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Abstract 

This study aimed to determine the effects of family structure and functioning on basic 

psychological need fulfilment, life goals and aspirations of adolescents in a South African 

setting. Participants were 457 adolescent learners (Mage = 16.31, SD = 1.45, females = 54%, 

coloured = 56%) selected from four public schools in the Western Cape, South Africa. The 

adolescents completed the Family Assessment Device, Aspirations Index and Psychological 

Needs Scales. Results following multiple regression analysis suggested that a two-parent 

family structure predicted higher satisfaction of basic psychological needs and higher pursuit 

of extrinsic goals among adolescents than did a one –parent family structure. Family 

functioning determined pursuit of intrinsic goals by adolescents from one-parent families. 

 

 

Introduction 

Adolescence is a developmental stage marked by self- discovery, decision-making and the 

formation of important life aspirations (La Guardia & Ryan, 2002; Heubner & Howell, 

2003). The phase of adolescence is important from a developmental perspective, as it is 

during this phase that a number of choices and alternatives present themselves in daily 

interaction where decisions need to be made regarding life goals and aspirations 

(Zarrett & Eccles, 2006). 

 

It also is a stage in which unique psychological identity needs arise as a result of 

adolescents’ increased self-awareness (Deci & Ryan, 2008). However, social 

environments may either accentuate or attenuate related personal growth processes of 

adolescents (Ryan & Deci, 2004). The family is one such key social environment. 

Decision-making in aspiring towards certain life goals and aspirations occurs within the 

familial home environment (Davids, Roman & Leach, 2016). For instance, whether the 

adolescent’s family structure is a one-parent or two-parent family may influence their life 

aspirations and salient psychological needs in different ways (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & 

Deci, 2004; Davids & Roman, 2013). Related studies on the influences of family structure 

have been conducted mostly in developed Western settings; the generalisability of these to 

developing country settings is unclear (Jennings & Barber, 2013; Meinck, Cluver, Boyes & 
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Mhlongo, 2015; Stuart, Ward &  Robinson,  2016). This study investigated family structure 

and functioning influences on the psychological needs, as well as the life goals and 

aspirations, of adolescents in South Africa, a developing country with a social fabric broadly 

similar to many countries in southern Africa. 

 

Family structure in South Africa 

Family structure refers to different family forms identified as blended families, single-parent 

families, married or cohabiting parent families, extended families and child-headed 

families. In the current study, the focus is on one-parent and two-parent families 

(Voydanoff, 2001). Research carried out in South Africa in 2011 (Holborn & Eddy, 2011) 

indicated that 35 per cent of children lived with both biological parents, while 42.8 per cent 

were in one-parent families. Of these one-parent families, 40 per cent of children resided 

with their mothers and 2.8 per cent with their fathers. The remaining 22.6 per cent of 

children resided with neither of their biological parents (Holborn & Eddy, 2011). Previous 

studies reported that children from one-parent families were more likely to experience 

negative outcomes such as delinquent behaviour compared to those from two-parent 

families (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994; Amato, 2005; Nqweni, Pinderhughes & Hurley, 

2010). Diminished well-being of children in single-parent families may result from lower 

levels of parental monitoring (Waldfogel, Craigie & Brooks-Gunn, 2010; Basson, 2013). By 

contrast, children from two-parent families may be socially advantaged with shared 

parental monitoring (Thomas & Sawhill, 2005; Fomby & Cherlin, 2007; Olaniyi & Narain, 

2008; Waldfogel et al., 2010). However, two-parent families may not fare any better in 

cases where children are exposed to chronic parental conflict within the home (Slep & 

O’Leary, 2005). These hostile environments have been shown to be much worse than 

circumstances experienced by children of single parents (Amato, 2005). 

 

In South Africa, a study by Davids and Roman (2013) showed significant differences in life 

goals and aspirations between adolescents from one-parent and two-parent families. They 

found that one-parent family adolescents aspired more towards goals that were intrinsic in 

nature. However, family structure may explain only a part of the overall influences  on  

the goals  and  aspirations  of South African adolescents. Family functioning may also 

contribute to the ways in which adolescents conceive their goals and aspirations. For 

example, Roman (2011) found no differences between one- and two-parent families in 

terms of parent-child relationships. Additional research may  clarify  the  role  of  family  

structure  in  affecting the psychological needs, as well as the life goals and aspirations, of 

adolescents. 

 

Family functioning 

Family functioning refers to the organisational properties and interpersonal interactions 

among familial members, including problem-solving, warmth, closeness, adaptability, 

roles, behaviour control and communication (Berge, Wall, Larson, Loth, & Neumark-

Sztainer, 2013). Epstein, Baldwin and Bishop (1983) identified six features of a healthy, well-

functioning family, namely the ability to solve problems, effective communication, appropriate 

role allocation, affective responsiveness, empathetic affective involvement and the 
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application of flexible behaviour control. A family characterised by these conditions allows 

for the satisfaction of the basic psychological needs of adolescents. 

 

Psychological needs 

Generally, psychological needs include being self-determining in goal-seeking (intrinsic 

goals) and being externally goal-driven by others (extrinsic goals), and maintaining 

satisfying interpersonal relationships. The pursuit of intrinsic goals is associated with the 

optimal development and well-being of adolescents, as these goals are geared towards 

affiliation, self-actualisation, personal growth and community contributions (Kasser & 

Ryan, 1993; Kasser & Ryan, 1996; Deci & Ryan, 2008; Disabato, Goodman, Kashdan, Short 

& Jarden, 2016). By contrast, extrinsic goals lead to the pursuit of wealth, fame and 

image and are associated with long-term implications for the well-being of adolescents and 

social interrelationships (Kasser & Ryan, 1993, 1996; Davids & Roman, 2013). However, 

the extent to which adolescent intrinsic or extrinsic goals are influenced by family structure 

is unknown. 

 

Various South African studies have explored families in terms of well-being (Koen, Van Eeden & 

Rothmann, 2013), family structure and life goals (Davids & Roman, 2013), family structure 

and parenting (Roman, 2011; Davids, Roman & Leach, 2015) and healthy family 

functioning (Zwane, Venter, Temane & Chigeza, 2012), but not family structure and 

functioning effects on psychological need fulfilment, goals and aspirations among 

adolescents. The following question guided the study: How does family structure and 

functioning influence psychological needs, goals and aspirations among South African 

adolescents? 

 

Method 

Participants 

A total of 457 adolescents were randomly selected from four schools in the Western Cape, 

South Africa. They were all in the Ninth Grade. The participants had a mean age of 

16.31 years (SD = 1.45), and 243 (53.8%) were female. The prevalent racial identification 

of participants was coloured (n = 248; 56.4%), followed by black African (n 

= 186; 42.3%) and white (n = 6; 1.4%). The majority of participants spoke Afrikaans (n = 

253; 56.5%), followed by isiXhosa (n = 166; 37.1%) and English (n = 3; 0.7%). Twenty-six 

(5.8%) of the participants indicated that they spoke languages that were categorised as 

‘other’. 

 

Procedure 

The University of the Western Cape granted ethics approval for the study, after which 

permission was granted by the Western Cape Education Department to access schools for 

study. School principals and parents of the children consented to the study. The learners 

assented to the study. Data was collected during normal school hours. The self-administered 

questionnaires took approximately 35 minutes to complete. 
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Measures 

The adolescents self-reported their demographic data (age, one- or two-parent family, home 

language, gender). In addition, they completed a family functioning measure (Family 

Assessment Device: Epstein, Baldwin & Bishop, 1983), a measure of life aspirations 

(Aspirations Index: Kasser & Ryan, 1996) and of basic psychological needs (Psychological 

Needs Scale: Sheldon & Hilpert, 2012). 

 

The Family Assessment Device is a 60-item measure of general family functioning, as either 

being stressed (which would be detrimental to the familial functioning) or non-stressed 

(which would augment family functioning). A score of between 1.68 and 2.00 indicated 

stressed family functioning, while a score of 1.49 or less indicated non-stressed family 

functioning. The Cronbach alpha for scores for the general family functioning scale was 0.81 

for the present sample. 

 

The Aspirations Index is  a  35-item  measure  of life goals and aspirations of individuals  

across  seven goal domains (wealth, fame, image, personal growth, relationship, 

community and health) which were used to create the variables for intrinsic and extrinsic 

goals and aspirations. Participants respond on a four-point Likert scale (ranging from 1 = 

‘somewhat important’, to 4 = ‘very important’). In the present sample, scores from the intrinsic 

goals subscale achieved a Cronbach alpha score of 0.89, while those from the extrinsic goals 

subscale achieved an alpha score of 0.72. 

 

The Psychological Needs Scale assesses the satisfaction and frustration of the three basic 

psychological needs, namely competence, autonomy and relatedness. The scale is made 

up of 18 items. It is scored on a four-point Likert scale (ranging from 1 = ‘not at all true’, to 4 

= ‘very true’). The Cronbach alpha score for this scale in the present sample was 0.63. 

 

Data analysis 

The data was analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 23. 

Hierarchical regression analysis was used to predict psychological needs and goal types 

(intrinsic versus extrinsic) according to family structure, taking into account family 

functioning. 

 

Results 

Tables 1 and 2 present descriptive statistics and a correlation matrix of the study 

variables. As can be observed from Table 1, the participants aspired more towards 

intrinsic goals in both one-parent (M = 2.91, SD = 1.05) and two-parent family 

structures (M = 2.97, SD = 1.08). The experience of basic psychological need satisfaction 

was moderately high in both one-parent (M = 2.91, SD = 0.48) and two-parent families (M = 

3.00, SD = 0.47). Perceived family functioning was considered within normal range for both 

one- and two-parent families (M = 0.31, SD = 0.38, and M = 0.30, SD = 0.36) respectively. 
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Pursuit of extrinsic goals was significantly correlated with basic psychological need 

satisfaction (r = 0.24, p ≤ 0.01) in two-parent family structures only, while intrinsic goals 

were significantly correlated with basic psychological need satisfaction and general family 

functioning in both one-parent (r = 0.17, p ≤ 0.05; r = 0.23, p ≤ 0.01) and two-parent (r = 

0.24, p ≤ 0.01; r = 0.13, p ≤ 0.05) structures (see Table 2). No significant correlations were 

found for basic psychological need frustration. 

 

Predicting intrinsic and extrinsic goals and aspirations Tables 3 and 4 present 

the results of the hierarchical regression analyses in predicting intrinsic and extrinsic life 

goals. In Step 1, intrinsic and extrinsic life goals were regressed on the satisfaction and 

frustration of basic psychological needs. In Step 2, intrinsic and extrinsic goals were regressed 

to general family functioning which was added in this step of the regression analyses. 

 

Intrinsic goals 

In Step 1, basic psychological need satisfaction significantly and positively predicted 

intrinsic goals for both the one-parent (β = 0.20, p < 0.001) and two-parent (β = 0.24, p < 

0.001) family structures. In Step 2, which included general family functioning, basic 

psychological need satisfaction also significantly predicted intrinsic goals for both one-  

and two-parent family  structures. Similarly, general family functioning (β = 0.21, p < 

0.001) significantly  and  positively  predicted  intrinsic  goals for one-parent family 
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structures only. The final model explained six per cent of the variance for intrinsic goals 

(see Table 3). 

 

Extrinsic goals 

In Step 1, basic psychological need satisfaction (β = 0.24, p < 0.001) was a positive, 

significant predictor for extrinsic goals for two-parent family structures only. In Step 2, only 

basic psychological need satisfaction remained a positive significant predictor for extrinsic 

goals for two-parent family structures. The final model explained six per cent of the 

variance for extrinsic goals (see Table 4). 

 

Discussion 

If the basic psychological needs of adolescents are satisfied, they might aspire to more 

intrinsic life goals regardless of whether they have one or two parents. Furthermore, being 

in a one-parent family with moderate to high general family functioning will predict 

aspiring to intrinsic life goals and aspirations, while in two-parent families, aspiring  to  

extrinsic  life  goals  is  predicted by need satisfaction. This finding of aspiring towards 

goals and aspirations that were more intrinsic in both one- and two-parent families is 

contrary to findings of previous studies conducted in South Africa where the most 

prevalent goals and aspirations were extrinsic (Davids & Roman, 2013; Roman et al., 2015). 

The present findings may be explained by the fact that South African adolescents may aspire 

to life goals which are for personal growth rather than life goals such as wealth and fame 

(McLachlan & Haggar, 2011; Davids & Roman, 2013). 
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When aspiring to personal growth, the individual aspires to psychological well-being and being 

intrinsically motivated to function optimally (Deci & Ryan, 2000), which would aid in 

strengthening the familial unit (Disabato, Goodman, Kashdan, Short & Jarden, 2016). 

 

Adolescents from two-parent families aspired to extrinsic goals, which predicted need 

satisfaction. This association found in two-parent families, can be explained by Brdar, 

Rijavec, and Miljkovic (2009) who have found that in developing countries, like South 

Africa, extrinsic goals and aspirations assist in the promotion of well-being. In addition, 

one could speculate that two-parent families might place more importance on extrinsic 

goals for prestige and economic advancement. 

 

In terms of basic psychological needs, adolescents in both one- and two-parent families 

indicated that their needs were  satisfied. This finding  was similar  to that of Roman et 

al. (2015). It might be that secure parental attachment has health promotion aspects 

regardless of family structure (Laghi, D’Alessio, Pallini & Baiocco, 2009). It is often 

assumed that one-parent families function less well than two-parent families, presumably 

because one-parent families have limited access to social support in the presence of 

psychological distress (Jackson, Brooks-Gunn, Huang & Glassman, 2000). This might not 

be the case in developing world settings in which the burden of parenting may be shared 

with extended family (Brdar, Rijavec & Miljkovic, 2009; Kay & Spaaij, 2012). 

 

Study limitations 

One of the limitations of the current study was that it employed a cross-sectional design. 

For that reason, future studies should employ a longitudinal study design to determine if 

the findings would be replicated. In addition, the sample was limited to in-school 

adolescents and findings cannot be generalised to adolescents who drop out of the schooling 

system. Future research should examine the specific domains or components of family 

functioning which contribute to basic psychological needs fulfilment among typical South 

African families. 
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Conclusion 

Family structure predicted that adolescents will aspire towards intrinsic goals and 

aspirations especially within one-parent families. This could be explained by adolescents 

being motivated to succeed and to take responsibility for their actions, which may be similar 

for two-parent family structures. Satisfaction of psychological needs was found to be the 

same regardless of family structure, which could be the result of the supportive environment 

provided by the family environment. 
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