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TY, GM,
Sharing results of a research effort conducted by Mathematica and Chapin Hall, which developed a conceptual framework for advancing the self-sufficiency and well-being of at risk youth. 



 ACF-initiated effort to develop a research-based 
conceptual framework for programs to help at-risk 
youth move toward self-sufficiency and healthy 
functioning as adults 

 Through multiple programs, ACF serves many at-
risk youth 
– Foster youth aging out of care 
– Homeless or runaway youth 
– Teen parents 

 Framework designed to guide implementation and 
evaluation of youth programs 

Purpose and Motivation 

2 

Presenter
Presentation Notes

About 3.5 years ago, ACF-initiated this effort as an initial step toward building the evidence base about what works to improve the self-sufficiency and well-being outcomes of at risk youth.  There were two broad goals for the framework:  first, to provide information that could be used to strengthen the design and implementation of existing programs for at risk youth (or the development of new programs), and second to inform the design of rigorous evaluations for these programs.  

Part of the impetus for developing the framework was the recognition that ACF serves many youth at high risk of not achieving self-sufficiency and falling into dependence on public assistance. These youth include for example, youth aging out of foster care, homeless or runaway youth, and teen parents.  But numerous other federal agencies also sponsor various programs for at risk youth, so the framework is relevant to programs well beyond those sponsored by ACF. 





 Path to self-sufficiency is challenging for many 
disadvantaged youth 

 Programs take a wide range of approaches 
– Education; Mentoring; Life Skills; Mental Health; 

Pregnancy Prevention, Employment 

 Programs not always grounded in research, 
theory or evidence about what works  

 Federal interest in learning which programs 
are effective 

 

Programs for Youth Transitioning to Adulthood  
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Young people who reach adulthood without the skills, resources, and knowledge necessary to become self-sufficient can find the transition to adulthood challenging.  Those who also lack stable family support, or have other issues such as trauma histories or mental health problems can find the transition especially daunting.  Left unresolved, these problems may lead them to behaviors such as substance abuse or teen pregnancy which further limits their prospects for labor market success. 

There are numerous programs that try to address the needs of at-risk youth.  These programs take a wide range of approaches, but are not always grounded in research, theory or evidence. Studies of the effectiveness of such programs  show some promising results, but overall there is a need to develop and test new  approaches that are solidly grounded in research.  





Federal Agency Input 

Synthesis of Theory and Research 

Consultations with Experts 

Draft Framework 

Youth-Serving 
Organizations 

 Final 
Framework 

Integrating Policy, Theory, Practice, Evidence 
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To develop the framework, we took an iterative approach that involved integrating input from a wide range of sources and stakeholders.    

We began by holding meetings with staff at some of the ACF offices that oversee programs for youth, to develop an understanding of the real world constraints under which they must be operated.  
(2) We then conducted a comprehensive review of the literature to identify the issues facing youth, and the approaches that appear to be most effective.
(3) The literature review was presented to a large panel of experts on youth development, who discussed and provided input and comment.   
(4) Based on this information, we drafted an initial framework. 
(5) We then took the framework to the field to discuss it with staff at six organizations that serve youth.
(6)  We revised the framework based on what we learned during those field visits, and shared it with our experts and other stakeholders, culminating in a final framework. 






 Risk and Resilience 
– Build resilience by reducing risk and promoting 

protective factors 
– Factors exist at level of individual, family, community 

 Capital Development 
– Human capital 
– Social capital 
– Cultural 
– Economic capital 

 

Guiding Theoretical Perspectives 
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I’m going to highlight a few of the key elements of the framework before I show the actual model. 

In consulting the literature, the circumstances of at-risk youth led us to focus on two theoretical perspectives to guide the framework’s development:  the theory of risk and resilience and the theory of capital development.  

Resilience refers to the ability to withstand or overcome adverse circumstances.  It can be developed by promoting protective factors and or by reducing the risk factors that threaten healthy development.  Risk factors that predict adult outcomes include such things as exposure to traumatic events, frequent family conflict, parental substance abuse, and child maltreatment.  Protective factors, in contrast, include such strengths and assets as social skills, an self-efficacy, and cognitive ability. 

The capital development perspective suggests that youth need specific knowledge, connections, skills, and resources to succeed in school and the workplace. Four types of capital have been proposed: human – for example, skills and knowledge, but also social, cultural, and economic capital.





Resilience Capital 
 
Connect to caring adult 
 
Address mental, emotional health 
 
Strengthen family 
 
Develop life skills 
 

 
Promote educational 
achievement 
 
Career exploration 
 
Connect to workforce 
 

Integration of Evidence-Informed Models 
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The literature synthesis we developed to support the framework reviewed the evidence for a wide range of program models.  Although a few programs aim to develop both resilience and capital, most focus primarily on one of these aims.  

Interventions that focus on resilience seek to improve the social and emotional health of youth, help them to learn to regulate their behaviors and emotions, and enable them to form attachments with adults who can serve as role models.
 
Human capital interventions generally aim to promote educational achievement and prepare youth for the workplace. Many of these programs begin during high school and aim to increase the chances that youth will successfully complete high school, succeed in postsecondary education and training, and ultimately obtain stable, well-paid employment. 

We propose that for at risk youth, efforts to build resilience and capital should be complementary and interdependent.  Building resilience can create the conditions necessary for the development of capital, and developing capital can lead to greater resilience.  





 One size fits all unlikely to work 
– Some first need basic services, safety net help 
– Some need more resilience building than capital 

development and vice versa 

 Identify which services are most needed for 
each youth 
– Assessment and reassessment 
– Youth’s needs change over time as they develop 

 Assessment can be difficult for some youth 
– Programs must develop trusting relationship with 

youth; incorporate youth voice in planning services  

 

Tailored Service Delivery Approach 
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During our visits to youth program providers in which we shared the draft framework and asked for feedback, we heard two common themes.  

The first was that at-risk youth vary widely in their needs and are thus unlikely to benefit from a one size fits all approach, so a thorough assessment is essential to link them to the right services and help them get on a trajectory toward success.  

However, the second theme was that some at-risk youth have experienced negative events in the past that may cause them to generally distrust institutions and programs, or adults in general, making it difficult identify their needs and to engage youth in services. 

For these reasons, practitioners stressed that at-risk youth should be approached in a way that is respectful of their past histories; supportive of their development, interests and strengths; and conducive to building a trusting relationship.     





Engagement & 
Stabilization 

Meet Basic 
Needs 

Connect to 
Safety Net 

Initial and Ongoing Service Planning 

 

Conduct Assessment Process Incorporate Youth Voice 

Evidence-Informed Interventions to Increase Resilience*  
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* Interventions are selected based on each youth’s assessment results.  
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The Final Framework 
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  Now I’ll illustrate how the final framework turned out. 

So starting at the bottom of the figure, we see that youth enter programs with risk and protective factors that reflect their background, past experiences, and current circumstances. 

As they enter the program, their immediate needs are addressed (engagement and stability) and they begin developing a trusting relationship with program staff (represented by the gray cone which grows over time.  

Youth then engage in an assessment and service planning process that incorporates their voices (top of slide – initial and ongoing service planning). 

The results of that assessment are then used to match youth with specific interventions to increase resilience and human capital (shown in the center of the figure), 

Participating in these intervention services are expected to lead to short-term outcomes—immediate and intermediate.  But the framework recognizes that some youth are continually developing and encountering new challenges and circumstances.  Some will take two steps forward and one step back, so they may loop back through the assessment and intervention process more than once before outcomes can be expected.   

Over time, the immediate and short term goals are expected to translate into longer-term goals.




 Inform programming decisions 
– What to keep 
– What to add, or whether to partner with others 
– What to track, monitor 

 Inform development and selection of programs 
in grant solicitations 

 Inform design of program evaluations 

 

How Can Practitioners, Researchers and 
Policymakers Use Framework? 
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The framework was developed to help shape programming and to support the design of evaluations aimed at advancing the well-being and self-sufficiency of at-risk youth as they transition to adulthood.  

Practitioners at youth-serving organizations can use the framework to help inform their programming decisions. They might consider whether their interventions are drawn from research-informed or evidence-based practices, for example, or they might look at what elements are they missing.  They might want to consider partnering with another organization to provide job training programs.  What might use it to determine how to monitor whether youth are actually receiving the services outlined in their plan.   

The framework can also be used to help inform selection of grant programs during the grant solicitation process.  

And it may also be useful for the development of programs for at-risk youth which can be rigorously evaluated for effectiveness. The framework specifies models and approaches that are suggested by both research and practitioners as particularly promising, and ties them to the outcomes that can be expected at various points after participation. 





 Please see project products:  
– http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/research/project/a

cf-youth-demonstration-development-project-0 
 

 Please contact: 
– Erica Zielewski, OPRE, ACF 

• Erica.Zielewski@acf.hhs.gov 
– Emily Ball, OPRE, ACF 

• Emily.Ball@acf.hhs.gov 
– Robin Dion, project director 

• Rdion@mathematica-mpr.com 
 

For More Information 
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The Youth Demonstration Development project produced a number of products including a comprehensive synthesis of the literature on youth programs, a series of research briefs, and a final report on the framework.  For copies of any of these products, please visit OPRE’s website at the link shown on this slide.



http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/research/project/acf-youth-demonstration-development-project-0
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