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Overview

This summary brief presents findings from a formative evaluation conducted by 
independent researchers at Public/Private Ventures (P/PV) of My First Place, a 
program of First Place for Youth that provides critical services to young adults 
ages 18-24 who have aged out of the foster care system. The two-year study 
suggests that My First Place has been effective in achieving its programmatic 
goals, providing comprehensive services in line with known research and best 
practices. Early, positive in-program outcomes for youth in the program’s target 
areas—education, employment, healthy living and housing—suggest that these 
outcomes may be traced to core elements of the model, which deserve further 
study and replication by other organizations. 
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First Place for Youth’s My First Place program has been 
dedicated to helping youth aging out of foster care. The 
goal of the program is to increase stability and reduce 
homelessness among this group of young people through a 
model that offers intensive case management, housing, and 
education and employment support services.

My First Place participants experienced significant, 
positive change in the areas of education, employment, 
housing and healthy living while in program. Among the 
documented outcomes in the first six to 12 months:

•	 68% enrolled in education programs;

•	 72% found employment;

•	 Participants reported significant improvement in their 
housing situation on the basis of quality, safety and 
security; and

•	 Participants indicated lower levels of depression  
and greater positive social supports.

Key Findings

“My Youth Advocate tells me,  
‘You have a good head on your  
shoulders. You’re really smart.  
I know you’re gonna get  
somewhere.’ And I believe her.” 

— youth ParticiPant

The population My First Place reaches mirrors the  
larger population of youth aging out of foster care.  
The majority of youth have limited supportive networks 
and few, if any, adults they can rely on. Nearly 60% have 
experienced homelessness.

Instrumental relationships developed between 
participants and their Youth Advocates are the 
cornerstone of the model’s success. Youth Advocates 
develop authentic connections with youth through goal-
setting, offering practical and emotional support and 
generally providing a level of caring and attentiveness  
that many youth had not experienced with other adults  
in their lives.

Program retention rates and participant compliance with 
high standards for program engagement provide early 
evidence of the program’s efficacy in achieving intended 
outcomes. Three-quarters of the youth participants were 
found to be compliant with program expectations such as 
pursuing schooling and job opportunities and paying rent, a 
strong indication that program participants are experiencing 
the program as intended.
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1Source: Economic Roundtable, for the Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority, 2009
2Source: California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR), 2011

My First Place is a wise investment

a one year inveStment in our 
Program iS Significantly leSS 
coStly than the alternativeS.
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$72,000

youth  
group home

$34,764

homeless 
services1

$44,563

incarceration2First Place  
for Youth

$28,000

The quality of direct services programming is enhanced 
by strong foundational supports. These include support 
from senior managers at First Place for Youth; a data-
driven culture that promotes real-time improvement, and 
strong community partnerships that help with referrals and 
educational and employment services.

Program costs are reasonable and in line with services. 
The bulk of the annual, direct program cost of $28,000 
per participant goes to providing housing, followed by the 
model’s intensive case management services. These costs 
should be weighed against the much greater financial 
and social costs of not providing support to this high risk 
population, or the relative cost of housing a youth in a 
traditional group home, estimated at $72,000 annually.

Strong evidence suggests that My First Place can be 
replicated and adapted to different settings. The program 
was operating with fidelity in multiple affiliates statewide. 
Further, an exploratory analysis found similar, in-program 
outcomes—with few exceptions—across participants, 
regardless of background or demographic characteristics. 
These findings suggest My First Place is well-positioned to be 
replicated and expanded to meet the significant and diverse 
demand among underserved transition-age youth.

the inveStment in a year of 
college iS comParaBle to a 
year of our Program.
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An estimated 28,000 young adults aged out of the foster 
care system in FY2010. Unlike other young people who have 
the benefits of family support, this group of vulnerable young 
adults faces significant challenges when they transition to 
adulthood and assume the responsibilities of living on their 
own. The majority of them do not fare well. 

Since its founding in 1998, First Place for Youth has been 
dedicated to helping youth aging out of foster care through 
this critical life change. The goal of the organization’s My 
First Place program is to increase stability and reduce 

My First Place: Helping 
youth transition from 
foster care to adulthood

homelessness among this group of young people through a 
model that offers intensive case management, housing and 
education and employment support services. Over the past 
decade, recognition of the need for the types of services that 
First Place for Youth provides has grown, as has state and 
federal funding to support them. With this increased focus 
comes growing interest in determining effective practices for 
improving positive outcomes for transition-age youth. The 
formative evaluation of the My First Place program, on which 
this summary brief is based, offers important lessons for First 
Place for Youth’s ongoing efforts and the field at large.
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Site visits and extensive in-depth interviews  
with First Place for Youth staff at all levels and 
reviews of program documents gathered from 
2010 to 2012

In-depth interviews with 46 
My First Place participants and 
their Youth Advocates between 
November 2011 and February 2012

Phone interviews with key referral agencies 
and community partners in employment and 
education

Data sources for this evaluation

1  Impact Tracker is the name given by First Place to their database, which they developed from a Social Solutions Efforts to Outcomes (ETO) management information system.

Public/Private Ventures’ Formative Evaluation

This summary highlights findings from a full formative evaluation report, conducted by independent researchers from Public/
Private Ventures (P/PV) and funded with support from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, The Edna McConnell Clark 
Foundation, Tipping Point Community, S.D. Bechtel, Jr. Foundation, The James Irvine Foundation and the Stuart Foundation. 
The data collection for the study spanned approximately two years, from June 2010 to March 2012, and focused on three key 
interrelated areas: 

1. Determine the fidelity and quality of My First Place program implementation across four counties  
in the San Francisco Bay Area; 

2. Provide feedback on strengths and areas for improvement over the course of the evaluation; and 
3. Support First Place for Youth’s efforts to prepare for a summative evaluation by allowing  

First Place for Youth to take stock of its progress and make any adjustments to strengthen  
its program, in anticipation of future evaluation of the program’s impact on youth. 

This brief focuses on the key findings and lessons drawn from the study. 

A staff survey distributed to all employees of 
First Place for Youth in February 2012

Case file reviews and data from 
First Place for Youth’s Impact Tracker 
management information system1 

approximately every six months over the 
course of the evaluation. For the evaluation, P/PV created an 
analysis cohort composed of youth who were placed into  
My First Place scattered-site housing for the first time 
between September 1, 2010 and August 31, 2011.
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The My First Place program model is comprised of  
six core elements:  

1.  Ongoing case management by a Youth Advocate and an 
Education and Employment Specialist. 
The cornerstone of the My First Place program is the support youth receive 
from their Youth Advocate and Education and Employment Specialist over 
the two years of program funding. Youth Advocates are the primary case 
managers, while the education and employment staff specializes in providing 
comprehensive support in education and employment. The expectation is 
that each young person will work closely with both in order to achieve a set of 
specific goals in the areas of housing, education, employment and healthy living. 
In all four counties, Youth Advocates work with a maximum of 15 young people 
at one time; Education and Employment Specialists work with a maximum of  
30 young people. 
 
The frequency of meetings between a young person and his or her Youth 
Advocate varies according to the needs of the individual youth, but such 
meetings are expected to occur, at a minimum, once per week. While youth 
often meet with Education and Employment Specialists more frequently, they 
are expected to meet with them at least once every two weeks while in the 
program. The occurrence of the meetings is tracked very closely in the Impact 
Tracker, and the number of meetings is monitored and discussed. The program 
philosophy holds that if those meetings are not happening regularly, then the 
program cannot achieve its full impact. 

2. Rental housing that is scattered throughout the community.
The great majority of participants reside in a scattered-site housing model, 
in which housing is located throughout a geographical region or area rather 
than concentrated in a single apartment complex or congregate care setting. 
Typically, My First Place signs a master lease with landlords and then subleases 
units to program participants, who also receive tenancy skills. This model 
sets My First Place apart from many other programs and lends itself well to 
expansion if the right housing opportunities are available, namely affordable 
housing units in reasonably safe neighborhoods in proximity to transportation. 

My First Place: An 
Overview of the Model

“She loves fashion, 
so we went to the 
mall to look into 
windows. And she 
eats a lot of junk 
food, so we went 
to Fresh Choice to 
talk about eating 
healthy. I said, ‘I 
want to know about 
you: what do you 
want your life to 
look like?’” 

— youth advocate
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3.  A property management department supports the  
housing component of the model. 
This department maintains relationships with property owners and affordable 
housing partners, locates apartments, signs leases with landlords, manages 
the subleasing process with My First Place youth participants, oversees tenant 
move-ins and handles the rent payment process. It also deals with issues that 
may arise with youth tenants (e.g., noise or property damage), along with 
handling maintenance issues and compliance with federal, state and local 
regulations. Additionally, property management is involved with all the housing-
related services for youth while they are in First Place for Youth housing.

4. A larger organizational infrastructure provides  
management support. 
First Place for Youth’s executive team—the chief executive officer and vice 
presidents of finance, policy, development and programs—all provide support to 
My First Place, as do directors for Talent (in charge of orientation, professional 
development and training); Human Resources; Evaluation and Learning; 
Strategic Partnerships (who oversees public grants) and Programs; as well  
as a Manager of Employment and Education. First Place for Youth also 
contracts with a licensed clinical social worker, who provides clinical supervision 
for Youth Advocates.

5. An organizational culture focuses on the quality of  
on-the-ground implementation. 
This culture is buttressed by a performance management structure that guides 
outcomes-driven use of data; communication within and between regional 
staff to support information and best practices sharing; a values system that 
emphasizes the pursuit of excellence among staff; and a system of supervision 
and support aimed at increasing achievement of program goals and promoting 
quality case management and staff retention. 

6.  Strategic collaboration with strong community partners. 
These partnerships include strong sources for referral of appropriate young 
people to participate in My First Place; education and employment partners to 
complement the program’s education and employment services; and additional 
service agencies to further provide necessary health and mental health supports.

This culture is 
buttressed by 
a performance 
management 
structure that 
guides outcomes-
driven use of data.
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Population Served

My First Place is designed to serve youth ages 18 to 24. It 
therefore seeks enrollment of youth between 18 and 22.5 
so there is enough time to provide at least 18 months of 
service to participants on the older end of the spectrum. 
Some youth, however, are not appropriate for My First Place, 
given the program’s emphasis on autonomy and shared 
living experiences. These are young people who have severe 
mental health challenges or who have a criminal record of 
sexual offense or violent felony. 

My First Place recognizes that young people possess a sense of 
self-reliance, skill at adapting to challenging circumstances, 
resourcefulness and determination.

“I was 18 when I moved into 
My First Place. People were 
so surprised I was only 18. I 
told them, ‘Foster care makes 
you mature. We don’t get a lot 
when we’re in the system.’ I 
take that everywhere I go.” 

— youth ParticiPant

My First Place is designed to address the participants’ limited 
support networks and precarious housing situations. Yet it 
also recognizes that this group of young people possesses 
a number of strengths and assets. Chief among them are 
a sense of self-reliance, skill at adapting to challenging 
circumstances, resourcefulness and determination that 
enable them to make the most of the opportunities the 
program provides.
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A snapshot of My First Place participants prior to program entry2 

2  Descriptive information is from baseline assessment of 103 participants in scattered-site housing, with a 1:15 youth advocate 
to participant ratio, who entered housing for the first time between September 1, 2010 and August 31, 2011.

demograPhicS

educational attainment emPloyment 

foSter care exPerience riSk factorS

limited Social network

19.5 
YeArs

36% have children 
of their own68% female

 75% African-American 

 10% Hispanic

3% Caucasian 

 12% mixed race
Average age  
at move in

17.5% 
had dropped out and 
attained neither a 
high school diploma 
nor a GED

24.3% 
were currently 
working toward a 
high school diploma 
or GED

58.3% 
had received 
a high school 
diploma, 
Certificate of 
Completion  
or GED

18% employed part-time; 

6% full-time

76% unemployed

Average hourly wage

$8.92

An average of 8.1 years, across 6.5 placements

94%  in foster care at age 18

58% 
reported 

experiencing 
homelessness

52% 
reported 
arrest

40% jail, 

6% felony conviction 

Youth reported an average of 
3.3 stable and reliable adults 
to whom they could go for 
support, advice and guidance

10% reported no 
relationships with 
supportive adults

Youth reported an 
average of  
3.1 positive peers

?

O YEARS 8 YEARS
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How do My First Place participants  
compare to others? 

Overall, the findings suggest that My First Place is serving a high-risk population of 
youth, characteristic of young people aging out of foster care. 

My First Place Participants Mirror Non-Participants 
A comparison of My First Place participants and those who completed the 
program’s assessment but did not enter the program found that the two groups 
shared many similarities, including having co-resident children, being employed, 
criminal justice experience and foster care and housing histories. There was only 
one significant difference between the groups: My First Place participants were 
more likely to have a high school degree or equivalent. These findings suggest that 
My First Place’s pre-housing process is not acting as a “screener” for weeding out 
young people who are the highest risk. Rather, its intended function is to identify 
and serve each young person’s needs.

My First Place Participants Compared to Participants in Similar Programs 
Compared to the larger group of youth in similar housing programs statewide, 
My First Place participants tended to enter the program with more barriers to 
success, including lower levels of employment, lower levels of attainment of high 
school degree or equivalence, and higher rates of prior homelessness and custodial 
parenting at program entry.3

The sheer number of applicants over two years (880 youth) indicates that My First 
Place is succeeding in reaching a broad group of young people who stand to gain 
from the program. The numbers also suggest there is much greater demand for 
services among youth aging out of foster care than First Place for Youth or similar 
providers statewide can provide. My First Place is 

serving a high-risk 
population of
youth, characteristic 
of young people aging 
out of foster care.

3  When looking at these data, it is important to remember that young people participating in the My First Place program 
make up approximately 20% of the data reported by the John Burton Foundation for Children Without Homes in the THP-
Plus statewide database and are certainly contributing to those same numbers that we are using to make comparisons.
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Preliminary In-Program 
Outcomes
Changes in participant outcomes that are documented in the evaluation are 
presented as exploratory due to the small number of participants tracked, the short 
time frame within which in-program outcomes were assessed (i.e., at six months 
in program), as well as the lack of a comparison group. What evidence is available, 
however, suggests that My First Place has achieved high rates of retention  
(88% and 75% at six- and 12-months, respectively) and compliance among 
participants (75% and 72% compliant at six- and 12-months in program, respectively). 
Participants overall are also showing very promising, early gains across the 
program’s targeted areas: healthy living, education, employment and housing. These 
across-the-board gains were achieved, for the most part, regardless of background 
or other personal characteristics. 

Participants who are also parents faced additional challenges (difficulty with 
childcare access and the decimation of social aid programs like CalWORKS) that 
likely contributed to lower levels of compliance and less favorable employment 
outcomes and lower likelihood of obtaining a high school degree within the first six 
months of program. 

“My Youth Advocate came over and 
brought the lease agreement. she 
gave me a $200 Wal-Mart card 
to get all my toiletries and stuff. 
ever since then, every time I need 
her she’s really been there for me. 
Whatever the case may be, any 
question I ask or talk to her about,  
I trust her.”   

— youth ParticiPant

Participants 
overall are also 
showing very 
promising, early 
gains across the 
program’s targeted 
areas: healthy 
living, education, 
employment and 
housing.
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Results across My First Place target areas within 
the first 6 to 12 months

4  All of the outcomes described in this section are based on self-reports that young people provided during assessments with First Place staff, conducted either by the program specialist (at baseline) or 
by youth advocates and Education and Employment Specialists (at regular intervals after participants began My First Place). First Place staff have hypothesized that substance use may not be going up 
so much as youth may be less truthful prior to program entry, if they think that they might be disqualified due to high use habits. As they enter into program, young people may feel more comfortable 
and report more honestly across myriad issues. Although we note this in relation to this particular change in outcomes, it is an important factor to consider across all the outcomes. 

97%

Between baseline and six months, there was significant favorable 
change for five of the 13 healthy living outcomes: self-efficacy, 
depression, adult support, number of stable adults in life, and 
having health insurance with mental health coverage. No youth 
reported involvement with gangs, prostitution and pimping, 
including those who had prior involvement. However, use and 
frequency of use of substances increased.4  

Sixty-eight percent of young people in the analysis cohort 
began a new education program after entering My First Place 
(with another 21% already involved in educational pursuits). 
Statistically significant change was observed in the proportion of 
participants with a high school credential (high school diploma, 
GED or certificate of completion). While the changes in college 
experience, vocational training and post-secondary classes were 
not statistically significant, each showed a small increase in mean, 
despite the short time frame. Participants who were older or who 
had a child when they entered My First Place were less likely to 
obtain a high school credential. 

education

Data indicated that, across all counties, nearly 72% of young 
people in the analysis cohort obtained new jobs while in the 
program (with another 8% already employed). Statistically 
significant change was observed in the proportion employed, the 
duration of the current job, and the mean wage calculated over 
the entire population. At this stage, young people in program 
are primarily accruing general work experience, which appears 
appropriate given their age, educational backgrounds, and recent 
entry into the workforce. 

emPloyment

Housing is provided in a way that gives young people the full 
experience of renting along with supportive services designed 
to help youth develop the skills required to live independently 
and rent successfully after leaving the program, while allowing 
for the possibility that young people may make mistakes as they 
learn. These services include rent subsidy, home-keeping skills, 
and training in how to be a good roommate, tenant and neighbor. 
Six months into the program, participants overall reported that 
their housing situation had improved over their situation prior to 
program entry:

houSing

PRIOR TO ENTRY DURING PROGRAM

72% 
obtained new 
jobs while in 
program

8%

80%

rated their My First Place housing as either 
“very good” or “good enough for me.” 

97% reported feeling safe within their home

68% began new 
education program

21% already 
involved in educational 
pursuits

Favorable change for 5 healthy living outcomes 

healthy living
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Source: Impact Tracker. 

Note: All information is self-reported on baseline and six-month assessments. Significant change is noted by level of significance: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001, or n.s. 
where change is not significant. 

Change in outcomes from baseline to 6 months  
after entry into My First Place

Outcome Baseline 6 Months Change Sample Size

Healthy	Living:

Mean on Self Efficacy Scale (range 1-5, 5 most favorable) 4.03 4.26 • 88

Mean on Depression Scale (range 1-5, 1 most favorable) 2.30 2.08 * 88

Mean on Adult Support Scale (range 1-3, 3 most favorable) 2.61 2.72 * 84

Mean Number of Stable Adults in Life 2.98 3.65 ** 86

Proportion Who Reported They Had “Used Alcohol or Any Drugs”  
in Prior Three Months

49% 60% * 88

Mean Frequency of “Used Alcohol or Any Drugs” in Prior Three Months  
(range 0-7, 0 most favorable) 0.52 1.59 *** 56

Mean Level of Contraceptive Use (range 0-4, 4 most favorable) 3.35 3.11 n.s. 71

Proportion with Medical Insurance 86% 85% n.s. 88

Proportion with Medical Insurance with Mental Health Coverage 59% 81% ** 75

Proportion with Dental Coverage 68% 75% n.s. 75

Proportion Involved with Gang 0 0 --- 86

Proportion Involved with Prostitution and Pimping 0 0 --- 88

Proportion on Probation 11% 9% n.s. 87

Proportion Who Had Another Child --- 6% --- ---

Education:

Proportion of Population with High School Credential 58% 72% *** 88

Mean on College Level (range 0-6, 6 most favorable) 1.16 1.36 n.s. 85

•	 Proportion Attending or Completed Associates Degree or Higher 26% 31% n.s. 85

Mean Number of Post-Secondary Classes Ever Passed 0.93 1.37 n.s. 70

Mean on Highest Level of Vocational Training (range 0-6, 6 most favorable) 0.77 0.81 n.s. 88

•	 Proportion Attending or Completed Vocational Training Program 15% 19% n.s. 88

Employment/Income:

Proportion Currently Employed 22% 45% *** 87

Proportion Currently Employed Full-Time 6% 9% n.s. 87

Mean Duration at Current Job (range 0-6, 6 most favorable) 0.55 0.98 ** 86

•	 Proportion Who Worked in Current Job for 3 or More Months 10% 28% ** 86

Mean Current Wage Calculated Over Entire Population  
(with zeros where not working) $2.06 $3.96 ** 78

Mean Current Wage Only Over Current Workers $8.87 $9.15 n.s. 13

Mean Total Monthly Income $634.53 $760.88 n.s. 88
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High Quality of Program 
Implementation
The My First Place model is structured to provide young 
people transitioning to adulthood with critical services and 
to help them develop the skills they need to become self-
sufficient. This alignment between the services offered and 
the target population’s needs represents one of the greatest 
strengths of the program and is likely a strong contributor 
to high rates of retention, compliance and early outcomes 
found in the study. Key findings:

A clear theory of change for achieving specified and 
articulated program goals is in place. Staff at all levels 
clearly articulated the goal of My First Place, as defined 
by and in agreement with the organization’s working, 
documented theory of change. In addition, the language of 

In several key areas—such as helping 
youth develop instrumental relationships 
and connecting them to educational and 
employment services—My First Place 
appears to be ahead of the research,  
and may well serve as a source  
for best practices for  
other programming. 

the program and its goal were clearly articulated by almost all 
(43 of 46) young people interviewed for the study.

The intended target population is reached and served by 
an experienced team. Overall, the findings suggest that  
My First Place is serving its intended target group, reaching 
the spectrum of risk that characterizes young people aging 
out of foster care. The First Place for Youth staff, many of 
whom have previous cross-sector experience working with 
similar populations, is highly educated and well-versed in 
working with former foster care youth, as well as in managing 
the broad spectrum of challenges and strengths that the 
target population brings. 
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Implementation of the program model is aligned with the program’s theory of 
change, as well as the research and policy literature on effective practices. An 
analysis of interview and Impact Tracker data found that, overall, Youth Advocates 
and Education and Employment Specialists are meeting with young people 
regularly (in line with program expectations of once a week for Youth Advocates 
and every other week for Education and Employment Specialists) and are using 
the appropriate tools and assessments to guide them. Three-quarters of the 
youth participants were found to be compliant with program expectations such as 
pursuing schooling and job opportunities and paying rent. These findings suggest 
My First Place is successful at motivating and engaging young people, an essential 
precondition for achieving program goals. Further, My First Place is in alignment 
with the existing research on effective services for supporting this population. In 
several key areas—such as helping youth develop instrumental relationships and 
connecting them to educational and employment services—My First Place appears 
to be ahead of the research, and may well serve as a source for best practices for 
other programming.  

Sustainability plans are well developed and strategic. First Place for Youth 
has succeeded in securing government and private funds and is proficient at 
maximizing the value of those funds. Given the scarcity of government-funded 
slots available to former foster youth statewide and the limited tenure of the 
THP-Plus funding “clock,” First Place for Youth works to ensure that every 
program participant makes the best use of those funds while in the program. The 
organization’s infrastructure and culture are crucial aspects of its strengths as a 
quality highly accountable, and sustainable organization. Its management structure, 
support and supervision capacity, and partnership and funding strategies are also 
important contributors to My First Place’s positive outcomes for youth.

Strong evidence suggests that My First Place can be replicated and adapted 
to different settings. The program was operating with fidelity in multiple affiliates 
statewide. Although the counties differ in resources and challenges facing 
young people, the program model and flow are implemented in the same way 
from county to county. Staff appears to work within the My First Place program 
framework to keep the basic and key components intact, while adjusting as 
necessary for the specific counties in which the program operates. Consistency 
across sites and quality of implementation were likely products of the strong 
foundational supports, via communication, data, and a performance management 
system. That My First Place is able to adapt to the county variations speaks to the 
robustness of the program model itself. These findings suggest My First Place is 
well-positioned to be replicated and expanded to meet the enormous demand 
among underserved transition-age youth.

The organization’s 
infrastructure and 
culture are crucial 
aspects of its strengths 
as a quality, highly 
accountable, 
and sustainable 
organization. 
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Lessons and Implications 
for the Field 
The successes and challenges of implementing My First Place offer rich insights for peer organizations and agencies that work 
with youth aging out of foster care system:

Reaching this high-risk target population and keeping them engaged with  
“high level” program expectations is achievable. 

My First Place is a multi-faceted and complex program that requires a team of service providers for each participant, intense 
engagement by Youth Advocates in particular, and high expectations of the young people themselves. Yet My First Place has 
demonstrated the efficacy of this model, provided it is grounded by a clear mission, a compelling theory of change, emphasis 
on program expectations and goals, and strong support from staff who are well educated to work with this population.  

reaching this high-risk target population and keeping 
them engaged with “high level” program  
expectations is achievable.
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Creating instrumental relationships with supportive 
staff is key. 

While information is scarce with regard to the best way to develop supportive 
relationships with aged-out foster youth, the establishment of trusting 
relationships between Youth Advocates and young people may, in and of 
themselves, be evidence of the quality of the My First Place program and its 
staff. The quality of these “instrumental” relationships  —prevalent throughout the 
interview sample—reinforces participants’ engagement in the program. In-depth 
interviews with young people revealed that, for some, their relationship with their 
Youth Advocate represented their first experience with an adult in their lives who 
was dedicated to helping them achieve their goals.

The common characteristics of instrumental relationships reflect youth perspectives 
on what makes relationships with Youth Advocates work for them. Key among 
these qualities: Young people feel that Youth Advocates are significantly different 
from social workers in that they treat young people as adults and encourage them 
to exercise self-determination. Youth also identified common characteristics of 
relationships that had not developed an instrumental nature, such as feeling that the 
Youth Advocate primarily performs a monitoring function and that they do not need 
the help that the Youth Advocate can provide. These qualities may serve as useful 
markers or red flags for other organizations working to develop relationships with 
similar populations.

Preparing youth for staff changes is critical, given the 
strong bonds that are created. 

While the youth analysis cohort experienced a high occurrence of staff change 
among either or both their Youth Advocate or Employment and Education 
Specialist (77%), the majority of young people interviewed were found to have 
established an instrumental relationship with their Youth Advocates and appeared 
to be able to transfer their understanding of the advocate’s role from one 
relationship to the next. This is likely due to both the quality of the My First Place 
staff and the strategies used to lessen the impact of staff turnover.

The strategies that appeared most promising include developing a personalized 
action plan that guides youth during their entire time in program, and establishing 
relationships between young people and regional team members early on so 
these team members can support youth through periods of transition. A special 
class is taken prior to program entry, “Step It Up,” also prepares youth to deal 
with staff transitions, along with using temporary and floater staff and regional 
managers who “fill in” for Youth Advocate positions.  Preparation for change 
through discussion did not appear to be as effective. At the same time, although 
instrumental relationships were prevalent even among those who had experienced 

“My Youth Advocate 
just generally cares! 
Like, if we succeed or 
not. She’ll ask me how 
I’m doing and certain 
personal questions…If 
I’m having problems 
with my boyfriend, 
she’ll ask how that’s 
going, she’ll want to 
know the outcome, 
and she’ll give me 
advice about, you 
know, just problems.”  

— youth ParticiPant
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staff change, those pairs deemed instrumental had been together, on average, 
three months longer than those where an instrumental relationship had not yet 
developed.  The findings speak to the continued need for programs that emphasize 
relationships to pay particular attention to strategies that ameliorate the potential 
negative effects of staff change.

A performance management structure guides 
outcomes-driven use of data to support achievement 
of program goals. 

Performance management practices and a culture of high accountability drive the 
organization. Starting in June 2010, First Place created a system that uses different 
types of data to make “real time” improvements. Since then, the organization  
has continued to grow and strengthen this approach. Several structural changes 
were viewed as increasing the data-oriented culture and use of data for 
performance management:

•	 A director of programs was brought on board who helped staff understand 
why data is used, and staff are using assessments more to help guide their 
work with young people;

•	 The Evaluation and Learning department has grown, so there is more staff 
availabile to review, train, update, check and talk with staff about the data;

•	 A bigger sample of data is available to analyze trends and learn from, 
supporting what was described as a “targeted rather than one-size-fits all” 
approach to guide performance management;

•	 More checks and balances have been put in place to ensure the integrity  
of the data entered into Impact Tracker;

•	 An Employee Performance Review (EPR) system, tied to monetary  
incentives, has brought more individual-level attention to the data and  
what they indicate; and

•	 At the same time, there is continued emphasis on the importance of intuition 
and not overreliance when it comes to data.

First Place created 
a system that uses 
different types of data 
to make “real time” 
improvements in 
ways that many other 
organizations are not 
doing as successfully.
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The First Place for Youth leadership’s philosophy is that data should “empower  
and inform performance,” and be balanced with a reliance on staff experience  
and “intuition” that go into making decisions as they work with young people.  
One work in progress, for example, involves striking a balance between narrative 
case notes that convey the “human element” and other key elements of this  
highly personalized and intensive case management model with a more uniform 
and time-saving method to capture similar data, that will better support  
program replication.

Strong community partnerships are essential for 
implementation and sustainability. 

First Place for Youth’s approach to outreach and recruitment is based on close 
relationships with partners such as child welfare agencies, independent living 
programs and community-based organizations. Additionally, partnerships 
with community colleges, linked learning programs, employers, and secondary 
education institutions (such as adult education providers and GED programs) are 
at the core of its employment and education service strategy. When evaluating 
partnerships, First Place for Youth attempts to assess the quality of services 
offered, similarity in organizational mission and program goals, a commitment to 
serving at-risk populations and potential for communication to support individual 
participants. Building relationships in the communities in which the program 
operates provides a source for sustainability, even as funding changes.

Employment and education strategies that take  
a targeted and intentional rather than “one-size- 
fits-all” approach are gaining traction.  

First Place for Youth has identified linked learning programs as one of the 
most promising strategies for connecting program participants to training and 
employment opportunities. Early data suggest that young people in the analysis 
cohort of the study stayed in or completed linked learning programs—such as 
Year Up or Jewish Vocational Services—at roughly the same rate of success (59%) 
as their peers in those programs. However, for young people who face multiple 
barriers and risks—My First Place participants included—successfully completing 
linked learning programs appears to be challenging. In an effort to increase these 
rates, First Place for Youth is looking at creating linked learning efforts that would 
even more closely align with the needs and strengths of participants. First Place for 
Youth is currently developing sector-specific career paths in order to ensure that 
participants are receiving education and training experiences that will enable them 
to successfully begin employment while still enrolled in My First Place. 

Program costs 
should be weighed 
against the 
potential financial 
and social costs 
of not providing 
services to 
transition-age  
youth.
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5  Rent costs for a family are generally higher because they occupy one- or two-bedroom apartments with only one adult, and 
the co-resident parents are given higher value grocery vouchers. As such, the cost for a parent is closer to $30,000 per year. 

6  For example, staff reference figures of $47,421 as an average cost for a year of incarceration in California prisons, estimated 
by the Vera Institute (see http://www.vera.org/files/price-of-prisons-california-fact-sheet.pdf).

7  Peters, C., A. Dworsky, M. Courtney, and H. Pollack. 2009. The Benefits and Costs of Extending Foster Care to Age 21. 
Chicago: Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago.

“Ten years from now, 
I want young people 
to think about me 
as, ‘that lady that 
helped me get the 
things I want,’ not 
‘the lady who tried 
to get me to do the 
thing she wanted 
me to do’. I want to 
be remembered for 
saying ‘I want to help 
you get what you 
want.’ For many of 
these young people, 
this is the first time 
they may have ever 
had an adult say that 
to them.“ 

— youth advocate

Program costs should be weighed against the 
potential financial and social costs of not providing 
services to transition-age youth. 

In considering program cost, it is important to note that My First Place is a housing 
program with intensive case management services, with a team of professionals 
dedicated to the success of each participant. First Place for Youth estimates its 
annual direct costs at approximately $28,000 for housing a single participant with a 
roommate, and slightly higher for a parenting individual.5  When indirect costs such 
as infrastructure, fundraising, evaluation and administrative support are factored 
in, estimates are closer to $33,000 per year. This cost, however, may change with 
a larger number of youth served due to economies of scale. Because of the critical 
support that these indirect costs contribute to the overall success of the model, 
First Place for Youth staff note that they must be taken into account by other 
organizations attempting to replicate the program. 

If these costs are considered alongside the costs to society of homelessness, 
incarceration, and mental health facilities—which many youth aging out of foster 
care are utilizing—then the costs of not providing programs like My First Place 
appear to stack up.6 The costs of poor outcomes for former foster youth are high 
not only in terms of expenditures on public services, but also unrealized earning 
potential due to lack of educational attainment. One study7 estimates that if 
former foster youth were able to stay in care until age 21, their increased life 
earnings would average $84,000. 

A summative evaluation to document program impact 
is warranted.

While the findings of the formative evaluation suggest promising outcomes for 
participants, they are not conclusive. Evidence gathered suggest that First Place for 
Youth—given its level of intentionality, fidelity to its model, program stability and 
maturity—is ready for a summative evaluation and provides a strong and replicable 
model worth testing with more rigorous evaluation design, data and analysis.
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The changing policy context—and the degree to which new legislation, the Fostering Connections 
to Success Act, could lead to unexpected or unanticipated change—are variables that First Place 
for Youth and others in the field are watching closely. In January 2012, California began the process 
of implementing the legislation, which increases the foster care age from 18 to 21 for young people 
who stay in school and are employed. The process is certain to become more complicated with the 
simultaneous realignment of California’s state budget, which shifts fiscal management to the county 
level, but First Place for Youth anticipates the legislation will result in more resources and services 
statewide for similar groups. 

According to staff, whatever changes they may need to make to align with the new legislation, the 
fundamentals of the My First Place program need not be altered—the primary population that the 
program serves falls within the target age range for the new funding. Given First Place for Youth’s 
longstanding role as an advocate for the foster care population, its long track record of service delivery,  
and its strong partnerships, the organization seems well poised to thrive in the changing policy and 
economic environment.  

Conclusion
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