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Purpose

Young parents must often balance the experience of being parents
with the experience of being parentedby the adult caregivers in their
lives (e.g., parents, grandparents, extended family members, foster
caregivers, congregate care staff). To effectively support young
parents, professionals must understand the relationships these young
parents have with their own parents and other adult caregivers.

This summary describes research about the relationships between
young parents and their adult caregivers, with additional
considerations for professionals who support young people and
families who face unique adversities. Youth and families who have
been impacted by the child welfare and/or juvenile justice systems,
homelessness, and/or disconnection from school and work may face
additional challenges that can shape the experience of young
parenthood, young parents’ relationships with caregivers, and what
they need from youth-supporting professionals.

Youth-supporting professionals can use the research summarized in
this brief to support young parents (and their caregivers) as they
navigate the dual experiences of parenting and being parented during
the transition to adulthood.

Background

Activate: The Center to Bring
Adolescent Sexual and
Reproductive Health Research to
Youth-Supporting Professionals
bridges the gap between research
and practice in support of the Office
of Population Affairs’ aims to
promote adolescent health and
prevent unintended teen pregnancy.
Activate translates research and
creates research-based resources
for use by professionals who support
young people experiencing the child
welfare and/or justice systems,
homelessness, and/or disconnection
from school and work (i.e.,
opportunity youth).

Although rates of adolescent pregnancy in the United States have declined significantly in recent decades,*
nearly 141,000 adolescent girls ages 15 to 19 gave birth in 2023.2 Young people who have experiences with
child welfare and/or juvenile justice systems, homelessness, or disconnection from school and work (i.e.,
opportunity youth) are more likely than their peers in the general youth population to report a pregnancy

and/or birth.34>¢

e Based onrecent data from the National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG), 41 percent of female
opportunity youth reported ever experiencing a pregnancy and 32 percent reported having a child,
which was twice as high as their connected peers.” Among male opportunity youth, 15 percent reported
ever experiencing a pregnancy and 8 percent reported having a child.® Data show that teenage mothers
are, on average, more likely than their peers to drop out of high school or to experiencing higher

instances of housing instability due to pregnancy.'®
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e Abrief survey administered to unaccompanied youth and young adults experiencing homelessness
across 22 U.S. counties found pregnancy and parenthood rates to range from 3-10 percent for youth
ages 13to 17, and 29-43 percent for young adults ages 18 to 25.%!

e Research notes similar trends for youth who experience the child welfare system. In the National Youth
in Transition Database (NYTD) survey, 38 percent of females had given birth by age 21.12 Among young
women in Pennsylvania who were previously in foster care, nearly 44 percent reported ever being
pregnant.’® Reports of maltreatment to child protective services are linked to higher rates of adolescent
pregnancy.

e About 25 percent of girls currently detained in the juvenile justice system report ever being pregnant.
Arrest history among high school students has been associated with becoming a parent before age 25.%¢
In a study focused on youth who experience both the child welfare and juvenile justice systems, nearly
32 percent reported ever being pregnant or causing a pregnancy.t’

Few studies capture the proportion of actively parenting youth who experience the child welfare and/or
justice systems, homelessness, or disconnection from school and work. However, available research
demonstrates the need to focus more on young parents with these experiences as they navigate parenthood
and adolescence simultaneously.

Summary of Findings

In general, young parents have the same legal rights and responsibilities as adult parents under both federal
and state laws—even when they are minors.'® However, young parents under age 18 are also still legally
entitled to caregiving by their own parents or caregivers. The legal and practical realities of parenting while
being parentedcan create confusion about the respective responsibilities of young parents and their adult
caregivers. Furthermore, parenting roles and responsibilities can vary greatly depending on the age and
developmental needs and abilities of the young parent.'%?%21 For example, the needs and parenting abilities
of a 14-year-old parent are likely to be very different from those of a 22-year-old parent, given brain
development and executive functioning skills.?223

A balancing act: Normative adolescent development and
early parenthood

Adolescence can be a challenging time for all youth, introducing changes and even strain into their
relationships with parents and caregivers. Normative adolescent development involves taking risks,
exploring identities, and seeking more independence from caregivers—behaviors that can shape identities
among emerging adults.?* Adolescence is also marked by increased conflict between youth and their
parents/caregivers, as young people negotiate their increased desire for independence and push back
against parental authority.?>2427 While often stressful, developmental science shows that parent-
adolescent conflicts are also important opportunities for relationship change and evolution, as adolescents
and parents adjust to the young person’s shift away from childhood and toward emerging adulthood.?

Changes to familial relationships during adolescence can be further complicated when an adolescent
becomes a parent themselves.?? Like most adolescents, adolescent parents are learning to navigate what
it means to be independent. For adolescent parents, independence also includes making decisions about
their child and experiencing shifts in roles, responsibilities, and relationship dynamics in their families.3%32

2 Exploring the Dual Experiences of Parenting While Being Parented



A partnership between
@ ACTIVATE Child Trends & Chapin Hall

A small body of research has found that adolescent parents face “conflicting parenting and developmental
demands,” which can be a source of increased and unique parenting stress.®® In interviews with 31 young
adults who became mothers as adolescents, respondents described growing up with their own children (e.g.,
“we grew up together”) and handling the “balancing act.”** The balancing act is defined as juggling the
demands of parenthood while navigating the experiences of adolescence.®> Based on the research identified
in our scan, three central ideas emerged around what young parents and their adult caregivers find
themselves having to balance: (1) relationship dynamics, (2) autonomy and decision-making power, and (3)
roles and responsibilities. When available, we specifically highlight research about youth who experience
the child welfare and/or justice systems, homelessness, and/or disconnection from school, and what
additional considerations are critical to understanding their experiences of parenthood.

The following graphic visually depicts the difficult balancing act young parents and their adult caregivers
may experience in this unique developmental period—and in the unique context of adolescent parenthood.
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Young parent-caregiver relationships: Shifting dynamics,
conflicts, and complexities

Holistically supporting young parents (e.g., adolescent parents) involves attending to the relationships that
they have with their own parents/caregivers—especially when these young parents are often parenting
while being parented. For young parents who have experiences with the child welfare and/or juvenile justice
systems, homelessness, and/or disconnection from school or work, relationships with caregivers may be
subject to additional complexities or challenges; however, research in this area remains
underdeveloped.®¢%” In some cases, conflict can lead to a young person being kicked out of the home, which
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may affect their likelihood of becoming homeless, engaging in risky behaviors, or dropping out of school.3®
Although the research about young parents is limited, youth-supporting professionals can help young
parents and their adult caregivers navigate these challenges and foster an environment in which both the
young parent and their child(ren) can thrive.?

Adolescents’ transition into parenthood marks a significant turning point in the adolescent-caregiver
relationship.*® One unique study explored the experiences of mothers of adolescent parents during their
transition to early grandparenthood, finding the transition to be abrupt and challenging for some families.**
Caregivers’ reactions to and feelings about their adolescents becoming a parent can include anger, fear,
disappointment, or excitement.*>*3 Meanwhile, young parents in some studies have reported not feeling
emotionally supported by their parents or other caregivers during their transition to parenthood.** Juggling
the interpersonal and logistical demands associated with young parenthood can be very challenging, as
illustrated in this quote from a young mother (one of 31 participants interviewed in a randomized control
trial of the Minding the Baby® home-visiting program):

“l had three kids, and I didn’t have a job. | was still stayin’ home with my mom. It was just stressful. /
didn’t have no income... We were all sharin’one bedroom, so that was very stressful. Thenjust dealin’
with tryin’ to understand how everybody feels, the kids, me, my mom at that time, how everybody

was feelin’ It was stressful” +°
’x ) |
A

/
':é’\/
theirmothers as a source of support immediately postpartum.*?
Adult caregivers can provide critical support that benefits both
the young parent and the young parent’s child(ren).>° For
instance, the quality of the young mother-grandmother
relationship is positively associated with the quality of the young
mother’s parenting.>! Research also suggests that social support is
important for the development of young parents’ identities as
parents.®2 Another study found that perceived social support
during pregnancy was positively associated with adolescent
parents’ self-reported parenting efficacy and parenting satisfaction
postpartum.®® One study found that rural adolescent mothers

recognized the value of getting help from their families, but also

described a paradox wherein relying on that support may suggest acknowledgement that they lacked
parenting-related competence.”* Maternal support or support from other family members may decrease
over time while relationship strain may increase.>® Other research has indicated that family-related stress
can adversely affect a young mother’s maternal self-esteem>® and that lack of support can be related to
experiencing postpartum depression.>”

In some cases, the arrival of a new baby can lead to closer
relationships between adolescents and their caregivers—even if
their relationship had previously been strained or the caregiver
was not happy about the adolescent becoming a parent.*¢*’ For
instance, in one study of young people experiencing
homelessness, youth reported that, despite complex dynamics,
they relied on help from family members or service providers
when pregnant or parenting; these relationships served as
supportive assets while parenting.“® Other research has found
that young mothers (ages 13-19) most commonly reported

y—
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Autonomy and decision-making power

Negotiating independence (e.g., autonomy to make decisions) is normal for adolescents and their parents
and/or other caregivers.>® A key part of this negotiation for young parentsand their adult caregivers is
determining how muchautonomy the young parent has to make decisions about—and be “in charge of"—
their child(ren)’s care. For example, some young mothers who had children as teenagers perceive a tradeoff
between their own autonomy and the help they received from family during the transition to parenthood.>’
One young mother said:

“But like, um his [child’s father] mom would help with the bath and | didn’t like that at all. Like, [ liked
that she helped but like she was “you're doing it this way, you're doing it this time, this is what you
do.” Like she wasn't like “okay well you do this, you help me.” It was “let me do it,” let—she wasn't
teaching. She was “well let me have her, let me do it.”%°

Research has found that grandparents who mentor their adu/t children through the transition to
parenthood try to strike a balance between their desire for involvement with a desire to not overstep (e.g., “I
only give advice when I'm asked”).¢* However, the dynamics are likely to be different in the case of young
parents who are still being parented themselves.

In many cases, young people who are involved in the child welfare or juvenile justice systems already lack
autonomy®%¢2 and face higher levels of surveillance by professionals, including caseworkers, foster parents,
group care staff, and judges.¢*¢>¢¢ Court systems reinforce power dynamics by being heavily involved in the
daily decisions around—and options that are granted to—youth in the child welfare or justice systems.
Restrictions on young parents’ autonomy may be further compounded by perceptions that they are
immature or unfit to parent.®”.%8 Data from various child welfare databases indicate that children
of young parents are more likely to face child protective service (CPS) investigations around
maltreatment/neglect.®® Each of these negative perceptions limits young parents’
ability to make decisions for themselves and their children, inhibits where they
can and cannot go, and diminishes their access to choices.”®

Young parents and their adult caregivers may have different parenting
styles or approaches informed by developmental maturity, personal
background, and life experiences. In a study comparing the parenting
behaviors of young mothers (under age 25) and adult mothers (ages 25 and
older), researchers found that young mothers were less likely to use
positive parenting strategies and more likely to use discipline practices

such as spanking or time out. In the study, differences in parenting styles
were often attributed to the developmental stage of young parents, who may
not fully understand child development and require additional parenting
guidance from their caregiver.”* Another study found that adolescent
mothers required support to provide nurturing care and responsive
caregiving for their young children.”? Conflicts between adolescent mothers
and their adult caregivers frequently centered around the adolescent
mother’s childrearing decisions and caregivers’ concerns about the
adolescent mothers’ choices or priorities.”® Fostering stronger, supportive
relationships between young parents and adult caregivers can lead to more
conversations and modeling of positive parenting that does not undermine
young parents.’*
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Roles and responsibilities

Many young parents live with their own parents or adult caregivers, even when they are legally able to live
independently.”> Adult caregivers can provide housing, financial support, child care, or support with
decisions about the young child’s care.”®”778 Young parents need and benefit from these concrete supports.
In one study, direct infant care support? provided by a parent figure was associated with young mothers’
increased sensitivity to their infants during interactions - a key indicator of healthy attachment between
mother and child.”? Black adolescent mothers who received financial support from their parents around the
time of their child’s birth were five times more likely to be enrolled in school or graduate by their child’s first
birthday than those who did not receive parental financial support.2° The findings demonstrate the
importance of financial support for young parents, even after accounting for other factors such as living
situation, emotional support, or demographic characteristics.

Living arrangements and child custody

The living arrangements of young parents and their children can be more complicated when youth are
experiencing homelessness or involved with the child welfare or juvenile justice systems.

¢ Homelessness. Many young parents experiencing homelessness rely on relatives or other adults to
care for their children during periods of housing instability, which complicates roles and
responsibilities among family members. One study found that only 32 percent of young women and 8
percent of young men ages 18-25 experiencing homelessness had physical custody of one or more
children.8* However, few shelters serve parenting youth under age 18, and some “family shelters” (for
all ages) exclude males ages 13 or older.828384 These age restrictions limit young parents’ ability to
provide basic needs such as housing for their child(ren). 8>

e Child welfare system. By definition, adolescent parents in foster care do not live with their parents.
Their primary caregivers are temporary foster caregivers, kinship caregivers (e.g., extended family) or
support staff in congregate care facilities or independent living placements. Even after exiting foster
care (e.g., to reunification or adulthood), young people may have complicated feelings about their
relationship with the families and caregivers from whom they were removed.?¢ In addition, monitoring
or surveillance can be an obstacle for young parents in foster care, who generally experience
additional scrutiny by adults in their lives.8”-888% Both monitoring and surveillance can lead to young
parents’ loss of custody and require adult caregivers to take on caring for the young child.?%91.92

e Juvenilejustice system. Young parents who are incarcerated do not live with their children and may
have little in-person contact with them. Few juvenile justice facilities have child-friendly spaces,
facilitate communication between parents and children, or accommodate child visitation.?349>
Consequently, adolescent parents who experience the justice system must rely on relatives or other
adults for physical custody of their young child(ren). While much research is not exclusive to young
parents, the reliance on relatives or other adults leads to stress and tension as young parents and their
adult caregivers negotiate roles and responsibilities, including child visitation.?¢-77.98.9

2 Direct infant care support was measured using eight items: “feed the baby,” “dress the baby,” “put the baby to bed at night or for a
nap,” “take the baby for walks or visits,” “play with or keep her/him occupied,” “change the baby’s diaper,” “protect her/
him from harmful things,” and “get up at night with the baby”.
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Conclusion

More research is needed regarding relationships between young parents and their adult caregivers -
particularly among young parents who experience the child welfare system, juvenile justice system, or
homelessness.'°%101 To date, most of the existing research has focused on young mothers and theirmothers
(i.e., the maternal grandmothers of young mothers’ children). As such, the current evidence base may not be
generalizable to young fathers or to relationships between young mothers and non-parental caregivers.

Although society often stigmatizes young parenthood,°%193104 many young parents view their new role as a
source of motivation and hope for the future, and an opportunity to create a positive upbringing for their
children.1>1% Building on the knowledge from positive youth development, additional research could
support the development of programs that foster and strengthen positive relationships between young
parents and their adult caregivers.1°7.1% A clear understanding of the balancing act of adolescence and
parenthood will help professionals provide guidance and necessary supports to strengthen the relationship
dynamics between young parents and their caregivers.

Methods

We used a multi-step process to develop this summary of research on young parents. First, we solicited
input on priority topics from a Research Alliance (RA) comprised of youth-supporting professionals, subject
matter experts, and young people; this group identified supporting parenting youth as a topic of interest.
We facilitated an in-depth discussion with one RA member, a practitioner in the child welfare system, to
inform the specific focus of the research summary and to identify key search terms, researchers, and/or
resources to use in the targeted literature review.

We conducted an iterative series of scientific literature searches (using Google Scholar and EBSCO
advanced search functions) to identify peer-reviewed research and grey literature sources published in
2010 or later, available in English, and based in the United States. Search terms included various
combinations of terms related to key concepts, including the following: multi-generational and
intergenerational involvement or co-parenting, young parent(s)/parenthood, and Activate’s focal
populations (i.e., child welfare system, juvenile justice system, disconnection from work/school,
homelessness). Following an initial systematized search that yielded minimal results that met our inclusion
criteria, we conducted targeted supplemental searches. In the final set of publications that informed the
development of this research summary, we allowed select exceptions to include studies that did not meet
our original parameters, including seminal studies published prior to 2010 and international studies that
captured cultural context relevant to immigrant populations represented in the United States. Studies not
meeting our original criteria were carefully reviewed for inclusion on a case-by-case basis.

Our initial search strategy yielded 154 results. We reviewed the titles and abstracts of each and screened
out 93 articles that did not match our inclusion criteria or were duplicates. We then conducted a full text
review of the 51 remaining articles, excluding articles that were not relevant or not methodologically sound,
retaining 33 articles. Our second (supplemental) search resulted in an additional 68 articles, with 9 of those
ultimately coded for inclusion in the research synthesis. An additional 63 articles were identified outside of
our formal searches, including by reviewing reference lists of included articles and consulting with external
experts and RA members. This approach resulted in a total of 105 unique articles included in the research
summarized for this brief.
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Once we identified a final list of articles, team members independently coded articles for central ideas and
met weekly to ensure consensus and discuss any disagreements. As a result, three themes emerged (i.e.,
relationship dynamics, autonomy and decision-making power, and roles and responsibilities) around what
young parents and their adult caregivers must balance; we then used these themes to organize the research
summary. We obtained feedback from select RA members on both outlines and full drafts of the research
synthesis and made revisions accordingly.
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