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Background

Service providers from Better Beginnings Better Futures (BBBF), an agency that offers services to
teen mothers in Sudbury, identified a need to better understand the perspectives and experiences of
these mothers. In addition, the Sudbury & District Health Unit (SDHU), which aims to prevent
disease and promote and protect health for all, identified the need to better understand how best to
promote and deliver preconception health messaging and care among our teen population.

Much of the academic literature on teen parenting has focused on the prevalence of teen pregnancies
(McKay, 2012). We know that teen pregnancy rates for the Sudbury area are higher than the rest of
Ontario (SDHU, 2013). The literature also focuses on strategies for reducing its prevalence
(Goesling et al., 2014; Kappeler & Farb, 2014), predisposing factors for becoming a teen mother
(Al-Sahab et al., 2012; Pedrosa et al., 2011), risk factors of early motherhood (Brown et al., 2011;
Jordahl & Lohman, 2009), and negative social construction of teen pregnancy (Vinson, 2012;
Yardley, 2008).

Very few studies explore the experiences of the teen mothers themselves, particularly to understand
the community barriers they face and how these could be improved to assist them with parenting.
Therefore, a project that aimed to encourage teen mothers to share their lived experience, to voice
their concerns, and to identify potential solutions for any barriers or challenges that limit them in
their mothering, was developed through a partnership between the SDHU, Laurentian University
School of Social Work, and BBBF. The group conceptualized a project that would meet the needs of
all.

The project was funded by the Louise Picard Public Health Research Grant (LPPHRG), a joint grant
between the SDHU and Laurentian University.
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Methodology

In this study, a feminist participatory action research approach was used to explore the complexity of
teen mother’s experiences. This approach was chosen in order to allow participants substantial
control over involvement in the study, including its implications for practice or action (Greenwood
& Levin, 1998). As described by Maguire (1987), feminist action research provides a powerful
approach to knowledge creation for social and personal transformation.

Using photovoice methods (Wang & Burris, 1997), this study aimed to document the narratives and
photographs of eight teenage mothers in Sudbury, Ontario; photovoice uses photographs taken by
research participants to document their everyday lives.

A total of 8 teen mothers were recruited to the study through a youth engagement group that offers
prenatal and parenting services for teens I8 years of age or younger at BBBF. Data were collected
using various methods, including photographs (1 to 10 per participant), individual interviews, and
group interviews (3 in total). Demographic information was collected via questionnaire.

In an initial group interview with the participants, the researchers discussed the study and ethical
considerations, provided training in the ethical use of cameras and taking pictures, obtained
participant consent, discussed participants’ questions, and distributed the demographic questionnaire
for completion. Disposable cameras were also provided.

Participants then took photographs that represented what it is like for them to be a teen mom. Once
participants had completed the task, they selected 1 to 10 images that highlighted their experiences.
An individual interview with each participant provided an opportunity to to discuss the meaning of
the photographs and their experiences.

In a second group interview, participants each chose one photograph that was most important to
them and shared their story with the group.

Finally, in a thrid group interview, the findings were presented to the teen mothers for validation,
and a discussion regarding recommendations for improvement was held.
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Findings: Voices and Visions of Teen Mothers

The findings emerging from the analysis of the data revealed four major themes: pregnancy and
postpartum experiences, challenges of motherhood, strengths and resilience, and needs for
imporvement.

Pregnancy and Postpartum

The teen mother participants revealed that they had experienced anxiety, uneasiness, and emotional
turmoil when they first realized that they were pregnant. One mom describes her experience through
this photograph and related explanation:

When I first found I was pregnant | felt really lost. | just felt alone like
1 didn’t really know who to turn to...It’s patchy being a mom. It was tough, it was
hard, iz’s hard for the first time. I think being young or being old, regardless,
it’s going to be tough.

Challenges of Motherhood

Participants also discussed the challenges of motherhood. These challenges were catagorized
according to the following sub-themes: time management struggles, relationship issues, financial
burdens, health issues, educational problems, stigma and stereotypes, and accessibility of services.

In regard to time management struggles, participants mentioned difficulties in balancing childrearing
duties, household chores, and demands of work and schooling.
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A few teen mothers described having unhealthy relationships with the father of their child as well as
with their family. One mother described her experience through this photograph:

| got three different flowers, put them on the rocks, because it was just three of us,
but then we split apart, and it was always rocky, and it will always be rocky now,
but we are still family, so three of us, even though it is rocky, it’s tough.

Most of the teen mothers faced financial challenges and insecurities on various occasions. Ontario
Works was identified as one of the systemic barriers they faced. One mom stated that “they just cut
off the Start Up [Program] and they shouldn’t. A lot of moms can’t afford to move and they’re just
stuck where they are”.

One mom spoke of her and her son’s health issues as she described a photograph she took:

| figured that the balloon was me and then the branches of the tree were the
struggles that | went through. And as the balloon keeps going up, | overcome the
struggles in my life: like Aden (not real name) had to go through surgery, being a
teen mom, being in recovery...just stuff like that.
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Education was emphasized as a significant factor in attaining a better life; however, remaining in
school and completing a program was challenging for most teen mothers.

In addition, the majority of teen mothers encountered societal stereotypes, discrimination and
judgemental behaviours from the general public and professionals.

One mom shared:

There was a couple, they were just staring at me because | was big,
like I had a big belly and actually the wife ended up like, purposely, it seemed
to be, she purposely bumped into me. She was like...you don’t have to care
about that baby anyways.

One of the major challenges encountered by teen mothers was the unwelcoming and judgemental
attitude of some frontline workers. When one mother was in labour, a nurse called the Children’s
Aid Society. She said that a child protection worker was present at the time of birth without any
prior notice. The worker behaved unprofessionally with her family members. She remarked “they
should not judge teen moms at all...they shouldn’t judge you before they get to know you”.

Another mom shared her experience: “I went to a [parent group] meeting and | felt very
uncomfortable because | walked in there, it was all older parents and they were looking at me like,
what are you doing here...” This mom also experienced rude, unwelcoming, and judgmental
behaviours from the instructor during a speech therapy group session. She revealed that:

It was really uncomfortable and | would not go back, like, I really had
a hard time with it and it’s just hard because I don’t want other people to go
through that because you 're there to help your child, and then you re being put in
a position where you feel really uncomfortable and unwelcomed,
it’s really difficult to enjoy it...

Finally, moms expressed challenges with public transportation and access to daily activities,
services, daycare, work and education.

Strengths and Resilience

The majority of teen mothers admitted that their personal struggles and societal challenges made
them a strong person and strengthened their self-esteem. Teen mothers in general shared that their
children had changed their lives for the better.
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One mother stated:

“Just seeing the smile on your children’s faces, being able to play with them and watch them grow
up and change, and different toys, and like, the bonding experiences you get with your children”.

/__‘-»

This mother also took pride in the fact that she completed school while being a young mother. She

expressed her sense of achievement in the picture below, which represents a stack of books with a
paper indicating her age when she gave birth.

Mothers also valued the importance of a supportive environment. One mom shared:

I have a really good support system. I'm actually very lucky. All my family is very
supportive. My mom was a young mother...she was there no matter what...I have
my boyfriend which is an amazing father, like, 7 don’t know what I'll do without
him you know, like he helped me go back to school and stuff...

All the teen mothers admired the services provided through the Baby’s Breath program, a free
prenatal and parenting support program offered through BBBF. One mom shared:

We have Baby’s Breath, you could come here and you could ask for like anything...if you need

help or something they re always here for you...support system I think is a big part of being a
teen parent... especially people who don’t have that support system they can come here...
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Needs for Improvement: Perspectives of Teen Mothers

The teen mothers highlighted opportunities for improvement as they relate to personal needs, teen mother
awareness and education, accessibility to services, and eliminating stigma perpetuated by the public and
health care professionals.

The participants indicated that they wanted to have healthy supportive relationships with the father, their
families, and friends.

They also identified the need for a greater variety of services, as well as increased awareness and
accessibility to services and programs available for teen mothers in the community. For example, they
identified a need to provide adequate and educational information regarding pregnancy and child rearing
to teen mothers. They also wanted improved public transportation to ease access to daily activities,
services, daycare, work, and education as well as accessible services and schools in their
neighbourhoods.

The majority of the teen mothers stressed that public awareness is necessary to reduce stigma and
stereotypes associated with teen mothers in the community. All spoke of the need for non-judgemental
public services in general and, in particular, a need for service providers who are welcoming, sensitive to
the experiences of teen mothers, and inclusive of all mothers attending their services. Awareness raising
may be done through presenting the findings of this study to local agencies. Many efforts have been
made to action out this recommendation, including the creation and dissemination of the We Are Teen
Moms video.
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Conclusions

Strength of the Study

The use of feminist participatory action research allowed for the investigation of an agency’s request
and the development of an action plan that will ultimately express the viewpoints of the teen moms
in this study. From the beginning, a commitment was made to hear and validate the teen moms’
experiences, to understand the intersecting forms of oppression that occur in their lives, and with
their recommendations, to work toward social change. The study began with building on existing
relationships with the BBBF Coordinator and the Social Worker in order to develop a collaborative
research partnership. BBBF co-researchers were involved in all stages of the study including
providing direction in the design of the study, guidance in recruitment and retention throughout the
study, and feedback in the exploratory and action phases. They not only wanted to provide a forum
for teen moms to express themselves but they were also interested in learning more about conducting
a research study. The final stage of the study will be to implement an action plan developed through
the recommendations and suggestions made by the teen moms.

Limitations of the Study

Although this has been an important study to understand the strengths and challenges of teen
mothers in northern Ontario, the study was also limited because of its small sample size; the
homogeneity of the sample as it relates to gender, race, and culture; and the recruitment of
participants from one agency. While the sample was appropriate for the research question, the
findings of this study are not generalizable to all teen mothers.

Final Thoughts

The results of this study reveal a distinct social contradiction. Despite the documentation of the
social, economic, and educational difficulties teen moms face (Jutte et al., 2010) and the poor health,
educational, and social outcomes for children of teen moms (Jutte et al., 2010), the teen moms in this
study demonstrated that they are resilient and resourceful. Many of the participants talked about
being faced with extensive community barriers in trying to access parenting advice and resources,
but they are also aware of their responsibilities in parenting, and identified needs of prenatal and
parental education and resources in order to be a “good” mother. Rather than a community of
helpfulness, the teen mothers faced the challenges of social stereotypes and judgments (Lessa, 2002;
Jackson, Marentette, & McCleave, 2000—2001), unsympathic health care professionals (Jutte et al.,
2010) and “practices of exclusion” (Lessa, 2002, p. 319) when trying to access health care or
children’s community resources; however, they were also thriving, able to identify their relational,
community and social needs, and to advocate for themselves.
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One mother summarised her experience via the poster below:

“Need strength, told failure in quotation marks, told you’re going nowhere...need
lot of determination, lots of families, please no discrimination, money is issue,
don’t stereotype and told you are responsible, and right in the centre it
says...love... is what I get from my daughter. So that’s what being a teen mom is to
me | guess. Because | was told | was a failure, and | was told | was going nowhere
and I was told that I wasn'’t responsible enough to be a mom because of my age.
But I guess I am proving everyone wrong”.
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