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Research Focus: Social Network Development of Child Welfare Youth  

My area of research focuses on the role of social networks of support for child welfare involved 

youth throughout the life course. My work centers on social network development of foster youth who are aging 

out of care with special emphasis on established theories of social capital, emerging adulthood, and the life course 

perspective. In particular, my work aims to bridge the gap between the lack of youth voice in child welfare and 

the growing need to create programming and opportunities for youth, caseworkers, and other policymakers to 

work together to decrease internalizing and externalizing behaviors that may hinder the full potential of youth 

exiting care. My long-term goal is to develop culturally-sensitive, network-based interventions to increase 

educational and employment access for foster youth transitioning out of care.  

 My research program centers on the following areas:  

1) Documenting minority foster youth experience during the transition to adulthood while attempting post-

secondary education and/or employment opportunities  

2) Utilizing robust research methodologies to examine how social networks influence individual and 

collective social capital of child-welfare involved youth.  

3) Identifying the resources and informal care networks that foster youth harness to maintain or attain social 

network support when they leave care.  

Findings from these areas will help to inform a fourth domain of research, which is to develop a culturally 

sensitive, theoretically grounded intervention designed to increase pre-college remedial support through enhanced 

service delivery of life skills programming for transition-aged foster youth to improve post-secondary and 

employment outcomes for this population.  

The supportive network of foster youth can play a significant role in their successful completion of post-secondary 

educational programs, thereby increasing their social capital as they transition into adulthood. I plan to integrate 

other theories that are amenable to creating lasting change and that are grounded in strong evidence and research 

into my research focus. It is important that research and interventions for minority foster youth are grounded 

evidence-based practices to ensure positive educational outcomes for youth upon discharge. 
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Dissertation Research 

My dissertation focuses on the social network connections of foster youth and alumni as they enter 

emerging adulthood. Chiefly, the dissertation explores the development of supportive networks, election of very 

important persons (VIPs), and the role that race and ethnicity has in developing a lasting supportive network. 

More importantly, I approach my research questions by  

focusing not on deficits but on avenues of opportunity and resiliency that these youth have inherent in their 

ability to connect with others in their social circles. I am employing a mixed  

methods approach because the majority of the published research literature is highly mono-method.  

My dissertation addresses important research gaps by 1) incorporating mixed methods to create a fuller 

picture of foster youth and alumni transition to adulthood and the affect supportive networks have on their 

educational and employment outcomes and 2) examining how both race and ethnicity impacts youth throughout 

emerging adulthood.  I plan to publish four papers from my dissertation: one paper on social capital and 

minority foster youth perceptions of individual and collective factors, one paper on mixed methods research 

methodology, and two papers related to the findings of my study. There is a greater need for more complex 

research designs that incorporate foster youth voices throughout the research process to ensure that what we 

view as barriers or protective factors are parallel to foster youth needs. It is very easy as a researcher or as an 

interventionalist to determine what we think will work for foster youth. It is quite another story when we 

incorporate the voices of the youth and work to understand how minority foster youth are experiencing this 

rapidly changing and increasingly racially charged world. It is my hope that my dissertation will achieve these 

goals. 

Future Research 

Foster youth in transition are heavily reliant on stability in relationships with peers, role models and 

other community members as they navigate the daunting transition from foster care to adulthood. Given the 

wealth of research focused on barriers to completion of post-secondary education, it is clear that future research 

should focus instead on finding real solutions to decreased post-secondary access and completion for transition-

aged foster youth. I believe that my proposed research program can lead to significant increases of minority 

foster youth successfully completing higher education while reducing risky behaviors that are detrimental to  

youth developing self-efficacy in adulthood. I view my research plan as one that is shaped by personal 

experience and a need to create safe and secure spaces for foster youth in transition. With the findings of my 

dissertation in in hand, within the first few years of my postdoctoral work, I plan to continue my ongoing 
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collaboration with the Possibility Project, the site of my dissertation work. I would like to conduct a 

longitudinal follow up of the youth who took part in my dissertation study to explore how their supportive 

relationships change over time in relation to employment or educational participation. I also plan to establish 

strong working relationships with nonprofit organizations that assist foster youth as they age out of care, 

community based social service agencies, hospitals, and schools that serve vulnerable children and their 

families and families with a history of child welfare involvement. I am committed to enriching the lives of child 

welfare involved youth and their educational and economic prowess as they leave public systems of care. Foster 

care involvement, crossover involvement with juvenile justice, or being homeless does not preclude foster youth 

from reaching their full potential. The current system of care creates a revolving door of dependency on system 

agents to bring about safety and securing for maltreated youth, but without providing them with the necessary 

skill-set to become truly self-deficient in all aspects of their lives—mental health, housing, employment, 

education, etc.—which will inevitably cause the vast majority of these youth to fall through the cracks. My 

proposed research program can lead to significant increases of minority foster youth successfully completing 

higher education while reducing risky behaviors that are detrimental to youth developing self-efficacy in 

adulthood.  


