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INTRODUCTION
In Saudi Arabia, shouting at and beating children are socially 

sanctioned forms of discipline in the home, and corporal punishment 
is a common form of discipline in schools (Achoui, 2003, 2006; 
Dwairy, 2006; Long, 2005). These parenting practices are not 
only socially endorsed and statistically frequent, but also accepted 
by adolescents without complaint in Saudi Arabia and other Gulf 
countries (Hatab & Makki, 1978). Although one might automatically 
sanc9tioned Cross-culturnt so acdifferinces
the Authoritarian subscale of the Parenting Authority Questionnaire 
(PAQ; Buri, 1991). A typical item from the PAQ’s Authoritarian 
subscale is, “As I was growing up I knew what my father expected of 
me in the family and he insisted that I conform to those expectations 
simply out of respect for his authority.” Authoritarian parenting 
is associated with poor mental health in Western countries, but 
that relationship is non-existent or very weak in Asian and Arab 
countries (Dwairy et al., 2006). It is hypothesized that authoritarian 
parenting has no association with or only a weak negative association 
with mental health outcomes in Asian and Arab societies because 
authoritarian parenting is the norm and is accepted by children and by 
society. Nonetheless, authoritative parenting, which is characterised 
by a rational, reasoned approach to discipline, is associated with 

better mental health in all cultures (Dwairy et al., 2006). The PAQ 
also include an Authoritative subscale, and a representative item from 
this subscale is, “My mother always encouraged verbal give-and-take 
whenever I felt that family rules and restrictions were unreasonable.”

Abusive parenting differs from authoritarian and authoritative 
parenting not in terms of the criteria for discipline, but rather in 
terms of the way that discipline is imposed. Abusive parenting 
is characterised by a correctional method that is harsh and may 
be demeaning to the child, such as physical punishment or verbal 
aggression (e.g., shouting at, criticising the child). In the West, such 
treatment leads to poor mental health (Felitti et al., 1998; Gibb et al., 
2007; Kendler et al., 2000; Kessler et al., 1997; Levitan et al., 2003; 
MacMillan et al., 2001; McCauley et al., 1997; Moeller et al., 1993; 
Safren et al., 2002; Walker et al., 1999). However, although general 
abuse is considered binary, abusive parenting involves a gradation 
in parenting style that ranges from extremely abusive to not at all 
abusive.

Research into the effects of abusive parenting in traditional Arab 
countries is hampered by the lack of a validated, culturally appropriate 
scale. In addition to verbal abuse (e.g., criticism) and physical abuse 
(e.g., beating), lack of encouragement is a characteristic of the 
traditional Arabic parenting style (Dwairy et al., 2006) but is not a 
FRPPRQ� IRFXV� RI� SDUHQWLQJ� VFDOHV��7KH�¿UVW� IRFXV� RI� WKLV� SDSHU� LV�
the development and validation of a culturally appropriate parenting 
style scale that taps into abusive parenting as well as encouragement 
of children. The Arabic Parenting Style Questionnaire (APSQ) was 
VSHFL¿FDOO\�GHVLJQHG�WR�¿OO�WKLV�QLFKH�DQG�ZDV�ZULWWHQ�LQ�$UDELF��WKXV�
avoiding issues of cultural adaptation and linguistic translation. The 
APSQ is intended as a brief tool for collecting retrospective reports of 
parenting behaviors for use in epidemiological studies (Appendix A). 

Once the APSQ has been determined to be psychometrically 
sound, preliminary steps are taken to address whether parenting 
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behaviors described as “abusive” are less harmful in Arab society. 
6SHFL¿FDOO\�� DUH� EHDWLQJ� DQG� LQVXOWLQJ� FKLOGUHQ� OHVV� KDUPIXO� WR�
the children’s long-term mental health in Arab Society, where 
such behaviors are socially sanctioned, common, and accepted by 
FKLOGUHQ"�7KLV� LVVXH� LV� H[DPLQHG� LQ�6DXGL�$UDELD� VSHFL¿FDOO\� DQG�
through exploration of the relationship between the APSQ and 
established measures of well-being. 

Knowing that childhood experiences, such as abuse, have 
long-term impact on individuals’ mental health and well-being, 
a secondary question is through what mechanism or process 
that impact occurs. Determining this process might facilitate an 
understanding of how individuals in some cultures seem more 
impacted by parenting behaviors than individuals in other cultures. 
Infornet theory, a network theory that integrates biology and 
psychology (Hyland, 2011), provides a guide for consideration of 
this question. Trait negative and positive affect correlate with and 
independently predict well-being (Diener & Chan, 2011). Negative 
and positive affect have little to no correlation, suggesting they arise 
from two different mechanisms (Watson, 1988; Watson et al., 1988). 
Reinforcement sensitivity theory is a biologically validated theory 
showing that organisms vary in the extent to which they are sensitive 
to punishment versus reward (Corr, 2008). Infornet theory suggests 
a relationship among these theories of affect and reinforcement 
sensitivity theory (Hyland, 2011). If a young, plastic network 
operates with the associative learning rule (the basis for learning) and 
is exposed to repeated punishment, then the network will gradually 
become more sensitive to punishment and increase in negative 
affect. In contrast, if the network is repeatedly exposed positive or 
successful novel experiences, then reward sensitivity and positive 
affect will increase. Based on infornet theory (Hyland, 2011), abuse 
in early childhood (the young network) should lead to an increase in 
negative but not positive affect, whereas encouragement should lead 
WR�DQ� LQFUHDVH� LQ�SRVLWLYH�EXW�QRW�QHJDWLYH�DIIHFW��7KH�¿QDO�DLP�RI�
these studies was to test this prediction.

QUESTIONNAIRE CONSTRUCTION
The seven-item APSQ was constructed using a multi-step 

procedure. First, an initial list of 10 items was compiled on the basis 
of previous literature on child-rearing in Saudi society (Al Ayed et 
al., 1998; Al Eissa, 1991; Al Eissa & Almuneef, 2010; Al-Jumaah et 
al., 1993; Al-Mahroos, 2007; Al Mugeiren & Ganelin, 1990). Two 
separate focus groups (Group 1, N = 13 men; Group 2, N = 7 women; 

held in Saudi Arabia and segregated by sex for cultural reasons) were 
asked to discuss and give feedback on the questionnaire. In this and 
all studies presented in this work, participants gave informed consent 
and the studies were deemed ethical by University of Plymouth’s 
Human Ethics Committee and were consistent with the Code of 
Ethics of the World Medical Association (Declaration of Helsinki) 
for experiments involving human subjects. Based on participants’ 
comments, seven items were added to the questionnaire, increasing 
the number of items to 17. 

The 17-item version of the questionnaire was administered 
to 548 male and female Saudi students (442 males; 106 females) 
studying in the United Kingdom (UK). These participants were also 
asked, “Did your parents keep something (e.g., a stick) for beating 
you?” A total of 118 participants (21.5% of the sample), 94 males 
and 24 females, responded “yes” to this question. This sample was 
recruited in UK where the author was conducting his PhD in UK 
then. The fact that they represent people from all of Saudi Arabia 
it was thought that it should have reasonable representation of the 
country and reduces biasness of regions and social background etc. 
As such the biasness is only limited to people being abroad but still 
all Saudis and from all KSA. The youth group should have relatively 
recent experiences of their parental style, and not contaminated too 
much by very old memories. 

Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) of responses from these 548 
participants to the 17-item questionnaire led to the selection of 
seven items, four related to parents’ abusive behaviors and three 
related to parents’ discouraging their children from expressing 
their thoughts, feelings, or ideas. Items with high loadings on these 
two factors (named Abuse and Encouragement) were retained. The 
resulting seven items comprise the two subscales of the APSQ (the 
original Arabic questionnaire is available upon request). Instructions 
direct respondents to rate each item on an eight-point Likert scale 
indicating how frequently their parents behaved in the way described 
in the item (1 = never, 2 = Once in my life, 3 = Once a year, 4 = 
Once every 6 months, 5 = Once a month, 6 = Once a week, 7 = Once 
every 2 or 3 days, and 8 = At least once every day). Respondents 
are instructed to provide answers based on their experiences 
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Following the development of the scale, Study 1 and Study 
2 were carried out to establish the validity of the APSQ and to 
examine the relationship of scores on the questionnaire to well-
being. The aims of these studies were (a) to provide psychometric 
evidence that the Abuse and Encouragement subscales are distinct 
and reliable, (b) to show convergent and divergent construct validity 
with subscales of another parenting style questionnaire (PAQ), (c) to 
show divergent construct validity with a measure of personality, (d) 
to examine the relationship between of the APSQ and well-being, 
(e) to examine whether the two subscales of the APSQ (Abuse and 
Encouragement) contributed independently to well-being, and (f) 
to provide preliminary data as to whether abusive parenting has a 
linear or nonlinear relationship to well-being. An additional aim was 
to document the frequency of parenting behaviors such as beating. 
Results from Study 1 and Study 2 are presented together to facilitate 
comparison of the two samples. 
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r(291) = 0.59, p < 0.001, for the Abuse subscale, and r(291) = 0.76, 
p < 0.001, for the Encouragement subscale. These correlations show 
considerable convergence between the adult and child experience. 
7DEOH� �� VKRZV� WKH� FRUUHODWLRQ� FRHI¿FLHQWV� EHWZHHQ� DOO� YDULDEOHV�
in Study 1 with the exception of the BFI. There is one moderate 
correlation between the two parenting style questionnaires, namely 
between the Encouragement subscale of the new questionnaire and 
authoritative parenting as assessed on the PAQ. However, aside from 
that correlation, the two parenting style questionnaires appear to be 
measuring different constructs. Both subscales of APSQ and two 
VXEVFDOHV� RI� WKH�3$4�DUH� VLJQL¿FDQWO\� FRUUHODWHG�ZLWK�RYHUDOO� OLIH�
satisfaction. To examine the extent to which the APSQ and PAQ 
provide independent predictions of overall quality of life, multiple 
regression was used to predict results on the GQOL (the dependent 
variable) based on the subscales of the parenting questionnaires 
WKDW� VLJQL¿FDQWO\� FRUUHODWHG� ZLWK� *42/� VFRUHV� �7DEOH� ���� %HWD� DQG�
VLJQL¿FDQFH� YDOXHV� DUH� DV� IROORZV�� $EXVH�� EHWD�  � ������� p <0.001; 
Encouragement: beta = 0.01, p = 0.807; Authoritative: beta = 0.29, p 
<0.001; and Authoritarian: beta = -0.12, p = 0.049. These results show 
that the Abuse (APSQ), Authoritative (PAQ), and Authoritarian (PAQ) 
subscales all contribute independent variance to quality of life.

7KH� FRUUHODWLRQV� RI� WKH� VXEVFDOHV� RI� WKH� $364� ZLWK� WKH� ¿YH�
personality factors (Study 1) are shown in Table 4. The correlation 
FRHI¿FLHQWV�DUH�UHODWLYHO\�ZHDN��HYLGHQFH�VXSSRUWLQJ�WKH�GLVFULPLQDQW�
validity of the scales, or the notion that the APSQ and the BFI 
measure unique variables. 

The correlations of the APSQ subscales and all other measures 
used in Study 2 are presented in Table 5. There is a weak, positive 
relationship between Negative Affect and Abuse, indicating that 
individuals who score higher on the Abuse subscale also report more 
negative affect. There is also a weak, positive relationship between 
Positive Affect and Encouragement, indicating that individuals who 
score higher on the Encouragement subscale also report more positive 
affect. Both subscales of the APSQ correlate with life satisfaction 
(assessed using the SWLS) and overall quality of life (assessed 
using the GQOL). In order to test the independent effects of Abuse 
and Encouragement on quality of life, life satisfaction, and positive 
and negative affect, separate multiple regression models were used 
to predict each of these variables with Abuse and Encouragement 
entered as the dependent variables. The results are shown in Table 
6. Abuse and Encouragement independently predicted SWLS 
and GQOL, but only Abuse predicted Negative Affect and only 
Encouragement predicted Positive Affect.

In order to examine the relationship between Abusive parenting 
and well-being at differing levels of abuse, the Abuse subscale was 
divided into quartiles, or four ranges of scores. The mean score and 
FRQ¿GHQFH� LQWHUYDOV� IRU� SDUWLFLSDQWV� IDOOLQJ� LQ� HDFK� RI� WKHVH� IRXU�
ranges of scores for GQOL and SWLS are shown in Tables 7 and 8. 
The patterns of results are not identical between Study 1 and Study 
2, but taken together the results of the two studies indicate that there 
is a decrease in well-being across the full range of abusive parenting 
style, from mild to severe abusive parenting.

DISCUSSION
Study 1 and Study 2 documented the level of reported abusive 

and encouraging parenting behaviors in Saudi Arabia. The frequency 
of beating varied considerably across participants. Approximately 
56% to 67% of participants reported that they were beaten never or 
only once in their lives, whereas approximately 6% to 8% reported 
that there were beaten at least once a week. In contrast, verbal abuse 
was more common with 30% to 40% of participants reporting that 
they were never insulted or insulted at most once in their lives by 
their parents, whereas 11% to 12% reported that they were insulted 
at least once a week. 

The study has big sample number and a small percentage of 
respondents is still a representative. Furthermore, when adding all 
the periods (once a month, once every 6 months….etc.) it adds up 
in my view. The fact that the correlation shows a sig effect (abuse 
on wellbeing….etc.) is an indication that the abuse as a variable, 
QHYHUWKHOHVV��LV�LQÀXHQWLDO�IDFWRU�LQ�WKLV�VWXG\��

The divergence between abuse and encouragement is also an 
indication of the singularity of this factor in the study. The present 
data shows some relationship between abuse and other variables 
(e.g., wellbeing), it is a step forward to understand such relationship. 
It is hoped that further research will shed more light on the abuse 
factor and its relation to well-being in later life in a Saudi sample.

Similar variability was found for participants’ reports of 
receiving encouragement from their parents. Approximately 20% to 
37% said they had been encouraged to speak frankly when expressing 
their own opinions at most once in their lives. Younger respondents 
reported slightly more encouragement but also more abuse. 

 These results indicate considerable heterogeneity in parenting 
style in Saudi Arabia, consistent with a society in transition and 
exhibiting the variation between traditional and modern cultural 

Study 1 Study 2
APSQ Item Abuse Enc. Abuse Enc.
1.  Did your parents verbally insult you? 0.68 -0.11 0.66 -0.08
2.  Were you beaten by your parents? 0.80 -0.05 0.48 -0.10
3.  Did your parents verbally insult you in front of others? 0.91 -0.16 0.81 -0.04
4.  Were you beaten by your parents in front of others? 0.77 -0.11 0.74 -0.11
5.  In general, were you encouraged to express your opinion by your parents? -0.08 0.79 -0.11 0.85
6.  Did your parents encourage you to be well-behaved? -0.17 0.62 -0.07 0.67
7.  Did your parents encourage you to speak frankly when expressing your own14 0 Td4-0.11
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practices. Dwairy (2006) suggests that authoritarian parenting of 
girls is stricter than of boys in Arab/Muslim cultures. However, 
in the present study no differences were found between men’s 
and women’s retrospective reports of their parents’ abusive and 
encouraging parenting practices. During questionnaire construction, 
DERXW�RQH�¿IWK�RI�ERWK�PHQ�DQG�ZRPHQ�LQGLFDWHG�WKDW�WKHLU�SDUHQWV�
kept something (e.g., a stick) with which to beat them. These results 
indicate similarity between parenting of boys and girls, as well as 
variation in practice between families.

A second aim of the two studies was to establish the validity of the 
two subscales of the APSQ. Factor analysis supported the existence 
of two separate and interpretable factors, Abuse and Encouragement, 
with high factor loadings of items on their respective factors, and no 
evidence of cross-loading. Despite having only a small number of 
items, the two subscales had acceptable levels of internal consistency. 
These two subscales were weakly and negatively correlated (r of 
approximately -0.20), indicating that abusive treatment is associated 
with less encouragement. 

The relationship between the Abuse and Encouragement 
subscales of the APSQ and the subscales of the PAQ were 
also examined. Encouragement was correlated (r = 0.43) with 
Authoritative parenting style. This comparatively high correlation 
is to be expected as some Authoritative parenting items contain the 
word “encouragement” and there is conceptual overlap between 
encouraging children and providing a rationale-based form of 

authority. Data collected using the PAQ are consistent with results 
from studies previously conducted in Arab countries, showing a 
correlation of 0.36 between Authoritative parenting and overall 
quality of life (on the GQOL) and a correlation of -0.16 between 
Authoritarian parenting and overall quality of life (see Dwairy et 
al., 2006, for discussion). These results corroborate early research 
suggesting that the effect of authoritarian parenting is less harmful 
in Arab countries than in the West – in both the present research 
and that reported by Dwairy et al. (2006) the correlations with 
DXWKRULWDULDQ�SDUHQWLQJ�ZHUH�VLJQL¿FDQW�EXW�ZLWK�VPDOO�HIIHFW�VL]HV��

7KHUH�ZHUH�VPDOO�EXW�VLJQL¿FDQW�FRUUHODWLRQV��r = 0.15 to 0.26) 
between the Abuse subscale of the APSQ and each of the three 
subscales of the PAQ, showing that abusive parenting is weakly 
and negatively related to Authoritative and Permissive parenting 
and positively related to Authoritarian parenting. Thus, there is a 
relationship between the PAQ and APSQ, but there is considerable 
difference between abuse and authoritarianism because authoritarian 
child-rearing does not necessarily include physical punishment or 
yelling at the child. 

Multiple regression showed that the PAQ and APSQ predicted 
independent variance in GQOL. These results show that although the 
PAQ and APSQ are related questionnaires, they measure separate 
constructs and provide independent prediction of quality of life.

Neither of the subscales of the APSQ were strongly correlated 
with measures of personality as measured by the BFI, providing 
evidence of divergent validity. These results suggest that abusive 
and encouraging parenting styles have little effect on personality 
– possibly because personality is determined in part by genetics 
(Heath, Cloninger, & Martin, 1994). There was, however, 
a weak relationship (r = 0.19) between Encouragement and 
Conscientiousness. Although this correlation does not include any 
evidence of causality, the relationship between these two factors 
does call into question whether parenting style might impact 
conscientiousness in developing children. 

Recollections of childhood parenting style with participants’ 
descriptions of their relationships with their parents in adult life were 
also compared. Participants’ responses to the APSQ based on their 
childhood (age 6 to 18 years) experiences and responses to a separate 
version based on their adult (age 18 years and older) experiences 
ZHUH�IRXQG�WR�EH�VWURQJO\�DQG�SRVLWLYHO\�FRUUHODWHG��7KLV�¿QGLQJ�ZDV�
consistent with other research (de Rivera, 1997) showing the validity 
RI�WKH�PHWKRG�RI�UHWURVSHFWLYH�UHFDOO��DQG�WKH�¿QGLQJ�DOVR�LQGLFDWHV�
that the relationship between parents and children in Arab countries 
UHPDLQV�¿[HG�HYHQ�DIWHU�WKH�FKLOG�EHFRPHV�DQ�DGXOW�

Both the Abuse and Encouragement subscales of the APSQ 
predict well-being, which was operationalized using three measures: 
satisfaction with life (SWLS), global quality of life (GQOL), 
and affect (assessed with a scale based on the PANAS). Abuse 
and Encouragement predicted all three measures of well-being. 
As there was a weak negative correlation between Abuse and 
Encouragement, Study 2 was designed to investigate to what extent 
they contributed independent variance to well-being. Results from a 
multiple regression analysis indicate that Abuse and Encouragement 
independently predict separate variance in participants’ responses 
to the SWLS and GQOL, explaining 14% and 11% of the variance 
UHVSHFWLYHO\�� +RZHYHU�� RQO\� WKH� $EXVH� VXEVFDOH� ZDV� D� VLJQL¿FDQW�
predictor of Negative Affect, and only the Encouragement subscale 
ZDV�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�SUHGLFWRU�RI�3RVLWLYH�$IIHFW��

7KH� ¿QGLQJ� WKDW� $EXVH� LV� OLQNHG� WR� 1HJDWLYH� $IIHFW� DQG�
Encouragement to Positive Affect is consistent with predictions from 
infornet theory. According to this theory, the whole body (not only the 
brain) is a network system (a psychoneuroimmunoendocrine network) 
that operates according to connectionist principles. Punishments that 
signal that the world is an unsafe place lead – through the application of 

APSQ
Abuse Encouragement

APSQ
  Encouragement -0.21**

BFI
  Extraversion 0.10 0.11
  Agreeableness -0.12 0.04
  Conscientiousness 0.01 0.19**

  Neuroticism 0.07 -0.04
  Openness 0.01 0.02

Table 4. 
Study 1: Correlations between the APSQ and BFI traits, N = 249

Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

APSQ
	 Abuse Encouragement GQOL SWLS PANAS-N

APSQ
Encouragement -0.19**

GQOL -0.22** 0.30**

SWLS -0.31** 0.27** 0.49**

PANAS-N 0.17** 0.02 -0.24** -0.28**

PANAS-P -0.04 0.13* 0.30** 0.29** -0.03
Note. *p ≤ 0.05, **p ≤ 0.01

Table 5. 
Study 2: Correlations between all variables, N = 293

Outcome Predictors Beta Significance
GQOL APSQ – Abuse -0.17 0.003

APSQ – Encouragement 0.27 0.001
Adjusted R2 = 0.11

SWLS APSQ – Abuse -0.27 0.001
APSQ – Encouragement 0.22 0.001

Adjusted R2 = 0.14
PANAS-N APSQ – Abuse 0.19 0.002

APSQ – Encouragement 0.06 0.30
Adjusted R2 = 0.03

PANAS-P APSQ – Abuse -0.01 0.81
APSQ – Encouragement 0.13 0.03

Adjusted R2 = 0.01

Table 6. 
Study 2: Multiple Regression using APSQ Abuse and Encouragement 
as Predictors
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network learning rules – to gradual and persistent changes in the network. 
One result or consequence is negative affect. In contrast, repeated 
information that there are novel and rewarding opportunities in the 
environment leads to a gradual and persistent change, one consequence 
of which is positive affect. These results are consistent with theoretical 
predictions that abuse and encouragement during childhood involve 
different mechanisms in terms of their effects on well-being in adult life.

7R�WKH�EHVW�RI�RXU�NQRZOHGJH��WKLV�LV�WKH�¿UVW�VWXG\�WR�H[DPLQH�WKH�
effects of abusive parenting on well-being in a country where harsh 
discipline is a culturally accepted form of child-rearing. The results 
are no different from those found in the West – abusive parenting has 
negative consequences for well-being. A scale measuring the degree 
of abusive parenting was used, and so we were able to examine the 
consequences of abusive parenting over the full range of parental 
behavior, not just in the case of extreme abuse. Preliminary data 
suggest that the negative effects of abusive parenting occur not only 
at the extreme end (i.e., what would undoubtedly be termed abuse); 
negative effects are also found, to a lesser degree, in association with 
parenting styles that tend towards abusiveness. In Tables 7 and 8, 
the lowest category of abuse (1–2) comprises those who reported 
being beaten or insulted at most once in their lives, and the second 
lowest category of abuse (>2–3) still experienced relatively low 
rates of abuse (Table 1 for illustration). Most of the sample falls 
in these two groups. The conclusion that low levels of abuse have 
a detectable effect on quality of life and life satisfaction should be 
seen as preliminary because the majority of participants reported 
low levels of abusive parenting. Comparison across levels of abuse 
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