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Transition-age foster youth are at-risk for poor life outcomes, including incarceration, 
homelessness, untreated mental health needs, unemployment, and low educational attainment. 
Engagement in criminal behavior has become a growing concern, as research indicates nearly 
30% of former foster youth are arrested by the age of 24. Several factors are associated with 
criminal behavior; however, it remains unclear which factors play the most critical role in 
criminal behavior. This study assesses the relationship between foster care experiences, social 
support, caregiver connectedness, and educational engagement and involvement in criminal 
behavior. A secondary analysis of the Crime During the Transition to Adulthood study was 
performed; the study synthesized data from two sources: the Midwest Study of the Adult 
Functioning of Former Foster Youth and official state arrest records from Wisconsin, Iowa, and 
Illinois. The Midwest Study followed a sample (n= 732) of foster youth between ages 16 and 17 
until their 21st birthdays. Bivariate analyses examined the relationship between criminal behavior 
and foster care experiences among transition-age youth. Findings revealed Black participants 
were significantly more likely to have an arrest record compared to non-Black participants; 
individuals with a mental health diagnosis were less likely to have an arrest record; and 
participants who experienced more than five placements or who were placed in a group home 
were more likely to have an arrest record. A logistic regression analysis revealed individuals 
with a mental health diagnosis were approximately 50% less likely to engage in criminal 
behavior and participants with five or more placements were about 131% more likely to have an 
arrest record. Findings suggest receiving appropriate mental health care and experiencing 
placement stability may lead to less criminal behavior and more positive life outcomes among 
transition-age foster youth. Child welfare professionals should develop policy and practices that 
prioritize placement stability and mental health.  
 
 
 


