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 Abstract 

Purpose of the study: The purpose of the study was to explore the 

psychological and socio-economic challenges faced by teen fathers.  

Methodology: This was a narrative literature review study, wherein 

researchers relied on secondary data from peer-reviewed published 

articles. Published articles were purposively sampled from different search 

engines such as Google scholar, South African National ETD portal, Jstor, 

Sabinet and EBSCOhost. The selection criteria were also determined by 

restricted data from the year 2003 to 2020 with a 17 years’ projection. The 

collected data was analysed thematically.  

Main Findings: The study found that teenage boys are not immune to the 

challenges of parenthood. More like their counterparts, teen fathers 

experience psychological and socio-economic challenges as far as 

parenthood is concerned.  

Application of the study: The lack of research on teen fathers creates an 

imbalance and leads people into believing that only teen mothers 

experience parenthood challenges. However, this study underpins that due 

to the lack of research on teen fathers, teen fathers experience various 

social ills such as stealing and dropping out of school due to the challenge 

of parenthood.   

Novelty/Originality of the study: This study contributes positively to the 

arena of social service and assists social workers with guidelines to 

address teen fatherhood. By the virtue of their educational background, 

social workers can advocate for voiceless teen fathers and challenge the 

imbalances that invade their dignity and manhood.  
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INTRODUCTION  

Teenage parenthood or teen parenthood is a predominant matter globally and South Africa is not an exception. However, 

Madiba and Nsiki (2017) state that teen parenthood research is mostly based on teen mothers with the exclusion of teen 

fathers because researchers believe that pregnancy affects teen mothers more than teen fathers. On that score, Quinlivan 

and Condon (2005) reiterate that the number of teen fathers is low and often is not reported because teen fathers can 

easily deny the pregnancy hence, more research is focused on teen mothers. In the same vein, Sheeran, Jones, Bernardin, 

Wood, and Doherty (2021) signposted that, unlike teen mothers, teen fathers are not keen on the whole issue of 

parenthood. Be that as it may, earlier findings by Mukuna (2020) found that young boys are at risk of being fathers at an 

early age because many intervention strategies focus on young mothers than them. Although the risks of parenthood can 

be harsh on teen mothers, it should not be an exception that teen fathers have no challenges (Matlakala, Makhubele & 

Mashilo, 2018; Mukuna, 2020). For instance, teen fathers struggle before and after pregnancy due to the harsh reality of 

becoming a father particularly when they come from low-income backgrounds.  

Chideya and Williams (2013) and Matlakala (2020) aver that young boys who are faced with the challenge of becoming 

teen fathers are exposed to risk factors such as dropping out of school to find jobs and finance their children’s lives. 

However, it becomes hard for them to find a job while having no higher qualifications. Due to these socio-economic 

challenges, these teen fathers end up suffering from psychological distress which impairs the social and functional 

spheres of their lives (Quinlivan, & Condon, 2005; Weber, 2012). Whilst other teen fathers take responsibility, others 

run away from their children which makes it hard for researchers to study the challenges that teen fathers face. 

According to Weber (2012), teen fathers’ runway from their parental responsibilities due to societal judgment which also 

makes them remain in hiding. For example, many societal members do not only judge the teen fathers but also their 

families and claim that the families have not socialized their children well.  

This paper is aimed at exploring the psychological and socio-economic challenges faced by teen fathers. 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

Both the conventional wisdom and existing research suggest that fathers’ involvement is beneficial for children’s 

development and well-being. This is supported by Berger and Langton (2011), Chili (2013), Maiden (2013) and 
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Hodgson, Painter, Kilby and Hirst (2021) who postulated that a father-child relationship is desirable for numerous 

fathers either in the presence of the mother or alone. On the other hand, Fagan, Bernd, and Whiteman (2007) and 

Fletcher and Wolfe (2012) point out that the father-child relationship is recognised by development-oriented scholars as 

reciprocal. Although, more attention by researchers is directed to parents’ reactions to their children (for example, 

socialisation). Chili (2013) found that a great number of fathers are not in a relationship with the mother of their 

children. Authors are of the view that some of the breakups are caused by the divergence of personality between the teen 

father and the child’s mother. Such a clash of personality might be, for instance, that the teen father is abusing 

substances and the partner cannot tolerate that. The authors further established that most of the children may stay with 

their mothers or their mothers' families. Among those whose relationships with their partners ended, some developed a 

lack of interest in their children, whereas others opted to put their differences aside to concentrate on their children’s 

well-being. 

The majority of individuals in the community hold the view that teen fathers are irresponsible beings who do not care 

about their offspring. The stereotypical view is biased as other young fathers need to be active in the life of their children 

even though they are not in a romantic relationship with the mother of their child (Dudley, 2007; Chobany & Hull, 

2021). In addition, Chili (2013) found that some teen fathers opted to maintain their relationships with their partners as 

well as their children to “rectify” their fathers’ past deeds. Respondents in Chili’s study stated that they observed how 

they lived in poor conditions with their single mothers. They mentioned that they did not want their children to grow up 

as they did. As a result, they wanted to take responsibility for their children. These lead other teenagers to engage 

themselves in labour so that they could provide for their children and assume parental responsibilities. For instance, in a 

study conducted by Glikman (2004), one of the respondents stated that he would rather work two jobs, go to school and 

sleep only two hours a day, to ensure that he maintains his relationship with his child. That goes to show that teen fathers 

are not immune to the challenges of parenthood.  

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

There are two types of research, namely empirical and non-empirical research. In this paper, the researchers opted for 

non-empirical research where they reviewed the literature to highlight and describe existing literature on the challenges 

that are faced by teen fathers. Moreover, authors adopted narrative literature review as the appropriate research design 

due to its ability to describe and appraise journal articles and textbooks about a certain topic (Noble & Smith, 2018; 

Snyder, 2019). On that score, researchers’ collected secondary data from peer-reviewed published articles from various 

journals. Since there are ample papers on parenthood, the researchers opted for the purposive sampling technique. The 

selection criteria were also determined by restricted data from the year 2003 to 2021 with an 18 years’ projection. The 

secondary data was sourced from Google Scholar, South African National ETD portal, Jstor, Sabinet and Ebscohost. 

Then, the data were analysed thematically using thematic analysis.  

REVIEW ANALYSIS 

There are a plethora of challenges that come with parenthood, amongst those included are the psychological, social and 

economic challenges. These challenges know no border as both teen mothers and fathers experienced them. For instance, 

teen mothers go through turmoil as they transact from being a teenager to being a mother. Equally, Chideya and 

Williams (2013) signposted that like teen mothers, teen fathers experience turmoil as they have to go through two 

developmental stages, being teenager and father simultaneously. Moreover, several authors have also reiterated that 

some of the problems faced by teen fathers emanate from risk factors such as coming from a poor background and 

suffering from psychological distress (Swartz & Bhana, 2009; Chideya & Williams, 2013; Matlakala et al., 2018, 

Matlakala, 2020). Thus, teen fathers challenges should be understood using teen fathers’ lens not those of teen mothers 

to develop appropriate intervention and support programmes for them. With that being said, this section will discuss the 

challenges that are faced by teen fathers paying attention to the following point of focus; psychological and socio-

economic challenges of teen fatherhood.  

Psychological Challenges 

Numerous psychological effects are brought about by teen fatherhood. However, in this study, those psychological 

effects are zoomed in on the following aspects: transformative perspective, anxiety, decrease in self-confidence and 

behavioural changes. 

 Transformative perspective 

Parenthood comes with its challenges and requires one to be able to reorganize himself to learn new coping strategies 

and growth to provide parental care. This reaffirms earlier findings by Knoester and Eggebeen (2006) and Palkovitz and 

Palm (2009) who underscored that fatherhood warrants teen fathers to start establishing social ties with families and also 

connect with the labour force. Moreover, young teen fathers tend to need space to figure themselves out after finding out 

that they are going to be fathers and at times deviate from relating with their families and friends. Some teenagers who 

become fathers tend to mourn their adolescent phase after realising that they are going to father a child at a young age. In 

the same vein, Knoester and Eggebeen (2006) and Palkovitz and Palm (2009) avowed that the transformation from 

adolescence to fatherhood bares a burden on the shoulder of teen fathers thus leading to confusion. Although that is the 

case, authors believe that other teen fathers do cope with the transition particularly those who are from religious families 

because they carry with them the pervasive rule of not dwelling on the wrong things.   
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 Anxiety  

Teen fatherhood occurs when the teenager is developmentally (according to Erick Erickson) in the stage of identity 

versus role confusion at the same time becoming a father (Quinlivan & Condon, 2005). Like adult fathers, teenagers 

experience anxiety when they are told that they will be teen fathers. The anxiety can be drawn to the fact that they will 

have to change and care for another being whilst they still need to also be cared for. Again, the inability to provide for 

one’s child might lead to feelings of failure, inadequacy and ultimately suicide. On the same wavelength, Liberska, Deja, 

Janicka, and Dąbek (2016), opined that children depend on their fathers for a precise way of life and they expect them to 

teach them how to be responsible in life. This in turn functions as a foundation for anxiety and feelings of inadequacy on 

teen fathers when they realise that they should manage this responsibility. For example, culture posits that fathers should 

discipline a boy child, teach him responsibility and what it means to be a man. For this reason, teen fathers find 

themselves bearing a burden because they are also still teenagers who need direction from their fathers. Despite the 

above, Quinlivan and Condon (2005) found that some teen fathers experience feelings of satisfaction and derive the 

meaning of life from having and providing for their children. Such teenagers are those who have managed to secure 

employment; their parents are taking care of their children; as well as those whose partners are taking care of the child 

without expecting anything from the teen father, such as those who, for instance, impregnated older women.  

 Decrease in self-confidence 

External social support systems have an impact on the transition of teen fathers to parenthood. Matlakala et al. (2018) 

postulate that the perception of family members and friends towards a teenager who is about to be a father is crucial to 

how the teenager perceives himself. For example, society forbids teenagers from becoming parents at a young age and 

when the misfortune occurs on the teenager, they find it hard to adapt to the situation at the same time dealing with 

societal judgement. On the same wavelength, Chideya and Williams (2013) found that several young fathers’ self-

confidence often decreases from the time they become teen fathers. Such a decrease is attributed to fear of being judged 

by other people for having a child as a teenager.  

 Behavioural changes 

There is a relationship between teen fathers and mischievous behaviours. Rich (2017) and Matlakala et al. (2018) 

postulates young fathers engage in behaviours such as stealing, truancy and drug use due to the encumbrance of 

becoming a father. For instance, when young boys notice that they are going to be fathers, they feel stress and anxiety 

which leads them to abuse drugs as a coping strategy. Conversely, the inability of securing permanent employment or 

income has pushed other teen fathers to engage in substance abuse due to stress. Evidently, in a study conducted by 

Chideya and Williams (2013), it was indicated that some teen fathers, due to stress, used alcohol and/or illicit substances 

as a coping mechanism. This goes to show that not all teen fathers are pleasant to be assuming the status of fatherhood. 

However, to Chen, and Harris (2019), the quality of family roles affects teenagers' level of psychological distress. This 

means that when a teen father does not receive support from his family, he will encounter distress because of a lack of 

relatedness. Moreover, teenagers who become fathers are also likely to change how they behave. Their behaviour 

change, Matlakala et al. (2018) compare it to those of civilised men who are in a marriage, as they reduce their 

involvement in risky behaviours such as smoking, drinking, drug use and dangerous hobbies. Hence fatherhood 

motivates them to abstain from these activities. This goes to show that other teenagers accept the title of fatherhood with 

jubilance due to family support. 

In contrast, Norman (2017) assert that fatherhood motivates teenagers to engage in the aforementioned risky behaviours. 

Whereas, Corlyon and Stock (2011) avowed that teen fathers are characterised by an unhappy stage of adolescence and a 

dislike of school. Nevertheless, it can be deduced that being a father as a teenager assist others to become responsible as 

they have offspring who they have to live for. Quinlivan and Condon (2005) discovered that some teen fathers 

experienced stress from the time they learnt that their partners were pregnant. This stress is often caused by the 

realisation of their incapability to provide for their children, as well as the society’s reaction to teen fatherhood, which is 

often restrictive and disapproving, thus leading to the development of shame and guilt. It is an obvious fact that most 

African cultures disapprove of teen fatherhood. As such, those teenagers who find themselves on the wrong side of their 

societal norms are likely to develop these feelings. 

Socio-economic Challenges  

The socio-economic challenges pay attention to the social and economic challenges that teen fathers are faced with. In 

this section, the authors will accentuate the following point of focus; social connection, work involvement, the response 

of the parents and withdraw of privileges.  

 Social connections 

Assuming parental responsibilities might be overwhelming and teenagers are not an exception. Some teen fathers’ 

relationships with their peers might be altered as they develop ties with their children. In support of this, Quinlivan and 

Condon (2005) and Weber (2012) are both in agreement that having a child changes the nature of one’s social life. In 

other words, teenagers who are fathers will have less free time to spend with their friends or peers, but more time in 

social relationships that directly or indirectly involve the child. According to Barker as cited in Matlakala et al. (2018), 

teen fathers frequently face entrenched stereotypes perpetuated by their parents, the parents of their child’s mother, the 

mother herself, and service providers. This is due to the widespread cultural beliefs that an inability to marry the mother 
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of one’s child is characterised as being irresponsible, even though that is not the case. In some instances, teen fathers fail 

to maintain contact with their children due to the mother’s influences as they fight with the teen father using the child.  

 Work involvement  

In the 21
st
 century, maintaining a child is attached to material things. On that score, some teen fathers have seen the need 

to find some piece jobs in an attempt to maintain their children. World Health Organization (2007), found that the 

reaction of teen fathers towards fatherhood depends on the employment and/or financial status of the teen father’s 

family. Those who are from less privileged families and unemployed, tend to deny their children as compared to those 

with means. This can be because having finances makes it easy for one to provide care to his child and also receive 

sufficient support from his family. On the other hand, teen fathers who are from less privileged families, are coerced to 

find a job when having a child.  

Therefore, becoming a father can add pressure on teen fathers to perform, especially by being able to find employment, 

which will then enable them to support the child sufficiently. This highlights the kind of roles that society expects the 

father to play in his child’s life. Hence, it can be said that fatherhood has consequences for teenagers’ priorities about 

their economic roles. Snarey, as cited in Forste, Bartkowski and Jackson (2009), found that teen fathers attach 

themselves to the labour force out of a sense of taking responsibility to provide for their children. However, Worku, 

Tesema, and Teshale (2021) concur that teen fathers are mainly disadvantaged than adult fathers as they are mainly 

unemployed and fail to secure money to maintain their children. To make the situation worse, teen fathers find 

themselves in deprived areas which hinders their prospects for employment. In essence, teen fatherhood may encourage 

teenagers to seek regular, responsible employment, and this might put a lot of strain on their school work.  

 Response of parents 

Parents are the caregivers of teenagers and provide education to teenagers on the issues of mores. According to Kiselia 

(2008), Sheldrake (2010) and Maiden (2013), there are teen fathers who receive enormous support from their parents, 

including providing material and social support. As a result of social support from parents, those teen fathers can transact 

from teenagehood and assume parental responsibilities. To Chobany and Hull (2021) those teen fathers also receive 

praises from their families as they have proved their manhood. In other instances, authors hold the view that the support 

of the parents might as well work against teen fathers. Those teen fathers might feel content and continue to bear kids 

with different women as they never experience hardships of fatherhood at a young age. 

 Withdrawal of privileges 

One enjoys the privileges of being young provided by his parents. Equally, in the study conducted by Chideya and 

Williams (2013), some teen fathers went through turmoil after discovering that they impregnated their partners. This is 

because their parents resort to withdrawing privileges in the way to prevent them from impregnating more women and 

take responsibility for their actions. Moreover, the parents prefer channelling their hard-earned money on their well 

being and leave their child and grandchild in the dugout. On that note, teen fathers are then forced to provide for 

themselves. In the same limelight, Matlakala (2020) noted that the withdrawal of the privileges makes teen fathers reject 

the child at birth while others chose a criminal route to provide for their children. That goes to show that teen fathers are, 

in most instances, not ready to care for themselves and their children. In terms of the Children’s Act 38 of 2005, one of 

the parental responsibilities is to contribute to the maintenance of the child (RSA, 2005). It is a well-known fact that 

maintaining a child is very costly. For instance, authors are much aware that children need diapers, milk, doctors and 

clothes when they are young. All those are quite expensive and with the withdrawal of privileges, they fail to provide 

that for their kids. That also challenges their manhood, as they hold the notion from their culture and society that they are 

providers (Billings, & Macvarish, 2007; Mukuna, 2020).  

CONCLUSION  

This paper discussed the concept of teen fatherhood. Authors accentuated that lack of research on teen fathers creates an 

imbalance and leads people into believing that only teen mothers experience parenthood challenges. However, this study 

underpinned that due to the lack of research on teen fathers, teen fathers experience various social ills such as stealing 

and dropping out of school due to the challenge of parenthood. Moreover, the paper emphasised that teen fathers 

experience psychological, social and economic issues as a result of teen fatherhood. This paper also alluded that 

fathering a child at a young age has both positive and negative impacts and the perception of young fathers towards 

fatherhood are limited by the burden of financially providing for their children. The authors recommend social 

practitioners develop primary intervention methods that aim at addressing teen fatherhood. The emphasis should be 

based on educating teenagers about teen fatherhood and its likely consequences to the teen father. Moreover, future 

research can focus on the survival of a boy child raised by a single mother. 

LIMITATION AND STUDY FORWARD  

The research findings are limited to the literature on teen fatherhood and cannot be generalised as universal challenges.  
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