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Abstract:   Objective: The aim of the present study was to analyse the 
perceived functionality of the family system in relation to se-
lected socio-demographic characteristics in professional fos-
ter parents.

 Design: Comparative and quantitative research.
  Participants: The research sample consisted of 203 profes-

sional foster parents. 
  Methods: The functionality of the family system was mea-

sured using the Family Adaptability and Cohesion Scale 
- FACES IV. The Family Communication Scale and Family 
Satisfaction Scale was administered to determine communica-
tion and satisfaction with the family system.

Original Article
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Introduction
Professional foster parents provide care for 

children removed from their natural family envi-
ronment. The goal of professional foster parent-
ing is not to establish a long-term relationship 
with the child, but to return the child to his/her 
biological family or to place the child in foster 
care or adoption (Búšová, 2008). When talking 
about professional foster families, it is necessary 
to look at them as a system that is made up of 
professional foster parents, their life partners, 
their biological children and the children placed 
in the professional foster families.  

We take a systems approach to the family, 
which focuses on the processes taking place in 
the family and on the causes of family dysfunc-
tions and difficulties of family members. The 
system provides a set of interconnected cause 
and effect relationships, creating an effective 
model for working with professional foster 
families. If the function of one element in the 
system changes, it can affect the functioning of 
the whole system. Thus, the family functions as 
a system, and therefore experts understand that 
effective work with the family means systemic 
work with the whole family (Gabura, Gažiková, 
2021). According to Minuchin (2003), the pro-
fessional working systemically with the family 

takes into account the whole field of the family 
and does not get carried away with details that 
would limit the perception of other contexts. 
A professional foster family is an open system, 
just like a biological family. The individual ele-
ments of this open system, i.e. the subsystems, 
the family members, are in constant interaction 
(Becvar, Becvar, 2018). 

In our study, we rely on the Olson’s circum-
plex model of the couple and family system. 
This model describes family functioning through 
three basic dimensions - cohesion, adaptability 
and communication (Olson, 1993).

Family cohesion is defined as the physical 
and emotional closeness of family members. 
Cohesion is made up of five levels that range 
from alienated, somewhat interconnected, in-
terconnected, very interconnected, and overly 
interconnected cohesion. According to Olson 
and Gorall (2006), the three middle levels form 
a balanced system and represent the optimal way 
for families to function. The two extreme lev-
els represent an unbalanced system and point to 
problematic family functioning. 

Family adaptability measures the quality and 
expression of roles, rules, organisation, and lead-
ership in the family. A systems understanding of 
the family suggests that families require both sta-

  Results: The results indicate that professional foster parents 
perceive the family system as functioning, healthy, with good 
communication and are satisfied with its functioning. The re-
sults of the statistical analyses did not confirm the associa-
tion between the perceived functionality of the family system 
and the number of biological children, the number of children 
placed in the professional foster family so far and the education 
of the professional foster parent. Men and women differed in 
their perceptions of family cohesion, with women perceiving 
families as more cohesive and family functioning as healthier 
and more functional. As the age of professional foster parents 
increased, the perception of the family as emotionally alienat-
ed and dissatisfaction with functioning of the family increased 
too. The results also indicated that professional foster parents 
living in a partnership/marriage perceived the family system 
as more cohesive than professional foster parents without 
a partner/spouse.

  Conclusion: The results of the research indicate the impor-
tance of understanding the family system of professional 
foster families and are relevant to the effective application of 
a systems approach by social workers when working with pro-
fessional foster families.
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bility and change, as they must meet individual 
needs while maintaining a sense of stability (Mi-
nuchin, 2003). Adaptability is made up of five 
levels and ranges from rigid, somewhat flexible, 
flexible, very flexible to chaotic adaptability. The 
three middle levels of adaptability are considered 
balanced and are associated with healthy devel-
opment of the individual and the whole system. 
The two extremes represent an unbalanced sys-
tem and pose a risk to healthy family functioning 
in the long run (Olson, & Gorall, 2003). 

Family communication is a facilitating di-
mension because it helps family members to 
adjust their level of cohesion and adaptability 
according to changing situational or develop-
mental conditions. It contains several elements 
of communication that are applied in the family 
system. These include listening skills, communi-
cation skills, a tendency toward self-disclosure, 
clarity, effective problem-solving skills, the abil-

ity to stay on topic, and respect and respect for 
the communication partner (Olson, 1993; Olson, 
Gorall, 2003). Olson’s circumplex model has 
been used in a number of research studies that 
have focused on perceiving family functioning 
from the perspective of parents (Boyraz, Sayger, 
2011; Gupta, Bowie, 2016; Lei, Kantor, 2020). 
Research focusing on the family functioning of 
children in foster care and their foster carers has 
been conducted by Stone and Jackson (2021). 

The aim of the present study was to analyse 
the perceived functionality of the family system 
in relation to selected socio-demographic char-
acteristics in professional foster parents.

Methods

Research sample
The research sample consisted of 203 re-

spondents working as professional foster par-

Table 1 Descriptive characteristics of socio-demographic variables of professional foster parents

Table 2 Descriptive characteristics of socio-demographic variables of professional foster parents

n M SD skew kurt

Age of PFF 203 48.43 9.02 -0.40 -0.30

Number of biol. children 203 2.05 1.38 1.62 8.11

Number of children in the PFF 203 7.25 6.76 2.67 10.48

Duration of carrying out professional foster 
parenting

203 7.47 5.31 0.50 -0.12

N %
Gender Male 20 9.9%

Female 183 90.1%

Education Secondary school without diploma 
(“maturita”)

23 11.3%

Secondary school with diploma 
(“maturita”)

147 72.4%

University 33 16.2%

Status With a partner 155 76.4%

Without a partner 48 23.6%

Residence Urban area 64 31.5%

Rural area 139 68.5%

Does the partner carry out pro-
fessional foster parenting too?

Yes 33 16.3%

No 170 83.7%
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ents. The mean age of respondents was 48.43 
years (SD=9.02), they had an average of 2 bi-
ological children (SD=1.38), and by the time 
of the research they had practised professional 
foster parenting for an average of 7.47 years 
(SD=5.31) and had had an average of approxi-
mately 7 children placed (SD=6.76).

They were mostly women (n=183, 90.1%), 
with a secondary school diploma (called “ma-
turita” in the Slovak Republic) (n=147, 72.4%), 
living with their life partner/spouse (n=155; 
76.4%) in a rural area (n=139, 68.5%), while 
their life partner/spouse did not usually carry out 
professional foster parenting with them (83.7%).

More detailed descriptive characteristics are 
presented in Tables 1 and 2.

Research methods
Family system functioning was measured us-

ing the Family Adaptability and Cohesion Scale 
(FACES IV) self-report questionnaire (Olson, 
2010) that allows to determine the manifesta-
tions of a balanced (functional) and unbalanced 
(dysfunctional) family system. Family commu-
nication was measured using the Family Com-
munication Scale (Olson, Barnes, 2010) that 
allows to determine positive aspects of commu-
nication - the ability to exchange emotional and 
factual information between family members, 
and the level of satisfaction and perceived ease 
with family communication. Finally, the Fami-
ly Satisfaction Scale (Olson, 2010) was used to 
measure the extent to which family members 
feel satisfied with cohesion, adaptability, and 
communication. All questionnaires are part of 
the Family Assessment Package currently avail-
able from Life Innovations, Inc.

Dimensions of family system functioning 
observed:
l  Balanced cohesion - measures the ability of 

family members to maintain both mutual co-
hesion and autonomy, to engage in joint and 
individual activities, to spend appropriate 
amounts of time together, to make decisions 
together and support each other.

l  Balanced adaptability - measures the ability of 
family members to balance between stability 
and change, the degree of democratic leader-
ship, involvement of all family members in 
decision-making, flexibility of roles and rules. 

l  Intertwined cohesion - measures excessive 
emotional closeness and dependence of fam-
ily members, lack of independent, non-fami-
ly interests, activities, friends and individual 
time spending of family members, demanding 
loyalty. 

l  Alienated cohesion - measures emotional 
alienation of the family members, low in-
volvement in family life, high individual in-
dependence, individual activities, interests and 
time-use, and inability to support each other.

l  Rigid adaptability - measures rigidity in fami-
ly decision making, roles and rules, autocratic 
leadership and control by one family member 
- the leader. 

l  Chaotic adaptability - measures unreliability 
and unpredictability of leadership, ambiguity 
of rules, roles and tasks, impulsivity in deci-
sion making and shifting of responsibilities 
among family members.

l  Flexibility, Cohesion and Whole Circumplex 
Model Relative Scores - determines the over-
all level of functionality/dysfunctionality of 
the family system. The lower than 1 - the more 
unbalanced, unhealthy, dysfunctional the sys-
tem is, the higher than 1 - the more balanced, 
healthier, more functional the system is.

l  Family communication - measures the positive 
aspects of family communication, the ability 
to exchange emotional and factual information 
between family members, and the degree of 
satisfaction and perceived non-coercion with 
family communication 

l  Family Satisfaction - measures the extent to 
which family members feel happiness and 
fulfilment in the family. Participants comment 
on their level of satisfaction with three dimen-
sions of family functioning - cohesion, adapt-
ability and communication.  

Statistical analysis
SPSS 21 software was used for statistical 

data processing. In the first step, the descriptive 
characteristics of the family system dimensions 
were computed across the entire sample, and we 
verified that the variables meet the conditions of 
a normal distribution by means of the skewness 
and kurtosis distribution indicators. We then 
focused on analysing differences in the dimen-
sions of family functioning with respect to so-
cio-demographic characteristics. Due to the fail-
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ure to meet the normal distribution conditions, 
nonparametric tests were used.

Results
The results showed that most of the family 

system dimensions examined are not normally 
distributed. Respondents scored higher than av-
erage on the balanced cohesion, communication, 
and satisfaction scales and, conversely, scored 

lower than average on the unbalanced dimensions 
of chaotic adaptability and alienated cohesion. 
Overall, the mean and median values show that 
respondents reported higher than mean values in 
the balanced dimensions and lower than mean 
values in the unbalanced dimensions (Tab. 3). 

The results of Spearman’s rank order anal-
ysis showed (Tab. 4) that the age of the profes-
sional foster parent was statistically significantly 

Table 3 Descriptive characteristics of dimensions of family functioning in the whole sample

Table 4  Correlation of age, number of biological children, children placed in the PFFs,  
and length of professional foster parenting and family system dimensions

n M SD Md skew kurt
Balanced cohesion 203 31.78 3.40 33 -1.41 2.47

Balanced adaptability 203 29.63 3.64 30 -.94 1.86

Intertwined cohesion 203 15.06 3.83 15 .91 3.39

Alienated cohesion 203 12.56 4.22 12 1.53 4.35

Rigid adaptability 203 17.23 4.61 18 .18 .16

Chaotic adaptability 203 11.61 4.41 11 1.63 4.29

Ratio cohesion score 203 2.42 0.62 2.42 0.08 -0.13

Ratio adaptability score 203 2.17 0.60 2.15 0.79 1.13

Total ratio score 203 2.30 0.55 2.28 0.21 0.19

Family communication 203 44 5.94 46 -1.17 1.01

Family satisfaction 203 43.87 6.26 45 -1.69 4.77

Age Biol.  
children

Children  
in the PFF

Length of  
professional  

foster parenting
Balanced cohesion -0.13 -0.01 -0.07 -0.11

Balanced adaptability -0.15* -0.01 -0.02 -0.03

Intertwined cohesion 0.10 0.01 -0.09 0.00

Alienated cohesion 0.25** 0.14 0.08 0.19**
Rigid adaptability -0.07 0.08 -0.09 0.01

Chaotic adaptability 0.16* 0.09 0.01 0.10

Ratio cohesion score -0.26** -0.09 -0.02 -0.16*
Ratio adaptability score -0.13 0.13 0.03 -0.07

Total ratio score -0.22** -0.12 0.00 -0.14*
Family communication -0.14* 0.00 -0.06 -0.16*
Family satisfaction -0.21** -0.08 -0.08 -0.18*

*p ˂0.05;      **p ˂0.01
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negatively but weakly correlated with balanced 
adaptability (r=-0.15*), and positively weakly 
correlated with alienated cohesion and chaotic 
adaptability (r=0.025** and r=0.16*, respective-
ly). The relationship with the ratio score reflect-
ing the overall level of functionality also proved 
significant; both the cohesion ratio score and 
the overall system ratio score correlated weakly 
negatively with age.

A negative statistically significant, weak re-
lationship was also observed between age and 
family communication and satisfaction (r=0.14* 
and r=0.21**, respectively).

Neither the number of biological children nor 
the number of children placed in the PFF so far 
was related to perceptions of family functioning.

The length of carrying out professional fos-

ter parenting was statistically significantly too, 
positively weakly correlated with alienated co-
hesion and negatively correlated with cohesion 
ratio scores, total ratio scores, and communica-
tion and satisfaction. However, the relationships 
were weak to insignificant (r=-0.14 - -0.18). 

The results of the Mann-Whitney U test 
showed (Tab. 5) that men and women differed 
statistically significantly in their perceptions 
of balanced cohesion, with women perceiving 
families as more cohesive (p ˂0.01). Differenc-
es also emerged in the ratio scores, women per-
ceived family functioning in terms of cohesion, 
adaptability and the whole system as healthier/
more functional than men (p ˂0.05). In terms of 
substantive significance, there were small differ-
ences (r=0.16 - r=0.21).

Table 5 Gender differences in the functioning of the PFF

Gender n M SD Md U sig

Balanced
cohesion

Male 20 29.85 3.54 30
1,078.50 0.002

Female 183 31.99 3.33 33

Balanced adaptability
Male 20 28.10 4.54 28

1,386.50 0.74
Female 183 29.79 3.5 30

Intertwined cohesion
Male 20 16.20 5.55 15

1,677.50 0.54
Female 183 14.94 3.60 15

Alienated cohesion
Male 20 14.15 5.89 13

1,430.00 0.12
Female 183 12.38 3.98 11

Rigid adaptability
Male 20 18.70 5.70 18

1,578.50 0.31
Female 183 17.07 4.46 17

Chaotic adaptability
Male 20 13.00 6.03 12

1,496.50 0.18
Female 183 11.45 4.19 11

Ratio cohesion score
Male 20 2.12 0.59 2.07

1,253.00 0.021
Female 183 2.45 0.61 2.43

Ratio adaptability score
Male 20 1.90 0.59 1.69

1,231.50 0.016
Female 183 2.20 0.60 2.21

Total ratio score
Male 20 2.01 0.56 1.89

1,196.50 0.011
Female 183 2.33 0.54 2.33

Family communication
Male 20 43.10 6.17 45.5

1,644.00 0.454
Female 183 44.11 5.92 46

Family satisfaction
Male 20 42.55 6.02 42.5

1,536.00 0.236
Female 183 44.02 6.28 46
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The results of the Mann-Whitney U test 
showed (Tab. 6) that professional foster parents 
living with a partner/spouse rate the family sys-
tem as more cohesive (p ˂ 0.01) and overall more 
functional (p ˂0.05) compared to professional 
foster parents without a partner. However, in 
terms of substantive significance, the differences 
are small (r =0.15-0.18).

The results of the Mann-Whitney U test 
showed no statistically significant differenc-
es in the dimensions of the family system with 
respect to residence of the PFF, to carrying out 
professional foster parenting by the partner, and 
to education. 

Discussion 
The aim of the present study was to analyse 

the perceived functionality of the family system 

in relation to selected socio-demographic char-
acteristics in professional foster parents. The so-
cio-demographic characteristics examined were 
gender, age, marital status, residence, education, 
length of time carrying out professional foster 
parenting, number of biological children, num-
ber of children placed in the professional foster 
family, and carrying out professional foster par-
enting by the partner.    

Overall, the professional foster parents rated 
the functioning of the family system as function-
al and healthy, with a good level of communica-
tion, and they were satisfied with the functioning 
of the family. Similar results were reported by 
Tramonti et al. in their research. (2019), where 
a balanced family system was confirmed in the 
families studied. We see our results as positive, 
as a functioning professional foster family sys-

Table 6 Differences in family functioning due to marital status

Status n M SD Md U sig

Balanced  
cohesion

Without a partner 48 30.65 3.95 31
2,804.50 0.009

With a partner 155 32.13 3.15 33

Balanced  
adaptability

Without a partner 48 28.73 4.12 29
3,145.00 0.104

With a partner 155 29.90 3.44 30

Intertwined 
cohesion

Without a partner 48 15.17 3.75 15
3,697.50 0.949

With a partner 155 15.03 3.87 15

Alienated  
cohesion

Without a partner 48 13.54 4.58 13
3,079.50 0.070

With a partner 155 12.25 4.08 11

Rigid  
daptability

Without a partner 48 17.75 3.70 19
3,337.50 0.281

With a partner 155 17.07 4.86 17

Chaotic  
adaptability

Without a partner 48 11.40 3.90 11
3,693.50 0.940

With a partner 155 11.67 4.57 11

Ratio  
cohesion score

Without a partner 48 2.25 0.61 2.21
2,907.50 0,022

With a partner 155 2.48 0.61 2.43

Ratio adaptabi-
lity score

Without a partner 48 2.03 0.48 2.07
3,247.00 0.183

With a partner 155 2.21 0.63 2.19

Total ratio  
score

Without a partner 48 2.14 0.51 2.12
2,961.50 0.033

With a partner 155 2.34 0.55 2.36

Family  
communication

Without a partner 48 43.02 6.34 45.5
3,233.50 0.169

With a partner 155 44.32 5.8 46

Family  
satisfaction

Without a partner 48 42.48 7.77 43.5
3,287.00 0.221

With a partner 155 44.30 5.67 46
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tem is crucial for the harmonious development 
of children placed in these families. Kelly 
(2017) points out that these children are among 
the most vulnerable groups as most of them ex-
perienced maltreatment, substance abuse by the 
parents, poverty and neglect in their original 
families. As a result of neglect, children placed 
in foster families often suffer from mental health 
issues (Jaffee, 2017). The results of Szcześniak 
& Tułecka’s (2020) research on the functioning 
of the family system showed that life satisfac-
tion is positively and significantly correlated 
with cohesion, adaptability, and communication. 
On the other hand, our results related to a func-
tional and healthy family system of profession-
al foster families may be biased due to the re-
spondents’ desire to show family functioning in 
a better light, which may be based on the fact 
that professional foster parents are employees of 
the Centres for Children and Families and their 
activities are regularly monitored. 

The results of statistical analyses did not 
confirm any differences in the perception of the 
functionality of the family system with respect 
to education, i.e. professional foster parents are 
satisfied with their family system regardless of 
their education. On the contrary, several authors 
have pointed out in their research the associa-
tion between the level of education and the func-
tioning of the family system from the parents’ 
perspective, in favour of parents with higher ed-
ucation (Koutra et al., 2013; Lei, Kantor, 2020; 
Pereira, Texeira 2013). Similarly, differences in 
perceptions of family functioning with respect to 
residence and whether the spouse of the profes-
sional foster parent is carrying out professional 
foster parenting too have not been confirmed.  

The research results confirmed significant 
associations between perceptions of the family 
system and the age of professional foster par-
ents. The older the professional foster parent, 
the greater the perceived emotional alienation of 
family members, low involvement in family life, 
high individual independence, individual activi-
ties, interests and time spending, and inability to 
support each other. Related to this was less sat-
isfaction with family functioning. However, the 
relationships are weak overall, indicating that 
age explains only 6.3% and 4.4% of the variabil-
ity in perceived family cohesion and satisfaction 
with family functioning, respectively. This is 

also related to the increasing age of biological 
children and children placed in professional fos-
ter families who are gradually becoming inde-
pendent, which may be perceived as emotional 
alienation by professional foster parents.   

Differences in perceptions of the family sys-
tem with respect to the gender of professional 
foster parents were demonstrated, which corre-
sponds with the results of the research by Popel-
ka and Shebokova (2015), which confirmed 
gender differences, with women showing higher 
scores on family cohesion compared to men. In 
contrast, Pereira and Texeira (2013) and Saroura 
and El Keshky (2021) did not observe differenc-
es in family system cohesion and adaptability 
between genders. It was also confirmed in our 
research that women perceived family function-
ing as healthier and more functional than men. 
Family cohesion is the emotional bond that fam-
ily members feel for each other. At one extreme 
end of the cohesion dimension, there is an ex-
aggerated identification with the family that can 
make contact with the outside world problemat-
ic; at the other extreme, there are strictly autono-
mously living family members who are relation-
ally unconnected. Oscillation around the centre 
of the continuum of cohesion and independence  
includes individuals who live somewhat inde-
pendently of their family and at the same time 
manage to be relationally and instrumentally 
connected to their family (Gabura, Gažiková, 
2021). 

Differences have also been demonstrated 
with respect to the marital status of professional 
foster parents.  Professional foster parents living 
in a partnership/marriage rated family cohesion 
of family members as higher than professional 
foster parents without a partner/spouse. Overall, 
professional foster parents living in a partner-
ship/marriage perceived family functioning as 
healthier and more functional than professional 
foster parents without a partner/spouse. Similar 
results were also noted by Lei and Kantor (2020) 
in their research, with respondents who lived 
with a partner or spouse scoring higher on cohe-
sion and adaptability. Also Wagner et al. (2010) 
found that families that were made up of only 
one parent were perceived as less cohesive than 
families with both parents. 

A strength of our study is the research focus 
on professional foster parents’ perceptions of the 
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functionality of the family system, which has not 
previously been a focus of studies in the area of 
family system research. Another strength is that 
almost one-third of all professional foster par-
ents in the Slovak Republic participated in the 
research. Its limitation is the absence of studies 
focusing on the functioning of the foster family 
system. Another limitation can be considered to 
be the online form of data collection, where it is 
not certain that professional foster parents filled 
in the questionnaires independently and did not 
subjectively “embellish” their answers in favour 
of a functioning family system.  

Conclusion
The results of our study showed that profes-

sional foster parents perceive the family system 
as functioning, healthy, with good communica-
tion and are satisfied with its functioning. Per-
ceptions of the functioning of the family system 
are not influenced by socio-demographic charac-
teristics other than age, gender and marital sta-
tus. Women in partnerships perceive families as 
more cohesive; on the contrary, the perception 
of the family as emotionally alienated increases 
with age. The results contribute to a better un-
derstanding of the functioning of the profession-
al foster family system. 
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