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Assessment of parenting, 
a functional-contextual perspective

Background and problem definition
Parents make sure that their child gets professional help if needed, they give essential 

information about their child and it depends mainly on the parents whether care 

will continue or not. Scientific research shows also a clear link between the quality 

of parent-child relationship and the development of child problems. That is why it 

seems obvious that when a child is referred, an examination takes place in youth 

mental healthcare to assess in what way parenting is a protective or a risk factor 

for the development of the child. Yet little or no attention is given to assessment 

of parenting, in contrast with the wide diversity of assessment instruments that 

are available for children, as standardized instruments for parents are rare. There 

are some instruments that assess aspects of parenting such as educational stress, 

stress by various sources or assessment of perception of conflict management and 

acceptation in parent-child relationship. 

Parenting is about the parent-child relationship and is defined in this study 

as the way of treating this relationship: what the parent actually does with, thinks 

of and feels for the child.Assessment of parenting makes it possible to differentiate 

between helping the parent or not and to prevent youth mental healthcare to fall 

back into the automatism that parents need help when the child shows problems. 

Besides differential assessment between parenting and contextual factors that 

are of influence, it helps to refine assistance to parents. Assisting parents is not 

necessary when the quality of parenting is sufficient and contextual factors like 

child characteristics or partner relationship problems are determining. Assisting 

parents through counseling is needed when the parent is not able to put herself in 

the child’s position, to understand it’s behavior or handle it.

Youth mental healthcare focuses on parent guidance to improve the child’s 

problem behavior taking into account the changing contexts of parenting as 

well as of child functioning. In this way parenting takes a transparent position 

in assessment and guidance. The purpose of this thesis was the development of 

an assessment device and the examination with this instrument of the quality 

of parenting and the relationhip of parenting with contextual factors like child’s 

problems and parent’s problems.
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Theories about parenting and the functional-contextual 
model
In the second chapter we discussed lines of thought in theories about parent 

guidance, psychotherapy and scientific research. They are diverse and different. 

Theories of practice of parent guidance use concepts like parental identity, parental 

competence and parental sense of responsibility. The concepts refer to essential 

characteristics of parenting and help to position the parent in youth mental 

healthcare with a personal call for help. Psychotherapeutic models have in common 

that the parent is considered an ‘active agent’ who takes responsibility for the 

development of the child and differentiates between generations. Growth oriented 

approaches like psychodynamic and experiential approaches underline in parenting 

the facilitating of child development by exploration, affection and containment. 

Cognitive-behavioral approaches underline instruction, organization and reward; 

the system oriented approaches give attention to interaction- and communication 

patterns between parents and children, the connected belief systems and working 

with solutions already implicitly present in the system.

Theories of parenting in parent guidance and psychotherapy emphasis 

different accents, complete each other and partially overlap. At the same time 

the concepts are too broad to offer sufficient support for an assessment line of 

reasoning; that objective needs a more sophisticated frame of concepts. This need is 

partially fulfilled by the diverse ways scientific research conceptualizes parenting. 

Three are being distinguished in this study.

First, parenting is conceptualized in terms of (educational)styles. Style 

approaches in scientific research pay attention to the parent’s attitude, the 

emotional climate the parent creates. A lot of international research focuses 

on combinations of styles like warm/responsive and rejecting/non-responsive, 

restrictive/demanding and permissive/non-demanding. Dutch research of 

educational styles, also called educational behavior, applies connected concepts 

like support with the aspects warm and responsive; authoritative control with the 

aspects explanation and autonomy and authoritarian control with the aspects exertion 

of power and punishment.

Social learning theories in scientific research pay attention to overt, observable 

behavior of the parent. Positive parent-child behavior sequences are characterized by 

mutual reinforcers of attention and commitment; negative parent-child behavior 

sequences by mutual coercing of behavior. This theory of coercive behavior 

is extended by the interpretation-coercion model that takes into account the 

influence of parent’s negative opinions about the child’s motives and objectives.
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Finally attention was being paid to cognitive theories that handle the 

parent’s cognitive contents and processes in relation to the child. According to cog-

nitive theories parents use belief constructs by which they give meaning to the child’s 

behavior.

The theoretical analysis of parenting brought us to the conclusion that in 

addition to the broad concepts used in parent guidance and psychotherapy, scien-

tific research has a more sophisticated frame of concepts of parenting available. 

In this study we had the ambition to integrate several theories starting from the 

assumption that reseach commited with several variables has more relevance 

for practice and that interventions directed towards several aspects of parenting 

give better treatment results. That is why this study was not only directed toward 

parenting as a broad concept but aims at the examination of nuances or differen-

tiations of parenting too. In this way more possibilities and anchor points will be 

available in assessment and guidance. Differentiation of the concept of parenting 

is restricted to the three dimensions we met in scientific research: cognition, 

emotion and behavior. Defining these dimensions or core-functions of parenting was 

the result of integrating concepts we met in our analysis of parenting in mental 

health care and in scientific research. In addition there were some criteria guided 

by practice: concepts refer to parent’s behavior, they are useful for a broad group of 

practitioners in youth mental health care and they offer sufficient opportunities 

for operationalisation.

In this study three core-functions of parenting were distinguished: Respecting, 

Interpreting and Directing. A parent is interpreting by giving meanings and opinions 

about the parent’s perceptions of the child. The parent gives explanations about the 

child’s behavior and the parent-child relationship; it concerns parental cognitions, 

the parent’s thoughts about the relation with the child, the objectives and under-

standing about the child’s development. In operationalisation the following verbs 

are central: knowing, understanding, recognizing, realizing and distinguishing. 

A parent is respecting by being interested in the child’s feelings and experiences and 

is growing along with the child’s development. The parent accepts the level of the 

child’s development and is sensitive in balancing between possibilities and restric-

tions. Respecting refers to the parent’s investment of emotions in the parent-child 

relationship. The focus in operationalisation is on verbs like accepting, having 

expectations, being interested and appreciating. The parent directs by offering the 

child structure and discipline with an eye on acceptation of rules and social adap-

tation. It concerns parent’s guidance on relational and communicative processes 
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and making the child’s social adaptation possible in and outside of the family by 

the development and handling of boundaries, agreements and rules. The focus in 

this operationalisation is on verbs like encouraging, restricting, enabling, infor-

ming, managing.

The three core functions in this study were related to three domains of child’s 

development: biological, psychological and social development. That creates a nine 

box matrix. Every box describes per core-function what is needed in relation to the 

child’s development. This offers a good basis for operationalisation of parenting. 

Besides assessment and parent guidance, parenting needs to be also related to 

the context. The functional-contextual model shows the interaction between the three 

core-functions of parenting and six contextual variables that are most directly 

influencing parenting. They concern the parent’s personality characteristics, child 

development and child characteristics, social support, family stress, partner-

relationship and work. This model gives a framework for developing a thorough 

screening instrument for parenting.

The development of the Taxatielijst voor Ouderfunctioneren, 
the TvO
In a pilot study a first outlay of the TvO was examined. The TvO questionnaire 

had 74 items sub divided in nine scales according to the nine boxes of the functi-

onal-contextual model. The questionnaire was filled in by 21 youth mental health 

workers for 80 parents of 47 children (age 4-13). Reliability of scales of the three 

core-functions of parenting and the three domains of child’s development was, 

except in some (sub)scales, good or very good by a range of 0.83-0.96. Also test-

retest reliability was, except in two subscales, high or very high (range 0.88-0.95, 

n= 19). Correlation between scales, especially between the three core-functions of 

parenting, was high or very high.

A thorough revision of the TvO took place paying full attention to content 

validity when constructing items and thus increasing the chance of differentia-

tion between the core-functions. After removing items that differentiate insuf-

ficiently or were unreliable, the rest of the items and the new ones were analysed 

by the facet-design method. This method focuses on improving content validity of 

an instrument by systematicaly operationalising the concept parenting for every 

item. The concept version of 84 items was furthermore assessed by experts in youth 

mental healthcare (n=14). This led to the removal of 15 items and the reformulation 

of several others. The new final questionnaire counts 69 items, 23 items for every 

core-function.
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A first examination of reliability and validity of the TvO 
In the fourth chapter we describe three studies. In the first study we examined 

internal consistency reliability and test-retest reliability and the question whether 

the three core-functions of parenting differentiate or not, an aspect of construct 

validity. At the same time the TvO and the questionnaire General Information 

(Algemene Informatie - A.I.) were filled in. The A.I gives background information 

about the respondents, family structure, mother, father, child and mental health 

care. 

The group of respondents consisted for more than a half (53%) of child psy-

chologists and orthopedagogists and less than a half (47%) of social workers; 78% 

were women and 22% men, the age of both groups varied equally between 25 and 

56 years. Working skills varied between inexperienced to very experienced. The 

respondents were asked to fill out some TvO’s preferably after they had knowledge 

of reference data and had two consultation sessions with the parents.

Two third of the assessed families consisted of two parents and nearly one third 

of one parent families. In almost all families mother was present, in more than a 

quarter father was absent. The highest educational level of mothers was elemen-

tary school 6%, professional education 30%, professional secondary education 18%; 

secondary education 8%, academic education 23% and unknown 15 %; 41 % was house 

keeper, 15 % worked less than 16 hours, 34 % worked more than 16 hours, 5% was 

looking for a job and 5% unknown. Nationality of the mothers was 91% Dutch and 

9% not. The highest level of education of fathers was elementary school 4%, profes-

sional education 28%, professional secondary education 22%, secondary education 

6%, academic education 22% and unknown 14%. It was clear that fathers took care 

for the greater part of the family income because 86% worked more than 16 hours, 

2% was house keeping, 5% was looking for a job and 7% was unknown. Nationality 

of fathers was 94% Dutch and 6% had another nationality.

The examined children were 75% boy en 25% girl differing in age between 4 and 

13 year, the average age being 9 years. Almost half of the children, 47% frequented 

elementary school, 17% specialized elementary school and 25% special education 

(cluster 4); 11% was unknown. No parental or family problems were reported by 

53%, 47% did have these problems. Most of the questionnaires were filled in by the 

mother, 88%.

After correcting for missing items per questionnaire for the rest of the data 

set (N=469) Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of internal consistence reliability were 

computed; the alpha’s for the total score of the TvO, the core-functions of parenting 

and the child’s development domains were very high. The results of the test- retest 
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reliability of the total score of the TvO as well as the core-functions were good. The 

correlations between the three core-functions of parenting (range 0,88-0,91) of the 

TvO and between the three domains of child’s development (range 0,77-0,84) are all 

significant and very high. The core-functions and the domains of child’s develop-

ment showed mutual great overlap; there was hardly any differentiation between 

the scales. Aiming further examination of mutual differentiation between scales 

a factor analysis was executed (method: principal component analysis) with the 

three core-functions of parenting as a guiding principle for interpretation of 

factors. In the analyzed dataset the three core-functions were not found again as 

three separate dimensions.

When the same factor loadings were arranged according to the three domains 

of child’s development, these domains were found in the dataset, but they had a 

somewhat different designation. We suggested the possible alternative names for 

the first factor ‘behavior control’ and for the second factor (emotional) ‘support’, 

two dimensions often used in theories about educational styles. The third factor 

had characteristics of both factors. The meaning of the core-functions Directing 

and Respecting can also be found in the two factors, be it that these factors are 

measured in another way, based on the meaning of the (23) sub-domains of child’s 

development and not based on the meaning of the three core-functions operationa-

lised in the items. It must be said that these interpretations are tentative because 

there is some overlap between the factors and the percentage explained variance, 

45%, is rather low.

Study of the influence of contextual factors on parenting: 
psychiatric issues of the parent and child psychiatric problems
Scientific research shows that parents with psychiatric problems run a higher 

risk on parental dysfunctioning. These parents are characterized by a mentally 

and educationally less adequate orientation on the child. The second study of 

chapter four examines the question whether the quality of parenting is less when 

parents have psychiatric problems or when they don’t and if there is a correlation 

between quality of parenting and seriousness of psychiatric problems. Mental 

health workers filled in the TvO for an experimental group (n=36) of parents with 

psychiatric problems (from the department clinical psychiatric family treatment 

of multi-problem families of de Bascule) and for a control group (n=36) of parents 

without psychiatric problems (selected out of the whole dataset). The A.I. was filled 

in by the researcher based on file information. In accordance with expectations the 

quality of parenting of parents with psychiatric problems was significant lower 
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compared with parents without psychiatric problems. The TvO scores of parents 

with light psychiatric problems were better compared with parents with serious 

psychiatric problems.

The research of the influence of child psychiatric problems on parenting took 

place in three clinical and day care groups (de Bascule) with emotional, behavior 

and contact disorders (n =68). The control group (n=41) was selected out of the whole 

dataset; they were children with learning problems only or with light behavior 

problems. DSM-IV classifications were drawn from the files.

It turned out that quality of parenting of parents with children with one or 

more psychiatric disorders was as expected significant lower compared to parents 

with children without psychiatric disorder. The results of this research confirmed 

the assumption that parents of children with emotional disorders had significant 

lower scores on the TvO compared with parents of children without disorders. 

The assumption that quality of parenting would be significant lower for parents 

of children with behavior disorders compared with parents of children without 

behavior problems was not confirmed. No difference was found.  These unexpec-

ted results are possibly explained by the limited size of the experimental group 

(n=11) and the slight similarity between the two researched groups. As expected 

we found no difference in quality of parenting between parents of children with 

a contact disorder and parents of children without child psychiatric disorder. As 

expected significant difference was found between parents of these two groups for 

the core-function of Interpreting. In the case of parents of children with a contact 

disorder it is obviously difficult to assess what exactly are the needs and possibi-

lities of development of their child. This is understandable when we think of the 

core symptoms of a contact disorder. At last we compared within the experimental 

group one group of children with multiple disorders (n=47) and a control group of 

children with problems in one DSM-IV category (n=15). It turned out, contrary to 

the expectation, that there was no difference in quality of parenting between the 

two groups. The difficulty in comparing these two groups probably was, besides 

the limited size of the control group, that co-morbidity of problems in one DSM-IV 

category is possible too.
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Ongoing research of reliability and validity of the TvO
Validation research of TvO’s internal structure did not support the TvO as a valid 

operationalisation of the functional model of parenting with the differentiation of 

three core-functions of parenting. The possibility was discussed that respondents 

had insufficient specific information to be able to answer all items of the question-

naire; answers were perhaps also determined by parent functioning in other areas 

than the parent-child relationship. We considered further the possibility that the 

differences between core-functions of parenting were diminished by the differen-

ces we found between de three domains of child’s development. All this may have 

brought the respondent to react from a general point of view or a general impres-

sion of the parent. Studies of this so called Halo-effect or ‘general impression bias’ 

gave reason to suppose that the three core-functions of parenting are to be found 

in the response patterns of the TvO when the conditions for a more differentiated 

assessment are improved and the respondent gets more opportunity to concentrate on 

differences in parenting. This may be the case when: the respondent is less distracted 

by further knowledge of the parent, the information source of the respondent is 

unambiguous, there is a short time between contact with the parent and giving 

the assessment, training and instruction of the respondents in assessment of 

parenting is practiced and an assessment instrument exclusively directed towards 

the core-functions of parenting is being used.

These suggestions were realized in ongoing research by using independent 

respondents who filled in the TvO immediately, based on a common and standar-

dized source of information, the semi structured Caregiving Interview (C.I.) that 

gives information about handling and experiencing the parent-child relationship. 

At the same time the respondent could fill in de Klinische Beoordelingsschalen 

voor Ouderfunctioneren, the KBO, a clinical rating scale designed by the resear-

chers of this study as a short parallel questionnaire that describes precisely the 

three core-functions of parenting; one score should be given for every scale.

This validation research compared two groups of parents, an experimental 

group of children with child psychiatric problems (n=34) originating from the (out 

patient) clinic of de Bascule and a control group (n=22) existing of parents with a 

biological child of their own who also offered foster care and who had no assistance 

of any kind. It was supposed that good testing of (construct)validity was improved 

by having optimal differences between the two groups of parents we compared. 

After administering the C.I.’s by youth mental health workers, they were typed 

out literally and anonymised. After training six independent respondents, ortho-

pedagogy-students in their final year and participating in this study by writing 
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their thesis, filled in the TvO and the KBO for the 56 parents. They had next to the 

interview no other information about or experience with the parents. Results of 

examination of the interscorer reliability, the generalizing scores over six different 

assessors (‘single-measure’), were low (TvO) or moderate (KBO). Generalization of 

an arbitrary group of six respondents (‘average measure’) was good for both instru-

ments: 0.80 or higher. The average score of the six respondents was used in data 

analysis.

A multitrait-multimethod matrix was used to compare the level of mutual 

correlations between the various scales/core-functions. Correlation between 

non-corresponding scales was expected to be low within one instrument as well 

as between instruments (discriminant validity); high between the three corres-

ponding scales of the two instruments (convergent validity). All mutual corre-

lations were high and significant (p < 0,01, two sides) and varied from 0,85-0,98. 

Discriminant validity of these high correlations was very weak; coherence between 

scales was so strong that we cannot speak of three separate core-functions. All 

scales/core-functions seem to measure the same, a general factor: parenting.

In this study good criterium validity of the TvO was confirmed: TvO (and 

KBO) scores of the experimental/clinical group were significant lower compared 

to control group scores. Ongoing research of construct validity was done by com-

puting correlations within the group foster parents (n=22) between TvO/KBO scores 

both as a measure for quality of parenting and Attachment Q Sort scores, a child-

parent behavior observation at home served as a measure for quality of attachment. 

A positive tendency of construct validity was confirmed: indications were found of 

correlations between quality of parenting and quality of attachment.

Similar results concerning the TvO were found for the KBO which is exclusi-

vely targeted to the three core-functions: Interpreting, Respecting and Directing. 

Compared with the TvO the inter scorer reliability was better. However, it was not 

possible with the KBO to differentiate between core-functions. In that respect the 

KBO cannot serve as an alternative for the TvO. 
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Conclusions and general discussion
The gain of this study is that it shows the possibility of measuring the quality of 

parenting by the TvO. The youth mental healthcare worker has an instrument at 

his disposal that makes it possible to indicate and to evaluate problematic paren-

ting in a fairly reliable and valuable way.

This study did not succeed, not even by using another, more controlled 

design, to substantiate scientifically the differentiation of parenting into three 

core-functions. If factor-analysis a-priori or explorative was used according to the 

three domains of child’s development, the arrangement of the factors varied in 

both cases to some extent in variance on two dimensions often used in scienti-

fic research of parenting: behavior control and relational/emotional support. The 

core-functions or dimensions are global concepts that seem to define the way the 

parent functions in relation to subjects named in the (sub) domains of the child’s 

development.

The results of this study bring us primary to a revision of the functional-

contextual model concerning the core-functions of parenting. A revised func-

tional-contextual model with two dimensions or core-functions needs a new 

operationalisation of parenting by means of the TvO. The construction of items of a 

revised TvO by means of the facet-design method can be done by using one content 

facet, the domains of child’s development. A revised TvO will be smaller, for ins-

tance 20 or 30 items and therefore more useful in practice. A revised TvO needs 

research of reliability and validity again. 
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Restrictions and recommendations
The outcome of these results for clinical practice is that it is not possible to use the 

TvO to differentiate between core-functions of parenting, and thus is it impossible 

to have more clearness about the weak and the strong points of parenting.

The data we used to analyze the results of TvO scores came from youth mental 

healthcare, using the TvO in other domains must be done with reservation. 

During this study mental health organizations registered the nationality of 

parents and not the country of origin; that is why it is unknown whether Dutch 

parents of a non western culture would count for different results.

Parent’s problems were coded from parent’s diagnostic file information by 

the researcher. Possibly outcomes had been different when in this study separate, 

standardized psychiatric classifications were performed.

Further research on correlations between quality of parenting and contextual 

factors will be broad based especially by using a-select sample surveys.

In spite of the restrictions of the TvO the results of this study offer new pos-

sibilities in parental mental health care to join a more transparent and evaluative 

way of working. This can be done by using:

the functional-contextual model of parenting to differentiate between care 

focused on parenting or contextual factors of parenting;

the TvO as an assessment device to assess the quality of parenting;

a structured method of assessment by starting the assessment through admi-

nistering the C.I., next to the scoring of the TvO, followed by the decision 

whether contextual factors need attention in assessment or parent guidance.

By doing so a foundation is layd for parent guidance in a relative short time of two 

or two and a half hours.
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