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Abstract
Over the past 30 years, there has been a surge of interest in understanding the experiences and outcomes of expectant and 
parenting foster youth. Despite the importance of understanding this unique population of foster youth, there remains a lack 
of research on fathers in foster care. Most studies of expectant and parenting foster youth focus on mothers in care, and stud-
ies that have examined fathers in care provide little insight compared to what we know about mothers. Furthermore, existing 
research on fathers in foster care is limited by underreporting, service engagement issues, lack of meaningful engagement 
data, and very little information on fathers’ involvement with their children. There is very little published research on the 
experience of fatherhood in foster care or on related outcomes for fathers in care such as residency with children, father 
engagement with children, coparental relationship quality, or the health and well-being of their children. While there have 
been over 60 studies and three reviews on expectant and parenting foster youth spanning roughly 30 years, the articles have 
primarily focused on empirical findings relating to mothers in foster care. Information on fathers in foster care has received 
little attention and is restricted to empirical studies. This scoping review aims to fill this gap by examining the available 
information on fathers in foster care. To this end, our scoping review explores empirical findings and knowledge from 
practice-, legal-, and policy-related literature related to fathers in foster care from peer-reviewed journal articles, reports, 
dissertations, white papers, and grey literature published between 1989 and 2021. Findings from 94 sources of evidence on 
expectant and parenting foster youth suggest that mothers in foster care are consistently the focus of the literature. If fathers 
in foster care are included in the literature, findings or guidance are often provided in the aggregate (e.g., parents in care). 
However, when aggregated, literature still focuses on mothers in care, or female pronouns are used to describe the larger 
expectant or parenting foster youth population. Many of the studies excluded fathers, and the primary exclusion rationale 
includes a lack of identified fathers in care, unreliable child welfare data on fathers, or high attrition of fathers in parenting 
services. In terms of information on fathers in foster care by the source of evidence, research papers often provided quantita-
tive descriptions of fathers, practice papers focused on rights of fathers, legal papers centered on paternity establishment or 
paternal rights, and policy papers largely discussed the need for improved data tracking and interventions for fathers. More 
research is needed to support fathers in foster care as they transition out of care into early adulthood and young fatherhood.

Introduction

Youth in foster care have an increased likelihood of becom-
ing parents as compared to their non-foster care peers 
(Courtney & Dworsky, 2006). Parenting while in foster care 
is associated with a variety of risk factors for young parents 
and their children, including adverse outcomes in education 
(Courtney & Hook, 2017), employment (Dworsky & Gitlow, 
2017), housing stability, mental health (Matta Oshima et al., 
2013) and criminal justice involvement (Shpiegel & Cas-
cardi, 2015), and intergenerational maltreatment (Dworsky, 
2015). As such, young parents in foster care have garnered 
the attention and concern of scholars, policymakers, and 

 * Justin S. Harty 
 justinharty@asu.edu

 Kristen L. Ethier 
 kethier@uchicago.edu

1 School of Social Work, Watts College of Public Service 
and Community Solutions, Arizona State University, 411 N 
Central Ave #750, Phoenix, AZ 85004, USA

2 Crown Family School of Social Work, Policy, and Practice, 
University of Chicago, 969 E 60th Street, Chicago, IL 60637, 
USA

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2770-6869
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2881-4626
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10560-022-00848-2&domain=pdf


694 J. S. Harty, K. L. Ethier 

1 3

child welfare practitioners, including 30 years of research 
on this population. Relatively little attention has been paid 
to the outcomes, experiences, and needs of young fathers in 
care. The lack of research on fathers in foster care may stem 
from limitations in survey and child welfare administrative 
data to accurately capture reports of males impregnating 
females or fathering a child when paternity is unreported, 
disputed, or unknown. Further, research indicates that many 
young fathers in foster care are dually impacted by child 
welfare and criminal justice involvement (Shpiegel & Cas-
cardi, 2015), which may constrain researchers’ abilities to 
connect with young fathers in foster care for rigorous quali-
tative research. Furthermore, research on young fathers (e.g., 
adolescent, teenage) broadly indicates that young fathers 
have unique needs related to their delayed entry into the 
labor force, lower academic achievements, and decreased 
developmental readiness for paternal obligations, which may 
affect their ability to meet traditional fatherhood expecta-
tions (Johnson Jr., 1998, 2001a, 2001b).

There are three existing literature reviews on expect-
ant and parenting youth in foster care, which collectively 
review research published between 1989–2017. Each of 
these reviews covers research that includes a sample of 
only young mothers or a sample of both young mothers and 
young fathers together. None of the three reviews covers 
research that includes a sample of only young fathers. Svo-
boda et al. (2012) examined literature on parenting youth 
in foster care published from 1989–2010, identifying com-
mon themes across the 16 quantitative and qualitative stud-
ies reviewed. The authors note variation across studies in 
reported rates of pregnancy and impregnation, ranging from 
16 to 50% of youth in care who either became pregnant or 
impregnated someone while they were in foster care. Com-
mon themes across the studies include barriers and opportu-
nities, diverse mental and physical health needs of parenting 
youth, the influence of traumatic life experiences on sexual 
development, the influence of poverty, and the disruption of 
relationships and living environments. Although nine of the 
sixteen studies included fathers in the sample, the authors 
did not identify any implications for research or policy 
related to young fathers in foster care. Connolly et al. (2012) 
conducted a meta-synthesis of qualitative studies published 
on expectant and parenting youth in foster care in the United 
States, Canada, and the United Kingdom. They identified 
risk factors, protective factors, and markers of resilience 
across 17 studies published between 2000–2010. The authors 
identified several themes related to what they identify as the 
experiences of young mothers in foster care, including (1) 
infants filling an emotional void (2) lack of consistent sexual 
education, (2) motherhood adversities, (4) mistrust of others 
and social stigma, (5) perception of motherhood as positive 
and stabilizing (6) internal strengths and wanting to do bet-
ter, and (7) support contributing to positive motherhood. 

Interestingly, the Connolly et al. (2012) review focuses on 
the findings and implications of the studies solely for young 
mothers in foster care and their children. However, of the 
studies reviewed that are based in the United States, the 
majority included young fathers in foster care in the sample, 
but father-specific findings were not discussed. In the most 
recent literature review on this population, Eastman, Palmer, 
et al. (2019), Eastman, Schelbe, et al. (2019)) reviewed 18 
studies on young parents in care published between 2011 
amd 2017. Of the studies reviewed, nine included fathers in 
the sample. Although the authors highlighted some of the 
findings on expectant and parenting males in care, no father-
specific recommendations for child welfare policy, practice, 
or future research were made.

Across the three reviews, 19 studies included fathers in 
the sample. However, few studies reviewed identified impli-
cations specifically for young fathers and their children, and 
the existing reviews are similarly disengaged from father-
related findings. As such, there are three notable gaps in cur-
rent understandings of the research on young fathers in foster 
care. First, current reviews have not thoroughly analyzed the 
existing body of research published from 1989 and 2017 
in terms of father-related findings, including some publica-
tions omitted from prior literature reviews. Second, addi-
tional research on expectant and parenting youth in foster 
care has been published from 2018–2021 and has yet to be 
reviewed for father-related findings. Third, none of the exist-
ing literature reviews include research exclusively focused 
on young expectant and parenting males in foster care. The 
objective of this scoping review is to address each of these 
gaps in order to identify the risks, experiences, and needs of 
young fathers in foster care with implications for child wel-
fare policy, practice, and research. Furthermore, this scoping 
review seeks to explore in detail the available information 
on young fathers in foster care spanning the last 30 years. 
This 30-year span covers the oldest study (Polit et al., 1989) 
included in the first review of research on expectant and 
parenting foster youth by Svoboda and colleagues (2012) 
to the most recent studies reviewed in this scoping review 
(Dworsky et al., 2021; Martínez-García et al., 2021; Rouse 
et al., 2021; Shpiegel, Day, et al., 2021; Shpiegel, Fleming, 
et al., 2021).

Methods

This scoping review began with the establishment of a 
research team consisting of the two authors of this paper 
who have practice and research experience with expect-
ant and parenting youth in foster care. We collaborated on 
identifying the research question for this scoping review, 
including target audiences, search terms, and databases 
to conduct the searches. The methodology we used for 



695Fatherhood in Foster Care: A Scoping Review Spanning 30 Years of Research on Expectant and…

1 3

this scoping review was based on the Preferred Reporting 
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analysis Protocols 
extension for scoping reviews framework (Tricco et al., 
2018). We completed a detailed review protocol for our 
scoping review but did not register it. Registering scop-
ing reviews is recommended but not required to reduce 
duplication of research and for transparency (Tricco et al., 
2018). However, we choose not to register our scoping 
review protocol due to the simplicity of our inclusion cri-
teria (i.e., research containing any findings or information 
on fathers in foster care). Due to the scarcity of research 
on fathers in foster care, we were not concerned with the 
duplication of a research review on this topic. However, 
if one were to occur, we would welcome the possibility of 
different conclusions or alternative sources of evidence 
on this topic. To ensure transparency, our review protocol 
can be obtained from the primary author upon request and 
we detail the methods of our scoping review in the next 
section.

This study is a scoping review of expectant and parent-
ing fathers in foster care. However, we decided to include 
expectant and parenting mothers in foster care in this scop-
ing review as well. Given that our decision may seem per-
plexing, we believe that our rationale for including mothers 
in foster care in this scoping review is warranted. Scoping 
review methodology is used for variety of purposes (Peter-
son et al., 2017; Pollock et al., 2021). Two primary purposes 
of a scoping review are to provide an overview of a field of 
research (Moher et al., 2015; Pham et al., 2014) and to iden-
tify gaps in existing literature (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; 
Sucharew, 2019). Our scoping review aligns with these pur-
poses in two ways. First, we aimed to provide an overview 
of the field of research on expectant and parenting foster 
youth, examining the extent of research done on fathers in 
foster care. Second, we aimed to identify gaps in existing 
literature on expectant and parenting foster youth as they 
relate to fathers in foster care. To achieve these two aims, 
we review literature on expectant and parenting foster youth 
broadly (e.g., literature including mothers, fathers, or both) 
to ascertain the degree to which fathers in foster care are 
included in research literature (e.g., main sample or com-
parison group) or white/grey literature (e.g., principal focus 
or related focus).

Research Question and Purpose

Our scoping review was guided by the research question, 
“What are the research findings on or guidance for working 
with expectant and parenting fathers in foster care?” The 
purpose of our review was to search, identify, and summa-
rize the literature on fathering foster youth that is relevant to 
research, legal, policy, and practice audiences.

Eligibility Criteria

Documents were eligible for inclusion if they contained 
one or more of the following elements of information on 
expectant or parenting fathers in foster care: (1) research 
findings, (2) legal guidance, (3) policy guidance, or (4) 
practice guidance. We included documents if they were 
published between 1989 and 2021, written in English, 
based in the United States, and either peer-reviewed jour-
nal articles, reports, dissertations, white papers, or grey 
literature. We included documents if they used quanti-
tative, qualitative, mixed-method, or art-based research 
methodologies. In addition to the eligibility criteria stated 
above, we included any peer-reviewed publications or 
report studies that included only pregnant or parenting 
mothers in foster care and studies in which the gender 
of the parent in foster care was not clearly stated (e.g., 
“parents in foster care,” “parenting youth in foster care”). 
We expanded the eligibility criteria of peer-reviewed pub-
lications and reports to include studies on mothers in care 
and studies that may include fathers in care for compara-
tive purposes (e.g., obtain the proportion studies including 
fathers in care versus solely mothers in care). For white 
papers and grey literature, we excluded any documents 
that made ambiguous or minimal references to fathers in 
foster care (e.g., “services should include parents in care,” 
“services should include mothers and fathers in care”).

Information Sources and Search Strategies

To identify potentially relevant documents, we searched 
the following online bibliographic databases in May and 
June of 2021: Google Scholar, Google, ArticlesPlus, Pub-
Med, EBSCO, Web of Science, ProQuest Dissertations & 
Theses, and HeinOnline. We used Google Scholar, Scite.
ai, ConnectedPapers, and Dimensions.ai to conduct for-
ward and backward citation searches. We searched Google 
Scholar, ArticlesPlus, PubMed, EBSCO, Web of Science, 
and HeinOnline for peer-reviewed research studies, reports, 
and legal publications. We searched ProQuest Dissertations 
& Theses for dissertation studies and searched Google for 
white papers, grey literature, and other reports not captured 
in earlier database searches. We developed and used a com-
bination of the following Boolean search terms for each 
search to ensure that results were relevant to our research 
question and search: “adolesc*” OR “teen*” OR “young” 
OR “youth*” AND “father*” OR “mother*” OR “parent*” 
OR “expect*” OR “preg*” AND “in care” OR “foster care” 
OR “child welfare” OR “child protection” OR “child protec-
tive.” We searched databases for these Boolean search terms 
in the title, abstract, full-text, or keywords. The searches 
were conducted by both authors of this paper.
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Selection of Sources of Evidence

Following the search, we conducted a two-phase selection 
process. In the first phase, we identified possible citations, 
collected citation data, uploaded citation data (e.g., title, 
author(s), journal, abstract, and DOI/URLs) into Zotero 
5.0, and removed duplicates. In the second phase, we 
screened citations by assessing the citation data against the 
eligibility criteria for our review. We retrieved the online 
full-text of potentially relevant sources, read the text, and 
assessed the text against the inclusion criteria. We used 
different selection processes for each source of evidence 
that matched our eligibility criteria. For peer-reviewed 
publications and reports, we automatically included a 
study or report if they were reviewed in previous review 
studies (i.e., Connolly et al., 2012; Eastman, Palmer, et al., 
2019; Svoboda et al., 2012). We also included any peer-
reviewed publications and reports that met our eligibility 
criteria and were published but not reviewed in previous 
review studies (between 1989 and 2017), as well as peer-
reviewed publications and report studies published after 
the 2017 eligibility year cut-off for the Eastman, Palmer, 
et al. (2019) and Eastman, Schelbe, et al. (2019) review 
(between 2018 and 2021). When peer-reviewed publica-
tions and report studies met our eligibility criteria, we 
conducted forward and backward citation searches to find 
additional studies for inclusion based on our eligibility 
criteria. We selected dissertations, white papers, and grey 
literature if the publications met our eligibility criteria 
and had distinct findings or guidance for fathers in foster 
care. Each author reviewed eligible studies for selection as 
sources of evidence. We resolved disagreements on publi-
cation selection through review and discussion.

Data Charting and Item Extraction

We developed and used a data-charting form to collect, 
track, and assess data variables to extract. We indepen-
dently charted the data, discussed the results, and con-
tinuously updated the data-charting form in an iterative 
process based on information contained in the publications 
that varied based on the type of publication and target 
audience. We extracted data items from the publications 
included in our scoping review using a data extraction 
tool we developed. The data items we extracted from pub-
lications included specific details on the topic of the pub-
lication (e.g., expectant fathers, fathering, father rights), 
study sample (e.g., fathers, mothers, both), study context 
(e.g., research, policy, legal), research findings (e.g., for 
fathers, mothers, both), and implications (e.g., suggestions 
for future research, practice guidance).

Synthesis of Results

We grouped the studies by the type of publication and audi-
ence. We synthesized peer-reviewed research studies, report 
studies, and dissertations together for research audiences. 
We grouped legal studies together for law and advocacy 
audiences. Lastly, we grouped policy and practice-focused 
white papers and grey literature together for policy- and 
practice-related audiences. When we found reviews on 
pregnant, expectant, and parenting youth in foster care, we 
noted how many studies may have been missed or excluded 
from previous reviews and how many studies were published 
outside of year ranges covered in previous reviews. When we 
synthesize findings from peer-reviewed studies and report 
studies that were reviewed in previous review studies (Con-
nolly et al., 2012; Eastman, Palmer, et al., 2019; Svoboda 
et al., 2012), we focus on synthesizing father-specific find-
ings, study procedures, and implications.

Results

As shown in Fig. 1, after our initial search, we identified 160 
sources of evidence. Thirty-six sources of evidence were 
duplicates of studies we found in our databases searches 
and studies we included from previous reviews on preg-
nant, expectant, and parenting youth in foster care (Con-
nolly et al., 2012; Eastman, Palmer, et al., 2019; Svoboda 
et al., 2012) that met our eligibility criteria. Thirty-three 
sources of evidence were removed that did not meet eligibil-
ity criteria. We were then left with 127 sources of evidence 
that we reduced down to 93 after reviewing sources of evi-
dence that did not meet eligibility criteria (n = 18). During 
the review process, we added one source of evidence (grey 
literature) at the suggestion of a reviewer that we missed 
during the screening process. Of the 94 sources of evidence 
we included, 64 were peer-review or report studies, 1 was a 
dissertation, 21 were legal papers, and 8 were either white 
papers or grey literature. The selected articles highlighted 
six areas of interest regarding expectant and parenting male 
youth in foster care: (1) incidents of impregnation by males 
in foster care; (2) predictors and characteristics associated 
with fathering while in foster care; (3) risk factors of early 
fatherhood in care; (4) elements of fathering roles while in 
foster care; (5) legal rights of fathers in foster care; and (6) 
practice with fathers in care.

Review of Peer‑Reviewed and Report Studies 
Reviewed in Previous Review Studies

The three previous reviews on expectant and parenting youth 
in foster care collectively reviewed 37 studies conducted 
between 1989–2017. Studies across these three reviews, 
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which primarily focus on young expectant and parenting 
mothers in foster care, include fourteen studies that address 
pregnancy and birth incidence and various demographic 
characteristics of expectant and parenting youth in care 
(Combs et al., 2018; Courtney & Dworsky, 2006; Courtney 
et al., 2012; Dworsky, 2015; Dworsky & DeCoursey, 2009; 
Dworsky & Gitlow, 2017; Gotbaum et al., 2005; Krebs & 
de Castro, 1995; Leslie et al., 2010; Milbrook, 2012; Put-
nam-Hornstein & King, 2014; Putnam-Hornstein et al., 
2016; Shpiegel & Cascardi, 2015; Shpiegel et al., 2017), 
six papers on sexual risk behaviors (Coleman-Cowger et al., 
2011; Constantine et al., 2009; James et al., 2009; Matta 
Oshima et al., 2013; Polit et al., 1989; Zhan et al., 2019), six 
papers on child welfare placements and pregnancy (Carpen-
ter et al., 2001; Kerr et al., 2009; King & Van Wert, 2017; 
Leve et al., 2013; Lieberman et al., 2015; Sakai et al., 2011), 
three papers on transition aged youth and parenting (Col-
lins et al., 2007; Haight et al., 2009; Max & Paluzzi, 2005), 
two papers on mental health and substance use (Milbrook, 
2012; Matta Oshima et al., 2013), and seven papers on par-
enting experiences (Aparicio, 2017; Aparicio et al., 2015; 
Budd et al., 2006; Love et al., 2005; Mena, 2008; Pryce 
& Samuels, 2010; Radey et al., 2016; Schelbe & Geiger, 
2016). We revisited the studies in these reviews and analyzed 
them based on several factors: (1) inclusion of young fathers 

in foster care in the sample, (2) findings related to young 
fathers in foster care, (3) mention of fathers of children with 
a mother in foster care, and (4) mother-focused studies that 
either have exclusion criteria for fathers in care or (5) that 
make recommendations related to fathers in care. As shown 
in Table 1, 22 of the 37 previously reviewed studies included 
expectant and parenting fathers in foster care in the sample. 
Among the remaining 15 studies that did not include expect-
ant or parenting fathers in foster care in the sample, five 
studies discussed fathers of children with a mother in foster 
care or made father-related recommendations.

Nine of the fourteen previously reviewed studies on 
the incidence of pregnancies and births and character-
istics of expectant and parenting youth in care included 
fathers in the sample. Three studies reported incidence 
of pregnancy or impregnation by gender (Combs et al., 
2018; Courtney & Dworsky, 2006; Courtney et al., 2016), 
while one additional study reported aggregate pregnancy 
or birth incidence (Leslie et al., 2010). Among the stud-
ies that reported incidence of impregnation in the sample, 
rates of fathering a child while in foster care ranged from 
13.8% (Courtney & Dworsky, 2006) to 22% (Combs et al., 
2018). The majority of impregnation by males in foster 
care resulted in a live birth. None of the studies report 
the age or race of fathers in care specifically. However, 

Records identified: 

Peer-review/report studies  (n = 91) 

Dissertations (n = 8) 

Legal papers (n = 39) 

White papers/grey literature (n = 22) 
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Fig. 1  Identification and selection of sources of evidence
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Table 1  Summary of peer-reviewed and report studies on expectant and parenting fathers in foster care

Reviewed studies Findings context Father findings

Coleman-Cowger et al. (2011) Fathers and mothers Results indicate that males in substance use treatment with a foster care history were 
less likely to report ever getting someone pregnant than females were to report ever 
having been pregnant. The authors recommend that future research and prevention 
efforts consider gender differences

Collins et al. (2007) Fathers and mothers Fathers were included in qualitative data on youth who re-entered care after age 18. One 
father identified reuniting with his child as a goal

Combs et al. (2018) Fathers and mothers This study highlights the gendered nature of pregnancy and parenting for youth in foster 
care. Findings indicate that 27.5% of young men reported getting a female pregnant 
during teenage years, which rose to 33% up to age 21. The mean age for males impreg-
nating a female was 18, which was slightly higher than the mean age for females. 
Among males who impregnated a female, 63% resulted in a live birth, 13% ended in 
abortion, 11% were expectant at the time of interview, 87% of males were currently 
employed vs. 37% of females

Constantine et al. (2009) Fathers and mothers Caseworkers interviewed were less likely to provide family planning guidance to males 
in foster care (23%) compared to females (34%)

Courtney and Dworsky (2006) Fathers and mothers The study reports findings from the second round of the Midwest Study. The incidence 
of fathers in the sample was 13.8%, with 18.4% residing with at least one child

Courtney et al. (2012) Fathers and mothers Classes of young parents in care were identified by using Latent Class Analysis. Fathers 
are most clearly represented in the "Struggling Parents" and "Troubled and Troubling" 
classes. Struggling parents, of which fathers represent approximately one-quarter of 
the sample, are likely to reside with their child, more likely to be married than other 
classes, and have lower criminal justice involvement. On the other hand, males make 
up 75% of the Troubled and Troubling class, of which half are parents and none co-
reside with their children

Courtney et al. (2016) Fathers and mothers The CalYOUTH measures the percent of male youth who report impregnating a female 
and the percent who fathered a child. CalYOUTH fathers are less likely than mothers 
to have a child who is dependent on the court; 61% report that they live with their 
child. The findings include father involvement outcomes

Dworsky (2015) Fathers and mothers Results measure CPS involvement outcomes of children born to young parents in care. 
The risk of CPS involvement was higher for children with a mother in care compared 
to children with fathers in foster care. Most children born to a father in foster care 
resided with the other parent

Dworsky and DeCoursey (2009) Fathers and mothers Illinois administrative data were analyzed to understand the needs and experiences of a 
sample of 4,590 (n = 735 males) young parents in foster care. 81% of fathers had one 
child record; 2.8% of children born to fathers in care entered foster care

Dworsky and Gitlow (2017) Fathers and mothers This study measured gender differences in employment among young parents in foster 
care. Mothers in care were more likely to be employed in one quarter than fathers but 
no other gender differences in the number of quarters worked or total earnings

Gordon et al. (2011) Fathers and mothers The study reports a rate of paternity of 3.5%  among the sample. Findings present char-
acteristics and outcomes for 32 fathers who are disproportionately likely to be His-
panic; paternity status (50%); educational enrollment (72%); father involvement with 
child (50%), regular contact with children (44%), children are CPS involved (16%)

Leigh et al. (2007) Males and females Analysis of data from CPS workers indicates that services are less likely to be provided 
to young fathers in care than to mothers in the domains of prenatal care and coun-
seling, parenting skill-building, and childcare. Services provided to fathers include 
parenting skills classes/fatherhood training, counseling, and job/skill training or 
vocational training

Leslie et al. (2010) Father and mothers None; Pregnancy and impregnation incidence was reported as aggregate, with 4.5% of 
the sample reporting becoming pregnant or getting someone pregnant

Love et al. (2005) Fathers and mothers Findings include six key themes describing the experiences of young parents in foster 
care from the perspectives of child welfare staff, youth, and foster parents: lack of 
social support, perceived benefits of having a baby, pressure to have sex, access to 
pregnancy prevention info is too little too late, youth demonstrate a future mindset but 
act impulsively, lack of trust between the sexes regarding sexuality. Authors recom-
mend that services target the unique needs of young fathers in foster care, including 
gendered double standards related to parenting
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Courtney and Dworsky (2006) reported that in the Mid-
west Study sample, by age 19, 13.8% of males had impreg-
nated a female. In all studies conducted in Illinois that 
report racial demographics, African American youth are 
disproportionately more likely to become parents (Dwor-
sky, 2015; Dworsky & DeCoursey, 2009; Dworsky & Git-
low, 2017), as more than 80% of parenting youth in each 
sample were identified as African American. In the CalY-
OUTH study, however, young parents were most likely to 
be of mixed race (Courtney et al., 2016).

Four studies address predictors of fathering a child while 
in foster care in the domains of placement type (Sakai et al., 
2011), substance use treatment history (Coleman-Cowger 
et al., 2011), and mental health status (Matta Oshima et al., 
2013), and other indicators of risk (Matta Oshima et al., 
2013). Sakai and colleagues (2011) found that youth placed 
in kinship care were seven times more likely to become 
pregnant (females) or impregnate a female (males) than 
youth placed in traditional foster care. Males in substance 
use treatment with a foster care history, however, were less 

Table 1  (continued)

Reviewed studies Findings context Father findings

Martínez-García et al. (2021) Fathers and mothers This project was a photovoice exploration of COVID-19 pandemic experiences among 
parenting foster care alumni. Fathers were represented in the domains of coparenting, 
reuniting with children, and the joys and challenges of fathering in the pandemic

Manlove et al. (2011) Fathers and mothers Findings indicate that CPS involvement makes it difficult for fathers of children with 
mothers in foster care to be involved with their children or live with their children 
and indicates constrained placement options for fathers in foster care also constrain 
involvement. Authors recommend that welfare systems should provide placements and 
services to promote responsible fatherhood

Melby et al. (2018) Fathers and mothers Outcomes in several parenting domains are presented, including father's input in 
pregnancy decision (82%), unmarried cohabitation (48.3%), positive co-parenting 
relationships (62.1%), established paternity (55.6%), and several domains related to 
child support

Narendorf et al. (2013) Fathers and mothers One father in care was quoted in the study, speaking to how his mental illness makes it 
difficult for him to attend visitation with his child, but also how his child motivated 
him to engage in treatment

Matta Oshima et al. (2013) Fathers and mothers Predictors of becoming a father while in care included endorsing a substance use disor-
der, failing grades, and leaving care before age 19. Males who were not yet sexually 
active by age 17 were less likely to father a child between ages 17 and 19. Authors 
recommend additional research on pregnancy intention among fathers and alternative 
methods for understanding gender differences in pregnancy/impregnation rates

Radey et al. (2016) Fathers and mothers This study included one father and one expectant father in the sample, though efforts 
were made to recruit more fathers. The results are presented using the gender-inclusive 
term “parents” but through the lens of the mother/child dyad

Rouse et al. (2021) Fathers and mothers This study measures several outcomes of fathers and mothers with specific implications 
for fathers. Authors recommended father support services and coparenting supports, as 
well as integrating topics of paternity establishment and child support in school-based 
programming for young parents

Sakai et al. (2011) Fathers and mothers None; Pregnancy and impregnation rates were seven times higher among youth placed 
in kinship care vs. foster care

Schelbe and Geiger (2016) Fathers and mothers Results are presented with mothers and fathers together. Fathers (N = 12) expressed joy 
and pride in the fathering role, identifying a wide range of father involvement and 
engagement

Shpiegel and Cascardi (2015) Fathers and mothers Results indicate adverse outcomes for fathers in multiple domains, including 74% of 
fathers in the sample have an incarceration history, and one in three experience home-
lessness

Zhan et al. (2019) Males and females This study measured sexual risk behaviors among youth in foster care. Results indicated 
that two males in the sample impregnated a female, but no live births resulted

The following reviewed studies either: (1) did not include males/fathers in foster care in the sample or (2) did not include male-/father-specific 
findings if males/fathers were in the sample: Albertson et al. (2018), Aparicio et al. (2015), Aparicio (2017), E. M. Aparicio et al. (2019), Ber-
mea et al. (2019), Budd et al. (2006), Carpenter et al. (2001), Day and Yazigi(2016), Dworsky et al. (2013, 2019, 2021), Eastman, Schelbe, et al. 
(2019), Eastman and Putnam-Hornstein(2019), Font et al. (2019), Gotbaum et al. (2005), Haight et al. (2009), Herrman et al. (2017), Holtrop 
et al. (2018), James et al. (2009), Kerr et al. (2009), King and Van Wert(2017), Krebs and de Castro(1995), Leve et al. (2013), Lieberman et al. 
(2015), Max and Paluzzi(2005), Mena(2008), Milbrook(2012), Noll and Shenk(2013), Polit et  al. (1989), Pressfield et  al. (2020), Pryce and 
Samuels(2010), Putnam-Hornstein et al. (2016), Rueda et al. (2020), Schelbe et al. (2018), Shpiegel et al. (2020), Shpiegel, Day, et al. (2021), 
Shpiegel, Fleming, et al. (2021), Shpiegel and Cascardi(2018)
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likely than their female counterparts to become expectant 
or parenting (Coleman-Cowger et al., 2011). On the other 
hand, Matta Oshima et al. (2013) found that males in foster 
care with a mental health diagnosis were significantly more 
likely to father a child than those without a diagnosis. Matta 
Oshima et al. (2013) indicated several predictors of becom-
ing a father while in care in their analysis of longitudinal 
data from a study of 325 youth in care, including endorsing 
a substance use disorder, failing grades, and leaving care 
before age 19. Males who were not yet sexually active by age 
17 were less likely to father a child between ages 17 and 19.

In addition to predictors of fathering among males in 
foster care, several studies illustrate characteristics of the 
population. Fathers in foster care are unlikely to reside with 
their children. For example, Courtney and Dworsky (2006) 
found that only 18.4% of fathers in the Midwest Study 
resided with a child. Further, fathers in care face adverse 
outcomes related to incarceration and housing stability. 
In their analysis of National Youth Transition Database 
(NYTD) data, Shpiegel and Cascardi (2015) found that 74% 
of fathers in care had an incarceration history, and one in 
three experienced homelessness. One study explored rates 
of employment among both mothers and fathers in foster 
care, indicating that mothers in care are more likely to be 
employed for one quarter than fathers in care, with no sig-
nificant differences in the number of quarters worked or 
total earnings between genders (Dworsky & Gitlow, 2017). 
The CalYOUTH study presents the most robust findings on 
father-specific characteristics among youth in care. In that 
sample, one-fifth of males had ever gotten a female pregnant, 
nearly one-tenth had ever fathered a child, and all young 
fathers reported only having one child. At the time of con-
ception, only 10% of fathers reported using contraception. 
Further, 20% of fathers reported that they did not want their 
female partner to become pregnant, while 20% expressed a 
strong desire for pregnancy (Courtney et al., 2016).

Scholars also consider risk factors associated with fathers 
in foster care. Although rates of child separation into foster 
care are higher among children born to young mothers in 
foster care, one study found that 2.8% of children born to 
fathers in care entered foster care (Dworsky & DeCoursey, 
2009). Another study attributes this, in part, to the fact that 
most children born to a father in foster care reside with the 
other parent and maybe under less scrutiny than mothers in 
care (Dworsky, 2015). In addition to risks associated with 
child welfare involvement, Courtney et al., 2012 conducted 
a Latent Class Analysis to understand differences among 
transition-aged youth, with particular implications for under-
standing risk factors for young fathers in care. Fathers were 
most clearly represented in the “Struggling Parents” and 
“Troubled and Troubling” classes. Struggling parents, of 
which fathers represent approximately one-quarter of the 
sample, were more likely to reside with their child, more 

likely to be married than other classes, and have lower 
criminal justice involvement than other classes. On the other 
hand, males make up 75% of the Troubled and Troubling 
class, of which half are parents and none co-reside with 
their children. This class also included high rates of crimi-
nal justice involvement among males (Courtney et al., 2012). 
Findings from Courtney and colleagues (2012) demonstrate 
the unique experiences of fathers in foster care, which may 
be stressors in the transition to young adulthood and early 
fatherhood.

Four studies address aspects of fathers’ experiences and 
roles as fathers while in foster care. Collins et al. (2007) 
analyzed data from youth who re-entered care after age 18 
in Massachusetts, with four parenting youth in the qualita-
tive sample (n = 16). One father identified reuniting with 
his child as a goal of re-entering care. In their study of both 
young mothers’ and young fathers’ experiences in foster 
care, Love and colleagues (2005) suggest services target-
ing the unique needs of fathers in foster care, including 
addressing gendered double standards related to parenting 
that may place more parenting responsibilities on mothers. 
Schelbe and Geiger (2016) studied mothers and fathers in 
care as well but presented findings specific to fathers in 
care. Fathers (n = 12) expressed joy and pride in the father-
ing role, identifying a wide range of father involvement and 
engagement with their children. Findings from the CalY-
OUTH study also include findings on father involvement and 
engagement. Fathers in the study were more likely (58.7%) 
to reside with the child’s other parent compared to mothers. 
Fathers also reported high rates of equal involvement, with 
87.7% of fathers reporting that they spent equal time with 
their children. Fathers also reported regularly routine activi-
ties with their children, including eating an evening meal, 
bathing, and putting their children to bed (Courtney et al., 
2016). Fathers also may receive less support from casework-
ers and other child welfare staff related to fathering. One 
study addressed caseworker approaches to serving fathers in 
foster care. Caseworkers reported that they were less likely 
to provide family planning guidance to males (23%) com-
pared to females (34%) (Constantine et al., 2009).

In addition to studies that included fathers in the sample, 
five studies that did not include fathers in care mentioned 
fathers of children with a mother in care. In two of the stud-
ies, authors described relationships between mothers in 
care and their children’s fathers, indicating when mothers 
discussed residing with fathers and coparenting (Pryce & 
Samuels, 2010), as well as cases in which such relation-
ships were both sources of volatility and support (Haight 
et al., 2009). Three other studies made recommendations 
for scholars and practitioners to increase knowledge about 
young fathers in care (Aparicio et al., 2015) and to attend to 
the importance of healthy coparenting relationships (Lieber-
man et al., 2015; Max & Paluzzi, 2005).
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Review of Peer‑Reviewed and Report Studies Not 
Reviewed in Previous Review Studies

Building on the father-related findings in studies covered 
in the three existing literature reviews on expectant and 
parenting youth in foster care, we conducted a new analy-
sis of 28 studies not included in prior reviews. Six of the 
studies were published between 2007 and 2016 but were 
not included in the most recent review (Eastman, Palmer, 
et al., 2019). The additional 22 studies on expectant and 
parenting youth in foster care were published between 
2017 and 2021. Of the 28 studies added to this review, 
only 8 included fathers in care in the sample. Like in the 
studies covered in prior reviews, this group of studies pre-
sent findings related to fathers in care in several domains: 
(1) incidents of impregnation by males in foster care; 
(2) predictors and characteristics associated with father-
ing while in foster care; (3) risk factors; (4) elements of 
fathering roles while in foster care. Further, a new domain 
emerged in this group: (5) service provision.

Half of the studies including fathers in care in the sam-
ple addressed reported rates of impregnation (Combs et al., 
2018; Gordon et al., 2011) and characteristics of fathers 
(Combs et al., 2018; Gordon et al., 2011; Melby et al., 2018; 
Rouse et al., 2021). Rates of impregnating a female were 
27.5% (33% by age 21; Combs et al., 2018) to 49% (Court-
ney et al., 2007). In a study by Rouse and colleagues (2021), 
males reported having more sexual partners but were less 
likely to discuss sexual risk with child welfare staff than 
their female counterparts. When pregnancy occurred, 82.7 
of expectant mothers reported including the father of their 
baby in decision making about whether or not to continue 
the pregnancy and parent. Further, they describe additional 
characteristics among fathers in care (n = 11), including 
rates of unmarried cohabitation (72.7%), established pater-
nity (33.3%), and several domains related to child support. 
Similarly, Gordon et al. (2011) presented a broad set of char-
acteristics in their analysis of survey data on 32 fathers in 
foster care. They found that 50% of fathers had determined 
paternity status, 72% were enrolled in school, 50% reported 
involvement with their child, 44% had regular contact with 
their children, and 16% of children were child welfare 
involved. In the study by Combs et al. (2018), the mean 
age for males getting a female pregnant was 18, which was 
slightly higher than the mean age for females. Among males 
who impregnated a female, 63% resulted in a live birth, 13% 
ended in abortion, 11% were expectant at the time of inter-
view, 87% of males were currently employed vs. 37% of 
females. Similar to earlier studies, new research indicates 
that sexual risk behaviors are associated with higher rates 
of impregnation among males, although males in foster care 
have lower rates of getting a female pregnant than rates at 
which females in care become pregnant (Zhan et al., 2019).

One study addresses how child welfare involvement influ-
ences fatherhood experiences. Manlove et al. (2011) found 
that limited placement options for fathers in foster care con-
strained involvement with their children. Further, child pro-
tective services (CPS) involvement created difficulties for 
fathers of children with mothers in foster care to be involved 
with or live with their children. The authors recommend 
that child welfare systems provide appropriate placements 
and services to promote responsible fatherhood. Further, 
Martínez-García et al. (2021) conducted a photovoice pro-
ject with parenting foster care alumni regarding parenting 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Fathers were represented 
in the domains of coparenting, reuniting with children, and 
the joys and challenges of fathering in the pandemic.

This more recent set of studies addresses service provi-
sion for parenting youth in care with more depth than previ-
ous research. Four studies address services for expectant 
and parenting youth in care. In their analysis of data from 
CPS workers, Leigh et al. (2007) found that services are less 
likely to be provided to young fathers in care than to mothers 
in the domains of prenatal care and counseling, parenting 
skill-building, and childcare. Services provided to fathers 
include parenting skills classes/fatherhood training, coun-
seling, and job/skill training or vocational training. Further, 
another study of caregiver perspectives on parenting male 
and female youth in care around issues of sexuality demon-
strated challenges in addressing sexual risk behaviors, iden-
tifying barriers to communication, and effective monitoring 
of sexuality with youth in foster care (Albertson et al., 2018). 
Finally, two publications on a pilot implementation study 
with young mothers in foster care presented implications for 
father engagement in services. Findings indicated that home 
visitors engaged fathers with children of young mothers in 
care in home visiting sessions, distributed father-specific 
materials, and provided support around co-parenting and 
relationship conflicts to approximately a quarter of families 
(Dworsky et al., 2021). More specifically, home visitors con-
ducted 88 visits with 18 young mothers that addressed father 
involvement. Home visitors discussed working with clients 
around father incarceration and improving coparenting. The 
authors point out the importance that future work on home 
visiting services with expectant or parenting youth in care 
include fathers in care.

Several new studies on expectant and parenting youth in 
care omitted fathers from the sample. Of those studies, six 
discussed fathers of children with mothers in care or pro-
vided exclusion rationale. Half of these studies illustrated 
challenging aspects of relationships between young mothers 
in care and their children’s fathers (Bermea et al., 2019), 
including the complexities due to technology (Bermea et al., 
2019) and reports of physical abuse towards children (East-
man, Palmer, et al., 2019; Eastman, Schelbe, et al., 2019). In 
their analysis of CPS case records for children with mothers 
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in care, Eastman, Palmer, et al. (2019), Eastman, Schelbe, 
et al. (2019)) found that few fathers were involved and sup-
portive and that, in some cases, fathers were indicated as 
physically abusive towards the children. In another study of 
CPS involvement of children of mothers in foster care, East-
man and Putnam-Hornstein (2019) indicated that established 
paternity was used as a covariate in their analysis, but that 
fathers were excluded because paternity is difficult to iden-
tify using birth records. However, they identify that paternity 
establishment for fathers of children with a mother in care 
is a strong protective factor against generation CPS involve-
ment and that future research should focus on the establish-
ment of paternity among fathers in care and the effect it has 
on generation CPS involvement. In addition, Shpiegel and 
Cascardi (2018) studied young mothers in care but indicated 
a general need for research on fathers in foster care.

Review of Dissertations

We only identified one dissertation (Murray, 2016) that 
focused on fathers in foster care. However, the ages of the 
fathers ranged from 25 to 54 years of age–well past the age 
when fathers could have been in foster care. Since this was 
a qualitative study of the experiences of fathers with foster 
care histories, and the children they are reporting on could 
have been born while the fathers were in foster care, we 
decided to include it in our review. In her qualitative disser-
tation study of 10 fathers with foster care histories, Murray 
(2016) found that most fathers in her study were committed 
to their role as a father and were, or at least spent significant 
time being, involved in the lives of their children. However, 
some fathers experienced challenges with coparenting, sub-
stance use, single fatherhood, and child welfare involvement 
(of their children). While the findings around challenges to 
fatherhood in this dissertation study may not have direct con-
nections to the foster care system, they are certainly reflec-
tive of similar findings on fathers in foster care shared in 
this review.

Review of Legal Papers

As displayed in Table 2, we identified 21 papers covering 
a range of legal topics relating to expectant and parenting 
foster youth, including five papers on legal reproductive 
rights (Dudley, 2013; Manian, 2016; Moore, 2012; Pedagno, 
2011; Wallis, 2014), ten papers on parental rights (Baynes-
Dunning & Worthington, 2012; Benjamin et al., 2006; Gar-
linghouse, 2012; Harkness et al., 2017; C. C. Katz & Geiger, 
2021; S. Katz, 2006; Pokempner, 2019, 2020; Riehl & Shu-
man, 2019; Stotland & Godsoe, 2006), and six papers on 
legal representation in child welfare courts (Barry, 2017; 
Bonagura, 2008; Buske, 2006; Fines, 2011; Hirst & Jones, 
2016; Horwitz et al., 2011). Among these legal papers on 

expectant or parenting foster youth, no papers focused solely 
on fathers in care, three papers made mention of expectant 
or parenting fathers in care (Benjamin et al., 2006; S. Katz, 
2006; Pokempner, 2020), ten papers discussed expectant 
or parenting fathers and mothers in care together (Barry, 
2017; Bonagura, 2008; Buske, 2006; Dudley, 2013; Hark-
ness et al., 2017; Hirst & Jones, 2016; Horwitz et al., 2011; 
Pokempner, 2019; Riehl & Shuman, 2019; Stotland & God-
soe, 2006), seven papers focused solely on pregnant females 
or mothers in foster care (Baynes-Dunning & Worthington, 
2012; Fines, 2011; Garlinghouse, 2012; Manian, 2016; 
Moore, 2012; Pedagno, 2011), and the parental context of 
one paper was difficult to ascertain (C. C. Katz & Geiger, 
2021).

Among the three legal papers that mentioned fathers in 
foster care, two papers supplied legal guidance for fathers 
in care but did so in the context of mothers in care. Katz 
(2006) and Pokempner (2020) both state that fathers in foster 
care have the same rights as mothers in foster care, includ-
ing placement with their child, access to parental services, 
and child-parent visitation for nonresident parents. Only one 
paper focused on legal guidance that was unique to fathers 
in foster care. Benjamin et al. (2006) discussed the impor-
tance of fathers in foster care to establish paternity for their 
children and the associated paternal rights of fathers in care 
who have established paternity, including their legal right to 
father-child visitation, child custody, and legal representa-
tion when their paternal rights are violated.

For the ten papers that discussed legal guidance for 
fathers and mothers in foster care together, most of the dis-
cussions were on the legal rights of parents in foster care 
generally but centered on mothers in care or used female 
gender pronouns when discussing parenting foster youth in 
the aggregate. None of these ten papers shared legal guid-
ance specifically targeting fathers. For example, four of the 
ten papers (Barry, 2017; Bonagura, 2008; Hirst & Jones, 
2016; Stotland & Godsoe, 2006) provide legal insight around 
parental rights while in foster care for parents in care gener-
ally, but only mothers in care are discussed when providing 
legal details or case examples. When references to fathers 
are made within these papers, the references are in the con-
text of the father of a child with a mother in foster care, 
not specifically fathers in foster care. In six of the ten legal 
papers referencing “parents” in foster care generally, two 
papers (Buske, 2006; Harkness et al., 2017) only used female 
gender pronouns, and four papers (Dudley, 2013; Horwitz 
et al., 2011; Pokempner, 2019; Riehl & Shuman, 2019) used 
no pronouns at all. In another six papers that did not include 
discussions of fathers, nearly all discussions addressed legal 
issues commonly associated with female youth, such as 
pregnancy rights, pregnancy prevention, and reproductive 
rights. However, among the ten papers that included fathers 
in foster care but instead focused on mothers in foster care, 
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the rationale for the focus on mothers in care included state-
ments that “father’s involvement is often minimal” (Manian, 
2016, p. 157), “majority of parenting wards who seek to 
live with their children are female,” and “for convenience” 
(Stotland & Godsoe, 2006, p. 2).

Review of Policy and Practice Literature

During our search for policy and practice literature discuss-
ing expectant and parenting foster youth, we found many 
reports, guides, and toolkits that only made passing refer-
ences to fathers. While reviewing the literature for inclusion 
into this review, we decided to select exemplar resources that 
illuminated aspects of fatherhood in foster care not often dis-
cussed in research papers on expectant and parenting fathers 
in foster care. As displayed in Table 3, resources that we 
selected for inclusion provide policy- and practice-related 
supports and guidance pertaining to fathers in care on topics 

such as data collection, policy directives, client rights, and 
future research. For example, a publication from Annie E. 
Casey Foundation (2019) recommends that data on expect-
ant and parenting fathers in foster care may be improved by 
using methods to better track expecting fathers in foster care 
and record efforts to engage and support fathers in care. Pub-
lications from Children’s Defense Fund (2020) and Center 
for the Study of Social Policy (2019) detail how evidence-
informed and promising practices can be leveraged to bet-
ter support fathers in foster care through The Family First 
Prevention Services Act and Title IV-E prevention efforts. 
Furthermore, literature such as the reports by the Center for 
the Study of Social Policy (Harper Browne, 2015; Primus, 
2017) uses existing fatherhood research to demonstrate how 
fathers in foster care can positively impact their children’s 
lives, be better served by father-focused foster care services, 
and effectively exercise their paternal rights in the child wel-
fare system.

Table 2  Summary of legal publications on expectant and parenting fathers in foster care

The following reviewed legal publications did not include information or findings related to fathers in foster care: Baynes-Dunning and Wor-
thington (2012), Fines (2011), Garlinghouse (2012), Manian (2016), Moore (2012), Pedagno (2011) and Wallis (2014)

Citation Findings context Father specific findings

Barry (2017) Fathers and mothers in the aggregate No; Legal insight presented for parents in foster care generally, but only 
mothers in care are discussed and references to fathers are in the context 
of the father of a child with a mother in foster care

Benjamin et al. (2006) Fathers and mothers Yes; Legal insight is presented for fathers, mothers, and parents in foster 
care. Legal guidance specific to fathers in foster care includes informa-
tion on establishing paternity, their rights as fathers (e.g. visitation and 
custody), and seeking legal support when their paternal rights are violated

Bonagura (2008) Fathers and mothers in the aggregate No; Legal insight presented for parents in foster care generally, but only 
mothers in care are discussed and references to fathers are in the context 
of the father of a child with a mother in foster care

Buske (2006) Fathers and mothers in the aggregate No; Legal insight presented for parents in foster care generally, but female 
pronouns are used when referring to parents in care

Dudley (2013) Males and females in the aggregate No; Legal insight is presented for preventing pregnancy among youth in 
foster care generally

Harkness et al. (2017) Fathers and mothers in the aggregate No; Legal insight presented for parents in foster care generally, but only 
female pronouns are used

Hirst and Jones (2016) Fathers and mothers in the aggregate No; Legal insight presented for parents in foster care generally, but only 
mothers in care are discussed and the one reference to a father is to father 
of a child whose mother is in foster care and is the focal mother of a 
vignette in the paper

Horwitz et al. (2011) Fathers and mothers in the aggregate No; Legal insight presented for parents in foster care generally
Katz (2006) Fathers and mothers Yes; Legal insight is presented for fathers, mothers, and parents in foster 

care
Katz and Geiger (2021) Unclear Unclear; Information regarding the gender of the parents reporting on 

CASA support among parenting foster youth is not provided
Pokempner (2019) Fathers and mothers in the aggregate No; Legal insight presented for parents in foster care generally
Pokempner (2020) Fathers and mothers Yes; Legal insight is presented for fathers, mothers, and parents in foster 

care
Riehl and Shuman (2019) Fathers and mothers in the aggregate No; Legal insight presented for parents in foster care generally
Stotland and Godsoe (2006) Fathers and mothers in the aggregate No; Legal insight presented for parents in foster care generally, but mothers 

in care are the focus of the paper and references to fathers in care are for 
background context with no legal guidance provided for them
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Strengths and Limitations

This scoping review has several strengths. One strength is 
that this is the first review to articulate the current state of 
literature on expectant and parenting foster youth as it relates 
to fathers in foster care. Our findings on the lack of avail-
able information on fathers in foster care demonstrate the 
need for further inquiry by researchers, legal representatives, 
policy makers, and practitioners on the outcomes, needs, 
and experiences of fathers in foster care. Another strength 
is that this review articulates gaps in practice-, legal-, and 
policy-related literature that should be further developed to 
improve our knowledge on fathers in foster care. Address-
ing these gaps in the literature will likely lead to improved 
research, better services, stronger legal representation, and 
more effective policies for fathers in foster care.

However, findings in this scoping review are subject to 
at least eight limitations. First, our scoping review may 
have missed some literature due to our search strategies and 
databases we used. Although we carefully chose key search 
terms and databases to conduct searches for this scoping 
review, eligible literature related to fathers in foster care 
could have been missed at screening. For example, we may 
have missed eligible literature that did not include our spe-
cific search terms, was not electronically searchable, or was 
not archived electronically in the databases we used. Second, 

our scoping review does not include literature published 
prior to 1989, written in a language other than English, and 
not based in the United States. While we chose search cri-
teria that was most relevant to recent research conducted in 
the United States, this scoping review may lack historical, 
cultural, or geographical context that is relevant to under-
standing fathers in foster care. Third, our scoping review 
includes emerging themes and findings that were derived 
from only two researchers. While consensus was researched 
among key themes and findings by researchers with practice 
and research expertise with expectant and parenting foster 
youth, other researchers may find alternative themes or com-
peting findings. Fourth, our scoping review lacks critical 
appraisal of included literature. While we comprehensively 
share themes from literature on fathers in foster care, we do 
not individually assess the quality of research evidence in 
peer-reviewed journal articles nor do we ascertain the valid-
ity of information contained in reports, dissertations, white 
papers, or grey literature. Fifth, terminology used across 
sources of evidence varied in conceptualization. For exam-
ple, some studies use the term “fathered” or “paternity” to 
represent a male getting a female pregnant, a male who got a 
female pregnant resulting in a birth of a child, or both. Addi-
tionally, some sources used terms synonymously that have 
quite different meanings. For example, some sources used 
“expectant” with fathers to denote a male who impregnated a 

Table 3  Summary of policy- and practice-related grey literature on expectant and parenting fathers in foster care

Reviewed studies Findings context Father-related support and guidance

Annie E. Casey Foundation (2019) Fathers, mothers Provides rationale for the use of AFCARS to better track fathers in care, record 
efforts to engage and support fathers in care, and provides questions to collect 
data on fathers in care

Center for the Study of Social Policy (2019) Fathers, mothers Provides an exhaustive list of father-focused evidence-informed and promis-
ing practices that may be used to better support fathers in care that align with 
aims and requirements of the Family First Prevention Services Act and Title 
IV-E prevention efforts

Children’s Defense Fund (2020) Fathers, mothers Provides policy guidance around the eligibility of fathers in care for Title IV-E 
prevention services and programs; provides direct quotes from the House of 
Representatives Committee on Ways and Means report on Family First stating 
that evidence-based interventions should target fathers in care

Cohen et al. (2011) Fathers, mothers Provides a list of rights and responsibilities for fathers in care including pater-
nity establishment, father-child visitation, child custody, and paying child 
support

Harper Browne (2015) Fathers, mothers Advocates for a greater research, policy and practice focus on fathers in care; 
provides summaries of non-foster care fatherhood research; provides insight 
into the complex needs of fathers in care

Langford and Greenblatt (2012) Fathers, mothers Provides rationale for the increased funding for research on fathers in care to 
better understand their needs and required supports

Primus (2017) Fathers Provides research findings on fathers in contact with child welfare and foster 
care systems; provides practice, policy, and data recommendations for young 
fathers in care; shares key research on the importance of and outcomes associ-
ated with positive father-child involvement

Washington State Department of Children, 
Youth, & Families (2019)

Fathers Provides a list of rights and responsibilities for father in care that are specific to 
their foster care status including placement with child, general paternal rights, 
and stress management techniques
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female but did not share findings related to this specific stage 
of fatherhood (e.g., fathers awaiting the birth of a child). We 
have tried to consistently interpret findings using consist-
ent language (e.g., impregnation, expectancy, fathering, and 
paternity) but we may have misinterpreted findings where 
authors used ambiguous father-related terms. Sixth, ages of 
young fathers in foster care vary in the studies we reviewed. 
Studies included in our review focused roughly on ages 
18–21 years, but some samples included fathers younger 
than 18 years old (i.e., not in extended foster care), between 
18 years old and 21 years old (i.e., possibly in extended 
foster care), older than 21 years old (i.e., beyond the age of 
extended foster care) or all three. We were unable to assess 
the extended to which fathers' age (e.g., adolescent, early 
adult, or emerging adult), foster care status (e.g., in care, 
left care, or left care and returned to care), or extended foster 
care status (e.g., in extended foster care or not in extended 
foster care) affected the lived experience in young fathers 
in care. This limits our ability to understand how fathers' 
developmental status or foster care characteristics affects 
fatherhood in foster care. Furthermore, our findings, impli-
cations, and recommendations are based on findings that 
include fathers who are more likely to be in care, engaged 
with caseworkers, or open to sharing their experiences of 
being a father in foster care. Seventh, the race and ethnic-
ity of young fathers in foster care vary in the studies we 
reviewed. While we share key findings by race and ethnic-
ity when reported, there was a lack of findings or informa-
tion focused on racial and ethnic minority fathers in care. 
The findings we share do not adequately shed light on the 
experience of fatherhood for racial and ethnic minority 
fathers in foster care. Eighth, our review does not include 
father-specific findings for single fathers, sexual minor-
ity fathers (SMF), gender minority fathers (GMF), or all 
three. The overwhelming parental structure in the studies we 
reviewed were father-mother (e.g., father in foster care did 
not give birth, mother gave birth). We did not identify any 
study that investigated single father parental structures (e.g., 
father, SMF, or GMF in foster care gave birth, adopted, or 
assumed guardianship; no coparenting father or mother) or 
father-father parental structures (e.g., father, SMF, or GMF 
in foster care gave birth, adopted, or assumed guardianship; 
other father did not give birth, adopt, or assume guardian-
ship). Therefore, findings we review and recommendations 
we make are limited to father-mother parental structures.
These limitations potentially undermine the validity of our 
themes, affect the generalizability of our findings, and may 
bias the recommendations we make for research-, practice-, 
legal-, and policy-related audiences.

Discussion

The existing research on expectant and parenting fathers in 
foster care spans 30 years yet remains sparse both conceptu-
ally and methodologically. Research reporting the incidence 
of paternity among young fathers in care presents a broad 
range of rates, indicating challenges with accurate report-
ing of data. The current literature reports rates of impregna-
tion ranging from 27.5 to 49%, with many rate estimates in 
between. Prevalence rates for expectant fathers in foster care 
are limited since current efforts to track and monitor fathers 
in care are limited to caseworkers and fathers’ self-reports, 
which are likely under counted. Furthermore, there are 
currently no mechanisms enforcing child welfare agencies 
to track and report father involvement in the lives of their 
children. This makes it difficult to determine the kinds of 
father-focused services to provide to young fathers in foster 
care. For much of the research on fathers in care, findings are 
provided in the aggregate, making it difficult to determine 
findings that are unique to fathers.

The lack of focused research on fathers in foster care 
is problematic since it gives little insight on how to best 
support and prepare a population of young fathers who are 
simultaneously preparing to leave the foster care system, 
preparing for adulthood, and entering young fatherhood. For 
example, there is a general lack of empirical research on 
outcomes of fathers in foster care during the transition to 
adulthood that may affect their ability to parent their chil-
dren, such as educational attainment, employment rates, 
wages, housing stability, victimization, risky behaviors, or 
mental health issues. Furthermore, There is also relative lack 
of studies investigating outcomes of or differences between 
subgroups of fathers in foster care, such as residency with 
child, age of child, living arrangement with partner, racial/
ethnic identity, or sexual minority status. Furthermore, few 
studies explore fatherhood in the context of direct or indi-
rect father-child interaction theorized as components (e.g., 
engagement, accessibility, responsibility; Lamb, 2000) 
or tasks (e.g., positive engagement, warmth/responsiveness, 
control, indirect care, process responsibility; Pleck, 2010).

Despite the lack of research and knowledge about young 
fathers in care, research exists on child welfare involved 
fathers with children in the foster care system that may 
shed light onto fathers in foster care. For example, the 
child welfare system has historically ignored, underval-
ued, and failed to fully engage fathers as agents of change 
(Jaffe, 1983). Fathers who do engage with the child wel-
fare system often face racial and ethnic experiences of rac-
ism and discrimination, particularly among Black fathers 
(Icard et al., 2017). For example, studies have attributed 
low father engagement among Black fathers to racialized 
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perceptions and bias among White child welfare casework-
ers, attorneys, and judges (Arroyo et al., 2019; Harris & 
Hackett, 2008). Studies also show that child welfare case-
workers’ can hold negative views of fatherhood roles, such 
as fathers not being beneficial to child welfare outcomes, 
not being as needed as mothers, and being harmful to fam-
ilies (Baum, 2017; Bellamy, 2009; Brewsaugh et al., 2018; 
Brown et al., 2009; Coakley, 2013; Dominelli et al., 2011; 
Lundahl et al., 2020; Scourfield, 2001).

Given that the child welfare system that struggles to 
track, engage, and meet the needs of fathers with children 
in the foster care system as well as young fathers in foster 
care, more rigorous research is needed to ensure fathers 
in care are fully supported as they transition out of care 
into young adulthood and early fatherhood. In alignment 
with the prevention goals of the Family First Prevention 
Services Act and Title IV-E, efforts to improve services 
targeting fathers in foster care may help break the cycle of 
intergenerational maltreatment of and foster care involve-
ment. To this end, we would like to make the following 
recommendations considering the findings contained in 
our review. First, future research should examine ways to 
better track expectant fathers in care and collect infor-
mation on diverse forms of father involvement for par-
enting fathers in care. The improved data on fathers in 
foster care may likely provide the insight needed to tailor 
services aiming to strengthen paternal bonds, increase 
father involvement, and further develop coparenting skills. 
Second, legal advocates and researchers should examine 
how the child welfare system affects the paternal rights 
of fathers in care. An understanding is needed of how the 
establishment of paternity can be both helpful and harm-
ful to fathers in care, especially when a father encounters 
a rigid and punitive child support system. For example, 
the establishment of paternity among fathers in care can 
strengthen the rights of fathers in care but potentially 
weaken their ability to meet their paternal obligations 
or employment and education requirements of extended 
foster care. Third, policymakers and practitioners should 
explore how existing fatherhood policies, practices, and 
interventions may be leveraged in foster care settings to 
improve the child and family outcomes of fathers in foster 
care. Such efforts may be effective in interrupting the cycle 
of intergenerational maltreatment among fathers in foster 
care and break the cycle of foster care involvement for 
children born to fathers in foster care.
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