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Postsecondary outcomes for youth with disabilities lag
behind those of their peers without disabilities. Youth with
disabilities—particularly those with significant health con-
ditions, who come from low-income households, or are not
white—have lower educational achievement and poorer
employment outcomes as young adults (Shandra & Hogan,
2009; Sima et al., 2015). Youth receiving Supplemental
Security Income (SSI)—a federal income support program
for people with significant health conditions who have lim-
ited income and assets—might face additional challenges in
transitioning from high school to young adulthood related
to their disability severity, household reliance on public
benefits, overrepresentation of racial and ethnic minority
backgrounds, and lack of knowledge on SSI work incen-
tives, leading to poorer outcomes relative to other youth
with disabilities (Davies et al., 2009; Levere, 2021, U.S.
Government Accountability Office, 2017).

A large body of research identifies evidence-based prac-
tices and services that can improve the outcomes of youth
with disabilities during their transition to adulthood
(Mazzotti et al., 2021; National Technical Assistance Center
on Transition: The Collaborative [NTACT:C], 2023; Rowe
et al.,, 2021). One such practice is family involvement,
wherein family members (such as parents or guardians, fos-
ter parents, siblings, and extended family members) “are
active and knowledgeable participants in all aspects of tran-
sition planning” (Rowe et al., 2015). Family involvement
might occur, for example, through participating in the tran-
sition process, receiving training and information about the

youth’s disability, and networking with other families.
NTACT:C rated this practice as promising for employment
based on two studies showing the potential for interventions
to improve parent knowledge of transition practices or plan-
ning (Rowe & Test, 2010; Young et al., 2016). Neither
examined long-term outcomes or effects of the practice on
youth outcomes.

In this study, we provide new information about the
association between family services and youth outcomes by
leveraging data from an evaluation of a federally funded
initiative intended to improve the transition outcomes of
youth receiving SSI. The Promoting Readiness of Minors in
SSI (PROMISE) initiative enrolled about 13,000 youth
receiving SSI who were ages 14 to 16, along with their fam-
ilies, across 11 states. Through a random assignment pro-
cess, about half of the youth and their families were offered
PROMISE services, including employment, case manage-
ment, and other services (the treatment group); the other
half could access the usual services available in their com-
munities (the control group). Using data collected for the
evaluation, we documented service use by family members
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other than the youth and analyzed the association with
selected short-term youth outcomes, including employ-
ment, earnings, SSI receipt, self-determination, and expec-
tations. To benchmark these findings, we also documented
service use by youth and analyzed the association with the
same short-term youth outcomes.

The Role of Families in Youth Transition

Families play multiple key roles in the lives of their youth
across home, school, and community activities and settings.
They set expectations for their youth’s future, connect youth
with school and community organizations, support relation-
ships, monitor progress toward goals, and help youth take
care of personal needs (Carter et al., 2012; Hirano et al.,
2016; Hirano & Rowe, 2016). Thus, families can be a criti-
cal support in a youth’s transition to young adulthood to
help youth achieve their goals. Families are also important
because school staff expect families to be a part of the tran-
sition planning process while youth are in high school. This
process includes developing an individualized education
program (IEP) that specifies the youth’s goals and associ-
ated transition services, along with the youth and their par-
ents or guardians attending transition-related meetings
(U.S. Department of Education, 2020). The evidence shows
a positive association between family involvement in tran-
sition planning and youth outcomes, though this evidence is
correlational rather than causal. For example, family
involvement in transition planning is associated with
youth’s postsecondary success (Haber et al., 2016; Mazzotti
et al., 2021; Test et al., 2009).

Despite the benefits, families report multiple challenges
with participating in the transition planning process and
accessing services for their youth. Some struggle with
attending IEP meetings because they have conflicts with
scheduling, misunderstand the purpose of the IEP meeting,
or do not feel that school staff hear their voices (Cavendish
& Connor, 2018; Hirano et al., 2018; Martinez et al., 2012).
Others want more information about the transition process,
more opportunities for engagement, or more contact with
school personnel (Alverson & Yamamoto, 2019; Hirano
et al., 2018; Martinez et al., 2012). Underlying the above-
mentioned issues, some families encounter racism and dis-
crimination when connecting with staff either for themselves
or on behalf of their children (Hirano et al., 2018).

Families of youth receiving SSI can face additional chal-
lenges with participating in the transition process. Children
who meet specific medical and financial criteria can receive
SSI, which includes a monthly cash payment and (for most)
Medicaid health coverage. The Social Security Administration
(SSA) reassesses a youth’s eligibility for SSI at age 18 using
adult criteria (i.e., having a health condition that prevents
substantial employment, rather than the child criteria of a
health condition that results in marked and severe functional

limitations; Social Security Administration [SSA], 2022).
Many families rely on their youth’s SSI payments for sup-
port; among families with youth receiving SSI, SSI payments
comprise almost half of all family income (Bailey &
Hemmeter, 2015).

Services to Support Families With Their Own
Goals

Family members of youth receiving SSI have varying needs
around disability, education, and employment issues; and so
could potentially benefit from targeted supports to address
those needs. While dated, the best data on some of these char-
acteristics come from a survey conducted in 2001 to 2002.
For example, half of all youth receiving SSI lived with at
least one other family member with a disability (Davies et al.,
2009), and more than 20% lived with an adult also receiving
SSI (Bailey & Hemmeter, 2015). The educational attainment
of parents of youth receiving SSI is low: only about 65%
have completed high school (Rupp & Ressler, 2009). Their
employment rates are also low. In two-parent households
with a child receiving SSI, only 53% of fathers and 26% of
mothers had any earned income, while the rate for single
mothers was 38% (SSA, 2022). Because eligibility for the
child SSI program considers parental income, it is not sur-
prising that most youth receiving SSI live in households with
low earnings and income. Many families with youth receiv-
ing SSI might therefore benefit from additional supports in
tandem with the direct supports provided to their youth.

Providing employment and education supports to family
members of youth receiving SSI might benefit both the
family members themselves and the youth. Youth with dis-
abilities have better employment and education outcomes if
their parents have higher income and educational attain-
ment (Wehman et al., 2015). Studies of youth with specific
disabling conditions show similar positive connections
between these parental characteristics and youth outcomes
(e.g., Chiang et al., 2013). These connections might be
attenuated, however, for youth with severe disabilities
(Carter et al., 2012).

To our knowledge, no studies have directly examined the
association between the provision of family-directed educa-
tion and employment services and the outcomes of youth
with disabilities. However, outside the disability field,
research on families participating in welfare programs gen-
erally finds no relation between parent service use and
youth outcomes. For example, youth whose parents were
subject to employment requirements to retain income sup-
port had outcomes similar to those of youth whose parents
were not subject to such requirements (e.g., Hamilton et al.,
2001; Michalopoulos et al., 2002).

However, parent employment requirements and supports
in the context of welfare programs do appear to be associ-
ated with improved outcomes for younger youth.
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For example, Bloom et al. (2002) found positive effects of
parent employment requirements on the behavior of youth
who were ages 3 to 9 at study enrollment but found negative
effects on school performance for youth ages 10 to 16.
Further, the negative effects of parental employment
requirements were more pronounced among older youth
with younger siblings, suggesting that parental employment
may increase these youth’s caregiving responsibilities and
leave less time for academic pursuits (Gennetian et al.,
2002).

The PROMISE Approach to Family Services

The PROMISE initiative sought to support youth with dis-
abilities by promoting positive change in the lives of youth
ages 14 to 16 who were receiving SSI and their families.
Two features of PROMISE were hypothesized to make it
more effective: (a) strong partnerships between the agencies
that provide services to youth receiving SSI and their fami-
lies, and (b) an individual- and family-centered approach to
case management and service delivery. The core required
components included the following: formal partnerships
between state agencies, case management, benefits counsel-
ing and financial education, career and work-based experi-
ences, and parent training and information.

Six programs implemented PROMISE, each of which
had significant leeway to determine the most effective way
to offer required partnerships and components. The six pro-
grams included one program in five different states
(Arkansas, California, Maryland, New York, and Wisconsin)
as well as one consortium of states implemented across
Arizona, Colorado, Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota,
and Utah. In addition to required services, programs could
also offer other services, such as supporting families at
school meetings and providing parents with information
about and assistance with guardianship issues. Parts of our
analysis leveraged the geographic variation across and
within programs.

Family services were a critical aspect of PROMISE.
Although many programs for youth might offer enhanced
case management, employment, or education services,
PROMISE required that specific services also be offered
to the families of youth receiving SSI. In addition to
addressing the economic self-sufficiency and limited
means of the families that qualify for SSI, this aspect of
the initiative was based on the premise, supported by the
literature, that intentionally involving the family in ser-
vices for the youth and offering services to address family
members’ own needs would benefit the youth. PROMISE
provided case management services to parents and other
family members; developed service plans that incorpo-
rated the employment and education goals of parents;
offered training to parents and family members on issues
specific to the youth, such as secondary and postsecondary

education, employment, benefits, and information about
their disability; and referred family members to needed
services.

Our analyses centered around three research questions
that collectively sought to address the association between
family service use and youth outcomes: (a) To what extent
did PROMISE affect family and youth service use? (b)
What is the association between family service use and
youth outcomes? (¢) Did places with large impacts of
PROMISE on family service use also experience large
impacts on youth outcomes? Our analysis tested two
hypotheses. First, access to PROMISE services increased
families’ service use, both for their youth and themselves.
Second, the use of family services, whether through
PROMISE or usual services, was positively associated with
the youth’s short-term employment, earnings, self-determi-
nation, expectations, and reliance on SSI.

Method

Participant Characteristics

In total, 12,584 youth enrolled in the evaluation. However,
we used random sampling to limit the population eligible
for the survey to 11,487 youth (Because California enrolled
significantly more people than were needed, we randomly
sampled about two thirds of youth in California to manage
costs). Among this group, youths’ average age was 15.46
(youth had to be between ages 14 and 16 to enroll). About
one third were female. In terms of primary disability, 45%
had an intellectual or developmental disability, 36% had
some other mental impairment, 14% had a physical disabil-
ity, and the remainder had another disability. By definition,
all youth had a disability by nature of receiving SSI.

The sample for this study includes 9,013 PROMISE
families that responded to both the parent and youth
18-month surveys and provided the necessary information
to identify families’ use of youth-oriented family services
(YFS) and family-oriented family services (FFS). The study
sample represents 78% of the PROMISE enrollees who
were eligible for the surveys; 19% did not respond to both
of the surveys; and another 2% did not respond to all the
questions required to conduct the analyses. Youth and par-
ents were not required to respond to the surveys, though
were offered a small financial incentive for doing so. The
rates of those in the analysis sample were approximately
equal between treatment (79.8%) and control (77.2%)
groups.

We used SSA data to assess the differences between
survey respondents and non-respondents, finding small
differences between the groups. For example, the average
age for youth respondents was 15.46, while the average
age for nonrespondents was 15.48 (p = .072). We also
found significant differences between respondents and
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nonrespondents in terms of preferred language, primary
disability diagnosis, youth and parent receipt of disability
benefits, parent age, SSI duration, age at time of SSI appli-
cation, and total benefit amount. However, even when the
differences were statistically significant, they were gener-
ally small. The extent and magnitude of the differences
suggested that the respondents were not markedly differ-
ent from the non-respondents (see Supplemental Table 1
for a comprehensive comparison of respondents and non-
respondents). We also used survey non-response weights
to make the survey respondent sample more representative
of the full research sample and to minimize the potential
for bias in the estimated impacts.

Data Collection

We used surveys of youth and parents conducted for the
national PROMISE evaluation and SSA administrative data.
We surveyed youth and their parents (using separate instru-
ments) 18 months after they enrolled in PROMISE to gather
information about the use of services, outcomes, and youth
and family characteristics. SSA administrative data provided
information on SSI and Old-Age, Survivors, and Disability
Insurance (OASDI) payments and youth demographic char-
acteristics, such as age, sex, and primary impairment. See
Mamun et al. (2019) for more information.

Measures

Our analysis first relied on measures of family and youth
service use. In the survey, we asked parents about whether
or not they or their child used each of an array of services
during the first 18 months after PROMISE enrollment.
Importantly, the service use measures captured only whether
a family used the service, but not the intensity of service
use, such as the frequency or time period over which ser-
vices were used.

We constructed two types of family service measures to
represent services provided to family members other than
the youth receiving SSI. We define YFS to include benefits
counseling, networking and support, and parent training
and information on their youth’s disability provided to fam-
ily members other than the youth receiving SSI. We defined
FFS to include case management, education or training sup-
ports, employment-promoting services, and financial edu-
cation services provided to family members other than the
youth receiving SSI. We classified families into three sub-
groups based on YFS and FFS use by family members other
than the SSI youth: (a) families that did not use any YFS or
FFS, (b) families that used any YFS, and (c) families that
used any FFS. The second and third categories are not
mutually exclusive—many families used both types of fam-
ily services. Among those using YFS, just under half also
used FFS. Among those using FFS, about three quarters
also used YFS.

We also measured whether the youth used any of the ser-
vices PROMISE programs were required to offer to youth
for themselves: case management, benefits counseling,
financial education, and employment-promoting services.
We assessed youth’s use of services to provide context for
the associations between family services and youth out-
comes, to demonstrate how youth and family services often
are used in tandem, and to control for the use of these ser-
vices in estimating the connections between the use of fam-
ily services and youth outcomes.

We also used information from the survey and adminis-
trative data to construct seven measures of youth outcomes.
Four of these outcomes are indicator variables based on the
response to a single question in the survey: (a) whether the
youth was employed in a paid job in the year before the
survey; (b) whether the youth received any job-related
training after enrolling in the demonstration; (c) whether
the youth expected to be employed at age 25; and (d)
whether the parent expected the youth to be employed at
age 25. Additional survey questions captured the total earn-
ings from all jobs in the year before the survey. We also
constructed a self-determination score designed to capture
the extent to which the youth acted autonomously, initiated
and responded to events in a “psychologically empowered”
manner, and acted in a self-realizing manner. This measure
is based on 20 survey questions from the ARC Self-
Determination Scale (Wehmeyer, 1996). The youth had to
answer at least five of the seven questions on autonomy,
four of the six questions on psychological empowerment,
and five of the seven questions on self-realization to receive
a score. Finally, we used SSA program records to measure
the amount of SSI payments the youth received since enroll-
ing in the demonstration. These outcomes represent those
that PROMISE intended to affect based on its underlying
logic model.

Analyses

Our analyses center around the three research questions
listed above that collectively seek to address the association
between family service use and youth outcomes. The first
research question allowed us to test the hypothesis that
access to PROMISE services increased families’ service use,
while both the second and third research questions allowed
us to test the hypothesis that the use of family services was
positively associated with an array of youth outcomes.

Research Question I: To What Extent Did
PROMISE Affect Family and Youth Service Use?

To conduct these analyses, we tabulated the shares of fami-
lies that used each type of family service and compared
these statistics by the family service use category and
PROMISE assignment group (treatment or control). We
also conducted similar analyses of the youths’ use of
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services by whether the family members used YFS, FFS, or
no family services.

We performed chi-square tests to assess whether differ-
ences across service use categories and differences between
PROMISE assignment groups were significant. The statisti-
cal tests compare means for single variables (e.g., the use of
youth case management services) and distributions for cat-
egorical variables (e.g., the number of youth services).

In addition, we assessed whether youth and families with
specific characteristics were more or less likely to use YFS
and FFS. We conducted these assessments separately by
PROMISE assignment group. We used separate logistic
regressions on indicators for the use of YFS or the use of
FFS based on a variety of youth and family characteristics
(see Supplemental Table 2 for the complete list and data
source for each measure). We used z-tests to compare
whether youth or families with the characteristic were more
or less likely to use YFS or FFS relative to a comparison
group without that characteristic.

Research Question 2: What Is the Association
Between Family Service Use and Youth
Outcomes?

We compared youth outcomes across family service use
categories by PROMISE assignment group, using a linear
regression model to account for differences in family char-
acteristics. Equation 1 estimates how outcomes y, differed
for those who used YFS and FFS separately relative to those
who did not use that type of family services. In addition, we
also included a control variable for an indicator of whether
the youth used services ( YS, ), which both provided context
and controls for the fact that youth in families using YFS
and FFS were more likely to use services for themselves (as
discussed in the results below). A positive coefficient for f,
or B, indicated that average outcomes are higher for youth
whose families used YFS or FFS, respectively, than for
youth whose families did not use that type of family service.
We control for youth and family characteristics listed in
Supplemental Table 2 in X;. When outcomes were miss-
ing, the individual was excluded from the analysis. If any of
the youth and family characteristic controls were missing,
we used mean imputation to assign a value.

y, =00+ B, *YFS, + B, *FFS, +0*YS, +7*X, +¢, (1)

Research Question 3: Did Places With Large
Impacts of PROMISE on Family Service Use Also
Experience Large Impacts on Youth Outcomes?

We leveraged the random assignment design and the varia-

tion in the outcomes observed across local geographic areas
to compare the impacts of PROMISE on the use of YFS and

FFS with the impacts of PROMISE on youths’ use of ser-
vices and other selected youth outcomes. We followed the
methods described in Mamun et al. (2019). We estimated
linear regressions of both family service use and youth out-
comes on an indicator if the youth were assigned to the
treatment group, controlling for several youth and family
characteristics. Given the randomized design, the coeffi-
cient on the treatment group indicator represents the causal
impact of PROMISE on family service use and youth out-
comes. Subsequently, we used these coefficients to estimate
another linear regression of the estimated impacts on the
youth outcome on the impacts on family service use. The
goal of this analysis was to assess whether greater impacts
on youth outcomes tended to occur in geographic locations
where there were also greater impacts on the likelihood of
families using either YFS or FFS. If so, the results provide
evidence that family service use is positively associated
with improvements in youth outcomes.

For this analysis, we estimated the impacts of PROMISE
at the local level (i.c., for regions within a PROMISE pro-
gram). All the PROMISE programs except for the one in
Maryland were organized into service delivery regions,
which we use to estimate the local-level impacts. To esti-
mate impacts on the likelihood of YFS or FFS use and youth
outcomes with reasonable precision, where necessary we
combined regions within programs to ensure that each had
at least 150 youth, resulting in 25 separate regions for the
analysis.

After estimating the local-level impacts on the likeli-
hood of using YFS or FFS and youth outcomes, we esti-
mated the correlation between these impacts. These
correlations, estimated through a linear regression, show
whether larger impacts on YFS or FFS were associated with
larger impacts on youth outcomes. If the given type of fam-
ily service use positively affects youth outcomes, it should
follow that regions where PROMISE more substantially
increased the share of families using that type of service
would also experience larger improvements in youth out-
comes. We consider the evidence to be qualitative because
we lack a large enough sample to be confident of the statis-
tical precision of the findings. Although we tested whether
the estimated correlation was statistically significant, we
are more interested in the direction and magnitude of the
correlation.

Results

Research Question |: PROMISE Affected Family
and Youth Service Use

Our first set of analyses presents the counterfactual environ-
ment for family services, or what occurs normally for fami-
lies of youth receiving SSI who volunteered for PROMISE,
and how PROMISE programs affected service use. This
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descriptive analysis of families’ use of YFS and FFS found
that use of both services were more common under
PROMISE, and that when families used these services, their
youth used services for themselves at higher rates.

Families in the treatment group obtained more YFS and
FFS than families in the control group. Specifically, 53%
of those in the treatment group reported using YFS com-
pared to 36% of those in the control group (see Figure 1).
Use of FFS was lower than YFS for families in both the
treatment and control groups (39% and 27%, respectively),
with the rates for the treatment group being higher than the
control group. In addition, the magnitude of the increases
differed across the six PROMISE programs. For example,
the difference across the treatment and control groups in
the shares of families using YFS ranged from nine percent-
age points in New York State to 28 percentage points in
Arkansas. We exploit this variation in family service use
for our analysis by comparing local-level impacts on the
use of YFS and FFS with local-level impacts on youth
outcomes.

PROMISE increased the proportion of families using
YFS, particularly through benefits counseling services (see
Figure 2). A larger proportion of YFS families in the treat-
ment group (62%) used benefits counseling than their con-
trol group counterparts (37%). Among families using any
YFS, the use of training and information services and net-
working services was similar between the treatment and
control groups, with the training and information services
being more common than the networking services (see
Figure 2). Families that used FFS also frequently used YFS,
indicating the substantial overlap between those using these
two types of family services.

The pattern of FFS use differed for FFS families by treat-
ment and control group status (see Figure 2). Family-
oriented family services families in both the treatment and
control groups more frequently used case management ser-
vices than other services, and the use of case management
and financial education services was higher for FFS fami-
lies in the treatment group than those in the control group.
However, though PROMISE increased the absolute number
of families using FFS, conditional on using FFS, families in
the control group used education or training supports and
employment-promoting services at higher rates than those
in the treatment group. Finally, a substantial proportion of
treatment and control group families that used YFS also
used FFS, although the rates were not as high as for FFS use
observed among YFS families.

Youth were more likely to use the required PROMISE
services when their families also used services. Among
treatment group youth, the most commonly used services
were case management and employment-promoting ser-
vices (see Figure 3). For youth whose families used YFS or
FFS, at least three-quarters of them used each of these ser-
vices, with no sizable differences between YFS and FFS
families. Among youth whose families did not use services,
51% used case management and employment-promoting
services for themselves. Overall, more than 90% of youth in
treatment group families using any YFS or FFS used any
youth services. In contrast, only 69% of youth in treatment
group families that did not use YFS or FFS used these youth
services.

Families self-select into services, as evidenced by the
differences in characteristics (see Supplemental Table 3; a
description and source for the characteristics considered are
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in Supplemental Table 2). Service needs and education in
particular seemed to be important factors. For example,
with both treatment and control group families, those with a
youth who received educational accommodations or had a
504 plan were more likely to use YFS. Among treatment
group families, parents who had some level of postsecond-
ary education were more likely to use YFS, relative to par-
ents who did not have a high school diploma or equivalent.
In contrast, the education level of parents in the control
group was not associated with YFS use.

Research Question 2: Family Service Use Is
Associated With Better Youth Outcomes

Family service use, particularly YFS, is associated to some
extent with improved youth outcomes, although the results

are not consistently positive and significant. In contrast,
youths’ use of services had a strong positive correlation with
youth outcomes. The analysis controled for differences in
the characteristics of families who use YFS and FFS, as well
as differences in the youth’s use of services. We assessed the
association between family service use and the seven youth
outcomes: (a) annual employment, (b) annual earnings, (c)
job-related training, (d) self-determination score, (e) youth
employment expectations, (f) parent employment expecta-
tions for the youth, and (g) SSI payment amounts.
Treatment group families’ use of services oriented to
their youth is associated with better youth employment-
related outcomes (see Table 1). Youth employment out-
comes were slightly better for those whose families used
YFS than those whose families did not use YFS. Such youth
were four percentage points more likely to be employed and
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five percentage points more likely to use job-related train-
ing than youth in families who did not use YFS, controlling
for youth and family characteristics and youth use of ser-
vices. However, the use of YFS was not correlated with
youth’s earnings: annual earnings for youth in families in
the treatment group who did and did not use YFS were simi-
lar. The use of YFS was not associated with additional
improvements in other outcomes unrelated to employment.

Treatment group families’ use of FFS was not associated
with most youth outcomes. With the exception of job-related
training, average employment-related outcomes were not
statistically different for those youth in families that did and
did not use FFS (see Table 1). In addition, parental expecta-
tions of youth employment were slightly higher in families
that used FFS relative to families that did not use it.

The association between the use of youth services and
youth outcomes in the treatment group was substantially
larger than the associations between family service use and
youth outcomes. This association provides context on find-
ings related to family service use and youth outcomes.
Typically, youth who used services had significantly better
outcomes than youth who did not (the exception being SSI
payments). For example, in the treatment group, the annual
employment rate for youth who used services was 18 per-
centage points higher than for youth who did not, a rate that
was more than four times larger than the gap between those
who used either type of family service and those who did
not (see Table 1). For a more detailed regression table, see
Supplemental Table 4.

In the control group, outcomes were similar for youth
regardless of family service use. Similar to patterns in the
treatment group, youth who used youth services had sub-
stantially better outcomes than youth who did not use those
services. However, the differences between groups of youth
that did and did not use youth services were often smaller in
the control group than in the treatment group. Selection bias
likely plays an important role in these estimates; we cannot,
however, pinpoint the direction of the bias. Characteristics
associated with service use, such as higher service needs
and higher education, point to different directions of selec-
tion bias, which muddles the interpretation of the associa-
tions we observe between family service use and youth
outcomes. For a more detailed regression table, see
Supplemental Table 5.

Research Question 3: Places With Large
Impacts of PROMISE on Family Service Use Also
Experienced Large Impacts on Youth Outcomes

The regions with greater impacts on the use of YFS also had
greater impacts on youth employment. By impact, we mean
the estimated difference between an outcome achieved by
youth in the PROMISE treatment group and that achieved
by youth in the control group. To depict the relation between
impacts on YFS and impacts on youth outcomes, Figure 4
plots the pairs of estimated impacts for each region on a
graph, along with a linear trend line that shows the direction
of the association. Positive associations between YFS and
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Figure 4. Relationship Between Impacts on YFS and Impacts on Youth Outcomes.

Note. Data come from the PROMISE |8-month survey. The 25 points represent regions within PROMISE programs. We estimated the impact of
assignment to PROMISE services on the likelihood of YFS use and the impact of the youth outcomes shown in each region, controlling for key
characteristics (Mamun et al., 2019). The solid line fits a linear trend across these points. The dashed line represents 0. p.p. = percentage points; SSI =

Supplemental Security Income; YFS = youth-oriented family services.

outcome impacts are indicated by upward-sloping trend
lines, as in panel (b) of Figure 4. On average, a one percent-
age point larger impact on the use of YFS was associated
with a 0.3 percentage point larger increase in the youth

annual employment rate (the slope of the line in panel [b] of
Figure 4), although the result was not statistically signifi-
cant (p = .30). A likely reason for the lack of statistical sig-
nificance of this finding and others is the small number of
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data points; as noted previously, only 25 regions were used
in the regression correlating the YFS and FFS impacts with
the impacts on annual employment. However, the goodness
of fit, as measured by the R? from the regression, is only
.069, indicating that the data are only somewhat related.

Youth-oriented family services also impacted favorable
associations with impacts on the youth’s use of services,
annual earnings, job-related training, and SSI payments,
but not with the other outcomes we examined (see Figure
4). The estimates indicate that a one percentage point larger
impact on the likelihood of YFS was associated with a $13
increased impact on earnings (p = .27) and a $19 decreased
impact on SSI payments (p < .01). The two findings are
likely related because after a small earnings disregard and
other exclusions, SSA reduces SSI payments by $1 for
every $2 of earnings. Similarly, a one percentage point
greater impact on YFS was associated with a 0.2 percent-
age point greater impact on the use of job-related training
(p = .36). For other outcomes, such as youth self-determi-
nation scores and parental expectations of youth employ-
ment, the correlation between impacts on YFS and impacts
on outcomes was small (and essentially zero).

The patterns for the connection between impacts on FFS
and impacts on youth outcomes were mostly similar to
those shown for YFS (detailed results available from the
authors). One exception is that the FFS impacts had a stron-
ger association with the impacts on youth earnings than did
the YFS impacts. The estimated slope is larger (a one per-
centage point larger impact on FFS was associated with a
$33 increased impact on earnings [p < .01], whereas the
same impact on YFS was associated with a $13 increased
impact on earnings). The estimated fit of the data also is
substantially stronger (the R? for the FFS correlation is .273;
for the YFS correlation, it is .080).

Discussion

Consistent with our hypotheses, PROMISE increased the
use of some family services among treatment group fami-
lies, which was associated with an increase in youth’s use
of services and moderately better youth employment out-
comes 18 months after program enrollment. The findings
suggest that services that help family members better
understand the needs of their youth, and help family
members address their own needs, can have positive
effects on the youth. Because most families who used one
type of family service also used the other, it is not possi-
ble to disentangle the effects of YFS and FFS, especially
because the PROMISE programs likely delivered both
types of family services concurrently, along with youth
services. In addition, patterns suggest that families select
service use along multiple dimensions, which makes it
challenging to interpret basic comparisons of average

outcomes across groups. Families of youth receiving SSI
often choose to use YFS or FFS based on the needs of
their youth and the needs of family members, and not all
families offered services will want or need to take up
those services.

Because youth in families that used YFS and FFS also
were significantly more likely to have used services for
themselves (see Figure 3), an important way that family ser-
vices could have improved youth outcomes is through the
channel of increasing the youth’s use of services. The esti-
mates shown in Table 1 are independent of the use of youth
services. Consistent with findings in the literature discussed
earlier, we find substantial differences in the outcomes of
youth who used services for themselves compared with the
outcomes of youth who did not. However, the additional
contribution of family service use to these differences in
employment outcomes is small (YFS) or not significantly
different from zero (FFS).

The PROMISE model entailed staff meeting with youth
and families to set goals, plan for services, and make refer-
rals for or directly deliver those services. Our findings con-
firm and extend prior research on practices to improve
parent knowledge of transition practices (Rowe & Test,
2010; Rowe et al., 2021; Young et al., 2016) and correla-
tional research connecting parent involvement with out-
comes (Haber et al., 2016; Mazzotti et al., 2021; Test et al.,
2009). To our knowledge, this study is the first to directly
establish the connections between family service use, either
for their youth or themselves, and youth outcomes.

The relations between family service use and youth out-
comes were weak, which might diminish the perceived
value of offering family services in programs designed to
improve the employment and education outcomes of youth
receiving SSI. Although PROMISE services were intended
to improve outcomes for both youth and families, most
existing transition service providers focus solely on the
youth. For these providers, offering family services in addi-
tion to youth services might be unattractive because it
requires different resources and staff skills, is infeasible
because of the regulations governing how the programs
receive state or federal funding, or falls outside a program’s
mission.

Although we found the relation between family service
use and youth outcomes to be weak, youth in families that
used family services were more likely to use services them-
selves. This finding underscores the potential importance of
family services as an indirect channel because youth ser-
vices were associated with substantial improvements in out-
comes. Nonetheless, the challenges to offering family
services might outweigh the potential benefits for programs
that focus only on improving youth outcomes and do not
seek to improve the economic self-sufficiency of families, a
goal of PROMISE.
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Limitations

This study has important limitations to consider in inter-
preting and extending its findings. First, though our analy-
sis of the second research question shows how outcomes
differ by family service use, we cannot establish a causal
relation between family services and youth outcomes.
Families could choose whether to use the various services
available to them, either through PROMISE (for treatment
group members) or the community (for both treatment and
control group members). The possibility of self-selection
into family service use categories means that we cannot
definitively attribute differences in outcomes between those
who did or did not use YFS or FFS to the use of family ser-
vices. Although we account for differences in some observed
characteristics, we cannot account for unobserved differ-
ences, such as need, motivation, or initiative. Nonetheless,
this analysis provides suggestive evidence of the role of
family services in improving youth outcomes.

Second, we did not consider the quality or intensity of
YFS and FFS in our assessment. The available data only
allowed us to assess relatively broad measures of whether
the family used any YFS or FFS. Third, we examined youth
outcomes within 18 months of their enrollment in PROMISE.
Effects of family services might take longer to manifest, par-
ticularly if the connection is indirect, and could also have
beneficial effects on family members (which this study did
not examine). Fourth, our local-level analysis relies on a
small sample size (N = 25), so readers should interpret the
results of this analysis cautiously. Despite the study’s limita-
tions, the findings are consistent with a conceptual model
suggesting that family services (beyond the defined practice
of family involvement related to transition planning) can
have a favorable influence in promoting the transition of
youth with disabilities to adulthood.

Implications for Future Research

Researchers might consider exploring the relation between
family service use and youth outcomes in three ways. First,
given the limitations noted above, a more nuanced approach
to assessing family services—such as through the number
of service episodes, the duration of service use, or specific
services—and examining effects beyond 18 months could
provide more insight into the associations between family
services and youth outcomes. Second, specific tests to offer
family services could identify ways to improve the take-up
of family services broadly and for specific types of families.
Third, because our findings rely on a demonstration project
that enrolled youth receiving SSI—who have both low
income and significant disabilities—analyses of family ser-
vice use for other populations of youth with disabilities,
such as those from specific racial and ethnic backgrounds or
a broader population of students receiving special

education, are warranted to see if the results found in this
study are similar for those populations.

Implications for Policy and Practice

Few programs for youth and their families are similar to
PROMISE in offering both youth and family services.
This study has shown the potential value of offering fam-
ily services, whether oriented to youth or family members.
Policymakers and practitioners involved in youth transi-
tion might consider how to connect families to services if
they do not provide them directly. PROMISE offered fam-
ily members education about their youth’s health needs,
assistance with the transition process, benefits counseling
in relation to the youth’s or their own employment, refer-
rals to a wide array of services, and formal and informal
collaborations between youth and adult service providers.
Such connections, provided in tandem with specific ser-
vices for youth, might benefit both the youth and their
families. Transition staff in secondary schools, for exam-
ple, could solicit information from families on potential
needed services for their children or themselves as part of
the transition process, then work with them to identify
appropriate local providers, such as Centers for
Independent Living or workforce centers, that offer such
services.

The findings show the demand for family services ori-
ented to both youth and families among families of youth
receiving SSI—which is especially important to consider
given the families’ low assets and resources. The PROMISE
programs offered families assigned to the treatment group
services to help them with their youth’s needs and with their
own needs. That more than 60% of families took that offer
and used some type of family services—compared with
about 40% of families in the control group—could reflect a
combination of the value that families place on such ser-
vices and the general lack of awareness of the availability of
similar existing services among families (or the lack of
similar existing services in some communities). When
school or program staff are unable to offer families direct
services, they might be able to collaborate with and refer
families to other programs—such as parent information and
training centers and workforce centers—so that families
could use services similar to those offered through
PROMISE.
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