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Objectives

Research on bi-directional associations between self-reported
caregiver mental health and child development is mixed.
Through linkage of a cohort study and primary care data, we
examine whether maternal mental health diagnoses, treatment
and symptoms are bi-directionally associated with child devel-
opment, namely emotional and conduct problems, hyperactiv-
ity and peer problems.

Approach

We accessed 14 years of data by linking the Millennium Cohort
Study (in Wales) to anonymised individual-level population-
scale health and administrative data within the Secure
Anonymised Information Linkage (SAIL) Databank. We iden-
tified maternal mental health problems using John et al's
(2016) existing algorithm for anxiety and depression diagnoses,
symptoms and treatment. We measured child development us-
ing parent-reports of the Strengths and Difficulties question-
naire. Outcomes were tested when the child was 3, 5, 7, 11
and 14 years of age. We used Bayesian Structural Equation
Modelling, specifically Random-Intercept Cross-Lagged Panel
Models, to analyse within and between-person associations.
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Results

We found that mother’s mental health was strongly associated
over time, as were children's development difficulties. Cross-
lagged associations from mother to child were weakly posi-
tively associated at age 3 to 5 for child total scores, and at
age 11 to 14 for child emotional problems. In contrast, child
development associations with maternal mental health were
significant from age 7 to 11 for total scores, emotional and
peer problems, but weakly associated at age 3 to 5, and 11 to
14 for conduct problems. Hyperactivity had few associations.
Few associations at the same-time point were found, but emo-
tional problems at age 11 and 14 were positively associated,
as were hyperactivity at age 14, and peer problems at age 11.
Between-person effects were consistently strongly associated.

Conclusion

We find mixed evidence for bi-directional associations, but
strong between-person associations. Overall development and
emotional problem models showed more bi-directional rela-
tionships; child development was positively associated with
mother’s mental health event at age 7 for all models except
hyperactivity, conduct problems were weakly associated at age
5 and 11.
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