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Although multiple-respondent scoring methods are increasingly recommended for youth men-
tal health questionnaires, utilisation of parent-only responses remains common in survey re-
search. The substantive, epistemological and methodological ramifications of this perspective
gap remain under-explored despite the widespread adoption of youth psychometrics in gen-
eral population social survey datasets. Modelling the impact of respondent-pair identities on
inter-respondent discrepancies in youth mental health questionnaires reveals “whose” responses
differ and how measurement error may be patterned in single-respondent models. Comparing
Goodman’s Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) responses from parents, teachers
and adolescents themselves, we apply latent difference score modelling to parent-adolescent
(age 14, n = 2943) and parent-teacher (age 10, n = 1833) pairs from the Growing Up in Scotland
birth cohort study and present significant inter-respondent differences in behavioural perceptions
between these groups. Higher levels of difficulties are associated with larger inter-respondent
discrepancy levels. The impact of gender, housing tenure, finances, family composition, maternal
mental health and education on score discrepancies vary in direction, magnitude and significance
between SDQ behavioural components. Therefore, discrepancies depend upon characteristics of
each measured behaviour, not a global propensity to dis/agreement. Evaluating the implications
of these findings, we advocate for the inclusion of youth self-reporting in survey datasets and
discuss how to caveat research with the potential impact of respondent identities when multiple
respondent data are unavailable.

Keywords: measurement; measurement discrepancies; cohort studies; goodman’s strengths
and difficulties questionnaire; child and adolescent mental health

1 Introduction

Goodman’s (1997) Strength’s and Difficulties Question-
naire (SDQ) is a leading measure of children and young
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people’s1 mental health outcomes in social and economic
inequalities research (Reiss 2013). It is prevalent in large-
scale datasets; 21 out of 55 British cohort or longitudi-
nal studies include some SDQ coverage (CLOSER 2020),
intertwining survey research fields significantly with the
measure. Expansive SDQ implementation is reflective of
a policy impetus to understand youth mental health through
representative population studies (Newlove-Delgado 2023).
This is in light of increasing mental health difficulties

1 The SDQ is used from early childhood to late adolescence, and
a young adult version is available. For consistency, we refer to “chil-
dren” as people under 13 years-old, “adolescents” as those 13 to 17,
and “youth” or “young people” to encompass both.

https://doi.org/10.18148/srm/2025.v19i3.8442
https://europeansurveyresearch.org
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.en
https://orcid.org/0009-0008-9636-2706
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9053-7001
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8834-4999
https://doi.org/10.18148/srm/2025.v19i3.8442


372 MADISON BUNKER, VALERIA SKAFIDA, EMMA DAVIDSON

Fig. 1

LDS path diagram of the emotional difficulties component, adapted from (de Haan et al. 2018,
pg. 360)

amongst the youngest generation (Armitage et al. 2023;
The Lancet 2021). The SDQ’s popularity equally necessi-
tates that its characteristics and potential biases in general
population surveys are known and confronted in research
practice.

Parent, teacher and adolescent self-reporting versions of
the SDQ are available. Guidelines both from Goodman et al.
(2004) and more recent research Newlove-Delgado (2023)
promote combining responses through multi-informant al-
gorithms. These have been found to perform significantly
better for identifying psychiatric disorders (Aebi et al. 2017;
Goodman et al. 2010; Vugteveen et al. 2021). Furthermore,
parents (Kersten et al. 2016) and teachers (White et al.
2013) in qualitative SDQ studies have voiced unease with
being the sole authority on a child’s behaviour. Participants
suggest including other respondents to increase perspec-
tive breadth (ibid). Nonetheless, many survey datasets—and
subsequently, much research—provide greater coverage of
parent-reported scores, resulting in an enlarged influence of
their perspectives in the literature.

This matters because whose responses are opera-
tionalised in youth studies intractably shapes research
conclusions (De Los and Kazdin 2005), altering the ma-
gnitude and statistical significance of results depending
upon the measures and respondents utilised (Johnston et al.
2010). Under-utilisations of young people’s voices in par-
ticular can be attributed to a form of “epistemic injustice”
in research (Carel and Györffy 2014), an often overlooked
form of discrimination (Fricker 2007). Comparing discrep-
ancies between the perspectives of adolescents and different

adults in young people’s lives, and therefore the impact of
their specific vantage, is prudent for unpacking these bi-
ases. Substantively, inter-respondent discrepancies reveal
differences in groups’ perceptions of behaviours (De Los
et al. 2013). Methodologically, discrepancies in multiple-
informant data can shine a light on how respondent cha-
racteristics might influence scoring in studies with a single
respondent group. As applied survey data researchers, we
hope that advancing these two fronts will improve our
utilisations of youth data.

Despite waxing interest in inter-respondent differences,
consensus has been stymied by methodological concerns
with many popular discrepancy models (Laird and De Los
2013). Furthermore, few discrepancy studies have empir-
ically tested for metric invariance (MI), i.e. whether re-
spondent groups respond to the instrument equivalently,
in the SDQ. This leaves the source of discrepancies en-
tangled between differences in perceptions of behaviours
and differences in respondent groups’ interactions with the
questionnaire itself (de Haan et al. 2018; Putnick and Born-
stein 2016). These are both important but distinct sources
of measurement discrepancies.

Recent findings from the Millennium Cohort Study over-
come some limitations using latent difference score (LDS)
modelling. Here data evidenced significant discrepancies
between parent and adolescent SDQ responses at age 17,
and different discrepancy trends depending on parent and
adolescent characteristics (Booth et al. 2023). Applying
LDS methods to a representative sample of Scottish house-
holds, we build upon this work by addressing several re-
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search gaps identified in the paper; extending inter-respon-
dent discrepancies to parent-teacher respondent pairs, par-
ent-child pairs in earlier adolescence, and a different na-
tional setting using a large scale survey dataset. By com-
bining a sociological vantage with increased coverage of so-
cio-demographic variables, we contribute to discerning the
pathways from which measurement discrepancies emerge
and discuss the implications of our findings for survey data
users.

2 Background

2.1 Perspective Divergence

Beyond “mere measurement error”, respondent discrepan-
cies in youth mental health metrics are increasingly un-
derstood to constitute substantive differences between in-
formants’ judgement or awareness of behaviours (Achen-
bach 2011). This prompts us to consider how and why par-
ents, teachers and adolescents develop divergent views, and
therefore how we may predict the nature of inter-respon-
dent discrepancies in general population samples. Goff-
man’s (1956) theory of the presentation of self is an in-
structive framework because it demonstrates the role of in-
ter- and intra-personal perspectives within social interaction
mechanisms. For Goffman, an individual’s attributes are
only ever assessed indirectly, first mediated through perfor-
mance of their daily actions, which are moderated to match
the audience and context, and secondarily through the audi-
ence’s impression of the performance (see Goffman 1956,
pg. 10).

How may these interactions and subsequent perceptions
systematically differ? Diverse values and life experiences
between families of different social, class and ethnic back-
grounds influence parent-child relationships and parenting
practices (Lansford 2022). Interpersonal interactions are
further mediated by individual lenses, such as gender iden-
tity (Starrels 1994) or mental state (Lohaus et al. 2020). For
example, children may act differently between school and
home, or different teachers and parents may interpret the
same actions and demeanours discordantly. Both of these
processes influence SDQ assessments. Any individual at-
tempt to understand and report a child’s strengths and dif-
ficulties arises from the respondent’s and child’s unique
combination of these interactions and settings.

Beyond face-to-face interactions, scoring the question-
naire is another social performance to the indirect audience
of the researcher. Ergo, reports constitute social interactions
which are mediated by the reflexive perceptions of one’s
backstage, or their “self-concept” (Epstein 1973), and their
performance to an imagined audience through the question-

naire. For example, participant-questionnaire interactions
may take the form of impression management, where re-
spondents moderate responses to positively reflect them-
selves or their child (Lilly et al. 2018). Respondent iden-
tities are also at play here. One’s self concept is formed
through social interactions during childhood (Harter 2006),
in reference to cultural values and interpersonal relation-
ships (Brummelman and Thomaes 2017), and is structured
by one’s perception of their social place in reference to oth-
ers through social structures and inequalities (Gecas 1982;
Rosenberg 1990).

All of these identities impact how the behaviours are
perceived (the parent or teacher’s impression of the per-
formance), and around which settings and audiences be-
haviours are displayed (the young person’s moderation
of the performance). Furthermore, divergent performance
moderation across settings can be a deliberate tactic individ-
uals employ to navigate their social worlds. For example,
people on the autism spectrum may utilise camouflaging or
masking strategies to appear more “neurotypical” (Lai et al.
2017). Discrepancies provide a window into how partici-
pant characteristics impact these vantages and consequently
shape estimates in survey data.

Considering this close relationship between respondent
identities, social performances and perceptions thereof, we
can hypothesise that the magnitude and direction of inter-
respondent differences differs between respondent pairs,
resulting in an unquantified measurement uncertainty in
single-respondent models that is not equally distributed in
the population. Including predictive variables in discrep-
ancy models tests the influence of characteristics which ex-
plain or alter respondents’ frame of reference, and these
impacts on behavioural measurement in survey datasets.

2.2 Predictive Attributes

Implementing this framework, what characteristics predict
the manifestation of perspective divergence between par-
ent, adolescent and teacher scoring? Goodman’s SDQ was
originally developed with schoolchildren in dental and psy-
chiatric clinic waiting rooms in 1990s London and may
carry assumptions from this target population (Goodman
1997). There are mixed results for metric performance in
international samples (Goodman et al. 2012; Kumar and
Fonagy 2013; Palmieri and Smith 2007; Rønning et al.
2004) and groups with special traits and needs (Niclasen
and Dammeyer 2016; Stokholm and Lykke 2020). Qualita-
tive research reveals that respondents from different cultural
backgrounds view behaviours described in the question-
naire differently, impacting their rating of these questions
as a strength or difficulty (Kersten et al. 2016). Further-
more, individual characteristics such as gender identity im-
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pact how children and young people view themselves, how
they behave in different settings (West and Zimmerman
1987), and how adults such as teachers perceive them (Ols-
son 2023).

Research has shown that parental attributes such as men-
tal health (Lohaus et al. 2020), educational attainment and
country of birth (Boman et al. 2016) influence how they
assess their children’s behaviours. Furthermore, competing
explanations for the relationship between maternal depres-
sion and mother-reported child mental health scores persist
without consensus on the cause or direction of the rela-
tionship (Ordway 2011; Richters 1992). The situation ef-
fect model posits that children of mothers with depression
may display more problematic behaviours at home than at
school, leading to parent-teacher disagreement (Fergusson
et al. 1993). Conversely, distortion models attribute differ-
ences to mothers’ perception biases (Najman et al. 2000;
Richters 1992). Previous evaluations of SDQ data support
a positive association for less parent-adolescent differences
amongst parents with depressive symptoms (Booth et al.
2023), except for the emotional symptoms score (Madsen
et al. 2020). Proposed explanations also suggest that teach-
ers may be less reactive to the impact of maternal depres-
sion on children and adolescents’ difficulties compared to
parents (ibid).

Parent-teachers score differences are driven by multiple
factors. For example, educators’ perceptions of children’s
behaviours may be influenced by their perceptions of the
family attributes, children may act differently in the class-
room environment than at home, and the total time spent
with the child differs between the two respondent groups
(Winterbottom et al. 2008). Family socio-economic sta-
tus impacts parent-teacher communications (Ankrum 2016)
which may foster discordance in how each adult views
the child. For example, teachers from the Growing Up in
Ireland study rated children attending some centre-based
care with higher SDQ-derived total difficulties scores than
their peers in parent-only care, but this relationship was not
present in parents’ scores (Russell et al. 2016). In fact, par-
ents of children attending centre-based care reported fewer
peer problems and emotional difficulties compared to their
peers (ibid), suggesting that family characteristics impact
educators’ perceptions in ways which are not reflected in,
or may even be oppositional to, these effects on the par-
ents’ vantage. Family composition and maternal employ-
ment have also been found to be significantly associated
with parent-teacher differences across multiple European
countries (Cheng et al. 2018). However, these findings do
not account for parent-adolescent discrepancies, nor do they
explain why these patterns exist or how they apply to dif-
ferent national contexts. Further evidence is needed to dis-
entangle the complex relationship between adolescent and

parental attributes, mental health behaviours, and percep-
tions thereof.

3 Methods

3.1 Data

Data in this paper are drawn from the Growing Up in
Scotland (GUS) study. GUS is a birth cohort of children
born between 2004/5 in Scotland and their families, in-
cluding biannual longitudinal follow-up “sweeps” (Scottish
Centre for Social Research 2023). Participant households
were selected through stratified sampling to create a na-
tionally representative sample when combined with sur-
vey weights to attenuate for the non-equal probability of
selection and restore representativeness after longitudinal
attrition. We merged SDQ responses from parent reports
when study children were 10 years old (2014/15, sweep 8),
a survey of the study child’s teacher (2014/15) contempo-
raneous to sweep 8 (Scottish Centre for Social Research
2022), and parent and adolescent self-reports at age 14
(2019/20, sweep 10). The majority of parent respondents
in these matched sub-samples are the study child’s biolog-
ical mother (sweep 10= 94%, sweep 8= 96%). Our find-
ings may consequently differ from other types of parents,
although previous research suggests that SDQ agreement
between mothers and fathers is sufficiently high (Fält et al.
2018).

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent
lockdown conditions impacted GUS data collection for
sweep 10; 82% (n= 2417) of cases were collected before
March 2020 with face-to-face computer-assisted personal
interviewing, leaving 18% (n= 526) of the sample col-
lected after the UK national lockdown through web and
telephone methods (Scottish Centre for Social Research
2022). These observations were excluded to control for the
unknown impact of major changes to interview method
and context. Their exclusion does not alter the sample
representativeness.

3.2 Variables

We now present the chosen variables and their measure-
ment.

Goodman’s SDQ is a 25-item instrument designed to
measure four dimensions of psycho-pathological “difficul-
ties”—conduct problems, hyperactivity/inattention, emo-
tional issues and peer problems—and one dimension of
pro-social “strengths” (Goodman 2001). Each component
sums five Likert items about the young person’s recent
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behaviours, and can be interpreted as discrete factors or
combined into a multidimensional additive score of “inter-
nalising” and “externalising”, or “total difficulties” and pro-
social propensities (Goodman and Goodman 2009). This
paper includes parent and teacher SDQ responses around
age 10, and parent and adolescent responses around age 14.

Respondent and household attributes were also selected
to predict perspective differences. Due to non-identical
questionnaires at data collection sweeps 8 (2014/15) and 10
(2019/20), and different hypotheses for parental discrep-
ancies between teachers and adolescents, some predictive
variables differ between parent-adolescent and parent-
teacher pairs.

Gender is measured by self-identification for adolescent-
parent pairs at age 14 (sweep 10= 50% girls). Self-identi-
fication is preferential because we are interested in gen-
dered expressions and perceptions thereof, not biological
functions (Reisner et al. 2015). Unfortunately, observations
were too few to study those who identified their gender
as “in another way” (n= 16). Additionally, parent-reported
child biological sex was used for modelling teacher-parent
pairs because gender self-identification was not asked at
age 10 (sweep 8= 52% girls). Although biological sex can
be a problematic proxy for gendered experiences (Lindqvist
et al. 2021), adults are externally observing the child, affect-
ing their perceptions regardless of whether these assump-
tions agree with the child’s internal experience of gender.
We consequently propose that it is reasonable to assume
a close relationship between biological sex and adult per-
ceptions of children.

Parental mental health at sweep 10 is measured with a bi-
nary response to whether the respondent “ever had period of
several days feeling depressed” (sweep 10= 43% responded
affirmatively). Explicit reporting was chosen because it re-
quires individual understandings of one’s own health. This
question selects parents who recognize their own distress
and may assess their child through this lens, thus testing the
distortion model. However, the resulting variable is atem-
poral and identifies almost half of the sample as having
experiences of depression, so it may not compare well with
other mental health metrics. Equivalent self-assessments are
not available for parent-teacher data at sweep 8, but 12-
items were collected from the Short Form Mental Health
Component (MCS-12) scale, a validated measure of general
psychological health (Ware et al. 1998). MCS-12 scores
from the main parental respondent were dichotomised at
one standard deviation below the sample mean (sweep 8
MCS-12 mean= 39). Those under this this threshold are
defined as having poorer-than-average mental health (13%
rated below).

Housing tenure is a binary measure of parents who re-
ported to own their residence (sweep 10= 76% owned res-
idence, sweep 8= 77%) compared to renting. The family

stress model asserts that household stressors, such as hous-
ing instability, influence psychological distress and intra-
family communication (Masarik and Conger 2017). Ten-
ancy status is also highly associated with socio-economic
status and other aspects of disadvantage in Scotland (Rolfe
et al. 2020). These interrelated impacts on young people’s
behaviours and perceptions thereof may diverge between
respondent groups, producing non-equivalent discrepancies
in the survey population.

Languages spoken at home were used to proxy cultural
diversity, a method implemented previously for GUS data
(Skafida 2014). Households are dichotomised to those with
“only English spoken in the home” (sweep 10= 95%) or
“some language other than English spoken”. Families with
immigration histories speaking multiple languages may re-
tain cultural differences that impact children’s behaviours,
adult perceptions of behaviours, and interactions with the
cultural assumptions in SDQ questions. A preliminary
model used parental country of origin information, but
language was chosen to include second generation families
and other ties to non-English speaking cultures. This choice
did not change the substantive results.

Household finances are the parent’s response to “how
you and your family are managing financially these days”,
dichotomised to “managing well” or “other” than manag-
ing well (sweep 10= 61% managing well, sweep 8= 55%).
Subjective measurement was chosen to detect the impact of
parental perceptions of their difficulties on scoring.

Family composition asks whether the household has par-
ents living as a couple (sweep 10= 79% couple families,
sweep 8= 84%) or single parent(s). Single parenthood may
influence perceptions of families or alter adult awareness
of children’s issues because the parenting is not shared in
the household.

Parental education indicates if the parent was educated
at or above the Scottish Highers level (sweep 8= 85% High-
ers or above). We theorised that teachers may perceive chil-
dren of parents with fewer education qualifications to have
greater difficulties due to stigma against these parents.

3.3 Model Choice

This section provides a brief overview and justification of
the study methods and some familiarity with statistics is
assumed.

Estimating respondent discrepancies with predictive
variables poses a methodological conundrum. One must dis-
entangle the relationship between predictive variables and
score discrepancies—e.g. how gender impacts differences
between parent and adolescent respondents’ scores—from
the main relationship between predictive variables and item
scores—e.g. how gender impacts the scores overall. This
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is challenging due to the correlated residual error of these
variables (see Edwards 1994; and Laird and De Los Reyes
2013) for a detailed mathematical explanation).

The latent difference score (LDS) method (de Haan et al.
2018) offers a structural equation modelling solution to the
limitations of popular discrepancy models. LDS models es-
timate discrepancies as differences in latent factors, the un-
derlying constructs one wishes to study, measured by com-
bining manifest/observed variables. Latent factors are esti-
mated from the shared variance of manifest items, separat-
ing them from the residual error of each question (Loehlin
and Beaujean 2017). Each SDQ component can be treated
as a single latent factor measured by five questions about
the behaviour. The LDS model constructs a second-order
latent factor equal to the difference between two respon-
dent groups’ latent factors, representing the difference in
the respondents’ perception of the latent behaviour without
measurement or residual errors (de Haan et al. 2018).

Figure 1 displays a visual representation of the LDS
model for parent-adolescent responses to the SDQ emo-
tional difficulties score, adapted from de Haan et al.’s (de
Haan et al. 2018) path diagram. Denoted by repeated letters
in the diagram, the factor loadings, intercepts and structure
of each latent factor are constrained to be equal between
the groups, e.g. parents and adolescents. The result of these
constraints is that the LDS score (�P arent;Adolescent ) is en-
tirely composed of the distance between the two respon-
dent’s perceptions of the latent construct.

Building upon Booth et al.’s (Booth et al. 2023) novel
implementation of LDS methods to the R language and
Goodman’s SDQ, we estimated LDS scores for adolescent-
parent reporter pairs (�P arent;Adolescent ) and teacher-parent
reporter pairs (�P arent;Teacher ) using the Lavaan 0.6–16
(Rosseel 2012) package and R version 4.3.1 (R Core Team
2023). Finally, individual LDS models were re-estimated
with dichotomous predictive variables to ascertain the im-
pact of socio-demographic characteristics on respondent
groups’ average estimates, and discrepancies between these.

Following Vieira, Salgueiro, and Smith’s (Vieira et al.
2016) comparison of complex survey design corrections in
structural equation modelling applications, two estimation
methods were implemented: maximum likelihood with ro-
bust Huber-White standard errors (MLR) without survey
weighting, and bootstrapped (n= 500 resamples) pseudo-
maximum likelihood (ML) with survey weighting and sam-
pling design corrections using the lavaan.survey (Oberski
2014) package. Survey weights correct for differential se-
lection probabilities for some children, account for non-
response bias, and calibrate the achieved sample to match
the characteristics of the population. Survey-weighted ML
estimates are reported with full results in the Appendix.
Equivalent unweighted MLR estimates and code replica-
tion files are available as Supplementary Materials.

3.4 Testing Assumptions

First, we empirically tested several model assumptions
for both matched subsamples of GUS data. SDQ com-
ponent—emotional difficulties, peer problems, hyperac-
tivity/inattention issues, conduct problem and pro-social
strengths—are theorised to capture a single dimension
of latent factor, combining to five dimensions for the to-
tal questionnaire (Goodman 1997)2. Confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) tests evaluate the questionnaire’s factor
structure fit for parents, teachers and adolescents in the
sample. Model fit was evaluated holistically with scaled
comparative fit index (CFI), root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA), standardised root mean squared
residual (SRMR). These metrics were chosen over �2 due to
its bias against larger sample sizes (Putnick and Bornstein
2016; van de Schoot et al. 2012). After achieving insuf-
ficient fit in the five-factor model (Appendix Table A1),
univariate CFA of the factor structures were conducted for
each component, time period and respondent group sepa-
rately (Table A2). Hyperactivity and conduct component
scores achieved poor model fit in both samples (CFI< 0.90,
RMSEA< 0.08, SRMR< 0.08), suggesting these questions
do not load onto a single, unique latent factor. Conse-
quently, externalising components were excluded from the
study for both respondent group pairings.

Comparing latent factors between groups also requires
that the scores are equivalent measures of the latent con-
struct, or “Metric Invariant” (MI) (Putnick and Bornstein
2016; Svetina et al. 2020). Constraining factor structure
(configural invariance), item loadings (metric invariance)
and intercepts (scalar invariance) to be equal between
groups ensures that differences in the latent factors are
attributable to perceptions of the behaviour itself, not dif-
ferences in how groups understand and respond to the
questions asked, a distinct source of measurement diver-
gence. Residual invariance tests were excluded because
residuals do not contribute to the latent factor (Vandenberg
and Lance 2000).

Following guidelines prescribed in (van de Schoot et al.
2012), we tested for MI using nested multi-group CFA tests
with parents as the reference group for all respondent pairs
where the SDQ component had adequate unidimensional
factor fit (full MI fit changes reported in Tables A3 and
A4).

Standard MI thresholds suggest small allowances of
model fit loss between constrained levels, <0.10 change in
CFI, <0.015 change in RMSEA or< change 0.10 SRMR
(Chen 2007); however; (Rutkowski and Svetina 2014)
forward that � –0.020 CFI and � 0.03 RMSEA estab-

2 Questionnaire items for each component can be found at https://
www.sdqinfo.org/.

https://www.sdqinfo.org/
https://www.sdqinfo.org/
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Table 1

Paired CFA fit for partial-scalar configurations

Component Age CFI RMSEA SRMR N

Parent-adolescent pairs

Pro-social 14 0.964 0.033 0.033 2159

Peer 14 0.947 0.040 0.039 2018

Emotion 14 0.967 0.046 0.034 2211

Parent-teacher pairs

Pro-social 10 0.936 0.047 0.039 1554

Emotion 10 0.963 0.040 0.035 1545

Parents are set as the base reporter group
Sampling weights applied

lish acceptable MI between configural and metric models
for larger numbers of groups in substantial sample sizes
(Putnick and Bornstein 2016). recommend that minor diver-
gences in model fit statistics should not prevent otherwise
robust findings from publication, but instead be maintained
as a research limitation. Taking a holistic approach, we
allowed minor divergence from � CFI for configural to
metric invariance arrangements (� –0.017) for parent and
adolescent peer problems components due to over all good
model fit (CFI 0.0947, RMSEA 0.041, SRMR 0.038) and
very close fit between metric and partial scalar model fit (�
CFI 0.001, � RMSEA 0.001, � SRMR 0.000). Therefore,
we retained the peer problems component for parent-ado-
lescent pairs with the caveat that it demonstrates less robust
MI. The peer problem’s scale metric configuration fit was
significantly worse for parent-teacher pairs and we could
not establish MI. This means that we are not confident that
the score is measuring the same construct between the two
groups. Consequently, we also excluded the parent-teacher
model of the peer problems component.

Full scalar invariance was missed for all components
with both parent-adolescent and parent-teacher pairs, but
partial invariance with acceptable model fit were established
through “backwards” freeing of item intercept constraints
using modification indices (Putnick and Bornstein 2016;
Vandenberg and Lance 2000). Partial invariance is gener-
ally considered statistically justified for comparing latent
variables when a majority of items remain constrained and
theoretical implications of freeing intercepts are considered
(Luong and Flake 2022). For parent-adolescent pairs, inter-
cepts were freed for question 1 (“child considers others”)
of the pro-social component, questions 14 (child is “liked
by children”) and 23 (child “gets on better with adults”) for
the peer problems component, and question 16 (“child loses
confidence”) for emotional symptoms. Freed intercepts for
parent-teacher paired models were question 1 (“child con-
siders others”) of the pro-social component, and question 8

(“child worries”) for the emotional difficulties component
(see Table 1).

4 Results

4.1 Latent Difference Scores

Using partial scalar configurations of the SDQ components
to construct LDS models, all reporter pairs demonstrated
significant inter-respondent discrepancies between ratings
of pro-social strengths, peer difficulties and emotional
symptoms (see Table 2).

Positive and significant standardised mean LDS esti-
mates indicate that, on average, adolescents self-reported
fewer pro-social strengths, and greater emotional symp-
toms, than their parents perceived. Adolescents also re-
ported fewer peer difficulties relative to their parents. On
average, teachers perceived fewer emotional symptoms and
fewer pro-social strengths than parents, suggesting tenden-
cies towards the middle of these scales.

Variance between score discrepancies was smallest for
parent-teacher pairs rating the emotional symptoms sub-
scale. This suggests that the level of disagreement between
pairs of teachers and parents is more consistent, whereas
there is greater variability amongst parent-adolescent pairs.
Although the average difference is smallest in the parent-
teacher pro-social scale, this estimate also has amongst the
highest variance between respondent-pairs. Negative co-
variances across the board indicate that higher scores pre-
dict larger discrepancies for both strengths and difficulties.
Significant and large variances between respondent pairs
further justifies a need to understand the participant charac-
teristics which predict these non-uniform divergences.

4.2 Conditional Models

Socio-demographic attributes indeed influenced scoring di-
vergently across respondent pairs. Figures 2 through Fig. 6
plot the model-implied means for LDS models conditional
on participant characteristic, and Appendix Tables A5 to
A16 provide the full numeric estimates for both the model-
implied means and the main effects of each conditional va-
riable on the latent difference factor (�) (see Supplement
tables 2 through 32 for fully standardised and unweighted
estimates). Gender, parental mental health, housing tenure,
household financial stress and single parenthood each im-
pacted the latent difference factor (�) for at least one com-
ponent at the 95% confidence level.

Considering gender, parents and teachers viewed boys to
display fewer pro-social strengths, on average, than girls.
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Table 2

Latent different scores

Estimates Fit measures

Component Age Mean Variance Covariance CFI RMSEA SRMR N

Parent-adolescent pairs

Pro-social 14 0.627* 0.109* –0.613* 0.969 0.034 0.033 2159

Peer 14 0.182* 0.111* –0.263* 0.955 0.026 0.041 2018

Emotion 14 –0.572* 0.128* –0.639* 0.968 0.032 0.035 2211

Parent-teacher pairs

Pro-social 10 0.181* 0.130* –0.751* 0.933 0.040 0.039 1554

Emotion 10 0.307* 0.055* –0.475* 0.940 0.040 0.042 1545

Parents are set as the base reporter group
Sampling weights applied
* * p< 0.05

Average discrepancies in pro-social behaviour ratings be-
tween parent-teacher (�parent;teacher ) and parent-adoles-
cent (�parent;adolescent ) respondent pairs were also signif-
icantly greater for ratings of boys than girls. Boy-parent
respondent pairs also had elevated discrepancies in the peer
problems component, although the difference between boys
and girls average self-ratings of peer problems was not
significant. Both parents and adolescents perceived worse
emotional difficulties for girls than boys at age 14. The av-
erage emotional difficulties discrepancy factor was also sig-
nificantly higher for girl-parent respondent pairs than boy-
parent. Contrastingly, distances between boys and girls’
scores were not significantly divergent for parent or tea-
cher ratings of emotional difficulties at age 10. The child’s
gender also did not have a statistically significantly impact
on parent-teacher discrepancies in perceptions of emotional
difficulties.

Adolescent children of parents with a history of de-
pression reported relatively fewer pro-social strengths, but
the average inter-respondent discrepancy level was not sig-
nificantly different from other respondent pairs. However,
parental mental health did impact discrepancies in ratings
for emotional difficulties and peer problems. Parents with
a history of depression viewed their children to have ele-
vated difficulties relative to average peers’ ratings and the
parent-adolescent peer problems discrepancy level was sig-
nificantly higher for parents with a history of depression.
However, parent-adolescent discrepancies in emotional dif-
ficulties rating were significantly lower than for parents who
did not report a history of these struggles. This is an inverse
of the impact of parent-teacher discrepancies, which were
elevated for parents with below average mental health.

Children and adolescents living in rented accommoda-
tion were perceived by teachers and themselves to have
significantly elevated difficulties relative to their peers in

owner-occupied homes. However, the impact of housing
tenure on the discrepancy factor was only significant for
parent-adolescent responses to the peer problems compo-
nent. Children from language diverse and English-only
speaking homes displayed substantial overlap in mean
scores for all respondent groups and SDQ components,
with no significant differences. Additionally, differences
between parental educational attainment and parent-tea-
cher discrepancies in strengths or difficulties were not
significant.

Adolescents from single-parent households rated them-
selves to have significantly fewer strengths and greater dif-
ficulties, on average, than their peers. However, the condi-
tional effect on parent-adolescent score discrepancies were
not statistically significant. Single parent households also
had greater parent-teacher discrepancies for rating emo-
tional difficulties than couple families, but no other effect
path was significant.

Adolescents and children in households which reported
subjective financial struggles were assessed by all groups to
have elevated difficulties and fewer pro-social behaviours
relative to their peers, but inter-respondent discrepancies
levels were not elevated. In fact, parent-adolescent discrep-
ancies in emotional difficulties ratings were significantly
higher for parents who reported to be managing their fi-
nances well, compared to those who did not.

The conditional effect of financial difficulties on parent-
adolescent discrepancies (Supplement Tables 17–18) and
the conditional effect of family composition on parent-tea-
cher discrepancies (Supplement Tables 33–34) were only
significant for the weighted ML estimation procedure, but
were below the 95% confidence level for MLR estimated
figures. Therefore, these results should be treated with more
caution.
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Model estimated mean latent pro social factor

5 Discussion

Our results demonstrate a substantial influence of respon-
dent attributes on inter-respondent discrepancies between
adolescents, parents and teachers’ behavioural perceptions
across dimensions of social and emotional health. MI con-
straints ensure that these discrepancies are separated from
differing responses to the instrument itself, and should be
regarded as average divergence between perceptions of the
social and emotional behaviours themselves. Adjacently,
MI failure on externalising components reveals a misfit be-
tween the theoretical and observed factor structure, high-
lighting that there is a probable impact of perception and
measurement divergence in this general population sample
which remains unknown.

The association between elevated scores and larger in-
ter-respondent discrepancies suggests that some of the most

“extreme” cases are also the most impacted by perspective
bias. Consequently, estimates utilising only single-respon-
dent group data are generally missing a broader range of
information for those children and adolescents experiencing
the greatest difficulties, and the most positive pro-social at-
tributes. Characteristics of inter-respondent divergences are
unique in direction and magnitude to each latent construct.
This result is generally supported by reports from previ-
ous studies which investigate the SDQ at the component,
rather than aggregate, level (Booth et al. 2023; Madsen et al.
2020). These patterns imply that discrepancies illustrate di-
vergences on specific dimensions of behaviours, rather than
general dis/agreement.

Predictors for bigger score discrepancies do not map
neatly onto typical dimensions of disadvantage, particularly
for parent-adolescent pairs. This appears to be because
some associates of perceiving greater youth difficulties,
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Model estimated mean latent emotion factor

such as financial struggles, maternal mental ill-health or
less-secure housing, seem to have a relatively larger effect
on parental perceptions than self-reporting. In some cases
this leads to reduced parent-adolescent discrepancies for
more disadvantaged groups, such as ratings of emotional
difficulties for families reporting financial difficulties.

The nuance of this interplay highlights the value of LDS
modelling to disentangle the main effects of predictive cha-
racteristics from respondent discrepancy effects. For exam-
ple, adolescents of parents with a history of depression have
larger discrepancies to their parents’ scoring in their peer
problems estimates, but a smaller difference in their emo-
tional difficulties scores relative to the reference group. The
confluence of these competing effects on scoring matters
may obfuscate patterns when multiple dimensions of youth
mental health are aggregated, such as common usage of
SDQ “total difficulties” ratings in survey research applica-

tions. The oppositional direction of these results may offer
insight into the lack of consensus on the role of parental de-
pression on their children’s psychometric scoring (Ordway
2011), because effects are conditional to the dimension(s)
of mental health measured.

Contrary to reports in later adolescence (Booth et al.
2023), parents rated significantly greater worries about peer
issues than adolescents self-reported. This inter-respondent
discrepancy is larger for boys, parents with a history of de-
pression, those living in rented housing, and single-parent
households. Parents witness fewer peer-to-peer behaviours
in adolescence, so differences may arise from global views
on their child from their social vantage, rather than directly
observing their performance of social roles. For example,
parents often fear that their children conceal bullying out-
side of the home (Stives et al. 2021), which may heighten
their perceptions of peer issues. Additionally, results could
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Model estimated mean latent peer factor

suggest that the parental lens is more influenced by con-
cerns over home instability or disadvantage than self-rat-
ings, or that adolescents are more shielded from difficult
circumstances. Differential results from previous research
could indicate that this effect is heightened in earlier ado-
lescence, and requires further investigation across other po-
pulation samples.

Gender had the clearest conditional effect on perspec-
tive divergence, predicting large parent-adolescent and par-
ent-teacher discrepancies in the emotional symptoms of
girls and the pro-social behaviours and peer problems of
boys. Worse emotional symptoms for girls are persistent
in general population data (Yoon et al. 2023), and may be
understood through the manifestations of biological, psy-
chological and social pressures on the gendered condition-
ing of child behaviours, leading to heightened expression
of emotional symptomology (Chaplin 2015). Discrepan-

cies suggest that social and emotional effects remain un-
der-estimated in parent-reported data compared to multiple
respondent perspectives. Furthermore, heightened parental
concerns for the peer problems of adolescent boys rela-
tive to equal self-ratings may reflect increasing adult con-
cerns about boys’ social skills and relationships (Bragg and
Ringrose 2022).

Educators’ tendencies away from higher scores appear
consistent across survey samples at the observed, not latent
factor, level (Russell et al. 2016; Winterbottom et al. 2008).
Theorising the impact of social performances as a discrep-
ancy pathway, elevated self-reported emotional difficulties
may represent a masking of the “performance of self” if
adolescents hide their difficulties from parents and teachers
through impression management (Goffman 1956; Schlenker
and Pontari 2000) or camouflaging in classroom settings
(Halsall et al. 2021). Likewise, the contextual effect of
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Model estimated mean latent pro social factor

a classroom setting, reduced time spent with the child, and
a greater number of peers the child is compared to, may
be tempering teachers’ reports. These results indicate that
research that relies upon teacher responses alone are likely
to be under-estimating strengths and difficulties, relative to
how parents or adolescents may be expected to respond.

Although parent-adolescent and parent-teacher models
arise from different age groups and are thus not directly
comparable in our study, we hypothesise that larger discrep-
ancies among parent-adolescent than parent-teacher pairs
may be indicative of an adult-centric bias of the SDQ ques-
tionnaire. SDQ questions are external assessment of be-
haviours (e.g. “child fidgets or squirms” or “child is liked”)
which are translated to the adolescents’ perceptions of their
external behaviours for the self-assessment version (e.g.
“I am restless” or “other people generally like me”). This
orientation requires the adolescent to tap into their self-per-

ceptions (Gecas 1982) to understand external perceptions of
their actions across multiple settings. Impacts of this self-
reflexive practice may contribute to the the poor factor fit
of externalising component dimensions, and warrants closer
investigation. Children and young people’s subjective expe-
riences of taking the questionnaire, and how they view the
behaviours examined, may fill in these qualitative gaps to
help explain the empirical results presented here.

6 Conclusion

6.1 Recommendations

The respondent identity effects explored in this paper ev-
idence that divergent perceptions of children and young
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Model estimated mean latent emotion factor

people’s behaviours in survey responses are stratified by
participant characteristics, producing a patterned distri-
bution of inter-respondent discrepancies in mental health
estimates from survey datasets. This indicates not only
that the respondent group chosen will impact estimates
of young people’s social and emotional behaviours, but
that the nature of this impact is non-equivalent across so-
cio-demographic characteristics. Discrepancies are greater
for higher behavioural scores, indicating that respondent
identities may have a heightened impact on estimating the
children and young people that are often of greatest interest
to researchers.

Divergence does not require conceptualising any one
group’s perspective as “incorrect”; instead, participant re-
sponses constitute a distribution of relevant but non-inter-
changeable knowledge on the questions posed. Respondent
group differences are a particularly important axis of meas-

urement variability to grapple with in youth research due
to the common usage of external informants. Diversity of
respondents is a practical solution for addressing this dis-
agreement head-on without favouring any single perspec-
tive. We advocate expanding informant variability (Ederer
2004) through multi-respondent scoring to capture a greater
range of perspectives (see Bauer et al. 2013; Fält et al.
2017), with particular impetus on closing the representa-
tion gap for self-reporting from children and young people.

Where multiple respondent data are unavailable, we sug-
gest that results should be attenuated or interpreted with an
understanding of the potential impact of respondent identity
on the probable distribution of SDQ scores through crit-
ical interpretation and measured evaluation of difference
score outcomes. This orientation asks the researcher to put
the missing perspective in conversation with the model re-
sults. Taking seriously the epistemic injustice of the missing
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youth voice in research, we forward that including adoles-
cent perspectives is essential to this exercise. Considering
the patterns presented here, what might this missing per-
spective say?

In general, studies using only teacher data should note
that this may underestimate both strengths and difficulties,
and studies using only parent data should include the caveat
that their results may under-report emotional difficulties and
over-report pro-social strengths, relative to adolescent self-
reports.

Prior knowledge is also expanded by considering the at-
tributes associated with elevated inter-respondent difference
scores. It would therefore be appropriate to apply increased
uncertainty around estimates according to attributes asso-
ciated with greater inter-respondent discrepancies. Because
conditional effects vary in magnitude and direction depend-
ing upon the component in question, we suggest that atten-
uation of single-respondent group scores should be imple-
mented at the SDQ component, rather than aggregate total
difficulties, level.

Applied survey researchers can weave missing-perspec-
tive limitations into their discussion of findings from single
respondent-group SDQ data. For example, when using par-
ent-only SDQ responses, researchers should note that par-
ents tend to overestimate girls’ emotional difficulties com-
pared to girls own assessments of these. Conversely, par-
ents overestimate boy’s pro-social behaviours relative to
boys themselves. Given that we find larger discrepancies
between parents and children, specifically for emotional
difficulties among girls, and for pro-social and peer esti-
mates for boys, researchers should note that parent-only
SDQ responses in these domains may be less attuned to
children’s own perceptions of their behaviour across these
dimensions. Similarly, where teacher SDQ reports are be-
ing used, researchers should note that relative to parents,
teachers under-report emotional difficulties in children in
cases where parents have poor mental health, and in single
parent households.

We believe that bringing these results into the evaluation
of model results from single-respondent group SDQ results
allow for more robust and nuanced usage of Goodman’s
SDQ in general population survey data.

6.2 Limitations and Extensions

Further methodological work is needed to evaluate dis-
crepancies in the externalising component scores, which
were excluded from this study due to poor unidimensional
CFA fit and failure to establish inter-respondent MI (Booth
et al. 2023) were also unable to analyse the hyperactiv-
ity/inattention component in their study of adolescent and
parent pairs from the Millennium Cohort Study, suggest-

ing the component’s multidimensionality may be shared
across age, respondent group and regional sample differ-
ences in the context of UK general population surveys. We
suggest empirically investigating these sources of multidi-
mensionality and metric invariance in the SDQ. Promising
methods for this avenue may include reconfiguring non-
invariant components through alignment procedures (As-
parouhov and Muthen 2014), and qualitative evaluations of
participant experiences.

MI failure for some components also warrants normative
inspection. For example, lack of scalar invariance between
parents and adolescents for item 23 of the “peer problems”
component, “child gets on better with adults” may be influ-
enced by discrepancies in viewing this behaviour as a dif-
ficulty. New Zealander parents raised concerns with this
question on the grounds that, in their culture, this display
of family closeness would be a positive behaviour (Kersten
et al. 2016). Understanding why respondent groups diverge
in responses to the SDQ instrument, just as we investigate
divergence in their behavioural perceptions in this work, is
integral to incorporating more holistic estimates of mental
health behaviours from the questionnaires and responses
already available across popular survey datasets. We hope
this that is work is useful to researchers for better utilising
the data we have (often single-perspectives, particularly in
the early years) and informing best practices for advocat-
ing the expansion of multiple-respondent information as we
design social surveys for the future.
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