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Measuring Parenting Dimensions
in Middle Childhood

Multitrait-Multimethod Analysis
of Child, Mother, and Father Ratings

Sofie Kuppens?, Hans Grietens?, Patrick Onghena?, and Daisy Michiels?!

Centre for Parenting, Child Welfare & Disabilities, Department of Educational Sciences, ?Centre for
Methodology of Educational Research, Department of Educational Sciences, both K.U. Leuven, Belgium

Abstract. Questionnaire ratings were used to obtain child, mother, and father ratings on three major parenting dimensions (behavioral
control, psychological control, and support) in a sample of 600 children aged 8-to-10 years old. Results indicated that mothers, fathers,
and children were able to reliably differentiate between the three parenting dimensions by means of questionnaire ratings. Convergent
and discriminant validity were tested by analyzing a multitrait-multimethod matrix via confirmatory factor analysis. Convergence between
mothers and fathers was satisfactory, while convergence between child and parents was significant, but fairly low. Discriminant validity
was sufficiently supported, whereas informant-specific error was related to both child and father ratings. Criterion validity of the parenting
dimension with regard to child behavior was established. Overall, behavioral control and support were positively associated with child
prosocial behavior, while psychological control was positively correlated with child conduct problems, and to a lesser extent with child
internalizing problems. The nature and implications of these findings are discussed.

Keywords: parenting dimensions, middle childhood, questionnaire, multitrait-multimethod approach, child behavior

Introduction

Although the term “parenting” covers a vast number of is-
sues within the literature, there is a remarkable consensus
among social scientists about the existence of at least two
broad dimensions of parenting, namely parental support
and parental control (Cummings, Davies, & Campbell,
2000). Support pertains to the affective nature of the par-
ent-child relationship, indicated by showing involvement,
acceptance, emotional availability, warmth, and responsiv-
ity (Cummings et al., 2000). The control dimension has
been subdivided into psychological and behavioral control
(Barber, 1996; Schaefer, 1965; Steinberg, 1990). Psycho-
logical control refers to an intrusive type of control in
which parents attempt to manipulate children’s thoughts,
emotions, and feelings (Barber, 1996). Behavioral control,
on the other hand, pertains to parenting behaviors that at-
tempt to control, manage, or regulate child behavior (Stein-
berg, 1990). These three parenting dimensions (support,
psychological control, and behavioral control) have been
labeled conceptually distinct, although they are related to
some extent. A recent longitudinal study (Barber, Stolz,
Olsen, Collins, & Burchinal, 2005) revealed strong positive
correlations between support and behavioral control (mean
r=.58), whereas strong negative correlations between sup-
port and psychological control (mean r = —.56) emerged.

© 2009 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers
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Although Barber, Olsen, and Shagle (1994) stated that be-
havioral and psychological control were conceptually or-
thogonal, moderate negative correlations were found in ad-
olescent samples (r = —.39; Barber et al., 2005) and low
negative correlations in young children (r = —.13; Morris
et al., 2002). Past research has also clearly documented the
interplay between these parenting dimensions and child de-
velopment. Support and behavioral control have been
linked with positive child behavior, while psychological
control has solely been associated with negative child be-
havior, particularly with internalizing but also with exter-
nalizing problem behavior (Barber, 1996; Rubin & Bur-
gess, 2002). Given this profound impact, accurately assess-
ing parenting practices is crucial for research and practice.
Nevertheless, parenting research has been hampered by
several unresolved issues with regard to the assessment of
parenting in middle childhood. The foremost issue is that
research in middle childhood has mainly focused on sup-
port and behavioral control, whereas psychological control
has predominantly been addressed during preadolescence
and adolescence. This is probably related to the centrality
of psychological autonomy during adolescence, which is
violated by psychological control. Nevertheless, psycho-
logical control has also been linked with negative outcomes
in school-aged children (Morris et al., 2002; Nelson &
Crick, 2002).
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2 S. Kuppens et al.: Multitrait-Multimethod Analysis of Parenting Assessment

Second, questionnaires have, by far, been the most fre-
quently used assessment method in parenting research.
This widespread use likely relates to their easy-to-use, cost-
effective, and time-efficient nature. However, because
questionnaires reflect parenting practices as perceived by
a particular informant, reports may contain informant-spe-
cific error, such as fake-good behavior or socially desirable
answering tendencies. Accordingly, several researchers
have stressed using multiple informants in order diminish
the drawbacks associated with single informant reports
(e.g., Janssens, De Bruyn, Manders, & Scholte, 2005;
Schwarz, Barton-Henry, & Pruzinsky, 1985).

Most studies on parenting in middle childhood, howev-
er, have relied on single informant information. During this
developmental period, parents have mostly reported on
their own parenting practices, whereas in adolescence the
widely used Child Report of Parent Behavior Inventory
(Schaefer, 1965) has shown reliable and valid ratings on
the three basic parenting dimensions (Krishnakumar,
Buehler, & Barber, 2004; Rogers, Buchanan, & Winchell,
2003; Schwarz et al., 1985). In middle childhood, however,
researchers have rarely mapped children’s perceptions.
Nevertheless, parenting practices as perceived by children
may have the strongest impact on future development (B6-
gels & Van Melick, 2004; Morris et al., 2002; Schaefer,
1965). Researchers have long underestimated children’s
abilities to report on their own experiences, whereas recent
research (Morris et al., 2002) has clearly demonstrated that
even young children provided valid and reliable responses
on parenting practices using a puppet interview. Interview-
ing, however, is time-consuming, costly, and demanding
(e.g., trained interviewers are required to diminish inter-
viewer effects), while information is only acquired via a
single informant, namely the child. With regard to ques-
tionnaires, initial evidence has shown favorable psycho-
metric properties for child ratings (7 to 15 years) of behav-
ioral control and support (Van Leeuwen & Vermulst, 2004),
whereas child reports for psychological control have rarely
been used in middle childhood. Bogels and Van Melick
(2004), however, have shown fairly adequate internal con-
sistency values for child reports on the Psychological Con-
trol Scale — Youth Self Report (Barber, 1996) in a sample
of 8- to 13-year-old children. Nevertheless, the question
whether young children (< 11 years) are able to reliably and
validly report on parenting dimensions by means of a ques-
tionnaire remains unaddressed.

Third, although researchers have recommended using
multiple informants in order to grasp the complex nature
of parenting, little is known about whether parents and chil-
dren provide converging reports on parenting dimensions
in middle childhood. However, within the broader family
research literature multitrait-multimethod designs
(MTMM; Campbell & Fiske, 1959) have frequently been
applied to investigate convergent and discriminant validity
of several traits assessed by multiple informants. While
correlational research has usually demonstrated low to
moderate agreement among child and parent reports on par-
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enting variables (Gonzales, Cauce, & Mason, 1996;
Schwarz et al., 1985; Shelton, Frick, & Wootton, 1996; Ses-
sa, Avenevoli, Steinberg, & Morris, 2001; Tein, Roosa, &
Michaels, 1994), more sophisticated approaches to analyze
MTMM- designs have revealed that child and parent re-
ports on parenting and family constructs converged if in-
formant-specific error was taken into account (Cook &
Goldstein, 1993; Jacob & Windle, 1999; Ten Haaf, Jans-
sens, & Gerris, 1994; Villar, Luengo, Gomez-Fraguela, &
Romero, 2006). As such, confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) has become a valuable tool to evaluate multiple in-
formant reports on parenting or family variables because it
separates variance caused by the unique perspective of in-
formants from variance caused by the communality among
the different informant perspectives.

The goal of this study was to evaluate and compare ques-
tionnaire ratings reflecting the three basic parenting dimen-
sions within a middle-childhood sample. Fathers and moth-
ers reported on their own parenting practices (i.e., support,
behavioral and psychological control) and on their part-
ners’ psychologically controlling behavior. For behavioral
control and support parents only completed a self-report
because of battery-length concerns (the items were part of
a 60-item questionnaire). Children reported on both mater-
nal and paternal parenting behavior toward them. Conse-
quently, for both parent-child dyads three different con-
structs were measured via two or three different informants,
depending on the construct. The present study had three
main objectives.

First, this study examined whether, separately, mothers,
fathers, and children provided valid and reliable ratings on
the predefined three-dimensional parenting framework. We
expected to support the proposed three-factor structure and
to obtain adequate internal consistency values for each in-
formant. An existing Flemish questionnaire, mapping par-
enting practices directed at 8- to 14-year-old children, was
used to assess support and behavioral control (i.e., Ghent
Parental Behavior Scale; Van Leeuwen & Vermulst, 2004).
A questionnaire specifically developed to assess psycho-
logical control in middle childhood, however, was unavail-
able. Barber’s (1996) Psychological Control Scale — Youth
Self Report (PCS-YSR), however, has frequently been used
to assess psychological control during adolescence. The
PCS-YSR is an adaptation of the first instrument that in-
cluded a specific subscale on psychological control, name-
ly the Child Report of Parent Behavior Inventory (CRPBI;
Schaefer, 1965). Favorable psychometric properties for the
PCS have emerged in adolescent and preadolescent sam-
ples (Barber, 1996; Sturge-Apple, Gondoli, Bonds, & Sa-
lem, 2003) and promising internal consistency values for
parent reports have been found in middle childhood (Nel-
son & Crick, 2002). Based on these preliminary findings,
we decided to examine the usefulness of Barber’s PCS-
YRS as a questionnaire to assess psychological control dur-
ing middle childhood, instead of developing a new ques-
tionnaire.

Second, convergent and discriminant validity of these

© 2009 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers



S. Kuppens et al.: Multitrait-Multimethod Analysis of Parenting Assessment 3

multiple informant reports on paternal and maternal parent-
ing were tested through CFA of the MTMM matrix (Camp-
bell & Fiske, 1959). The three parenting dimensions were
regarded as three distinct latent traits, while the separate
informant reports were viewed as different methods to as-
sess each trait. Hence, the resulting factor loadings pertain-
ing to different informant reports for the same trait reflected
the degree of convergence, whereas discriminant validity
was directly derived from the intercorrelations between the
three latent traits. Method effects or informant-specific er-
rors were indirectly inferred by allowing the error terms of
reports by the same informant to correlate. Based on pre-
vious research (Barber et al., 1994, 2005; Morris et al.,
2002), convergent validity was expected to be supported
after informant-specific error was taken into account. Re-
garding discriminant validity, behavioral control was hy-
pothesized to correlate positively with support, psycholog-
ical control and support were expected to correlate nega-
tively, and rather weak correlations between psychological
and behavioral control were supposed to emerge. Third,
criterion validity was examined by correlating informants’
ratings with validated measures on child behavior, which
have been conceived as a function of the parenting dimen-
sions. Generally speaking, we expected to find positive as-
sociations between children’s prosocial behavior and both
support and behavioral control. On the other hand, we an-
ticipated finding positive associations between psycholog-
ical control and children’s behavioral difficulties, in partic-
ular with internalizing and, to a lesser extent, with exter-
nalizing problem behavior.

Method

Sample

A proportionally stratified random sample of elementary-
school children enrolled in regular Flemish schools was
drawn. For 600 children (66%), parental consent was ob-
tained. For 556 children both parents also participated,
while for the remaining 44 children only mother (n = 40)
or father (n = 4) agreed to participate in the study (83.5%
married biological parents). Children’s age (301 boys, 299
girls) ranged from 8 to 10 years (M = 9.27, SD = 0.83).
Mothers’ and fathers’ age averaged 38.09 (SD = 4.00) and
40.39 years (SD = 4.85), respectively. Most children were
of Belgian origin (92%). The remaining children were of
European (n = 28), African (n = 7), North-American (n =
1), Central-American (n = 1), South-American (n = 2),
Middle-Eastern (n = 1), Asian (n = 1), or unknown (n = 7)
origin. As a measure for socioeconomic status, on average
both mothers and fathers received 12 to 15 years of educa-
tion. Given that 588 (98%) children, 583 mothers (98%),

and 538 fathers (96%) actually completed the question-
naire, nonresponse was fairly low.

Measures

Parenting Dimensions

In total, 24 items were used to measure the three parenting
dimensions. Sixteen items were retrieved from the Ghent
Parental Behavior Scale, which has yielded acceptable psy-
chometric properties in previous research (Van Leeuwen &
Vermulst, 2004). In the present study, behavioral control
was operationalized by eight items that reflect the extent to
which parents provide rules for their children’s behavior
(e.g., “I teach my child that it is important to behave prop-
erly”’; “I teach my child to obey rules”). Support was mea-
sured by means of eight items pertaining to parental in-
volvement and social reinforcement (e.g., “I make time to
listen to my child, when he/she wants to tell me some-
thing”; “I give my child a compliment, hug, or a tap on the
shoulder as a reward for good behavior”). Each item was
scored on a 5-point scale from 1 = never true to 5 = always
true. Child, mother, and father reports were applied.

The eight items on psychological control were derived
from the PCS — YSR (Barber, 1996). This unidimensional
scale includes items on invalidating feelings, constraining
verbal expressions, personal attack, and love withdrawal
(e.g., “I am less friendly with my child when (s)he doesn’t
see things my way”’; “If my child has hurt my feelings, I
don’t speak to him/her until (s)he pleases me again”).
Again, each item was scored on a 5-point scale. The orig-
inal PCS-YSR was translated into Dutch' via back-transla-
tion using two groups of bilinguals. The translated instru-
ment was field tested using a group of 8- and 9-year-olds
(N = 23) to ensure that the translation was understood by
the youngest age groups. As such, two items were slightly
reworded as they were too abstract for the children to grasp
(i.e., ... my thoughts and feelings about things” was re-
phrased to “. . . my opinion about things,” . . . she criticizes
me” was rephrased to ... she says I am doing something
wrong”). In addition to the child report, father, mother, and
partner reports were constructed, rewording the items
slightly to make them appropriate for those informants (i.e.,
“My mother/father interrupts me” was rephrased to “I in-
terrupt my child” or “My partner interrupts our child”).

Child Behavior

Mothers, fathers, and teachers filled in the Dutch Strengths
and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Van Widenfelt,
Goedhart, Treffers, & Goodman, 2003), 25 items, using a
3-point scale in order to assess child behavior. This study

1 Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Goossens, and Duriez (in press) also translated Barber’s PCS-YSR (1996) into a Dutch adolescent report. Both
translations, however, were constructed independently of each other. As such these translations are similar, but not identical.

© 2009 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers
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employed the subscales conduct problems (mean o = .65),
emotional symptoms (mean o = .74), and prosocial behav-
ior (mean o = .72). An evaluation of these multiple infor-
mant reports yielded significant convergence for mother,
father, and teacher reports and supported discriminant va-
lidity of the three child behavior constructs. A three-factor
correlated uniqueness (CU) model of this MTMM matrix
fitted the data adequately, Satorra-Bentler scaled %2
(SBSy?16)) = 41.34, root-mean-square error of approxima-
tion (RMSEA) = .055, comparative fit index (CFI) = .982,
standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR) = .050.
As such, latent factor scores were computed for each child
behavior construct.

Statistical Analyses

With regard to testing the research questions, within-infor-
mant CFAs were conducted on the observed item scores to
test the predefined three-dimensional parenting structure
for each informant separately. This model specified three
theoretically and empirically identified parenting dimen-

Partner Report PC
—> (0=77/.81) T~
.52/.79
.70/.45
Parent Report PC
P —> (0=.70/.71) —
-.08/-.10%*
. \ Parent Report BC
-.08/-.14%: /q —> (0=.79/.82)
-.02/.12
\ Parent Report SU
—> (0=.79/.83)
Child Report PC
/, —> (0=.66/.78)
.06/.07
. \4 Child Report BC
-.09%/-.05 /1 —> (0=.79/.86)
\ Child Report SU ¢ 59/37
- (0=76/.84)

sions as separate factors. The model was tested against two
competing models. A two-factor model denoted only two
parenting dimensions, namely support and control, without
distinguishing between psychological and behavioral con-
trol. A single-factor model represented only one general
parenting dimension. Analyses were performed separately
for maternal and paternal parenting using LISREL 8.71.
The item’s ordinal nature required using polychoric corre-
lations in conjunction with asymptotic covariance matrices,
which resulted in robust maximum likelihood estimates
(Joreskog & Sorbom, 2004).

In the context of the MTMM analyses, within-infor-
mant subscale scores were computed by summing the re-
sponses to the items pertaining to each parenting dimen-
sion. A CU model was preferred to a full correlated-trait
correlated-method model (CTCM) as it is more parsimo-
nious for small (i.e., < three traits) matrices (Lance, No-
ble, & Scullen, 2002). The CU model features measure-
ment error correlations among reports by the same infor-
mant (i.e., correlated uniqueness). As presented in Figure
1, the three parenting dimensions were regarded as three
distinct latent traits, while the separate informant reports

Psychologicg]
Control

20/.21
-.11/-.09
86/.77 & _30k] 34k
N Behavioural
/ Control
15/.24
.64%*[ 66%*
.94/.74
\ e

Figure 1. Standardized coefficients for the final CU-models. Results for the maternal model are shown before the slash-
mark and those for the paternal model after it. Internal consistency values for each informant report are reported between
parentheses. PC = psychological control, BC = behavioral control, SU = support. *p < .05. **p < .001.
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Table 1. Summary of CFA fit statistics

Informant Model SBSy? df RMSEA CFI SRMR
CM Single-factor 1494.90 252 .092 .844 105
Two-factor 1167.43 251 .079 .885 .101
Three-factor 495.80 249 .047 .969 .072
M Single-factor 1724.81 252 101 .888 118
Two-factor 1391.48 251 .089 914 114
Three-factor 602.60 249 .050 973 .072
CF Single-factor 2617.65 252 128 .839 142
Two-factor 2067.89 251 112 .875 137
Three-factor 619.38 249 051 975 .071
F Single-factor 2009.25 252 114 .867 120
Two-factor 1369.68 251 .091 915 112
Three-factor 554.53 249 .048 977 .069

Note. CM = child on mother; CF = child on father; M = mother on self; F = father on self; SBS 2 = Satorra-Bentler —Scaled ¥?; df = degrees
of freedom; CFI = comparative fit index; RMSEA = root-mean-square error of approximation; SRMR = standardized root-mean-square residual.

were viewed as different methods to assess each trait. As
advocated by Marsh (1989), this hypothesized model was
compared against two competing models. The baseline
model presumed that the observed subscale scores of
each informant loaded separately. Moreover, these latent
factors were assumed to be uncorrelated, resulting in a
model with seven uncorrelated latent factors. The second
model specified one general latent trait factor and corre-
lated uniqueness. Models were fitted separately for ma-
ternal and paternal data. Given deviations from multivar-
iate normality for maternal (skewness Z=6.13, p <.001;
kurtosis Z=72.81, p <.001) and paternal data (skewness
Z =430, p <.001; kurtosis Z = 68.92, p < .001), asymp-
totic covariance matrices were used, resulting in robust
maximum likelihood estimates.

Internal consistencies were determined by computing
Cronbach’s o for the subscales, as reported by each in-
formant, to examine the reliability of the observed scores.
Pearson correlations between parenting dimensions and
child behaviors were computed using latent factor scores
to establish criterion validity.

SBS 2 statistics were obtained during CFA analyses.
However, because y?2 fit statistics are highly sensitive to
sample size, several alternative goodness-of-fit statistics
were used to assess the models’ fit: CFI, RMSEA, and
(SRMR). CFI values equal to or higher than 0.95,
RMSEA values equal to or lower than 0.06, and SRMR
values equal to or lower than 0.08 are usually considered
as indicating adequate fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Compet-
ing models were compared by means of the scaled y?2 dif-
ference test (scaled-Ay?; Satorra & Bentler, 2001). Miss-
ing item-level values were imputed by means of the EM
(expectation-maximization) algorithm, except when all
items of a questionnaire by a particular informant were
missing. Imputations were based on the informant’s re-
sponse to the remaining items of a particular question-
naire.

© 2009 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers

Results
Factorial Validity

Similar findings emerged for each within-informant CFA
(Table 1). Although the two-factor model improved upon
the single-factor model, as indicated by significant (p <
.001) scaled 2 difference tests, only the three-factor model
yielded an adequate fit to the maternal and paternal data,
as indicated by appropriate goodness-of-fit indices for each
informant. Factor loadings were significant (p < .001) and
mostly above .40. Six out of the 96 factor loadings were
lower than .40, yet higher than .30.

Reliability

The within-informant internal consistencies of the sub-
scales are reported in Figure 1. Overall, the subscales dem-
onstrated acceptable to high internal consistency values (o
> .70). Only the child report on maternal psychological
control was slightly less internally consistent (o = .66). Al-
though not included in the previous analyses, partner rat-
ings on psychological control both yielded good o values.

Multitrait-Multimethod Analyses

Simple correlations between informant reports indicated
that for psychological control child reports correlated
weakly with parent (Fmome= .13, p < .01; rrne= .06, p = .185)
and partner reports (Fmotme= .09, p < .05; rrpe= .17, p <
.001), while parent and partner reports (Fmomer= -36, p <
.001; rame= .35, p <.001) correlated moderately. Small cor-
relations emerged between child and parent reports for both
behavioral control (Fyome= .10, p <.05; rame= .20, p <.001)
and support (Fmeme= -26, p < .001; repe= .25, p < .001).

European Journal of Psychological Assessment 2009; Vol. 25(3):XXX—XXX
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Table 2. Fit statistics for CU-models of maternal and paternal parenting

Model SBSy? df RSMEA CFI SRMR
Maternal parenting

1. Null model: 7 uncorrelated factors 437.202 21 198 .098 185

2. CU: one general trait factor 41.113 8 .090 928 .061

3. CU: three trait factors 7.682 5 .033 994 .025
Paternal parenting

1. Null model: 7 uncorrelated factors 436.018 21 197 .190 194

2. CU: one general trait factor 40.501 8 .090 937 .063

3. CU: three trait factors 6.498 5 .024 .997 .021

Note: SBS y? = Satorra-Bentler — Scaled y?; df = degrees of freedom; CFI = comparative fit index; RMSEA = root-mean-square error of

approximation; SRMR = standardized root-mean-square residual.

As presented in Table 2, the baseline model fitted the
data poorly. The second model, however, improved upon
the baseline model as reflected by significant scaled 2 dif-
ference tests (maternal model: scaled-Ay2(13) = 385.40, p
<.001; paternal model: scaled-Ay?(13) =367.62, p <.001),
but still yielded poor goodness-of-fit indices. The third
model not only significantly improved upon the previous
model (maternal model: scaled-Ay?(3) = 33.43, p < .001;
paternal model: scaled-Ay?(3) = 32.62, p < .001), but also
fitted both maternal and paternal data adequately as indi-
cated by appropriate goodness-of-fit indices. Standardized
coefficients are depicted in Figure 1.

Convergent Validity

Overall, both mother and father ratings yielded significant
moderate to high factor loadings. The loadings for child
ratings were significant (p < .05), yet less pronounced.
Thus, although informants’ ratings shared some common
variance, child ratings contributed less to different trait fac-
tors and contained more error.

Discriminant Validity

For both maternal and paternal data, findings pointed out
that behavioral and psychological control were clearly dis-
tinguished, while support correlated moderately negatively
with psychological and strongly positively with behavioral
control.

Method Effects

As indicated by several significantly correlated within-in-
formant measurement errors, both child and father ratings
were contaminated with systematic informant variance.
Mother ratings, however, were free from systematic infor-
mant variance, as indicated by nonsignificant measurement
error correlations.

European Journal of Psychological Assessment 2009; Vol. 25(3):XXX—XXX

Criterion Validity

Correlations between parenting dimensions and child be-
haviors were computed using latent factor scores, separate-
ly for maternal and paternal parenting. Prosocial behavior
was positively associated with behavioral control (Fmete=
.33, p <.001; reamer= .18, p < .001) and support (Fmomer= -33,
p <.001; reme= .21, p <.001), while correlations with psy-
chological control were negative (rmome= —30, p < .001;
Framer= —22, p < .001). Conduct problems were positively
associated with psychological control (7mome= .30, p <.001;
Faner= .27, p < .001), negatively with support (Fyeme= —.25,
p < .001; reme= .15, p < .01), and negatively with maternal
behavior control (o= —16, p < .001; reme= .01, p =
.823). Emotional symptoms correlated positively with psy-
chological control (ryeme= -14, p < .001; rppe= 17, p <
.001), while correlations with paternal behavioral control
(Fmomer= 04, p = 393; rpme= —13, p < .01) and paternal
support (Fmomer= -01, p = .748; rame= —.15, p < .01) were
negative. Overall, correlations involving emotional symp-
toms were less pronounced.

Discussion

In general, findings demonstrated adequate psychometric
properties for child, mother, and father ratings. These pre-
liminary findings suggest that questionnaires are a valuable
tool to cost-effectively and time-efficiently gather informa-
tion on the three major parenting dimensions in middle
childhood via mother, father, and child reports. A closer
look at the findings revealed that the reliability of children’s
ratings of maternal psychological control was slightly low-
er. Therefore, the scale may benefit from further refine-
ment. Barber (1996) has stated that his psychological con-
trol scale already improved upon previous scales because
the greater behavioral specificity of the items makes it more
useful for intervention and prevention. Nevertheless, some
items may still be too abstract with regard to parent-child
interaction in middle childhood. Further concretizing the
existing items and perhaps even including new items spe-
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cifically reflecting psychologically controlling behavioral
acts toward younger children seems advised. Nevertheless,
the present study provided initial evidence that, during
middle childhood, children actually possess the ability to
reliably and validly report on parenting practices via ques-
tionnaires.

Consistent with previous findings on parenting behavior
(Sessa et al., 2001) it was found that children and parents
had related, yet fairly unique, perceptions. This finding
could be interpreted as a convergent validity problem.
However, a low convergence does not necessarily imply
that one particular informant is right, while another infor-
mant is wrong. More likely, this low convergence reflects
meaningful and important differences in the perceptions of
parents and children. For example, in the present study par-
ent-child relationships were primarily perceived as sup-
portive relationships in which parents provided rules for
children’s behavior, yet this view was slightly more pro-
nounced for parents than children. Alternatively, children
and parents may actually base their ratings on different
events.

Findings for discriminant validity supported the hypoth-
eses. The strong positive correlation between support and
behavioral control was in line with previous research (Bar-
ber et al., 2005), reflecting a frequent cooccurrence of both
dimensions. Because behavioral control and support both
represent adequate parenting practices, this finding is not
surprising in light of the sample’s nonclinical nature. Par-
allel to previous research (Morris et al., 2002), psycholog-
ical and behavioral control (referring to rule setting) were
clearly distinct constructs. The moderate negative correla-
tions between psychological control and support also ap-
proximated previous findings (Barber et al., 2005).

Finally, criterion validity with child behavior was estab-
lished. However, it should be noted that in the present study
psychological control was more explicitly linked with con-
duct problems than with emotional symptoms in children.
This contrasts with the previously documented, marked as-
sociation between psychological control and preadolescent
and adolescent internalizing problems (Barber, 1996; Pet-
tit, Laird, Dodge, Bates, & Criss, 2001). Parallel to Holm-
beck, Shapera, and Hommeyer (2002), we would argue that
this finding is the result of the sample’s age. For 8- to 10-
year-olds, the effects of psychological control may be ap-
parent as externalizing instead of internalizing problems.
The externalizing problems may reflect children’s early at-
tempts to gain some independency when confronted with
psychologically controlling parents. As these children
grow older, internalizing symptoms may, perhaps, emerge.

The present findings suggest{OK?] some guidelines
with regard to assessment approaches that researchers and
practitioners may employ. In general, a multiple informant
approach seems warranted to obtain a comprehensive pic-
ture of parenting practices in middle childhood. Neverthe-
less, findings suggest that partner reports may be a prom-
ising assessment method, but the present study only includ-
ed partner ratings for psychological control. Thus, future

© 2009 Hogrefe & Huber Publishers

research is needed to confirm these findings for behavioral
control and support. Because the common variance be-
tween parent and partner reports was substantial and moth-
er ratings were free from systematic error, a more parsimo-
nious strategy to assess parenting in middle childhood may
imply using mother and mother-on-father reports, in addi-
tion to child reports.

The present study is limited because the applied methods
were restricted to different informants. Future MTMM
studies including informants and instruments (e.g., ques-
tionnaire vs. interview) as method factors are needed to
further validate assessment procedures of parenting in mid-
dle childhood. Janssens et al. (2005) used an MTMM de-
sign with different instruments to assess parenting and con-
cluded that method variance overshadowed trait variance.
Replication of the present findings to other parenting in-
struments is also needed.
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