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Abstract

Many ethnoreligious-minority foster children in several western countries, including the Netherlands, are placed and per-
manently live with ethnically and religiously non-matched foster families (i.e., in trans-religious foster care). We examine
whether and which moral dilemmas exist around the issue of how religion should be weighted in trans-religious foster care
to provide ethnoreligious-minority foster children with healthy identity development. We applied a thematic analysis to 17
qualitative interviews (seven foster parent/foster child dyads and three foster parents) taken from two pre-existing datasets.
We retrieved five moral dilemmas in trans-religious foster care placements, which are discussed in relation to the following
ethical arguments: (1) pressure from birth parents and parents of foster children to abide by their religious praxis; (2) objec-
tions of the foster family to the faith of the birth family; (3) a switch to the faith of the foster family by the foster child; (4)
challenges to the religious identity searches of foster children due to ethnoreligious boundary drawing between majority
and minority groups; and (5) the impact of religious traditions on the bodily integrity of foster children. We argue that it is
in the best interest of foster children to have a foster family who, when making (some) religious choices on their behalf, is
sensitive to the particular child and their developing identity with regard to their religious ideas and beliefs. Foster families
need support regarding religious reflection and religious self-determinism in their foster children.
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larization of ethnic majority groups (Martin, 2017), many
Western European countries have become religiously and
ethnically diverse nations (Becci et al., 2017). This diversity
has important implications for children and youth who grow
up in these nations (Bagci & Rutland, 2020). In particular,
it raises questions for ethnoreligious-minority youth who
do not seem to have an optimal start for their psychosocial
development, for example because they are confronted with
a severely adverse family context (Degener et al., 2021).
Sometimes, an adverse family context results in an out-of-
home placement, such as a foster care placement.

In many European and North American countries, eth-
noreligious-minority children are overrepresented among
foster children. Moreover, in many western nations, foster
families have different religious ties than the foster children
and their families (Skivenes et al., 2014). However, trans-
religious placements have received limited attention in foster
care studies (but see Jackson et al., 2010; Pitcher & Jaffar,
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2018). An increasing number of studies on trans-ethnic
placements in foster care have found how the discontinuity
of the ethnic roots of foster children in such placements can
create multiple challenges for their psychosocial develop-
ment and ethnic identity development (Degener et al., 2021;
White et al., 2008). Considering the overlap between ethnic
and religious minority statuses, it can be assumed that trans-
religious placements may hinder religious identity develop-
ment and thus be undesirable. However, policymaking for
youth care, in this case foster care, should also have clear
empirical foundations (Allen et al, 2018) in which the poten-
tial pros and cons of trans-religious placements of foster
children are carefully unpacked. This study hereby primarily
contributes to discussions among academics and profession-
als about the interests that may be at stake in trans-religious
placements from the perspective of the child as well as foster
families. It will compare theoretical and ethical arguments
with the lived experiences of religiously non-matched foster
children, because what may seem to be theoretically sound
arguments in the best interest of the foster child regarding
religious development need to be carefully weighed against
the actual experiences of foster children in care practices
(Reimer & Schafer, 2015; Strolin-Goltzman et al., 2010). We
chose the Netherlands as a context for the study, as it exem-
plifies the high frequencies of trans-religious placements of
foster children (Day & Bellaart, 2015).

Secure identity formation is among the most critical
tasks for young people during adolescence and is likely to
result in healthier psychosocial development and smoother
transitioning to adulthood (Arnett, 2015). For foster youth,
developing a strong personal and social (including religious
or ethnic) identity may be challenging, since their lives are
often characterized by multiple vulnerabilities due to past
trauma, neglect, or abuse (Tyrell et al., 2019). Studies on
the ethnic identity of trans-ethnically placed foster children
show ethnic identity losses for such children due to discon-
nection or interruption of their (primary) ethnic socializa-
tion network, which creates affronts to their psychological
wellbeing (Degener et al., 2020). This finding suggests that
religiously non-matched foster care placements may also
affect children’s identity through relationship losses and/or
new socializing contexts.

In foster care, we define a trans-religious (or religiously
non-matched) placement as one in which a child is placed
in a foster family that adheres to a different religious belief
and praxis from the birth parents. It could also be the place-
ment of a child from a non-religious family in a religious
foster family, or vice versa. We expect that a placement in
a religiously non-matched foster care family may create
confusion, questions, or conflict for children, particularly
during adolescence, as identity explorations, reflections,
and identity commitment are intensified for individuals
during this period. When children live in a family context
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that abides by a religious faith, set of values, or religious
lifestyle that potentially conflicts with the religious convic-
tions and praxis of their birth family, these identity searches
or conflicts may be particularly challenging. The research
question we address in this study is whether and which moral
dilemmas exist around the issue of how religion should be
weighted in trans religious foster care in order to provide
foster children with healthy identity development? Through-
out the study, although we address the rights and interests of
several sources (birth parents, foster parents), we prioritize
the interests of foster children.

First, we discuss which interests and rights are at stake
in non-matched foster care placements, paying particular
attention to challenges around the freedom of religion for
children, as they are our primary group of interest. Second,
we discuss the lived experiences of foster children in regard
to the role and impact of religion in their lives, based on a
number of cases. Once we determine whether a non-matched
foster care placement is lived as a (substantial) challenge by
the foster child on the basis of empirically informed analy-
ses, we can shift back to the ethical perspectives in our dis-
cussion, in which we weigh the role and impact of religion
on foster children’s wellbeing. In conclusion, we formulate
recommendations for policies regarding foster care.

Religion in Young People’s Lives

The religious identity of young individuals who have a
faith is often a relevant aspect of their wider identity and
is informed by what is considered “formal” religion, along-
side their everyday faith based practices. Formal religion
can be considered as a knowledge system which offers an
ideological base that legitimizes or motivates moral beliefs,
behavioral norms, and values (Vermeer, 2014). Thus, reli-
gion brings order and logic to the world around believers as
well as to their place within it (Bell, 2009). In addition to the
grand schemes of formal religions, religion is “lived” and
experienced by individuals, who must negotiate it against the
other normative frameworks and worldviews they encounter
(Ammerman, 2007; Bender, 2012; McGuire, 2008). In eve-
ryday life, religion is entangled with the personal and social
dimensions of one’s identity, for example by understanding
how a believer is connected to a community of fellow believ-
ers or how religion is enmeshed in family relations (Knibbe
& Kupari, 2020). Young people’s positioning in social rela-
tionships, shaped by generation, ethnicity, and class, may
also influence their religious identification. In the context
of foster care, we therefore need to consider the interests
of those parties directly involved in foster care placement,
particularly the children, but also the birth parents and foster
parents.
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Religious Differences Between Foster
Children, Foster Parents, and Birth Parents:
Moral Dilemmas

Foster children have the right to be able to adopt the reli-
gion of their choice, as formulated in Article 14 of the
Covenant of the Civil and Political Rights of Children
(CCPRC) (see Kilkelly, 2014). Article 14 of the CCPRC
(Kilkelly, 2014) also states that children’s right to adopt
a religion of their choice should be based on their age
or maturity. Many scholars emphasize that, as children
mature into adolescence, their capability for rational reflec-
tive decision making, including regarding their religious
identities, will progress. Although children vary in when
they reach sufficient competency (i.e., understanding and
intelligence) to decide on religious matters, few experts
would set this age below early adolescence (10—12 years
old). We have reasons to doubt whether, in practice, this
right, formulated in Article 14 of the CCPRC (Kilkelly,
2014), is sufficiently protected for trans-religiously placed
foster children. Children in foster care may have experi-
enced pressure before their religious identities gradually
shifted alongside their repositioning in foster family and
birth family relationships (Pitcher & Jaffar, 2018). Conse-
quently, various potentially conflicting rights and interests
of the child may become compromised in trans-religious
foster placements.

First, it is plausible that religious-minority children and
non-religious foster children would need to nurture and
maintain their religion for a sense of authenticity: the feel-
ing that they are staying true to themselves (Clayton, 2019;
Smith, 1996). Continuity of religious roots can enable a
sense of coherence, worthiness, and wellbeing (Jackson
et al., 2010; Scott et al., 2006). Arguably, nurturing one’s
religion without one’s religious community is difficult. Arti-
cle 20 of the Children’s Human Rights Convention (Con-
vention on the rights of the child, 1989) states that when
out-of-home placement is necessary, the desirability of
continuity in the religious background of the child must be
considered. Article 30 of the Convention on the rights of
the child (1989) grants children from religious-, ethnic-, and
linguistic-minority groups the right to practice their religion,
experience their culture, and use their language. A related
argument is that foster children may feel alienated from their
parents, families, and religious communities when they grow
up with different (possibly contrasting) religious views than
those of the birth family (Smith, 1996). This situation may
create tensions in their relationship with their parents and
(extended) family, while it is generally acknowledged that
maintaining or creating healthy parent—child or family—child
relationships is important for adolescents’ wellbeing (Arnett,

2015). A trans-religious foster placement may thus also
threaten the right to family life.

Furthermore, children’s right to autonomy (Hannan,
2019) may be jeopardized by placement in a foster family of
a different religion. This is obvious, of course, if foster par-
ents aim for their foster child to adopt their religion, but the
foster child’s right to autonomy may also be infringed as an
unintended effect of the non-matching placement. Children
are always born within a family that practices a specific reli-
gion or has a certain worldview, whether secular or spiritual.
In a liberal society, when children mature, they are expected
to have the freedom to decide what values they want to live
by for themselves (Hannan, 2019).

Yet, as Will Kymlicka (1995) has argued, for people from
minority cultures and religions to have a real choice, they
need to have access to their religious culture as a full context
of choice. Visible behavioral models seem key to creating
such a context, since studies have shown that intergener-
ational transmission of religious beliefs is more likely to
occur if children are shown concrete daily religious exam-
ples (Vermeer, 2014). Underpinning social learning theory
(Bandura & McClelland, 1977), observation and imitation
of what educators offer regarding religion is key in religious
socialization, especially in younger children. However, foster
families with a different religion or worldview than their
foster children will continue their religious praxis as they
did before the arrival of those children. If foster children see
only performances of religious practices and attendance in
the religious tradition of their foster family, it becomes more
difficult for them to choose to abide by another religion, for
instance that of their birth parents. Thus, living in a foster
family that practices a different religion or no religion at all,
while not seeing one’s original religious culture similarly
endorsed, creates an unbalanced context of choice for foster
children (Pitcher & Jaffar, 2018).

While there are arguments against placing children in a
foster family of another religion, there is also an argument
for doing so. Arguably, if a religiously matched foster family
is unavailable or not considered to be suitable, an affection-
ate and stable religiously non-matched family may be pre-
ferred over a placement in a residential home or a temporary
placement in foster care while waiting for a religious match
(Smith, 1996; Zeijlmans et al., 2017). Rushton and Min-
nis (2008) found that multiple placements, as well as resi-
dential care (compared to foster care), are associated with
decreased psychosocial health. Hence, whether it is better
for the child’s wellbeing to be quickly placed in a religiously
non-matching foster family or stay longer in residential care
awaiting a match constitutes a serious moral dilemma with
extensive consequences for children.

Next, it is relevant to address birth parents and their take
on religion, as in many cases they will remain (partially)
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involved in the lives of their children. Birth parents who
have custody have the legal right to make and be involved in
decisions about the type of religious education their children
receive, even when the latter are placed outside their home
(e.g., Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), Art.
26. 3; CRC, Art. 14. 2; cf. Kilkelly, 2009). Greater emphasis
is placed on this right when it concerns children of parents
with a religious-minority background, since the protection
of ethnoreligious minority groups is also emphasized in
the CRC, in Article 30. Jurisprudence in the Netherlands-
observed in court cases around religious diversity and foster
care- demonstrates that article 30 of the CRC is interpreted
as having access to religion or religious infrastructure rather
than the right to full continuity of religious socialization
from birth parents (Jonker et al., 2015). An important ethical
perspective which has influenced the legal framework in the
Netherlands (and beyond) around religion and foster care in
this respect, is the notion that birth parents should be able
to exercise influence on the type of religious knowledge and
practices that their child is introduced to. Simultaneously,
the birth parents cannot determine the extent to which the
child will submit to religious ideas and practices.

In addition, the foster parents’ religious interests are rel-
evant here, as their behavior will influence foster children’s
development. Foster parents have the right to be able to
pursue their own religious beliefs (and praxis), even when
a foster child enters their home (e.g., UDHR, Article 18).
When foster children are exempted from attending a place
of worship, such as a church, this may create tensions with
their biological children. Their biological children may start
questioning the need for the religious praxis required by the
parents, complicating parents’ ability to perform their reli-
gious socialization ideas.

Method

The Context of the Current Study: Foster Care
in the Netherlands and the Dutch Religious
Landscape

In 2019, there were 23,272 minors in family foster care
in the Netherlands out of a Dutch youth population (less
than 18 years old) of approximately 3.5 million. In the
same year, about half the foster children (52%) were in kin-
ship foster care, and 45% of foster care placements lasted
longer than 12 months. Most longer-term foster care place-
ments in the Netherlands become permanent placements,
since birth parents are perceived to be unable to provide a
healthy psychosocial environment for children. However,
a reunification can still be decided on at any time during
long-term foster care, as both severance of parental rights
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and the adoption of a child in care are not very common in
the Netherlands.

Examining the religious landscape of the Netherlands
shows that it is among those western nations that have seen
decreasing membership of mainstream Christian churches
alongside increasing religious diversity due to immigration
(Kennedy & Zwemer, 2010; Kregting et al., 2018; Meyer,
2018). Approximately 35% of the Dutch population is Chris-
tian (mainstream/orthodox Protestant as well as Catholic),
almost 5% is Muslim, about 40% does not see itself as reli-
gious, a further 10% describes itself as spiritual, and 10%
does not know (Netherlands Statistics, 2020). The increas-
ing religious diversity in the Netherlands is also visible
in the population of foster children, where children with
intersecting ethnic and religious-minority backgrounds are
overrepresented (Bellaart & Day, 2015). Due to the increas-
ing religious heterogeneity of the Dutch population and the
difficulties faced by foster care agencies in attracting foster
families from a minority-religion background, many foster
children live with religiously non-matched foster families
(Day & Bellaart, 2015).

Data and Sampling

The final sample for this study comprised of 10 cases: seven
foster child/foster parent dyads (i.e., 14 interviews) and three
interviews with foster parents only. To arrive at the final
sample of 17 interviews for the current study, we used two
preexisting qualitative datasets (based on interviews). The
overall aim of the first dataset (built by the first and third
authors, and labelled Roots are Powerful) was to explore
the ethnocultural identity development of transculturally-
placed foster children in the Netherlands, and religion was
mentioned in multiple cases. The project which produced
the first dataset included 16 ethnic minority foster children
and ethnic majority foster parent dyads in the Netherlands.
The current study used purposeful sampling (Palinkas et al.,
2015) and selected cases from the first dataset if they (1)
concerned a trans-religious foster care placement and (2)
provided informed consent to the request for their archived
data to be used for the purpose of this study. This process
resulted in six cases from the project which produced the
first dataset being used in the current study (five foster par-
ent/foster child dyads and one interview with a foster parent
only; hence, 11 interviews).

A second preexisting dataset was built by a group of
graduate students studying Social Work, under the supervi-
sion of the third author, for the purpose of examining the
religious identities of trans-religiously placed foster chil-
dren. We included four cases from the total 12 cases in
the second dataset (three dyadic interviews and one foster
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parent interview), who could be re-contacted and provided
informed consent for their data to be used for the current
study.

Considering the political sensitivity regarding minority
ethnicities and religions, relatively few foster care organiza-
tions, professionals, and parents were willing to participate
in the study, resulting in a relatively small sample. Neverthe-
less, considering the paucity of research on foster care and
trans-religious placements, we assume the current study can
make a contribution.

All participants were placed in non-kinship long-term
foster care and had been living with their current foster fam-
ily for more than half a year. Most (seven out of 10) foster
children were ethnic minorities placed in a foster family with
an ethnic majority background. One ethnic minority foster
child lived with a foster family that had an ethnic minority
background, but a different one from the child. One ethnic
minority foster child lived with an ethnically and religiously
matched family (albeit a less orthodox version of their faith).
All ethnic minority children were immigrants of the second
or third generation; their backgrounds included Moroccan,
Turkish, Somalian, South Asian, Antillean, and Indonesian.
Finally, one foster child was a majority Dutch foster child.
Three foster families had a Christian faith; in two cases,
this concerned an orthodox Protestant faith and in one case,
Catholicism. Two foster families had an Islamic faith. Five
foster families did not have faith.

All foster children in this sample (n=10) were
between 12 and 17 years old, and the majority (n=6)
were in their early adolescence (aged 12—14). Eight birth
families of the foster children had a Muslim, Hindu, or
Christian faith; two birth families did not identify with
a faith. Seven foster children had (some) contact with
their parent(s). The age at which the foster children were
placed in the foster family where they were living dur-
ing the interview varied across cases; this could be from
infancy up to 12 years old.

Recruitment and Procedure

In the Roots are Powerful project, the third author found
foster care workers working for nine foster care organiza-
tions to assist with recruitment. In the smaller project, foster
care workers were recruited via two Social Work internship
graduate students. Foster care workers notified foster fami-
lies with an information letter addressed to the foster youth,
foster parents, and birth parents (who in some cases had cus-
tody). Approximately half of the participants were included
via this strategy, and others via snowball sampling, a call on
social media, and a foster parent website. Interviews were
collected between the fall of 2016 and the winter of 2017
and lasted 45 min to 1.5 h. The longer interviews tended to

be with the foster parents. The study received Institutional
Review Board approval in the fall of 2016.

Interview Instruments

All the interviews were held with a narrative focus and in
a semi-structured fashion (Hiles & Cermak, 2008). Narra-
tive-pointed questions were applied in a way that invited
participants to narrate stories and provide examples and
illustrations from their lives. The main topics of the inter-
view protocol in the Roots are Powerful project focused on
ethnicity and culture regarding foster children’s identity.
However, without probing by the interviewer, religion was
also discussed by the participants included in this study.
An example of an interview question was: “Do you feel
you belong [to a group, to a community]? Subsequently
the interviewer enquired after both ethnic and religious
belonging. The interviewer asked follow-up questions that
were key to the current study, for example what praxis
children adhered to, what meaning it conveyed, if the way
religion was addressed in the foster home was different
from what they had been used to, and if it was different
from how their parents currently practiced their religion.
In the second research project that focused primarily on
religion, religious shift, and religious identity. An exam-
ple of a question in the interview with foster parents was:
“Did [foster child] ask you any questions to you about your
faith? If so, what questions?”.

Analysis

Interviews were transcribed verbatim, and transcripts were
first read by the first and third authors in their entirety. The
first author then selected relevant transcript excerpts (i.e.,
fragments regarding religion) and stored them in a Word
document; they were then checked for relevance by the
second and third author. Subsequently, we used a deduc-
tive analytical approach. This means that the second and
third authors were instructed by the first author to examine
whether and which moral dilemmas existed in the cases
related to the excerpts about religion; they were told to
remain mindful of a potential lack of such dilemmas. Next,
a qualitative thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006) of
all the collected excerpts was performed within and across
cases. In this analysis, the first author read the excerpts
again and suggested theme identification of five moral
dilemma to the second and third author. Again, theme
identification concentrated on retrieving significant moral
topics present in trans-religious foster care. Through dia-
logues and discussion between the first three authors, these
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five themes of moral dilemmas related to religion were
discussed, interpreted and redefined. When consensus was
reached among the first three authors, their interpretations
were described in a draft of our result section, which was
carefully checked by the fourth and fifth author for coher-
ence and potential bias and adjusted where needed.

Results

Five Ethical Dilemmas Related to Religious
Differences Found in A Sample of Foster Children
Placed in A Non-matched Foster Family

The Interplay of Religious Ties and Pressure from Foster
Parents and Birth Parents

A noted theme among approximately half of the dyads
concerned (mild) pressure from parents on their children
due to religious differences between them and the fos-
ter family. Some of these foster children were explicitly
asked by their birth parents to abide by or rejuvenate their
involvement with the religious praxis of their birth fam-
ily. According to their foster parents, some of these foster
children seemed to engage in these praxes or traditions not
through religious conviction, but not to lose their parental
affection. Foster children mentioned that when they visited
their parents, their parents seemed to be worried that they
would or had lost their religion and would remind them
of what was important in their faith or instructed them
to adhere to specific praxes they perceived as important.
For example, a Muslim parent would remind their child
(Hicham) to observe daily prayers, engage in reading reli-
gious texts, and start learning or maintaining the language
needed for this (such as Arabic for Islamic lessons). An
additional example of the impact of pressure from birth
parents concerning religion is Navneet. Navneet’s birth
mother wanted him to follow Hindu dietary restrictions
(e.g., no beef or pork). Navneet’s foster parents stated that
he followed the Hindu dietary restrictions, not because
he believed in these religious rationales but because he
wanted to protect his foster parents from criticism from
his mother that they were inept as parents. From these
situations, where foster children are torn between their
loyalty toward their parent and their foster family, it can be
expected that these challenges are likely to be detrimental
to their identity development and feelings of authenticity.
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Accommodation of, Versus Objection to, the Faith
of the Birth Family by the Foster Family

Minority parents would often make religious requests or
give religious reminders to their child or the foster parents.
Responses to these requests among foster parents varied.
When it concerned a praxis they found relatively easy to
accommodate (e.g., dietary restrictions regarding meat)
and which did not seem to clash with key components of
their faith or worldview, foster parents would mostly try
to accommodate these religious requests. However, when
there was a request for a religious praxis that foster parents
perceived as conflicting with the key features of their faith,
they would refrain from accommodating it. An example
is the case of the aforementioned Hindu boy, Navneet.
Navneet’s foster parent stated:

Navneet’s mother wants to bring Hindu rituals into our
home. Then I say, that’s where we draw the line. That
is not happening. Across the street from us, there is a
Hindu family and they have a Hindu shrine. He is wel-
come to use theirs, but we don’t want it in our home.
This is, and will remain, a Christian home.

Furthermore, the foster father obliged Navneet to also
attend Christian church each Sunday. In this example the
religious interest of the foster parents took priority over and
restricted the religious freedom of the foster child. Navneet
was not given the freedom to choose whether he wanted to
participate in the religion of the foster family, and the foster
family set limits to the extent he was allowed to express
his original religion. Here, the child’s right to autonomy is
challenged.

Religious dilemmas also emerged regarding the topic of
whether and how religious minority socialization for trans-
religiously placed foster children would need to be arranged.
In a few cases, majority Dutch foster parents mentioned
that they did not want to familiarize their foster children
with Islam or Hinduism, as the only true faith for them was
Christianity. Other foster parents, particularly those without
a faith, thought it was useful for there to be some form of
minority-religion socialization but said they felt ill-equipped
to carry out this task. They therefore tried to facilitate reli-
gious socialization processes by buying religious holy books
(e.g., the Qur’an) for the children or reaching out to external
parties. For example, a foster parent explained how she had
reached out to the city council to ask if there was a Muslim
person in their area who would be willing to help out with
Islamic socialization. However, from the foster children’s
stories, it proved quite difficult for Muslim or Hindu children
to fully immerse themselves in Islam or Hinduism when they
were living in a family without a religion. For example, abid-
ing by Islamic praxis, such as five daily prayers, fasting, or
learning Arabic for Qur’an reading, was hard when nobody
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else in their family shared this interest. This situation shows
the profound challenges in religious identity formation that
exist even when foster parents are willing and trying to live
up to the article in the Convention on the rights of the child
(1989) that emphasizes religious continuity during out-of-
home placements.

In one case, a Muslim foster child from an orthodox
Islamic family was placed in a liberal Muslim foster fam-
ily. He was critical of his foster mother, who would carry
out activities on her own and also ask him to perform
household chores. He perceived these actions and requests
as conflicting with the proper ethnoreligious-inspired gen-
der roles he had learned in his birth family. His foster
mother responded with a lesson about gender equality
and told him that in her family, differences between men
and women did not exist. It was unclear whether the boy
agreed.

How Adherence to the New Faith of the Foster Family
Influences the Foster Child’s Relationship with Their Birth
Family

Almost all foster children who had a foster family with a
religion that was new to them seemed to have gradually
adopted the faith of their foster family (even when they
had been raised with a different or no faith in their birth
family). For example, a South Asian-Dutch boy, Anish,
who had not been brought up with a faith in his birth fam-
ily, said: “And yes... I believe (in God) now... if you hear
stories from the bible, and if you want to stay in a Chris-
tian family... yes, then you will gradually start believ-
ing.” This seemed to be the result of foster children simply
joining in with “normal” family life, a common practice
in foster care. Nevertheless, a need to blend in with their
new family (i.e., the foster family) stimulated the adoption
and maintenance of the new faith. For instance, a Chris-
tian foster mother explained how their non-religious foster
child had wanted to join their religious family praxis of
Christian prayers before going to sleep, as this was a fam-
ily ritual and she wanted to be part of the family.

Our empirical data also showed a few examples of a
communication breakdown related to religious issues or
adolescents who started to perceive their birth parents as
living a morally questionable life. For example, a foster
child living with a conservative Protestant family (Bianca)
gradually adopted a belief system corresponding with
conservative Protestantism. This influenced her relation-
ship with her birth mother, whom she visited regularly.
Bianca started questioning her parents’ substance abuse,
for instance: “My foster parents asked me: What do you
want do with your life? Do you want your life to go astray

and messed up, or do you want do good?” Moreover, the
birth mother had given Bianca jewelry with perceived
“supernatural protective powers”; however, after she had
discussed with her foster parents that only God can help
you, rather than a material object, Bianca discarded the
jewelry. This example shows the social gap emerging
between children and their parents due to the adoption of
the foster family faith. Furthermore, even in cases (also
present in our datasets) where little or no contact existed
between the foster child and birth family, it can be sus-
pected that adoption of the foster family’s faith may hinder
future attempts by either the birth family or the foster child
to reinitiate contact.

Religious Identity Searches and the Need for Belonging
Regarding Ethnoreligious Boundary Drawing

Another topic that emerged concerned ethnic-minority fos-
ter children with a minority religion (in the cases retrieved,
Islam) who lived with non-religious Dutch majority fami-
lies and started to actively search for their religious identity
in adolescence. These searches seemed to be influenced
by an awareness of their ethnoreligious “differences” from
their foster family and their desire to connect or reconnect
with their ethnoreligious peers. In children’s perceptions,
their ethnic and religious identity often coincide. However,
some foster children were perceived by their Muslim and
co-ethnic peers, or even by extended family members, as
inadequate or “fake” Muslims because they usually did not
engage in all Islamic praxis, unlike their same-ethnoreligious
peers or (extended) family. To illustrate, sometimes peers or
extended family members pointed out to our informants (i.e.
foster children) that did not qualify as Muslims because they
chose not to abide by certain praxis: As a Somali-Dutch girl
(Amira) explained:

It is hard... most the children at school are Muslim,
and they expect me to follow the (Islamic) rules... and
I say, well, I don’t follow them, or well, I follow them
in my own way (...) for example, soon it will be Eid
(Islamic fasting), and many children in my class will
join (the fasting)... but I am not sure if I want to, and
then they see you as not a good Muslim.

Additional examples consisted of birth parents being dis-
appointed that their children could not cite the Qur’an, or,
in the case of a Muslim girl, the birth family argued that she
trespassed Islamic chastity codes by socializing with male
school peers. These examples show that a trans-religious
placement can pose additional challenges for foster children
and become a source of identity conflict for them. Hence,
in trans-religious foster placements, there is a risk that the
child’s right to belong to their religious (and ethnic) birth
group is negatively impacted by their rejection on religious
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grounds by members of their religious community of origin.
Thus, the question arises of whether and how the impact of
this rejection can be alleviated, considering foster children
are a potentially vulnerable group due to severe childhood
adversities. In most of these cases, foster parents of a major-
ity background were either unaware of these issues or did not
seem to know how to respond to them.

Religious Traditions that Impact Bodily Integrity and Their
Negotiation by Foster Parents, Birth Parents, and Foster
Care Agencies

Foster parents and birth parents could also disagree on reli-
gious rituals in which the birth parents wanted to involve
their children but which raised concern among foster par-
ents regarding the children’s wellbeing. This situation, too,
could create moral dilemmas. For example, in one case,
foster parents stated that the Muslim mother of their foster
child, Nesrin, wanted to have him circumcised for religious
reasons when he was young, while the foster parents were
against this practice, as they perceived this would violate his
physical integrity. However, this was solved by the law on
youth care. As the mother still had custody over the child,
the foster parents had to comply with her wishes. Another
case concerned the foster mother of Naima, a child of North
African origin, who feared that his birth family would want
the girl to be genitally cut, this being a common practice in
their native country. Naima’s foster mother put pressure on
the foster agency to initiate a conversation with family to dis-
cuss and forbid this and then found that the parents said they
had no intention of having Naima genitally cut. This reas-
sured the foster mother, yet she was dismayed because she
was the one who had to push the foster care agency to act.

Discussion

Through empirical examination, this study has identified and
unpacked five moral dilemmas present in trans-religious fos-
ter care placements: (1) pressure from birth parents and fos-
ter parents to abide by their religious praxis; (2) objections
from the foster family to the faith of the birth family; (3) a
switch to the faith of the foster family by the foster child;
(4) challenges to the religious identity searches of foster
children due to ethnoreligious boundary drawing between
majority and minority groups; and (5) the impact of reli-
gious traditions on the bodily integrity of foster children. We
now discuss these dilemmas regarding ethical arguments to
disentangle how the best interests of foster children grow-
ing up in a religiously non-matched placement can be safe-
guarded to provide them with healthy identity development.
As stated previously, we prioritize children’s interests over
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those of other stakeholders (birth parents and foster par-
ents), although we also take the latter into account in our
discussion.

First, our data showed that trans-religious placements
may create pressure on foster children from birth parents or
foster parents regarding abiding by religious praxis. Such
pressure resulted in children attempting to be sensitive to the
religious requests or praxes of both types of families. The
religious requests and accompanying praxes of two fami-
lies cannot always be easily reconciled. These complexities,
influenced by religious differences, relate back to an exten-
sive body of literature underpinning how foster children
often worry about “fitting in” with their foster families, a
feeling that may continue long after they arrive (Steenbak-
kers et al., 2018). Many foster children want to blend in more
easily with their foster families and, possibly, their religious
praxis. All children have the basic need to belong to a group
(e.g., primarily the family with which they live) where they
feel emotionally safe. However, foster children exhibit loyal-
ties to their birth parents, even when they have received lit-
tle protection and emotional support from them (Van Holen
et al., 2020). It would be unfortunate if religious pressures
from birth and foster families contribute to loyalty conflicts,
as such conflicts are in turn associated with emotional and
behavioral problems (Leathers, 2003). Hence, additional
strains on the relationship with their birth parent(s) due to
religious differences involved in trans-religious placement
should be avoided.

A second dilemma we identified concerned tensions
between the foster family’s accommodation of, versus objec-
tion to, the faith of the birth family and how this impacts a
foster child’s identity and wellbeing. We found an example
of a Hindu boy living in a Christian host family that for-
bade religious Hindu objects in their house, and a Christian
family that disapproved of the jewelry the birthmother had
given the child as a present. The birthmother of the Hindu
boy keenly monitored his religious devotion, rendering it
questionable whether such a match is recommendable in
regard to a smooth identity development of the child. These
cases seem to suggest that opting for the same religion is a
safer and better match. Nevertheless, another case which
emerged from our data was an ethnic and apparent religious
match (both Muslim, with the same ethnic minority back-
ground). However, the foster child came from a birth family
with an orthodox Islamic praxis, while the foster parents
were more liberal Muslims. This circumstance underpins
the work of Vertovec (2007), who showed that the ethnore-
ligious composition of immigrant populations in urban areas
in the west has become “superdiverse” (Scholten et al., 2019;
Vertovec, 2007). Due to an increasing variety of identity
markers among immigrant populations (e.g., social class
status, migration history, rural versus urban origin, gender,



Moral Dilemmas in Foster Care Due to Religious Differences Between Birth Parents, Foster Parents, ... 819

religious subgroups), these populations have witnessed
“diversification of their diversity”. Among young Muslims
(as well as Christians), new pedagogies have emerged that
emphasize personal conviction and piety, through which
young people distinguish themselves from older genera-
tions within these faith traditions (Beekers, 2014). Thus,
the notion of religious matching is more complicated than
it seems at first sight. Even when religious backgrounds ini-
tially seem to correspond, further investigation is needed
and, if differences prove to be present, ways to handle them
should be discussed with the parents and foster family.

A third moral dilemma we found concerned children’s
adoption of the new faith of the foster family vis-a-vis their
relationship with the birth family. All foster children in our
study who had moved to a foster family with a different
religion had adopted the new faith of their foster family or
showed a keen interest in it. If participating in the foster
family’s religious traditions means the child adopting a new
religion, this likely leads to social distancing between them
and their birth parents, which may induce a breakdown in
communication. This outcome does not benefit the child’s
wellbeing. We found evidence in the cases studied here of
pressure from birth families as well as foster parents based
on their religion. These pressure mechanisms may be detri-
mental to a foster child’s wellbeing.

Furthermore, the question arises of whether foster chil-
dren who adopt a new faith (i.e., that of their foster fam-
ily) truly do so of their own free choice, as prescribed by
Article 14 of the Covenant of the Civil and Political Rights
of Children (Kilkelly, 2014), for which the Netherlands has
declared its support. Some foster children may grow up in
a limited context of choice—one that does not match what
Kymlicka (1995) suggested is necessary for minorities to
have a real option for choice. This outcome was particularly
likely when the foster family pressured the child to follow
their religious customs, such as attending church, while not
giving the child space to, or not stimulating the child to keep
up with, the birth parents’ religion. A further complication
is that this situation concerns minors who, traditionally, are
believed to be not yet capable of autonomy. However, this
idea is rapidly changing, as evidenced by different areas of
law in which children have been given more right to decide
for themselves than in the past, particularly in the case of
adolescents (Hannan, 2019). Thus, based on these argu-
ments, giving full attention to a foster child’s voice would
mean that foster parents should respect the foster child, who
may want to continue adhering to the same religious (or
atheist) beliefs that he or she was raised with, or, if he or
she wishes, choose not to be religious any more or adopt a
new faith (that may be different from that of his or her foster
family). Nevertheless, the minors in our sample, even though
they were predominantly adolescents (age 12 and older),

were placed in their foster families when they were children
(age < 10 years), which is rather common among foster chil-
dren. This fact complicates a straightforward understand-
ing of their degree of self-autonomy as adolescents in foster
care.

A fourth dilemma that we described in our results con-
cerned religious identity searches (originating from a need
for belonging) amid ethnoreligious boundary drawing.
Identity questions—such as “who am I?” and “where do
I belong?”—are always present in adolescence; however,
trans-ethnoreligious placements may precipitate these ques-
tions in particular. We found evidence that when the ethnic
and religious identities of foster children overlapped, as it
does among Moroccan and Turkish Muslims in the Neth-
erlands (Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2014), these children
were prone to be scrutinized and mocked as fake Muslims
by same-ethnic peers or their extended family. Anti-Muslim
sentiment in society, and the corresponding defensiveness
within Muslim communities, has induced ethnoreligious
boundary drawing between “Us and Them” (Van Bergen
et al., 2017). A Muslim foster child who is removed from
their ethnoreligious community faces double jeopardy:
Islamophobia from the mainstream, and social exclusion
by their ethnoreligious minority group. These affronts are
additional burdens on their already complex identities as
foster children (Degener et al., 2020; Pitcher & Jaffar, 2018).
Furthermore, our data showed that the foster children in this
situation also seemed to be without foster family resources
that could provide a defense against such ethnoreligious
exclusion.

A final dilemma observed concerned religious traditions
that impact bodily integrity and how managing these chal-
lenged foster parents, birth parents, and foster care agencies.
We found cases of fear of practices threatening the physical
integrity of the child. Jurisdiction can provide some answers
to these dilemmas. If parents are still legal guardians, they
can decide on male circumcision, since this practice is not
illegal in the Netherlands (and other European countries).

Limitations and Recommendations for Practice
and Policy

We did not have direct access to birth parents’ views of these
dilemmas regarding religious differences, as interviewing
them proved difficult. Furthermore, the study had a relatively
small sample size built from combining relevant interviews
from archived datasets. Therefore, it is uncertain whether
the saturation principles in qualitative studies have been met
(Hiles & Cermak, 2008).

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study has demon-
strated that examining the religious identities and praxis of
the child, birth family, and foster family should be part of
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the matching process before placement, and thus be a part
of foster care workers’ casework. Also, during placement,
foster care workers should find out how the topic of religion
has unfolded in the lives of all the parties involved, starting
with the foster child. Furthermore, increased awareness and
sensitivity are needed among foster parents regarding the
pressure they put concerning religious adherence on fos-
ter children in trans-religious placements, as this can feed
loyalty conflicts with birth parents. Foster parents should
carefully navigate their desire to have the foster child par-
ticipate in their religious praxis, as they should be mindful
of not adding to the potential conflict of loyalty felt by the
child. Additionally, ethnoreligious minority children need
assistance with the double jeopardy of boundary drawing
by in-and-out groups (Islamophobia and mistrust by minor-
ity groups). A recommendation regarding this would be for
foster parents to seek out minority religious communities
and religious peers, who are accepting their foster children,
and inform them that they are Muslims, and others are not
to be the judges of their religious identities.

Conclusion

In this study, we addressed moral dilemmas around how reli-
gion should be weighted in trans-religious foster care place-
ments to provide foster children with healthy identity devel-
opment. When moral dilemmas turn into conflicts, three
guiding principles are relevant. First, foster children are
entitled to expect reasonable efforts are made to accommo-
date their religious interests, especially older children (e.g.,
adolescents). Second, legal parents (often birth parents) are
entitled to expect foster parents to make reasonable efforts
to accommodate their religious preferences with regard to
their children, especially with short-term placements. Third,
foster parents should make reasonable efforts to accommo-
date the religious preferences of foster children and the legal
parents if doing so does not infringe upon their own religious
interests. In this paper, we particularly emphasize the foster
child’s perspective.

We conclude that it is in the child’s best interests to have
a foster family that, when making (some) religious choices
on their behalf, is sensitive to the dynamic process whereby
their personality and identity develop in relation to their reli-
gious ideas and beliefs. This implies that foster parents need
to support the process of religious reflection and religious
self-determinism in their foster children, especially when
they enter adolescence. Furthermore, children have the right
to be heard and informed about the religious praxis and con-
viction of their foster family before and during a placement,
and this aspect is currently not given enough focus in Dutch
foster care (Kilkelly, 2014; Pastor et al., 2020; Zeijlmans
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et al., 2017). Granting foster children these rights and being
mindful of religious self-determinism is a concretization of
their freedom of thought, conscience, and religion (Conven-
tion on the rights of the child, 1989).
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