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What is 
conduct 
disorder?

 Hard to follow rules & behave in a socially acceptable way.

 ‘A serious, but frequently unrecognised, mental health 
condition characterised by repeated and persistent 
misbehaviour that may include stealing, fighting, 
vandalism and harming people or animals’ (NICE)

 Most common childhood behavioural problem. 5% 
prevalence among 5 to 16 year olds. Much higher among 
children with difficult childhoods.

 ↓ in early years, as children ↑ control aggressive 
behaviour. 

 But early onset can predict later problems. By adolescence, 
blurring with anti-social & offending behaviours
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Figure 1. GUS prevalence of conduct disorder, 4 to 10 years
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Policy 
approaches 

 No single approach.

 Medicalised focus on individual functions 
e.g. impulsivity, low self-control.  

 School-based interventions (child or 
group)

 More recently, strong policy emphasis on 
ACEs. Individualised policy lens aimed 
mainly at families.

 Less emphasis on structural disadvantage 
and impact of financial stress or 
insecurity. 
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What predicts 
conduct 
disorder ?

No single 
factor

Multiple 
effects

 Individual/child level
Sex; ethnicity; personality traits, low educational 
attainment; poor health.

 Family level 
History of conduct disorder, low maternal birth age; 
low maternal educational level; harsh or 
inconsistent parenting; smoking during pregnancy; 
large family size.

 Family level: adverse life experiences (ACEs)  
Abuse (physical, emotional & sexual); neglect 
(physical, emotional); household dysfunction 
(domestic violence, parental incarceration, mental 
illness; substance abuse; parental 
separation/divorce. 

 Structural: neighbourhood & economic factors                
Low income/socio-economic class. High crime area. 
ONS study (1999) 3 to 4-fold increase in prevalence 
in social classes D and E, compared with A. 
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Research 
Question: 

Is conduct
disorder 
exacerbated 
by growing 
up in poverty? 

 Dataset: Growing Up in Scotland longitudinal 
study (Scotcen).

 Nationally representative study launched in 2005.

 Analysis based on 2,815 families who completed all 
8 sweeps from 2005 to 2015. 

 Looks at factors predicting conduct disorder (CD) 
at sweep 8 (average age 10 years).  

 GUS measures CD using the Goodman’s 
Strengths and Difficulties questionnaire. 

 Scores constructed from parental responses and 
run from 0 to 10. 

 Scores ≥ 4 are defined as abnormal (Wilson et al. 
2012).  

 Data on CD is collected from 4 years onward.
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Testing 
different 
explanatory 
levels 

Method: Binary 
logistic 
regression

Most effects  
compared with 
reference 
category 

Table 1. Child characteristics Sig. Odds

Additional support needs (reference: none) *** 2.8

Listening score (high to low) *** 1.0

Male (reference: female) *** 1.7

Poor general health (reference: good or v. good) * 1.7

Ethnicity n-s

Table 2. Family characteristics 

Child born to mother at 19 years or younger 
(reference: 20 years or older) 

*** 2.5

2 or more children in household (reference: one) ** 1.7

Maternal education level less than or equal to 
Standard Grade (reference: Highers or above)

** 1.6

Parental mental health (good to poor) *** 1.4

Parental physical health (12 point scale) n-s

Family type: lone parent (reference: couple) n-s
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Testing 
different 
explanatory 
levels 

Table 3. Parental discipline and supervision Sig. Odds

Parent doesn’t always know where child is 
after school (reference: always knows) *** 2.6

Often gets away with things that should have 
been punished (reference: not often) *** 2.0

Hours spent in structured activities each week *** 0.6

Table 4. ACEs since last sweep (last 2 years) Sig. Odds

One ACE (reference: none) n-s

Two or more ACEs n-s

Table 5. Financial stress Sig. Odds

Both parents unemployed (reference: not) *** 1.9

Lowest income quintile (reference: not) *** 1.6

1 or more state benefits (reference: none) ** 1.6

Parent/carer lost job since last sweep n-s

Most deprived SIMD quintile (reference: not) n-s
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Testing all  
explanatory 
levels at 
sweep 8

Significant 
factors
(Forward step 
model)

Table 6.  Full model sweep 8 Sig. Odds

Additional support needs (reference: none) *** 3.0

Child born to mother at 19 years or younger 
(reference: 20 years or older) *** 2.9

Parent doesn’t always know where child is 
after school (reference: always knows) 

*** 2.4

2 or more children in household (reference: one) ** 2.1

Often gets away with things that should have 
been punished (reference: not often)

*** 2.0

Both parents unemployed (reference: not) * 1.7

Parental mental health (good to poor) *** 1.3

Hours spent in structured activities each 
week 

** 0.7
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Testing all  
explanatory 
levels at sweep 
8 and
earlier sweeps

Significant 
factors
(Forward step 
model)

Full model sweep 8 and earlier sweeps Sig. Odds

History of conduct disorder *** 3.2

Inconsistent unemployment sweeps 1-7 *** 2.6

Two or more ACEs, sweeps 2 to 7 ** 2.6

Additional support needs (reference: none) ** 2.4

Most deprived SIMD quintile (reference: not) ** 2.1

2 or more children in household (reference: one) ** 2.0

Child born to mother at 19 years or younger (reference: 
20 years or older) 

* 1.8

Parent doesn’t always know where child is after 
school (reference: always knows) 

** 1.7

Often gets away with things that should have 
been punished (reference: not often)

* 1.6

Parental mental health (good to poor) * 1.3

Hours spent in structured activities each week * 1.3
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Messages 
for policy 
development  
(1)

 Multiple risk factors means identifying 
appropriate polices & interventions is 
challenging. 

 No single approach, needs action at 
different levels.

 Predictive or early intervention: risk of 
drawing in/labelling children who might 
otherwise grow out of CD.   

 More recently, strong policy emphasis on 
ACEs. Individualised policy lens aimed 
mainly at families.

 Also need structural, non-stigmatising 
approaches. Providing resources to deal with 
family pressures. 
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Policy 
development  
(2)

Example: Sure Start Local Programmes (SSLP)

 Area-based provision aimed at ↑ life-chances for 
under 4’s growing up in poverty.

 Criteria: 2 generational - non-stigmatising - long-
term - locally driven - culturally appropriate. 

 More holistic targeted approach, multiple factors: 
education, health, parenting.

 SSLP evaluation by Birkbeck University Followed 
5,000+ children between 2002 & 2012. Comparison 
with non-SSLP areas.

Key impacts between 3 and 7 years: 

 Better social development, higher levels of positive 
social behaviour, independence & self-regulation  

 Less negative parenting & harsh discipline

 More stimulating home learning environment. 

 Less chaotic home environment 
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