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Indiana’s Youth Connections Program 
A Program History 

 
In October of 2006, Indiana’s Department of Child Services (DCS) began developing a 
program to address the need of older foster youth for permanent connections with 
caring adults.  In keeping with the research, DCS wanted to improve long-term 
outcomes for these youth by helping them build relationships with caring adults who 
would support them as they transitioned out of foster care. In recent years, several DCS 
managers had participated in Permanency for Youth conferences, were enthusiastic 
supporters of national efforts to improve outcomes for youth leaving foster care, and 
wanted a program in Indiana that reflected their commitment to these goals.  With this 
leadership backing, the Youth Connections Program (YCP) was established as part of 
the permanency unit in the agency’s central office in Indianapolis.  
 
The goal of the YCP is to ensure that all youth aging out of foster care have a 
permanent family, or a permanent connection with at least one committed, caring adult 
who provides guidance and support to the youth as they make their way into adulthood.   
Data from the first year of program planning and implementation show consistent 
success in using family finding approaches to establish permanent connections for 
youth leaving Indiana’s foster care system.  These successes have resulted in 
management directives to expand family finding strategies to all aspects of child welfare 
work and to widen the availability of the YCP by offering contracts to private agencies 
throughout the state to provide similar services. 
 
 
The Development of the Youth Connections Program 
Because the YCP is part of the larger permanency unit—which includes the special 
needs adoption program (SNAP), post-permanency services, Independent Living (IL), 
and assisted guardianship—it was developed to complement these other programs’ 
goals.  For example, because the SNAP focuses specifically on adoption as a 
permanency option, the YCP emphasizes finding relatives and other caring adults who 
can serve as permanent connections for youth transitioning from care, without these 
connections necessarily resulting in adoption.  In fact, because youth wanting to be 
adopted are already served by the SNAP, the parameters of the YCP were set to 
ensure long-term support for the youth who said they did not want adoption as their 
permanency goal. These parameters do not preclude a shift at any point in the YCP 
process to adoption as the goal should the youth and relatives express an interest in it.  
 

The Youth Connections Program serves foster youth: 
• Ages 14 to 18 years old 
• Whose parents’ rights have been terminated, and 
• Who express that they no longer desire to be adopted 

 
 
 



4-08-08 draft 

 2

The YCP has a broad vision for how these permanent connections can support youth as 
they transition from foster care.   Guidance and support from these caring, committed 
adults may include, but is not limited to: 

• A home for the holidays 
• Someone to talk to about their problems 
• Help finding housing, educational opportunities, and/or a job 
• Assistance with household and money management 
• Assistance with health issues, relationship counseling, and/or babysitting if youth 

is a parent 
• Advocacy, motivation, mentoring 
• Emergency cash 
• A place to do laundry, use a computer or phone 
• A link to community resources and social activities 
• Transportation, clothing, occasional meals 

 
A Certificate of Connections was created that lists each of these possible ways in which 
the caring adult can support the youth.  Once the youth and caring adult have built a 
strong relationship, they can indicate on this certificate the forms that the long-term 
support will take.  
 
YCP specialists are committed to searching for relatives on both the maternal and 
paternal sides of the family, whenever it is safe and possible to do so.  The father’s 
extended family networks can be important sources for the youth, even if the father has 
not been actively involved in the youth’s life.  In addition, the YCP is not limited to 
searching for blood relatives, but instead uses a broader definition of relative that 
includes “fictive kin.”  Fictive kin are individuals who have an emotionally significant 
relationship with the child, including godparents, neighbors, close family friends, step-
parents, the other parent of half-siblings, spiritual advisors and others identified by the 
youth or parent. 
 
The original program plan was to hire three YCP staff, each to work in a third of the 
state to assist case-carrying social workers (called family case managers in Indiana) in 
finding these connections for older foster youth in their caseload.  Two YCP specialists 
(one for Central and one for Southern IN) and a part-time consultant were hired in Year 
One to develop and begin implementation of the program.  The consultant gathered 
information from other youth permanency efforts throughout the country, and facilitated 
planning meetings in which the YCP staff and others used this information to shape a 
program that would meet the goals of Indiana DCS. The new YCP staff received training 
through a resource manual summarizing key learnings from other programs, in-house 
DCS training opportunities, family finding work with Kevin Campbell, and on-site visits to 
similar programs in California.   
 
Other key constituents were brought into the program planning process from the 
beginning.  Meetings were held with family case managers in two pilot counties 
(Vanderburgh and Delaware), as well as with group home staff, Independent Living 
service providers, and others.  In each of these meetings, the permanency manager 
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presented the vision for the program and participants were asked how they and YCP 
staff could best work together to implement program goals.  From these discussions, 
draft protocols were created that spelled out the steps for program referrals, respective 
staff roles, and communication methods.  YCP staff wanted to be sure that the protocols 
put in place would facilitate enthusiastic participation in the program by family case 
managers and other partners.  The specialists made it clear from the beginning that 
they viewed their role as helping family case managers and others accomplish 
permanency goals for the referred youth.   
 
Through a series of planning meetings with the consultant, permanency manager, and 
YCP staff, other program infrastructure was created, including written materials and 
presentations describing the program, a communication plan, and a set of indicators of 
program progress.  Data collection methods were also developed, including contact 
logs, so that YCP staff could report monthly measures to the permanency manager.  
 
The YCP monthly measures, including both process and outcome indicators, are: 

1. The number of cases referred to the YCP that month and overall 
2. The number of youth participating that month and overall 
3. The number of possible connections found, using search tools and other 

methods (e.g. case mining, contacting parents, working with the youth, family 
case managers, and other partners) 

4. The number of contacts with participating youth that month, including voicemail, 
telephone, emails and face-to-face meetings 

5. The number of contacts with possible connections that month, including 
voicemail, telephone, emails and face-to-face meetings 

6. The number of participating youth with informal connections made that month 
and overall (determined by the signing of a certificate of connection) 

7. The number of participating youth with formal connections made that month and 
overall 

8. Number of cases closed that month and overall, and why each case was closed 
(emancipation, move to permanency, YCP work completed, etc.) 

 
Formal connections include adoption or a pre-adoption placement with a relative, an 
assisted guardianship arrangement, or a foster placement with kin.  Informal 
connections are typically counted when the youth, the adult, and the YCP specialist sign 
a Certificate of Connection.  Although the certificate is not a legally binding document, it 
is a concrete recognition of the commitment both the youth and the adult are making to 
the relationship.   
 
In order to be clear about the program’s approach to working with foster youth and their 
families, the following principles were developed and included in YCP materials and 
presentations: 

• Supportive adult relationships are critical to the wellbeing of youth transitioning 
out of foster care. 

• Every youth should have a permanent family they can turn to during times of 
need.  In the alternative at the very least, each youth should have one 
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committed, caring adult whom they can count on to be there for them when they 
need love, support, information, and resources. 

• The youth must take the lead in identifying who these committed, caring adults 
should be. 

 
The youth themselves are an integral part of the YCP work.  They choose whether or 
not they want to participate in the program, once they have been referred.  The 
specialists prioritize gathering family information that the youth has requested and 
finding the relatives with whom the youth would like a connection.  YCP staff members 
communicate regularly with the youth throughout the process to tell them about 
progress on the case and to get their input on next steps.  
 
YCP specialists began taking referrals in January 2007.  Because of close working 
relationships with family case managers and supervisors in Delaware County, most of 
the first referrals came from them.  Referrals began coming in from Vanderburgh 
County, as well, after a planning meeting with family case managers and supervisors 
there.  YCP staff also began presenting the program to family case managers in other 
locales with the hopes of expanding the base for referrals, especially in the southern 
part of the state.  By the end of January, there were already 41 referrals from Central 
Indiana and 3 referrals from the South. 
 
Program Implementation 
Family case managers use IVB services referral forms to refer youth to the YCP.  Upon 
referral, the YCP specialist arranges a time to review the youth’s case file.  In the case 
file review, the specialists familiarize themselves with the case history and begin looking 
for contact information for relatives and other adults who could become permanent 
connections for the youth.  Specialists report their findings from the case file in a short 
summary form they send to the family case manager for comment.  Through email, 
telephone, or face-to-face communications, the family case manager and specialist 
speak further about the youth’s needs, possible permanent connections, and contacts 
for relatives.   
 
Once the family case manager and YCP specialist are clear about next steps, the 
specialist meets with the youth to explain the program.  (The family case manager tries 
to be present for at least the beginning of this meeting with the youth to introduce the 
specialist.)  Youths choose whether or not they would like to participate and, if so, 
suggest people with whom they would like a connection.  Often they have a particular 
interest in reconnecting with a specific relative or other caring adult that they remember 
from their past.  With family case manager approval, the specialist begins looking for 
these individuals as well as other possible permanent connections for the youth, 
contacting relatives to learn about family history and extended family, and using search 
tools as needed to get missing contact information and discover additional kin.     
 
Contact with birth parents may raise concerns for the family case manager and the 
youth.  Specialists always strategize with the family case manager before they reach out 
to a birth parent, even if they are contacting the parent only to gather more information 
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about the family.  The specialist also works closely with the youth’s foster parents, 
group home and residential treatment center staff, and therapist or court-appointed 
special advocate, if relevant, to help the youth address feelings they may experience 
throughout the process.  Once possible connections are found, YCP specialists can 
continue to work on the case for up to six months to help the youth and caring adult 
build and strengthen their relationship. 
 
When specialists first contact birth parents and other relatives, they know to expect a 
range of emotions from them.  The specialists loosely follow a written script they created 
for this first call.  Because of confidentiality needs, there is little that the specialist can 
tell the relative in the first call.  They state who they are and why they are calling, 
describe the program briefly and mention the youth by first name only.  Follow-up with 
the relatives, if they are interested in having future contact with the youth, includes 
having them complete a confidentiality agreement form and a questionnaire.  The 
questionnaire asks the relatives about:  1) their prior history with the youth, 2) their 
interest in being a connection for the youth, and 3) any health or other issues they face 
that might make it challenging for them to participate.  Even if some relatives do not 
want to be a support for the youth or have further contact with the YCP, the specialist 
encourages them in the call to provide as much information about the family as they 
can.  The specialist makes it clear to them that, in addition to having a permanent 
connection with a relative, the youth would like to know more about his/her family. 
 
The specialist conducts this family finding work until she finds relatives who are 
interested in being connections for the youth, and whom the youth wants and the family 
case manager approves.  Then the specialist begins a series of meetings with the 
relatives and the youth, separately and then together, to help them build a strong 
relationship.  The family case manager and any other professionals involved in the case 
are kept informed about progress and brought into the process as needed.  For 
example, when a youth expresses interest in unsupervised visits with a relative, the 
specialist works with the family case manager to complete the assessment and 
approval process.  The specialist also often serves as a liaison with Independent Living 
to ensure that the youth is accessing those services.  
 
As support for YCP casework in Year One, the specialists met with the consultant 
weekly by telephone to discuss cases, troubleshoot problems and plan next steps.  The 
consultant submitted a weekly report to the permanency manager summarizing 
highlights for that week, upcoming casework activities, and policy questions or issues of 
concern.  In addition, monthly planning calls with the permanency manager were used 
to further shape the program and DCS policies in support of the work.  
 
Program Results 
There were 57 referrals made to the YCP in Year One, and 25 youth participated in the 
program.  (The other 32 youth referred to the YCP were found to be outside the 
program parameters or were placed on a waiting list.)  Permanent connections were 
found for 19 youth.  More than one caring adult was found for most of the youth. In 
every case at least one of the permanent connections was a blood relative, but other 
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connections often included group home staff, the parent of a half-sibling or other fictive 
kin.  One case resulted in a move for the foster youth from group home care to a formal 
placement in a relative’s home.  One youth was able, upon emancipation, to go live with 
a relative found by the YCP specialist, instead of ending up in a homeless shelter.  Of 
the remaining 6 cases, 2 youth were moved to the adoption program, 2 youth were 
emancipated before the YCP could find connections for them, and 2 siblings decided in 
the middle of the process that they did not, at that time, want further contact with their 
birth family. 
 
The data also showed that this type of family finding work is very labor intensive, 
involving many contacts with the youth and extended family members, as well as 
ongoing communications with family case managers and other partners.  For example, 
in the month of May 2007, the two specialists made 22 contacts with participating youth 
and 57 contacts with possible connections.  In July 2007, there were a total of 30 
contacts with youth and 70 with possible connections.  Program measures did not 
include the number of contacts with family case managers and other professionals 
involved in these cases, so there are no firm data on these.  But anecdotal evidence 
shows there were many such contacts throughout the course of each case. 
 
Specialists often did extra for the youth and sometimes for their relatives, to promote a 
strong connection and good outcomes for the youth.  For example, in several cases it 
came to the attention of the specialist that an YCP youth who should be receiving IL 
services was not.  The specialist then contacted the IL coordinator for the appropriate 
region and the youth’s family case manager and worked with them to make sure the 
youth began receiving IL services as soon as possible.   In other instances, the 
specialists provided basic services such as transportation for either the youth or the 
relative to facilitate a meeting.  In one case, the specialist provided the youth’s relative 
with a child seat for her child, so that the relative could take her child and the youth to a 
family reunion. 
 
 
Program Challenges 
Often when new programs are developed, weaknesses that are present but not obvious 
at the beginning become more critical as the program progresses.  This was true for the 
YCP, which was begun with the strong support of one upper-level manager who 
eventually was promoted to another area of DCS.  The Year One program design 
reflected her input and enthusiasm.  With leadership changes and evolving DCS goals, 
the YCP has had to shift significantly and will continue to move in a new direction in 
Year Two.  This has been challenging for YCP staff who have worked very hard in this 
first year to carry a caseload and complete planning obligations for the YCP, while also 
learning family finding skills and fulfilling other, non-YCP, responsibilities.  
 
Because the program was not integrated into other DCS reform efforts, it has been 
difficult for child welfare staff in some counties to embrace it, given the other demands 
the reform effort put on them.  For example, although the YCP values are fully in line 
with the DCS practice reform currently under way, no explicit connections between YCP 
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and practice reform goals have been made and communicated.  Many of the counties 
engaged in practice reform implementation have had to put all extra programs aside as 
they retrain staff, hire more staff, and revise practices to meet the new goals and 
deadlines.   
 
Statewide YCP implementation has not been a main priority, so counties have not 
gotten direct communications from the central office to implement it.  When counties do 
hear about the program and see how the YCP complements their case goals, they do 
begin making referrals and are pleased with the results.  But it has been difficult in some 
counties, particularly in Southern Indiana, to get a forum to share information about the 
program with family case managers and supervisors in that locale. 
 
The original hope for staffing the YCP was to have three specialists in Year One and 
then hire three more specialists in Year Two for a total of six staff people, each handling 
cases in their geographic area of the state.  However, recent priorities have made the 
hiring of new YCP staff unlikely.  With the managerial direction to shift the specialists’ 
role from case-carrying to consultant, the current plan is to keep only the existing two 
YCP positions, with one specialist covering the northern half of the state, and the other 
the southern half.   
 
The shift from a case-carrying role to one of consultant requires the specialists to use a 
different skill set.  The two specialists who were hired in Year One are very gifted at 
working with the youth, family members, and family case managers and their skills in 
these areas are reflected in the successful outcomes they have gotten.  They have 
begun an informal retraining process by learning new skills on the job as they develop 
and conduct YCP trainings and begin to train other DCS workers in general family 
finding approaches.  The consultant has continued to assist the specialists through this 
transitional phase, by helping them develop training agendas and materials for the 
range of audiences they encounter.  Each type of audience requires a unique set of 
information and materials.  Some counties only want to know what the YCP has to offer 
them.  Others want their own family case managers to be trained in family finding so 
that they can do YCP work and/or use these approaches for other case goals.   
 
 
Plans for the Future 
Because of the recognized success of the YCP and the commitment to keep the staff 
numbers small, other strategies for providing similar services are being explored.  
Service standards were created so that private agencies can bid to get a state contract 
to provide YCP-like services in 2009.  The standards include, as part of the mentoring 
component of IL services, what is being called “lifelong connections” instead of “youth 
connections” but is essentially the same program.  Private agencies that currently run IL 
programs have not ever provided lifelong connections services, so it is unclear how 
many will bid to provide them under the new standards.   
 
Other permanency unit staff (SNAP and IL) will continue to use family finding 
approaches for a small number of their cases.  In addition, there is growing interest on 
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the part of county directors in having their family case managers learn family finding 
techniques and use them to accomplish a range of case goals.  YCP specialists will 
provide information and consultation to permanency staff and others as they begin and 
continue to use family finding techniques.  For now, specialists will continue to carry a 
caseload of nine, but over time will primarily serve as consultants, only handling the 
most challenging cases.  Specialists are already conducting trainings and making 
presentations on the YCP and family finding, whenever county managers request this 
information.  And these requests are likely to increase in Year Two.  New training 
materials will be developed as needed to serve different audiences and purposes.   
 
The US Search contract for relative searches is in place for one year and can be used 
by the YCP specialists, other permanency staff, and family case managers, as well.  At 
the end of this contract, an assessment will be made to determine whether it is cost-
effective to renew the contract beyond the first year. 
 
Finally, efforts are underway to update policies in the DCS staff manual so that they 
reflect the YCP and the growing use of family finding approaches in other areas of child 
welfare practice.  Draft policies developed by YCP staff and consultant are currently 
under review by the policy department.   
 
Conclusion 
Despite the challenges, the YCP has had a 100% success rate in finding permanent 
connections for the youth served to date.  Success is attributable to a number of factors: 
1) highly skilled and committed staff hired as specialists; 2) early buy-in from pilot 
counties whose staff were part of program planning from day one; 3) access to current 
information about best practices nationwide; 4) consultant support for planning, 
documentation, and evaluation of the program so that staff could focus primarily on the 
work; and 5) strong, ongoing support from the permanency manager.  Good program 
outcomes do not seem to be dependent on having contracted search services.  Many of 
the connections were found through other means: case mining, contacting parents and 
other family, and using free Internet tools and databases.  The program measures do 
show, however, that this work is labor intensive requiring numerous and ongoing 
contacts with youth and relatives, and strong partnering with family case managers and 
other professionals involved in the case. 
 
Although the YCP itself is in a time of transition, its success has resulted in the 
managerial directive to spread the use of family finding techniques to more areas of 
child welfare and to include YCP-like services in IL contracts.  It is clear that family 
finding approaches work very well for finding permanent connections for youth leaving 
foster care.  This bodes well for using family finding effectively in other parts of DCS 
practice. 
 
Program measures do not include follow-up with permanent connections and the youth 
after leaving foster care to see how these supports affect outcomes.  Yet, research 
shows that they will be far better off for having these caring, committed adults in their 
lives. 


