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Abstract
This systematic narrative review of the literature reports on the experiences of foster youth regarding the use of Internet 
Communication Technologies (ICTs) such as social media, focusing only on studies that include youth voice. We searched 
seven databases for articles published internationally from 2010 to 2020 in which foster youth were interviewed regarding 
their beliefs about ICTs. Youth report benefits of ICTs including to their relationships and identity formation opportunities, 
and discuss risks of ICTs and how they manage them. ICTs may benefit positive youth development. Stakeholders may 
consider ways to assess and support healthy ICT use.
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In 2019, in the United States, about 160,000 youth between 
the ages of 11–20 were in foster care (Children’s Bureau, 
2020). Older youth in foster care experience frequent living 
transitions and relational losses (Fawley-King, Trask, Zhang, 
& Aarons, 2017; Mitchell, 2018). Relationship maintenance 
promotes positive outcomes for foster youth, especially as 
they leave foster care (Blakeslee & Best, 2019; Graham, 
Schellinger, & Vaughn, 2015; Munson, Smalling, Spencer, 
Scott, & Tracy, 2010; Pryce, Napolitano, & Samuels, 2017; 
Seita, Day, Carrellas, & Pugh, 2016). Information and Com-
munication Technologies (ICTs) provide one way for youth 
to stay connected to others as they move through the child 
welfare system. ICTs are digital tools and applications that 
allow communication with others, such as smartphones, 
texting, and social media. They are constantly used by the 
general population of youth in the United States to stay 
connected to people they care about (Anderson & Jiang, 
2018; Christensson, 2010). The Pew Internet Center found 
that 95% of teens now have smartphones or access to one 
(Anderson & Jiang, 2018). Yet, foster parents, group home 
staff, and child welfare administrators see foster youth at 

high risk of harm related to the use of these technologies, 
and therefore restrict their use (Badillo-Urquiola, Page, & 
Wisniewski, 2019; Forenza, Bermea, & Rogers, 2018; Stott, 
MacEachron, & Gustavsson, 2016).

Beyond staying connected to friends, Pew found that 
teens use technology for self-expression, to meet others 
with shared interests, for entertainment, and to find infor-
mation (Anderson & Jingjing, 2018). Child welfare systems 
are often risk-averse and may prioritize youth safety over 
opportunity when it comes to helping youth maintain rela-
tionships via ICTs (Simpson, 2016). This aversion to risk 
may further leave foster youth at a relational disadvantage 
related to access via ICTs.

There is no explicit federal policy or common practice 
that specifically addresses the use of ICTs by foster youth. 
However, several laws point toward a more permissive view 
of ICT use than is indicated by existing research regard-
ing actual access. For instance, the Strengthening Fami-
lies Act (2014) requires that child welfare systems assure 
foster youth have typical age-appropriate experiences and 
that foster parents provide a “reasonable and prudent parent 
standard” related to youth participation in activities. The 
Family First Legislation, enacted in 2019, provides addi-
tional focus on making sure older youth leave foster care 
with employment and relationship skills (Lindell, Sorenson, 
& Mangold, 2020). Further, during the COVID-19 pandemic 
of 2020, many youth in foster care lost normal face-to-face 
contacts with people they cared about. Their lack of access 
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to technology led ACF Children’s Bureau Associate Com-
missioner, Jerry Milner, to issue a letter to states encourag-
ing them to utilize funds to purchase cell phones and other 
technology for older foster youth so that they could sustain 
important contacts (Milner, 2020). Thus, there is no fed-
eral restriction that disallows the use of ICTs by youth in 
foster care, and federal guidance counters the fear-based 
restrictiveness caregivers and other system stakeholders 
may employ.

The objective of this systematic narrative literature review 
is to provide a scan of available research about the use of 
ICTs by foster youth, especially as it pertains to how it might 
impact their important relationships. This systematic litera-
ture review emphasizes youth voice, i.e., what youth have to 
say about their use of ICTs, and positive youth development, 
to inform future research, policy, and practice.

Youth Voice and Positive Youth Development

Foster youth typically experience a lack of choice in deci-
sions about their lives (Armstrong-Heimsoth et al., 2020; 
Beal et al., 2019). Youth in care often experience rule-mak-
ing as inconsistent, arbitrary, and not individualized (Rauk-
tis, 2016). Restrictiveness is typically due to adults’ con-
cerns about the youth’s capacity for good decision-making 
(Havlicek, 2011; Olson, Scherer, & Cohen, 2017). However, 
the lack of choice further limits their practice of healthy 
decision making. Youth voice is a term used to signify the 
ways that youth are allowed to have say in the decisions that 
affect them, and acknowledges that youth should be able 
to speak about their view of what is in their best interest 
(Nybel, 2013). Here we use the term youth voice to center 
what youth have to say about their ICT use.

Positive Youth Development (PYD) is an approach to 
youth programming that focuses on healthy development by 
enhancing youths’ strengths and supportive contexts (Lerner 
et al., 2015). Instead of using a problem-focused frame, it 
recognizes assets, competencies, and supports that promote 
well-being and positive outcomes (Eichas, Ferrer-Wreder, 
& Olsson, 2019). PYD interventions promote interpersonal 
skills while reducing risks (Taylor, Oberle, Durlak, & Weiss-
berg, 2017). PYD emphasizes capacities, focusing upon five 
“Cs”: competence, caring, connection, character, and confi-
dence. While literature about foster youth using ICTs is gen-
erally risk-focused, a PYD approach offers an opportunity 
to consider that youth already employ capacities in the “five 
Cs” to navigate difficult online situations. It also provides a 
framework for how ICTs may encourage the deployment of 
these capacities to strengthen their resilience and decision-
making skills while giving specific attention to the needs and 
capacities of youth to develop caring connections.

Relationships for Foster Youth

Foster youth in the child welfare system frequently expe-
rience a relational deficit, restricted from normal mainte-
nance of connection with parents, relatives, and friends 
(Storer et  al., 2014). The lack of relational capacities 
prevent some foster youth from developing the protective 
factors provided by relationships and secure connections 
(Denby, Gomez, & Alford, 2016). Given violations of trust 
experienced by many youth within their families, foster 
youth sometimes need significant help in learning how 
to cultivate and maintain healthy relationships and sup-
port networks (Goodkind, Schelbe, & Shook, 2011). Lack 
of relational safety and healthy modeling may put youth 
at higher risk when navigating online relationships. Still, 
access to ICTs may also provide a resource for strengthen-
ing relationships and related capacities.

Much of the existing research on healthy relationships 
for youth in care focuses on the value of relationships with 
adult mentors. It demonstrates that permanent relation-
ships with positive adults are an influential protective fac-
tor against adverse outcomes, providing critical support to 
youth as they transition to adulthood. According to Salazar, 
Keller, & Courtney (2011), relational permanency comes 
in many forms and often includes informal arrangements 
with relatives or other caring adults. Foster Club, a national 
network for youth in foster care, suggests that youth form 
“permanency pacts” with supportive adults who provide 
specific supports for them beyond the transition from foster 
care (Foster Club, 2016). Youth need multiple domains of 
relational support to provide life-long, kin-like relationships 
in order to have successful outcomes (Best & Blakeslee, 
2020; Blakeslee, 2015). In addition to mentors and other 
more formal relational supports, youth draw upon the sup-
port of peers, significant others, and birth families (Best & 
Blakeslee, 2020).

In their longitudinal youth-centered research study, 
Mitchell, Jones, & Renema (2015) found that nearly 50% 
of youth reported a goal related to forming or building 
relationships (i.e., building a family and reconnecting 
with family). Data from the National Survey of Child and 
Adolescent Wellbeing indicates that peer-based relation-
ships play important roles for foster youth in internalizing, 
externalizing, and behavioral outcomes (Thompson et al., 
2016). However, little research has investigated the value 
of peer-based and same-aged social support for foster 
youth. No research that we were able to identify focuses 
on ways foster youth maintain healthy technology-medi-
ated peer-based and supportive relationships. In sum, we 
know youth benefit significantly from supportive relation-
ships with adults, and likely with peers and their biological 
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families. Still, a research gap exists related to the ways 
ICTs might support these relationships.

ICT Use by Foster Youth

Because of the paucity of research synthesis about the 
experiences of ICT use by foster youth, especially from the 
perspective of youth themselves, we focus on addressing 
this gap. Foster youth may indeed be at heightened risk 
when using ICTs, given their histories and experiences 
of victimization and other personal and interpersonal risk 
factors (Espinoza & Wright, 2018; Leung, 2014). It is true 
that some youth experience risks when using ICTs. Resil-
ience, or the ability to overcome adversity, is strengthened 
through the practice of navigating risky situations success-
fully (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005; Hinduja & Patchin, 
2017). From a Positive Youth Development perspective 
(Taussig et  al., 2019) and a social justice and human 
rights perspective (Lundy, 2011; McLaughlin, Gray, & 
Wilson, 2015), it is important that youth have access to 
the resources that help them connect to the people who 
are important to them, and that caregivers do not withold 
these opportunities because of the potential of risk. Much 
like when youth are learning to drive a car, the role of the 
reasonable and prudent parent (Simmons-Horton, 2017) 
is to supervise, train, correct, allow for mistakes, draw 
on strengths, and build youth competence and confidence.

Present Study

This study fills a gap in the sparse research that exists 
about the experiences of foster youth who use ICTs, 
especially research that involves youth or their first-hand 
accounts. There are no systematic literature reviews on 
the use of ICTs by foster youth that center their perspec-
tives to the best of our knowledge. We aim to specifically 
address the gap of knowledge about what foster youth and 
former foster youth say about how they are impacted by 
ICT use, focusing on the impact of ICTs on relationships, 
which are critical to youth as they age out of foster care. 
Assumptions that influence our analysis are that (1) foster 
youth voice is often absent in decision-making about their 
lives, to the detriment of skills needed for independence, 
and (2) inadequate attention is given to the use of ICTs, 
especially beneficial uses, for adolescents in foster care.

This systematic narrative review of literature focuses on 
peer-reviewed research published between January 2010 
to 2020. Our aim is to (1) describe how foster youth dis-
cuss the risks and benefits of their use of ICTs, and (2) 
report the relational outcomes of ICT use, as defined by 

foster youth and former foster youth. We then use a PYD 
framework to assess the match between the findings of 
our search to PYD constructs. The review aims to bring 
together trustworthy evidence from the literature to help 
researchers, policymakers, practitioners, foster parents, 
and other stakeholders understand foster youth perspec-
tives about their ICT use to improve inclusion of youth 
voice in decision making. We also aim to inform rela-
tionship intervention research and practice by identifying 
themes and gaps related to ICT use.

Method

This systematic review used the Preferred Reporting Items 
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 
methodology (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, & Altman, 2009) 
and flow diagram to systematically evaluate articles related 
to perceptions of ICT use by foster youth, inclusive of peer-
reviewed research articles and dissertations.

Literature Search and Data Collection

Literature Search

The search occurred in January 2020, for articles published 
from January 2010 to January 2020 and included seven 
databases. Databases included Academic Search Ultimate, 
OpenDissertations, PsycARTICLES, Psychology and 
Behavioral Sciences Collection, PsycINFO, Social Work 
Abstracts, SocINDEX, limited to full-text articles available 
at the university of the first author, published in English. 
Search terms were full abstract searches for Cyber* OR 
internet OR "social media" OR "digital" OR "online" OR 
online OR techno* OR "social network*" AND foster youth 
or foster child* or foster care or child welfare or “looked 
after.”

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

We screened articles for the inclusion of first-hand accounts 
of foster youth or former foster youth of any age. We defined 
ICT use as any article that discussed the use of the internet, 
smartphones, or social media that allow internet-mediated 
communication with others. Articles were excluded that 
were not written in English, were published before 2010 or 
after January 2020, and that did not include youth voice as 
a direct source of research data. Articles that focused on the 
assessment of adult voice or expert opinion were excluded, 
as were articles that were not peer-reviewed. In cases where 
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articles reported on youth and caregiver data together, we 
included only the data and related findings about youth voice 
in the analysis.

Data Collection

The search and data collection procedure is listed in Fig. 1, 
PRISMA Diagram Flow. The search of seven databases 
resulted in 698 articles and 400 articles once duplicates 
were removed. Titles were scanned for relevance, resulting 
in 90 articles. Next, we scanned abstracts of articles for 
inclusion criteria, resulting in 45 articles. The references 
of these articles were reviewed, resulting in the inclusion 
of three more articles. Both authors reviewed the full text 
of 48 articles, using a consensus method for final inclu-
sion. This resulted in eight articles that presented original 
research and included the experiences of foster youth. The 

most common reasons that articles were excluded were 
because they were conceptual articles (n = 20) or sourced 
data from administrators, professionals, or foster parents 
(n = 12) rather than foster youth. Once the final articles 
were identified, they were entered into a spreadsheet in 
Google Sheets for charting and data extraction by both 
authors (Fig. 1).

We used a data extraction form to collect (1) country 
of study; (2) methodology of article; (3) types of technol-
ogy discussed in articles; (4) demographics of subjects; (5) 
whether the lens focused primarily on risks, benefits, or 
both; (6) youths’ uses of ICT use; (7) youths’ perceptions 
of benefits of ICT use; (8) youths’ perceptions of risks; (9) 
youths’ strategies for navigating risks.

Because articles used primarily descriptive and qualita-
tive data, it was impossible to conduct analysis related to 
the findings’ statistical significance. Therefore we used a 

Fig. 1   Adapted from Moher 
D, Liberati A, Tetzlaff J, Alt-
man DG, The PRISMA Group 
(2009). Preferred Reporting 
Items for Systematic Reviews 
and Meta-Analyses: The 
PRISMA Statement. PLoS 
Med 6(7): e1000097. https​://
doi.org/10.1371/journ​al.pmed1​
00009​7For more information, 
visit www.prism​a-state​ment.org

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed1000097
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed1000097
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed1000097
http://www.prisma-statement.org
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Table 1   Description and summary of included studies

Author (Year) Location and Participants Key findings

Denby et al. 2016 USA, Foster youth (n = 16) • Phone helped youths establish and strengthen 
relationships

• Youth participants felt that the smartphone gave 
the a voice and choice in the people with whom 
they wanted to converse

• Challenges related to conflict with foster parents 
around smartphone access emerged as a prominent 
theme in focus groups

Fowles (2018) USA, Foster care alumni attending college (n = 6) • Primarily use social media to curate information 
for their own benefit

• Social media connections were a direct reflec-
tion of resources and access points they had in 
previously-formed personal relationships

• The positive youth development (PYD) lens 
provided insight into participants’ resources and 
needs, most notably, needs of connection, confi-
dence, and competence

Hammond, Cooper, & Jordan (2018) UK (England), Foster youth (n = 10) and social 
care professionals (n = 35)

• The contacts as currency theme focused on the 
notion that connecting and socializing with con-
tacts beyond the local residential care context was 
protective

• The promoting and protecting the self theme 
highlighted how adolescents are navigating the 
psychosocial concerns of experiencing a perceived 
smaller social network, how they experienced 
contact with family members, negotiated joining 
or not joining networks occupied by professionals 
and the challenges of representing a coherent and 
cohesive online persona

• Findings from the third theme, transitions, high-
lighted adolescents’ ability to stay connected to 
the professional staff who offered a social capital 
reserve. Social media had roles before, during, and 
after transitions experienced from a residential 
social care related to supporting youth relation-
ships

Rueda, Brown, & Geiger (2019) USA, Program staff (n = 12) and foster youth 
(n = 13)

• Technology was a central component of adoles-
cents’ romantic and sexual relationships

• Teens became involved in one another’s dating 
lives via technology

• Potential risks were discussed of utilizing technol-
ogy in dating contexts

Roche, Vateriaus, & Young (2015) USA, Foster care alumni (n = 1) • Participant’s technology experiences while in 
foster care were limited and colored her future use 
and perceptions of technology

• Participant reported finding value in reconnecting 
with her biological family and her foster siblings 
on Facebook

• Using the multicultural feminist approach provided 
emerging evidence that a foster care alumana’s 
experience with technology was different in terms 
of access, purpose, and use than the majority of 
Millennials
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narrative synthesis of cross-cutting themes focused on the 
research questions (Baumeister & Leary, 1997) using the-
matic analysis as an approach (Braun & Clarke, 2014; Smith, 
2015) (Table 1).

Results

Summary of Included Articles

All eight studies were original research approved by relevant 
institutional or oversight boards. We classified them accord-
ing to the Hierarchy of Evidence (Murad, Asi, Alsawas, & 
Alahdab, 2016), and original research was further classified 
by methodology. Because we screened out expert opinion, 
articles were only eligible for levels 2–5 (observational 
descriptive, analytical, quasi-experimental; cohort; rand-
omized control; systematic reviews; and meta-analyses). All 
of the articles were observational cross-sectional descrip-
tive studies. Methodologies of included studies included 
qualitative interviews (Fowles, 2018; Rueda et al., 2019; 
Sen, 2016), single case study design (Roche et al., 2015), 
survey research (Denby et al., 2016); focus groups (Denby 
et al., 2016; Rueda et al., 2019), and extended ethnographic 
observations (Williams-Peters, 2014; Wilson, 2016). One 

dissertation was included (Fowles, 2018), and all other 
papers appeared in peer-reviewed journals.

All eight articles were classified by country, given that 
policy and practice for youth in care are impacted by legal 
structures and social attitudes that are geographically bound 
(Benbenishty et al., 2015). Articles were coded by the coun-
try of the first author in all cases. Four articles originated 
in the United States. Three articles originated in the United 
Kingdom, including the countries Scotland (n = 2) and Eng-
land (n = 1), and one article originated in Trinidad.

The samples varied in size from a single-person case 
study of a former foster youth to the largest study in Trini-
dad, which included 22 youth who lived in two residential 
treatment homes. The setting of most studies was either resi-
dential treatment or foster care homes. Youth in the studies 
ranged from 13 to 30, and some included adult youth reflect-
ing on their experiences in care. Some studies offered direct 
quotes from youth, whereas others summarized themes from 
conversations with youth.

Themes

To answer our first question, how youth describe the ben-
efits and risks of ICT use, we categorized findings into 
thematic groupings agreed upon by both authors. Themes 

Table 1   (continued)

Author (Year) Location and Participants Key findings

Sen (2016) UK (Scotland), Foster care alumni (n = 6) and 
foster youth (n = 4)

• A majority of participants received some form of 
online verbal abuse from other young people they 
knew, but these experiences were not markedly 
more negative than peer experiences in other 
research

• Participants’ use of digital media revolved around 
a narrow range of activities-primarily communi-
cation via social networking sites and texting to 
people they already knew offline

• Foster care alumni and care leavers experienced 
greater barriers to accessing the newest technology 
and greater difficulty getting online

Williams-Peters (2014) Republic of Trinidad & Tobago, Foster youth 
(n = 24)

• The opportunity to engage in new relationships, 
albeit digitally, appeared to be a strong motivator 
for ICT use among youth

• There was an increased role in surveillance of 
children’s activities by staff who took a more 
protective and paternalistic stance

• Staff acknowledged the competence of children 
in using ICTs and showed willingness to learn 
from children, although with some suspicion and 
concern

Wilson (2016) UK (Scotland), Foster youth (n = 22) • The portability of ICTs helped youth cope with 
frequent moves

• ICTs were important for maintaining pre-existing 
relationships with others

• ICTs considered technologies of self-care: helping 
participants deal with anxiety and stress
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below include quotes or summaries of salient themes in the 
research. Summarily, youth described that the benefits of 
ICT use, including (a) access to information and resources; 
(b) the ways that social media helped them maintain connec-
tions; (c) that ICTs allowed them to build social capital; (d) 
normalcy; (e) a tool for relaxation or recreation; (f) empow-
ered voice and independence; and (g) identity formation and 
relaxation.

Additionally, youth described their perceptions of risks 
of ICTs, including (a) internet-mediated sexual exploitation 
and dating violence; (b) cyberbullying and harassment; (c) 
the difficulty of navigating complex relationships online; (d) 
the distraction caused by ICTs; (e) the risk of being moni-
tored by agency staff through the use of ICTs. Youth also 
reported ways that they navigated these risks. They used a 
number of strategies, including (a) using technology settings 
to control the privacy and who has access to their personal 
information, and limiting social media friendships to people 
who they know; and (b) seeking help from adults.

Finally, youth discussed the ways that ICTs supported 
relational connections in their lives. They said ICTs helped 
them with, (a) finding and maintaining relationships 
with biological family members; (b) making and sustain-
ing friendships and romances; (c) supporting their offline 
relationships; and (d) improving relationships with formal 
supports.

The themes above are elucidated in the following sec-
tions. When applicable, the words of current and former 
youth themselves are extracted from the relevant studies. 
However, in some of the studies, such as ethnographies, the 
themes are summarized and are already categorized by the 
study authors. In these cases, content from the researcher’s 
themes are extracted to fit the categories identified in this 
study.

Information and Resources

Prevalent in a study of college-age youth (Fowles, 2018), 
the ability to connect to information on social media groups 
helped youth keep up with campus events, so they knew 
about opportunities. One participant in this study reported, 
“sometimes, I find out a lot of the information like events 
or volunteer opportunities or resources and scholarships on 
Facebook (p. 47).” This information-finding using ICTs lasts 
into adult life, as exemplified in Roche et al. (2015), “they’ll 
post recipes and stuff for a variety of different foods. It is 
one more note card I don’t have to have in my recipe box. It 
expands my knowledge on available meals I can cook. I love 
that stuff” (p. 5). Adult former foster youth, in particular, 
reported their social media use as mostly instrumental rather 
than social (Fowles, 2018; Roche et al., 2015).

Maintaining Connections

Many youths reported that ICTs kept them connected to 
friends they met while in care. For instance, “Almost all of 
my friends on Facebook are actually former foster youth or 
former probation youth, and I know them from organiza-
tions, from my time at these organizations,” (Fowles, 2018, 
p. 50); “I joined Facebook in 2010 so only 3 years that I’ve 
had it. But I think it’s fascinating because it allows you to 
connect to people from your past that you haven’t spoken to 
in almost 10 years and they find you on Facebook. It’s like 
oh my gosh! You know. It’s a way of reestablishing those 
ties…” (Roche et al., 2015, p. 5).

Building Social Capital

Across studies, youth mention how ICTs allow them to con-
nect in ways that build their social capital, i.e., their position 
in relation to others that might work to their advantage later. 
Hammond et al. (2018) describe, for instance, a young male 
aging out of care who discussed how he could call upon 
his online friends if he needed a place to sleep. Youth in 
the same study described connecting to youth in previous 
placements to maintain a network in times of need. Young 
people also considered ways to build relational capital with 
professors and others through self-presentation via Facebook 
groups to demonstrate their commitment to school activities. 
“If I like or share something, it gives professors a glimpse 
of my character and the things I value (p. 50)” Youth across 
studies talked about their networks, including loose ties, pro-
viding critical information. For instance, “I definitely think 
that, when you have the right friends on Facebook and the 
organizations, and if you put out there ‘looking for housing,’ 
I feel like they would get a response. I would say you need to 
have those people there first, somebody that can direct you 
to the right place, and, sometimes, you don’t know who that 
is” (Fowles, 2018, p. 60).

Normalcy

The theme of normalcy came up across articles related to 
technology access in their same-age peer groups. Wilson 
(2016) noted that having a smartphone symbolized not only 
a normal youth experience for participants, but also dignity 
and status. Additionally, it provided a sense of belonging. 
For instance, a former foster youth in college said, “a lot of 
times, when I share stuff or post things, it’s definitely about 
being thankful that I’ve found a community” (Fowles, 2018, 
p. 50). Denby (2016) also reported on the ways technol-
ogy afforded typical experiences to youth in care, in that 
they were able to manage visitations and take on typical 
youth responsibilities. Williams-Peters (2014) framed this as 
exposure to the “outside world” (p. 178), which kept young 
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people connected to youth culture through access to enter-
tainment websites.

For Recreation, Relaxation, Self‑soothing

One full article explicitly focused on the ways youth with 
foster care experiences used ICTs for self-care (Wilson, 
2016). For instance, the author describes that youth used 
their phones as portable photo albums and address books, 
and plated soothing music and as a way to manage stress. 
Williams-Peters (2014) also noted that youth posted music 
on YouTube, took digital pictures, and used internet gaming 
as a form of fun, belonging, and entertainment.

Empowered Voice and Independence

Denby et al. (2016) pointed out that youth felt empowered 
by the use of smartphones, as they were able to contact their 
caseworker and other important people directly, and could 
make decisions such as canceling visits. Similarly, Williams-
Peters (2014) noted that the youth developed teaching roles 
in helping staff in their group home with technology, revers-
ing the usual roles of expert. They also were able to use 
technology subversively because they knew more than the 
care workers; for instance, youth shared files with each other 
and posted videos online when they were not meant to. This 
subversion offered them agency to choose their own online 
representations, aiding in self-determination, despite their 
normally over-regulated environments. The power of unreg-
ulated contact came up in other articles; “online platforms 
afford youth opportunities to practice identity formation and 
intimacy in less governed spaces with increased opportunity 
to interact with peers and real or potential romantic or sexual 
partners” (Rueda et al., 2019, p. 4). In a residential home, 
caseworkers restricted young women from technology as a 
punishment related to their behavior. Still, they would exer-
cise agency by bypassing the rules and having friends make 
calls for them, “you better call this person and tell them this, 
this, and this, okay” (p. 15).

Identity Formation and Exploration

Youth across studies discussed opportunities to consider 
and frame their identities based on their terms, especially 
identities outside their roles as foster youth. They formed 
identities not only regarding performative representations 
but also internalized representations. For instance, Wilson 
(2016) discussed how technology symbolized a sense of 
belonging in contemporary culture for one youth, "having 
her phone with her, feeling it in her pocket, gave her a sense 
of security and confidence. She also liked to listen to record-
ings of birdsong and to the sound of cars passing in the 
rain through her phone" (p. 290). Youth also talked about 

crafting identities that allowed them to escape their roles in 
care; former foster youth participants in the Fowles (2018) 
study frequently reported keeping their social media post-
ings professional, networks small, and not talking about their 
histories of child welfare system involvement. Although 
some were in Facebook groups for former foster youth in 
college, they noted the groups were secret so nobody could 
find them. Williams-Peters (2014) also discussed how youth 
made choices regarding sharing their care status on social 
media platforms.

Risks

Sexual Exploitation and Dating Violence

Sen (2016) reported that one participant described a negative 
experience that she did not want to talk about, in which she 
met up with someone who was actually “somebody else” 
(p. 1070). In the Rueda et al. (2019) study of pregnant and 
parenting girls in residential treatment, quantitative surveys 
of the 59 young women indicated that 60% had experienced 
online dating violence, and 58% reported that they had per-
petrated it. In the same sample, however, it is worth noting 
that in-person dating perpetration and victimization rates 
were significantly higher, suggesting that this technology-
mediated violence existed before or alongside the technol-
ogy-mediated dating violence. Participants in this study also 
experienced sexual advances online related to assumptions 
about their status of pregnancy or motherhood, for instance, 
“There’s guys that’ll be like, ‘Oh, you’re pregnant... they say 
the pregnant ones are more crazy in bed (Lettie)” (p. 12).

Bullying and Harassment

In multiple studies, youth described people bothering them 
online. Sen (2016) said five of his six subjects reported that 
they either had first-hand experiences or knew about some-
one in their community of friends who experienced online 
bullying. For instance, “they say stuff that’s not true about 
them and they make some rumour up about them and make 
web pages up about them (p. 1070).”

Navigating Complex Relationships

Youth across studies discussed multiple kinds of complex 
online relationships related to their care status. For instance, 
in Rueda et al. (2019), a youth describes her relationship 
with the father of her baby, “whenever I send him a picture 
of [daughter], he puts a sad face, wishing he was there... I 
say, “one day you will, but you have to fix your problems 
first” (p. 13). In several instances, navigation of complex 
relationships included painful emotional rejections that were 
technology-mediated; for example, “if I would tag him on 
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something on Facebook with her [daughter’s] picture, he 
would hide it from his timeline. ‘Oh, I don’t have a daugh-
ter’” (Rueda et al., 2019, p. 14).

In some instances, the complicated relationship caused 
by ICT use was between the youth and residential staff, who 
expressed distrust, labeled children who preferred technol-
ogy to outdoor activities as lazy or did not have the skills 
to help with online tools (Williams-Peters, 2014). Denby 
et al. (2016) also reported that their smartphone intervention 
caused problems with trust between youth and caregivers 
and that foster parents felt the youths’ use of phones usurped 
their authority. Rueda et al. (2019) also reported that staff 
had a widely discrepant perspective from youth about the 
value of technology; while youth were more nuanced about 
benefits and risks, staff perceptions were mostly negative. 
The technology was a source of disagreements, and staff 
used technology restriction as a form of punishment, which 
caused additional conflict between youth and staff involved 
in this research.

Distraction

Some youth admitted the distracting nature of online mes-
sages that interrupted either school or sleep. “Nick described 
that his mobile’s audible push alerts, when one of his online 
friends posted, could awaken him at night, but he decided 
not to change the settings” (Sen, 2016, p. 1071). Sen (2016) 
also reported that interviews conducted with two former 
foster youth suggested potentially disruptive overuse of 
technology.

Risk of Being Monitored

Youth across studies discussed the risk and annoyance of 
being monitored by group home staff. For instance, youth 
in Williams-Peters’ (2014) study described the use of tech-
nology experts brought in by their residential home who 
checked and monitored their computers for inappropriate 
settings and scheduled the hours they could use technol-
ogy, which youth saw as disruptive to their autonomy. In 
Hammond et al. (2018), a 15-year-old participant described 
subverting the monitoring by using one sparse social media 
profile, and a second secret profile to reduce surveillance 
risks.

Navigating Risks

Careful with Identity and Technology Settings

Across studies, youth talked about the ways they took care 
with their identity. For instance, a youth in Sen’s (2016) 
study reported, “… my foster parents are right like safety 

aware and they tell me not to put stuff like that on Facebook 
and plus it’s got nothing to do with anybody where I am 
(p. 1068).” Sen reported that most participants in the study 
communicated primarily with people they knew to extend 
their relationships. Accounts from Hammond et al. (2018) 
participants are consistent with this judicious use of social 
media and use of social media settings to control access.

Youth also expressed an understanding of their digital 
footprints, for instance, from Sen (2016), “… say we were 
friends on Facebook—I could own a photo, tag you in the 
photo, yet you could then share it to someone that I don’t 
want that photo to go to (p. 1068).” Hammond’s partici-
pant shared, “they tried adding me and I just declined it 
(laughs) … I don’t exactly want them knowing my fucking 
business (p. 2069). Youth in other studies discussed the 
use of digital tools for safety, for instance, technology to 
limit views of their profile on social media, in Rueda et al. 
(2019), “that’s why my block list is probably six pages 
long” (p. 532).

Help‑seeking

In describing bullying behavior online, a young respondent 
in Sen’s (2016) study responded that they talk to a teacher 
when this occurs. Another youth in Sen’s study said, “I feel 
in control (of internet use) every time. If I ever had any prob-
lems I would just tell my foster mum (p. 1071).

How Do Youth Describe the Relational Outcomes 
of Their ICT Use?

Finding and Maintaining Relationships with Family

In multiple studies, youth shared that they used ICTs to 
find family members with whom they had lost contact due 
to placement in foster care. One foster care alumnus said, 
“…it allows you to connect to people from your past that 
you haven’t spoken to in almost 10 years and they find you 
on Facebook…I’ve also been able to get in touch with my 
biological family from my grandma’s side” (Roche et al., 
2015, p. 5). In the study conducted by Denby et al. (2016), 
participants shared how ICT (smartphone) allowed them to 
stay in touch with family. One youth said, “We were like 
limited from talking on the house phone, and then when we 
came into DREAMR (the intervention study), we got our 
own phone, and we were able to talk to our families like 
hours” (p. 199).
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Making and Sustaining Friendships and Romances

Youth used technology to meet new people. In Rueda et al. 
(2019), technology was a central component of youth’s 
romantic and sexual relationships. They used technology to 
meet, interact with, and sustain intimate partnerships. Youth 
also used technology to stay connected to their children’s 
fathers. “I’ll do whatever it takes to try again to be a family, 
like we supposed to” (Rueda et al., 2019, p. 13).

Supporting Offline Relationships Online

In several studies, youth utilized ICTs to stay connected to 
people in which they had already formed in-person relation-
ships. “Almost all of my friends on Facebook are actually 
former foster youth or former probation youth, and I know 
them from organizations, from my time at these organiza-
tions” (Fowles, 2018, p. 50). This theme also appeared else-
where, for instance, “I’ve been hanging around with him 
quite a lot recently with all his friends … loads of people it’s 
pretty smart… need to add Steve and them lot on Facebook 
really” (Hammond et al., 2018, p. 2066).

Improved Relationships with and Access to Formal Support

Youth used ICTs to connect with groups and learn of 
resources that can provide access to formal support. “A lot 
of the organizations that I’m part of here at [Big University] 
and outside of it have private groups. Sometimes, I find out 
a lot of information like events or volunteer opportunities 
or resources and scholarships on Facebook” (Fowles, 2018, 
p. 47). Similarly, youth used social media to maintain sup-
port with former group home staff. For instance, one youth 
described comfort in knowing that her group home had a 
social media profile which allower her to stay connected 
to staff during her transition out of care (Hammond et al., 
2018).

Discussion

The most pressing question about ICT use that typically 
comes up for stakeholders concerned about the well-being 
of foster youth is the balance of risks to ICT access ben-
efits. We reviewed research that included youth voice about 
their experience with ICTs as a way to support a youth voice 
lens. Our thematic analysis revealed that youth saw ICTs 
as facilitative to their positive relationships. Although it 
sometimes also caused stressors, in many instances, youth 
presented their strategies to manage them. However, youth 
could still benefit from supports in navigating ICTs to fill 
relational gaps. In fact, in some instances they spoke about 
the ways adults supported them in navigating issues such as 

online bullying. As with any normal but risky youth experi-
ence, such as driving, playing football, or going on a first 
date, youth benefit from preparation, coaching, guidance, 
and reflection from adults who care about them when they 
begin using ICTs.

Interestingly, the voice of youth about ICT use is mostly 
positive, counter to many narratives in popular child wel-
fare discourse that focuses on harm associated with social 
media use. For instance, child welfare administrators 
(Stott et al., 2016), and foster parents and group home 
staff (Badillo-Urquiola et  al., 2019, Badillo-Urquiola, 
Harpin, & Wisniewski, 2017; Rueda et al., 2019) focus on 
harms to mental health and risky contacts on social media. 
Youth focus on relationships and the ability to control their 
narratives and make decisions about their own lives. The 
view of foster youth is supported by a growing body of 
longitudinal studies suggest no relationship between nega-
tive mental health outcomes and ICT use for adolescents 
(Orben & Przybylski, 2019a, 2019b; Schemer, Masur, 
Geiß, Müller, & Schäfer, 2020). Although additional 
research is needed related to ICT use by foster youth in 
particular, it is noteworthy that other marginalized youth, 
including homeless youth (Barman-Adhikari, Bowen, 
Bender, Brown, & Rice, 2016; Rice & Barman-Adhikari, 
2014) and LGBTQ youth (McInroy, McCloskey, Craig, & 
Eaton, 2019) are found to benefit relationally, and in other 
domains, from social media and other ICTs.

Here we map our discussion about the benefits of ICTs 
revealed in our analysis of the literature across Lerner’s 
5 “Cs,” described as capacities, as a way to frame this 
discussion and help stakeholders consider potential posi-
tive interventions related to ICT use. The five “Cs” are 
competence, caring, connection, character, and confidence. 
Lerner and colleagues posit that the presence of the 5cs 
leads to a sixth C, positive contributions to the community, 
and serves as a protective factor against problem behav-
iors. Although a number of formal interventions attempt 
to map their work to Lerner’s 5 C’s (Graham et al., 2015; 
Taussig et al., 2019; Travis & Leech, 2014), we find that 
youth are able to meet many of these capacities informally 
via ICTs, which are likely both more accessible (when 
access is afforded) and acceptable to youth.

Competence

Competence in areas of social, vocational, and academic 
areas of life support youth in as they age out of foster 
care and enter the workforce and college (Geiger, Cheung, 
Hanrahan, Lietz, & Carpenter, 2017). Our review of the 
literature revealed that technology use supports competen-
cies related to normalized childhood experiences, devel-
opment of digital skills, and resource finding pertaining 
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to education and vocational skills. Social competence, 
which supports resilience and protects against depression 
(Askeland et al., 2020), includes problem-solving in rela-
tionships and positive decision making. Youth participants 
in studies we reviewed reported that ICTs allowed them 
to navigate complicated relationships and make decisions 
about managing their public identities online. A PYD lens 
posits that these growth opportunities are valuable, even 
when they are risky.

Confidence

Confidence refers to the individual’s view of their global 
capacities. Foster youth have reported poor confidence 
regarding their own decision-making as they leave foster 
care (Geiger et al., 2017). Ahrens et al. (2011) note the that 
relationships for foster youth are important in helping them 
learn about how to confidently set relational boundaries 
and problem-solve in relationships. In studies we reviewed, 
youth who used technology said they built confidence 
regarding their ability to make good decisions in manag-
ing who they let into their virtual lives. They were even 
sometimes in situations where they were confident that their 
technology skills exceeded those of their caregivers, offer-
ing an opportunity to flip the script of typical experiences in 
which others have authority over youth. This is noteworthy 
given that youth in care often see themselves as powerless 
to adults in the system (King, Abrego, Narendorf, Ha, & 
Maria, 2017).

Connection

Connection here refers to the positive experience youth have 
with the broader environment, including programs and indi-
viduals. Notably, studies in this literature review highlighted 
that foster youth’s primary social experiences are often insti-
tutionalized, i.e., youth communicate primarily with other 
foster youth or formal providers who are known to them 
due to their care status. However, youth are more likely to 
turn to informal supports and peers when they need help 
(Ruff & Harrison, 2019). ICTs provide instances for youth to 
communicate with others who are not part of the child wel-
fare system, and even allows them to control and hide their 
identities as foster youth if they choose. Additionally, youth 
connect with family members, deepen new face-to-face rela-
tionships, and find new friends in a setting where they can 
control their self-disclosure. Relational connections reduce 
many risks to youth as the age out of care (Blakeslee & 
Best, 2019). Self-disclosure via ICTs appears to strengthen 
online and in-person relationships (Desjarlais, 2020). Online 
friendships are shown to have significant benefits for mar-
ginalized youth, such as LGBTQ youth (McInroy, 2019; 
McInroy et al., 2019). There is little argument that the child 

welfare system does a poor job of facilitating connections for 
foster youth, and it seems evident that in our current digital 
culture technology can facilitate connection.

Character

Character represents morality, the expression of values, and 
respect for regulations. Parents, and then after-school pro-
grams and peers, are thought to be primary sources of char-
acter development (Lerner, 2018); however, foster youth are 
often deprived of these opportunities. According to youth in 
the studies reviewed, they practiced character development 
informally in the navigation of interpersonal relationships, 
such as with whom they wanted to maintain online rela-
tionships, and in working to positive self-representation in 
online settings. It is worth noting that several researchers 
who authored studies in our review of literature also chal-
lenged the moral messages about youth’s character that were 
sometimes assumed by caregivers related to their ICT use. 
For instance, caregivers suggested that technology use sym-
bolized poor decision-making or laziness, countering the 
youths’ experiences with values-based decision-making. To 
embrace youth voice in decision making also means watch-
ing for adult biases about ICTs.

Caring/Compassion

Caring and compassion refer to the capacity to be sym-
pathetic and empathetic. This skill relies on interpersonal 
experiences. Again, foster youth often lack opportunities 
for interpersonal social supports (Best & Blakeslee, 2020; 
Blakeslee & Best, 2019). Youth participants across studies 
reported that they developed relational skills through the use 
of ICTs that provided insights into others’ experiences and 
allowed them to reflect more deeply on their own experi-
ences. This fits with existing longitudinal research that sug-
gests ICTs improve empathy skills in adolescents (Vossen 
& Valkenburg, 2016).

Contribution

Lerner et al. (2015) suggest that capacities across the five 
Cs support a sixth C, contribution. Their research supports 
that youth with capacities discussed here can make valuable 
contributions to society, and these capacities, when present 
in youth, are negatively correlated with problem behaviors. 
Although the theme did not emerge in our research, this may 
be because foster youth in the study were seldom supported 
in developing digital literacy skills to the degree in which 
they could make contributions. On the other hand, youth 
across the globe currently demonstrate contributions to digi-
tal communities, build fundraising campaigns, and even start 
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social movements online, which benefit self-esteem, mental 
health, and belonging (Cho et al., 2020).

Implications

Practice Implications

Youth in the studies we reviewed described relational ten-
sion that occurs via social media, including the pressure and 
judgment of caregivers related to their ICT use. Given this 
dynamic, foster youth may be reluctant to turn to caregiv-
ers for problem-solving regarding technology, even though 
the existing research suggests that parental mediation and 
healthy relationships may reduce online risks for adolescents 
(Livingstone et al., 2017; Wisniewski et al., 2015). A logical 
response to these problems includes healthy online relation-
ship education for youth, as well as realistic media mediation 
education for caregivers, and agency policies that support 
these outcomes. Social work educators can help prepare 
emerging practitioners with ICT literacy, including balanced 
views of the risks and benefits of ICTs, centering human 
relationships. Other stakeholders in practice settings, includ-
ing supervisors, caseworkers, therapists, and foster parents, 
may also benefit from continuing education about how to 
support foster youths’ healthy use of technology.

The PYD framework offers considerations for specific 
areas of interventions for youth related to their ICT use. For 
instance, interventions might focus on areas of relational 
competency in online environments, which may strengthen 
youth competency in both online and offline spaces, improv-
ing youth opportunities to make positive contributions in 
society, as posited by Lerner’s (2015) PYD model.

Policy Implications

Child welfare agencies generally do not have policies that 
govern the routine use of ICTs for foster youth (Sage & 
Sage, 2016). Caseworkers and foster parents fill this void by 
making decisions guided by their own values, which is often 
counter to child welfare scholars’ advice, as they generally 
suggest that ICTs support relationships and identity normal 
adolescent exploration (Graham et al., 2015; Gustavsson & 
MacEachron, 2015; Sen, 2016). For instance, many foster 
parents make fear-based decisions about ICT use by adoles-
cents in their care (Badillo-Urquiola et al., 2019; Wisniewski 
et al., 2015). Others may not know enough about ICTs to 
make “prudent” decisions (Pokempner et al., 2015) required 
by federal child welfare law (Alford, Denby, & Gomez, 
2019). These facts call for stronger research-based policies 
in child welfare settings that outline youth rights related to 
ICTs. One model policy is the Los Angeles County Foster 
Youth Bill of Rights (2020), which states that children in 
foster care have the right to private use of email and internet 

unless restricted by a judge, and only revocable in the face 
of specific risks.

Future Research

Our review focused on youth experiences of those who had 
access to ICTs. Still, little research exists about the degree 
to which foster youth generally have access to social media 
or ICTs more broadly. A 2004 paper and intervention study 
that sought to reduce the digital divide for foster youth and 
families reported on a Casey Families needs-assessment, 
which found that only a third of foster youth used the inter-
net, and one in ten used email (Finn, Kerman, & LeCornec, 
2004). Although access is likely improved today, the scant 
existing research points to restriction of access to technol-
ogy for foster youth (Badillo-Urquiola et al., 2017, 2019). 
We are aware of several situations in which federal, national, 
and local partners recently scurried to meet the needs for 
technology access for youth so they could attend school from 
a distance during the COVID-19 pandemic (American Bar 
Association, 2020; Milner, 2020; Think of Us, 2020). This 
suggests existing access and service gaps. Given this recent 
international pandemic and its effect on youth access to sup-
portive others, it is more important than ever that additional 
research explores foster youth experiences with technology 
and how to navigate it in healthy ways.

Additionally, although youth had nuanced perspectives 
of their ICT use and reported benefits of technology along-
side risks in the research we reviewed, few models exist for 
supporting youth through positive and healthy navigation 
of ICTs. More research is necessary related to how to enact 
these types of interventions and support online civic engage-
ment so that foster youth can fully appreciate opportunities 
available online.

Limitations

This review has limitations that should be acknowledged. 
First, this review did not include a thorough search of gray 
literature. We realize that child welfare workers, foster par-
ents, and others intimately involved in the child welfare sys-
tem know of first-hand incidents in which youth benefitted 
or experienced risks related to ICTs, and that these often do 
not make it to the published literature because of gaps in 
practice-informed evidence (Wesley et al., 2020). Second, 
although the authors followed best practices in developing 
a search strategy, it is possible that the search terms used 
did not exhaust the available literature. Finally, this review 
focused on youth perspectives and youth voice. Other stud-
ies that focus on adult perceptions of ICT use offer differing 
views on the benefits and risks of youth access to ICTs and 
tend to focus on risks associated with social media access. 
However, given the clear need for youth to be more involved 



387A Systematic Review of Internet Communication Technology Use by Youth in Foster Care﻿	

1 3

in decision-making about their lives, we believe this youth-
centered perspective is an essential addition to the literature.

Conclusion

Models of youth development often focus on deficits and 
risk factors associated with adolescence, and this may be 
even more true for youth in foster care who experience 
increased status-related vulnerabilities. A deficit perspec-
tive naturally leads to case management interventions that 
correct problem behaviors or the adverse effects of these 
vulnerabilities, e.g., treating anxiety and depression, or try-
ing to control access to potentially risky behavior. Resilience 
theory (Masten, 2007; Wright & Masten, 2015) encourages 
interventions that boost protective factors as another way to 
reduce adverse outcomes for youth. A Positive Youth Devel-
opment framework can help identify protective capacities 
that support PYD and how ICT use may facilitate protective 
factors. Youth need support in access and reflection to make 
the most of ICTs.

There is little indication that technology use is wan-
ing. In the United States of America, stakeholders like to 
imagine the basic needs of foster youth are met and that 
we are a progressive country when it comes to preparing 
youth for the digital future. We might learn lessons from 
unexpected regions, including the Caribbean, where the 
Ministry of Education gives all youth who reach secondary 
school a laptop to help them develop ICT competencies so 
they can compete in a globalized world (Williams-Peters, 
2014). In the United Kingdom, the Government Council for 
Internet Safety has produced publications for parents, edu-
cators, policymakers, and internet providers, including the 
digital skills youth should possess and the broader commu-
nity’s responsibilities to assure child safety and rights online 
(UKCIS Working Group, 2020). They suggest a resilience 
lens, encouraging youth to engage in opportunities online, 
and to practice use active coping rather than avoidance in 
order to promote growth and self-determination in digital 
spaces.

In 2019, the Federal Children’s Bureau brought together 
national experts to discuss ways to support youth in foster 
care, and their summary report highlighted normative devel-
opmental experiences of youth, including the importance 
of peers, gradual independence, opportunities for taking 
risks, identity development, and understanding and com-
municating emotions (McKenzie, 2020). To promote nor-
mal development for foster youth, and follow the federal 
Strengthening Families Act of 2014 (P.L. 113–183) that 
dictates child welfare agencies and foster parents facilitate 
normative experiences for foster youth, our child welfare 
stakeholders must respond to the challenge of ICT access 
and use. This systematic review suggests that, despite risks, 

ICTs hold value as a protective tool for promoting Positive 
Youth Development. It is perhaps an especially beneficial 
tool to meet the relational and normal developmental needs 
of youth in foster care.
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