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Abstract
This article examines the motivational factors underlying the decision to become a foster parent 
in Hungary, drawing on a nationally representative survey of 1,259 practising foster carers. 
Respondents identified a total of 2,084 motivational responses (an average of 1.65 per person) 
across 27 distinct categories, which were subsequently consolidated into six analytical types: 
altruistic motivation, family-building motivation, role-model following, existential motivation, 
network pressure, and contextual life-event influence. The analysis reveals that intrinsic, val-
ue-based motivations predominate: altruistic concern for children in need characterised 45% 
of respondents, while family-building intentions were cited by 42%. Role-model following, 
whereby prior exposure to foster care in the family or social circle influenced the decision, was 
reported by 37%. External factors such as existential (financial/employment) considerations 
(15%), network pressure from relatives or acquaintances (8%), and contextual life events (4%) 
played a substantially smaller role. The article further explores correlations between these mo-
tivational types and the socio-cultural characteristics of foster parents, including educational 
attainment, age at entry, marital status, housing conditions, health status, and regional location. 
An aggregated analysis into three meta-types (intrinsic, extrinsic, and mixed) demonstrates that 
less favourable life circumstances shift the balance towards extrinsic motivations, while higher 
education and more favourable socio-economic conditions are associated with stronger intrinsic 
motivation. The findings carry important implications for foster parent recruitment and retention 
strategies within the Hungarian child protection system.
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1. Introduction
The decision to become a foster parent can fundamentally be understood as the outcome of a 

deliberative process – an intentional act in which the prospective carer evaluates the prevailing 
conditions and circumstances before forming a position. Although in practice there are situa-
tions in which the undertaking does not reflect deliberate intent but is rather compelled by life 
circumstances – as is the case with certain kinship care arrangements – in the overwhelming 
majority of cases, the decision represents a voluntary and considered commitment. Naturally, a 
wide range of motivations may influence such a decision: emotional impulses, value systems, 
rational calculation, or the following of family traditions and role models (Weber 1987).

From the perspective of any well-functioning child protection system, ensuring an adequate 
supply of foster parents constitutes an indispensable task. Nearly every national system faces 
the challenge of having fewer available foster carers than children requiring out-of-home care, 
a gap that is especially pronounced for children with special needs. Consequently, many pro-
fessionals in the field conceptualise the replenishment of the foster parent workforce not as a 
one-off campaign but as a continuous activity, intrinsically linked to systematic efforts aimed 
at retaining those already on the career path. In much of the international literature, recruit-
ment and retention function as twin concepts, treated as interdependent and mutually referential 
requirements (Hanlon et al. 2021; Gouveia et al. 2021).

It is therefore of paramount importance to understand the decision-making background of 
those considering foster parenthood: why they choose to undertake – or indeed decline – the 
task of foster care. Ideally, system administrators would benefit from knowledge about both 
“decision outcomes.” Yet it must be acknowledged that research subjects are almost invariably 
practising foster parents, whereas valuable insights could also be derived from those who, after 
deliberation, ultimately declined foster parenthood, as well as from those who discontinued for 
various reasons (Sebba 2012).

The present study mapped the motivational background of practising foster parents at entry 
into the profession, based on a nationally representative sample (Kothencz 2024). While cer-
tain methodological reservations may arise regarding the interpretation of retrospective self-re-
ports – since current foster parents rely on their memories of initial motivations, which may 
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have been reshaped over time, particularly for those who have been fostering for many years 
– we can confidently assert that our representative survey yields a valid approximation of the 
motivational landscape behind the decision to foster. We employ the concept of motivation in a 
broader sense here, essentially encompassing the totality of factors influencing the decision to 
undertake foster care.

2. Theoretical Background and Literature Review
The study of factors influencing the decision to become a foster parent has a substantial inter-
national literature (Sebba 2012; Peak – Townsend 2012). These studies uniformly charac-
terise the foster care decision as a multi-factorial process. Where they diverge, however, is in 
identifying which factor types are most significant and what relative weight they carry in the 
decision-making calculus.

At the most general level, the literature distinguishes between “internal” (intrinsic) and “ext-
ernal” (extrinsic) factors. Internal factors refer to personal motivations, dispositions, values, and 
attitudes, while external factors encompass contextual elements such as the decision-maker’s 
family situation, financial circumstances, life trajectory, and social connections (Rodger et al. 
2006; De Maeyer et al. 2014). There is broad consensus that these factors jointly influence the 
decision regarding foster parenthood.

The most comprehensive literature review available to us (Gouveia et al. 2021), based on 
a systematic analysis of research reports in English, Spanish, and Portuguese, identified five 
major factor-clusters: (1) motivational factors (which may be self-centred or other-centred); (2) 
personal and family characteristics of the foster parent; (3) the decision-maker’s values and be-
liefs; (4) the influence of the social environment; and (5) familiarity with the foster care system. 
Additional classification frameworks distinguish child-centred reasons (focused on the child’s 
needs), self-oriented reasons (focused on the carer’s own needs), and community-centred rea-
sons (focused on society) (Tyebjee 2003; Sebba 2012; De Maeyer et al. 2014).

3. Methodology
Our research adopted no prior theoretical assumptions regarding the factors influencing the decision 
to foster. Instead, with the assistance of child welfare professionals, we compiled a list of reasons 
observed, perceived, or hypothesised in practice. Respondents were also given the opportunity to 
formulate additional reasons not included in the pre-set list, using a semi-closed question format. 
The question posed was: “Why did you embark on the foster care vocation? Why did you begin?”

We found that the twelve characteristic response types offered covered the range of actual 
motivations reasonably well. However, since one may expect a degree of social desirability bias 
– given the unspoken societal expectation that foster parenthood should be underpinned by high 
moral considerations – we cannot exclude that some respondents’ answers were influenced by 
this expectation. Since every fifth respondent selected the “other” option and specified an ad-
ditional consideration, we expanded the list of influencing factors. As multiple responses were 
permitted, the 1,259 respondents produced a total of 2,084 answers, yielding an average of 1.65 
responses per person. Consequently, when examining the weight of any given factor, we can 
attend both to the percentage of respondents who selected it and to its proportional share within 
the total pool of responses.
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From the textual justifications provided in the “other” category, several could be reclassified 
into the original 12 categories, while 15 additional categories of distinctive content – each affec-
ting relatively few respondents – were also identified, bringing the total to 27 sub-categories 
(12 + 15).

4. Frequency Distribution of Motivational Factors
Table 1 presents the complete frequency distribution of all 27 identified motivational factors, 
ranked by prevalence.

Table 1. Factors influencing the decision to become a foster parent (frequency ranking)
Motivational factor N % of all 

responses
% of foster 
parents

Pity for children growing up without parents 514 24.7 40.8
Family member was already a foster parent 245 11.8 19.4
Children had “flown the nest”; empty house 225 10.8 17.9
Acquaintance/friend was a foster parent 210 10.1 16.7
Wanted a sibling for own child 169 8.1 13.4
Employment opportunity 133 6.4 10.6
Had no (could not have) biological children 123 5.9 9.8
Employment status (social security/pension 
eligibility)

53 2.5 4.2

Took on a friend’s/acquaintance’s child 48 2.3 3.8
Exclusively took on relative’s child(ren) 49 2.4 3.9
Financial reasons 42 2.0 3.4
Was raised in state care / was adopted 39 1.9 3.1
Love of children 47 2.3 3.7
Large-family model / desire for large family 31 1.5 2.5
Life event / life situation 28 1.3 2.3
Illness / health condition / biological barrier 27 1.3 2.2
Influence of relevant profession (health, social 
sector)

27 1.3 2.1

Sense of vocation / calling 12 0.6 1.0
Loneliness 8 0.4 0.7
“It appealed to me, seemed good” 7 0.3 0.5
At someone’s request or suggestion 7 0.3 0.5
Socialisation problem (difficult childhood, 
poverty)

7 0.3 0.5

Sought meaningful occupation 6 0.3 0.5
Religious motive 5 0.2 0.4
Replacement of deceased child 4 0.2 0.3
“This is an important thing to do” 3 0.1 0.3

Source: authors’ survey (Kothencz 2024), N = 1,259 foster parents, 2,084 total responses.
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The detailed frequency list reveals above all the diversity of motivations. Strikingly pro-
minent is compassion for children in need of care (40.8% of respondents). The influence of 
existing foster parents in the family or social circle also proved substantial (19.4% and 16.7%, 
respectively). The “empty nest” syndrome (17.9%) and the intention to expand the family 
(13.4%) likewise merit attention. At the same time, significant differences in magnitude are 
evident among the influencing factors.

5. A Typology of Influencing Factors
To better understand the broader patterns underlying these diverse motivations, we construc-
ted a typology by grouping the 27 sub-categories into six analytically distinct types based on 
their abstract content similarity:

Type 1 – Altruistic (intrinsic) motivation encompasses compassion for children in need, 
love of children, a sense of vocation, socialisation-related sensitivity, religious motives, and 
a general conviction that fostering is “an important thing.” This type characterised 45.0% of 
respondents.

Type 2 – Family-building motivation includes the “empty nest” syndrome, the desire to 
provide siblings for one’s own children, childlessness, the desire for a large family, loneliness, 
and the replacement of a deceased child. This type was cited by 41.8% of respondents.

Type 3 – Role-model following (imitation) refers to the influence of prior exposure to fos-
ter care in the family or social circle, personal experience as a state-care child, the influence 
of a relevant profession, or continuing a relative’s foster care work. This type was present in 
the responses of 37.0%.

Type 4 – Existential (financial/employment) motivation covers employment opportunity, 
social security considerations, and financial reasons. Reported by 14.7%.

Type 5 – Network pressure involves caring for a relative’s or friend’s child, or undertaking 
fostering at someone’s request or under pressure. Present in 8.1% of cases.

Type 6 – Contextual (life-event) influence relates to specific life events or health conditi-
ons that precipitated the decision. Cited by 4.1%.

This typology can be mapped onto the intrinsic/extrinsic conceptual framework prevalent 
in the international literature, though not without nuance. Altruistic motivation is unambi-
guously intrinsic. Existential motivation is clearly extrinsic. Network pressure, too, is ex-
ternal, as the decision is compelled or induced from outside rather than arising from wit-
hin. Family-building, while triggered by a contextual factor (family structure), has typically 
been internalised into the individual’s value system and constitutes a voluntary decision; we 
therefore classify it as “internalised” (intrinsic). Role-model following, similarly, reflects an 
attitude shaped by life experience rather than external coercion and is likewise classified as 
“internalised.” Contextual life events, by contrast, are classified as external because they exert 
direct contemporaneous pressure on the decision.

It is worth noting that Gouveia et al. (2021) identified familiarity with the foster care 
system as a distinct factor type. We did not treat this as a separate type but subsumed it under 
role-model following, reasoning that knowledge of the system typically arises from prior per-
sonal or social contact with foster care and is unlikely to constitute a standalone explanatory 
factor.
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Table 2. Motivational meta-types of foster care entry decisions

Meta-type N %

INTRINSIC (altruistic + family-building + role-model) 938 75.5

EXTRINSIC (existential + network + contextual) 101 8.1

MIXED (both intrinsic and extrinsic cited) 203 16.3

Source: authors’ survey (Kothencz 2024), N = 1,242 classified respondents (938 + 101 + 203 = 
1,242; the remaining 17 fell into unclassifiable “other” responses).

6. Socio-Demographic Correlates of Motivational Types
Our data indicate that no single socio-demographic characteristic (e.g., educational attainment, 
settlement type, gender) comprehensively determines the motivational background. Neverthe-
less, for certain types of motivating factors, social position and specific elements of the foster 
care career path show noteworthy correlations.

6.1. Altruistic Motivation
This type of motivation characterised nearly half (45%) of all foster parents, constituting the “lead-
ing motive” for entering foster care. No large sub-group exhibited a substantially higher rate (e.g., 
exceeding 60%). However, several groups displayed notably lower rates. Among those who had 
no children at entry, only 33% cited altruistic motives – understandably, since family-building 
served as their primary driver. Among widowed respondents, the proportion was similarly below 
average (~35%), again because family-building dominated their motivational profile.

A particularly clear correlation emerged with educational attainment: the proportion ci-
ting altruistic motivation rose progressively from 39% (primary education only) through 45% 
(secondary education) to 52% (university graduates). This suggests that higher education 
strengthens altruistic dispositions, though one cannot exclude the possibility that more educated 
respondents were better at presenting themselves in socially desirable terms. An analogous gra-
dient was observed for housing quality, subjective health status, and life satisfaction: as conditi-
ons improved, the share of altruistic motivation increased (Colton et al. 2008).

A striking regional difference was observed: the proportion of altruistically motivated foster 
parents was only 35% in the Southern Great Plain region (Bács-Kiskun, Békés, Csongrád-Csa-
nád) but reached 55% in the Northern Transdanubia region (Fejér, Komárom-Esztergom, Veszp-
rém). No satisfactory explanation for this discrepancy could be identified.

6.2. Family-Building Motivation
This motivation is posited as being rooted in a situational given: the decision-maker’s family 
circumstances create a sense of deficit (childlessness, “empty nest,” desire for more children). 
Among those who had no children at entry, 65% cited this factor. Among those entering foster 
care after age 45, the proportion was 52%, plausibly driven by the “empty nest” syndrome. 
Among Budapest-based entrants, a similarly elevated rate (~53%) was observed.

Significant regional variation was also found: the Southern Transdanubia region showed an 
above-average rate (53%), while the Western Hungary and Southern Great Plain regions reported 
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substantially lower rates (30–32%). An intriguing finding related to the number of children 
fostered: those who had fostered more than 15 children showed below-average family-buil-
ding motivation (29%), while the adjacent group (11–15 children) showed above-average rates 
(52%), suggesting that the relationship is not linear.

6.3. Role-Model Following
A near-functional relationship was found with subjective income: the less favourable the 
income situation, the more frequently this motivation appeared. This suggests that the foster 
care “role model” itself is more prevalent in lower-income communities. Role-model fol-
lowing was below average among university graduates (28%), Budapest residents (22%), 
and urban dwellers in general (29%). Significant regional differences were again identified, 
with Southern Transdanubia exhibiting a rate nearly double that of the Western Hungary and 
Northern Hungary regions (51% versus 27–28%). Respondents who were dissatisfied with 
the quality of their preparatory training reported very high rates of role-model following 
(~63–67%), likely because their pre-existing familiarity with foster care raised their expecta-
tions of the training.

6.4. Existential Motivation
Only about one in seven respondents (15%) cited this purely external factor. The strongest 
predictor was labour market status at entry: those who were economically inactive at the time 
reported 22%. Interestingly, residents of county-seat cities also showed a similarly elevated rate 
(22%), which is surprising given that smaller settlements might be expected to exhibit strong-
er employment-related pressures. Notably, not a single one of the 33 Budapest-based entrants 
mentioned this motive.

A meaningful correlation appeared with the intention to discontinue foster care: 20–24% 
of those planning to stop as soon as possible cited existential motives, pointing to the coercive 
nature of this motivational type – understandably, those driven by compulsion seek to escape it 
when circumstances permit.

6.5. Network Pressure
This relatively infrequent (8%) factor showed one salient background correlation: age. 

Among those entering foster care after age 50, network pressure was twice as common (17%); 
among the small group entering after 60, it reached ~44%. This predominantly reflects situa-
tions where grandparents or older relatives assume care out of necessity. Among those wishing 
to end fostering “as quickly as possible,” the network-pressure rate was nearly three times the 
average (~22%), further underscoring the coercive nature of this pathway.

6.6. Contextual (Life-Event) Influence
This was the least common identifiable type (4%, 53 individuals). Its rarity means that group-lev-
el deviations, while detectable, carry limited cognitive significance. The only partially interpret-
able finding concerned health status: a deterioration in health may function as a contextual 
trigger, for instance by leading to labour-market exit and a subsequent turn to home-based foster 
care.
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7. Aggregated Meta-Types and Their Background 
Correlates
Moving to a higher level of abstraction, we aggregated the six types into three meta-types: 
Intrinsic (respondents citing only altruistic, family-building, and/or role-model motivations), 
Extrinsic (those citing only existential, network, and/or contextual factors), and Mixed (those 
citing factors from both groups). As Table 2 demonstrated, the overwhelming majority (75.5%) 
fell into the Intrinsic category, with only 8.1% classified as purely Extrinsic and 16.3% as Mixed.

At this aggregated level, several background variables showed complementary effects – 
simultaneously shifting the intrinsic/extrinsic balance. Age at entry proved the only variable 
with a near-functional relationship to both meta-types: as age increased, the proportion of 
intrinsic motivations declined (from 80.6% in the youngest quartile to 71.5% in the oldest) 
while extrinsic motivations rose (from 4.3% to 12.3%). This likely reflects the accumulation 
of life events (illness, labour-market difficulties, kinship care obligations) that shift the ba-
lance outward.

Table 3. Motivational meta-types by age group at entry (%, quartiles)
Age quartile Intrinsic Mixed Extrinsic
Q1 (17–34 years) 80.6 15.0 4.3
Q2 (35–39 years) 75.4 17.9 6.7
Q3 (40–45 years) 73.7 16.5 9.9
Q4 (46–68 years) 71.5 16.2 12.3
Total 75.5 16.3 8.1

Similar, if less dramatic, patterns emerged for partnership status (those living with a part-
ner showed higher intrinsic [76.2%] and lower extrinsic [6.6%] rates than those living alone 
[71.8% and 15.8%, respectively]), housing quality (poor housing: ~54% intrinsic, ~31% ext-
rinsic; good housing: 78.5% intrinsic, 7.0% extrinsic), and health status (poor health: ~50% 
intrinsic, ~27% extrinsic; good health: 77.5% intrinsic, 7.5% extrinsic).

Reading these gradient-like relationships together, a coherent pattern emerges: less fa-
vourable life circumstances are associated with above-average external influence, while more 
favourable conditions reinforce the dominance of intrinsic motivations. Additionally, certain 
groups showed markedly elevated intrinsic rates: pre-1997 entrants (85%), Budapest entrants 
(~84%), those living without financial worries (83%), and those identifying as religiously ac-
tive (83%). Conversely, elevated extrinsic rates were found in the Southern Great Plain region 
(17%), among those who did not attend preparatory training (~26%), those intending to stop 
fostering as soon as possible (~20%), and university graduates (~23%).

8. Conclusions
The analysis of factors influencing the decision to become a foster parent, based on a nationally 
representative Hungarian sample, yields the following principal findings.

First, the decision is inherently multi-factorial: the motivational landscape is characteri-
sed by remarkable diversity, with 27 distinct sub-categories consolidatable into six analytically 



143Studies2026. 1. 

meaningful types. Second, value-based and emotional motivations dominate: the single most 
prevalent type is altruistic motivation arising from within the personality, but equally significant 
are the externally originated factors that the decision-maker has “internalised” through eva-
luating the characteristics of their family and social environment. Third, while external factors 
(existential pressures, network coercion, life events) do play a role, their combined weight is 
substantially lower, affecting at most one quarter of foster parents.

Fourth, background correlations enriched the picture: (a) higher educational attainment and 
more favourable life circumstances positively influenced the prevalence of altruistic motivation; 
(b) the same factors tended to reduce the frequency of role-model following; (c) childlessness 
and older age were clearly associated with family-building motivation; (d) labour-market status 
was the dominant predictor of existential motivation; and (e) older age (reflecting kinship care 
obligations) was the key correlate of network pressure.

Finally, the aggregated analysis confirmed that less favourable socio-cultural conditions 
shift the motivational balance towards extrinsic factors, while more advantageous circumstan-
ces reinforce intrinsic motivation. These findings are broadly consistent with the international 
literature (Sebba 2012; Gouveia et al. 2021; Colton et al. 2008), while providing a nuanced, 
context-specific picture of the Hungarian foster care system.

The practical implications are twofold. For recruitment, campaigns may most effectively 
appeal to altruistic and family-building sentiments, while recognising that a significant minority 
is motivated by existential or network-related pressures that require distinct policy responses. 
For retention, understanding the motivational profile of foster parents can inform targeted sup-
port strategies: those driven by coercive motives are most at risk of early discontinuation and 
may benefit most from intensive professional support and training (Hanlon et al. 2021).

It must be emphasised that throughout this analysis we speak of correlations rather than 
causal relationships. Future research would benefit from prospective longitudinal designs, from 
incorporating the perspectives of those who considered but ultimately declined fostering, and 
from those who discontinued, thereby providing a more complete picture of the motivational 
ecosystem surrounding foster care decisions.
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