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Abstract

Foster children are at disproportionate risk of adverse outcomes throughout the life course. Public 

policy prioritizes permanency (exiting foster care through reunification with birth parents, 

adoption, or legal guardianship) as means of promoting healthy development and wellbeing for 

foster youth, but little empirical evidence indicates that permanency, including its most preferred 

form—reunification—promotes positive outcomes. Using multi-system, statewide longitudinal 

administrative data, we employed logistic and mixed-effects regression to examine educational 

attainment and earnings among former foster youth in early adulthood. We included a variety of 

sociodemographic and economic controls to reduce selection bias. We found that youth who did 

not attain permanency (those who aged out of care) had significantly higher odds of graduating 

high school and enrolling in college than reunified youth and youth who exited to guardianship, 

and similar odds as adopted youth. Earnings were similar across groups. Among aged-out (but not 

reunified) youth, odds of high school graduation and average earnings were higher for those who 

spent more time in foster care prior to age 18. Notably, some findings were sensitive to the 

categorization of youth who ran away from care. Overall, results suggest that permanency alone is 

insufficient to promote foster youths’ educational and economic attainment.

On any given day in the United States, roughly 430,000 children reside in foster care. Foster 

care placement is a much more common experience, particularly for racial/ethnic minority 

and low-income children, than is commonly recognized. Recent estimates suggest that, over 

the course of childhood (from birth to age 18), 6% of all U.S. children and 12% of black 

U.S. children experience one or more foster care placements (Wildeman and Emanuel 2014). 

The majority of youth who experience foster care are from socioeconomically disadvantaged 

families (Dolan et al. 2011; Lindsey 1991). Given the sociodemographic composition and 

relatively wide reach of the foster care system, foster children’s experiences may affect—

positively or negatively—the magnitude of social and racial inequalities. Yet, whereas 

sociologists have long emphasized the role of governmental institutions in shaping or 
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maintaining inequalities, foster care, which is among the most intensive and coercive 

interventions of the state in family life, has received comparatively scant attention 

(Wildeman and Waldfogel 2014).

The foster care system is part of a larger child welfare system that serves at-risk children and 

families. Foster care is intended as a temporary intervention for children who unable to be 

safely cared for at home. Thus, for children in foster care, permanency in living 

arrangements is a top priority: it is widely held that children have the right to a safe, stable, 

and permanent home, even when that home cannot be provided by their birth parents. The 

foster care system prioritizes reunification with birth families for most children who have 

been removed from their homes, but many parents are unable or unwilling to meet the 

requirements for reunification. When reunification is not an option, an available relative may 

assume permanent custody, or children may be placed for adoption. The least optimal 

outcome from the perspective of the foster care system is for a child to reach the age of 

majority without obtaining a permanent family (i.e., while still in the legal custody of the 

state); a process referred to as aging out. Surprisingly, despite the strong policy preference 

for reunification and, secondarily, for other forms of permanency, there is little empirical 

research on the implications of these arrangements for child wellbeing. Indeed, whereas 

decades of research have documented foster children’s poor life outcomes (Allen et al. 1997; 

Pilowsky and Wu 2006; Trout et al. 2008), it remains largely unknown whether one of the 

most prioritized objectives of the foster care system, permanency, matters for children’s 

long-term success.

In this study, we used multi-system, linked administrative data for the State of Wisconsin to 

assess whether achieving permanency—as defined by particular types of foster care exit 

(adoption, reunification, and other permanent placements)—relative to aging out of the 

foster care system, is associated with superior educational and economic outcomes in young 

adulthood, and how outcomes differ across types of permanency.

BACKGROUND

Decades of research have established that not all families are equally positioned—for 

various individual and structural reasons—to support the development of children into well-

adjusted adults. The mechanisms through which social and economic inequalities are 

reproduced across generations—including, for example, family structure (McLanahan and 

Percheski 2008), parental education (Monaghan 2017), income and wealth (Killewald, 

Pfeffer, and Schachner 2017), and neighborhood quality (Sharkey 2008)—are all areas in 

which families involved with the child welfare system tend to be highly disadvantaged 

(Barth, Wildfire, and Green 2006; Coulton, Korbin, and Su 1999; Drake and Pandey 1996; 

Lindsey 1991; Sedlak et al. 2010). Yet, the disadvantages of children who spend time in 

foster care extend beyond these factors: most have been exposed to neglect or abuse(U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services 2016), and their families are disproportionately 

likely to have problems with substance abuse, mental health, and domestic violence 

(English, Thompson, and White 2015; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 

2016; Zuravin and DePanfilis 1997). In short, the totality of foster children’s experiences 

would place them at significant risk for adverse life outcomes even if they had never entered 
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foster care. Unsurprisingly, at the point of entering foster care, many have substantial 

physical, mental, and behavioral health needs (Steele and Buchi 2008).

The foster care system may provide access to services or treatments that temporarily address 

those needs, but most foster children, even those who age out, do not spend the majority of 

their childhoods in foster care. Thus, for many children the primary impact of foster care 

may depend less on their experiences during placement than on when and to whom they 

leave care. In determining where children go after foster care, the system may significantly 

influence the quality of environments in which children grow up, and the types of supports 

they will have as they enter adulthood. Those who are returned home are likely to sustain 

earlier family relationships in an environment generally similar to that experienced prior to 

care, whereas those who are adopted or placed in permanent guardianship may have rather 

different experiences and opportunities than they otherwise would. Children who remain in 

foster care until adulthood lack the potential benefits of a permanent legal family, but may 

receive additional supports and services from the government to facilitate a successful 

transition to adulthood; notably, however, existing descriptive evidence suggests that these 

children are highly at risk for adverse outcomes during this transition (Courtney et al. 2011; 

Pecora et al. 2006). Thus, children’s trajectories may diverge not when they enter foster care, 

but rather when they exit.

Of the nearly 250,000 children who exited the foster care system in 2015, about half were 

reunified with their biological families (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 

2016). Although foster care placement generally results from an assessment of current or 

imminent risk to child safety, numerous state and federal laws express preference for 

reunification. For example, both the Adoption and Child Welfare Act (1980) and the 

Adoption and Safe Families Act (1997) explicitly require states to make reasonable efforts to 

reunify foster children with their parents, except in extreme or egregious circumstances. 

Thus, reunification is typically the default permanency goal unless or until the court 

determines that reunification is no longer feasible or in the child’s best interests.

The explicit policy emphasis on reunification is consistent with the preferences of children 

and their biological parents (Folman 1998; Whiting and Lee 2003). Moreover, without 

reunification as a (presumed) option, foster care would serve a punitive rather than (or in 

addition to) a protective function. Children may also benefit from reunification because it 

preserves family bonds (Goldsmith, Oppenheim, and Wanlass 2004; Roberts 2012). Family 

relationships, particularly parent-child relationships, provide children and youth with a sense 

of shared history, identity, and belongingness (Weigert and Hastings 1977). Families bestow 

and maintain identity and, in this sense, a failure to achieve reunification can disrupt and 

inhibit the formation of a healthy individual identity. In addition, birth parents are also 

important for the formation of racial identity (Demo and Hughes 1990). Given the 

prevalence and complexities of transracial foster and adoptive placements (Evan B. 

Donaldson Institute 2008; Kreider and Raleigh 2016), reunification is better positioned to 

maintain children’s connection their racial and ethnic heritage. Yet, there is little evidence of 

the consequences of reunification for child wellbeing. Moreover, although the family is 

generally considered a social good, the qualities and resources—economic, emotional, and 
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social supports—that families provide and transmit to children are an important component 

of that social good.

Children commonly enter foster care following experiences of neglect or abuse at the hands 

of their parents. These experiences harm children’s development and inhibit secure parent-

child attachments (Baer and Martinez 2006; Hildyard and Wolfe 2002) and may facilitate 

the development of antisocial behavior (Maas, Herrenkohl, and Sousa 2008). Prior to (and 

sometimes for a short period after) reunification, the child welfare system is intended to 

provide birth parents with services and supports that rectify risks to child safety. However, 

the system has limited resources to address the personal challenges faced by family 

members, and even less capacity to address the systemic structural disadvantages faced by 

many families with children in foster care. Despite that factors such as income and 

incarceration may have a causal impact on the risk of maltreatment and foster care entry 

(Andersen and Wildeman 2014; Berger et al. 2017), these issues fall largely beyond the 

resources and scope of the child welfare system. Thus, it is perhaps unsurprising that, 

approximately 30% of children who reunify experience new maltreatment within three years 

(Connell et al. 2009), and 20% to 30% reenter foster care within five years (Brook and 

McDonald 2009; Wulczyn 2004). Although ongoing risks faced by reunified families may 

be, at least in part, due to structural or systemic factors, it is nevertheless conceivable that the 

anticipated benefits of reunification may fail to materialize when a family lacks the supports 

and resources necessary to provide safety, stability, and positive role models.

A range of factors determine whether to separate a child from their parent(s) and maintain 

that separation. Yet, even if we consider only the best interests of the child, we must 

compare reunification not with an ideal family environment, but with the most probable 

alternative. Federal policy explicitly prioritizes adoption as the best option when 

reunification is unattainable, followed by guardianship, with aging out being a last resort. 

The approximately 22% of foster children exiting care to adoption (U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services 2016) may experience comparatively high-quality 

environments. Adoptive parents differ from biological parents, both by self-selection and 

system design, in ways that are potentially relevant to child wellbeing. First, adoptive 

parents tend to be more educationally and economically advantaged than child welfare 

system-involved biological parents (Dolan et al. 2011; Kreider and Lofquist 2014), and 

although economic and educational advantages are not the sole or primary factors in 

considering the quality of a family environment, economically-advantaged families have 

more resources to offer their children during the transition to adulthood (Furstenberg 2010). 

Augmenting those economic advantages, adoptive families also receive ongoing support in 

the form of child Medicaid eligibility, adoption subsidies, and post-permanency services 

(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2011). Post-reunification biological 

families do not typically benefit from this same range of supports.

In addition to socioeconomic advantages, adoptive parents may also be better-positioned to 

ensure child safety. Adoptive parents must undergo a lengthy screening process to determine 

their suitability to adopt a child, and may be deemed ineligible on the basis of home safety, 

criminality, health problems, or other considerations (Child Welfare Information Gateway 

2016). Although imperfect, the approval process for adoption should eliminate those least 
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able to provide a safe and appropriate home environment. Prior research on adopted children 

(though not specifically focused on adoptions from foster care) has shown that the economic 

and behavioral outcomes are significantly affected by the socioeconomic attributes of 

adoptive parents, net of biological parent traits (Plug and Vijverberg 2005; Sacerdote 2000, 

2007). Although educational attainment is affected by a number of factors, including early 

life experiences and genetically-influenced traits (Krapohl et al. 2014), adoptive parents may 

nevertheless influence children’s opportunities for educational and economic success by, for 

example, promoting cognitive and non-cognitive skill development, setting academic 

expectations, and being involved in schooling (Heckman 2008; Sandefur, Meier, and 

Campbell 2006). Of course, adoption is a selective process, such that the children more 

likely to be adopted may also be better situated for later success. Specifically, children 

adopted from foster care tend to be younger (and thus have greater opportunity for additional 

development) and less likely to have serious mental and behavioral health problems than 

other foster children (Snowden, Leon, and Sieracki 2008).

Despite the potential benefits from, and policy preference for, adoption, it is an unlikely 

outcome for a considerable fraction of foster children who cannot be reunified. Even when 

children are freed for adoption (their biological parents’ rights are terminated), they may not 

be matched with an adoptive family. At any given time, there are over 100,000 adoption-

eligible foster children waiting for adoptive families (U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services 2016). Prospective adoptive families are often reluctant to adopt from foster care, 

viewing foster children as undesirable for reasons of age, race, and disability (Zhang and 

Lee 2011). Consequently, for many children, especially older children and racial minority 

children, the alternative to reunification may be permanent guardianship or aging out of care.

Guardianship (and similar legal custody arrangements) is categorized as a form of 

permanency, but differs from adoption in that it does not require the termination of parental 

rights and is primarily restricted to children in kinship care (living with relatives; (Child 

Welfare Information Gateway 2015b). Guardianship is generally pursued when a child or 

kinship foster parent is unwilling to proceed with an adoption; yet, it is an increasingly 

common option for children in kinship care, with about 15% of children exiting care being 

placed in a guardianship or custodial arrangement with a relative (U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services 2016). Guardianships have an approval process that is similar to 

that for becoming a kinship foster parent, including a home study and criminal and child 

protection background checks; however, the process is often less lengthy and intensive than 

that for adoption. Since 2008, federal funding has been available to provide guardianships 

with financial subsidies similar to those provided for adoptions, the amount of which tends 

to mirror the foster care maintenance payment for which the child’s foster parent would 

otherwise be eligible (Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act 

2008). Thus, children who emancipate from a kinship foster placement and children placed 

in guardianship with kin may have similar experiences and outcomes. However, there has 

been little research on the characteristics of, or youth outcomes associated with, 

guardianships.

About 9% of foster care exits involve youth who age out of foster care. Although never a 

preferred outcome, aging out has received substantial scrutiny in recent years, with new 
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federal guidelines requiring states to pursue permanency as a goal for all foster youth under 

the age of 16 (Preventing Sex Trafficking and Strengthening Families Act 2014). Implicit in 

these guidelines is an expectation that most youth, irrespective of age, will benefit from 

permanency. In part, this policy change was driven by widespread recognition of the 

hardships faced by emancipated youth during the transition to adulthood: they experience 

high rates of poverty, homelessness, and criminal justice involvement, and relatively low 

educational and occupational attainment (Courtney et al. 2011; Pecora et al. 2006). Yet, 

those who enter foster care and ultimately age out are a distinct group. On average, they 

experienced higher levels of placement instability, running away, and involvement with 

mental health systems than other foster youth (Shook et al. 2013). As such, these youths 

may face poor social, educational, and economic outcomes in early adulthood, regardless of 

whether they aged out of care. The extent to which aging out is, itself, likely to be a causal 

agent in long-term outcomes is not well understood.

There are, however, several reasons to suspect that there is a causal link between aging out 

of foster care and a less successful transition to adulthood. Youth who age out of care have 

no legally or formally recognized family. Given that the family continues to serve as the 

primary institution through which children and youth are socialized, including during the 

transition to adulthood (Furstenberg 2010), this may have considerable social and economic 

consequences, including directly reducing economic support and the transmission of social 

and human capital. Although there is vast heterogeneity in the quality of caregiving and level 

of family engagement for children who exit care and, indeed, for children who never 

experience care, children who age out are disproportionately likely to have no de facto 

family unit to which to turn for advice, comfort, or support—or even with which to spend 

events and holidays. This may be both symbolically and transactionally meaningful. Thus, 

we may expect aging out of care to be associated with poorer outcomes in early adulthood.

Despite not having been adopted by or placed in legal guardianship with their foster parents, 

some youth may nevertheless strongly identify with them, internalize their values and 

expectations, and receive concrete and emotional support from them. This may promote 

successful transitions to adulthood given that, on average, foster parents have higher 

incomes and education levels than birth parents (Dolan et al. 2011), and are also screened 

for physical and mental health problems (Child Welfare Information Gateway 2014). To this 

end, youth who spend a longer period of time in foster care prior to aging out should be 

more likely to benefit from related environmental advantages (e.g., access to better schools 

or work opportunities) and identify with the values and expectations (e.g., regarding 

educational attainment and employment) of their foster families. At the same time, foster 

parents, particularly those who choose not to adopt or take on legal guardianship of their 

foster youth who are at risk of aging out, may not hold high expectations or feel ultimately 

responsible for the successes or failures of these youth. Prior research has shown that, 

although there is considerable heterogeneity in foster parents’ commitment to foster 

children, on average they express less commitment to those placed at an older age (Dozier 

and Lindhiem 2006), which is often the case for children who age out of care. In addition, 

the permanent aspect of a legally and socially recognized family is arguably essential to its 

impact—both parents and youth have greater incentives to invest in relationships that are 

perceived as lasting commitments. Whether a youth is perceived as a family member is 
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likely an important consideration for whether they and their foster families have a shared set 

of positive expectations and norms (Schofield and Beek 2005). On the whole, this too 

suggests that aging out of care should be linked to poorer transitions to adulthood relative to 

exits from care to permanent family arrangements.

Finally, some research indicates that aged-out foster youth frequently return to live with their 

biological parents after leaving care (Collins, Paris, and Ward 2008), despite that the child 

welfare system deemed these families unsafe for reunification. This may occur because 

youth have nowhere else to go or because they continue to identify as a member of their 

birth family. Regardless, the extent to which they receive financial or emotional support 

from their birth families after aging out is unknown. To compensate for potential losses in 

financial support, federal policy now mandates the provision of some resources to aged-out 

youth, including continuation of Medicaid coverage and vouchers for attending college. 

However, the privileges concomitant with family membership extend beyond finances. Even 

in early adulthood, families provide substantial emotional support and guidance. Since 2008, 

some states have used federal funding to support extended foster care (allowing youth to 

remain in foster care after age 18, under specific conditions). If extended benefits and the 

option to remain in foster care provides, in addition to shelter and basic needs, the emotional 

support and guidance typically provided by a family, then we may not expect early 

adulthood outcomes to significantly differ between aged-out youth and other youth who 

spent time in foster care but did not age out. Notably, these benefits would largely manifest 

too late to affect high school graduation rates, but may support college enrollment and 

employment after high school.

Time in care prior to exit is likely to moderate the effects of exit type and provide 

information as to mechanisms. For example, because expedient reunification is highly 

prioritized, children who take longer to reunify are likely to have higher-risk family 

situations and may thus be expected to benefit less from reunification. In contrast, for youth 

who age out, time in care is inextricably linked with age at entry; if a youth ages out after 1 

year in care, for instance, it is inferable that they entered near their 17th birthday. The 

accumulation of values and skills that influence educational attainment and employment 

occurs over time; as such, if the quality of the caregiving environment during foster care 

placement is a mechanism for superior outcomes among aging out youth, we would expect a 

greater positive effect of aging out of care (relative to reunification) for those who remained 

in care longer prior to aging out. At the same time, aged-out youth are eligible for supports 

irrespective of how long they were in care prior to aging out. Thus, if enhanced resources 

support positive educational and employment outcomes, we would expect equivalent 

outcomes for aged-out youth irrespective of duration in care.

Few studies have compared outcomes for youth with different foster care exit types. 

Importantly, existing studies have typically compared youth who reunified to those who are 

still in care but may later exit to permanency. As such, findings from these studies do not 

necessarily reflect the effects of aging out. Nevertheless, existing research suggests that 

youth who have reunified have equivalent or worse academic and behavioral outcomes than 

youth who have not reunified (Bellamy 2008; Biehal 2007; Taussig, Clyman, and Landsverk 

2001), but perhaps better outcomes than those who remain in foster care and are not adopted 
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(Lloyd and Barth 2011). Notably, however, such studies have used small samples (149–604 

children) and relied on caregiver or self-reported outcomes rather than objective measures. 

Moreover, a review of the U.S. and U.K. studies focusing on reunification (Biehal 2007) 

concluded that there is no consistent evidence that reunification improves children’s 

psychosocial outcomes. Large-scale, longitudinal studies on the long-term outcomes of 

specific types of foster care exits are long overdue. To our knowledge, this is the first study 

to consider how educational attainment and earnings differ depending on whether former 

foster youth were reunified, adopted, or placed in guardianship, or aged out of care.

METHOD

Data

We used linked longitudinal administrative data from the Wisconsin Multi-Sample Person 

File (MSPF), housed at the Institute for Research on Poverty at the University of Wisconsin-

Madison, matched to administrative data from the Wisconsin Department of Public 

Instruction (DPI) for the years 2004 to 2015. The MSPF includes individual-level 

administrative records from state-administered public social welfare program data systems 

in Wisconsin, which have been linked across programs and over time. We specifically used 

records from the child welfare system (CPS; which includes foster care data), Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP; formerly food stamps), Unemployment Insurance 

system (UI; which includes earnings data), Supplemental Security Income program (SSI), 

cash welfare (Temporary Assistance to Needy Families [TANF] and its predecessor, Aid to 

Dependent Families with Children [AFDC]), and Department of Corrections (DOC). 

Educational attainment data were drawn from DPI administrative records, which also 

include information on college enrollment from the National Student Clearinghouse.

Child welfare records were not completely electronic in all Wisconsin counties until 

mid-2004. Thus, our sample was constrained to children who entered foster care on or after 

July, 1, 2004. We restricted our sample to children who were under age 16 in 2005 (the first 

year for which education data are available) and at least 19 years old in 2015 in order to 

observe individuals at appropriate ages to assess high school graduation, college enrollment, 

and earnings. We further excluded anyone who died prior to their 18th birthday or were 

known to have left the state. There were 11,713 individuals who met our sample inclusion 

criteria. We dropped a small group of youth whom we could not link to their birth parents 

(resulting in missing data on important control variables; n=474). In our primary analyses, 

we also excluded children who were not identified in the public school records, meaning 

they were home-schooled, or attended a private or “choice” school (n=2,014). These 

exclusions resulted in a potential analysis sample of 9,225 youth. However, to focus on 

intentional (child welfare system determined) exits, we then excluded youth whose type of 

foster care exit was unable to be discerned (n=92). In our primary models, we also excluded 

youth whose last observed exit was identified as ran away (n=435) or detained in a (juvenile 

or adult) correctional facility (n=246). Thus, our primary analytic sample contained 8,452 

individuals.

We assessed the sensitivity of our results to several alternative sample specifications. First, 

we estimated earnings models in which we included those youths who were missing public 
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school records (n=10,230). In addition, we estimated models for each outcome in which we 

included in the sample those youths whose last observed foster care exit was ran away or 

detained. We did so out of concern that foster youth who ran away or were detained prior to 

exiting care may have been on the path to aging out. In other words, it is possible that those 

foster youths who are least likely to be reunified, adopted, or placed in guardianship are 

disproportionately likely to select or be selected out of the foster care system by running 

away or becoming detained prior to adulthood. If so, and if they are also disproportionately 

likely to experience adverse educational and earnings outcomes, then their exclusion would 

artificially reduce the risk level of the aged-out sample relative to that of other exit types. We 

cannot say for certain whether, had the youth not run away or been detained, they would 

have achieved permanency or aged out. However, given this possibility, we assess the 

robustness of our results to the assumption that runaways whose cases remained open and 

detainees are best categorized as a subset of the aged-out population.

Measures

Educational attainment and earnings.—We focus on two outcomes: educational 

attainment and earnings. We assessed educational attainment by high school graduation 

(received diploma vs. dropped out or obtained GED/other completion credential) and college 

enrollment. Our main economic outcome was quarterly earnings, drawn from employer-

reported earnings in the UI system. Excluded from these data are employment that is not 

covered by UI, including informal (under-the-table) work, federal student work study jobs, 

and self-employment. Earnings were measured quarterly and adjusted for inflation using the 

Consumer Price Index to be in 2015 dollar amounts. We used a log-transformed measure of 

quarterly earnings in our analyses.

Foster care exit type.—Our primary explanatory variable was type of foster care exit. 

We focused on the four most common exit types: reunification, adoption, guardianship or 

permanent placement with a relative, and emancipation (aging out). Because some children 

may exit care only to later reenter, we used the youth’s final observed exit from foster care 

as their exit type. (As such, some of the youth who were adopted, placed in other 

permanency, or aged out had previous unsuccessful reunifications.) Exit type is recorded by 

the caseworker at or near the time of case closure. This data element is consistently recorded 

for all foster youth because it factors into federal reporting requirements and evaluation 

metrics. As noted above, in our primary analyses, we excluded from consideration 

“unplanned” exits: youth who exited care into detention or incarceration and youth who ran 

away from care and did not return. In supplemental analyses, we coded these youth as 

having aged out of care.

Covariates.—We included two types of covariates: characteristics of children’s foster care 

experiences and sociodemographic characteristics of the child and their family of origin. We 

considered six characteristics of children’s foster care experiences. Placement characteristics 

included percent of total foster care time spent in a restrictive placement (group home, 

residential facility, detention center), percent of time spent in kinship care, and total number 

of placements. Removal-related characteristics included age at first removal from home (first 

foster care placement) and an indicator of whether a child had been removed from the home 
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more than 1 time (many youth experiencing foster care experience unsuccessful 

reunifications). Lastly, we created indicators of total length of foster care stay between 2004 

and age 18 (less than 6 months, 6–18 months, 19–36 months, and more than 36 months). We 

excluded from the measure of length of foster care stay any time spent in foster care after the 

youth’s 18th birthday, which may have occurred as part of an extended foster care stay. This 

exclusion was made because only those who age out of care are permitted to stay past their 

18th birthday and because there are relatively stringent conditions attached to extended stays, 

which include employment and educational requirements.

Sociodemographic characteristics included sex (male, female), race (black, white, Asian, 

American Indian, Hispanic, multiracial, unknown), indicators for birth year, childhood 

receipt of Supplemental Security Income (SSI), and child maltreatment history. SSI was 

used as a proxy for disability among the low income population: the primary eligibility 

criterion for children is a documented diagnosis of a mental or physical impairment that is 

chronic or results in severe functional limitations; however, the MSPF includes SSI data only 

for child SSI recipients who were also participating in another program (requiring SSI 

information for eligibility). Child maltreatment history was approximated by a binary 

indicator of any CPS involvement (since 2004 and prior to age 18) and indicators of any 

alleged victimization for each of four non-mutually-exclusive maltreatment types: sexual 

abuse (excluding allegations involving juvenile perpetrators), physical abuse, physical (basic 

needs) neglect, and supervision neglect. Also included were indicators of early life (between 

the ages of 0 and 5) experiences: maternal imprisonment, maternal receipt of cash welfare, 

child receipt of SNAP, average maternal earnings (inflation-adjusted), and average quarters 

per year with maternal employment. Finally, we included indicators of family size (number 

of children born to the youth’s biological mother), family complexity (number of fathers of 

the mother’s children), whether the youth was born to unmarried parents, and whether there 

was ever a child support case for the youth. These indicators all refer to children’s birth 

mothers.

We adjust for these foster care experiences and characteristics of the children and their 

families or origin in our empirical models because they are likely associated with the process 

of selection into specific exit types as well as with young adult educational attainment and 

earnings. A potential concern, however, is that there is inadequate overlap in the 

distributions of the selection variables across foster care exit groups. We investigated the 

likelihood that this is the case by estimating the conditional probability of each type of exit 

as a function of the observable sociodemographic characteristics of each youth and their 

family of origin. Specifically, the probabilities were obtained from a multinomial logit 

model regressing exit type on the full set of sociodemographic covariates; the models did not 

include the foster care experiences measures, which are endogenous to the selection process. 

We then graphically examined overlap in the predicted probability of (propensity for) each 

exit type compared to all other exit types. This strategy parallels a propensity score approach 

and essentially allows an examination of overlap in the joint distribution of the covariates 

associated with each exit type. We present these comparisons in Appendices A through D, 

which show the distribution of predicted probabilities of each exit type by observed exit 

type. Although there is variability in the probability distributions by observed exit type 

(which we would expect given that exit type is nonrandom), there is also extensive overlap. 
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Notably, the foster care characteristics, which were excluded from the exit type prediction 

models, were more pertinent to exit type probabilities and reduced the degree of overlap, 

indicating the exit type is, at least in part, affected by (or reflected in) children’s experiences 

during foster care. In examining each of the foster care variables (as shown in Table 1), there 

are two factors that appear to most strongly distinguish exit type: duration in care and 

number of placements.

Analytic Approach

We used logistic regression with county fixed effects to model the odds of high school 

graduation and college enrollment. County fixed effects are a necessary control because 

child welfare agencies in Wisconsin are organized and administered at the county level and 

exercise a fair amount of autonomy in determining their procedures and protocols. Family 

courts, which are heavily involved in the determination of foster care exit, are also organized 

at the county level. We used Wald tests to assess the statistical significance of differences 

between exit types. For college enrollment, we present both unconditional models and 

models conditional on high school graduation. To model earnings, we used mixed-effects 

models, which included a random intercept for each individual and a random slope for time. 

Earnings were organized by quarter. We estimated both differences in average earnings and 

differences in earnings trajectories over time by exit type.

To further examine the extent to which the resources provided to youth who aged out matter 

relative to other factors, we also investigated whether the associations between aging out and 

educational attainment depend on the length of time youth spent in foster care prior to age 

18 by modelling interactions between time spent in care and exit type. However, because our 

sample primarily included youth who entered foster care at an older age, the vast majority 

reunified or aged out of care. We did not have sufficient statistical power to assess these 

interactions for all exit types. Thus, we focused this analysis on a comparison of aging out 

and reunification only.

It is also important to consider whether our analyses should be approached as sample-based 

or population-based. Because we utilize data on the full population of Wisconsin foster 

youth during the observation period, our data could be conceptualized as population based 

(Gibbs, Shafer, and Miles 2017). If so, inferential statistics (statistical significance testing) 

would be inappropriate, as such an approach assumes the analyses use a sample from some 

larger population. However, our data capture a population in a specific state at a specific 

point in time and, although there are important differences across states and time, we 

nevertheless have an interest in generalizing beyond Wisconsin in 2005–2015. Thus, we use 

inferential statistics to better describe the precision of our estimates, but acknowledge that 

results that do not achieve statistical significance may nevertheless hold practical 

significance for our population. As such, we pay careful attention to the extent to which the 

magnitude of our estimates are substantively significant, rather than heavily weighting their 

“statistical” significance.
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RESULTS

Sample Description

Descriptive statistics by exit type are presented in Table 1. Notably, most sample youth 

experienced reunification (n=5,581; 67%) or aged out of care (n=1,885; 22%); 

comparatively few were adopted (n=205; 2%) or experienced other permanency 

(guardianship or permanent placement with kin) exits (n=781; 9%). Overall, adopted youth 

were most likely, and reunified youth least likely, to graduate high school or enroll in 

college; aged-out youth had the lowest median earnings across all post-18th birthday 

observed quarters. There were substantial differences in the length of exposure to foster care 

among groups. A majority of aged-out youth and adopted youth were in foster care for more 

than 18 months, whereas this was true of only 15% of reunified youth and 33% of youth 

experiencing other exit types. On other characteristics, reunified and aged-out youth were 

more similar to one another than to adopted or other permanency youth. Reunified and aged-

out youth spent less time in kinship care and more time in congregate or shelter care, and 

were more likely to have had multiple foster care entries, as compared with adopted and 

other permanency youth. Aged-out youth had the largest average number of placements 

(5.35 vs. 2.46–2.90), and were oldest at entry.

Turning to child characteristics, reunified youth were disproportionately male (58%), 

whereas other groups were evenly distributed by gender. Reunified and adopted youth were 

more likely to be non-Hispanic White (62% and 57%, respectively) than aged out (55%) or 

other exit youth (54%). Black youth were underrepresented in the reunified group. Aged-out 

youth were substantially more likely than all other groups to have received SSI as a child. 

Other permanency youth were most likely to have families that received SNAP or cash 

welfare in early childhood and reunified youth were least likely. Youth in the reunified group 

were more likely to have entered foster care without CPS involvement (meaning they 

entered foster care due to child or family problems that did not rise to the level of child 

maltreatment), and were far less likely to have a recorded experience of alleged neglect.

Educational Outcomes

Table 2 shows results of our logistic regression models predicting high school graduation. 

Model 1 includes the full set of sociodemographic characteristics of the child and their 

family of origin, but excludes experiences that occurred in foster care. Model 2 adds foster 

care experiences. Both sets include county fixed effects. The results from Model 1 indicate 

that aged-out youth and other permanency youth have relatively similar odds of graduation, 

whereas adopted youth have higher, and reunified youth have lower, odds. These differences 

were large in magnitude: odds of graduation were twice as high for adopted youth, and about 

48% lower for reunified youth, than for aged out youth. After accounting for foster care 

experiences, we found that, compared with aged-out youth, reunified and other permanency 

youth were considerably less likely to have graduated high school. There were no 

statistically significant differences between adopted and aged-out youth; however, the 

coefficients indicated a slightly higher probability of graduation among adopted youth. 

Those who remained in care longer than 36 months were more likely to receive a diploma 

than those in care less than 6 months. Number of placements, percentage of time in 
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congregate or shelter care, and age at first removal were negatively associated with 

graduation, whereas percent time in kinship care and reentry were not associated with high 

school graduation.

Table 3 shows the results of models predicting college enrollment. In models that were not 

conditional on graduating high school and did not include foster care-specific controls, the 

results were largely similar to those for high school graduation: adopted youth were more 

likely, and reunified youth less likely, to enroll in college than aged-out youth. Upon adding 

foster care measures, we found that youth who experienced reunification and other 

permanency were less likely to enroll in college than those who aged out of care or were 

adopted.

The conditional (on high school graduation) models suggest that these associations are not 

entirely due to differences in high school graduation. Though differences across exit types 

were not consistently statistically significant, the trends were similar to the unconditional 

models. In models controlling for foster care experiences, adopted youth who graduated high 

school were more likely to attend college than reunified and other permanency youth. Also, 

although there were no statistically significant differences between adopted and aged-out 

youth, the coefficients for adoption were consistently positive and relatively large, raising 

the possibility that they were imprecisely estimated (likely due to a comparatively small 

sample size). Among high school graduates, college enrollment was less likely among those 

in care for longer than 3 years than for those in care for a shorter duration. Of the other 

foster care attributes, only percent time in congregate, detention or shelter care and age at 

first removal were associated with college enrollment among high school graduates in the 

full sample.

The differences in educational outcomes by type of exit (Tables 2 and 3) contribute to our 

understanding of factors shaping educational outcomes for former foster youth. But given 

that exit type encompasses differences in both pre-adulthood environments and eligibility for 

government supports, a critical next step is understanding the extent to which differential 

outcomes between aged-out and reunified youth reflect the experience of remaining in foster 

care (versus returning home), or the governmental benefits that are contingent upon aging 

out. Table 4 presents results from models that included an interaction between exit type and 

time in care, focusing on aged-out versus reunified youth. The rationale for these models 

was twofold. First, because high school dropout is the culmination of a process of 

disengagement (Tyler and Lofstrom 2009), it is more probable that we are observing a true 

effect of remaining in foster care until adulthood if there is a dose-response relation, such 

that the size of the effect increases with time in care prior to aging out. Second, we sought to 

assess whether the college enrollment advantages we observed for aged-out youth in our 

primary models may reflect differential access to tangible economic resources provided to 

children who age out, as opposed to differences in social environments. Resources, such as 

college tuition support should be available to all aged-out youth irrespective of how long 

they were in care prior to emancipating. Thus, if differences between aged-out youth and 

reunified youth were driven by resource access, we would expect no gradient for time in 

care. Alternatively, if foster care provides an environment more conducive to educational 

success, we would expect that youth in care for longer periods of time would have higher 
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educational attainment, and that the gradient would be steeper for aged-out youth because 

they remained in foster care through the end of high school.

In Figure 1, we show predicted probabilities from logistic regression models for high school 

graduation and college enrollment (results shown in Table 4). We found that the probability 

of high school graduation among aged-out youth increased the longer they were in care prior 

to age 18. Among aged-out youth who spent less than 6 months in care, the predicted 

probability of high school graduation was .61, whereas the predicted probability among 

those in care longer than 36 months was .77. For reunified youth, the probability of high 

school graduation was relatively stable across time in care. The pattern of results was similar 

with respect to college enrollment in the full sample (unconditional on high school 

graduation). For college enrollment conditional on high school graduation, we found no 

consistent time in care gradient. For youth in care less than 36 months, the probability of 

college enrollment among high school graduates was equivalent for reunified and aged-out 

youth. For those in care longer than 36 months who graduated high school, reunified youth 

were less likely than aged out youth to enroll in college.

Earnings

Results of our models of earnings are found in Table 5. In unconditional Model 1, we found 

that adopted youth had higher base earnings than aged out and reunified youth and that 

adoption and other permanency were associated with increased earnings over time. When 

adding foster care controls (Model 2), we found no differences in base earnings, but that 

adopted and other permanency youth both had increased earnings over time relative to aged-

out and reunified youth. Some young adults may have low (or no) earnings because they are 

college students. To account for this, we also estimated the models excluding those enrolled 

in college; the results are qualitatively similar, except that, in the full sample, when not 

accounting for foster care experiences, reunified and other permanency youth had higher 

base earnings. When accounting for foster care experiences, there were no statistically 

significant differences in base earnings, but differences in earnings trajectories remained. Of 

our foster care control variables, time in congregate, detention or shelter care, number of 

placements, and age at entry were negatively associated with earnings, and time in kinship 

care was associated with higher earnings.

We then compared earnings trajectories for aged-out and reunified youth by the duration 

spent in care prior to age 18, as shown in Table 6. Reunified youth who spent less than six 

months in care had higher base earnings than aged-out youth who spent less than six months 

in care (intercept coefficients). Among those spending more than 6 months in care, duration 

spent in care prior to age 18 was associated with greater base earnings among aged-out 

youth, whereas duration in care was associated with lower base earnings among reunified 

youth. There were no differences in earnings growth over time (slope coefficients) for 

reunified versus aged-out youth, irrespective of duration in care.

Sensitivity Analyses

We also estimated a variety of alternative specifications to assess the robustness of our 

findings. First, we conducted our analyses under the assumption that youth with a runaway 
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or detained foster care exit status would have otherwise aged out. Specifically, we re-

estimated our models using a measure of exit type that included those who ran away, but 

whose cases remained open (meaning they were eligible for the benefits provided to aged-

out youth) and detained youth as aged out (of the 435 youth whose last observed exit was a 

runaway status, 22% [n=97] were listed as having their case closed and were excluded from 

the analysis). This analysis indicated that reunified youth had lower odds of high school 

graduation or completion than all other groups of youth, and adopted youth had higher odds 

than all other groups (Appendix E). There were no notable differences in college enrollment 

between reunified and aged-out (including runaway and detained) youth. Base wages were 

higher among reunified youth as compared with aged-out (including runaway and detained) 

and other permanency youth, and wage trajectories were stronger for adopted and other 

permanency youth as compared with aged-out or reunified youth (Appendix G). Among 

youth spending less than 6 months in care, reunified youth had higher odds of high school 

graduation and completion (Appendix F) and higher base wages (Appendix H) than aged-

out (including runaway and detained) youth. Yet, for both education and earnings, the time 

in care gradient remained the same: longer durations were beneficial for aged-out (including 

runaway and detained) youth, but not for reunified youth. Overall, categorizing runaway and 

detained youth as aged out diminishes (and, in the case of wages, reverses) observed 

differences between aged out and reunified youth. However, these results appear to largely 

reflect differences among those in care for fewer than 6 months, as the time in care gradient 

for aged out youth remained strongly positive for aged out youth (including runaway and 

detained youth) and null to negative for reunified youth.

Second, in online appendices I through M, we present separate models by youth sex, given 

both well-documented gender differences in educational and labor market success among 

disadvantaged populations (Buchmann, DiPrete, and McDaniel 2008), and evidence that 

boys are, on average, more sensitive than girls to environmental stress (Zaslow and Hayes 

1986). Results are largely similar for males and females; however, associations the time in 

care gradient for educational attainment among aged out youth is generally stronger for 

males than females.

Third, to test the sensitivity of our results to sample reductions related to missing DPI data, 

we re-estimated the models of earnings using the complete sample (i.e., our analytic sample 

plus those missing educational data; n=10,230). The results of these models were 

substantively similar in direction and magnitude to those of our primary analyses.

Fourth, to assess the sensitivity of our findings with regard to duration in care to cohort-

related differences in observed duration (that is, that children born in the earlier years of our 

sample were less likely to be observed in care for 3+ years), we re-estimated our interaction 

models using only the subsample of youth who were born after 1991. Whereas long 

durations were more common for the earlier cohorts, there was not substantial variation in 

observed spells across cohorts born after 1991. Again, our results were substantively similar 

in direction and magnitude (though, reduced sample size resulted in some loss of statistical 

significance).
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Fifth, not all youth enter foster care due to child maltreatment or CPS involvement. In our 

sample, approximately 30% of foster youth did not have a protective services history 

proximal to their entry to foster care. It is possible that these youths differ in unobservable 

ways from their maltreated counterparts. In addition, given that they were, to our knowledge, 

not maltreated prior to care, they may benefit more from reunification than maltreated youth. 

In separate models of youth with and without known CPS involvement, we found similar 

results for high school completion and earnings, with the exception that differences between 

reunified and aged-out youth on base earnings were larger (and statistically significant) in 

the CPS only sample. There were differences in the college enrollment findings for the CPS 

and non-CPS samples. Specifically, whereas time in care was associated with somewhat 

higher college enrollment among aged-out youth in the CPS sample, the association was 

negative for aged-out youth in the non-CPS sample. In addition, whereas educational 

outcomes were better for those with longer durations in foster care in the CPS sample, this 

was not true for non-CPS youth.

DISCUSSION

This study is among the first to compare associations of reunification, adoption, other 

permanent exits (guardianship or permanent kinship placement) and aging out of foster care 

with education and earnings in early adulthood. The strengths of the study include the use of 

statewide longitudinal data, adjustments for county-level variation, and use of administrative 

records to identify family background as well as educational and economic outcomes among 

the population of youth in foster care in Wisconsin. On the whole, our analyses suggest that

—contrary to what is generally thought to be the case—youth who age out of foster care fare 

no worse in terms of education and earnings than those who are reunified with their families 

of origin. Rather, after accounting for differences in children’s experiences during foster 

care, aged-out youth tend to fare similarly (with regard to earnings) or better (with regard to 

education) than children who reunify and who exit to guardianship and other arrangements; 

their outcomes are, for the most part, similar to those of youth who are adopted. Although 

more work is needed to disentangle the extent to which the relations documented here are 

causal, our results generally suggest that spending a greater duration of time in care prior to 

aging out is associated with improved outcomes, a dose-response pattern less easily 

attributed to selection.

These findings challenge commonly held assumptions and raise questions about the basis of 

policy preferences regarding the role of particular foster care exits for youth development. 

They also contribute evidence to inform alternative theories of the role of foster care in 

youth development and transitions to adulthood. Child welfare policy explicitly prioritizes 

reunification with birth parents, followed by adoption, and permanent guardianship. Aging 

out is the least preferred outcome and is assumed to run counter to youth’s best interests. 

Yet, despite a large literature documenting that, on average, foster children, in general (Allen 

et al. 1997; Pilowsky and Wu 2006; Trout et al. 2008), and those who age out of care, in 

particular (Courtney et al. 2011; Pecora et al. 2006), experience a host of adverse life 

outcomes, there is scant evidence comparing the wellbeing of youth experiencing particular 

types of exits from care.
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Prevailing family theory also predicts that reunification, adoption, and permanent 

guardianship should better promote healthy development and transitions to adulthood than 

aging out of care. Reunification is thought to benefit youth by preserving family bonds 

(Goldsmith et al. 2004; Roberts 2012) and honoring the preferences of children and their 

biological parents (Folman 1998; Whiting and Lee 2003). In this framing, less attention is 

given to structural and personal barriers that biological parents—particularly those whose 

children are removed from their homes—may face and the potential effects of those barriers 

on children’s opportunities for success. Adoption and, to a somewhat lesser extent, 

permanent guardianship are in part thought to be beneficial (relative to aging out) because 

prospective parents or guardians have made an active choice to permanently take on 

parenting responsibilities for a non-biological child. Conversely, aging out is thought to 

represent disconnection from the family as a socializing institution, though there is some 

evidence that such youth reconnect with (and sometimes go back to living with) their birth 

families (Collins et al. 2008), either out of necessity (lack of other options) or ongoing 

identification and connectedness as a family member. Even in such cases, however, it is 

generally assumed that youth will not receive the same level and quality of investment as 

they would in biological homes that were able to reunify, or in adoptive or permanent 

guardianship homes.

Our findings that, overall, reunification does not predict higher educational attainment or 

earnings relative to other foster care exits, may reflect disparities in how reunified children 

are supported as compared with peers in other arrangements. Although permanency of 

family arrangement is an organizing principle for child welfare policy, it does not 

necessarily follow that permanency, itself, will substantially account for youth outcomes.. 

Rather, the level and continuity of governmental investment may be one factor influencing 

such outcomes. The child welfare system is unambiguously responsible for the care of 

children who remain in foster care; in addition, the federal government acknowledges a 

degree of long-term responsibility for those who are adopted, and (more recently) those 

placed in guardianship (Child Welfare Information Gateway 2015a; U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services 2011). In addition to financial supports, states may also provide 

the families of children in adoption or guardianship with ongoing access to therapeutic 

services, support groups, and trainings (Child Welfare Information Gateway 2012). The 

provision of (and targeted federal funding for) supports to adoptive and guardianship 

families signals a recognition that such arrangements may require ongoing support to be 

successful. Reunified families, in contrast, typically receive no such long-term supports or 

resources. Thus, it is possible that reunified youth are at high risk of adverse adult outcomes 

precisely because they are treated as though they are not at risk. Notably, we also found no 

evidence that guardianship or similar permanency arrangements, which predominately 

constitute placements with kin, was beneficial compared with aging out or adoption. This 

may reflect structural factors: federal policy of providing funding to support guardianships 

was not in place until 2008, though Wisconsin’s program began somewhat earlier 

(Children’s Defense Fund 2004), and kinship foster parents have traditionally received less 

financial support than non-relative foster parents (Murray, Macomber, and Geen 2004).

In addition to structural constraints faced by families, family environment and characteristics 

may help to explain the effects of exit type on educational attainment and earnings. 
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Adoptive, foster, and guardianship parents are subject to screening and evaluation processes 

(Child Welfare Information Gateway 2016) and, though standards can vary, such processes 

should exclude those families least able to provide a suitable home environment. In addition, 

evidence suggests that adoptive parents are, on average, more emotionally, socially, and 

economically advantaged than birth parents whose children have been removed (Kreider and 

Lofquist 2014); such factors are associated with better child and youth development in both 

biological and adoptive homes (Heckman 2008; Plug and Vijverberg 2005; Sacerdote 2000, 

2007; Sandefur, Meier, and Campbell 2006). That similar screening and selection processes 

are applicable to foster parents (Child Welfare Information Gateway 2014; Dolan et al. 

2011), albeit to a somewhat less-intensive extent, may imply benefits for youth in stable 

family-based foster settings. To the contrary, kinship foster parents (the pool most likely to 

provide permanency without adoption) tend to be less socioeconomically advantaged than 

non-relative foster or adoptive parents, and are more similar in education, income, and 

family structure to children’s birth parents (Dolan et al. 2011).

Our findings suggest that—at least with respect to educational attainment and earnings in 

early adulthood—there is cause for some degree of optimism in a context in which aging out 

is a relatively common experience. Furthermore, our finding that greater duration (dosage) in 

care is beneficial with respect to subsequent education and earnings, particularly among 

those aging out of care, provides some suggestive evidence that foster care, itself, may help 

to support self-sufficiency. This too, runs contrary to both perception and policy, as a 

primary impetus for the Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997 was the presumption that 

children were being stranded in foster care, to their own detriment, while awaiting 

permanency (Golden and Macomber 2009). Notably, in our models that did not control for 

foster care experiences (e.g., number of placements, time in restrictive care settings), 

differences between aged out and reunified were slightly diminished, whereas differences 

between adopted and all other youth were stronger. This may suggest that outcomes for 

aged-out youth will be most optimal when the foster care system provides stability and a 

family-like environment, whereas the benefits attributed to permanency do not, per se, 

require legal permanency.

Current federal performance standards for state foster care systems designate shorter 

durations in foster care as an unambiguous positive (Administration for Children and 

Families 2014; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2013). Future research 

should further assess whether, and how, post-permanency supports can minimize duration in 

care while also ensuring that permanency provides children with safe and supportive 

environments. For some children, however, permanency may not be achieved quickly or at 

all. Thus, research is needed to understand whether and how longer duration in care is, in 

fact, harmful, as well as what mechanisms likely link foster care duration, exit type, and 

young adult outcomes. One possible avenue for exploration among youth aging out of care is 

whether they develop more or stronger connections with foster parents, caseworkers, or 

other supportive or mentoring persons when they spend more time in care. Youth in foster 

care are believed to experience more positive adjustment when they have adult mentors 

(Ahrens et al. 2008, 2011), and youth with longer stays in foster care have greater 

opportunities to develop new and enduring supports that follow them into adulthood. 

Though some have argued that permanency supports the acquisition of natural mentors 
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(Pecora 2012), non-parental mentors are beneficial for educational attainment above and 

beyond parental relationships (Soucy and Larose 2000), and those in care for long periods 

and who know they are not returning home may have greater incentives to develop and 

invest in supportive relationships. Unfortunately, we cannot assess the quality or quantity of 

supportive relationships that youth have with the administrative data used in our study. This 

area is ripe for future inquiry. In addition, concern for the plight of youth aging out care has 

resulted in policy changes that have addressed the needs of aged-out youth, including 

educational supports, extended Medicaid eligibility, and the potential for remaining in foster 

care past age 18. These supports may be equivalent, or even superior, to the educational, 

medical, and housing supports that children received when reunified, adopted, or placed in 

guardianship. More research is needed to assess the role of these policies in explaining the 

relatively positive outcomes found for aged-out youth. We also caution that some results 

were sensitive to the categorization of youth who ran away or were detained prior to 

reaching age 18; outcomes for these groups were especially poor. Future research on the 

antecedents of running away in foster care is critical to forming evidence-based prevention 

strategies and improving outcomes for older youth in foster care.

Despite this study’s strengths, there are also limitations that should be considered. First, 

because electronic records were not available for Wisconsin’s child welfare system until 

2004, our sample included only youth who entered foster care between ages 8 and 15. As a 

result, our sample underrepresents children who exit to adoption and over-represents those 

who age out of care. In addition, because children who enter at an older age tend to have 

greater social and emotional difficulties, our sample constitutes a higher-risk sample of 

foster children.

Second, there are likely selection mechanisms that we are unable to observe or measure. For 

example, youth who do not reunify may have suffered more severe harms (such that 

reunification was never considered) or may have parents who were less committed to or able 

to facilitate their return. State and federal law require efforts to reunify unless a parent 

committed an especially egregious act against the child, such as attempted murder, sexual 

abuse, or abandonment. Thus, reunification is usually sought and whether it occurs depends 

on a variety of factors, of which the biological parents’ compliance with treatment services 

is perhaps most significant (D’Andrade and Nguyen 2014). Parents who are most committed 

to their children, as well as most motivated and able to change the factors that led to child 

removal, should thus be most likely to reunify; children of such parents may, irrespective of 

reunification, be more well-adjusted. Similarly, characteristics favorable to educational 

attainment, such as motivation to succeed, stable temperament, and cognitive ability, may 

also affect whether children are adopted or have relatives willing to assume permanent 

custody. Due to these potential unobserved selection factors, we cannot ensure we are 

detecting causal associations. Notably, however, selection bias should largely disfavor youth 

who aged out. Hence, our findings that aged-out youth appear to attain comparatively higher 

levels of education and earnings than reunified youth and those placed in guardianship or 

like arrangements, and generally similar levels of education and earnings as those of adopted 

youth, are particularly noteworthy. Indeed, our findings suggest that youth who age out of 

care are as or more prepared for education- and work-related transitions to adulthood as 

those experiencing foster care exits (reunification, adoption, permanent guardianship) for 
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which policy stipulates an explicit preference. Certainly, educational and economic success 

are not the only indicators of successful transition to adulthood, however, and we caution 

that aged-out youth may be comparatively disadvantaged in other life domains, which 

should be the focus of future research in this area.

Finally, our findings may not be generalizable to other states. States and, in many cases, 

counties, have considerable autonomy in setting policy for their child welfare systems and 

prioritizing expenditures. Some states and counties may, for example, heavily emphasize 

supports for aging-out youth and provide fewer post-reunification services. The balance of 

supports to children and families post-permanency or during preparation for emancipation 

may produce differential effects of exit type across states. In addition, state practices can 

affect patterns of selection into exit type; for example, states with highly effective adoption 

recruitment practices should have fewer highly-functioning children who never achieve 

permanency, whereas states that do not have effective recruitment practices should have 

higher levels of heterogeneity in their aging out population. We therefore encourage 

replication of this study in other states.

Notwithstanding these cautions, this study provides new evidence that, despite concerns 

about educational and economic outcomes of youth who age out of care, they do not, on 

average, fare worse in terms of education and earnings than foster care youth who reunify 

with their families, who are placed in permanent guardianship or similar custody 

arrangement, or who are adopted. Rather, youth who age out appear to have more favorable 

outcomes than those who reunify: they are more likely to complete high school and enroll in 

college, and they experience similar earnings. Moreover, these advantages appear to 

accumulate over time spent in care, such that they are larger for youth who spend a greater 

length of time in foster care. This implies that programs and services, including independent 

living preparation, should target the larger group of youths experiencing foster care rather 

than specifically focusing on those who age out or are at high risk thereof. The United States 

serves hundreds of thousands of children in the foster care system each year, many of whom 

experience poor life outcomes. Without robust evidence on the importance of system 

priorities for helping foster youth achieve their full potential, the hardships faced by former 

foster youth are likely to perpetuate. The results of this study, among the first to examine the 

relationship between permanency and youth outcomes, suggest that permanency is not the 

most critical factor for promoting the educational and economic success of youth entering 

adulthood.
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Figure 1. 
Predicted Probabilities of H.S. Graduation and College Enrollment, Aged out vs. Reunified 

by Duration in Care
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Table 1.

Descriptive Statistics by Permanency Type

Aged Out Adopted Reunified Other
Permanency

N 1,885 205 5,581 781

Duration in care

 < 6 months
bcdef 0.06 0.07 0.46 0.24

 6 – 18 months* 0.26 0.16 0.39 0.44

 19–36 months* 0.33 0.45 0.12 0.23

 36 months +
bcdef 0.34 0.32 0.03 0.1

Placement

 % Time in kinship care
acdef 0.16 (0.32) 0.28 (0.42) 0.15 (0.34) 0.64 (0.43)

 % Time in congregate care* 0.33 (0.37) 0.05 (0.17) 0.56 (0.45) 0.14 (0.30)

 # of placements
abcf 5.35 (4.94) 2.68 (2.17) 2.90 (3.05) 2.46 (2.38)

Removal

 Multiple entries
abcdf 0.28 0.15 0.25 0.18

 Age at first entry* 14.99 (1.99) 12.05 (2.21) 14.53 (1.92) 13.96 (2.17)

Gender
bdf

 Male 0.49 0.53 0.58 0.49

 Female 0.51 0.47 0.42 0.51

Race/Ethnicity

 Black
bcdf 0.31 0.30 0.21 0.25

 White
bf 0.55 0.57 0.62 0.54

 Asian 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.01

 American Indian 0.04 0.04 0.05 0.06

 Hispanic 0.06 0.06 0.07 0.09

 Multiracial 0.04 0.02 0.03 0.04

 Unknown <.01 <.01 <.01 <.01

Birth year

 1989
df 0.05 0.02 0.06 0.04

 1993
ade 0.13 0.02 0.13 0.11

 1991 0.14 0.09 0.14 0.11

 1992
ade 0.15 0.08 0.15 0.14

 1993 0.17 0.12 0.14 0.14

 1994 0.14 0.15 0.14 0.13

 1995
ade 0.13 0.27 0.12 0.16

 1996
abcdf 0.09 0.25 0.12 0.16

SSI receipt in childhood
abc 0.21 0.11 0.17 0.13

Am Sociol Rev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2020 June 10.



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

Berger et al. Page 27

Aged Out Adopted Reunified Other
Permanency

N 1,885 205 5,581 781

Age 0 to 5: SNAP receipt
bcdf 0.70 0.74 0.67 0.82

Age 0 to 5: Welfare receipt
bcdf 0.55 0.43 0.5 0.59

Age 0 to 5: Mother incarcerated
b 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.02

Age 0 to 5: Mother’s mean wages
bde 4387.28

(9295.81)
4379.14

(6805.72)
6198.28

(9525.92)
4252.21

(6033.08)

Age 0 to 5: Mother’s mean quarters employed
abc 1.23 (1.27) 1.41 (1.25) 1.59 (1.38) 1.47 (1.27)

Marital birth 0.27 0.19 0.32 0.24

Nonmarital birth
abcdf 0.58 0.67 0.53 0.68

Unknown birth type 0.15 0.14 0.15 0.09

Num. of children to mother 3.92 (2.33) 3.97 (2.10) 3.57 (2.01) 3.88 (2.10)

Num. of fathers to mother’s children 1.71 (1.18) 1.80 (1.12) 1.63 (1.06) 1.93 (1.21)

Child support order 0.65 0.69 0.70 0.73

Maltreatment allegations
bdf 0.75 0.79 0.62 0.75

 Sexual abuse or exploitation
ace 0.30 0.32 0.22 0.20

 Physical abuse
bc 0.40 0.35 0.33 0.30

 General neglect
bdf 0.47 0.52 0.31 0.52

 Supervision neglect 0.06 0.07 0.06 0.07

Note: 8,452 observations. Means (and standard deviations) or proportions presented.

*
All groups significantly different on this measure at p<.01.

a.
Aged out ≠ adopted.

b.
Aged out ≠ reunified.

c.
Aged out ≠ other permanency.

d.
Adopted ≠ reunified.

e.
Adopted ≠ other permanency.

f.
Reunified ≠ other permanency.
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Table 2.

Logit Results, High School Graduation

b(SE) OR

Model 1. Sociodemographic and family controls

Type of exit (reference is aged out)

 Adopted
.72 (.21)**ac 2.05

 Reunified
−.66 (.06)***bc 0.52

 Other permanency
−.10 (.10)

ab 0.90

Age at first entry −.05 (.01)*** 0.95

Model 2. Add foster care-specific controls

Type of exit (reference is aged out)

 Adopted
.17 (.21)

ac 1.19

 Reunified
−.74 (.08)***b 0.48

 Other permanency −.46 (.11)*** 0.63

Time in care (reference is <6 months)

 6–18 months −.00 (.06) 1.00

 19–36 months .15 (.09) 1.16

 More than 36 months .42 (.12)** 1.52

Number of placements −.13 (.01)*** 0.88

% time in congregate care −.56 (.07)*** 0.57

% time in kinship care −.00 (.09) 1.00

Multiple entries −.08 (.06) 0.92

Age at first entry −.06 (.02)*** 0.94

Note: Log odds coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. OR=Odds ratios. County fixed effects included.

a.
Different from Reunified at p<.05

b.
Different from Adopted at p<.05;

c.
Different from Other permanency at p<.05.

*
p<.05

**
p<.01

***
p<.001
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Table 3.

Logit Results, College Enrollment

b(SE) OR

Unconditional

Model 1. Sociodemographic and family controls

Type of exit (reference is aged out)

 Adopted
.52 (.17)**ac 1.68

 Reunified
−.36 (.07)***bc 0.70

 Other permanency
−.07 (.10)

ab 0.88

Age at first entry −.06 (.02)*** 0.94

Model 2. Add foster care-specific controls

Type of exit (reference is aged out)

 Adopted
.21 (.17)

ac 1.23

 Reunified
−.40 (.09)***b 0.67

 Other permanency
−.36 (.11)**b 0.70

Time in care (reference is <6 months)

 6–18 months −.11 (.07) 0.90

 19–36 months .07 (.09) 1.07

 More than 36 months −.07 (.13) 0.93

Number of placements −.07 (.01)*** 0.93

% time in congregate care −.57 (.08)*** 0.57

% time in kinship care .11 (.09) 1.12

Multiple entries −.05 (.07) 0.95

Age at first entry −.06 (.02)*** 0.94

Conditional on High School Graduation

Model 1. Sociodemographic and family controls

Type of exit (reference is aged out)

 Adopted
.37 (.18)*ac 1.45

 Reunified
−.16 (.08)*b 0.85

 Other permanency
−.01 (.12)

b 0.99

Age at first entry −.05 (.02)** 0.95

Model 2. Add foster care-specific controls

Type of exit (reference is aged out)

 Adopted
.25 (.19)

ac 1.28

 Reunified
−.18 (.10)

b 0.84

 Other permanency
−.19 (.13)

b 0.83

Time in care (reference is <6 months)
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b(SE) OR

 6–18 months −.13 (.08) 0.88

 19–36 months −.03 (.11) 0.97

 More than 36 months −.31 (.15)* 0.73

Number of placements .00 (.01) 1.00

% time in congregate care −.37 (.09)*** 0.69

% time in kinship care .16 (.10) 1.17

Multiple entries −.07 (.09) 0.93

Age at first entry −.05 (.02)** 0.95

Note: Log odds coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. OR=Odds ratios. All models include county fixed effects.

a.
Different from Reunified at p<.05

b.
Different from Adopted at p<.05;

c.
Different from Other permanency at p<.05.

*
p<0.05

**
p<0.01

***
p<.001
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Table 4.

Educational Attainment, Aging out Vs. Reunification by Duration in Care

b(SE) OR

HS Graduation

Reunified (vs. Aged out) -.30 (.22) 0.74

Duration in care (reference < 6 months)

6–18 months .39 (.23) 1.48

19–36 months .64 (.23)** 1.90

More than 36 months .88 (.24)*** 2.41

Reunified X 6–18 months -.43 (.24) 0.65

Reunified X 19–36 months -.58 (.24)* 0.56

Reunified X More than 36 months -.45 (.29) 0.64

College Enrollment

Reunified (vs. Aged out) -.04 (.24) 0.96

Duration in care (reference < 6 months)

 6–18 months .18 (.25) 1.20

 19–36 months .40 (.25) 1.49

 More than 36 months .32 (.26) 1.38

Reunified X 6–18 months -.33 (.26) 0.72

Reunified X 19–36 months -.36 (.27) 0.70

Reunified X More than 36 months -.77 (.35)* 0.46

College Enrollment, conditional on HS graduation

Reunified (vs. Aged out) .04 (.28) 1.04

Duration in care (reference < 6 months)

 6–18 months .04 (.29) 1.04

 19–36 months .15 (.29) 1.16

 More than 36 months -.07 (.30) 0.93

Reunified X 6–18 months -.19 (.30) 0.83

Reunified X 19–36 months -.16 (.31) 0.85

Reunified X More than 36 months -.70 (.39) 0.50

Note: Log odds coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. OR=odds ratios. Models include all covariates from Table 1 and county fixed 
effects.

*
p<.05

**
p<.01

***
p<.001
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Table 5.

Mixed-Effects Models Results, Earnings

Unconditional Excluding College-Enrolled

b(SE) b(SE)

Model 1. Sociodemographic and family controls

Type of exit (reference is aged out)

Intercepts

 Adopted
   0.43 (0.21)*a    0.16 (0.26)

 Reunified
−0.02 (0.08)

bc    0.20 (0.08)*

 Other permanency
   0.21 (0.12)

a    0.33 (0.13)*

Slopes

 Adopted * time    0.06 (0.02)**a    0.05 (0.02)*

 Reunified * time    0.01 (0.01)
bc

   0.01 (0.01)
c

 Other permanency * time    0.04 (0.01)***a
   0.04 (0.01)***c

 Time since 18th birthday    0.07 (0.00)***    0.07 (0.01)***

Age at first entry −0.04 (0.02)* −0.01 (0.02)

Model 2. Add foster care-specific controls

Type of exit (reference is aged out)

Intercepts

 Adopted    0.11 (0.21) −0.05 (0.26)

 Reunified −0.08 (0.09)    0.10 (0.10)

 Other permanency −0.21 (0.13) −0.04 (0.14)

Slopes

 Adopted * time    0.05 (0.02)**a    0.05 (0.02)*

 Reunified * time    0.01 (0.01)
bc

   0.01 (0.01)
c

 Other permanency * time    0.04 (0.01)***a
   0.04 (0.01)***a

 Time since 18th birthday    0.07 (0.00)***    0.07 (0.01)***

Foster care controls

Time in care (reference is <6 months)

 6–18 months −0.19 (0.07)** −0.18 (0.08)*

 19–36 months −0.13 (0.10) −0.15 (0.11)

 More than 36 months −0.08 (0.14) −0.18 (0.15)

Number of placements −0.06 (0.01)*** −0.03 (0.01)**

% time in congregate care −0.52 (0.09)*** −0.32 (0.09)***

% time in kinship care    0.40 (0.10)***    0.44 (0.11)***

Multiple entries −0.01 (0.07) −0.06 (0.08)

Age at first entry −0.04 (0.02)* −0.02 (0.02)
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Note: Linear coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. All models include county fixed effects. Models excluding college enrollees control 
for high school completion.

a.
Different from Reunified at p<.05

b.
Different from Adopted at p<.05;

c.
Different from Other permanency at p<.05

*
p<0.05

**
p<0.01

***
p<.001
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Table 6.

Logged Quarterly Wages, Aged out Vs. Reunified by Time in Care

Basic Model Excluding Those
Enrolled in College

b(SE) b(SE)

Intercepts

Reunified (vs. Aged out)    0.80 (0.26)**    0.77 (0.28)**

Duration in care (reference < 6 months)

 6–18 months    0.44 (0.27)    0.26 (0.30)

 19–36 months    0.82 (0.27)**    0.52 (0.30)

 More than 36 months    0.83 (0.28)**    0.51 (0.31)

Reunified X 6–18 months −0.68 (0.29)* −0.50 (0.31)

Reunified X 19–36 months −1.18 (0.29)*** −0.84 (0.32)**

Reunified X More than 36 months −1.30 (0.34)*** −0.98 (0.37)**

Slopes

Time since 18th Birthday    0.09 (0.02)***    0.07 (0.02)***

Reunified X Time since 18th birthday −0.00 (0.02)    0.01 (0.02)

Duration in care X Time

 6–18 months X time −0.02 (0.02) −0.01 (0.02)

 19–36 months X time −0.02 (0.02) −0.00 (0.02)

 More than 36 months X time    0.00 (0.02)    0.01 (0.02)

Reunified X Duration X Time

 6–18 months X Reunified X time    0.02 (0.02)    0.01 (0.02)

 19–36 months X Reunified X time    0.01 (0.02) −0.00 (0.03)

 More than 36 months X Reunified X time    0.03 (0.03)    0.01 (0.03)

Note: Linear coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Models include all covariates from Table 1 and county fixed effects. Models 
excluding college enrollees control for high school completion.

*
p<.05

**
p<.01

***
p<.001
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