how much they had to rely upon the welfare system during their lives was a particular 

concern, one that caused distress among participants. This contrasted to other young adults 

whose reliance is often on their parents which does not carry the same stigma as being reliant 

on welfare.  The residents echoed societal concerns about welfare dependence by describing 

how public assistance undermines one’s motivation to move on, with one resident describing 

this situation with the phrase, “living the life of living rent”.  Another described it as having been 

“got”,  

“…So they feel like since public assistance will pay their rent, that they don’t allow 

nothing, that they can chill, they can smoke weed, they can do all of that.  I’m not going 

to fight.  At one time I felt like that.  “Aw,” you know, “public assistance has got me”. 

In this context, the marginalized youth and young adults were aware of the dangers of getting 

too comfortable, and it was in this context that they talked about the need to be pushed towards 

independence and encouraged not to be lazy, 
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“So when I first come here I don’t plan on probably—if I—I don’t got a job or nothing, my 

first thing is not going to find a job.  It’s probably chilling in my little crib, having fun as 

much—so if you allow me to get lazy, I’m gonna be lazy.”   

Therefore, the “manchild” phase for these participants, both men and women, was a mix of 

concerns common to all young adults in transition and those unique to individuals who have 

grown up in institutions and reliant on support from children’s systems of care. The tension 

between wanting to be independent and needing support to do achieve that independence is 

shared by most young adults. But being dependent for these young adults meant reliance on 

the system which carried a stigma creating a dilemma of needing to garner support from more 

professional providers but also figuring out how to extract themselves from public assistance 

and welfare programs. In response, some residents took a self-reliant approach, with one 

resident saying, “I am my own support”.  

3.2. Mixed Messages  

In many ways, the program model reinforced the confusion residents felt around their 

developmental stage. Participants’ described receiving mixed messages from the program 

structure and staff which both communicated expectations around moving towards 

independence but also exerted control over residents with extensive rules and procedures.  This 

perception that the housing program was unduly restrictive also brought back memories of 

earlier institutional living. There was commonly expressed frustration driven by an awareness 

that the rhetoric of independence was not matched by the program structure, 

“So now, as a younger adult, I feel – I feel like I worked too hard to get to this point to 

have somebody tell me now ‘oh yeah, there’s more rules,’ you know? And I feel like I 

been fighting the rules in the group home for so long, now it’s like I have to fight again.”  
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The ambivalence they felt was reflected in the supportive housing program model which made 

them pay rent and also subjected them to institutional rules.  A resident described the effect that 

the housing program rules had on them,  

“Well, it makes us feel less of a man.  Let’s put it like that.  Man, woman, it goes vice 

versa, you know.  At the same time as us being an adult, we should live like adults.  We 

should—you know, we still have to live by rules, but, you know, at the same time, it’s just 

gotta—you know, it’s gotta give us that certain limit. You gotta limit us to certain things.  

Because at the same time, it’s not—you know, they don’t limit us to one thing.  They limit 

us to certain rules.  And we’re paying, you know, about $244 to live by what?  You know, 

it doesn’t feel the same.  Like me, I feel like I’m back to, you know, when I was 16 again 

in the group home situation. 

The fact that they now paid rent distinguished this setting from institutional settings of their past, 

but they found that, despite paying rent, they were still subject to rules and constraints which 

made them feel infantilized.  Particularly symbolic for the young adults was having front door 

keys and the freedom to come and go as they pleased, but this feeling of independence was 

often undermined by staff’s decision to withhold everyone’s keys due to poor behavior of some 

residents,   

We had the key, so on and so forth. But afterwards they took the key from us… It’s like I 

been through the whole system, and it’s like I’m going right back to it. Now, them taking 

the key is not giving us the responsibilities to actually be a grown, like an adult. We can’t 

be that adult. We can’t be able to, you know, go on our free will, come back in the 

building on our free will…But you know, basically, me being here, it’s more like a 

lockdown, Residential Treatment Facility, like a lockdown facility.” 
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Residents constantly referred back to the living situations of their youth, which they referred to 

generically as “group home”, to illustrate how the present program made them feel they had not 

moved on.  Similarly, rules regarding visitors communicated their lack of independence,  

In a group home it’s the sense of having the guests and you can’t have a certain amount 

of people in your apartment.  Just ridiculous stuff like you only have a certain amount of 

overnights, like that’s a killer.   

The rules emerged from living in a congregate care setting where if one resident created 

problems, then invariably they all would be subjected to rules to address these problems.  One 

resident described this as, “One bad apple spoils the rest, basically”.  Overall, the rules took 

them back to the places of their youth signaling their continued lack of independence and, more 

fundamentally, making them feel like this place was not their home, 

At times I kinda felt I was in an institution.  Like I didn’t feel like I was coming home.  It 

was like I would dread having to come back. 

3.3. Going Above and Beyond 

For residents, their impressions of the staff and the role they played in supporting them 

varied considerably across different staff members.  One factor that distinguished staff in their 

eyes was authenticity which distinguished the staff who they perceived really cared about them 

from those who were just doing their work for a paycheck.  One resident expressed their 

sensitivity to this, “It’s just you can tell if somebody is a paid concern and then when it’s a 

genuine concern.”  Demonstrating the way in which they wanted to help, the residents 

frequently spoke of how important is was for them when staff took the initiative and expressed a 

real interest in how they were doing.  A resident describes this,  

“Well, someone that actually has a great personality, free spirit.  Basically, you know, 

someone that’s actually dedicated to their job.  Someone that really asks you, you know, 

“Are you okay?  Would you like to talk?”   
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A resident provides an example of going above and beyond on the part of staff, and illustrates 

how this quality in their relationship motivated her to engage in school, 

I kept on telling her that I want to go to school.  One day she just kept on ringing my bell, 

like real early, like 8:00 o’clock this morning, she kept on ringing my bell.  I wouldn’t 

answer, she just came, she knocked on my door.  I like, “What happened?”  She like, 

“Come on, you said you want to go to school, right?”  I said, “Yeah.”  She said, “Come 

on, I’m going to take you.”  I’m like, “You gonna take me out to _____?”  She drove me 

all the way to _____.  

Interestingly, the staff who conveyed this special caring by going out of their way to help 

residents sometimes violated program protocols in the process. Nonetheless, these acts 

communicated caring and trust to the youth, 

“Like he says [referring to another focus group participant’s comment on trust], it’s a 

whole big thing of trust too. My whole thing is about staff. Don’t go by the book so much. 

Those are staff that you can tell, that to stay away from them. Oh you – that’s a phony 

person to me. A person who is just, who goes by the book.” 

These acts of going above and beyond what was asked were also perceived as something that 

placed staff at risk for losing their job, 

“Let's talk about how, how people are on the verge of losing jobs because they're 

helping people find their job, and try to help people do something with themselves. They 

don’t want you to step out of a box. Like they want you to, this is what you do, This is 

what you don't do, and what you don't do is things that will basically help us the most.” 

The residents gave examples such as staff lending them small amounts of money, giving them 

a ride or a lead on a job that they knew about personally.  All of these actions demonstrated 

caring to the youth but were in violation of staff boundaries according to the program model.  

The message that this sent to the youth was put starkly by one resident, “It’s like taboo to help 

us.” 
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Going above and beyond often involved staff combining instrumental support with 

emotional support. The youth felt the pressure of the transition to adulthood and knew that they 

needed help in navigating these systems.  Instrumental support included things such as 

assistance with housing applications, job and school applications, and benefits. Emotional 

support involved being available to tenants when they needed an adult, providing a listening 

ear, encouraging tenants, and believing in them.  A resident describes getting help in attending 

school, 

“I feel comfortable with her, she helps me with school, with work, with everything… she 

helped me through everything, giving me books, pens, a, flash drives.”   

Another resident, describes the importance of having staff continuing to believe in them and 

encourage them despite challenges they face, 

“She’s the one that, she, she, I think she cares more about us than anybody else in this 

building.  And she shows it more because of the effort that she makes with helping us 

get into school.  And my number one thing with her, too, is, like, when I did slip up and 

smoke weed again, she wouldn’t judge me, she will tell me, you know, “Yeah, you, okay, 

you messed up, but don’t beat yourself up about it, take one day at a time.”  And I love 

that about her.”   

However, while a few staff stood out as helpful and committed, they found many of the 

staff inadequately equipped to give them the assistance they needed to move towards 

independence.  This was particularly the case around housing and getting the information on 

how to apply for public housing. Young adults reported, repeatedly, frustration that the staff did 

not have enough knowledge about the housing system and specific processes of applying for 

and securing public housing. One resident describes getting applications for Section 8 housing 

and giving them to the staff because nobody knew about them.  This perceived lack of 

knowledge and commitment among the staff on working with residents towards independence 
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lead to a cynicism about the program. One resident concluded, “They want us stagnant. They 

get funding from our being here.” 

4. Discussion, Implications and Limitations 

 The study findings demonstrated the complexity of supporting young adults in the 

transition to independence within supportive housing programs.  Some of this complexity is 

inherent with this developmental stage but for these youth, the difficulties were often 

compounded by their past and present experiences of living within systems of care.  On the one 

hand, the residents still felt controlled by systems in care, particularly by what they perceived as 

excessive rules, but on the other hand they were aware they had not yet been equipped to live 

independently. Participants reflected common beliefs around what independence entails, 

freedom to make one’s own decisions and an ability to thrive without relying on other people or 

institutions. For these youth, attaining full independence meant being free of systems of care but 

in the short-term, independence was related to their self-determination and choice within their 

present living environment. 

The residents articulated that during their time in care they did not learn what they 

needed for young adulthood, and, perhaps even more importantly, they didn’t take steps to 

learn how to do for themselves. These findings, which echo previous research on older youth 

transitioning from foster care (See Geenen & Powers, 2007), can inform independent living 

program leadership and direct service providers in both child welfare and mental health setting 

for children and adolescents.  They point to the need to for programming that assists young 

people in beginning to develop self-determination, decision-making and problem solving skills, 

coupled with building up the internalized attitude and belief that one can do for oneself as 

opposed to being taken care of in a dependent way by staff at institutions and within systems of 

care. Indeed, programs such as “Better Futures” have shown compelling positive outcome 

evidence for marginalized youth in transition on outcomes such as self-determination, mental 

health empowerment, and hope, among others (Geenen et al., 2015). The process of 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/223567140_Tomorrow_is_another_problem_The_experiences_of_youth_in_foster_care_during_their_transition_into_adulthood?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-e192693ec95be2c090ab1fdb09830c18-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMDc5MDgwMztBUzo0MzIzMDc1ODk5MTQ2MjRAMTQ4MDA4MTU2OTA2Mw==
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preparation for the transition to independence, according to our participants, needs to occur 

much earlier in the developmental process. 

 The study demonstrated the challenges in developing supportive housing programs that 

can meet the needs of transition-age youth. By designing a model that both incorporated 

aspects of Housing First, which emphasizes self-determination, with more structured housing 

approaches, residents were left feeling simultaneously unsupported and overly restricted. This 

finding resonated with previous research (See Gilmer, 2016; Curry & Abrams, 2015) which has 

found that supported housing programs provide mixed messages about independence. 

Participants in numerous ways expressed how they felt like they were living in institutions that 

were not different from the ones they lived in as children. They described how the living in their 

residence made them feel like an adult and a child at the same time. Evidence is mounting 

nationwide that the young adult supportive housing models that are emerging need to become 

more clear on their overall philosophy and program principles so young adults can develop 

optimally and be given clear guidance on how the program supports their development.  

Although there are aspects of the Housing First approach - such as promoting self-

determination and choice which are congruent with moving to independence - the model was 

originally developed to provide permanent housing for adults. Moreover, Housing First is 

specifically targeted to adults with a history of homelessness who have a preference for less 

structured housing programs. Whereas when housing is transitional, there needs to be far more 

onus on providing proactive support particularly in helping people to secure more permanent 

housing, which appeared to largely absent from this program.  Also, many of the rules that irked 

the residents were the result of regulating a congregate living situation composed of youth with 

a variety of needs and challenges. Many Housing First proponents argue that congregate living 

environments are not consistent with the Housing First approach, instead people should live in 

scatter-site apartments to maximize community integration (Padgett et al., 2015). The program 

in this study, therefore, had both elements of more traditional housing models and Housing 
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First, so it was not surprising that this resulted in mixed messages for the residents. Whether 

marginalized young adults would thrive more in a “purer” Housing First model, which is 

permanent and scatter-site, or in a more structured program that emphasizes the skills needed 

to transition out of the program needs to be informed by future research comparing the 

effectiveness across models for these youth.        

 Whatever the program structure, residents’ views of staff gave clear guidance for 

improving service quality in supportive housing programs for transition age youth and young 

adults. First, staff need to be hired and trained to offer healthy relationships in which the staff 

understand participants’ need for someone who will authentically connect with them and go 

above and beyond to help them with their unique needs and plans for their future. Providing 

staff the flexibility to respond to resident’s needs takes account of the vital role of trust building 

among youth who have often been deprived of caring adults in their lives. Again, the rigidity of 

the staff roles reinforced to the youth that they were living in a rule driven environment that felt 

both infantilizing and unresponsive to their needs. As well as emotional support, residents 

needed instrumental support. Participants discussed that staff need to be trained on knowledge 

and skills to address practical outcomes that are key for a successful transition to adulthood, for 

example, the processes needed to assist a young adult in securing their own housing unit. 

Young adults reported numerous times that there were few staff who actually knew the specifics 

of what needed to be done to assist them in attaining subsidized housing and making a 

successful transition.  

 These data suggest implications for practice and research. First, the field needs to 

continue to evaluate supportive housing models that are emerging throughout the US 

specifically designed for young adults. There is a particular need to adapt existing models for 

young adult needs and then examine their efficacy for improving young adult outcomes. Further, 

longitudinal research that follows young adults during the transition from supportive housing into 

independence could lead to increased understanding around who “makes it” and who continues 
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to struggle with housing instability. Finally, program models must build on the findings of this 

and other studies to address the unique developmental needs of this age group, such as the 

need for support while developing more independence and autonomy. 

 As is true in all research, the present study has limitations that should be considered. 

First, while saturation was met with four focus groups, we did examine the experiences of young 

adults who were all living in one supportive housing program in one region of the country. 

Additional studies will add strength to these findings. Further, the field could benefit from studies 

that listen directly to the voices of additional critical stakeholders such as staff, administrators, 

and state policy makers. Even with these limitations, this timely study is critical in moving 

forward this understudied area of social service research. 
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Highlights 

 The first focus group study examining data from transition age youth themselves 

on their views on a  supportive housing model in combination with support 

services 

 Results suggest that staff working in transitional supported housing programs 

require specific training to support youth in finding permanent housing 

 Results contextualize the developmental challenges of moving toward 

independence from institutional childhood  

 Results can provide information to supportive housing models currently being 

piloted throughout the country 
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