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Abstract
The objective of this study was to map the scientifi c production of the last decade on intervention 
programs to favor the emancipation of youth leaving the protection system after turning 18 years 
old. Twenty articles were selected through a systematic review of literature. These articles were 
indexed in the following databases: Scientifi c Electronic Library Online (SciELO), Literatura Latino-
Americana e do Caribe em Ciências da Saúde (LILACS), PubMed, PsycINFO, Pro Quest Psychology 
Journals and Web of Science. The majority of the articles were written in North America, using either 
longitudinal or transversal quantitative design. The studies evaluated the interventions using three 
types of evaluation design: process (15), effect (15) and impact (2). The programs differed in type 
(housing, short-term and or long-term); content (independent life skills, education and work); and 
method (different degrees of participation). Besides exploring the strengths and weaknesses of each 
intervention program, this article discusses the relevance of the evaluation processes to scientifi c 
advance in this fi eld. As a conclusion, it is argued that to favor the transition process the intervention 
should have the following characteristics: in long-term basis; combine independent life skills with 
emotional, social and community support; to consider participants individual and cultural differences 
as well as their capability of making decisions.

Keywords: Residential care, foster care, adolescence, intervention. 
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Transição entre o Acolhimento e a Vida Adulta: 
Uma Revisão Sistemática sobre Intervenções 

Resumo
O objetivo deste artigo foi mapear a produção científi ca dos últimos dez anos no que se refere a 
programas de intervenção para favorecer o processo de emancipação de adolescentes que deixam o 
sistema de proteção por motivo de maioridade. Através de uma revisão sistemática da literatura, foram 
selecionados 20 artigos indexados nas bases de dados Scientifi c Electronic Library Online (SciELO), 
Literatura Latino-Americana e do Caribe em Ciências da Saúde (LILACS), PubMed, PsycINFO, Pro 
Quest Psychology Journals e Web of Science. Prevaleceram os estudos norte-americanos, de delineamento 
quantitativo tanto longitudinal quanto transversal. Os estudos avaliaram os programas de intervenção 
através de análises do processo (15), efeito (15) e impacto (2). Os programas variaram em formato 
(moradia, pontuais e contínuos); conteúdo oferecido (habilidades para a vida independente, educação, 
trabalho) e método utilizado (participativo ou passivo). Além de analisar as fortalezas e fraquezas de 
cada programa, o artigo discute a importância dos processos avaliativos para a prática e avanço científi co. 
Conclui-se que para favorecer o processo de transição os programas devem ter duração continuada; aliar 
treinamento em habilidades para a vida independente com acompanhamento sócio emocional e inserção 
comunitária; respeitar as diferenças individuais dos participantes e considerá-los como agentes ativos 
na tomada de decisões. 

Palavras-chave: Acolhimento institucional, acolhimento familiar, adolescentes, intervenção. 

Transición entre el Acogimiento y la Vida Adulta: 
Una Revisión Sistemática sobre Programas de Intervención

Resumen
El objetivo de este artículo fue revisar la producción científi ca de los últimos diez años sobre programas 
de intervención para favorecer la emancipación de adolescentes que dejan el sistema de protección por 
mayoridad. A través de una revisión sistemática, fueron seleccionados 20 artículos en las bases de datos 
Scientifi c Electronic Library Online (SciELO), Literatura Latino-Americana y del Caribe en Ciencias de 
la Salud (LILACS), PubMed, PsycINFO, Pro Quest Psychology Journals y Web of Science. La mayoría 
de los estudios fueron realizados en Norteamérica con diseño cuantitativo longitudinal o transversal. 
Los estudios evaluaron programas a través de análisis del proceso (15), efecto (15) e impacto (2). Los 
programas eran distintos en su forma (vivienda, de corto o largo plazo); contenido (habilidades para la 
vida independiente, educación, trabajo) y método (con diferentes niveles de participación). Además de 
analizar fortalezas y debilidades de cada programa, se discute la importancia de la evaluación para la 
práctica profesional y avance científi co. Se concluye que, para favorecer el proceso de transición, los 
programas deben tener como características: duración continuada; combinar entrenamiento en habili-
dades de vida independiente con apoyo socioemocional e inserción comunitaria; considerar las diferen-
cias individuales y culturales de los participantes y reconocerlos como capaces de tomar sus decisiones.

Palabras clave: Acogimiento residencial, acogimiento familiar, adolescencia, intervención. 

The emancipation of former foster youth 
and individuals with a history of group home 
placement has received increasing attention in 
the scientifi c literature, and has been the sub-
ject of a considerable number of publications 

in the past ten years. Though most articles on 
the subject are in international journals rather 
than Brazilian publications, there has been sig-
nifi cant national interest in this area of study, as 
evidenced by several recent articles (Martinez & 
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Soares-Silva, 2008; Rosa, Nascimento, Matos, 
& Santos, 2012), theses and dissertations (Costa, 
2012; Medrado, 2010; Moreira, 2013; Romanel-
li, 2013).

Though foster families are mentioned in 
Brazilian law, foster care accounts for only 5% 
of placements among children and adolescents 
in state custody, with most individuals housed 
in institutional shelters or group homes (Na-
tional Council of the Public Ministry [CNMP], 
2013). As they approach maturity, adolescents 
who live in these institutions are required to take 
responsibility for their own lives, whether or not 
they are ready for the transition. A recent survey 
performed by the CNMP found that 1,141 ado-
lescents aged out of foster care between March 
2012 and March 2013. This fi gure is highest in 
south and southeastern Brazil, with the majority 
of cases occurring in the states of São Paulo and 
Rio Grande do Sul.

According to the literature, individuals who 
age out of foster care are at a disadvantage rela-
tive to youth raised by their families (Hudson 
& Nandy, 2012; Mersky & Janczewski, 2013). 
Institutional care is associated with several 
developmental risk factors, such as neglect, 
abandonment, maltreatment, sexual abuse and 
poverty (Siqueira & Dell’Aglio, 2006). In addi-
tion to these sources of risk, foster youth must 
also face a sudden transition to independent 
living as they age out of government or state 
care (Federación de Entidades con Proyectos y 
Pisos Asistidos [FEPA], 2014; Montserrat, Ca-
sas, & Sisteró, 2015). 

These circumstances increase the vulnera-
bility of former foster youth, placing them at 
higher risk of unemployment (Stewart, Kum, 
Barth, & Duncan, 2014), illicit substance use 
(Hudson & Nandy, 2012), health problems 
(Rahamim & Mendes, 2016), early childbearing 
(Oshima, Narendorf, & McMillen, 2013), 
confl ict with the law (Mersky & Janczewski, 
2013) and homelessness (Dworsky, Napolitano, 
& Courtney, 2013). However, studies have also 
investigated resilience in these individuals, 
discussing their ability to overcome the risk factors 
to which they are exposed. Studies conducted 
in Spain and the United States have identifi ed 

varying levels of adaptation to the transition 
from foster care to adulthood, classifying former 
foster youth from least adapted to most resilient 
(del Valle, Bravo, Alvarez, & Fernanz, 2008; 
Yates & Grey, 2012). These studies have found 
that many adolescents overcome adversity, but 
note that resilience may be limited to only some 
domains of functioning, highlighting the need 
for more global interventions (cognitive, social, 
emotional, physical, etc.) in this population. 

The emancipation of foster alumni is a 
unique and personal journey, infl uenced by the 
individual’s ties to their birth family and shel-
ter institution, as well as their personality traits. 
The infl uence of context on emancipation under-
scores the need for specifi c public policies and 
programs to facilitate this dynamic and complex 
process when it occurs outside one’s birth fam-
ily. When action plans that consider the indi-
vidual characteristics of youth are put in place, 
the transition process is likely to be successful 
(FEPA, 2014).

The past few decades have seen growing 
efforts from fi rst, second and third sector insti-
tutions and organizations in several countries to 
facilitate the transition of foster youth into adult-
hood both before and after they leave the pro-
tection system. These interventions include the 
Foster Care Independence Act (P.L. 106-169), 
in the United States; the Área de Apoyo a los 
Jóvenes Tutelados y Ex-Tutelados (ASJTET), in 
Catalunya, Spain; the Grupo Nós at the Fazendo 
História Institute, in Brazil; the Punt de Referên-
cia program, in Spain; the Strive program, set up 
by the Young Women’s Christian Association 
(YWCA) in Canada; and the Corporate Parent-
ing program, in the United Kingdom. The aim of 
these initiatives is to facilitate the transition from 
foster care to adulthood. As such, they address 
issues such as living arrangements, daily life 
activities, education and preparation for work, 
interpersonal relationships, community partici-
pation and life projects.

Interventions consist of activities planned 
to effect a specifi c change and solve a particular 
problem (European Union, 2014). Psychosocial 
interventions targeting issues such as the transi-
tion from foster care to adult life are especially 
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complex, as they must extend to several do-
mains (e.g., personal, relational, community) in 
order to achieve the desired outcomes (Nelson 
& Prilleltensky, 2005). Therefore, psychoso-
cial interventions must be carefully planned 
and precisely executed according to specifi c 
guidelines. The development of an intervention 
program is usually conducted according to the 
following steps: needs and context assessment; 
program design; viability assessment; imple-
mentation; dissemination and evaluation of the 
intervention (Blanco & Valera, 2007; European 
Union, 2014).

Both evaluation and dissemination aim 
to investigate the extent to which the program 
contributed to the desired change, but also to 
share the results with the community and provide 
research returns. The present systematic review 
focused on studies which sought to address the 
actual needs of a particular group of people. The 
overall goal was to describe the scientifi c literature 
of the past ten years pertaining to interventions 
aimed at facilitating the emancipation of aged-
out foster youth. The main fi ndings of these 
studies were summarized, to provide the basis 
for future research, interventions and public 
policies directed at this population.

Method

This systematic review was conducted 
according to PRISMA (Preferred Reporting 
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses) guidelines, which separates the 
process into four stages: Identifi cation, 
Selection, Eligibility and Inclusion (Liberati et 
al., 2009). The identifi cation stage took place 
between September and December 2016, at 
which point an electronic search was conducted 
in the following databases: Scientifi c Electronic 
Library Online (SciELO), Literatura Latino-
Americana e do Caribe em Ciências da Saúde 
(LILACS), PubMed, PsycINFO, ProQuest 
Psychology Journals and Web of Science. The 
keywords used in the search consisted of the 
following: “Foster care”; “foster youth”; “young 
adult”; “young people”; “transition from”; 
“aging out”; “leaving”; “independent living” and 

“autonomy”. Most of these terms are not indexed 
as Health Science Descriptors (Descritores 
em Ciências da Saúde; DeCS). As such, the 
identifi cation of the most adequate terms for the 
search involved a review of the keywords used 
in existing articles on the topic, and consultation 
with other researchers in the area. Keyword 
combinations were generated using an “a + b 
+ c” format, where: (a) context (foster care; 
residential care; out of home care; care system); 
(b) situation (transition from; aging out; leaving; 
independent living; autonomy); and (c) sample 
(foster youth; young adult; young people). Each 
combination was used in a separate search until 
all possible combinations were exhausted. No 
fi lters were used in the search. Searches were 
also conducted using keywords in Spanish and 
Portuguese. In Spanish, the general term “jovenes 
ex-tutelados” was used, while in Portuguese, the 
following keywords were combined: “egressos” 
or “jovens”, with “acolhimento institucional” or 
“abrigo” or “sistema de proteção”. A total of 
2163 articles were retrieved in the search. 

The selection stage involved screening 
for duplicates in the fi ndings. This procedure 
identifi ed a total of 1585 unique articles, whose 
abstracts were then screened for the following 
inclusion criteria: (1) empirical studies; (2) 
published in the past 10 years; (3) in English, 
Portuguese or Spanish; (4) sample consisting of 
adolescents and/or young adults aged between 15 
and 24 years, with a history of institutionalized 
care; (5) discussion and/or evaluation of 
programs and/or services to facilitate the 
transition between foster care and adult life. 
Abstracts were independently analyzed by two 
researchers and disagreements were resolved 
by consensus, resulting in a total of 32 articles 
which met all inclusion criteria.

In the eligibility stage, 12 articles were ex-
cluded after full text reading for the following 
reasons: (a) discussion of exploratory studies 
rather than intervention programs; (b) interven-
tions pertaining to the transition to adulthood in 
populations other than former foster youth; (c) 
intervention programs with objectives other than 
facilitating the transition to adulthood. As such, 
in the inclusion stage, data extraction and quali-
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Table 1
Study Characteristics

Authors/year Country Objective Study design N Age

1. Brown & Wilderson 
(2010) USA

To examine the differences 
between two groups who 
received an intervention 

Quantitative 
longitudinal 

(observational)
291 Mean 

18.5

2. Dworsky & Pérez 
(2010) USA To investigate program 

implementation

Quantitative 
cross-sectional 
(observational)

98 Mean 20

3. Frimpong Manso 
(2012) Ghana

To examine and describe
 the preparation for leaving 

foster care in Ghana

Qualitative cross-
sectional (case 

study)
27 23 to 40

4. Goyette, Maan-
Feder, Turcotte, & 
Grenier (2016)

Canada
To examine two programs 

which aimed to prepare 
individuals for the transition 

Qualitative 
cross-sectional 
(observational)

31 16 to 18

5. Greeson, Garcia, 
Kim, & Courtney 
(2014)

USA
To evaluate the effectiveness 
of the program in increasing 

social support

Quantitative 
longitudinal 

(experimental)
194 Mean 

16.8

6. Greeson, Garcia, 
Kim, Thompson, & 
Courtney (2015)

USA To evaluate the effectiveness of the Life Skills Training 
Program

Quantitative 
longitudinal 

(experimental)
482 16 to 21

7. Holt & Kirwan 
(2012) Ireland

To examine the role 
of keyworking in preparing 

for the transition

Qualitative 
cross-sectional 

(case study)
4 21 to 24

8. Jones & Lansdverk 
(2006) USA To describe a residential support program for foster 

youth

Quantitative 
longitudinal 

(cohort study)
206 12 to 18

9. Kirk & Day (2011) USA To evaluate a summer camp 
for foster youth

Quantitative/
qualitative 

longitudinal 
(observational)

38 15 to 19

10. Lawler, Sayfan, 
Goodman, Narr, & 
Cordon (2014)

USA To evaluate the Academy 
program

Quantitative 
cross-sectional 
(observational)

478 Mean 
15.6

11. Maposa & Louw-
Potgieter (2012) South Africa To evaluate a development 

program for foster youth

Quantitative/
qualitative 

longitudinal 
(observational)

30 18 to 25

12. Mendes (2011) Australia To evaluate program 
effectiveness

Qualitative 
longitudinal 

(observational)
19 NA

13. Naccarato & Park 
(2009) USA

To verify the association between 
individual goals and participation 

in the program 

Quantitative 
cross-sectional 
(observational)

365 Mean 
17.8

14. Nesmith & 
Christophersen (2014) USA

To evaluate the utility and 
effectiveness of a transition 

support facility

Quantitative 
longitudinal 

(quasi-
experimental)

88 15.3
mean
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tative analysis were performed in a fi nal sample 
of 20 articles.

Results

Study Characteristics
A total of 14 studies were performed in 

the United States, while the remaining articles 
discussed investigations conducted in South 
Africa, Australia, Canada, Finland, Ghana and 
Ireland, as shown in Table 1.

In order to achieve their objectives, 
researchers adopted designs ranging from 
quantitative and cross sectional (2, 10, 13 and 
18) or longitudinal (1, 5, 6, 8, 14 and 17), mixed-
methods cross-sectional (11, 16, 19 and 20) or 
longitudinal (9) to qualitative cross-sectional 
(3, 4, 7, 12 and 15). Studies which evaluated 
participants multiple times included two, three 
or even four follow-up assessments. The length 
of time between the fi rst and last assessment in 
longitudinal studies ranged from three months to 
fi ve years.

Most articles described observational stud-
ies (65%), while the remaining investigations 

were either cross-sectional, case studies or ex-
perimental and quasi-experimental. The latter 
two cases accounted for only 15% of studies, 
and involved the assessment of interventions 
through control group comparisons.

Although all interventions were directed 
at a similar population, the age of participants 
ranged from 12 to 40 years. The wide range in 
participant age is attributable to the fact that 
studies included either (a) only adolescents pre-
paring to leave foster care; (b) participants who 
were both preparing to leave and those who had 
already left institutional care and (c) only young 
adults who had already left the foster system. 
The distribution of publication years indicated 
that studies were distributed in a nearly uniform 
fashion until 2013, with the years of 2014 to 
2016 accounting for a slightly higher percentage 
of publications (40% of the total sample). 

Characteristics of Intervention Programs
All interventions involved activities aimed 

at facilitating the transition process; however, 
they varied in terms of their focus and compre-
hensiveness, as can be seen in Table 2.

15. Nsonwu, Dennison, 
& Long (2015) USA To describe the use of therapy 

to facilitate the transition

Qualitative 
cross-sectional 
(observational)

10 16
mean

16. Osterling & Hines 
(2006) USA

To describe the experience 
of foster youth in the 

program

Quantitative/
qualitative 

longitudinal 
(observational)

52 16.3
mean

17. Senteio, Marshall, 
Ritzen, & Grant 
(2009)

USA
To determine whether the program 

provides the opportunity for a 
stable life in adulthood

Quantitative 
longitudinal 

(observational)
24 20.3

mean

18. Sinkkonen
& Kyttälä (2015) Finland

To investigate the experience
 of foster youth in a transition 

support program

Quantitative 
cross-sectional 
(observational)

39 17 to 26

19. Uzoebo, Kioko, 
& Jones (2008) USA

To examine the perceived
 needs of young adults during 

the transistion

Quantitative/
qualitative 

longitudinal 
(observational)

89 16
mean

20. Watt, Norton, 
& Jones (2013) USA

To describe the theoretical 
background and program 

implementation

Quantitative/
qualitative 

longitudinal
(case study)

155 ND

Note. N=Number of participants / ND=Not described in the article.
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Table 2 
Characteristics of Intervention Programs

Program Objective Format

1. Larkin Street Youth Services To provide housing, training, work, as well 
as educational and health services Housing program

2. Campus Support Programmes  To increase educational goals and 
encourage continued education 

Consultation and mentoring 
within universities

3. Youth homes from SOS 
children´s village To prepare residents for independent living Housing program

4.

Moving On
To provide opportunities for the expression 
of emotions pertaining to the transition to 

independent living
Eight group sessions

Friendship Group
To contribute to the identifi cation of 
dysfunctional relationships and the 

development of healthy relationships
Eight group sessions

5. The Outreach To contribute to the development of a 
social support network Weekly meetings with mentors

6. Life Skill Training To contribute to the acquisition of 
independent life skills

Five-week course, classroom 
format

7. Keyworking ND Systematic mentoring

8. Academy
To provide a stable living environment and 
an educational program to prepare youth 

for emancipation
Boarding house

9. Michigan Educational 
Opportunities for Youth

To encourage self-effi cacy, the acquisition 
of independent life skills and development 

of a support network.
Four-day camp

10. Academy
To provide a stable living environment and 
an educational program to prepare youth 

for emancipation
Boarding house

11. The Mamelani Project To prepare shelter youth to become 
independent, responsible citizens

Courses, workshops and 
systematic support

12.
St Luke’s Anglicare Leaving 
Care and After Care Support 
Service

To provide assistance in several areas 
associated with emancipation

Individualized planning based on 
the needs and characteristics of 

each adolescent

13. Independent Living Program 
of Northern California

To offer assistance in the transition to 
adulthood

17-week course, classroom 
format

14. Creating Ongoing 
Relationships Effectively

To contribute to relationships with adult 
reference fi gures

Workshop with a duration of 12 
to 17 weeks

15. Foster Care Chronicles
To increase the likelihood of participation 

in higher education and facilitate the 
adaptation to university

Weekly group therapy sessions 
for 6 to 8 months

16. Advocates to Successful 
Transition to Independence

To contribute to the acquisition of 
independent life skills

Meetings with mentors before 
and after leaving institutional 

care

17. Transition Resource Action 
Center To encourage self-suffi ciency

Supportive housing (three types, 
for individuals with different 

degrees of autonomy)
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18. Supportive Housing To foster independent living skills, self-
control and responsibility Supportive housing

19. VISIONS To teach the basic skills needed for a 
productive adult life Supportive housing

20. Foster Care Alumni 
Educational Success

To encourage the continuation of higher 
education and prevent dropout

Consultation and mentoring 
within university

Note. ND=Not described in the article.

Most programs addressed at least three gen-
eral domains of emancipation (e.g. work; study; 
living situation; interpersonal relationships; dai-
ly life activities). Three studies discussed pro-
grams which focused on encouraging continued 
education (2, 15, and 20). Although their main 
goal was to improve academic performance, 
these programs also contributed to other aspects 
of the transition, such as fi nancial, social and 
emotional support. 

The format of the interventions also varied 
widely among studies, with services being of-
fered in one of three modalities: housing; short-
term interventions; and long-term interventions. 
The programs which offered housing involved 
institutions which provided both accommodation 
and services to prepare youth for emancipation 
(3, 8, 10 and 19), or supportive group housing 
for young adults transitioning between shelters 
and independent living (1, 17 and 18). The aim 
of supportive housing is to prevent homeless-
ness, but also offer educational activities, health 
care and skills training, in addition to emotional 
and social support. 

Short-term interventions included programs 
offered by institutions other than those where the 
adolescents lived, with predetermined content 
and duration. These included summer camps (9), 
courses and workshops (6, 13 and 14) and group 
meetings or psychotherapy (4 and 15). The length 
of short-term interventions ranged from four 
days to eight months. These programs tended 
to adopt one of two methodological approaches. 
Some involved knowledge transmission without 
the active participation of the adolescents 
themselves (6 and 13), while others relied on 
participatory methodologies and practical or 
experiential activities, despite having a fi xed 
format (4, 9, 14 and 15). 

Long-term interventions were also offered 
by institutions other than those where partici-
pants were sheltered, but included the systemat-
ic follow-up of adolescents and/or young adults, 
with varying frequency and intensity. This cat-
egory includes some of the programs offered by 
universities (2 and 20), especially those which 
sought to maximize the opportunity for former 
foster youth to pursue higher education. The 
structure of these programs varied by institu-
tion, although all continued to monitor studies 
throughout their university years. 

Long-term interventions with objectives 
reaching beyond academic performance (5, 7, 
11, 12 and 16) involved the presence of mentors. 
The role of the mentor varied depending on the 
program, as did the individuals who took on this 
role, and the frequency and intensity of contact 
between the mentors and the adolescents. Nev-
ertheless, across all programs, the main goal of 
mentoring was to facilitate the construction of 
a signifi cant bond with an adult on whom the 
adolescents could count after leaving the shelter 
system. 

Assessment and Results                      
of Intervention Programs 

The type of assessment performed by each 
study ranged from process evaluations, to as-
sessments of the impact and effect of interven-
tion programs. Articles which conducted process 
evaluations (2, 3, 4, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 14, 15, 
16, 18, 19 and 20) did so in order to examine 
the execution of intervention programs, analyz-
ing the procedures and resources used through 
interviews, observations, focus groups and ad 
hoc questionnaires, conducted during or after the 
intervention. This type of assessment often re-
lied on the opinions of program participants and 
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coordinators regarding intervention functioning 
and possible improvements in future editions. 

Fifteen studies also assessed the effect of in-
terventions at the end of the program by investi-
gating changes in the desired direction. This was 
achieved using interviews; document reviews 
(records, institutional registries, etc.); psycho-
metric scales; ad hoc questionnaires; and focus 
groups. 

Two studies (5 and 6) used control group 
comparisons to evaluate the impact of an inter-
vention on a given set of outcomes. The studies 
did not identify a signifi cant association between 
the type of program offered and the analyzed out-
comes over time. Therefore, these were among 
the few articles whose overall assessments were 
categorized as negative. Only one other pro-
gram (13) received a negative assessment, after 
researchers found that participation in an inde-
pendent living program was not associated with 
session goals and contents. Two of the programs 
which received a negative assessment (6 and 13) 
adopted an expositional approach, and identifi ed 
the “classroom-like” structure of the interven-
tion as a possible reason for their unsatisfactory 
fi ndings. 

As can be seen in Table 3, although 85% of 
studies obtained positive results, many acknowl-
edged that modifi cations to the programs may 
have resulted in even more benefi cial outcomes. 
Nevertheless, studies were also able to identify 
several strengths of each intervention.

The discussion of strengths and weaknesses 
(areas of improvement) shared some common-
alities across studies. The fi rst pertains to the 
importance of integrating participants in the 
community and adapting the program to its so-
ciocultural context in order to maximize the like-
lihood of positive results. Another shared point 
of concern was the need to use participative 
methods and align the program with the interests 
and needs of participants. Many authors used the 
term “empowerment” to highlight the fact that 
adolescents and adults should be encouraged to 
make their own decisions and develop autonomy.

Though most intervention programs focused 
mainly on autonomy, several studies (2, 3, 7, 10, 
14, 15, 16, and 18) also discussed the importance 

of bonding with adult attachment fi gures as an 
important contributor to positive outcomes. Be it 
as a main strength of the program, or a sugges-
tion for improvement in future editions, social 
support and stable relationships had a central 
role in the results described by authors. 

The last issue to be discussed by multiple 
studies is the apparent paradox between the need 
to invest in the assessment of intervention pro-
grams, and the diffi culties in actually carrying 
this out. According to the authors, the obstacles 
to assessment included scarcity of resources and 
personnel, diffi culty accessing participants, and 
ethical concerns.

Discussion

The present fi ndings lay the groundwork for 
interesting refl ections, both about the programs 
and their contributions to future research and 
interventions, but also about the different types 
of assessment conducted and the importance of 
these processes for the advancement of knowl-
edge in the area.

Most programs chose to focus their efforts 
on education and preparation for the job market, 
as well as basic independent living skills (fi nd-
ing a place to live, shopping, fi nancial manage-
ment, paying bills, orienting oneself and using 
different means of transportation, cooking, etc.). 
These choices may refl ect the fi ndings of a series 
of investigations and policies developed in the 
1990s and early 2000s, with a focus on indepen-
dent life skills training (Mallon, 1998; McMil-
len, Rideout, Fisher, & Tucker, 1997). There is 
no question in the literature regarding the impor-
tance of preparing former shelter youth for in-
dependent living and occupational functioning. 
However, as suggested by the present fi ndings 
and those of other recent exploratory studies, in-
tervention programs which seek to prepare foster 
youth for adulthood must also focus on addition-
al domains.

Studies involving Brazilian adolescents and 
young adults transitioning to independent liv-
ing have found them to be unprepared to handle 
daily activities (Martinez & Soares-Silva, 2008), 
but also identifi ed several areas of concern such 
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Table 3 
Evaluation of Intervention Programs

Program
Program assessment Results

Type Instrument Analysis Total Strengths Areas of Improvement

1. Larkin Street Youth 
Services Ef I, D Descriptive + Transition 

planning Referral to the program

2. Campus Support 
Programmes Po I, QA Descriptive/

Thematic + Social support Participant selection 
and fi nancial support

3. Youth homes from 
SOS children´s village Po I, D, O Thematic ND Stability of care

Cultural factors and 
living arrangements 
after leaving shelter

4. Moving On/
Friendship Group Po, Ef I Thematic + New intervention 

paradigm ND

5. The Outreach Ef, Im QA Multilevel 
Modeling - ND Professional 

qualifi cation

6. Life Skill Training Ef, Im QA Multilevel 
Modeling - ND Method (expositional)

7. Keyworking Po FG, I Thematic + Support after 
leaving shelter Mentor qualifi cation

8. Academy Po, Ef VS, D, QA Descriptive/
T-test + Stability of care Social and community 

insertion

9. Michigan 
Educational 
Opportunities for Youth

Po, Ef I, FG, QA Descriptive/
Thematic + Method and 

mentors
Interaction with other 

programs

10. Academy Po, Ef D, I, QA
Correlation/

Multiple 
Regression

+
Stable 

relationships 
with adults 

ND

11. The Mamelani 
Project Po, Ef D, I, VS Systematic +

Affective 
relationships, 

lower risk

Living arrangements 
after shelter, academic 

performance 

12. St Luke’s Anglicare 
Leaving Care and After 
Care Support Service

Po I,FG Thematic +
Employability 

and relationship 
with mentors

Use of community 
resources

13. Independent Living 
Program Ef D,QA Logistic 

Regression + ND Method

14. Creating Ongoing 
Relationships 
Effectively

Po, Ef T1 (D,QA); 
T2(QA, I)

T-test/ 
Thematic +

Method, mentor 
qualifi cation, 
social support 

ND

15. Foster Care 
Chronicles Po, Ef FG Narrative + Participatory 

method ND

16. Advocates to 
Successful Transition to 
Independence

Po, Ef I, FG, QA Descriptive/
Thematic +

Signifi cant 
relationship 

with mentors 

Interaction with other 
programs, mentors

17. Transition Resource 
Action Center Ef QA Chi-square + Employability Education/interaction 

with community
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as the ambiguity of wishing for freedom while 
being afraid to leave the institution (Medrado, 
2010); stigma in society (Costa, 2012; Me-
drado, 2010); and the adolescents’ individual 
needs (Martinez & Soares-Silva, 2008). These 
issues were also highlighted by participants in 
the studies reviewed. Many of the strengths and 
suggestions for improvement in the intervention 
programs pertained to the inclusion of additional 
goals for the interventions to help participants 
overcome diffi culties beyond those associated 
with the practical aspects of daily living. Some 
of the factors identifi ed by participants as essen-
tial to ensure a healthy transition process were 
relationships with adult reference fi gures, sup-
port networks, socioemotional support and sat-
isfactory relationships with educators or institu-
tional caretakers.

Some of the programs analyzed, such as the 
Foster Care Chronicles (Nsonwu et al., 2015), 
Moving On and the Friendship Group (Goyette et 
al., 2016), had already elected to focus on social 
and emotional issues. The idea that the transition 
to adult life is infl uenced by a series of factors 
beyond individual responsibility prompted these 
programs to focus their interventions on the 
expression of emotions associated with leaving 
foster care and the construction of healthy 
relationships (Goyette et al., 2016). Programs 
such as The Outreach (Greeson et al., 2014) and 
Keyworking (Holt & Kirwan, 2012), on the other 
hand, turned to mentoring as a method of helping 
youth develop a social support network, while 
also providing life skills training. Mentoring 
programs have proved to be an effective strategy 
for promoting resilience and helping youth 
traverse the arduous journey faced by those with 
a history of institutional care (Greeson, 2013). 

In addition to the content of the interven-
tions, the method of delivery was found to ex-
ert a major infl uence on program success. Two 
important points must be highlighted in relation 
to this issue: (1) interventions must promote the 
active participation of adolescents and youth, (2) 
the format of the intervention must be adapted to 
the context and necessities of participants. These 
two concepts are interrelated: in the context of 
psychosocial interventions, active participation 
ensures the respect of individual and contextual 
differences among participants (Montero, 2004). 
Programs will be effective as long as they con-
sider adolescents and young adults to be capable 
of making their own decisions, encouraging a 
sense of empowerment (Horochovski & Meire-
lles, 2007). 

In this systematic review, the sample con-
sisted exclusively of international articles, which 
may speak to the scarcity of literature on the 
subject in Brazil. Nevertheless, national public 
policies pertaining to institutional care appear 
to be in line with the present fi ndings, support-
ing many of the factors identifi ed in this review 
as positive contributors to autonomy. This can 
be illustrated by legislation such as the Statute 
of Children and Adolescents (Estatuto da Cri-
ança e do Adolescente – ECA; Lei n. 8.069, 
1990), the National Plan for Family and Com-
munity Living (Plano Nacional de Convivência 
Familiar e Comunitária – PNCFC; Conselho 
Nacional dos Direitos da Criança e do Adoles-
cente [CONANDA], Conselho Nacional de As-
sistência Social [CNAS], Secretaria Especial 
dos Direitos Humanos [SEDH], & Ministério 
do Desenvolvimento Social e Combate à Fome 
[MDS], 2006) and the Technical Recommenda-
tions for the Institutional Care of Children and 

18. Supportive Housing Po QA Descriptive/
T-test + Social support Financial management, 

employment, health

19. VISIONS Po, Ef VS, FG ND + Participatory 
method

Challenges of 
independent living

20. Foster Care Alumni 
Educational Success Po, Ef I, O, QA,

FG, D
Descriptive/

Thematic + Participatory 
method Academic performance

Note. Ef=Effect / Im=Impact / Po=Process / FC=Focus Group / I=Interview / VS=Validated Scale/ QA=Questionnaire or Ad 
Hoc Scale /O=Observation / D=Documents / ND=Not described in the article.
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Adolescents (CONANDA & CNAS, 2009). The 
main goal of the PNCFC is to change the model 
of care applied to children and adolescents. Its 
guidelines include “strengthening the autonomy 
of children, adolescents and young adults as they 
construct their life projects” (CONANDA et al., 
2006, p. 71), through a participative methodol-
ogy which encourages shelter youth to take a 
leading role in their own development. The tech-
nical recommendations for institutional care, on 
the other hand, introduce the concept of group 
homes as a form of supported living for those 
leaving the shelter system. These arrangements 
consist of intermediate steps in the construction 
of autonomy, by allowing for self-determination, 
while also offering support and opportunities for 
the development of solutions and life projects 
(CONANDA & CNAS, 2009).

However, in practical terms, these poli-
cies do not appear to have been implemented. 
Group homes are not available in many Brazil-
ian states: in 2014, only 39 offi cially registered 
institutions catered specifi cally to youth, with 
most (26 units) located in southeastern Brazil 
(MDS, 2015). There is also a long way to go 
in terms of the changes required in the model 
of care available for shelter youth. Many of the 
goals set for the PNCFC in 2015 were directly 
related to the development of autonomy among 
adolescents and young adults, enlisting the sup-
port of several sectors of civil society in the 
process. However, recent studies highlight the 
unpreparedness of Brazilian youth as they leave 
institutional care, as well as the lack of living 
arrangements, education and occupational pros-
pects for these individuals (Martinez & Soares-
Silva, 2008; Moreira, 2013; Romanelli, 2013; 
Rosa et al., 2012). 

One way to ensure the effective implemen-
tation of public programs and policies is through 
continuous evaluation. The assessment of pro-
gram outcomes and repercussions could then be 
used as a basis for decisions regarding the conti-
nuity of interventions (Cohen & Franco, 1993). 
The studies analyzed in this review evaluated 
the process, effects and impact of several inter-
ventions. A complete assessment process should 
include all three of these items, starting with pro-

cess evaluation, to ensure all activities are tak-
ing place as expected and in accordance with the 
initial planning. Effect assessment determines 
whether, and to what extent, the desired changes 
were observed. Lastly, impact assessment helps 
to verify whether the changes identifi ed can be 
attributed to the intervention itself (Blasco & 
Casado, 2009; Cohen & Franco, 1993).

No consensus has yet been reached regarding 
the way these assessments should be conducted, 
or the design, method and techniques to be used at 
every stage. The confusion generated by this lack 
of standardization can be observed in some of the 
studies analyzed in this review, which claimed to 
have performed impact assessments, while their 
outcomes corresponded to evaluations of the 
effect of different interventions. Only two of the 
studies reviewed conducted impact assessments, 
comparing two groups of shelter youth, only one 
of whom participated in a given intervention. The 
studies found that the changes identifi ed were 
not attributable to participation in the program, 
which underscores the importance of this type 
of procedure for goal assessment and program 
redesign. Another important issue pertaining to 
the assessment of intervention programs was the 
presence of numerous diffi culties and obstacles 
reported by researchers during the assessment 
process. According to Blasco and Casado 
(2009), some factors are especially diffi cult to 
measure since they refer to abstract constructs, 
as is the case of autonomy. The need to measure 
a phenomenon which is by nature immeasurable 
presents a signifi cant challenge, as researchers 
select the methods, instruments and measures 
that are most appropriate for the task at hand. 
In addition to these obstacles, researchers may 
have diffi culty accessing participants, securing 
the fi nancial resources to do so, and managing 
the ethical concerns that arise when studying 
populations with a history of vulnerability.

These obstacles have not prevented coun-
tries and institutions from evaluating their in-
terventions for former shelter youth. However, 
most results are presented in the form of reports 
and local publications, which are not always 
available in electronic form. This explains the 
absence of articles pertaining to well-known 
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programs such as Grupo Nós (Brazil) and Punt 
de Referéncia (Spain) in the present review. The 
lack of information on the outcomes of these and 
other programs in indexed journals may compro-
mise the scientifi c advancement of institutional 
care, creating a gap between the professionals 
who work in the area and the researchers who 
study it.

According to Piccinini (1996) there should 
be constant interaction between research and 
practice, and neither can progress without the 
other. On the one hand, evaluation procedures 
are crucial for the comprehension of phenom-
ena and the effective development of future 
programs and interventions (Ajuntament de Bar-
celona, 2017). On the other, services for former 
shelter youth, and the professionals who deliver 
them, are in a privileged position to help over-
come the diffi culties and challenges associated 
with conducting research in the area (Fernández, 
2003). The distance between research and prac-
tice must be bridged, to allow for more compre-
hensive publications on which to base progres-
sively more effi cient interventions in the context 
of institutional care.

Conclusion

This systematic review identifi ed some fac-
tors as crucial for the effi cacy of programs to as-
sist in the transition from shelters to adult life. 
Firstly, the format of the interventions must re-
spect individual and contextual differences be-
tween participants. Longer-term programs which 
assist participants both before and after leaving 
institutional care received the highest approval 
ratings and had the most perceptible and persis-
tent effects. The content of interventions must 
include both independent life skills training, as 
well as socioemotional support and community 
insertion. Lastly, program effi cacy was found to 
be infl uenced by the method of delivery, with 
participatory methods, in which adolescents take 
a leading role in decision making, resulting in 
more positive outcomes. 

One limitation of the present study is the 
fact that its sample was limited to scientifi c ar-
ticles. Many of the programs reviewed publish 

their fi ndings in reports, offi cial documents, or 
even theses, dissertations and books. This may 
limit the present fi ndings, though it does not 
diminish their relevance. There is a need to in-
crease scientifi c productivity in the area. This is 
especially true for Brazil, where there is an ur-
gent need for studies of this population on which 
to base interventions to promote quality of life 
and resilience. Professionals involved in this 
type of intervention are encouraged to evaluate 
their outcomes and publish their results. On the 
other hand, the scientifi c literature is encouraged 
to provide more opportunities for publications 
on the subject.
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