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Introduction

This report emerges from a collective belief that young 
people deserve more than survival. They deserve free-
dom. They deserve support without conditions. They de-
serve to be trusted with the resources they need to build 
the lives they imagine for themselves.

In the summer of 2023, YouthNPower: Transforming Care 
launched the first direct cash transfer pilot in the United 
States designed by and for young people who had aged out 
of foster care. Over the course of a year, 100 youth received 
$1,000 monthly in unconditional direct cash payments. In 

addition, independent of these payments, they were invit-
ed to join a participatory research process that sought not 
just to document the impacts of the cash—but to analyze, 
challenge, and reimagine the systems that have failed them.

Who We Are: YouthNPower Collective

YouthNPower: Transforming Care is an intergeneration-
al collective of young people with lived experience in the 
child welfare system, university researchers, policy advo-
cates, legal experts, and community organizers. Our team 
brings together a range of expertise—rooted in both lived 
experience and long-standing professional practice—to 
work collaboratively toward structural change in how we 
support youth and families in New York.

Our collective was formed in response to the urgent need 
for approaches to research, policy, and care that moves be-
yond punitive systems and center the voices of those most 
directly impacted. We recognize that young people aging 
out of foster care are among the most marginalized in our 
communities, and that their experiences are shaped by in-
tersecting challenges across housing, employment, educa-
tion, healthcare, and the criminal legal system.1

A collaboration between the Children’s Defense Fund and 
the Public Science Project at The Graduate Center of the 
City University of New York, our work brings together mul-
tiple strategies—including collaborative research, policy 

advocacy, and organizing—to address these challenges and 
create more just and supportive systems. The pilot also in-
cluded support from the Center for the Study of Social Pol-
icy, and from our colleagues at New Yorkers For Children 
who managed the monthly payments to participants.

At the heart of this work is a shared commitment to build-
ing knowledge from the ground up—with the leadership 
and insights from those most impacted. Our pilot and 
the accompanying research were designed using a critical 
participatory action research (CPAR) approach,2 which 
recognizes lived experience as essential to strengthening 
validity3 across data collection and analysis. Our approach 
reflects the belief that research is not just a tool for under-
standing the world as it is, but for contributing to the work 
of imagining and building what could be.
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The Impacts of Unconditional Cash

Our direct cash transfer pilot was rooted in a simple premise: 
trust young people. Trust them with money. Trust them to 
name what they need. Trust them to make decisions about 
their lives.

The pilot revealed the transformative potential of uncon-
ditional cash to help young people emerging from foster 
care to experience stability and a sense of control over 
their own lives—to truly experience a transition to adult-
hood. Experiences of security and self-determination form a 
foundation of independence that is crucial for young adults 

transitioning from a system that dictated all aspects of their 
lives. Many young people leaving care are worried about 
what is ahead.4 The consistent financial support provided by 
the pilot created a cushion that mediated the significant ma-
terial precarity of their lives after foster care, and positively 
bolstered participants’ sense of well-being, possibility about 
the future, and their own freedom. Young people in the pilot 
described this shift as a turning point — from struggling to 
survive to beginning to feel like they were truly living in the 
world and had a place in it.

“The biggest [change from] the monthly 
payments is feeling like there was some type 
of support, not feeling alone, also having a 
sense of hope and a semi weight being lifted 
off of your shoulder.”
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The payments produced measurable positive impacts 
in young people’s lives across five essential domains 
for healthy independence:

1Self-determination and 
Future Mindsets

Youth consistently described the payments as a source of 
freedom, choice, and possibility. With sustained support, 
95% reported an increased sense of control over their 
current decisions and future plans. The cash enabled par-
ticipants to move into neighborhoods and homes of their 
choosing, reduce dependency on unsafe relationships, 
and invest in themselves—whether through education, 
career training, or saving for long-term goals.

2Education, Employment, 
and Career Growth

Participants used the money to navigate key transitions 
in education and employment, and to envision and work 
towards careers. Cash helped young people stay in school 
or return after time away, reduce financial strain, and 
focus on academic success. It supported employment by 
creating the flexibility to pursue jobs aligned with long-
term goals.

3Financial Security and 
Housing Stability

Cash provided a buffer in moments of crisis. Most par-
ticipants experienced at least one significant emergency 
expense during the pilot. The monthly payments helped 
them respond to unexpected costs like medical bills and 
job loss. Many saved money for the first time, using pay-
ments to build a cushion for future emergencies. Partic-
ipants also used the funds to cover essentials like food, 
rent, and transportation—expenses that existing public 
benefits often failed to meet. The payments also enabled 
young people to leave unsafe or unstable housing, move 
into their own homes, and weather disruptions in hous-
ing more safely.

4Personal Well-being and 
Community Connections

The payments contributed to improvements in both men-
tal and physical health. Young people accessed healthcare 
more consistently and described reduced stress. Many 
also used the money to care for others, strengthening ties 
to family and friends. This ripple effect—helping siblings, 
parents, and peers—highlights the communal impact typ-
ical of unconditional cash support.

5Reduced Contact with 
Punitive Systems

Participants reported fewer encounters with police and 
child protective services (CPS) during the pilot year. This 
suggests that increases in agency and sense of well-being, 
improved financial stability and ability to manage crises, 
and social connections through shared resources support-
ed by unconditional cash reduced system contact.

Across our findings, the data point to a simple but 
powerful truth: when young people were trusted with 
resources, they stopped merely surviving—they began 
to thrive.
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Cash Alone is Insufficient

Young people leaving foster care as young adults emerge from 
a system where their lives are controlled by family courts and 
child welfare staff, and they have little or no choice about the 
conditions of their day-to-day life. Many report a sense of 
abandonment when they age-out of custody after their legal 
ties to family have been dissolved, and find themselves living 
out a plan for their independence that can feel isolating and 
inadequate.5 Surviving and thriving in this transition re-
quires young people to grapple with significant turmoil 
and stress. They need an array of resources to meet their 
material needs, and support that strengthens their con-
nections to community, enhances their well-being, and 
promotes their self-determination and choice.

Our findings show that cash support is most powerful when 
embedded within a broader web of policies, relationships, 
and resources that affirm young people’s ability to succeed 
with dignity and autonomy. Cash alone is not enough—but 
when paired with policies that reduce surveillance, ex-
pand access to housing, education, work, social ties and 
care, and center the wisdom of young people, it becomes 
a foundation for possibility.

This report is both a set of findings and a call to action. It 
demands that policymakers, practitioners, and funders rec-
ognize the wisdom and leadership of young people. Uncon-
ditional cash support should be part of a broader, intersec-
tional policy agenda that includes housing justice, education 
equity, universal healthcare, and an end to family policing.

Pilot Overview

The YouthNPower Direct Cash Transfer Pilot provided 
monthly, unconditional payments of $1,000 to 100 young 
people over 12 months (June 2023-May 2024). The uncon-
ditional cash payments were the exciting center of a much 
larger project committed to transforming care—to building 
a different kind of network of support for young people leav-
ing the foster system, one rooted in trust, care, and the lead-
ership of youth with lived experience.

Prior to joining the pilot, each participant received one-on-
one benefits counseling to help them navigate the potential 
impact of the payments on their public benefits. We obtained 
a state-issued waiver for pilot participants, ensuring that pay-
ments would not impact certain benefits such as Temporary 
Assistance/Cash Assistance, Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program (SNAP) and the Home Energy Assistance 
Program (HEAP). Pilot participants’ Medicaid coverage was 
also protected.6

Participants were introduced to the YouthNPower collec-
tive, and to each other, through our “Welcome Days. These 
were fun-filled gatherings with music and food where we in-

troduced and shared the goals of the project, how the cash 
would be distributed and invited participants to take part in 
the participatory research documenting the impact of the pi-
lot. The research included surveys, focus groups, interviews, 
and collaborative data analysis—all of which was voluntary 
and compensated separately from the monthly payments.

Participants received a youth-designed community resource 
guide and were supported during the year through consistent 
communication with our team. Throughout the pilot, partic-
ipants had opportunities to shape the research questions we 
asked, the tools we used, our interpretations of the data and 
the advocacy agenda that flowed from their experience.

As the pilot came to a close, participants were offered volun-
tary, individualized benefits counseling to plan for the end of 
the payments. Our final participant gatherings were called 
“What’s Next? Sessions” and were designed to allow partic-
ipants to reconnect with one another, reflect on the year’s 
experience in an end-of-pilot survey, and to extend an open 
invitation to join our “Pilot to Policy” work.
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In every stage of this work—from program design to com-
munication, evaluation to advocacy—our guiding questions 
have been: What kinds of support do young people want 
in their lives during this transition from foster care? 
What happens when we trust young people’s visions for 
their own lives?

Pilot Recruitment 
and Sampling
Participants in the YouthNPower pilot were recruited from 
across New York City through a robust network of youth-serv-
ing organizations, foster care agencies, and direct outreach. 
We used stratified random sampling to select a cohort that 
reflected the broader demographics of young people aging 
out of NYC foster care, based on race, gender, and sexuality.7

From over 400 applicants, 100 youth were selected for the 
pilot. Eligible participants were 18—22 years old, had exited 
foster care after age 18 without reunification, adoption, or le-
gal guardianship, had been out of care for at least six months, 
and were living in New York City at the time of application.8

Methods
The impact of the pilot was studied through a mixed method 
research design that involved multiple waves of data collec-
tion through surveys, focus groups, interviews, and narrative 
testimonies, and emphasized a recursive, participatory cycle 
of inquiry.

Surveys
We conducted three comprehensive surveys (baseline, 
8-month, and end-of-pilot), developed collaboratively by our 
intergenerational team. Surveys included quantitative items 
and open-ended qualitative questions, covering housing, 
education, employment, health, well-being, child welfare 
system and police contact, financial stability, and spending. 
Survey questions were crafted to resist deficit-based assump-
tions, invite complexity and context, and reflect the lived re-
alities of participants.

The baseline and end-of-pilot surveys were administered 
in-person, achieving 97% and 93% response rates, respec-
tively. The 8-month spending survey, administered virtually, 
had a 91% completion rate.9

Focus Groups
Midway through the pilot, participants (n=28) joined focus 
groups centered on key themes including housing, parent-
ing, mental health, and policing. These conversations were 
not solely data collection moments—they were also sites of 
collective interpretation, where young people in the pilot 
worked with our intergenerational research team to help 
make sense of preliminary findings from our baseline survey 
and sharpen emerging insights.

Interviews and Narrative Testimonies
We conducted follow-up interviews with a subset of partic-
ipants (n=33) to explore the personal and political dimen-
sions of unconditional cash support. These narratives of-
fered textured accounts of transformation, constraints, and 
resistance—deepening our understanding of how uncondi-
tional cash support intersects with the structural conditions 
and everyday life of young adults emerging from foster care.

A Representative Pilot Sample

Strata Categories
Pilot 

Participants 
(n=100)

NYC Population 
Data on 

Transition  
Aged Youth

Race/ 
Ethnicity

African 
American 53% 52%

Latinx 39% 39%

White 3% 3%

Asian 2% 2%

Other/
Unkown19 3% 4%

Gender Female 60% 57%

Male 37% 43%

Non-Binary 3% N/A

LGBTQIA+ LGBTQIA+ 27% 34%
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Analysis
Our approach to analysis mirrored our approach to design: 
participatory, relational, iterative, and grounded in the lived 
knowledge of youth and adult researchers. This approach al-
lowed us to fill in gaps in research about supports for youth 
leaving foster care, as well in research on unconditional cash 
support in general. Much of the existing research has been 
overwhelmingly conducted “from the top down,” in other 
words on young people and those most impacted without 
their involvement in the analytical work of the research. Our 
work combined layers of analysis across methods, ensuring 
that young people on our team and in the pilot shaped our 
understanding at each step.

Survey data were analyzed by a core subgroup of the intergen-
erational research team. This group met weekly to examine 
trends, pose questions, and explore patterns. Given our sam-
ple size and participatory commitments, we did not pursue 
hypothesis testing or causal models. Quantitative data was 

analyzed descriptively. Open-ended responses, focus group 
transcripts, and interviews were coded thematically using a 
collaborative framework.10 In our weekly analysis meetings, 
we reflected on emerging themes, surfaced tensions in the 
data, and highlighted insights that disrupted dominant nar-
ratives about young people. Across our methods, we were 
interested not only in understanding what changed for par-
ticipants over the year, but how they experienced and inter-
preted those changes.

In participatory analysis sessions, pilot participants were 
invited to review and analyze early findings with our team. 
These sessions directly shaped our analysis and this report. 
This recursive, layered process—moving between internal 
team analysis and broader collective interpretation—created 
a systematic and rigorous process that heightened the valid-
ity of our research.

Findings 
Unconditional Cash Supported Young People During Transition

“The biggest change in my life this past year was my view of 
life itself. It made me feel settled. Where am I? Free for the 
first time in my life from worry about how I was going to pay 
for things without always having to ask my family and friends 
for money. [This] was an opportunity that I never thought I 
would have in life and gave me enough comfortability to move 
around and actually set the groundwork for my future.”

Young people leaving foster care are navigating emerging 
adulthood, a period of change that is characterized by mile-
stones around school, work, and living independently from 
family households. After aging-out of the system, they are 
often entering this period without family connections or re-
liable community ties.11 Their transition from a system that 
controlled all aspects of their lives until planned indepen-
dence at age 21, is frequently a sustained struggle for housing 
stability, meaningful and regular employment, access to edu-
cation and health care, and their own well-being.12 Over half 

of the participants in our pilot had been unable to afford food 
in the last month before the pilot began, and over a third 
could not afford rent (39%) or utilities (33%).13

In the face of these realities, we found that young people 
who had recently aged-out of the foster system consistent-
ly framed their own visions for a “good life” as larger than 
any one material need, and deeply rooted in a desire for sta-
bility and control.14 These feelings of well-being, desires 
for freedom and resources for self-determination, were 
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the foundation, established by cash support, that helped 
young people to build towards the future.

Our research shows that 12 months of unconditional cash 
helped young people experience a sense of autonomy, feel 
more hopeful about the future, and make important choices 
for themselves. Our findings also show how cash enhanced 
their economic condition and resiliency to weather financial 
shocks, improved their housing, as well as their health and 
sense of well-being. With a year of support, more young peo-
ple were in school, working, and planning for careers. Un-
derlying these positive changes for pilot participants are the 
ways that unconditional cash strengthened community ties 
and diminished contact with punitive systems.

Collectively, the research shows how sustained, predictable, 
unconditional cash support can impact these intertwined 
domains critical to independence in the lives of young peo-
ple during this period of transition.

1Self-Determination and 
Future Mindsets

Participants in the pilot used words like freedom, indepen-
dence and the ability to breathe to describe how the year of 
unconditional cash support made them feel about life and 
the road ahead:

“I was free to move how I want.”

“It made it way easier to move more freely with my life.”

“So much of my money issues felt not completely solved. But 
it made me feel good to fill my house up with things that I 
needed to have and to give my kids the things that they need-
ed. I just felt more comfortable and like a responsible adult 
when I got the payments every month. It helped me breathe 
better.”

The transition out of foster care is characterized by a com-
plex tension between the desire for autonomy and the abrupt 
withdrawal of institutional support.15 On the one hand, young 
adults experience frustration with the system’s control and 
the limited choice available while in custody. On the other 
hand, many face disconnection, lack of accountability and a 

dearth of support once they age out. Studies demonstrate that 
unconditional cash results in “room to breathe” and choice 
that supports new capacity for autonomy among partici-
pants.16 In our research, we saw that unconditional cash gave 
pilot participants a greater sense of their own self-determina-
tion in different aspects of their life, both now and in terms of 
the futures they envisioned for themselves.

A Sense of Choice Now
After 1 year of unconditional cash support, 95% of partic-
ipants reported that the monthly payments had improved 
their sense of power over decisions that impact their lives. 
The data show that with the cushion of 12 months of sup-
port, pilot participants reported feeling more choice about 
where they work and what they do for a living (74%), where 
they live (71%) and who they live with (67%). Young peo-
ple in the pilot also reported the monthly payments helping 
them feel that they had more choices about their education: 
many said that having the 12 months of unconditional sup-
port made them feel like they had more choice about wheth-
er to pursue a job training program (67%) or whether to go 
to school (60%). In our qualitative work and participatory 
analysis with pilot participants, this sense of being able to 
choose was a significant value.

Being able to choose where to work and live, and who to live 
with, is a radical and validating change in life after foster care 
as young adults. Most pilot participants experienced the sus-
tained financial support as helping them take steps toward 
a career that is consistent with their desires and appetites 
(85%), finding work that is closer to career goals (75%) and 
doing work they like (73%).

“Because of the money I no 
longer feel like I’m surviving. 
I’m starting to live.”
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Freedom to Dream a Bigger Future
After one year, 95% of participants said the monthly pay-
ments gave them more choice about their future plans. Sus-
tained, predictable financial support helped them widen the 
aperture for what lay ahead and, in some cases, begin taking 
steps toward long-term goals—sometimes describing vivid 
visions of their careers, families, and sense of possibility.

Unconditional cash support has been shown to help partic-
ipants engage in planning—not just managing immediate 
needs.17 In the context of emerging adulthood and young 
people’s transition from foster care, it is especially crucial. 
Our data shows that the sustained cash support improved 
participants’ feelings of agency, and helped them to set and 
pursue longer term goals.

2 Increased Education, 
Employment and  
Career Growth

More young people were in school after 12 months of un-
conditional cash support. Forty-five participants reported 
that they were attending school, college, or a training pro-
gram during the pilot. Of particular note, 18 participants 
newly enrolled in school, college, or a training program, or 
returned to school during the pilot after having taken time 
off. Among those who were in school during the pilot period 

Increased Sense of Choice (n=93)

Receiving payments for the past 12 months...

85% Increased my ability to take steps towards creating the career that I want

75% Allowed me to feel closer to my career goals

73% Allowed me to feel more able to pursue work that I like

67% Gave me more choice about whether to pursue a job training program

60% Gave me more choice about whether to go to school

41% Helped me move into my own place

39% Helped me move to a place with more space

30%  Helped me move to a neighborhood 
that I prefer

28%  Helped me get out of a negative 
roommate situation

28%  Helped me get out of an abusive 
housing situation

27%  Helped me move in with people 
I know/trust

“[Now] I can pace myself mentally, physically, 
and emotionally. I can build my career by 
making smart choices. The payments gave me 
more freedom to choose my path. I’ve been 
investing in myself and saving for a better 
future.”

“The biggest change has been putting money 
into ideas I’ve had—getting my license, saving 
for a car. I’m still young and a parent, so it feels 
like I’m entering new levels of life.”

“The payments as a whole helped me 100%. I 
felt like I actually had a chance at a new start.”

“This past year, I’ve been able to pay rent, and 
spend more time growing my talents—music, 
art, voiceover.”

(n=45), 90% reported that the money helped them feel less 
concerned about finances so that they could stay in school. 
Nearly as many (85%) said that the payments helped them 
focus on performance in school. At the same time, the per-
cent of pilot participants in school who reported that they 
could not afford educational expenses over the last month 
dropped by half, from 20% prior to receiving payments to 
11% at the end of the pilot. Among those with education-re-
lated loans (n=47), a similar number (83%) said the pay-
ments had increased their ability to pay it back.

Cash Provided Relief for 
Those in School (n=45)

90%
reported the money 
eased financial stress so 
they could stay in school

85%
reported that the 
payments helped 
them focus on 
performance in school
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Research shows that young people with foster care experi-
ence face significant barriers to completing school, includ-
ing needing to work full time, being a parent, and facing eco-
nomic hardships.18 

Financial support has been identified as one method for re-
ducing these barriers among former foster youth.19 New York 
State, and New York City especially, offer a variety of finan-
cial supports for education and vocational training because 
of the historically low levels of college enrollment and grad-
uation among young people with foster care experience.20 In 
New York City, if young people enroll in college while they 
remain in foster care (before age 21), they can receive up to 
$15,000 in tuition, plus room and board, that is not covered 
by their financial aid package as part of a program called Col-
lege Choice. The program also includes a $60 daily stipend, 
or $1800 per month.21

To be eligible for College Choice, however, young people 
must be in foster care, which means that youth in our pilot, 
who had aged-out of the City’s system, were not eligible for 
the program if they had not enrolled prior to leaving cus-
tody. Statewide programs supporting higher education are 
available for young people after leaving care, but provide 
considerably less financial support in terms of both tuition 
payments and flexible cash for other expenses.22

Based on our baseline survey of pilot participants, 85% of 
those who were not currently enrolled at the start of the 

pilot reported that not having enough money was a sig-
nificant obstacle to going to school.23 Among some mem-
bers of the pilot, having unrestricted cash mitigated obstacles 
they were facing in completing education and training pro-
grams, especially with regard to balancing work and school.

“Before YouthNPower, I was in school, but I wasn’t working. 
It was hard, and I was at that point where I had to decide 
because I couldn’t do both. I thought, can I just stop going to 
school? But luckily I didn’t have to, you know? It was such a 
relief—I had even started losing weight. The YouthNPower 
money gave me the chance to go back to school without wor-
rying about paying for stuff. It gave me that leeway where I 
know I can focus. We don’t have to worry about the money 
coming in. It was a mental relief. I don’t even have to worry 
about food or traveling on the [subway], you know, little stuff 
that might pop up. Because I already knew [the money] was 
gonna come in.”

“Books can be like hundreds of dollars and there’s certain 
[software] programs you have to buy, and those can be any-
where from one to four hundred dollars. One of the things I 
used the money for was books and school supplies. If I didn’t 
have that, I would’ve had to borrow from a relative or friend, 
then try to pay them back with money I don’t exactly know 
where I’d get—because I’m in school. Getting the money and 
not having to work gave me huge peace of mind to go to school 
with more confidence. Before the money came in, I’d look for 
part-time work, but I knew if I got the job, my grades would 
likely slip because I wouldn’t be able to prioritize school.”

Cash Supported Employment and 
Expanded Career Pathways
More young people were working after the 12 months of un-
conditional cash support. The number of pilot participants 
who were working full-time or part-time increased from 
45% to 49% over the year. Our research also found that 
nearly every participant who was not working at the end of 
the pilot reported that they were actively looking for work, 
even those who were enrolled in school.

Our data is consistent with findings from the Center for In-
novation through Data Intelligence in the Office of the May-
or of the City of New York, which found that YouthNPower 
pilot participants were more likely to participate in the 
formal labor economy compared to a group of similar 
youth who were not receiving the payments.24 The anal-
ysis found that 69% of pilot participants reported taxable 

“The biggest change in the past 
year is getting the job I wanted 
and paying off my debt with the 
monthly payments.”
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income from employment during the four fiscal quarters 
that most aligned with the pilot period, compared to 48% in 
the comparison group.25 Having adjusted for employment in 
2023 prior to the start of the payments, the difference in em-
ployment is statistically significant. If youth were receiving 
payments in the pilot they were 15% more likely to report 
earnings over the 12-month period.26

Beyond their desire to work, build their skills and pursue 
meaningful careers, young people in the pilot were clear that 
the $1,000 was most impactful when combined with income 
from work:

“[Receiving unconditional cash] is gonna make you wanna 
work more because you’re gonna wanna save up the monthly 
payments. New York is very expensive so the $1,000 is to help 
but it cannot cause you to not work no more. The $1,000 is so 
helpful and motivates you to want to be better, make more 
money, save and be financially stable.”

“[With] work I’ll be [living] paycheck to paycheck sometimes 
and it won’t be enough for bills, wipes, diapers, or gas. Now I 
can have someone stay with my kids on weekends when I’m 
called to work or when my paycheck goes to bills and I need 
diapers—since I have two kids. I’m thankful because some-
times I didn’t have enough and had to borrow money, but I 
haven’t done that since I got this help.”

“The money does help but I can’t survive on it.”

Our data show young people leveraging the cash support to 
create more financial stability and career opportunities for 
themselves. For many in our pilot, the payments increased 
their ability to take steps towards creating the career they 
want (85%) and/or gave them more choice about where they 
worked and what they did for employment (74%). Several 
participants reported using the money to get a certification 
(27%) train in a new skill (24%), or start a new business 

(23%). These findings suggest that the increased feeling of 
choice over one’s career encouraged engagement in profes-
sional growth opportunities.

“[I’m now] the pharmacy tech for a non-profit organization. 
It’s salary, not hourly pay. I can balance work and vacation 
time. Because of the job I’m able to save more. The YouthN-
Power money was the stepping stone I needed. You need that 
one breakthrough.”

“With the monthly payments I was able to fully invest into my 
barbering career and become a full time barber.”

“I was able to go to trade school to start a career in the elec-
trical industry. That’s just a step into my ideas on creating 
generational wealth for my family.”

The breathing room that $1000 provided pilot participants is 
clear in the context of their wages. Findings from the anal-
ysis of administrative data conducted by the Center for In-
novation through Data Intelligence showed that the median 
income for pilot participants based on Department of Labor 
wage data was shockingly low—$5,254 over 12 months.27 
The median was similarly low among the comparison group 
of young adults who had also recently aged-out of foster care 
but were not receiving payments: $6,304.28 In this context, 
the impact of the additional $12,000 over the year—more 
than doubling the amount of cash available for pilot partici-
pants—helps illustrate the transformative scope of the sup-
port.

Combined with the findings around their sense of control 
over where they worked and taking steps toward career goals, 
these data point to how young people benefited in different 
ways from unconditional cash support. The cash provided an 
opportunity to consider and work towards longer-term em-
ployment and career goals, while simultaneously supporting 
active workforce participation.

Steps Participants Were Able to Take with Cash Support

Participants leveraged the cash support to gain stability and pursue career goals.

85%
credited the 
payments with help-
ing them build the 
career they want

74%
said they had more 
choice in where and 
how they worked

27%
used the money to 
get a certification

24%
used it to train 
in a new skill

23%
used it to start 
a business

11



Young people who were unemployed at the end of the pilot 
(n=47) reported a range of ongoing barriers to work: diffi-
culty finding “good” jobs (53%), caring for children (23%), 
lacking necessary skills or qualifications (23%), struggles 
with mental health (19%) and attending school (17%).

3. Increased Financial 
Security and Housing 
Stability
Young People Saved for Emergencies
Seventy-five percent of participants (n=72) reported saving 
money during the 12 months. This is in contrast to the expe-
rience of young people as they entered the project. A major-
ity (71%) of participants reported having no savings before 
the payments began, which is significantly higher than the 
proportion of people in the U.S. of all ages who report that 
they have no savings set aside for emergencies (24%), includ-
ing those under 35 (26%).29 Nearly a third (28%) of partici-
pants who saved during the pilot were planning in case of an 
emergency. This is consistent with recent studies that show 
people identify “emergencies or unexpected needs” as one of 
the most important reasons to save.30 During the pilot, 93% of participants faced at least one 

significant emergency or unexpected expense. Over half 
(58%) reported four or more types of unanticipated costs, 
highlighting the frequent crises young people exiting foster 
care must navigate. The cash payments helped young people 
manage and respond to emergencies: such as the loss of a job 
or a reduction in work hours, loss of housing, and medical 
expenses.

Many young people lack the family ties and social capital 
that can serve as a buffer to inevitable life challenges that 
occur, including financial setbacks. The ability to respond 
to emergencies with their own resources is critical to un-
derstanding the impact of the pilot on young people’s lives. 
Economic shocks, like loss of work or a sudden decrease 
in income, have been shown to increase the likelihood for 
spiraling consequences, such as eviction and homelessness, 
family stress and child protective services system contact 
(among parents).31

For some, this ability to respond to surprise costs was based 
on the monthly payment itself, and for others, they had ac-
tively planned for “rainy days” by saving part of their pay-
ments along the way.

“I’ve been trying 
to save $10,000”

“So far, I always take 
$500 out to put in 
my savings”

“I save for 
emergency 
purposes”

“I saved up 
enough to cover 
the cost of 
emergencies”

“I have an account for 
unexpected expenses”

“I have 3 children 
and two of them 
are autistic, I saved 
funds just for a 
rainy day”

86%

73%

59%

56%

31%

28%

19%

Unexpected Bills

Something needed to be fixed/replaced 
unexpectedly

Unexpected loss of work hours 
or paycheck

Unexpected fees

Unexpected travel

Unexpected 
medical expense

Unexpected 
loss of 
housing

Monthly Payments Used for 
Unexpected and Emergency Expenses
(n=96)
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Cash Helped Young People  
Afford Essentials
For many, the payments helped create a financial floor to 
cover the costs of basic necessities that all people need. 
Based on findings from both our midpoint and endpoint sur-
veys, 95% of pilot participants reported using the money to 
pay for food, and 82% used the payments for rent or housing.

With access to 12 months of unconditional cash support, we 
saw decreases in the number of young people who struggled 
to pay for monthly expenses across all categories, including 
essentials like food and rent. Among those who had debt 
(other than student debt, n=74), 89% reported that the pay-
ments had helped them pay it off.

Cash Helped Young People Find Housing 
Stability and Live Independently
The number of young people experiencing homelessness de-
creased dramatically during the pilot, from 13% at the start 
to 1% after 12-months of support. In addition, there was a 
significant increase in the proportion of participants who 
were living in their own house or apartment after the pilot: 
rising from 27% to 62%. At the start of the pilot, 5% of par-
ticipants reported that they were living in a crisis or home-
lessness shelter, 3% were living in a hotel/motel, outside, or 
in a vehicle, 4% were staying with friends/family short term 
(“couch-surfing”) and 1 participant wrote in that they were 
not currently living anywhere. By the end of our pilot, no 
participants reported that they were living in a shelter, hotel/
motel, outside, or in a vehicle. One participant reported that 
they were couch-surfing at the end of the pilot.

The payments also helped young people move into a place 

with more space (39%), live in a neighborhood that they pre-
fer (30%) and live with people they know and trust (27%).

Eighty-two percent of pilot participants reported having used 
some of their monthly payments on rent or housing over the 
prior 12 months. The payments were also a cushion for when 
their housing changed during the year; 19% reported that 
the monthly payments helped them manage an unexpect-
ed loss of housing. This is a crucial finding considering the 
changes in housing that youth experience during this peri-
od of transition and emerging adulthood. Young people de-
scribed changes in where they lived and who they lived with. 
The flexibility and portability of cash smoothed these kinds 
of predictable disruptions.

Cash Helped Young People Live in Safety
Participants also shared ways in which the cash payments 
helped them move out of negative and coercive living ar-
rangements and into more positive settings. Twenty-eight 

Change in Housing (n=89)

27% Before Pilot

13% Before 
Pilot

62% End of Pilot

1% End of Pilot

LIVING IN THEIR OWN HOUSE OR APARTMENT

EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS

95%
Food

82%
Rent/Housing

80%
Transportation

69%
Housing 

essentials

57%
Self care

23%
Start a 

business

51%
Utilities

39%
Social Time

27%
Certification

24%
Skill 

training

22%
Health- 

care

25%
School bills/

tuition

Participant Spending (n=96)

What Participants Reported Spending Payments on at Any Point During the Year
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percent reported that the monthly payments helped 
them get out of an abusive housing situation, and the 
same percentage reported that the monthly payments 
helped them get out of a negative roommate situation. 
The payments also helped participants move to a neigh-
borhood they prefer (30%) and into new living situations 
with people that they know and trust (27%).

Here, the flexibility of the cash payments helped young peo-
ple experience both living in spaces that reflect their prefer-
ences, and permitted them some freedom to escape arrange-
ments that were negative or dangerous.

Cash and Housing Benefits
New York State, and New York City in particular, offer a 
range of housing benefits for which youth with foster care 
experience have priority, including vouchers and public 
housing.32 At the same time, New York’s housing market is 
among the worst in the U.S. for affordability and availabili-
ty—due in part to the shortage of housing in the City.33 The 
shortage of affordable housing is a profound policy failure 
and young adults are transitioning to independence with ex-
tremely few options. Many find they cannot afford to live in 
the City where they grew up.

Housing Justice for Young People Aging out of Foster Care in New 
York City, a report developed by a team of experts including 
YouthNPower collective members, examined the nexus of 
foster care and housing for emerging adults. “In New York 
City, of the 429 youth who aged out of foster care in 2022, 
31% had to stay in a foster or group home because they sim-
ply had no other housing options. And while the remaining 
69% were afforded housing, their options left them in neigh-
borhoods saddled with the legacy of redlining, where they 
faced rodents in their apartments and have reported feeling 
unsafe alone.”34

Currently, the dominant policy around housing for young 
adults leaving foster care focuses on public housing and 
housing vouchers, however there are significant barriers 
to using vouchers in communities, even in New York City 
where there is a legal prohibition against income discrimi-
nation in housing. According to a recent report from New 
York City, one barrier is “landlords’ resistance to rent to 
youth with no rental history and low/no income (which can 
also be a challenge for youth obtaining housing without a 
voucher).”35 In some cases, members of the pilot requested 
letters from the YouthNPower project to demonstrate their 

receiving a regular source of monthly cash support to help 
them use a voucher and obtain housing.

Our findings point to how cash can work alongside voucher 
programs by providing evidence of a continuous source of 
funds in rental applications, as well as permitting young peo-
ple to spend on things they need to move in and make their 
space feel like home.

One mother, who had lived in a shelter, foster care and a 
mother-child program prior to getting her own apartment 
said:

“It really helped, especially with moving into my apartment, 
buying my furniture for my first place. I put my security de-
posit down. It helped me move out of a mother/daughter pro-
gram. I got my place the first month of this program, and I 
have been there ever since. HRA paid my rent, but the thou-
sand dollars helped with everything else. I’ve been working 
[to get an] apartment since 2018—5 years. I didn’t move 
into my apartment until a month before my 23rd birthday. 
I cried.”

Two other parents reflected on how the money supported 
their housing:

“I finally found an apartment with my voucher. They moved 
most of my stuff from the shelter. When I moved in I was 
about two months pregnant with my son, so I had to fix it 
all up and buy a crib and all that. What helped me most in 
moving in was the money I had been able to save from the 
[monthly payments]. It’s a big help when you’re pretty much 
alone. The adjustment was hard but I love having my own 
space, being out of the shelter, being able to do what I need to 
do for my kids.”
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“When I left care and moved into my first apartment, [my 
agency] helped me get set up with a little bit of furniture. 
I ended up moving from there because I was dealing with 
a [domestic violence] situation and had to get away. I had 
just moved into my new apartment with my two kids when 
the [payments] started and it helped me buy a couch for my 
house. It helped me buy a bed for myself and a bed for my 
children. I was able to have some room to breathe.”

Our findings are consistent with research that has identified 
unconditional cash support for young adults transitioning 
out of foster care as a crucial strategy for reducing barriers 
to stable housing and elevating young people’s autonomy,36 

in addition to other policies that increase affordable hous-
ing and mixed-income construction.37

Many pilot participants also reported that they aspired to-
ward more than simply stable shelter and were able to create 
a home that reflected some of their own choices and pref-
erences. That was most clear with regard to things like fur-
niture and setting up a household—often for the first time. 
Seventy-four percent of pilot participants reported that the 
monthly payments helped them furnish and decorate the 
place where they were living in the way that they wanted 

to. While seemingly small, and often taken-for-granted, pi-
lot participants emphasized how important these kinds of 
choices were to feeling a sense of autonomy and freedom 
after foster care.

4. Improved Personal 
Well-being and Community 
Connections
Improved Health and Well-Being
As pilot participants reported an increasing sense of con-
trol and self-determination over the 12 months of cash pay-
ments, they also reported increases in mental and physical 
health. According to surveys, monthly payments improved 
mental health (86%) and physical well-being (77%). This 
is a key finding, as 37% of participants reported that their 
financial situation had held them back from taking care of 
their health in the year prior to the pilot. Among those who 
had managed a medical concern in the last year (n=35), 
76% reported that they were able to get the care they need-
ed—up from only 52% in the year prior to the pilot pay-
ments (n=29).

THE LIMITS OF $1000
Even after 12-months of support, 40% of young people in the pilot still 
reported that they could not afford food or groceries, and 33% said they 
could not afford rent, in the last 30 days. This is particularly concerning in 
light of the fact that young adults who age out of foster care in New York 
City have access to, at least in written policy, some of the most robust safety 
net programs available. Indeed, administrative data reviewed by the Center 
for Innovation through Data Intelligence shows that 71% of YouthNPower 
participants received public assistance during the pilot period.38 The fact that 
these young people still used part of their cash payments to afford their basic 
needs illustrates the well-documented reality that current cash assistance 
benefits do not come close to lifting people out of poverty.39 These findings 
demonstrate young people’s need for significantly higher levels of financial 
support after leaving foster care.
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Participants described various pathways to improved 
health and well-being linked to the payments. Some said 
the payments helped them access health care by covering 
costs for doctor and dentist visits, medication, or trans-
portation:

“I was able to pay for the medication I need to help with my 
mental health.”

“It helped me pay for cabs to the doctor’s office.”

“I spent 200 dollars a month on my braces.”

“It helped me get around and help my family get around for 
appointments.”

“It helped purchase medication we needed.”

“I just underwent bariatric surgery and I am required to 
intake protein shakes and vitamins. The monthly payments 
have made it easy to afford my vitamins and protein powder. 
I was able to put money aside for an upcoming dental ap-
pointment.”

Others described how the payments helped them manage 
their health and well-being by eating healthy and being 
more active:

“The biggest change for me over the past year is being able to 
take [care] of myself better by eating [well], going to the gym 
and being able to have more time to myself alongside going to 
college instead of alternating between college and work with 
barely any time to breathe.”

“I was able to sign up for the gym ever since the monthly pay-
ments started.”

“I have been able to eat healthier because I have money to 
buy healthy foods.”

“It encouraged me to be outside more since I can afford a 
little more things.”

“I was now able to buy healthier food, which is more expen-
sive than fast food. I was able to keep up with my gym mem-
bership. I also was able to pay for things that my health in-
surance didn’t cover.”

“Helped me eat!! I was barely eating before the monthly pay-
ments.”

Participants also described how the payments reduced 
stress and increased healthy social ties:

“Since I was financially stable, I was mentally able to work 
on my physical health more efficiently than before.”

“I felt more confident in my ability to do most things and 
handle most problems. From spending time with friends to 
paying off my phone bill, it made me feel things were more 
doable than before.”

“The biggest change in my life was getting to help myself, 
getting to help others, and feeling independent. The money 
was something that encouraged me to make the right de-
cisions. (Not that I don’t do that already.) I got to help my 
family when they needed it, I got to make sure my cat didn’t 
starve or that I didn’t starve. I felt happy, and content. Mon-
ey isn’t always about spending, it’s about how you use it.”

“The ability to live without worrying about bills, rent, how 
many times I will eat today. This program was life changing 
and if I had this resource when I first entered foster care / 
started college, this would have eliminated more than HALF 
of my stress.”

“I’ve been saving up for therapy and trying to be more so-
cial. Since I’d have extra funds I’ve been able to get out more 
and live my life as an adult. This money has helped with 
groceries, rent, and transportation to and from work. I feel 
blessed and grateful.”

These qualitative reflections offer deeper insight into how 
unconditional cash can improve the everyday experience of 
living, work to enhance health in the face of barriers to care, 
and alleviate stress.
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Community Connections
As young people leave foster care, many experience isolation. 
Healthy connections with family and friends and community 
interdependence remain important parts of transition. Re-
lationships with parents and extended family help establish 
neighborhood ties, so the legal termination of these relation-
ships often diminish young people’s sense of connectedness. 
Our research shows that participants used some of the cash 
they received to build connections within their communities 
by sharing resources.

Findings from our surveys and interviews showed that de-
spite the absence of legal ties, participants in the pilot over-
whelmingly (76%) used some portion of the money, however 
small, to connect with and provide financial support for fam-
ily members—mothers, fathers and siblings. As one partic-
ipant shared, “I have siblings who also grew up in care and 
are having a hard time with going into adulthood so just to be 
able to help them with a little $100 to help pay a phone bill 
seemed like a blessing.” Another explained, “my biological 
mother, I always have helped her with my siblings’ clothes 
and with groceries.” One young person reported, “my mom 
got into a car accident and was out of work for 2 weeks so I 
sent her a couple hundred.”

Participants (31%) also reported that over the course of the 
12 months they used some money to help people in their 
social network. They helped their friends with unexpected 
expenses like fixing a car, losing a job, paying rent, or helping 
out with food when someone had their public benefits in-
terrupted. They also helped peers with costs associated with 
parenting (like birthday gifts and supplies for a new baby). 
Some shared money to cover friends’ school costs, profes-
sional license fees, or transportation.

Research across unconditional cash transfer pilots has de-
scribed similar “ripple effects” of cash-sharing within families 
and social networks.40 Like our findings, studies show that 
participants are often “able to give, from sharing food with 
neighbors or supporting family members with burial costs.”41 
These kinds of relationships have been shown to build the 
social fabric around people, uplift health and well-being, and 
create individual and collective resilience to crisis.42

5. Reduced Contact with 
Punitive Systems
Young Parents Had Fewer Contacts with 
Child Protective Services
Parenting participants43 reported less contact with the child 
welfare system during the year of pilot. Fifty-seven percent 
of parents (n=21) reported having been a subject of a child 
protective services (CPS) investigation before the pilot. This 
number dropped in the year of the pilot, with 32% (n=12) 
of parents reporting being a subject of a CPS investigation.

As reported in our baseline survey report, young people who 
had aged-out of foster care and were parenting expressed 
considerable fear of contact with CPS and being separated 
from their own children.44 While our data suggest that un-
conditional cash support was protective, the fact that more 
than a quarter (n=12) of parenting participants reported 
that the child welfare agency threatened removal of their 
children, speaks to the impact of intergenerational contact 
with the system.45

Research shows that the biggest predictors of CPS investi-
gations are evidence that families are struggling to meet ba-
sic needs, such as food pantry use, unpaid electricity bills, 
or an inability to access medical care.46 Our findings show 
that participants who were parenting spent their payments 
on essential expenses like food and utilities, as well as costs 
specifically related to raising children. Pilot participants who 
were parenting by the end of the pilot (n=44) reported that 
they used part of their monthly payments to pay for their 
children’s needs (93%), including child care (32%).

Young parents also experienced shifts in well-being and au-
tonomy. Of the 44 parents who completed the endpoint sur-
vey, 100% reported the monthly payments gave them more 
choice about their future plans. Eighty-two percent (36 of 
44) reported improved mental health. Of the 44 parents 

“The biggest change in my life 
this year was being able to be a 
family with my kids again and 
finally have some peace.”

“Being able to pay for child 
care has helped me find time to 
create a routine for my mental 
and physical health.”
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who completed our final survey, 59% said they could “do just 
about anything they set their mind to.” By the end, that rose 
to 75%.

Unconditional cash programs have been shown to impact 
children’s health and development as well as parent well-be-
ing (including health, economic and housing stability, par-
enting and family functioning).47 Our findings affirm this 
research demonstrating the nexus between child welfare sys-
tem contact, economic support and parents’ sense of well-be-
ing, agency and self-determination.48

Participants Had Fewer Contacts 
with Police
The percentage of young people in the pilot reporting po-
lice contact dropped from 48% in the year before the pilot to 
33% during it. Stops and questioning fell from 33% to 20%, 
and arrests from 28% to 20%. These findings align with re-
cent research49 showing that unconditional cash can reduce 
criminal legal system contact by improving food and housing 
security, covering emergencies, supporting others financial-
ly, and boosting mental health.50

Our findings support these connections between individual 
well-being, a sense of community connectedness, and reduc-
tions in police contact, but they also illustrate other domains 
that impact whether people have contact with the criminal 
legal system based on crisis.

Young people receiving a year of financial support reported 
feeling more able to handle their own problems and reported 
experiencing less crises like housing precarity and homeless-
ness. They also frequently reported feeling more physically 
and emotionally safe after receiving 12 months of payments. 
Reflecting on the 30 days before the pilot began, 36% per-
cent of participants reported that their financial situation 
prevented them from feeling physically safe and 47% report-
ed that their financial situation prevented them from feeling 
emotionally safe. In the last 30 days of the pilot, this dropped 
to 18% and 28%, respectively.

Interpersonal conflict and crisis often bring young people 
into contact with the criminal legal system during vulnera-
ble moments that can quickly escalate. In this way, the pro-
tective power of cash is diffused across different aspects of 
young people’s lives, likely contributing to lower levels of cri-
sis and higher levels of stability that reduced police contact.

Though these findings are notable, many pilot participants 
also reported feeling targeted by police because of their race 
(37%), where they live (28%), their age (20%), their history 
in the foster care system (22%) and their history with CPS 
as a parent (16%). These findings point to the conditions of 
surveillance51 that young adults transitioning out of foster 
care—of whom over 90% are young people of color—con-
tinue to experience.

Reduction in Police Contact (n=89)

48% Year Before PIlot

33% Year Before PIlot

33% During Pilot

20% During Pilot

20% During Pilot

OVERALL CONTACT WITH POLICE

STOPPED AND QUESTIONED BY POLICE

ARRESTED

28% Year Before PIlot
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Recommendations 
Unconditional Cash Support Must Be Part of a Broad Policy Effort  
to Support Young People in Transition

“This should be mandatory for all foster youth. It’s hard 
wanting to live your life with the immense challenges that 
come with being in the foster care system, being overlooked, 
pushed aside. Strongly advocate for this to become NY 
State Law.”

Our findings demonstrate the considerable impact of one 
year of unconditional cash support in a number of dimen-
sions of young people’s lives, increasing their agency and 
sense of control during the period of challenging transition 
after leaving foster care. From meeting basic needs, and 
building a financial cushion to weather economic shocks, 
to supporting education, professional training and partici-
pation in the workforce, cash support improved young peo-
ple’s lives. Sustained, reliable, no-strings-attached payments 
helped participants to reduce stress, improve their sense of 
well-being and build ties with family and community. This 
report echoes other projects led by young people with lived 
expertise in the child welfare system, who have called for 
deeper investments in flexible resources like unconditional 
cash that center dignity and trust.52

This report also illustrates some of the ways that relatively 
small cash grants may be able to reduce young people’s con-
tact with government systems—decreasing the personal toll 
on young people and the public costs we collectively share. 
Current costs for shelter and services in New York City’s De-
partment of Homeless Services exceeds $300 per person per 
day, and detention in New York City’s Department of Correc-
tion exceeds $1400 per person per day.53 Similarly, research 
has estimated that investments in concrete supports to par-
ents and families with children (including cash payments 
and public benefits) produce significant savings associated 
with reduced CPS investigations, family separations and fos-
ter care placements.54

To scale-up unconditional cash support will require mov-
ing from pilots to long-term policies, with reliable govern-
ment funding. The good news is that evidence for govern-
ment-funded unconditional cash support is growing.55 The 

limitations of current “safety net” supports, including ad-
ministrative burdens, relatively low values of benefits, and 
benefit “cliffs” are well documented, and unconditional cash 
policy offers an opportunity to build the kind of flexible and 
responsive programs that help young people emerging from 
foster care thrive. However, while unconditional cash is a 
promising area for policy making, it cannot function alone; 
it must coexist alongside “a larger toolbox of social services, 
benefits programs, and social and economic policies.”56
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We must take a “both and” approach, which recognizes how 
unconditional cash support can develop as an additional pol-
icy rather than a replacement for programs like TANF/Cash 
Assistance, housing vouchers, child care subsidies, tuition 
and workforce training programs.57 This is especially criti-
cal as we examine how unconditional cash support can be 
woven into existing public funding programs as an evidence 
based policy that supports young people.58

While research and policy analysis have helped to frame 
the issues, the movement for cash policy has been led by lo-
cal and grassroots organizations from the start.59 They are 
imagining different kinds of resources within communities, 

which build on the principles of freedom and communi-
ty care. Pilots, like YouthNPower, are contributing to this 
ground-up knowledge-building that is happening in over 150 
projects across the U.S.60 But communities are not just the 
locus of information, they are the engine of policy change it-
self. Organizations that have created pilots, and pilot partic-
ipants themselves, are increasingly engaged in coordinated 
advocacy to build a blueprint for government-funded direct 
support for people in their communities. This is a visionary 
moment, where power is building for resources that support 
the freedom and stability to thrive.

A Platform for Action

Emerging Cash Policy and Movement Building
As a member of the New York State Cash Alliance, Youth-
NPower is committed to advancing guaranteed income and 
cash-related advocacy in New York. Formed in 2024, the 
Alliance is a growing coalition of community organizers, 
activists, artists, cash beneficiaries, and advocates who un-
derstand the power of cash and are advancing durable, state-
wide policies for unconditional cash support.

Our own pilot to policy work with members of YouthNPow-
er, including participants, shaped our recommendations and 
the role we want to play in this emerging movement. We 
started with learning about the history of cash policy advo-

cacy, its roots in civil rights and welfare rights, and the lead-
ers who helped create the current moment.61 We examined 
the learnings from our own pilot, and recent approaches to 
unconditional support for young people leaving foster care 
that have been advanced through state and federal legisla-
tion.62 We also embraced opportunities to learn from others 
in the field while we stand in solidarity with cash advocacy 
underway.

This process has led us to imagine a permanent policy that 
builds on the learning in this report, calling for a statewide 
program that would:

• Provide up to five years of financial support, supporting emerging adulthood;

• Provide $1500/month;

• Support young adults regardless of how they exited foster care;

• Ensure that young people can access the support without requiring them to go 
back to the child welfare system;

• Protect other public benefits and programs that young adults rely on; and

• Make sure that young people with lived experience in the system have a role in 
how the program is implemented.
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Cash and Other Community Investments
At the same time, our work over the last three years with YouthNPower: Transforming Care affirms our support and active 
efforts to:

The breadth of our recommendations do not 
diminish the urgency to advance policies 
around unconditional cash; they reflect a 
holistic response to the complexity of young 
people’s lives and desires.

Build Real Pathways for Meaningful 
Work, Economic Mobility and 
Opportunity.
We must invest in more robust workforce devel-
opment and apprenticeship programs that support 
youth transitioning out of care.

Expand Support for Education and 
Academic Success.
We must Increase financial resources for secondary 
and college programs, as well as trusted, commu-
nity-based navigation, coaching and mentoring re-
sources for transition-aged youth. And there needs 
to be increased state financing for such programs 
developed in tandem with employment and appren-
ticeship described above.

Increase Access to Safe Housing and 
Honor Young People’s Choice.
We must advance City and State-wide efforts to ad-
dress the housing crisis for low-income and marginal-
ized communities so that young people transitioning 
from care can thrive wherever they live.

Build Resources for Well-being, 
Mental Health and Healing in 
Communities.
We need urgent action to improve access to cultur-
ally-responsive wellness opportunities specifically 
for young people transitioning from care, including 
mental health supports that build on young people’s 
strengths and that do not pathologize their experi-
ences of trauma.

Build Community Assets to Support 
Parenting Youth After Leaving Care.
We must commit to building resources in marginal-
ized and over-surveilled communities (including eco-
nomic and housing opportunities, early childhood 
care and education, and family support) and meeting 
the economic needs of young parents.

Reduce Contact Between Youth and 
Police and Mitigate the Impact of 
the Criminal Legal System on Youth.
Given that contact with the criminal legal system for 
all emerging adults exposes them to criminal records 
and adult incarceration, we must pursue policies that 
mitigate these risks by providing pathways for pro-
grams, material resources and alternatives to adult 
sentencing that do not create barriers to employ-
ment, housing and education.

Build Ongoing Structures that 
Support Young People’s Expertise 
and Leadership in Policy-Making.
Policy-makers and system administrators must cre-
ate robust opportunities for young people with child 
welfare system experience to participate in and influ-
ence the policy and practice that impacts their lives. 
As YouthNPower collective members say: No policy 
about us without us.
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This report is dedicated to the community of young 
people, researchers, organizers, and community 
members who have shaped YouthNPower and 
the collective work ahead. We look forward to 
continuing the work together—to creating more 
just, inclusive, and supported futures, with dignity 
and self-determination, for young people in New 
York City and everywhere.
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