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The family unit has long been recognised as the primary context for providing the nurturance, resources and opportunities that are essential for children’s healthy development. Interactions between parents and children and between parents themselves, have been shown to have an important influence on children’s behavioural and emotional wellbeing. Positive children’s outcomes are associated with a family context characterised by a happy couple relationship, an absence of conflict between parents, positive parenting skills (evidenced by the availability of warm, responsive parent-child interactions in combination with developmentally appropriate guidance and limit-setting) and positive parental perceptions of their competence as a parent. These patterns of interaction within the family may be influenced by a range of personal, family and external factors, including parental mental illness, family structure, financial difficulties, and exposure to stressful life events.

This paper presents an overview of the conceptual model and criteria that underpinned the selection of items and scales used to assess parenting and couple relationships for the infant and child cohorts in LSAC, when the participating children were aged 0-1 years and 4-5 years respectively. The authors describe the psychometric properties of the measures, and then examine how parenting and couple relationships vary across families within each cohort. The analyses explore differences in parenting and couple relationships according to: (i) parental mental health, stress and coping; (ii) family structure (single parent, cohabiting and married) and family size; (iii) socioeconomic characteristics; and (iv) exposure to adverse life events. 

The findings indicate that the LSAC measures of parenting and family functioning are generally performing well in terms of key psychometric properties. Distributions indicate that the majority of parents of infants and preschoolers, report parenting and couple interactions that are likely to be associated with positive outcomes for children. However, some families are more likely than others to report poor parenting and couple relationships. Patterns vary across measures, but are largely consistent with a pattern of disadvantage. Poor parenting and couple relationships are more likely for parents with mental health difficulties, single parents, parents with lower socioeconomic status backgrounds, and parents who report higher rates of recent adverse life events. 
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