
Economic Security and the COVID-19 Pandemic Among Young People Living Apart from their Parents 
The COVID-19 pandemic dramatically altered life across the world. In the United States, a 2022 national survey by the American Psychological 
Association (APA) found that over 60% of Americans said their life had been changed negatively due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and many reported 
feelings of grief, loss, and added stressors associated with the pandemic.1 For young people in the United States, the pandemic presented physical and 
mental health challenges associated with the loss of key supports and resources as schools closed, stay-at-home mandates were issued, and many 
families struggled with illness, loss, and financial anxieties.2

Young people’s experiences of isolation and stress throughout the Covid-19 pandemic have concerned health professionals who foresee severe 
impacts on healthy psychosocial functioning, mental health, and long-term wellness.3 Nationwide, over 160,000 young people under the age of 18 
lost one of their primary caregivers due to COVID-19. More than 70,000 lost a parent, and approximately 13,000 lost their sole caregiver.4 5 These 
young people were disproportionately low-income and members of socially and economically marginalized communities.5

Compared to their peers living with their parents, the COVID-19 pandemic had an especially negative impact on youth living apart from their families 
of origin, such as young people involved in the foster care system.6 7 Many youth living in out-of-home care and their caregivers have experienced 
difficulties accessing needed services and support throughout the pandemic.8 Many have experienced increased placement disruptions,9 and struggled 
to transition to virtual learning environments.10 This was particularly acute among students with learning disabilities.9 10 Young people living in foster 
care have often experienced more adverse childhood experiences than their peers living with their parents,11 have moved more frequently and 
experienced more school instability, and experience economic insecurity at high rates.12 13 14 Although youth living in both foster care and kinship care 
have experienced significantly more challenges during the pandemic than youth living with their parents, youth living in kinship care have 
experienced less economic instability, stronger community bonds, and less anxiety related to the pandemic than youth living in foster care. Placement 
stability, strong family supports, and prosocial community connections are protective factors for youth.15 16

What is Kinship Care?
Kinship care refers to the full-time care of a minor by a relative or another adult who has a close relationship with the youth and their family.17 For 
youth who are unable to live with their parents, kinship care arrangements offer an important opportunity to keep youth with their families and in 
their communities. Kinship care helps maintain family relationships and culture and helps foster a sense of belonging that promotes healthy 
psychosocial development.18 Kinship care also has been shown to minimize the trauma of being removed from parental care.19 Being placed with 
family members improves well-being, increases permanency,20 improves behavioral and mental health outcomes, and preserves cultural identity and 
community connections.19 21 22 23 24 Ensuring that kinship caregivers have adequate supports and financial resources to care for youth during the 
COVID-19 pandemic is important vital to protecting vulnerable young people from the material and psychosocial challenges many have faced.

Washington State Healthy Youth Survey
This fact sheet used data from the 2021 Washington State Healthy Youth Survey (HYS) to compare experiences between youth living in kinship care 
and youth living in foster care related to the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. The HYS is a biannual survey that includes 8th, 10th, and 12th grade 
public school students. The survey offers a representative sample of young people in Washington State and provides important details about their 
health and well-being.25

The COVID-19 Pandemic and Student Population Changes
From the academic year (AY) 2018-19 to AY 2021-22, there was a 2.4% increase in enrollment among all 8th, 10th, and 12th graders in Washington 
State. However, enrollment among students involved in the foster care system decreased by 31.7%.26

School often functions as the primary site for mental and behavioral health services for youth experiencing housing and parental care instability,15 and 
disruptions to in-person school limit access for many students involved in the foster care system.27 28 The COVID-19 pandemic intensified school 
disconnection among youth involved in the foster care system,29 30 31 and HYS participation among youth living in kinship care and foster care dropped 
dramatically with lower enrollment rates.25 As a result, the findings from the 2021 HYS likely undercount health and wellness disparities among young 
people involved in foster care.
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Living in Foster Care
0.4%  (463 Youth)
41.7% decrease in HYS participation 
from the 2018-19 academic year. 





Living in Kinship Care
2.7%  (3,469 Youth)
35.9% decrease in HYS participation 
from the 2018-19 academic year. 
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Note: Sample size N=125,996.
Based upon the HYS Question: Who did you live with most of the 
time in the last 30 days? 95.8% (142,296 Youth) were living with 
their parents.
Among all students, there was a 15.2% decrease in HYS participation 
from the 2018-19 academic year to 2020-21. academic year.

















Economic Security
Youth living in kinship care experience significantly greater economic stability. Compared to 
youth living in kinship care:

The rate of qualifying for free and or reduced-price school lunch was 1.3 times higher 
among youth living in foster care.
Being a member of a migrant family who moved for seasonal work in the past three years 
was 1.5 times higher among youth living in foster care.
Losing their home because their family could not afford housing was 1.5 times higher 
among youth living in foster care.

Community Bonds
Youth living in kinship care experienced stronger community bonds. Compared to youth living 
in kinship care:

The risk of low neighborhood attachment (e.g., not liking their neighborhood or community, 
and feeling as though they would not miss the neighborhood or community they lived in if 
they had to move) was 1.2 times higher among youth living in foster care.
Reporting they felt like they had few opportunities for prosocial community involvement, 
such as joining a club, sports teams, 4H, etc. was 1.4 times higher among youth living in 
foster care.

Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic
Youth living in kinship care experience significantly less anxiety related to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Compared to youth living in kinship care:

Feeling worried that their parents or guardians would lose their job due to COVID-19 was 
1.3 times higher among youth living in foster care.
Feeling worried about not having enough food to eat due to COVID-19 was 1.4 times 
higher among youth living in foster care.
Experiencing increased social anxiety due to internet use during the pandemic was 1.1 
times higher among youth living in foster care.





  Key Takeaways from the Washington Healthy Youth Survey
The COVID-19 pandemic had a disproportionately negative impact on young 
people experiencing economic, housing, and parental care instability. 
Young people involved in the foster care system were particularly impacted.
Kinship care can be an important support for young people experiencing 
housing and parental care instability.
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