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We're here today to introduce BRIDGE Missouri, because, as we all know, the state loves its acronyms. BRIDGE stands for Building Ready, Informed, Developed Government Employees.  
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As we get started, I’d like to introduce my teammates: Rene' Brinkman, Sarah Fontaine, Kristina Johnston, Becky McCarthy, Erin Morris, Tim Wright, and ME , Steven Sims. 




Older youth aging out of foster care face high rates of 
homelessness, unemployment, and incarceration due to limited 
support and workforce opportunities, while state government 

struggles to fill high-turnover public service positions.

The Problem
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Missouri is facing two critical challenges: older youth aging out of foster care face high rates of homelessness, unemployment, and incarceration due to limited support and workforce opportunities. At the same time, Missouri state government struggles to fill public service positions with high turnover. We have the opportunity to BRIDGE this gap by creating a foster care to state government employment pipeline. 




Negative Outcomes
YOUNG ADULTS FACE EXITING FOSTER CARE

HOMELESSNESS

Lack of stable housing 
can lead to uncertainty, 

insecurity, and a 
constant struggle to 

survive.

UNEMPLOYMENT

Limited access to education, 
training, and experience 

makes it harder to build a 
stable future.

INCARCERATION

System involvement can 
create long -term 

consequences that limit 
opportunities and potential.
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WHY IS THIS A PROBLEM

As we look at the challenges facing young adults who exit the foster care system, three outcomes stand out: homelessness, incarceration, and unemployment. These outcomes are often connected. Without stable housing, reliable employment, or a strong support system, a young adult can quickly find themselves struggling just to meet their basic needs. 

The statistics show how serious this problem is. 
 
Housing instability is a major concern. Up to 45 percent of youth who age out of foster care experience homelessness by age 26, with some becoming homeless almost immediately after leaving care. 

Further, approximately one-fifth of the adult prison population spent time in foster care as children, and about 25 percent of former foster youth experience incarceration within two years of aging out of the system. 
 
Lastly, employment is an important part of breaking that cycle. Without adequate education, job training, work experience, or professional connections, these young adults can struggle to find stable employment and become self-sufficient. 
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The negative outcomes we just discussed don’t only affect the young adults experiencing them. They also create a significant financial impact for the State of Missouri. 
 
This chart above shows the estimated annual cost per individual associated with several of those outcomes. When you look at these numbers individually, they are already significant. But when you multiply those costs across numerous young adults over several years, the financial impact becomes substantial. 
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According to Children's Division data, of the young adults aging out of foster care, 55% are unemployed and 19% are only employed part-time. This means, 74% of these young adults do not have sufficient income to support themselves.  
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Looking at the State's Talent Management Dashboard, we pulled the 10 entry-level positions with the highest turnover rate by their classification title. 
As of June 2026, the state turnover rate was about 25%  
The impact of this turnover rate can be seen in the following data points. On average, it takes 69 days to fill a position. 
It is also projected that the turnover cost is around 1/3 of the salary. If we base it on the state average, each time a position turns over, it costs over $18,000. 




B.R.I.D.G.E. MO connects young adults to job 
shadowing, workforce development, and entry level 

positions in Missouri state government.

The Solution
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B.R.I.D.G.E. MO connects young adults to job shadowing, workforce development, and entry level positions in Missouri state government. 

The absence of a structured “bridge” between foster care and public sector employment represents a missed opportunity to strengthen Missouri’s workforce, improve youth outcomes, reduce long-term public costs, and build a sustainable pipeline of engaged public service.  
  
The problem requires a cross-system solution that aligns workforce development, child welfare, mentorship, education, and state employment opportunities to create meaningful pathways from foster care to stable careers in Missouri state government. 




Fostering the Future for American Children 
and Families Act (HR 6221)

Fostering Youth Mentoring Act (HR 4769)FEDERAL 
LANDSCAPE

Fostering the Future Act (HR 7432)

Fostering the Future Executive Order

CONNECT Act (HR 7995)
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This targeted approach comes at a key moment, mirroring a growing federal drive to transform post-foster care outcomes.

The federal landscape surrounding young adults aging out of foster care is a growing legislative priority. Recent and pending bills, including President Trump’s Fostering the Future executive order led by the First Lady, aim to streamline workforce entry and strengthen long-term economic stability for this population. These initiatives focus on expanding access to vouchers, workforce development programs, and mentorship opportunities.

The broader policy shift moves away from the traditional “college‑for‑all” model toward more holistic career pathways and practical workforce credentials. Few states have deeply explored this approach, and none have positioned state government itself as a viable career option for these young adults.




GREAT for Missouri

INNOVATIVE RESOURCEFUL COLLABORATIVE EFFICIENT
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Missouri’s leadership in this work would benefit the state in several ways. 

B.R.I.D.G.E. MO is an innovative pathway that helps vulnerable youth move from relying on public benefits to becoming active contributors to Missouri’s economy. Instead of a future reactive cost, the program is a proactive investment—replacing systemic dependency with a direct pipeline into public service. 

The program’s strength is its efficiency. It is cost‑neutral, requiring no new funding or additional FTEs. Rather than expanding budgets, it leverages existing resources. 

It also offers major advantages for state government. Agencies are struggling with high vacancy rates and costly recruitment efforts. BRIDGE connects young adults seeking stable employment with agencies needing entry‑level talent, giving departments early access to potential employees and ensuring participants develop the technical and soft skills required for the job. This reduces hiring time and cost while filling critical roles with prepared, capable individuals. 




Young Adult Focus Group Interest

• Shadowing opportunities with State Government

• Seeing a job firsthand to help feel more confident 
about choosing a career path

• Learning about State Government career opportunities
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Our approach included listening to young adults in foster care to better understand what they want for their future. 
 
We held three focus groups with young adults in Missouri's foster care system. As you can see from their feedback on the screen, we have both an interest and an opportunity. 
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Our initial outreach will focus on ROYALS youth aged 18 and older. The ROYALS unit is a specialized unit that provides intensive case management services focused on developing the life skills young adults need to successfully transition to independence.  
 
With a capped caseload of 10 young adults, workers have the time to provide individualized support around employment goals. 
 
These young adults also already have a wraparound support system that includes their ROYALS worker, an Older Youth Transition Specialist, Chafee services, and Workforce Development. 
 
Together these supports can give these young adults the guidance, preparation, and support they need to succeed in an entry-level government position. 




Capstone Partners
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We have partnered with several state departments that offer entry level positions that may be a good fit for young adults aging out of foster care.  
 
Each of the departments has the flexibility to shape the career exploration in a way that meets their needs. They may offer job shadowing, invitations to job fairs, one-on-one conversations, or mentoring. The end goal of any of these options is to connect the right candidate to a career path they’d be interested in. 
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In order to ensure the project is logistically feasible across the state, we examined where the ROYALs units are located and compared this with Department of Corrections offices and institutions, Department of Transportation offices, and Department of Revenue locations. The highlighted counties represent areas where there are both entry level positions and young adults ready to fill them.




The Process
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Our process begins with case managers in the ROYALS unit, as they identify youth who are aging out of the foster care system and preparing for transition to the workforce.  Together, the caseworker and young adult explore state government employment, from a general overview of benefits and opportunities to the specific departments.  When areas of interest arise, the young adult applies to gain exposure to the specific positions.  Depending on the agency, this could be an informational interview, job shadow, or other educational experience.  When appropriate, the young adult becomes a strong candidate for application to the vacant position. If hired, he or she will continue to receive wraparound support while in foster care. 
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This is the prototype of a virtual portfolio that illustrates the benefits of, and opportunities within, state government. Each department can submit information and pictures that represent their work, impact, and job openings.  Our goal is for these young adults to access information that might peak interest in state government employment and then, through exposure, help them see what the job actually looks like to create ready and informed applicants. 
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We are at a crossroad. 
 
PAUSE 
 
If we build a bridge for Missouri's youth, we don't just change their future—we strengthen Missouri's future. 
 
At the end of the day, the question isn't "Can we build that bridge? It's "will we?" 
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