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Abstract
This article reports on one of the objectives of a larger study aiming at the development of an adolescent risk-behavior man-
agement program for foster parents. The objective relevant to this article entailed the exploration of parenting behaviors and 
attitudes of parents fostering adolescents presenting with risk behavior. The respondents were recruited from the clientele 
of designated welfare organizations in the North West Province of South Africa. A quantitative survey using the multi-
dimensional Parental Style Dimension Questionnaire (PSDQ) was administered to a purposive sample of 150 respondents. 
A response rate of 64.5% was achieved, with only foster mothers participating in the study. Data analysis was done by the 
Statistical Consultation Services of the North-West University (Potchefstroom Campus) using IBM SPSS Statistics Version 
25, Release 25.0 SPSS. In addition, T-Tests and ANOVAs were used to test the hypothesis at a 0.05 level of significance 
and Spearman’s correlations examine correlations between sub-scale scores and biographical data. Sub-scales of the PSDQ 
were tested for internal consistency reliability and reasonable coefficients were rendered, except for the permissive parenting 
style scale that was excluded from analysis. The results showed a significant, positive correlation between authoritative and 
authoritarian parenting styles amongst the respondents. Parental attitudes and responses to risk behavior significantly affected 
their actual behavior towards fostered adolescents presenting with risk behavior. The researchers concluded that consideration 
of parenting styles in the foster care relationship context will greatly determine the nature of further interventions.
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Foster parents are generally more comfortable fostering 
younger children (Carter, 2013; Tunno, 2015; Zuniga, 2012), 
and when most adolescents enter foster care with severe 
emotional scars from early childhood trauma, they require 
more than just caring (Escobar et al., 2014).

In South Africa, research shows that there is an increase 
in the number of adolescents entering the foster care system 
(Mosimege, 2017; Van der Westhuizen et al., 2014). Ado-
lescence is generally being characterised by difficulties and 
can be a daunting experience for fostered adolescents who 

have experienced a chaotic upbringing during their early 
years of life (Escobar et al., 2014). Being fostered can raise 
much deeper questions and concerns about identity, belong-
ing, and attachment (Coleman et al., 2016). Further studies 
conducted in South Africa pertaining to adolescents in foster 
care, suggest that limited or lack of knowledge in addressing 
both foster parents’ and adolescents’ needs in foster care is 
one of the main challenges facing the welfare system (Bester, 
2014; Carter, 2013; De Jager, 2011). Most of these stud-
ies support the notion that efforts should be made to create 
opportunities to increase foster parents’ capacity to handle 
adolescents in their care, specifically those presenting with 
risk behavior. Adolescents in foster care are more prone to 
presenting risk behavior, which, if not attended to, may have 
long-term, negative consequences for these adolescents and 
society at large (Farineau, 2016; White, 2015). Negative 
consequences can manifest externally in deviance, impul-
siveness, or aggression, while internally in behaviors such 
as withdrawal, anxiety, suicidal ideation, or self-destruction 
(Sanders & Morawska, 2014).
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Sanders and Morawska (2014) are of the opinion that par-
enting practices have an influence on several life domains of 
the development of adolescents. Positive attachment experi-
ences can positively influence the development of adoles-
cents with regard to self-reliance, emotional regulation, and 
pro-social behavior (Fisher, 2014; Sroufe, 2005). However, 
despite the large of empirical evidence available on foster 
parenting, few international studies have been published on 
understanding the experiences of parents fostering adoles-
cents presenting with risky behavior (Brown et al., 2013; 
Mnisi & Botha, 2016). Even less evidence is available on the 
attitudes of foster parents towards risk behavior presented 
by adolescents in their care (Albertos et al., 2016). Studies 
by researchers, such as Blakey et al. (2012); Holtan et al. 
(2013); and Mnisi and Botha (2016) point out that foster 
parents’ attitude and lack of effective parenting skills in 
managing the risk behavior of adolescents is one of the con-
tributing factors for most foster care placement disruptions 
or even breakdowns. Against this background, this study 
explored the parental attitude and behavior of foster parents 
in circumstances where risk behavior is experienced.

Literature Contextualization

The contextualization and theoretical underpinning of this 
study involved a substantial literature review during which 
the following key strands in the parenting of fostered ado-
lescents presenting with risk behavior were identified and 
examined: attachment issues; risk behavior in fostered ado-
lescents; parenting behavior and attitude; and parenting 
styles. Each of the strands is briefly discussed below.

Attachment

Attachment theory suggests that the quality of attachment 
in a relationship is influenced and shaped by the character-
istics of the child, the caregiver, and the social environment 
in which the relationship is taking place, and is predictive 
of the child’s future psychological, social, emotional, and 
behavioral functioning (Sroufe, 2005; Uzaina & Srivastava, 
2016; Zastrow et al., 2019). Studies by researchers, such as 
Escobar et al. (2014) and Garcia Quiroga and Hamilton-
Giachitsis (2015), confirmed a correlation between attach-
ment insecurity and behavior problems. The work of Lio-
netti et al. (2015) focused on attachment patterns between 
caregivers and children in institutional care, foster care, and 
adoption. Caregivers, such as foster parents, who experi-
enced insecure attachments were found to be more likely 
to display disorganised attachment behavior and likely 
to exhibit maladaptive parenting styles. These foster par-
ents may find it challenging to open up to emotions, and 
to manage the adolescent’s negative emotions or behavior 

constructively (Mosimege, 2017). In South Africa, there is 
an increase in families experiencing difficulties, such as child 
abuse, violence, gangs, severe poverty, substance abuse, and 
HIV/AIDS infections among adolescents. All these difficul-
ties are likely to influence parents to become overly protec-
tive (Roman et al., 2016; Ward et al, 2015). These aspects 
may also lead parents to approach their parenting role in a 
punitive manner in an attempt to protect their adolescents 
from vulnerabilities perceived by parents as a threat. As a 
result, this might compromise their ability to form a healthy, 
secure attachments with the adolescents. Foster parents, par-
ticularly in South Africa, are typically grandparents who 
lack or have limited skills and knowledge in caring for these 
emotionally and psychologically wounded children (Van der 
Westhuizen et al., 2014). Bester (2014) points out that the 
emotional and psychological protection needs of children 
are neglected, by the foster care system, which leads to an 
increase in risk-behavior amongst adolescents in foster care.

Risk behavior in Fostered Adolescents

There is no single cause for risk behavior, and in most 
instances, the underlying issues surrounding risk behavior 
are often of a diverse nature (Fisher, 2014). Adolescents 
often do not have the skills to self-regulate their emotions, 
especially anger feelings, and are likely to present with risk 
behavior (Forkey et al., 2013; Jackson et al., 2012). Risk 
behavior is targeted because the total functioning and psy-
chosocial well-being of adolescents are jeopardized by it 
(Bester, 2014; Landers et al., 2017; Ohara & Matsuura, 
2016; Tunno, 2015). Even though a substantial amount of 
literature globally shows that parental intervention plays 
a critical role in helping foster parents modify their ado-
lescents’ behavior and improve interaction, there is still a 
need in South Africa to enhance the cognitive, emotional, 
and behavioral responses of foster parents towards parent-
ing adolescents, more so in instances where risk behavior is 
experienced. In South African studies conducted by Ward 
et al. (2015) as well as Wessels et al. (2016), group-based 
parenting programs have been identified as an effective 
way of intervention for parents in general. However, only 
few group-based parenting programs are available in South 
Africa. No evidence was found to support whether such pro-
grams target risk behavior presented by fostered adolescents. 
Moreover, these programs may not be sufficient to build the 
knowledge of foster parents with regards to risk behavior 
or shape their attitudes in terms of their responses to such 
behavior.

Parenting Behavior

Parents are highly influential and as a result, most skills ado-
lescents acquire derive from their interactions with parents 
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and the social environment in which they interact (Sanders 
& Morawska, 2014). The extent and quality of foster par-
ents’ parenting knowledge and attitudes are vital to improve 
development and interaction between parents and adoles-
cents in their care. Thus, insight into parenting behavioral 
patterns and processes shape the expectations of parents, 
and their response to the behavior of their children (Armenta 
& Huerta, 2015). A parenting management style and effec-
tive involvement are pivotal in helping adolescents develop 
pro-social skills, self-controlling responses, and to inter-
nalise behavior standards (Hiramura et al., 2010; Sanders 
& Morawska, 2014). Open, participatory communication; 
problem-centred coping; confidence; and flexibility are iden-
tified as potential indicators of parenting behavior that can 
play a significant role in the management of parental stress 
and can promote family well-being (Symons et al., 2016). 
Therefore, parenting behavior can either be a protective or a 
risk factor (Bester, 2014; Farineau, 2016). Parental behavior 
can either be protective or a risk factor (Farineau, 2016). 
Protective behavior refers to any factor that reduces the 
severity of behavior likely to cause potential harm (Healey 
& Fisher, 2011), whereas risk factors entail the likelihood of 
increasing behavior that usually has negative consequences 
(Bester, 2014; Sanders & Morawska, 2014). In South Africa, 
research on parenting behavior and attitudes is still emerg-
ing, and to date only a few studies were conducted on par-
enting practices and their implications. Even though there 
is training available designed for foster parents on manag-
ing fostered adolescents while in their care, such training 
is often superficial in their approach as they do not address 
the root cause of risk-behavior presented by adolescents and 
explore the attitudes that foster parents hold pertaining to 
risk behavior.

Baumrind (1971), the founder of three global typolo-
gies on parenting dimensions, identified three commonly 
used parenting styles, namely: authoritative, authoritarian, 
and permissive. According to this theory, ‘authoritative 
parents’ tend to have high expectations for good behavior 
and maturity and exhibit a high level of responsiveness 
and warmth. Such parents engage in open discussions and 
encourage adolescents to understand expectations and how 
to make reasonable demands. Adolescents who experience 
this type of parenting tend to adjust well and are likely to 
be resilient (Cain & Combs-Orme, 2013; Firoze & Sathar, 
2018). ‘Authoritarian parents’ have high expectations and 
exhibit low warmth. Such parents use threats, intimida-
tion, and. at times, physical punishment to instil fear in 
their adolescents in order for them to comply. Adolescents 
who experience this style of parenting tend to be anxious, 
withdrawn, and even unhappy (Firoze & Sathar, 2018). 
However, Latouf (2008) reported that the authoritarian 
parenting style was found to toughen adolescents. The 
‘permissive’ parenting style refers to parents who show 

warmth, are nurturing, and exhibit reasonably responsive 
behavior in meeting the physical and emotional needs 
of their adolescents, but without clear expectations and 
boundaries (Firoze & Sathar, 2018). Adolescents that grow 
up with this parenting style are typically laid-back, emo-
tionally immature, and lacking in self-confidence (Nor-
man, 2017).

Results of a South African study by Latouf (2008) show 
that the authoritative parenting style appeared to be ben-
eficial for the emotional regulation of adolescents, as this 
style is associated with enhancing their ability to think inde-
pendently and promoting a sense of resilience. In another 
study by LoveLife (2010) in which 122 parents of adoles-
cents between the ages of 12 to19 years from across different 
provinces in South Africa participated, it was established 
that authoritarian parenting is the main parenting style used 
by most parents across different cultures and ethnic groups. 
However, these results are in contrast to similar studies 
conducted by Latouf (2008), Moyo (2012), and Makwakwa 
(2011) where the authoritative parenting style was identified 
as the predominant parenting style of South African parents. 
Roman et al., (2016, p.5) conducted a study on parenting 
techniques in South Africa, with a bigger sample of 746 
respondents (36% males and 64% females) and found that 
parenting approaches vary significantly between males and 
females. The parenting styles of fathers were found to be 
different in the three ethnic groups, whereas the authorita-
tive style was predominantly used by females, and within the 
different ethnic groups (Roman et al., 2016, p.5). The result 
implies that more research on parental behaviors and atti-
tudes in South Africa is needed, particularly in cases where 
risk behavior is evident.

There has been an increase in recent decades of adoles-
cents entering the South African welfare system, particularly 
within the North West Province. SASSA statistics (2018) 
show that, as of September 2018, the North West Province 
had a total of 34, 636 children in legal foster care. Loca-
tions where the increased number became prominent include 
Dr. Kenneth Kaunda and Dr Ruth Mompati municipal dis-
tricts. The identified districts consist of both semi-urban and 
rural areas, where problems associated with risk behavior 
amongst fostered adolescents have been identified as some 
of the most common problems experienced in these 00com-
munities. This study was therefore interested in assessing 
parents’ attitudes and behavior in caring for adolescents in 
their foster care.

Objective of the Study

The objective of this study was to assess respondents’ 
parental behavior and attitudes based on their self-reported 
responses.
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Method

Research Approach and Design

This study adopted a quantitative approach with the use of a 
cross-sectional descriptive design (Creswell, 2013) to study 
the phenomenon of risk behavior of fostered adolescents 
against the behavior, attitudes, and parental styles of a spe-
cific group of foster parents.

Respondents and Sample Size

The respondents of this study included parents fostering ado-
lescents in the North West Province, South Africa, under 
the supervision of designated welfare organizations. Purpo-
sive sampling was used to ensure those specific characteris-
tics from the demarcated population were isolated (Maree, 
2016). In the recruitment of respondents, the following cri-
teria were applied for sample inclusion:

•	 Respondents had to be registered on the caseload of the 
designated welfare organizations

•	 Respondents had to be fostering adolescents between the 
ages of 14 and 17 years.

•	 Respondents who reported that the adolescents in their 
care were presenting with risk behaviors.

•	 Respondents had to have been fostering the same 
adolescent(s) for at least two years.

Sample Recruitment and Informed Consent

A list of designated welfare organizations rendering foster 
care services in the afore-mentioned districts was obtained, 
and a total of 29 welfare organizations were identified. Dur-
ing initial contact with representatives of these organiza-
tions, it was projected that there would be more than 100 
cases in their caseload likely to meet the sample inclusion 
criteria. This was important in terms of the viability of the 
study to produce statistically meaningful results. The authors 
aimed to recruit as close as possible to 100 respondents 
(Creswell, 2013). A response rate of 50% is considered ade-
quate for analysis and reporting (Rubin & Babbie, 2011). A 
total of 150 questionnaires were issued to respondents who 
met the sample criteria, and 97 were completed, resulting 
in a response rate of 64.6%. The results were statistically 
analysed.

The managers of the identified welfare organizations were 
contacted to request permission to conduct this study at their 
organizations, as well as negotiations to recruit possible 
respondents from their clients. The administrative officers 
of several organizations were asked to serve as mediators. 

Even though they work for targeted organizations, they have 
limited contact with potential respondents and are hence 
the ideal candidates to serve as mediators. They were told 
to approach possible respondents and explain the study’s 
purpose, as well as post advertisements in all participating 
organizations where foster parents may see them. The adver-
tisement provided foster parents with information regarding 
participation in the study as well as what was expected of 
them. An independent person was assigned to get written 
informed consent from respondents interested to participate 
in the study.

Process of Data Collection and Measuring 
Instrument

The Parenting Style Dimension Questionnaire (PSDQ) 
(original version), developed by Robinson et al. (1995) was 
used to collect data via a survey method involving a self-
reported measuring instrument. This study is explorative in 
nature. Field workers were trained to administer the meas-
uring instrument during regular group sessions with foster 
parents in the selected welfare organizations. Sealed boxes 
were made available at the organizations where field workers 
could deposit the completed questionnaires for collection by 
the research team.

The PSDQ focuses on important aspects related to par-
enting skills, including warmth and involvement, reason-
ing, democratic participation, good-natured, verbal hostility, 
corporal punishment, being punitive, directness, lack of fol-
lowing through, ignoring misbehavior, and self-confidence 
(Kimble, 2014; Robinson et al., 1995). In the development 
of the questionnaire, Robinson et al. (1995) were guided 
by Baumrid’s global parenting typologies (i.e., authori-
tarian, authoritative and permissive parenting styles).The 
original version of the PSDQ consists of 62 items in which 
it is expected of respondents to evaluate their own parent-
ing behavior, and choose the most applicable answer on a 
5-point Likert scale, ranging from ‘never’ to ‘always’. The 
original, longer version of the PSDQ was favoured over 
the shorter version consisting of 32 items, because of its 
comprehensiveness and better fit to a South African con-
text. The items are divided into three factors to measure 
authoritarian, authoritative, and permissive parenting styles. 
‘Factor 1’ focuses on the authoritative parenting style and 
consists of 27 items divided into four sub-factors labelled 
as: a) Warmth and involvement (11 items); b) Reasoning/
induction (7 items); c) Democratic participation (5 items); 
and d) Good-natured (4 items). ‘Factor 2’ involves the 
authoritarian parenting style and consists of 16 items with 
four sub-factors labelled as: a) Verbal hostility (4 items); 
b) Corporal punishment (6 items); c) Non-reasoning, puni-
tive strategies (6 items); and d) Directness (4 items). ‘Factor 
3’ is about the permissive parenting style consisting of 19 
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items, and three sub-factors labelled as: a) Lack of following 
through (6 items); b) Ignoring misbehavior (4 items); and 
c) Self-confidence (5 items). There are no negative items in 
the questionnaire, and high scores in each of the factors are 
indicative of a particular parenting style.

The PSDQ was originally designed in English, but Set-
swana was added to the English version for this study to 
allow field workers to explain the questions to respondents 
who did not speak English fluently. The PSDQ was trans-
lated into Setswana by independent, professional language 
experts because the study was conducted in a province where 
Setswana is the most commonly spoken language. After fin-
ishing the translation, it was translated from Setswana back 
into English to ensure maximum content similarity. A sim-
ple, linguistic meaning was maintained, and no items were 
substituted or eliminated.

The PSDQ claims good content validity, assesses impor-
tant components in a relationship, and its internal consist-
ency was assessed with Cronbach’s alpha (Kimble, 2014; 
Robinson et al., 2001). The construct validity of the PSDQ 
in this study was confirmed with confirmatory factor analy-
sis (CFA), and the reliability was confirmed with Cronbach’s 
alpha. Internal consistency reliability in the current study 
was assessed with Cronbach’s alpha, and the outcomes were 
as follows: authoritative (consists of 20 questions: Cron-
bach’s alpha of 0. 86; authoritarian (consists of 20 ques-
tions: Cronbach’s alpha of 0,70); and permissive (consists of 
15 questions: Cronbach’s alpha of 0,39). The results of this 
study is consistent with the results of studies conducted by 
Robinson et al. (1995), Ismaili, (2015) and Kimble (2014). It 
is however, of importance to highlight that our study results 
show very weak dimensions on authoritarian directiveness 
and permissive self.

Data were captured on a computer program (IBM SPSS 
Statistics Version 25, release 25.0) by a statistician for veri-
fication, and were discussed with the researchers (Field, 
2013).

Statistical Analysis

The researchers followed the basic process of quantitative 
data analysis described by Creswell (2013) and implemented 
it as follows:

•	 Data were captured and verified using EPI INFO stat C.S. 
(trends identification in data sets).

•	 PSDQ analyses are conducted through IBM SPSS Statis-
tics Version 25, Release 25.0 (Field, 2013).

•	 Scale properties were established by means of a CFA and 
a reliability analysis by means of Cronbach’s alpha.

•	 Descriptive statistics were calculated to represent the 
data in figures and tables.

•	 T-Tests, ANOVAs, and Spearman’s correlations were 
used to determine if the sub-scale scores could be associ-
ated with the biographical data. Because a random sam-
ple was not used, the results cannot be generalized, and 
p-values are therefore irrelevant. Instead of only report-
ing p-values, Cohen’s D was used to calculate effect sizes 
for the tests in order to identify statistically significant 
differences. Effect sizes of 0.2 and higher were inter-
preted as having a minor but significant effect.

Biographical Information of Respondents

The researchers anticipated that certain respondents’ bio-
graphical information would have an impact on the fos-
ter parent-adolescent relationship and how they deal with 
certain life challenges. This context includes their ethnic-
ity, religious beliefs, age, level of education, employment, 
marital status, and the number of foster children they care 
for. Furthermore, it was necessary to gain insight into the 
fostered adolescents' identifying information, such as gen-
der and ethnicity, as this can provide insight into how foster 
parents navigate their relationships with these adolescents. 
Table 1 summarizes respondents' biographical information.

Results on the PSDQ

Scale Reliability

In this study, Cronbach’s alphas between 0.5 and 0.9 were 
reliable (Mohajan, 2017). Two scale dimensions, Authoritar-
ian directness, and Permissive self-confidence rendered low 
reliability coefficients (0.039 and 0.18) and were discarded 
from further analyses. The descriptive statistics indicated 
that standard deviations on these two dimensions were 0.99 
which indicates significant variations in responding.

Table 2 provides comparisons between parental styles of 
different ethnic groups. The different ethnic groups of the 
respondents were grouped together in Table 2. The ethnic-
ity of respondents was deemed important for the purposes 
of this study because it is likely to influence foster parents’ 
attitudes toward raising and disciplining adolescents. The 
hypothesis that ethnic groups differed regarding the dimen-
sions of the Parental Styles and Dimensions Questionnaire 
was examined by means of one-way ANOVA based on the 
four ethnic groups, Group 1: Tswana, Group 2: Sotho, Group 
3: Coloured and Group 4: other, and the Brown Forsythe 
post-hoc test for evaluating the equality of group variances. 
The Brown Forsythe test shows good robustness against 
many types of non-normal data while it still retains good 
statistical power. This test further relies on the median as 
measure for the underlying distribution of the data. The 
Tukey B post hoc test was used to investigate the exact 
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differences between groups. This test is suitable for unequal 
group comparison and uses the Harmonic mean instead of 
the arithmetic mean. α = 0.05 was used in this instance. Eta 
squared effect sizes were also calculated to further interpret 
between group differences. In these instances Cohen classi-
fies effect sizes of 0.1 as small effect, 0.6 as medium effect 
and 0.14 as a large effect (Pallant, 2016).

A one-way between-groups analysis of variance was 
conducted to explore the impact of ethnic groups on paren-
tal styles, as measured by the Parental Styles Dimensions 
Questionnaire (PSDQ). The ANOVA indicated statistically 
significant differences at the p < 0.05 level for the four ethnic 
groups on the authoritarian–verbal hostility dimension: F 
(3, 96) = 2.818, p = 0.043) and authoritarian–non-reasoning: 
F (3, 96) = 3.333, p = 0.023. According to the above Table, 
ETA Effect size calculations indicated consistently that 
Group 3: Coloured Effect sizes were larger than any of the 
other groups with respect to all the dimensions of the Paren-
tal styles scale. In all these instances the Mean scores for the 
Coloured group was higher than the other groups although 
the difference was small. Regarding authoritative-reasoning 
dimension, the Coloured group was followed by Group 1: 
Tswana ethnic group. The overall lowest Mean scores were 
obtained by Group 2: Sotho ethnic group. In contrast, and 
consistent with the ANOVA result, the practical value in 
terms of ETA effect size of the Coloured group on the corpo-
ral punishment, verbal hostility, and non-reasoning dimen-
sions compared to the other groups, were large. (0.71, 0.71 
and 0.56). The Sotho group (Group 2) on average scored 
the lowest of all the groups on both these dimensions. As 
a result, it is concluded that the Coloured group appeared 
to have overall high levels of positive, warm and participa-
tory parenting styles while also being very strict, hostile 
and unreasonable towards the foster children. The Coloured 
parents had generally positive attitudes towards the fostered 
adolescents in their care, but when things went wrong, they 
were more likely to become enraged with difficult children.

As shown in Table 3 the results of the independent t-test 
that was used to determine and compare the responses of 
respondents according to their marital status. There was a 
significant difference in responses between the married and 
single foster parents. The married foster parents showed 
a higher mean between (4,17 to 4,36) on two of the fac-
tors, namely authoritative warmth, authoritative reasoning 
whereas, the single foster parents showed a higher mean 
score (2,08 to 2,86) on authoritarian non-reasoning. The 
effect size differences of (0,36 to 0,48) showed no practical 
significance. There was no significance difference in terms 
of the geographical location of respondents.

Table  4 shows that there was a strong correlation 
between the age of respondents with regards to authorita-
tive warmth and a negative correlation with authoritative 
verbal hostility. These findings suggest that the older the 

Table 1   Biographical information of respondents

Category Biographical profile of 
respondents

Number of 
respond-
ents

District Town
Dr Ruth Mompati Vryburg 37
Dr Kenneth Kaunda Potchefstroom 34

Klerksdorp 26
Ethnicity Tswana 63

Sotho 13
Xhosa 8
Coloured (mixed race) 11
Other 2

Religious denomination Christian 91
Hinduism 1
Did not disclose 5

Marital status Married 24
Divorced 5
Single 58
Widowed 1
Did not disclose 9

Age 21–49 26
50–64 25
65 and above 46

Level of education Grade 1–7 24
Grade 8–9 15
Grade 10–11 24
Grade 12 23
Did not disclose 11

Employment status Unemployed 53
Employed 16
Part-time employment 1
Receives state grant 16
Self-employed 1
Did not disclose 10

Number of adolescents in foster 
care

1 53
2 24
1 10
4 10

Support system Alone 48
Support from spouse 19
Support from relatives 28
Other means 2

Fostered adolescent’s ethnicity Sotho 61
Tswana 12
Coloured (mixed race) 13
Did not disclose 11

Gender of the fostered adoles-
cent

Male 44
Female 35
Both male and female 16
Did not disclose 2
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Table 2   Descriptive statistics on parental styles among different ethnic groups

* p < .05

Factor Ethnic Group N Mean Std. deviation Effect sizes com-
pared to group1

Effect sizes com-
pared to group 2

compared 
to group 3

1 met 2 met 3 met

Authoritative warmth Tswana 64 3.99 0.84
Sotho 12 3.83 1.17 0.14
Coloured 11 4.34 0.83 0.44 0.44
Other 10 3.98 0.96 0.01 0.13 0.38
Total 97 4.01 0.89

Authoritative reasoning Tswana 64 4.16 0.84
Sotho 12 3.55 0.73 0.72
Coloured 11 4.17 0.80 0.76 0.76
Other 10 4.15 0.97 0.01 0.61 0.01
Total 97 4.09 0.85

Authoritative participation Tswana 64 3.32 1.04
Sotho 12 3.09 0.97 0.22
Coloured 11 3.67 1.074 0.54 0.54
Other 10 3.40 1.31 0.06 0.23 0.21
Total 97 3.34 1.06

Authoritative good natured Tswana 64 3.98 0.97
Sotho 12 3.95 1.02 0.03
Coloured 11 4.27 1.10 0.28 0.28
Other 10 3.86 1.44 0.08 0.06 0.28
Total 97 4.00 1.03

Authoritarian verbal hostility Tswana 64 2.42 1.12
Sotho 12 1.55 0.65 0.78
Coloured 11 2.48 0.91 1.02 1.02
Other 10 2.00 0.84 0.38 0.53 0.53
Total 97 2.28 1.05

Authoritarian corporal punishment Tswana 64 1.56 0.62
Sotho 12 1.23 0.39 0.52
Coloured 11 1.84 0.86 0.71 0.71
Other 10 1.36 0.76 0.26 0.17 0.56
Total 97 1.53 0.65

Table 3   Independent t-test 
regarding marital status, gender, 
and geographical

* p > .05

Married (n = 22) Single (n = 57)

Factors M (SD) M (SD) Effect size
Authoritative warmth 4.1 (0.79) 3.8 (0.98) 0.36
Authoritative reasoning 4.3 (0.67) 3.9 (0.94) 0.48
Authoritative participation 3.4 (0.98) 3.19 (1.13) 0.18
Authoritative good natured 4.1 (1.00) 3.81 (1.11) 0.26
Authoritarian verbal hostility 2.23 (1.05) 2.34 (1.10) 0.10
Authoritarian corporal punishment 1.36 (0.41) 1.47 (0.63) 0.18
Authoritarian non-reasoning 1.80 (0.68) 2.08 (0.74) 0.37
Authoritarian directness 2.79 (1.19) 2.86 (1.08) 0.05
Permissive self-confidence 1.91 (0.93) 2.30 (1.01) 0.39
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foster parents are, the more authoritative warmth, authori-
tative reasoning and authoritative participating they view 
themselves, and the less verbal hostile, non-reasoning and 
permissive self-confidence. Permissive self-confidence 
dimension was very low with an effect size of 0,39. Results 
further showed that the higher educated foster parents are 
the lesser authoritative reasoning and are more hostile. 
The correlation between the number of adolescents in fos-
ter parents’ care is high between authoritative reasoning 
and authoritative participation, and negative in correla-
tion with permissive self-confidence. This suggests that 
the more fostered children in a parent’s care, the more 
authoritative reasoning and participative they regard them-
selves. Foster parents’ period of fostering an adolescent 
show a high correlation between authoritative reasoning 
and authoritative participation. These results suggest that 
respondents’ views on the longer they care for an ado-
lescent, the more authoritative reasoning and participat-
ing and less permissive they are. Respondents with older 
biological children (those over the age of 18 and living 
independently) had a higher mean (3.58 to 3.62) on the 
authoritative parenting style. According to these results, 

respondents are of the view that, the older their children 
were, the less authoritarian they were. Respondents with 
their own younger biological children scored a high mean 
on the authoritarian parenting style (2.46 to 2.86). The 
difference in effect size was significant (0.59 to 0.74). The 
effect size difference for permissive self-confidence was 
0.39, which was statistically significant.

Table 5 shows that the relationship between authoritative 
and authoritarian factors was statistically significant. The 
authoritarian parenting style and the permissive parenting 
style were found to have a significantly high correlation. 
The findings also revealed a negative relationship between 
authoritative parenting style and self-confidence. Verbal hos-
tility correlated positively with non-reasoning, authoritarian 
directness, and corporal punishment, and negatively with 
permissive self-confidence. Corporal punishment was found 
to be associated with permissive self-confidence and verbal 
hostility. There was a link discovered between non-reasoning 
and verbal hostility, corporal punishment, and permissive 
self-confidence. Corporal punishment, self-confidence, ver-
bal hostility, and non-reasoning all had a positive correlation 
with authoritarian directness (Table 6). 

Table 4   The Responses of foster parents on factors: (foster parents’ age, level of education, number of biological children, and period of foster-
ing an adolescent)

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (1 tailed)
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

Factor Foster parent’s age Level of foster par-
ent’s education

Number of bio-
logical children

Number of fos-
tered adolescents

Period of 
fostering ado-
lescents

Authoritative warmth 235*
Authoritative reasoning 318* − 226* .298** .290*
Authoritative good natured/ participation 220* .248* .217*
Authoritative verbal hostility − .240* .242*
Authoritarian non- reasoning − .241*
Authoritative directness − .264*
Permissive self-confidence − .379* − 340**

Table 5   Independent t-test on 
the ages of the respondents’ 
biological children

* p < .05

Younger (0–18 years 
(n = 26)

Older (19 years and 
above) (n = 71)

Factors M (SD) M (SD) Effect size
Authoritative warmth 3.62 (0.91) 4.15 (0.85) 0.59
Authoritative reasoning 3.58 (0.93) 4.27 (0.75) 0.74
Authoritative participation 2.81 (1.11) 3.53 (0.97) 0.64
Authoritative good natured 3,58 (1.13) 4.15 (0.96) 0.50
Authoritarian verbal hostility 2.46 (0.91) 2.21 (1.10) 0.22
Authoritarian corporal punishment 1.46 (0.53) 1.56 (0.69) 0.13
Authoritarian non-rreasoning 1.96 (0.66) 2.05 (0.76) 0.11
Permissive self-confidence 1.91 (0.93) 2.30 (1.01) 0.39
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Discussion

Contemporary research in the fields of adolescence and 
foster care pays attention to the significance of parenting 
by focusing on aspects, such as parenting attitudes, skills, 
values, and a good understanding of the developmental mile-
stones of adolescents (Farineau, 2016; Landers et al., 2017). 
However, few studies have reported on parental attitude and 
behavior towards adolescents presenting with risk behavior 
particularly those in foster care (Sanders & Morawska, 2014; 
Firoze & Sathar, 2018). This study was interested in explor-
ing foster parents’ attitudes and behavior in response to risk 
behavior presented by adolescents in their care. The results 
showed significant differences in parenting attitudes, while 
socio-economic factors and contextual factors appeared to 
have an influence on parents’ attitudes and behavior towards 
the presence of risk behavior in fostered adolescents.

This study’s results corroborate what has been empha-
sized by a number of researchers that parenting in general 
needs to be viewed in the broader context in which the rela-
tionship takes place since these aspects can have an impact 
on parents and subsequently shape their attitudes towards 
parenting. From the biographical information the respond-
ents provided, it was deducted that all the respondents in 
this study were females (foster mothers), and most of them 
were older than 50 years. Most of them reported to be sin-
gle, and fostered adolescents on their own with no other 
means of support. Most respondents reported to be single, 
parenting adolescents on their own with no other means of 
support. The results of our study show that when the fos-
ter parent is single whether with the help of family scored 
low on authoritative warmth whereas those with spouse are 
relatively good regarding warmth. Given the complexities 
associated with parenting in general, having to care for an 

Table 6   Parenting practice dimension questionnaire (PSDQ)—measuring parenting styles: authoritarian, authoritative and permissive

Factor Items number and content Mean Std. deviation Cronbach alpha

Factor 1: Warmth and involvement 1) I encourage the child to talk about the child’s trouble 0.40 0.02 0.86
3) I know the names of my child’s friends
5) I give praise when my child is good
9) I show sympathy when my child is hurt or frustrated
12) I give comfort and understanding when my child is upset
21) I am responsive to my child’s feelings or needs
27) I tell my child that I appreciate what the child tries to accom-

plish
35) I express affection by hugging, kissing and holding my child
39) I apologise to my child when making a mistake in parenting
46) I have warm and intimate times together with my child
16) I tell my child my expectations regarding behavior before the 

child engages in an activity
25) I give my child reasons why rules should be obeyed

Factor 2: reasoning 29) I help my child to understand the impact of behavior by 
encouraging the child to talk about the consequences of his/her 
behavior

0.42 0.03 0.83

42) I talk it over reason with my child when the child misbehaves
53) I explain to my child how I feel about the child’s good and 

bad behavior
58) I explain the consequences of the child’s behavior

Factor 3: Democratic participation 22) I allow my child to give inputs into family rules 0.31 0.01 0.70
31) I take my child’s desires into account before asking the child 

to do something
48) I encourage my child to freely express himself/herself even 

when disagreeing with parents
60) I channel my child’s misbehavior into a more acceptable 

activity
Factor 4: Good natured 7) I joke with and play with my child 0.53 0.01 0.81

14) I am easy going and relaxed with my child
18) I show patience with my child
51) I show respect for my child’s opinions by encouraging my 

child to express him/herself
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adolescent while being a single parent with limited resources 
is likely to have an enormous impact in parenting behavior 
and subsequently on family relations (Zuniga, 2012). This 
suggest that having a spouse is likely to have moderate effect 
in helping a foster parent care for the fostered adolescent. In 
addition, there was small effect size on the foster parents’ 
state of being employed or unemployed. The result, however, 
show that foster parents who are state grant recipient and 
self-employed were better with participation, warmth, less 
punitive towards the adolescents, not hostile and punitive. 
These results are consistent with those reported by (Roman 
et al., 2016; Ward et al., 2015).

Important results in line with the different ethnic groups 
suggest that even though the Coloured respondents show 
good participation, nurture, warmth and reasoning, but in a 
small proportion of the good Coloured foster parents’ cases 
because they are dealing with difficult children, they are 
likely to become hostile. Given this result, it is therefore nec-
essary that the Coloured foster parents be helped to learn not 
to snap under difficult circumstances and be able to deal with 
conflict and difficulties while they remain calm and warm. 
Thus, characteristics of the parents, the child developmental 
stage, and the social environment in which the interactions 
and relationship take place influence parenting attitude and 
behavior (Cain & Combs-Orme, 2013). Understanding these 
these aspects can help social work practitioners on how to 
best design, support and provide needed intervention for 
both the fostered adolescents and parents.

The ability to meet the needs of emotionally wounded 
adolescents in foster care appears to be one of the most diffi-
cult tasks that foster parents might have to master. Continual 
stress may lead to a decline in parenting abilities, which 
may affect the mental and emotional well-being of parents 
and can lead to a maladaptive way of coping. Negative cop-
ing mechanisms can have lasting detrimental effects on the 
nature of the relationship that exists between adolescents and 
their foster parents. Thus, a need for program to assist foster 
parents deal with adolescents presenting with risk behav-
ior is of paramount importance. Foster parents need to be 
equipped with necessary skills and knowledge to help them 
not to snap when they find themselves under difficult situa-
tion enable them under challenging circumstances they may 
encounter while caring for the adolescents. It is therefore 
imperative that parents’ attitude and behavior towards fos-
ter parenting is thoroughly explored to determine necessary 
interventions that are context specific to meet the needs of 
both foster parents and adolescents in their care (Sanders & 
Morawska, 2014).

Another important result was that most of the fostered 
adolescents came from the Sotho ethnic group, while the 
majority of foster parents were from the Tswana ethnic group. 
These results suggest that foster parents do not necessarily 
foster adolescents who come from a similar cultural or ethnic 

background language as theirs. This may be attributed to the 
South African philosophy of “Ubuntu” (I am, because of 
you”). This philosophy encourages the spirit of caring for each 
other as human beings irrespective of our cultural or genetic 
heritage (Roman et al., 2015). It is rather more important given 
the fact that South Africa continue to experience a need of ado-
lescents who require placement in foster care. This philosophy, 
therefore, has the potential to influence foster parents to assess 
and re-think their attitudes towards parenting.

Furthermore, the results showed a correlation between the 
authoritative and authoritarian parenting styles with regard 
to most of the respondents who participated in the study. The 
report on a permissive parenting style was extremely low. 
These findings are consistent with those reported by Roman 
et al. (2016). Most parenting studies show that female par-
ents tend to practice an authoritative parenting style char-
acterised with warmth, nurture, and a strive to create stabil-
ity (Kimble, 2014; Latouf, 2008; Makwakwa, 2011, Moyo, 
2012; Roman et al., 2016).

Conclusion

The results of our study suggest that parenting attitudes and 
behaviors toward fostered adolescents play a significant role 
and may have a negative or positive impact on the well-being 
of both the adolescents and the parents. Parenting practices 
play an important role in the development of adolescents, 
necessitating the use of effective research-based interven-
tions. When foster parents feel empowered to deal with risky 
behavior displayed by adolescents in their care, they will 
gain confidence and develop positive coping strategies.

Limitations

The fact that the study was conducted with a small sample 
can be viewed as a major limitation. It makes it, therefore, 
impossible to generalise the results to the entire popula-
tion of foster parents in the North West Province. It is also 
important to note that even though the study was not limited 
to only female foster parents, respondents turned out to be 
females only. Thus, the gender of respondents can also be 
viewed as an additional limitation of this study. Despite its 
limitation, the outcomes of this study make a significant 
contribution to the existing literature within a South African 
foster care setting.

Future Research

Future research recommend hypothesis testing and replica-
tion of the exploratory results of this study. The sample that 
participated in this study consisted only foster mothers, it 
will therefore be more beneficial for future studies to include 
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foster fathers. In addition, South Africa is a very diverse 
society that consist of different cultural practices, ethnicity, 
language and socio-economic status. All these factors may 
have influence on parents’ attitudes and behavior towards 
parenting and therefore require further exploration. Further-
more, future similar studies to be conducted with adoles-
cents in foster care to ascertain their views on their parent’s 
attitudes and behavior.

Practice Recommendations

Results of the current study have implications for child 
welfare practices. With an increase in older children enter-
ing foster care, there is a need for social work practitioners 
to explore the views and attitudes of foster parents on risk 
behaviors. Obtaining an in-depth understanding, will guide 
practitioners on developing research-based intervention that 
is effective and responsive.
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