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Juvenile delinquency and adolescent fatherhood are
highly correlated, and both are associated with contin-
ued involvement in the criminal justice system (Elster,

Lamb, & Tavare, 1987; Pirog-Good, 1988; Stouthamer-
Loeber & Wei, 1998; Unruh, Bullis, & Yovanoff, 2004).
Researchers estimate fatherhood rates in the adolescent
offender population at 25–28%, as opposed to 4–7% in the
nonoffending juvenile population (Nurse, 2001; Unruh et
al., 2004). The significant number of teen fathers who are
incarcerated poses economic, social, and other considera-
tions for their children as well as the offenders’ potential to
successfully transition to adult roles and responsibilities and
desist from criminal activity. Thus the co-occurrence of
juvenile delinquency and adolescent fatherhood creates the
need for empirical research that can inform social work

practice strategies with these young fathers and their children.
Only minimal research to date has investigated how father-

hood affects youthful offenders’ criminal trajectories. Several
studies analyzing quantitative data from longitudinal studies
show that juvenile offenders who are fathers are significantly
more likely to recidivate than those who are not, even though
they may express confidence in their ability to be good
fathers (Pirog-Good, 1988; Nesmith, Klerman, Oh, &
Feinstein, 1997; Stouthamer-Loeber & Wei, 1998; Unruh,
Bullis, & Yovanoff, 2003). From these studies, being a teen
father appears to amplify criminal activity (Pirog-Good,
1988). However, a few qualitative studies reveal fatherhood to
be a key motivator offered by young fathers for desistance
from crime and question the ability of the juvenile correc-
tional system to foster positive connections between incar-
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cerated fathers and their children (Hughes, 1998; Nurse,
2001, 2004). Such studies suggest that further examination of
young incarcerated fathers’ beliefs about their roles as
fathers, their relationships with their children and children’s
mothers, and their transition into paternal roles in light of
their criminal involvement is warranted. With the intention
of advancing social work practice in this arena, this qualita-
tive study provides insight into young incarcerated fathers’
thinking around their parental roles and responsibilities,
including their potential for further criminal activity.

Literature Review

The relationship between adolescent fatherhood and juve-
nile delinquency is complex and not quite fully under-
stood. From a theoretical standpoint, some criminologists
speculate that such problem behaviors emanate from the
same source: low self-control as a result of poor child-rear-
ing practices by parents (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990).
Indeed, some studies indicate that family factors such as
single-parent households, parental criminal involvement,
and low family socioeconomic status play a significant role
in predicting engagement in risky behaviors across multi-
ple spheres, including unprotected sex, drug use, and crim-
inal involvement (Elster et al., 1987; Farrington, Jolliffe,
Loeber, Stouthamer-Loeber, & Kalb, 2001; Unruh et al.,
2004). Yet other research suggests a more dynamic inter-
play among individual, family, and community factors and
questions the validity of a one-factor explanation of prob-
lem behaviors such as adolescent fatherhood or delin-
quency (Stouthamer-Loeber & Wei, 1998; Wright, Caspi,
Moffitt, & Silva, 1999, 2001). Further complicating the
causal landscape is the finding that some, albeit a small
number, of low-income young fathers claim intentional
paternity rather than carelessness in sexual behavior (see
Nelson, 2004, for a review). Thus, the literature to date on
this subject has not clearly explained the presumed rela-
tionship between teen fatherhood and delinquency.

Fatherhood as a Turning Point?
From a pragmatic standpoint, a more immediate concern
for social workers is how fatherhood status may influence
desistance from criminal behavior among youth offenders.
In this vein, life-course criminologists present compelling
evidence that offenders who form strong bonds with the
workforce and marital partners tend to desist from crime
at a higher rate than offenders who do not form such
bonds (Laub & Sampson, 2003; Sampson & Laub, 1990).
The life-course perspective accounts for transitions and
turning points throughout the life span that affect long-
term behavioral patterns and decisions. In this framework,
turning points represent those events that provide an indi-
vidual with a particular opportunity to make changes that
can alter their life trajectories (Edin, Nelson, & Paranal,
2004; Sampson & Laub, 1990).

Using their longitudinal research, Laub and Sampson
(2003) articulated a criminological theory of informal
social control by which bonds formed with such social
institutions as work, family, and the military tend to pro-
vide individuals with criminal histories the impetus and
opportunity to turn away from crime and toward confor-
mity with social norms. Interestingly, for the men in their
study, parenthood was not a turning point independent of
the marriage relationship. Laub and Sampson cited the
importance of the establishment of new daily routines and
structure in the creation and maintenance of informal
social control. This mechanism is not inherent in father-
hood for men who are not married or otherwise partnered
with the mother of their children. Indeed, in one study of
low-income fathers, Kost (2001) found fathers’ ability to
engage in paternal roles with their children was signifi-
cantly hampered by lack of regular, routine access to their
children.

Although studies focused on fatherhood as a turning
point are scarce, Edin et al. (2004), using a sample of 300
low-income, noncustodial fathers with criminal records in
two U.S. cities, found that fatherhood indeed acts as a turn-
ing point in the lives of men with criminal backgrounds.
However, fatherhood in their study led to several trajecto-
ries, including disruption of parent–child bonds, rebuild-
ing of parent–child bonds, and deterrence from further
crime. Though the combination of fatherhood and crime
did not lead to desistance in every case, this study identified
that paternal bonds pose the possibility of life-course
change.

Psychosocial Development of Adolescent Fathers
Psychosocial theory provides a theoretical framework to
understand why parenting may not easily serve as a turn-
ing point for juvenile offenders. Building on Erikson’s
stages of psychosocial development (Erikson, E. H.,
Erikson, J. M., & Kivnick,1986), several scholars have sug-
gested that the entrance of parenting youth into generative
roles while still adolescents may compel young men to take
on adult roles too prematurely (Allen & Doherty, 1996;
Elster et al., 1987; Kost, 2001). Elster et al. (1987) examined
the associations between teen fatherhood and behavioral
problems, using a nationally representative sample of ado-
lescents. They found that adolescent males with children
had more involvement with the juvenile justice system as
well as other behavioral problems than did their peers
without children, even controlling for race and income. As
a result, they speculated that “premature role transitions”
as a result of teen parenthood cause greater difficulty for
these already troubled young men (Elster et al., 1987,
p. 935). The authors also noted that their results may sim-
ply reflect the fact that youth who live in at-risk environ-
ments are more likely to become fathers.

From another angle, Kost (2001) examined interview
data from 20 young men who were receiving General
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Assistance, a public cash assistance program for single
adults and couples without children, for their views of their
paternal identities and their ability to achieve generativity.
Employing Erikson’s definition of generativity as the ability
to care for someone else without regard for one’s self-inter-
est, Kost found that all of the fathers in her sample com-
municated aspects of generativity, including both
caregiving and providing roles, despite the lack of having
received such from their own fathers.

These studies indicate that young fathers may not be fully
prepared for the stage of generativity, yet they communicate
aspects of intentionality regarding their paternal roles and
responsibilities. Echoing this idea, Allen and Doherty
(1996) conducted a qualitative study of 10 nonincarcerated
adolescent fathers’ perceptions of fatherhood roles. Overall,
they found that the young fathers in their sample proffered
strong ideals about being involved with their children but
were largely unable to do so, as a result of conflict with their
children’s mothers. Similarly, in a study of 40 incarcerated
adult fathers, Roy and Dyson (2005) found that children’s
mothers’ encouragement or discouragement of contact
between incarcerated fathers and their children greatly
affected fathers’ abilities to enact paternal roles from prison.
These studies suggest that incarcerated fathers’ relation-
ships with the mothers of their children have a significant
effect on their ability to enact their paternal roles and 
intentions.

Research Questions
In light of prior research, several questions remain unan-
swered with regard to the relationship between adolescent
fatherhood and criminal involvement. With this study, we
seek to explore in depth the apparent discrepancy between
juvenile offenders’ intentions as fathers and their ability to
meet their parental responsibilities, with the goal of inform-
ing social work practice with this population. To fulfill these
goals, we propose the following research questions:

1. How do young incarcerated fathers understand their
role as parents?

2. How do young incarcerated fathers perceive their 
relationships with their children?

3. How do young incarcerated fathers understand their
relationships with their children’s mothers and their
obligations upon release?

4. How do young incarcerated fathers view their future
potential for criminal involvement in light of having
children?

Method

This study utilized interview data from 22 semistructured
qualitative interviews with seven young fathers who were
incarcerated in one of two residential correctional facilities
in Minnesota. Interviews were conducted as part of a larger

study of juvenile male offenders’ identities and experiences
of correctional treatment. The researchers obtained
approval from the University of Minnesota’s Institutional
Review Board (IRB) and the cooperating sites to collect con-
fidential observational and interview data over a period of
four years. As the methods for data collection from this
larger study are well detailed in other publications (Abrams,
2006; Abrams & Aguilar, 2005; Abrams, Kim, & Anderson-
Nathe, 2005), in this section we will explain how we selected
data from the larger set to answer the proposed research
questions.

Study Sites and Sampling
Participants were recruited from two correctional facilities
located in Minnesota. Both facilities detain juvenile offend-
ers who are considered serious, violent, or persistent
offenders for periods ranging from 4 to 13 months.
Subjects in this study were selected by convenience based
on their willingness to participate in a sequence of
semistructured interviews. For this study, we selected from
the larger sample (N = 29) the seven young men who
reported being fathers and whose transcripts contained
substantial data regarding their perceptions and experi-
ences of parenting. In total, 9 out of 29 youth reported
being fathers (31%). However, only seven youths’ inter-
views were used in this analysis, because two did not con-
tain adequate data for analysis. Table 1 contains
demographic characteristics of the seven young fathers
selected for this analysis. The young men in this sample
were diverse in racial background and ranged in age from
15 to 17. Most had only one child, with the exception of
Nino, who had twin sons.

Data Collection Techniques
The young men in this study were engaged in a series (rang-
ing from two to four) of semistructured qualitative inter-
views conducted by the principal investigator (second
author) and several graduate social work students, including
the first author. All of the interviews were tape recorded and
professionally transcribed verbatim. Typically, at least three
or four interviews were conducted with each participant,
with several occurring during confinement and at least one
occurring after their release. Interview prompts covered top-
ics related to family and criminal background, education,
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TABLE 1. Sample Description (n=7)

PSEUDONYM AGE RACE/ETHNICITY CHILD(REN)’S GENDER & AGE

Ace 16 African American    Daughter, 1

Blue 17 Somali Son, > 1

Elijah 16 African American    Son, > 1

George 17 White Son, > 1

Jermaine 17 African American    Son, 1

Nino 16 African American    Twin sons, 1

Trevor          15 White Son, 1



peers, substance use history, gender roles, identity, experi-
ences of treatment, and hopes for the future. Interview ques-
tions specific to fatherhood revolved around the experience
of becoming a father, the relationship with the child and the
child’s mother, and how having a child has influenced the
father’s choices or experiences in corrections.

Data Analysis
From a total of 22 interviews with the seven young fathers,
we first extracted portions containing material related to
fatherhood, including the young men’s discussions of their
children as well as their own experiences of being par-
ented. Following the last three of the four-stage process for
qualitative data analysis outlined by Miles and Huberman
(1994)—data collection, data reduction, data display, and
conclusion drawing/verification—we read and coded these
excerpts along the concepts of parental roles and responsi-
bilities, perceived relationship with children, relationships
with children’s mothers, and potential for criminal
involvement in light of fatherhood. We then further ana-
lyzed the larger coded sections and derived subcodes
inductively from the data. Once the coding process was
completed, we created summary tables for each young
father along each concept, code, and subcode over the
course of his interviews. From these matrices, we extracted
interpretations of the data for each posed research ques-
tion. Noting areas of agreement among participants along
with negative (nonnormative) cases, the results below
describe what we learned from this inductive process.

Results

The results of this analysis are presented according to the
four research questions. In addition, although we did not
initially pose a question with regard to male role models,
we found that these experiences were thematically linked
to subjects’ own goals for becoming fathers. Hence in this
section, we also present findings on this topic.

Parental Roles
Overall, the young men in this sample demonstrated seri-
ous intentions with regard to being fathers. The provision
of financial and material support for their children was
only part of a broad spectrum of paternal roles they
expressed a desire to fulfill. All seven subjects emphasized,
with even greater significance than financial provision, the
role of providing affective caregiving for their children.
Elijah’s depiction of this range of roles represents the gen-
eral sentiment of the group:

I’m his dad, I’m his friend.… A dad is someone who

spend time with they son, someone that, that they son

look up to, respect, that’s always there, can count on,

depend on … love that child, take care of them.

(Interview, 6/13/01)

While these young men typically acknowledged the need
to provide practical assistance to their children and chil-
dren’s mothers (e.g., diapers, formula, clothing), by and
large they viewed these necessities as either part-and-parcel
of or subordinate to being a caring presence in their babies’
lives. Some expressed enjoyment in doing the hard work of
parenting. For example, George stated,

My mom was surprised that I knew, like, a little bit

about how to take care of a kid. She was really sur-

prised that I don’t come and try to pawn Z off on her,

like, here, grandma, you take him. Y’know, I gotta

learn how to do it. I gotta learn how to make him not

cry. (Interview, 7/17/04)

Several fathers also described seeing themselves as teach-
ers or role models. For example, when asked what kind of
father he wants to be, Ace replied,

A father that pushes their kids. Or kid. In a positive

direction—a positive role model. As of right now, my

daughter probably don’t even know her daddy right

now. (Interview, 10/14/04)

Here, Ace acknowledged his current state of relative
estrangement from his daughter as contrary to being a pos-
itive role model, yet he also expressed his intent to become
one. For these young men, the paternal role can best be
summarized as an involved, present, and engaged father in
whom both notions of provider and caregiver are united
and essential.

While describing a strong sense of responsibility and
desire to provide care for their children, nearly all of the
young men in this sample admitted to feeling a great deal of
ambivalence upon finding out about their pending or
actual fatherhood status. Only one of the seven fathers
claimed to have planned the pregnancy with his girlfriend.
Several fathers had paternity tests performed to ensure the
reality of the mothers’ claims. At least one admitted to
proposing an abortion. As Nino related,

When she said she was pregnant by me, I did have my

doubts like every other man would, but I had to sit

down by myself and think, ‘cause I had a lot of people

coming to me, telling me she been with all type of

boys, and then I had people saying they is my kids,

they look just like me and all that, and we got (pater-

nity) tests done and they came out that they were

mine, and I was happy. (Interview, 3/6/02)

In spite of initial ambivalence, each of these young
fathers wanted to participate in their children’s lives once
their paternity was confirmed. As Ace illustrated, initial
indifference changed to “the best feeling” in his life once his
paternity was confirmed. Blue articulated the responsibility
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these young men felt after paternity was confirmed. He
stated,

I took the whole blood test and it’s actually my kid. So

it was cool. And she – it was a baby boy and it was

born healthy and stuff. That’s why I was tryin’ hard to

get my own place. y’knowhatI’msayin’. I didn’t tell

nobody. And I don’t want to tell nobody.

Y’knowhatI’msayin’.  It’s on my bed, it’s my responsi-

bility. (Interview, 2/3/05)

Not surprisingly in light of such enthusiasm, several
acknowledged strong feelings of regret because they were
missing out on a significant amount of time with their chil-
dren while incarcerated. For some, this was expressed as a
general sense of not being there for their children; for oth-
ers, the loss of observing or participating in significant
milestones was acute. Ace described,

I should be out there right now, holdin’ my daughter,

readin’ a book to her every day. When I’m up in here,

just wastin’ time, wastin’ my life, it frustrate me, but I

did it to myself, and that’s something I gotta accept.

How to make amends for it when I get out.

(Interview, 10/14/04)

Here, Ace articulated a deep sense of responsibility, both
acknowledging his absence in his daughter’s life and that
his actions are to blame.

The amount of time and exposure to their children was
overall limited for these young men during their stay in a
correctional facility. As will be described later, some experi-
enced difficulty in obtaining visiting time or maintaining
contact with their children due to barriers posed by the
children’s mothers. One notable exception to this general
finding was George, whose social worker at the institution
made special arrangements for him to attend his son’s
birth. Yet George still articulated substantial regret for what
he had missed. He stated,

I shoulda been there. I should be goin’ to the doctor

with her, driving her there. She’s goin’ through all this

stuff, finding stuff out about pregnancy that I didn’t

know about until my son was born, all that trimester

and stuff like that. I should have been goin’ to like her

breathing classes and stuff like that. That’s when I felt

bad. And then when my son was born, I had three

months left that I still had to be here. (Interview,

7/17/04)

Relationships With Their Children
Overwhelmingly, these young fathers asserted that their
children were the most valuable aspect of their lives.
Several reflected that seeing themselves in their children is
one of the most rewarding features of fatherhood. Nino,

whose twin sons were adopted by their mother’s cousin,
expressed longing for reestablishment of a relationship
with his children. Additionally, most of the participants
stated a desire for their children to have a better childhood
than they had experienced. Examples of this included the
hope that their children not experience domestic violence,
drug use, or street/gang life. Elijah claimed that he will
instruct his son not to do what he did. He stated,

I’ll tell him what I was doin’ but I’ll tell him why it

was wrong … it was wrong to smoke weed because I

dropped out of school, lost all my sports. I tell him

don’t be running the streets because it’s dangerous out

there now. Like I was. I’d tell him a lot of things.

Lecture him. I can see right now he gonna hate when I

lecture him. (Interview, 9/16/01)

Notably, the aspiration to provide a better childhood for
their children included having the presence of a father,
which most of these young men did not have. As Trevor
stated,

I certainly don’t want him growing up like I did,

y’know, I’m going to be there for him ‘cause my dad

wasn’t there for me that much. But I’m gonna teach

him a lot of stuff, sex, how to shave, stuff like that,

y’know, play football and stuff. (Interview, 10/10/01)

These young fathers also identified their children as a
source of greater self-confidence. Several expressed that
their children gave them something to live for. Other
fathers in the sample viewed their children as an opportu-
nity to prove to themselves and others that they were capa-
ble of making something of themselves. George typified
this theme in his reflection,

I believe in myself. I believe in that I could be a good

father and raise my son to the best of my ability. I

value life in general. Before, I could care less if I lived

or died. (Interview, 7/17/04)

Relationships With Children’s Mothers
In spite of these fathers’ overwhelmingly positive attitudes
toward their parental roles and their children, the inter-
view data revealed marked challenges related to relation-
ships with children’s mothers and maintaining regular
contact with children. For example, some fathers didn’t
know where their babies were living or what the custody
arrangements would be upon their release. As such, their
ability to establish or maintain contact with their children
was precarious at best. This was due in large part to diffi-
cult and conflicted relationships with the children’s moth-
ers. The children of these young offenders largely resided
either with the children’s mothers or the mothers’ relatives.
Most did not have formal, legal custody arrangements of
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their own, but rather were dependent on the child’s
mother or other family members to facilitate contact with
their children. However, several were quick to assert that
they would pursue court action if their children’s mothers
attempted to block their contact with their children.

With the exception of George, none of the fathers con-
tinued in a committed relationship with their children’s
mothers after their release, if such a relationship had existed
in the first place. More commonly, the young fathers either
expressed a desire for their relationship with their children’s
mothers to be positive but not committed, or had no ongo-
ing relationship with the mothers apart from attempting to
see their children. Ace described this type of relationship in
the following exchange:

Interviewer: Did you feel like there was pressure on

you from somewhere to get her (daughter) stuff?

Ace: The mom. Like, “she needs this, she needs that.”

I: What’s your relationship like with T’s mom?

Ace: We’re all right. We argue sometimes. But it’s cool,

though. Sometimes we get along, sometimes we don’t,

like a regular mom and dad type.

I: So, are you guys together?

Ace: No, we’re not. (Interview, 11/24/04)

Several fathers expressed fears that the mothers of their
children were attempting to manipulate them or punish
them via their children—or as they termed this, the moth-
ers were “playing games.” As Nino explained,

She said if I was gonna try to fight and get custody,

that she was just gonna take the kids back. Somethin’

like that— it don’t make no sense. And it seemed to

me like she playin’ games. Like that she don’t want me

to have the kids. And if I try to get the kids, she’s just

gonna take ’em back. (Interview, 12/27/01)

Thus, several challenges posed by children’s mothers are
evident in our results, including lack of contact, lack of
legal arrangements (e.g., custody, visitation), and real or
perceived pressure from mothers to provide financially for
their children.

Potential for Future Crime
Without exception, the participants in this study offered
their parental responsibilities as a strong rationale for
avoiding future crime. When asked about plans for educa-
tion and employment, the young men cited the need to
“make it” for the sake of their children as their primary
motivation to better their lives. As Elijah explained,

When I first saw my son on my weekend and I wasn’t

high, I wasn’t selling drugs, I wasn’t nothin,’ I was just

payin’ attention to him it woke me up right there—

like, damn, this boy’s getting’ old and ever since I

come back that day I been tryin’ to get my life

together. (Interview, 2/10/02)

Several of the young fathers articulated the intention of
keeping busy with school, work, and child care as their
strategy for success. They stated that caring for their chil-
dren would fill any free time during which they might oth-
erwise find themselves vulnerable to committing crimes.
According to George,

I still talk to like my friends and stuff. When they

found out about my probation, that I don’t have

nothing on me, they all want, y’know, “you gonna try

on the party-tip, y’know, you gonna party?” I’m like,

no dude, I can’t ‘cause I got things to do. I gotta get up

in the morning no matter if I gotta work or not. I

gotta get up ‘cause Z’s up by like 6:30 or 7:00 everyday.

(Interview, 12/29/04)

Prohibiting criminal or gang-involved peers from being
around their children was another strategy offered for
avoiding crime. While these young men were reticent to
avoid these peers altogether, they did assert that they would
not want their children exposed to these influences. For
example, Jermaine stated that he would not bring his gang
friends around to his house because of his child.

Despite this unequivocal expressed commitment to cease
criminal behavior in light of their parental responsibilities,
at least three of the young men did reengage in criminal
activity upon their release and within the time frame for the
study (up to 6 months postrelease). Due to the limitations
of the study, it is unknown how many offenders were rear-
rested or reincarcerated later in their trajectories. Ace, for
example, cited the pressure he felt from his daughter’s
mother to provide financially and the time lag in receiving
a paycheck from his part-time fast-food job as the reason
for selling drugs soon after his initial release. In an inter-
view after his return to the facility, Ace recounted,

I’d do anything to support her (daughter). I mean, that’s

kinda how I got my charge. Y’know, I was sellin’ drugs

to kinda make more money than I was making … it’s

like I’m justifying, too … it’s how I was thinking. ‘Cause

I’d do anything to get her stuff. (Interview, 11/24/04)

Elijah likewise discussed the temptation to return to sell-
ing drugs postrelease to provide material support for his
son. At the time of his final interview, Elijah stated that the
“only thing” keeping him from selling drugs was the threat
of further separation from his son. Jermaine, who vowed
not to change his behavior in interviews prior to finding
out about his parental status, claimed to be “rehabilitated”
after a paternity test revealed he was a father. However, he
was reincarcerated shortly after his release and is now serv-
ing several years in adult prison.
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Also notable was several offenders’ acknowledgment that
having children pushed them to take on adult roles in ways
that they felt unprepared. As Nino described,

It rushes you life without actually rushing your life.

And what I mean by that is, it makes you have to go

out and get a job to support that child, it takes your

free time away from you being with friends.

(Interview, 3/6/02)

Ace also conveyed a sense of being old, yet still young,
vis-à-vis his fatherhood role,

But now I’m tryin’ to change.… I’m trying to find my

real self. So, I’m tryin’ to be young again, but old. Just

tryin’ to change, man. I got a daughter to take care of

now. (Interview, 6/28/04)

This finding connects with the young men’s admitted
ambivalence regarding their status as fathers. Although
they expressed intentions of acting like responsible adults
and parents, these
young men also felt the
loss of their own free-
dom to be children in
the process.

Male Role Models
The reality that the
majority of participants
lacked a clear father fig-
ure in their own lives
emerged strongly from
these discussions. Most
of the participants dis-
cussed the absence of a
positive male role model and admitted to having witnessed
a significant amount of domestic violence, drug use, and
gang involvement on the part of their fathers or other
adult males in their lives. Some noted other male relatives
such as uncles or stepfathers as substitute father figures.
George was the only member of this sample who described
a positive male role model in his biological father. In fact,
George appeared to be the most successful subject in this
sample in that he had stable employment, remained sober,
lived with his child, and did not recidivate in the time
frame that he was followed. However, his success is
couched within the reality that his fledgling family lived
with his parents, did not pay rent, and received a signifi-
cant amount of social and material support from his par-
ents, including the provision of child care and cosigning a
loan for George’s car. None of the other young fathers in
this sample had that same degree of parental support.

Interestingly, two of the young fathers had older brothers
who seemed to fill some of the gap left by absent fathers.

Elijah noted that his older brother had also become a father
at Elijah’s age, and that he seemed to be following in his older
brother’s footsteps. However, Elijah further recognized that
his being incarcerated, not taking care of his children, and
engaging in domestic violence marred his brother’s example.
Jermaine, whose entire male family line belongs to a gang,
cited his older brother as an example of a man who left the
gang life once he had children to “do better” for his children.

Discussion

At the beginning of this article, we introduced the question
of whether fatherhood status changes the criminal trajec-
tories of juvenile male offenders. Given the methodology
and sample size in this study, we cannot offer a definitive
answer regarding how, or if, fatherhood can reduce risk of
recidivism. With our data, we would like to reframe the
question as follows: What supports or resources would
help these young fathers to actualize their goals with
regard to their children? The young offenders in our study
articulated a strong and clear desire to be “good fathers,”

with desistance from
crime being a part of
this imagined con-
struct. However, they
faced major barriers to
achieving their goals,
even in the short term.
These barriers included
problems in negotiating
with the babies’ moth-
ers, lack of male role
models, and the
absence of resources.
These findings, coupled
with prior research

involving larger samples (e.g., Laub & Sampson, 2003),
suggest that fatherhood posits the potential for desistance
from crime, yet these young men are in need of a struc-
tured intervention to actualize this possibility.

We also raised the question of fatherhood as a risk for
premature transition to adulthood. It is evident in our
study that these young incarcerated fathers are ambiguous
about enacting adult roles such as parenting while still
being youths themselves. The young men in this sample
were very aware of the tension of being “old but young,” as
Ace put it, and experienced the loss of their youth as a sig-
nificant reality. These sentiments are juxtaposed with their
desire to be effective, caring parents. This places these
young men in a precarious position between their own
developmental needs and their intentions to be good
fathers to their children. Beyond merely logistical problems
in enacting parental roles, our findings support the hypoth-
esis that youthful offenders are taking on a premature tran-
sition to adult roles that may compromise their ability to
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Overwhelmingly, these young fathers asserted

that their children were the most valuable

aspect of their lives. Several reflected that

seeing themselves in their children is one of the

most rewarding features of fatherhood.



fulfill their own desires as fathers (Allen & Doherty, 1996;
Elster et al., 1987; Kost, 2001).

Implications

In light of these findings and building on limited research
in this area, we propose a three-pronged approach for
practitioners working with incarcerated adolescent fathers.
The first is the use of intervention techniques in correc-
tional settings that capitalize on the expressed motivation
of these young fathers so that fatherhood can truly become
a turning point in their own life courses. The second is
providing access to resources for overcoming instrumental
barriers to enacting their parental roles, such as financial
needs, legal arrangements for custody and visitation, and
pursuing educational goals. Third, we suggest interven-
tions that will assist these young men in balancing the dual
roles of being both father and teenager; for example, they
might need practical information on how to parent a child
while completing high school. Specific interventions for
practitioners that support these three angles of interven-
tion include motivational interviewing techniques, psy-
choeducational support groups, and linkages to aftercare
services in the community.

The purpose of motivational interviewing is to encourage
behavior change through the exploration and resolution of
client ambivalence (Rollnick & Miller, 1995). Originally
designed to address substance use, motivational interview-
ing is now being implemented in correctional settings with
various populations including some young offenders
(Clark, 2005; Law, 1999; Stein et al., 2006). We suggest
motivational interviewing because, although the young
fathers in our sample expressed strong motivation to be
good fathers, they also experienced ambivalence as they
encountered the tensions between their own needs and
their children’s. For example, although they desired to avoid
exposing their children to negative peers, they did not com-
mit to avoiding these peers altogether. While this solution
may satisfy the fathers’ desire to exclude their children from
these influences, their continued involvement with these
peers suggests that they remain ambivalent toward fully
avoiding criminal behavior. Motivational interviewing
techniques may serve to resolve such ambivalence in ways
that can prevent future incarceration.

Additionally, residential facilities that house young incar-
cerated fathers could develop psychoeducational groups
related to parenting skills and legal rights. Coupled with
motivational interviewing, these groups might simultane-
ously enhance the motivation these young fathers already
have while increasing their knowledge and self-efficacy
regarding parental roles and responsibilities.
Psychoeducational interventions can also address the dual
roles these fathers experience of being caregivers for their
children while still in need of time and space to grow up
themselves. Strong consideration should be given to pro-

viding a facilitator for such interventions who is himself a
father, as well as from the same or similar ethnic back-
ground as the young fathers, given that these young men
are often without male role models in their lives outside the
institution.

Finally, aftercare services that continue to provide these
young men with support, education, and guidance outside
the institution are essential to ensuring that they can
achieve the plans and commitments they make to enact
their parental roles and avoid crime. Aftercare support can
also provide resources and information regarding some of
the logistical, economic, and legal barriers that these young
men face. Given that they tend to lack male role models and
face multiple instrumental obstacles to being good fathers,
such services may increase their chances of staying true to
their intentions. We have explored how intensive follow-up
may benefit this population in previous articles (Abrams,
2006, in press; Abrams & Aguilar, 2005). However, this type
of intervention would need to be well planned and carefully
evaluated in a climate with limited resources.

Results and implications from this study should be
regarded in light of several limitations. The first is the small
sample size, which means that the results are specific to the
group of offenders that were interviewed. Also, these youth
were part of a convenience sample in which the subjects
chose to participate, which may differentiate them from
other incarcerated young men who might not voluntarily
participate in a research study in ways that are unknown. In
addition, because the original study was not specifically
framed as a study of teen fathers, questions related to
fatherhood were not always probed as deeply as they might
have been in each case. Finally, the study followed the
young men for no more than 6 months postrelease. A
longer follow-up period would reveal more about the
actual experiences of these fathers once they had transi-
tioned home and attempted to implement their parental
intentions.

In this vein, we suggest several avenues for future
research. Given that young mothers were identified as a pri-
mary source of conflict and barriers to time with children,
a study that included interviews with children’s mothers
would provide triangulation for the findings. As already
noted, longer follow-up studies would also allow for greater
examination of how these issues play out over time and
whether or not these fathers make real changes. Last, stud-
ies are needed that examine outcomes for the children of
juvenile offenders. To date, there are none. Ultimately, it is
these children who have the most to gain or lose by the suc-
cess or failure of their fathers.
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