
A more recent version of this paper was published as Perales F, 
O’Flaherty M and Baxter, J. (2015) Early Life Course Family Structure 
and Children’s Socio-Emotional and Behavioural Functioning: A View 
from Australia. Child Indicators Research, 9(4), 1003-1028



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

mailto:f.perales@uq.edu.au
mailto:m.oflaherty@uq.edu.au
mailto:j.baxter@uq.edu.au
mailto:lcc@uq.edu.au
http://www.lifecoursecentre.org.au/


Abstract 

Children’s early life experiences are important not only for their contemporary wellbeing, but 

also for their subsequent life outcomes as adolescents and adults. Research from developed 

countries has demonstrated that children in one-parent and reconstituted families, have worse 

socio-emotional and behavioural functioning than children from ‘normative’ or ‘intact’ 

families. We use recent Australian data from a nationally representative birth cohort study to 

examine the associations between family structure and children’s socio-emotional and 

behavioural outcomes. We contribute to the literature in two ways: by testing whether 

previously established relationships in the US and the UK apply in Australia, and by 

deploying an innovative life course methodological approach that pays attention to the 

accumulation, patterning and timing of exposures to different family types during childhood. 

As in other countries, children in Australia who spend time in one-parent or reconstituted 

families experience more socio-emotional and behavioural problems than other children. 

Such differences disappear when accounting for socio-economic capital and maternal mental 

health. This suggests that providing additional income and mental health support to parents in 

vulnerable families may contribute to mitigating children’s socio-emotional and behavioural 

difficulties in Australia. 

 

Keywords: child wellbeing; socio-emotional development; family structure; poverty; life 

course methods; Australia 
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1. Introduction 

Children’s early life experiences are important not only for their contemporary wellbeing, but 

also for their subsequent life outcomes as adolescents and adults (Duncan et al. 1998, 

Björklund et al. 2007, Duncan et al. 2007, Duncan and Magnuson 2014). Considerable 

empirical evidence in this area has provided support for policymaking that stresses preventive 

early intervention strategies (Allen 2011, Field 2010, McLachlan et al. 2013). Most efforts in 

the field have been devoted to establishing which factors promote or detract from children’s 

physical health and cognitive development, but a literature on children’s socio-emotional and 

behavioural functioning is rapidly emerging. Within this, there is a focus on the social origins 

of child wellbeing, including the potential influences of family structure, composition and 

stability (Kiernan and Mensah 2009, Schoon et al. 2012, Pearce et al. 2013). 

A major debate is whether exposure to one-parent or reconstituted families has independent 

effects on children’s socio-emotional and behavioural outcomes. While some have found 

evidence consistent with this claim (Carlson and Corcoran 2001, Fomby and Cherlin 2007, 

Pearce et al. 2013), others have reported that such effects are spurious and due to women 

from low socio-economic status selecting into these family types (Björklund et al. 2007, 

Kiernan and Mensah 2009). There is also substantial discussion as to which mechanisms 

drive any effects of family structure on child wellbeing, with socio-economic resources and 

maternal mental health being suggested as plausible pathways (Amato 2005, Kiernan and 

Mensah 2009, Waldfogel et al. 2010). 

However, there are still substantial gaps in our understanding of the intersections between 

family structure and child wellbeing. In this paper, we add further evidence on two areas. 

First, most of the existing literature focuses on the UK and the US, with little comparable 

evidence for other developed and developing countries. Our focus is on Australia, a country 

in which research to-date has been scarce. Australia differs from the UK and the US in 

important ways; for example, it features relatively low rates of poverty and economic 

inequality, a lower prevalence of one-parent and reconstituted families, and a distinct 

institutional environment in relation to early childhood (Zubrick et al. 2008, Låftman 2010). 

Gathering evidence from under-researched countries is a helpful way to contextualize and 

validate the findings from more well-researched countries, and begin to tease out the role of 

institutional mechanisms in driving the associations between family structure and children’s 

outcomes (McLanahan and Schwartz 2002). Additional evidence gathered using new data 

sources can also contribute to shifting “the weight of the accumulated findings in one 

direction or another” (Amato and Anthony 2014, p.373). 

Second, the life-course approach is gaining standing as a powerful and innovative way to 

conceptualize and operationalize the social origins of morbidity (Lynch and Davey-Smith 

2005). This perspective is novel in that it attributes importance to the accumulation and 
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timing of exposures to socio-environmental health determinants at different stages of the life 

course, and how these can have lasting consequences. However, theoretical life course 

principles have only recently begun to be applied empirically in a systematic way (Mishra et 

al. 2009, Ben-Shlomo et al. 2014). A majority of studies on the influence of families on 

children’s socio-emotional functioning operationalize family structure at a single point in 

time, without regard to the longitudinal patterning of exposure. Further research evidence on 

the intersections between family structure and child outcomes that pays attention to the 

child’s complete early life course is warranted. 

In this paper, we use recent Australian data from an ongoing, nationally representative, birth 

cohort study to examine the associations between early life course family structure and 

children’s socio-emotional and behavioural outcomes, paying attention to the patterning and 

timing of exposures to different family types. Key results indicate that children who spend 

time in one-parent or reconstituted families experience more socio-emotional and behavioural 

problems than other children, and that those differences are due to dissimilarities in socio-

economic conditions and maternal mental health across family structures. 

 

2. Family structure and child development 

Early childhood is arguably the most critical period in human development. This is the time 

when a child’s brain develops the most, children learn how to interpret and interact with the 

world that surrounds them, acquire language and initiate enduring emotional bonds. The 

social, environmental, economic and personal experiences of the child in the first 5 years of 

life can have long-lasting consequences on their developmental trajectories and human 

capability acquisition. During this life stage, the family plays a pivotal role in the lives of 

children, acting as a key socializing agent and the provider of resources vital for subsistence 

and optimal development. It is also during these years that programs and interventions 

designed to improve children’s outcomes have been argued to have maximum impact in 

terms of returns to investment (see e.g. Heckman and Masterov 2007, Heckman 2012). 

In developed countries and over the last few decades, families are becoming more 

heterogeneous. The norm of the nuclear family with two biological parents (hereafter referred 

to as normative families) is being progressively challenged by the emergence of new family 

types (hereafter referred to as vulnerable families).
 
[We use the term normative because two-

biological-parent families remain empirically the most common setting for childrearing, not 

to suggest that such an arrangement is preferable; and the term vulnerable because it is more 

distinguishable than non-normative and in concordance with the American literature on 

fragile families]. Most prominently, there has been an unprecedented rise in the number of 

one-parent families. In the UK, for instance, the share of families with dependent children led 

by a lone parent rose from 13% in 1961 to 27% in 2009 (Pearce et al. 2013). In the US, 50% 
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of children born in the 1980s spent some time in a one-parent family before they turned 18 

(Bumpass and Railey 1995). Increasingly, adults living in one-parent families re-partner or 

re-marry, giving rise to reconstituted families (Ginther and Pollak 2004). Critically, 

vulnerable families enjoy fewer resources than normative families. For example, poverty, 

reliance on the welfare system, and financial instability are significantly more widespread 

amongst vulnerable than normative families in both the US (Mather 2010) and the UK 

(Harkness et al. 2012). 

The increase in the prevalence of vulnerable families together with clear evidence depicting 

differences in socio-economic resources across family types has spurred substantial research 

on the effect of family structure on aspects of child wellbeing. Children in normative families 

typically enjoy more resources than children in vulnerable families, whether these are 

actively spent on the child (for example access to computers or extra-curricular activities) or 

passively enjoyed by the child (e.g. a spacious home in a ‘good’ neighbourhood). Waldfogel 

et al. (2010) discuss several interrelated reasons that could explain differences in the 

outcomes of children growing up in normative and vulnerable families. These include 

differences across family types in economic and time resources, maternal mental health, 

parental relationship quality, parenting quality and father involvement in the upbringing of 

the child, as well as selection of low socio-economic status mothers into vulnerable family 

types. Here, we will group these into and focus on four issues: socio-demographics and early 

life circumstances (i.e. sources of selection), socio-economic capital, housing and location, 

and maternal mental health. 

One aspect which has received less attention is the timing and cumulative exposure of 

children to different family forms. In addition to whether or not a child is ever a member of a 

vulnerable family, it may also be important when and for how long this occurs (Mishra et al. 

2009, Pearce et al. 2014). Relatedly, there is some debate as to whether it is membership in a 

vulnerable family or experience of family transitions that is behind the relatively poor 

outcomes of children in vulnerable families (Fomby and Cherlin 2007, Bachman et al. 2011, 

Schoon et al. 2012, Ryan and Claessens 2013). Here, we will adopt a life course approach to 

understanding child development and conceptualise family structure as dynamic, i.e. 

potentially evolving in different ways over the first five years of the child’s life. 

 

3. Family structure and child socio-emotional outcomes: Empirical evidence 

The focus of this paper is on children’s socio-emotional and behavioural functioning. This is 

used to refer to several dimensions of the child’s emotional and behavioural development, 

including internalizing and externalizing behaviour, aggression, and the quality of the child’s 

relationships with peers and adults. Previous studies have routinely shown that children living 

in one-parent or reconstituted families are on average worse off with regard to socio-
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emotional and behavioural outcomes than their peers living in families with two biological 

parents. In the UK, for example, Dunn et al. (1998) found that living in a one-parent family 

had a negative effect on emotional adjustment amongst four-year-old children, and this 

remained after controlling for socio-economic conditions, maternal relationships, and 

maternal mental health. Similarly, in the US, Carlson and Corcoran (2001) reported 

differences in behavioural problems amongst children living in different family types, and 

these were largely accounted for by maternal psychological wellbeing and family income. 

From this early literature it is unclear whether any impacts of family structure on children’s 

socio-emotional and behavioural functioning are due to the child’s contemporary family type, 

the accumulation of exposure to different family types, or the instability associated with 

changes in family structure. More recent studies have shed light on these issues by 

considering the family histories of children. Their results support the thesis that instability in 

family structure contributes negatively to child wellbeing (Bachman et al. 2011, Cavanagh 

and Huston 2006, Fomby 2007, Osborne and McLanahan 2007). There is also some evidence 

that the timing of family instability matters, with the worst outcomes experienced by children 

who experience instability while very young (Cavanagh and Huston 2008, Ryan and 

Claessens 2013), and of accumulation effects, whereby increased duration of exposure to 

vulnerable family types decreases socio-emotional and behavioural functioning (Pearce et al. 

2014). 

Most of this research comes from the UK and the US, with a paucity of studies linking family 

structure to child socio-emotional and behavioural outcomes in other countries. The only 

available evidence for Australia suggests that children whose mothers experienced no 

partnership changes have fewer behavioural problems (Najman et al. 1997), children with 

cognitive delay living in one-parent families experienced more conduct problems (Emerson 

et al. 2011), and maternal partnership status is weakly related to externalising and 

internalising behavioural problems at age 14 (Najman et al. 2004). Of these, only Emerson et 

al. (2011) used a national sample. 

 

4. The Australian context  

Like other western countries, Australia has experienced important socio-demographic 

changes over recent decades consistent with the second demographic transition (Lesthaeghe 

1995). There have been major changes in patterns of family formation with increases in 

average age at entry to marriage to 28 years for women and 30 years for men in 2010, and a 

high tendency for couples to cohabit prior to marriage, with 77% of marriages in 2013 

preceded by cohabitation (ABS 2013). Divorce rates increased sharply following the 

introduction of the ‘no fault’ divorce law in the Family Law Act 1975, but have stabilised and 

declined since then to a crude rate of about 2.1 in 2013. The proportion of families with 
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dependent children headed by a lone parent has also increased from 16% in 1991 to 22% in 

2011 (Weston et al. 2013). Additionally, 11% of families with dependent children were 

reconstituted families in 2011 (Weston et al. 2013).  

Australia has relatively high levels of resources and low levels of socio-economic 

disadvantage compared to the US and UK and fared well in the Global Financial Crisis. On 

many indicators of social welfare, including poverty rates, neighbourhood concentration of 

disadvantage and unemployment, Australia fares comparatively well against other OECD 

nations (McLachlan et al. 2013). However, there is evidence that the income gap between 

rich and poor in Australia is widening despite relatively strong overall economic growth 

(Leigh 2013), with a share of the population experiencing deep and persistent disadvantage 

(McLachlan et al. 2013). Jobless families and one-parent families, most of which are headed 

by women, make up a large proportion of those falling below the poverty line, with evidence 

that family breakdown is associated with reduced income for women for several years and 

high risks for young people of homelessness, offending and drug use (McLachlan et al. 

2013).  

Australia has a more generous welfare support system than the US, with universal health care 

and mean-tested income support payments for a range of social services including childcare, 

parenting, disability and unemployment payments (Kalil et al. 2012). Families who meet 

income tests are eligible for a range of payments including family tax benefits, childcare 

rebates, childcare benefits, and assistance with specialist health and medical costs. Single-

parent pensions have been available in Australia since 1973 and Australia has a long history 

of wage arbitration and relatively high minimum wages. From 2004 to 2014, on the birth of a 

child Australian mothers who met an income test were paid a lump sum of around $5,000, 

first named the “maternity payment” and then the “baby bonus”. This scheme was later 

replaced by a Government-funded paid parental leave scheme. However, the Australian 

Government is progressively placing greater restrictions on eligibility, and has recently 

introduced welfare-to-work criteria that constrain the length of time and circumstances under 

which services can be accessed (Kalil et al. 2012). 

Overall, while many demographic and economic patterns are similar to the US and the UK, 

and all three countries have been classified as falling within a liberal welfare regime (Esping-

Andersen 1990), the Australian welfare system arguably offers stronger buffers against 

poverty for vulnerable families than some other countries, particularly the US.  
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5. Data 

5.1 Dataset 

We examine the associations between life course family structure and child socio-emotional 

and behavioural outcomes using data from a large and (largely) nationally representative birth 

cohort study: Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children 

(LSAC).  

LSAC has an accelerated dual-cohort design, meaning that two separate cohorts of children in 

different age ranges are tracked since the initial sweep. Cohort ‘B’ (for babies) comprises 

children who were age 0/1 in 2004, while cohort ‘K’ (for kindergarten) comprises children 

who were age 4/5 in 2004. The LSAC sample was designed to be representative of all 

children born in Australia between March 2003 and February 2004 (cohort ‘B’) and between 

March 1999 and February 2000 (cohort ‘K’), with the exception of children living in some 

remote areas. To accomplish this, a two-stage clustered sampling strategy was implemented, 

selecting first postcodes and then children. The Medicare Australia enrolment administrative 

database was used as the sampling frame. Children were randomly selected from 311 

postcodes with approximately a 1 in 25 selection probability. 

The first sweep of LSAC data collection took place in 2004 with additional sweeps occurring 

every 2 years. Sweep 1 achieved a 54% response rate, with 10,090 of 18,800 invited families 

agreeing to participate. Respondent retention was relatively high: 90% of sweep 1 

respondents were retained in sweep 2 and 86% by sweep 3. The data was collected through 

face-to-face interviews at respondents’ homes. For more information on the properties of 

LSAC, see Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS) (2013). 

 

5.2 Sample 

Due to the paper’s focus on processes that originate very early in life, in this study we use 

only data from children who were tracked since birth in the ‘B’ cohort. The first occasion in 

which the socio-emotional and behavioural outcomes of cohort-‘B’ children are measured in 

LSAC is in sweep 3, when these children were 4/5 years old. In sweep 3, there were 4,386 

children in the ‘B’ cohort. Of these, 123 (3%) had missing information on family structure in 

one or more of the first 3 sweeps of data, and so were excluded from our analyses. Of the 

remaining 4,253 children, 523 (11.9%) had missing information in the outcome variable in 

sweep 3, and were also dropped. Missing data on covariates was relatively low. In the final 

analytic sample, 19.9% of cases had missing data on one or more covariates, in most cases 

either family income or maternal mental health issues during pregnancy. This was addressed 

through Multiple Imputation by Chained Equations (MICE) based on 25 multiply-imputed 

samples (Royston and White 2011). Our final analytical sample comprises 3,730 children 
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who were 4/5 years old in 2008 with no missing data on family structure or socio-emotional 

and behavioural outcomes. 

 

5.3 Socio-emotional and behavioural functioning 

The outcome of interest is children’s socio-emotional and behavioural functioning, captured 

using the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) (Goodman 1997, 2001). This is a 

well-established measure that has been used in previous studies on the topic (e.g. McMunn et 

al. 2001, Kiernan and Mensah 2009, Pearce et al. 2013, 2014). The version of the SDQ 

included in LSAC consists of 25 questions about typical child behaviours over the preceding 

6 months that can be grouped into 5 domains: 

1) Hyperactivity: (i) ‘restless, overactive, cannot stay still for long’; (ii) ‘constantly 

fidgeting or squirming’; (iii) ‘easily distracted, concentration wanders’; (iv) ‘can stop and 

think things out before acting’; (v) ‘Sees tasks through to the end, good attention span’. 

2) Emotional symptoms: (i) ‘often complains of headaches, stomach aches or sickness’; (ii) 

‘many worries, often seems worried’; (iii) ‘often unhappy, down-hearted or tearful’; (iv) 

‘nervous or clingy in new situations, easily loses confidence’; (v) ‘many fears, easily 

scared’. 

3) Conduct problems: (i) ‘often has temper tantrums or hot tempers’; (ii) ‘generally 

obedient, usually does what adults request’; (iii) ‘often fights with other children or 

bullies them’; (iv) ‘often argumentative with adults’; (v) ‘can be spiteful to others’. 

4) Peer problems: (i) ‘rather solitary, tends to play alone; (ii) ‘has at least one good friend’; 

(iii) ‘generally liked by other children’; (iv) ‘picked on or bullied by other children’; (v) 

‘gets on better with adults than with other children’. 

5) Pro-social behaviour (reverse coded): (i) ‘considerate of other people’s feelings’; (ii) 

‘shares readily with other children’ ; (iii) ‘helpful if someone is hurt, upset or feeling ill’ 

; (iv) ‘kind to younger children’ ; (v) ‘often volunteers to help others’. 

Possible responses are [0] ‘not true’, [1] ‘somewhat true’, and [2] ‘certainly true’. Where 

necessary, variables are reverse-coded so that a higher value indicates poorer socio-emotional 

and behavioural functioning. Child functioning in each of the 5 domains can be summarised 

by adding up the scores in each of the 5 items, and so can range from 0 (best outcome) to 10 

(worst outcome).
1
 The overall SDQ index is calculated by summing scores in all 5 domains. 

This can range from 0 (best outcome) to 50 (worst outcome). 

                                                           
1
 Each of the 5 domains of the SDQ is calculated where there are at least 3 of 5 non-missing responses. Missing 

responses are imputed the mean of the non-missing items in that domain for the child. The overall SDQ score is 

calculated only where a valid score is present on all 5 domains.  
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As previously explained, for the ‘B’ cohort the SDQ is first asked in sweep 3 of LSAC, when 

children are aged 4/5, and so our models use SDQ data from this sweep. The questions used 

to derive the SDQ in sweep 3 are answered by the principal carer (in 97.7% of cases the 

child’s biological mother) and, for those children who attend a school or childcare centre, a 

teacher or carer. In our main analyses, we use mothers’ reports.  

 

5.4 Early life course family structure  

To distinguish between normative families and vulnerable families we use a binary variable 

taking the value 1 when children live with two biological parents and the value 0 otherwise. 

This is collected for each of the 3 sweeps in which the child is observed (age 0/1, age 2/3, and 

age 4/5). By combining the information on family structure for sweeps 1 to 3, we develop 

different life course indicators that measure the accumulation of exposures to normative and 

vulnerable family structures, and the timing and direction of changes across family types. 

There are many possible ways in which this can be accomplished. After considering different 

theoretically-founded approaches following Mishra et al. (2009) and Pearce et al. (2014) and 

the characteristics of our data, we settled for a categorization of early life course family 

structure that includes all possible sequences of exposure to a vulnerable (‘V’) or normative 

(‘N’) family type, except for ‘unusual’ sequences with small numbers which are grouped 

together into a residual category. This separates children into 5 groups: 

1) ‘N-N-N’: Children who were observed to live in a normative family in sweeps 1 to 3 

(n=3,187); 

2) ‘N-V-V’: Children who were observed to move from a normative to a vulnerable family 

between sweeps 1 and 2 (n=135); 

3) ‘N-N-V’: Children who were observed to move from a normative to a vulnerable family 

between sweeps 2 and 3 (n=124); 

4) ‘V-V-V’: Children who were observed to live in a vulnerable family in sweeps 1 to 3 

(n=211); 

5) ‘Other’ (‘V-N-N’+‘V-V-N’+‘V-N-V’+‘V-V-N’): Children whose biological parents 

came back together after a period of separation and either split up again or remained 

together (n=73). 

This measure simultaneously captures the accumulation of exposures to vulnerable and 

normative family types and the timing of the onset of exposures to vulnerable family forms, 

while maintaining sufficient sample sizes across subgroups for meaningful multivariate 

analysis.  
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5.5 Controls 

In multivariate regression models we test whether the associations between early life family 

structure and children’s socio-emotional and behavioural functioning are due to selection 

effects, and which mechanisms mediate any remaining association after controlling for 

confounders. 

Based on previous literature, we control for causally-prior factors known to influence both 

family structure and children’s socio-emotional and behavioural functioning. These 

confounding factors are captured in a vector of socio-demographic characteristics and early-

life circumstances: child’s age in months; child’s gender (male/female); child’s country of 

birth (Australia/other country); child’s Indigeneity (Indigenous Australian/not Indigenous 

Australian); mother’s age in years in sweep 1; maternal mental health issues during 

pregnancy (yes/no); child’s gestational age in weeks; child’s birthweight percentile; whether 

the child was breastfed at 6 months (yes/no); whether there were other children in the 

household at sweep 1 (yes/no); and maternal education at sweep 1 (University degree or 

higher degree/Secondary education or professional qualification/Incomplete secondary or 

below). 

In subsequent models, we also control for factors that the literature suggests may 

mediate/explain the association between family structure and child socio-emotional and 

behavioural functioning. Mediating factors are divided into three groups. 

Socio-economic capital. This encompasses the number of sweeps between 1 and 3 that the 

child spent in a household with an income below 50% of the sample median (0/1/2/3); 

whether the child’s family income is less than 50% of the sample median at sweep 3 (yes/no); 

whether any financial hardships were experienced in the child’s household in the 12 months 

prior to sweep 3 (yes/no);
2
 whether the principal carer’s assessment of the family’s financial 

situation is ‘very poor’, ‘poor’, or ‘just getting along’ (yes/no);
3
 and whether the primary 

caregiver was employed at sweep 3 (yes/no). 

Housing and location characteristics. This includes interviewer observations of whether the 

external condition of the dwelling is ‘poor condition with peeling paint and in need of repair’ 

or ‘badly deteriorated’ (yes/no);
4
 the Socio-Economic Index For Areas (SEIFA) score, 

divided by 100 (range: 5.9-12.1);
5
 the primary parent’s perception of whether the 

                                                           
2
 Hardships asked about include ‘could not pay gas, electricity or telephone bills on time’, ‘could not pay the 

mortgage or rent payments on time’, ‘went without meals’, ‘were unable to heat or cool your home’, ‘pawned or 

sold something because you needed cash’, and ‘sought assistance from a welfare or community organisation’.  

3
 The other possible options are ‘reasonably comfortable’, ‘very comfortable’, and ‘prosperous’. 

4
 The other possible options are ‘fair condition’ and ‘well-kept, with good repair and exterior surface’.  

5
 SEIFA is calculated by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) every five years using Census data. The 

index incorporates measures that capture different dimensions of socio-economic advantage/disadvantage, such 
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neighbourhood is a good place to bring up children (yes/no); and residence in an urban area 

(yes/no). 

Maternal mental health. This consists of the K6 scale capturing maternal psychological 

distress (range: 1-5).
6
 

Except as previously noted, all variables are measured at LSAC sweep 3, i.e. at the same time 

as the outcome variable. Descriptive statistics for all variables by early life course family 

structure are available in Table A1 in the Appendix. There are clear gradients in variables 

capturing early life circumstances, socio-economic capital, housing and location 

characteristics, and maternal mental health across family types. Generally, children who have 

never been in a vulnerable family (category ‘N-N-N’) experience the best outcomes, while 

children who have always been in a vulnerable family (category ‘V-V-V’) experience the 

worst outcomes. The outcomes of children in the other categories (‘N-V-V’, ‘N-N-V’ and 

‘Other’) usually fall in-between. To the extent that these factors are also associated with high 

or low socio-emotional functioning, they would likely confound or mediate any bivariate 

associations found between early life course family structure and children’s socio-emotional 

functioning.  

 

6. Empirical evidence 

6.1 Bivariate analyses  

Figure 1 presents the distribution of the SDQ index for 4/5 year-old children in sweep 3 of 

LSAC, separating those who live in normative families from those who live in vulnerable 

families.
7
 While there is overlap, the distribution of SDQ is shifted towards higher scores for 

children who live in vulnerable families. Hence, children who do not live with their two 

biological parents experience more (or more intense) problems in socio-emotional and 

behavioural outcomes. 

 

  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
as income, education, employment, and housing stress. Technical details on its construction can be found in 

Pink (2013).  

6
 The K6 scale (Kessler et al. 2002) captures non-specific psychological distress by asking respondents how 

often in the past 4 weeks they felt (i) ‘nervous’, (ii) ‘hopeless’, (iii) ‘restless or fidgety’, (iv) ‘so sad that nothing 

could cheer them up’, (v) ‘that everything was an effort’, and (vi) ‘worthless’. Potential answers are [1] ‘Never’, 

[2] ‘A little of the time’, [3] ‘Some of the time’, [4] ‘Most of the time’ and [5] ‘All of the time’. In LSAC, these 

are averaged into an index that ranges from 1 (best outcome) to 5 (worst outcome). 

7
 The overall mean SDQ in the sample (10.5) is consistent with normative data for Australia (Mellor 2005). 
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Figure 1. Child’s socio-emotional development by family status in sweep 3 

 

Notes: LSAC, ‘B’ cohort, sweep 3, 2008. 

 

To move beyond this simple characterisation of family structure as a binary, contemporary 

exposure, in Figure 2 we compare means in the SDQ index for children who have been 

exposed to different sequences of vulnerable and normative family structures between the 

ages of 0/1 and 4/5. We use the measure of early life course family structure described 

before. The worst SQD outcomes are found amongst children who never lived in a normative 

family (category ‘V-V-V’, mean SDQ=13.1), and the best amongst children who always 

lived in a normative family (category ‘N-N-N’, mean SDQ=10.2). The outcomes of children 

who experienced a transition from a normative to a vulnerable family fall in-between, though 

children who experienced early parental separation (category ‘N-V-V’, mean SDQ=10.7) 

have better outcomes than those who experienced parental separation later on (category ‘N-

N-V’, mean SDQ=12.1). The few children who experienced ‘unusual’ sequences in early life 

course family structure (i.e. moving from vulnerable to normative families), experience 

intermediate outcomes (mean SDQ=12). As will be shown in regression models in the next 

section, mean differences across categories are sometimes statistically significant. 

Altogether, these results indicate that in contemporary Australia early life course family 

structure and chidren’s socio-emotional and behavioural functioning are bivariately 

associated. There is also some preliminary evidence that the accumulation of exposure to 

vulnerable families and the timing of movements into vulnerable families matter. More 
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robust evidence gathered using multivariate regression models will be presented in the next 

section. 

 

Figure 2. Child’s socio-emotional development at sweep 3 by family history in sweeps 1 to 3 

  

Notes: LSAC, ‘B’ cohort, sweep 3, 2008. 

 

6.2 Multivariate analyses 

We model the relationships between children’s early life course family structure and their 

socio-emotional and behavioural outcomes using ordinary least square (OLS) regression, as 

the outcome of interest is continuous and only observed once. The estimated model 

coefficients give the expected difference in children’s SDQ scores associated with a one-unit 

difference in the covariates, all else being equal. Since high SDQ scores denote bad outcomes 

(i.e. the presence of socio-emotional problems or difficulties), positive regression coefficients 

indicate worse developmental outcomes for children. For early life course family structure, 

the reference category is ‘V-V-V’, i.e. children who lived in a vulnerable family type in all 

three LSAC sweeps. Results are presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1. OLS models of children’s socio-emotional and behavioural outcomes 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) 

Early childhood family structure          

V-V-V (ref. cat.)          

N-V-V -2.05** -1.68* -1.26# -1.57* -1.34# -1.23# -1.05 -1.24# -1.01 

N-N-V -0.89 -0.45 -0.21 -0.33 -0.62 -0.12 -0.39 -0.53 -0.31 

N-N-N -2.96*** -1.74*** -0.94# -1.44** -1.21** -0.86 -0.68 -0.99* -0.62 

Other -0.98 -0.76 -0.30 -0.73 -0.89 -0.40 -0.56 -0.86 -0.66 

Socio-demographics & early-life circumstances          

Child's age in months  -0.00 0.00 -0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.01 

Child’s is female  -1.37*** -1.34*** -1.37*** -1.40*** -1.35*** -1.39*** -1.41*** -1.40*** 

Child’s ethnic and migrant group           

Australian born, non-Indigenous (ref. cat.)          

Non-Australian born  -2.38* -2.00# -2.03* -2.55** -1.78# -2.24* -2.26* -2.05* 

Australian born, Indigenous  0.54 0.43 0.38 0.60 0.32 0.52 0.46 0.43 

Mother's age (sweep 1)  -0.09*** -0.08*** -0.07** -0.08*** -0.07** -0.07*** -0.06** -0.06** 

Mother had mental health issues during pregnancy  1.33*** 1.11*** 1.19*** 0.40 1.02*** 0.32 0.33 0.27 

Child’s birthweight percentile  -0.00 0.00 0.00 -0.00 0.00 -0.00 -0.00 0.00 

Child’s gestation weeks  -0.04 -0.05 -0.06 -0.05 -0.06 -0.06 -0.07 -0.07 

Child’s breastfed for 6+ months  -0.41# -0.38# -0.29 -0.36# -0.27 -0.35# -0.26 -0.26 

Other children in child’s household (sweep 1)  0.12 0.07 0.05 0.15 0.02 0.12 0.09 0.07 

Mother’s highest educational qualification (sweep1)         

Degree (ref. cat.)          

Secondary education or professional qualification  0.69** 0.39# 0.53* 0.71*** 0.28 0.50* 0.57** 0.41# 

Incomplete secondary education or lower  2.01*** 1.53*** 1.66*** 2.01*** 1.30*** 1.68*** 1.73*** 1.47*** 

Socio-economic capital          

Number of sweeps child spent in a poor family   0.14   0.15 0.12  0.13 

Child’s family is poor at sweep 3   0.17   -0.07 0.11  -0.10 

Child’s home experienced financial hardship   0.78*   0.62* 0.32  0.19 

Child’s family is financially poor   1.04***   1.00*** 0.75**  0.72** 

Parent 1 is not employed   0.72***   0.64** 0.65**  0.58** 

Housing & location          

Interviewer observes home as in poor condition    1.68*  1.28#  1.50* 1.27* 

SEIFA score / 100    -0.60***  -0.56***  -0.51*** -0.49*** 

Bad neighbourhood to bring up children    1.17***  0.93**  0.84* 0.69* 

Urban location    0.54#  0.52#  0.52# 0.50# 

Maternal mental health          

K6 scale (1-5)     -2.41***  -2.24*** -2.31*** -2.18*** 

Observations 3,730 3,730 3,730 3,730 3,730 3,730 3,730 3,730 3,730 

Notes: LSAC, ‘B’ cohort, sweep 3, 2008. V: Vulnerable family. N: Normative family. Significance levels: # p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001.  
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We begin by estimating a model with no control variables. We then sequentially add blocks 

of variables capturing (i) sources of selection into vulnerable and normative families and 

other confounding factors, and (ii) potential mediators of the relationships between early life 

course family structure and children’s socio-emotional functioning (socio-economic capital, 

housing and location characteristics, and maternal mental health). 

Results from the base model (Model 1) are analogous to those in Figure 1, and contain extra 

information on the statistical significance of the associations. Relative to children in the ‘V-

V-V’ category, children in the ‘N-V-V’ (β=˗2.05, p<0.01) and ‘N-N-N’ (β=˗2.96, p<0.001) 

categories experience fewer or less severe socio-emotional and behavioural problems. The 

same applies to children in the ‘N-N-V’ (β=˗0.89, p>0.1) and ‘Other’ (β=˗0.98, p>0.1) 

categories, but the estimated effects are not statistically significant.
8
  

Model 2 includes the set of variables capturing socio-demographic characteristics and early-

life circumstances. These capture potential sources of selection into different family types 

that may confound the relationships between early life course family structure and socio-

emotional functioning.
9
 Children in categories ‘N-V-V’ (β=˗1.68, p<0.05) and ‘N-N-N’ 

(β=˗1.74, p<0.001) still show relatively low SDQ scores in this model ceteris paribus, though 

the magnitude of the estimated effects is smaller than in Model 1. This suggests selection into 

different family types on the covariates and, more critically, reveals that genuine differences 

                                                           
8
 We treat vulnerable families as one big group. However, vulnerable families are heterogeneous and, where 

possible, studies have attempted to split them into one-parent families (i.e. families in which the child lives with 

one biological parent) and reconstituted families (i.e. families in which the child lives with one biological parent 

and his/her new partner) (see e.g. McMunn et al. 2001, Pearce et al. 2013). Here we lack the statistical power to 

establish this distinction across each of the time points that constitute children’s early life courses. Others before 

us have faced similar data-driven issues (see e.g. Fomby & Cherlin 2007). However, the numbers of children in 

one-parent (n=374) and reconstituted families (n=102) in sweep 3 of LSAC (without regard to their prior family 

history) were large enough to test whether any differences existed in their SDQ scores. As shown in Table A2 in 

the appendix, no such differences emerged. This is consistent with the findings from some previous empirical 

research (see e.g. McLanahan & Sandefur 1997, Coleman et al. 2000, Ginther & Pollak 2004, Amato 2005) and 

suggests that pooling one-parent and reconstituted families is an acceptable course of action. 

9
 The coefficients on the new model variables indicate that children who are female (β=˗1.37, p<0.001), non-

Australian born relative to non-Indigenous Australian born (β=˗2.38, p<0.05), have older mothers (β=˗0.09, 

p<0.001), were breastfed by 6 months of age (β=0.41, p<0.1), and have mothers with degree-level education had 

lower SDQ scores, while children whose mothers experienced mental health issues during pregnancy (β=1.33, 

p<0.001) have higher SDQ scores, all else being equal. There were no statistically significant associations 

between socio-emotional and behavioural outcomes and the child being Indigenous Australian relative to non-

Indigenous Australian (β=0.54, p>0.1), the child’s age in months (β=˗0.00, p>0.1), the child’s birthweight 

percentile (β=˗0.00, p>0.1), the number of gestation weeks (β=˗0.00, p>0.1), and the presence of siblings at 

sweep 1 (β=0.12, p>0.1).  
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in socio-emotional functioning across children who have experienced different early life 

course family trajectories remain. Models 3 to 5 examine the mechanisms that may produce 

these differences. 

Model 3 adds variables capturing socio-economic capital to Model 2. The coefficients on 

these new variables indicate that experiencing financial hardship (β=0.78, p<0.05), self-

reported financial poverty (β=1.04, p<0.001), and parental non-employment (β=0.72, 

p<0.001) all increase SDQ scores, whereas income-based relative poverty measures do not. 

Inclusion of these variables further reduces the magnitude and significance of the coefficients 

on the two variables on early life course family structure that remained statistically 

significant in Model 2 (βN-V-V=˗1.26, p<0.1; βN-N-N=˗0.96, p<0.1). This suggests that some of 

the effect of family structure on the socio-emotional functioning of children in Australia is 

due to low levels of socio-economic capital in vulnerable families. 

Model 4 adds to Model 2 variables capturing characteristics of the home and local 

environment. Poor housing conditions (β=1.68, p<0.05), living in a neighbourhood perceived 

as inappropriate to bring up children (β=1.17, p<0.001), and residing in an urban rather than a 

rural area (β=0.54, p<0.1) all increase SDQ scores, whereas living in a socio-economically 

advantaged area, as measured by SEIFA, decreases such scores (β=˗0.60, p<0.001). The 

inclusion of these variables diminishes the size and significance of the family structure 

coefficients (βN-V-V=˗1.57, βN-N-N=˗1.44, p<0.1), though not as much as observed for the 

socio-economic capital variables. This can be taken as evidence that, in Australia, part of the 

early life course family structure effects on children’s socio-emotional functioning are 

attributable to children in vulnerable families being disproportionately exposed to poor home 

and local-area conditions. 

Model 5 adds to Model 2 a composite variable capturing maternal mental health. This is, as 

expected, strongly and negatively related to the SDQ index (β=˗2.41, p<0.001). Its inclusion 

also moves the coefficients on the early life course family structure variables that were 

statistically significant in Model 2 closer to zero (βN-V-V=˗1.57, βN-N-N=˗1.44, p<0.1). This 

indicates that maternal mental health is an important channel through which early life course 

family structure affects children’s socio-emotional development, with mothers in vulnerable 

families having poorer mental health outcomes. 

Models 6 to 8 add to Model 2 different permutations of the (sets of) variables capturing 

socio-economic capital, housing and location characteristics, and maternal mental health. 

Results from these models indicate that the negative coefficient on the ‘N-V-V’ early life 

course family structure category loses statistical significance when jointly controlling for 

socio-economic capital and maternal mental health, while the magnitude and statistical 

significance of the negative coefficient on the ‘N-N-N’ category fade only when controlling 

for income. Socio-economic capital and maternal mental health (particularly the former) are 
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more important mediators of the relationship between early life course family structure and 

children’s socio-emotional and behavioural outcomes than housing and location. 

The final, fully-specified model, Model 9, includes all the variables discussed thus far.
10

 The 

key result is that, in the presence of all confounders and mediators considered, none of the 

early life course family structure variables retain statistically significant model coefficients 

(βN-V-V=˗1.01, βN-N-V=˗0.31, βN-N-N=˗0.62, βOther=˗0.66, p<0.1). This means that all of the 

effect of family structure on children’s socio-emotional and behavioural outcomes is 

mediated by socio-economic capital, maternal mental health, and housing and location 

characteristics.  

 

6.3 Additional analyses 

LSAC includes a version of the SDQ constructed using teachers’ (rather than parents’) 

reports. We use this to assess the robustness of the relationships found using parental reports. 

This is important, as there may be heterogeneity in the ways in which parents evaluate child 

behaviours or report on their frequency, and such heterogeneity may be correlated with 

covariates of interest, such as socio-economic status or mental health (Smith 2004). If so, 

maternal reports might be biased.
11

 

Results of Models 1, 2 and 9 estimated using teacher SDQ reports are presented in Table 2. 

The estimated effects are similar to those from the analogous models using parental reports. 

As an exception, model coefficients on the category ‘N-V-V’ in Models 1 and 2 do not reach 

statistical significance at conventional levels (β1=˗0.72, p>0.1; β2=˗0.38, p>0.1). Overall, 

results from this sensitivity check largely support our main results. 

We also examined the relationships between early life course family structure and the five 

separate domains of the SDQ index: peer problems, conduct problems, emotional problems, 

hyperactivity, and pro-social behaviour (reverse coded). This is informative as to whether the 

relationships between family structure and the overall SDQ index are driven by specific 

domains or by all domains equally. Results of models 1 and 9 in which the outcome variables 

are the different domains of the parent-reported SDQ are shown in Table 3. 

  

                                                           
10

 Given the potential overlap across some of the model variables, we tested for potential collinearity using the 

variance inflation factor (VIF) (Belsley et al. 1980). Results of these tests yielded no evidence of 

multicollinearity, as indicated by VIF statistics below the value of 5. 

11
 Teachers’ reports are not perfect either, as teachers do not observe children in all life domains and cannot pay 

as much attention to individual children (Kiernan & Mensah 2009). 
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Table 2. OLS models of children’s socio-emotional and behavioural outcomes (teacher 

reports) 

 (1) (2) (9) 

Early childhood family structure    

V-V-V (ref. cat.)    

N-V-V -0.72 -0.38 -0.01 

N-N-V 0.19 0.02 -0.00 

N-N-N -2.03
**

 -1.35
*
 -0.37 

Other 0.34 0.68 1.33 

Controls    

Socio-demographics & 

early-life circumstances 
No Yes Yes 

Socio-economic capital No No Yes 

Housing & location No No Yes 

Maternal mental health No No Yes 

Observations 3,281 3,281 3,281 

Notes: LSAC, ‘B’ cohort, sweep 3, 2008. V: Vulnerable family. N: Normative family. Significance levels: # 

p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 

 

The results of Model 1 indicate that, relative to children in the ‘V-V-V’ category, children in 

the ‘N-V-V’ category score significantly better in all but one of the SDQ domains (emotional 

problems). Children in the ‘N-N-N’ category score better in all five domains. None of the 

coefficients on the category ‘Other’ was statistically significant, and just one of the 

coefficients on the ‘N-N-V’ category – on conduct problems (βPSB=˗0.44, p<0.1) – was 

statistically significant. The results of Model 9, the fully-specified model, are highly 

consistent with those observed for the full SDQ index, with none of the coefficients on early 

life course family structure being statistically significant. There is only one exception, 

children in the ‘N-V-V’ category (βPSB=˗0.41, p<0.05) report lower (i.e. better) pro-social 

behaviour scores than children in the ‘V-V-V’ category. Altogether, these results suggest that 

children who spend time in vulnerable family types experience problems in all domains of 

socio-emotional and behavioural functioning. 
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Table 3. OLS models of children’s socio-emotional and behavioural outcomes by domain 

 (1)  (9) 

 PSB PP CP EP H  PSB PP CP EP H 

Early childhood family structure            

V-V-V (ref. cat.)            

N-V-V -0.46
*
 -0.31

#
 -0.59

*
 -0.20 -0.48

#
  -0.41

*
 -0.06 -0.35 -0.01 -0.19 

N-N-V 0.06 -0.27 -0.44
#
 -0.12 -0.13  0.02 -0.12 -0.25 0.02 0.02 

N-N-N -0.29
*
 -0.50

***
 -0.82

***
 -0.44

**
 -0.91

***
  -0.19 0.05 -0.25 0.02 -0.25 

Other -0.19 -0.04 -0.17 -0.15 -0.42  -0.21 0.10 -0.14 -0.07 -0.34 

Controls            

Socio-demographics &  

early-life circumstances 
No No No No No 

 
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Socio-economic capital No No No No No  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Housing & location No No No No No  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Maternal mental health No No No No No  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Observations 3,730 3,730 3,730 3,730 3,730  3,730 3,730 3,730 3,730 3,730 

Notes: LSAC, ‘B’ cohort, sweep 3, 2008. V: Vulnerable family. N: Normative family. PSB: Pro-social behaviour (reverse coded). PP: Peer problems. CP: Conduct problems. 

EP: Emotional problems. H: Hyperactivity. Significance levels: # p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001. 
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7. Discussion and conclusion 

In this paper we have examined the relationships between early life course family structure 

and 4/5 year old children’s socio-emotional and behavioural outcomes in Australia using 

recent data from the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children. In doing this, we have 

contributed to the literature by providing first-time evidence on Australia and adding to an 

emerging body of research deploying life-course methods to evaluate children’s 

development. We have several key findings. 

First, as for studies in other countries, we found differences in socio-emotional outcomes 

across children in Australia who have experienced different family structures over the first 5 

years of life. Those who always lived in normative families had the best outcomes, whereas 

those who always lived in vulnerable families had the worst outcomes. Some differences 

remain after controlling for an encompassing set of confounders. This suggests that the 

effects are genuinely attributable to family structure, and not to its ‘upstream’ determinants. 

Second, we found that these effects were generally robust to using teachers’ instead of 

parents’ reports of the child’s behaviour, thus giving some confidence that our conclusions 

are not affected by parental bias in reporting about children’s behaviours. We also observed 

similar findings when splitting our measure of socio-emotional and behavioural functioning 

into different components. The latter suggests general rather than localised effects of family 

structure on child’s socio-emotional functioning. Third, it could be argued that the magnitude 

of the effects was small. For example, after accounting for confounders, the difference in the 

SDQ index between children who always lived in normative families and those who always 

lived in vulnerable families was ‘just’ 1.7 units on a scale from 0-50. On the other hand, it 

could also be argued that such an effect is not small, as it is almost one third of the sample’s 

standard deviation, and comparable to the effect of having a mother with degree level 

education, of 2 units. Whether the observed effects are large or small is thus in the eye of the 

beholder. Fourth, our results suggest that both accumulation of exposure to vulnerable family 

types and recency of exposure are important determinants of children’s socio-emotional 

functioning. The former is deduced from the finding that children who spent the most time in 

vulnerable families (‘V-V-V’ category) experienced the worst outcomes, and the latter from 

the finding that children who moved into a vulnerable family in the previous survey sweep 

(‘N-N-V’ category) experienced poorer outcomes than those who moved into a vulnerable 

family two sweeps before (‘N-V-V’ category). Finally, we find that socio-economic capital, 

maternal mental health, and housing and location characteristics are all important channels 

through which early life course family structure impacts children’s emotional wellbeing, 

particularly the first two. After accounting for these mediating factors, none of the effects of 

early life course family structure remained. This suggests that the absence of at least one 

biological parent has effects on children’s socio-emotional development through no other 

channels. 

Although the magnitude of the results may vary, our findings for Australia are similar to 

those observed in better-researched countries such as the US and the UK. This is despite 

substantial institutional differences across countries on aspects such as the generosity of the 
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welfare system and its provision of economic buffers for families experiencing instability or 

change. This suggests that the processes leading to poorer outcomes for children in 

vulnerable families are widespread. The observed differences in socio-emotional and 

behavioural functioning across children in different family types may be deemed small by 

some. However, from a public health perspective, the large share and increasing number of 

children growing up in vulnerable families in Australia means that the cumulative societal 

costs of these deficits may be large (Amato 2005). It is for this reason that our results have 

important policy implications. Part of the association between early life course family 

structure and children’s socio-emotional functioning is attributable to the selection of 

disadvantaged individuals into vulnerable family forms, but some genuine influences of 

exposure to a vulnerable family type remain. This suggests that preventing people from 

entering vulnerable families through separation or divorce would, in theory, result in 

improvements to child wellbeing. From a policy perspective, this is nevertheless difficult to 

accomplish and overlooks the problems that might arise for children when adults in unhappy 

relationships remain together (Waldfogel et al. 2010). Tackling the mechanisms that connect 

exposure to a vulnerable family type and children’s socio-emotional and behavioural 

outcomes may prove more fruitful. Our findings suggest that providing additional income and 

mental health support to parents in vulnerable families may contribute to mitigating 

children’s socio-emotional and behavioural difficulties in Australia.  

Despite the novelty of our findings in the Australian context and our adoption of a life course 

approach, our analyses have noteworthy limitations. First, we do not have sufficient statistical 

power to separate vulnerable families into different sub-types (e.g. reconstituted vs. one-

parent families). Hence, we are unable to determine whether the effects observed for 

vulnerable families are shared across the different family structures that fall under this 

banner. Second, the LSAC data sweeps are two years apart. As a result, our analyses suffer 

from the ‘window problem’, whereby lack information on the family processes that occur 

between observation points can result in unreliable estimates (Wolfe et al. 1996). Third, our 

models remain associational and only suggestive of underlying effects. Causal analysis of the 

relationships between early life course family structure and child wellbeing in Australia is 

needed (McLanahan et al. 2013). Finally, the factors shown to mediate the associations 

between family structure and child wellbeing, particularly socio-economic capital and 

maternal mental health, remain admittedly broad. Further examination of the day-to-day 

processes underlying these relationships (e.g. changes in parenting practices, time and 

economic expenditure on the child) is necessary to develop appropriate interventions (Amato 

and Anthony 2014). 

The gap between the rich and the poor continues to grow in Australia and about 600,000 

children live in poverty. Further research on the early life determinants of social disadvantage 

in Australia is warranted. 
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Appendix 

Table A1. Sample means (standard deviations), by early life course family structure 

 All  V-V-V N-V-V N-N-V N-N-N Other 

Outcome variables       

SDQ scale, reported by Parent 1 10.5 13.1 10.7 12.1 10.2 12.0 

 (5.6) (6.3) (5.7) (5.9) (5.5) (5.8) 

SDQ domain: Peer problems 1.4 1.9 1.4 1.5 1.3 1.8 

 (1.5) (1.6) (1.4) (1.5) (1.4) (1.4) 

SDQ domain: Conduct problems 2.1 2.9 2.2 2.4 2.1 2.6 

 (1.8) (2.1) (1.8) (1.7) (1.7) (2.0) 

SDQ domain: Emotional problems 1.4 1.8 1.5 1.7 1.4 1.7 

 (1.5) (1.7) (1.5) (1.7) (1.5) (1.9) 

SDQ domain: Hyperactivity 3.3 4.1 3.5 3.8 3.2 3.6 

 (2.1) (2.2) (2.1) (2.2) (2.0) (2.1) 

SDQ domain: Pro-social behaviour (reverse coded) 2.3 7.4 7.9 7.3 7.7 7.8 

 (1.8) (1.9) (1.7) (1.9) (1.7) (1.8) 

SDQ scale, reported by teacher 8.6 10.4 9.3 10.4 8.4 10.7 

 (6.9) (7.6) (6.6) (7.2) (6.8) (8.1) 

Socio-demographics & early-life circumstances       

Child's age in months 57.5 57.8 57.6 58.0 57.4 58.2 

 (2.8) (2.9) (3.2) (3.0) (2.7) (2.8) 

Child’s is female 48.5 50.2 50.8 41.5 48.6 48.0 

Child’s ethnic and migrant group        

Australian born, non-Indigenous 96.7 88.2 92.7 92.6 97.8 86.3 

Non-Australian born 0.4 2.4 0.0 1.5 0.2 0.0 

Australian born, Indigenous 2.9 9.5 7.3 5.9 2.0 13.7 

Mother's age (sweep 1) 31.5 28.9 29.7 30.8 31.9 27.2 

 (5.1) (7.1) (5.9) (5.8) (4.7) (6.3) 

Mother had mental health issues during pregnancy 17.8 38.7 31.9 28.4 15.5 14.6 

Child’s birthweight percentile 49.7 43.6 52.1 43.8 50.2 51.2 

 (28.7) (29.4) (29.6) (29.0) (28.5) (30.2) 

Child’s gestation weeks 39.2 39.0 39.0 39.0 39.2 39.4 

 (2.0) (2.1) (2.5) (2.1) (1.9) (2.2) 

Child’s breastfed 6 months   57.4 38.9 46.0 45.9 59.9 41.1 

Other children in child’s household (sweep 1) 60.4 55.9 58.9 57.0 60.9 60.3 

Mother’s highest educational qualification        

Degree 36.3 15.6 22.7 22.4 39.3 11.0 

Secondary education or professional qual. 50.8 56.9 55.3 56.0 49.7 61.6 

Incomplete secondary education or lower 13.0 27.5 21.9 21.6 11.0 27.4 

Socio-economic capital       

Number of sweeps child spent in a poor family 0.5 2.1 1.3 0.8 0.3 1.2 

 (0.8) (1.1) (0.9) (0.8) (0.6) (0.8) 

Child’s family is poor at sweep 3 15.1 65.4 47.1 58.7 8.6 18.7 

Child’s home experienced financial hardship 17.2 40.3 29.0 42.2 13.9 27.4 

Child’s family is financially poor 26.1 49.3 37.9 50.4 22.7 41.1 

Parent 1 is not employed 34.1 51.7 31.5 31.1 32.9 45.2 

Housing & location       

Interviewer observes home as in poor condition 2.7 5.8 4.4 5.1 2.0 12.5 

SEIFA score / 100 10.1 9.8 10.1 9.9 10.2 9.9 

 (0.7) (0.7) (0.7) (0.7) (0.7) (0.6) 

Bad neighbourhood to bring up children 10.5 20.4 25.0 12.6 9.0 19.2 

Urban location 85.3 91.9 84.6 91.9 84.5 89.0 

Maternal mental health       

K6 scale (1-5) 4.5 4.2 4.3 4.2 4.5 4.2 

 (0.6) (0.7) (0.6) (0.8) (0.5) (0.8) 

Observations
a
 3,730 211 124 135 3,187 73 

Notes: LSAC, ‘B’ cohort, sweep 3, 2008. Based on multiply imputed sample for the analysis of parent-reported 

SDQ (teacher-reported SDQ based on separate imputations). 
a
 N for teacher-reported SDQ = 3,281. 

  



26 
 

Table A2. OLS models of children’s socio-emotional and behavioural outcomes, comparisons 

between normative, one-parent and reconstituted families 

 SDQ PP CP EP H  PSB SDQ 

teacher 

Family type at sweep 3        

One-parent family (ref. cat.)        

Reconstituted family -0.30 -0.23 0.23 -0.03 0.05 -0.32 -0.79 

Normative family -2.21
***

 -0.39
***

 -0.50
***

 -0.34
**

 -0.73*** -0.25
*
 -2.18*** 

Controls        

Socio-demographics & 

early-life circumstances 

No No No No No No No 

Socio-economic capital No No No No No No No 

Housing & location No No No No No No No 

Maternal mental health No No No No No No No 

βreconstituted=βnormative (p value) <0.01 0.30 <0.01 0.06 <0.01 0.69 0.16 

Observations 3,730 3,730 3,730 3,730 3,730 3,730 3,281 

Notes: LSAC, ‘B’ cohort, sweep 3, 2008. PP: Peer problems. CP: Conduct problems. EP: Emotional problems. 

H: Hyperactivity. PSB: Pro-social behaviour (reverse coded). Significance levels: # p<0.1, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, 

*** p<0.001. 

 




