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Abstract 
The aims of this thesis are to examine the associations between children’s temperament, 

parenting practices and three important public health outcomes: cognitive ability, 

academic achievement and adiposity. While there have been decades of psychological 

research in this area, this thesis takes a contemporary epidemiological approach to the 

topic and addresses some of the methodological limitations of past studies by using more 

advanced methods and longitudinal data from both Australia and the UK.   

 

There are four papers in this thesis. The first study examined whether norms in the 

Revised Infant Temperament Questionnaire (RITQ) were suitable for use in a population 

sample of UK infants. The RITQ was normed on a small group of US infants in 1978 and 

has never been updated. Findings showed that 15% of children would be classified as 

temperamentally difficult using norms empirically derived from the UK infant data, 

compared to 24% using RITQ’s norms, suggesting that potential misclassification of infant 

temperament occurred from using different norms. This study highlighted the need for 

more recent and culturally-specific temperament norms to categorise infant 

temperament. Temperament categories defined using the norms in this study were used 

in subsequent analyses in study 3 and 4. 

 

Children’s temperament may influence parenting, which is known to affect cognitive and 

academic outcomes. Most studies of temperament have not adequately accounted for 

parenting practices when examining the effect of temperament on cognitive and 

academic outcomes. To properly handle parenting practices at age 4 to 5 years as an 

intermediate variable, the second study used a marginal structural model to examine the 
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controlled direct effects of temperament at 2 to 3 years on cognitive and academic 

outcomes at 6 to 7 years in a nationally representative sample of Australian children. 

Temperament dimensions measured in this study were reactivity, approach, and 

persistence. This study found that the controlled direct effects of temperament on 

cognitive and academic outcomes was small. The largest effect (0.11 SD) was for 

persistence on verbal ability.  

 

Since temperament had such a small influence on children’s cognitive and academic 

outcomes, this thesis then examined parenting as the exposure, as parenting may have a 

greater influence on cognitive ability than temperament. The associations between 

parenting practices (warmth and control) and children’s IQ in the UK cohort were 

explored in study 3. Temperament was contextualised as an effect-measure modifier, a 

variable that may modify the associations between warmth, control and IQ. Low parental 

warmth and high parental control at 24 to 47 months were associated with lower IQ at 

age 8 years. Effect sizes for warmth and control were 0.03 SD and 0.15 SD, respectively. 

Counter to the study’s hypothesis, temperamentally easier children were more 

susceptible to the negative effects of low warmth and high control parenting than 

temperamentally difficult children. 

 

Besides cognitive and academic outcomes, there is some evidence that parenting and 

temperament may influence children’s adiposity. The fourth study focused on two more 

specific dimensions of parenting, namely parental feeding control and using food to 

soothe a child. The associations between feeding control, using food to soothe, and body 

mass index (BMI) and fat mass were explored in the UK cohort. Whether these 
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associations differed for children with different temperaments were examined using an 

analysis of effect-measure modification.  Contrary to some studies, higher parental 

feeding control at age 42 to 65 months was associated with lower BMI at ages 7 and 15 

years and fat mass at age 15 years. No association between using food to soothe (42 

months) and BMI (7 and 15 years) or fat mass (15 years) were found.  

 

Using two large, longitudinal observational studies from different countries, different 

temperament tools, and measures of temperament at different ages, the research in this 

thesis indicated that the effect sizes for temperament on cognitive, academic and 

adiposity outcomes are at best, very small. The differential susceptibility theory suggested 

by previous psychological studies, that temperamentally difficult children were more 

vulnerable to the detrimental effects of negative parenting, was not supported in the UK 

cohort and using contemporary epidemiological methods. It is recommended that future 

studies adjust rigorously for important confounders and use large, representative samples 

when examining the effect-measure modification by temperament of the associations 

between parenting and cognitive, academic and adiposity outcomes.   
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