
	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

Motherhood	
  Experience	
  and	
  

its	
  Relationship	
  to	
  Postpartum	
  Adjustment	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

Charlotte	
  Tottman,	
  BA	
  Hons	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

A	
  thesis	
  submitted	
  in	
  partial	
  fulfillment	
  of	
  the	
  requirements	
  for	
  the	
  degree	
  of	
  

Doctor	
  of	
  Philosophy	
  (Clinical	
  Psychology)	
  

	
  

	
  

School	
  of	
  Psychology	
  

Faculty	
  of	
  Social	
  and	
  Behavioural	
  Sciences	
  

Flinders	
  University	
  

	
  

December,	
  2014	
  

	
  
	
  



	
   ii	
  

	
  
Table	
  of	
  Contents	
  

Summary	
   	
   iv	
  

Declaration	
   	
   vi	
  

Acknowledgements	
   	
   vii	
  

Chapter	
  1	
   	
   1	
  

Overview	
   	
   1	
  

Introduction	
   	
   2	
  

Postpartum	
  Adjustment	
   4	
  
Postnatal	
  Compared	
  to	
  More	
  General	
  Depression	
  and	
  Anxiety	
   6	
  
Risk	
  Factors	
   13	
  
Summary	
   26	
  

Chapter	
  2	
   	
   28	
  

Motherhood	
  Experience	
  and	
  Postpartum	
  Adjustment	
   	
   28	
  

Motherhood	
  Experience	
   28	
  
Motherhood	
  Experience	
  and	
  Postpartum	
  Adjustment	
   30	
  
Maternal	
  Self-­‐efficacy	
   32	
  
Motherhood	
  Expectations-­‐Experience	
  Discrepancy	
   34	
  
Motherhood	
  Expectations-­‐Experience	
  Discrepancy	
  and	
  Postpartum	
  Adjustment	
   36	
  
Summary	
   40	
  

Chapter	
  3	
   	
   42	
  

Study	
  1	
   	
   42	
  

Overview	
   42	
  
Hypotheses	
   43	
  
Method	
   43	
  
Participants	
   43	
  
Design	
   46	
  
Measures	
   46	
  
Procedure	
   52	
  

Results	
   53	
  
Data	
  Preparation	
   53	
  
Motherhood	
  Experience	
  and	
  Postpartum	
  Adjustment	
   65	
  
Motherhood	
  Expectations-­‐Experience	
  Discrepancy	
  and	
  Postpartum	
  Adjustment72	
  
Mediation	
  by	
  Maternal	
  Self-­‐efficacy	
   75	
  

Discussion	
   77	
  
First-­‐time	
  Motherhood	
  Experience	
  and	
  Postpartum	
  Adjustment	
   77	
  
Maternal	
  Self-­‐efficacy	
  as	
  a	
  Mediator	
   79	
  
Expectations-­‐Experience	
  Discrepancy	
  and	
  Postpartum	
  Adjustment	
   80	
  
History	
  of	
  Previous	
  Psychological	
  Difficulties	
   83	
  
Cause	
  and	
  Effect	
   84	
  
Methodological	
  Considerations	
   90	
  
Clinical	
  Implications	
   91	
  
Summary	
   91	
  



	
   iii	
  

Chapter	
  4	
   	
   93	
  

Study	
  2	
   	
   93	
  

Overview	
   93	
  
Hypotheses	
   95	
  
Method	
   95	
  
Participants	
   95	
  
Design	
   98	
  
Measures	
   98	
  
Procedure	
   103	
  

Results	
   103	
  
Data	
  Preparation	
   103	
  
Relationships	
  Between	
  Predictors	
  and	
  Postpartum	
  Adjustment	
   108	
  
The	
  Effect	
  of	
  Parity	
  and	
  Mothering	
  Domain	
  on	
  Day-­‐to-­‐Day	
  Motherhood	
  
Experience	
   110	
  
The	
  Relationship	
  Between	
  the	
  Overall	
  Motherhood	
  Experience	
  and	
  Postpartum	
  
Adjustment	
   112	
  
The	
  Effect	
  of	
  Parity	
  and	
  Skill-­‐related	
  Experience	
  Interaction	
  on	
  Postpartum	
  
Adjustment	
   114	
  

Discussion	
   116	
  
Methodological	
  Considerations	
   120	
  
Directions	
  for	
  Further	
  Research	
   120	
  
Summary	
   121	
  

Chapter	
  5	
   	
   122	
  

Study	
  3	
   	
   122	
  

Overview	
   122	
  
Method	
   123	
  
Participants	
   123	
  
Materials	
   126	
  
Procedure	
   126	
  

Results	
   128	
  
Discussion	
   142	
  
Summary	
   151	
  

Chapter	
  6	
   	
   152	
  

General	
  Discussion	
   	
   152	
  

Methodological	
  Considerations	
   165	
  
Clinical	
  Implications	
   166	
  
Summary	
  and	
  Conclusions	
   167	
  

References	
   	
   169	
  

Appendix	
  A	
   	
   217	
  

Data	
  Preparation	
  and	
  NMQ	
  Scale	
  Refinement	
  Tables	
   217	
  
Appendix	
  B	
   	
   224	
  

Participant	
  Information	
  Sheets	
  and	
  Consent	
  Forms	
   224	
  
Appendix	
  C	
   	
   237	
  

Surveys	
  and	
  Semi-­‐structured	
  Interview	
   237	
  
	
  



	
   iv	
  

Summary	
  

The	
  early	
  weeks	
  of	
  caring	
  for	
  a	
  new	
  baby	
  are	
  often	
  a	
  rewarding	
  and	
  enjoyable	
  

time.	
  This	
  is	
  not,	
  however,	
  the	
  case	
  for	
  all	
  women.	
  Some	
  experience	
  difficulty	
  in	
  making	
  

the	
  adjustment	
  to	
  their	
  new	
  role.	
  While	
  stressful	
  life	
  events	
  are	
  one	
  of	
  the	
  known	
  risk	
  

factors	
  for	
  poorer	
  postpartum	
  adjustment,	
  motherhood	
  experience	
  is	
  generally	
  not	
  

classified	
  as	
  a	
  stressful	
  life	
  event.	
  This	
  is	
  despite	
  the	
  fact	
  that	
  postpartum	
  depression	
  

and	
  anxiety	
  are	
  related	
  to	
  a	
  number	
  of	
  individual	
  infant-­‐related	
  stressors,	
  including	
  

breastfeeding	
  difficulties,	
  infant	
  colic	
  and	
  infant	
  temperament.	
  	
  

This	
  work	
  examined	
  the	
  relationship	
  between	
  the	
  ease	
  or	
  difficulty	
  in	
  managing	
  

the	
  early	
  weeks	
  with	
  a	
  new	
  baby	
  and	
  how	
  well	
  mothers	
  adjust	
  psychologically.	
  	
  In	
  two	
  

quantitative	
  studies,	
  new	
  mothers	
  were	
  assessed	
  using	
  a	
  purpose-­‐built	
  self-­‐report	
  

measure	
  of	
  motherhood	
  experience,	
  with	
  postpartum	
  adjustment	
  assessed	
  on	
  indices	
  of	
  

depression,	
  anxiety	
  and	
  well-­‐being.	
  These	
  studies	
  were	
  followed	
  by	
  a	
  small	
  qualitative	
  

study.	
  	
  

Study	
  1	
  investigated	
  motherhood	
  experience,	
  and	
  how	
  it	
  compared	
  with	
  

antenatal	
  expectations,	
  as	
  stressors	
  for	
  first-­‐time	
  mothers	
  (N	
  =	
  136).	
  The	
  effect	
  of	
  

experience	
  and	
  the	
  expectations-­‐experience	
  discrepancy	
  on	
  adjustment	
  was	
  tested,	
  

with	
  strong	
  relationships	
  evident.	
  To	
  determine	
  if	
  parity	
  was	
  a	
  factor	
  in	
  the	
  relationship	
  

between	
  experience	
  and	
  adjustment,	
  Study	
  2	
  assessed	
  first-­‐time	
  and	
  multiparous	
  

mothers	
  (N	
  =	
  66)	
  postnatally.	
  Similar	
  relationships	
  were	
  found	
  between	
  experience	
  and	
  

adjustment	
  to	
  those	
  in	
  Study	
  1,	
  regardless	
  of	
  parity.	
  Study	
  2	
  also	
  investigated	
  whether	
  

multiparity	
  might	
  operate	
  to	
  benefit	
  mothers	
  through	
  skills	
  developed	
  in	
  relation	
  to	
  

baby	
  care.	
  While	
  this	
  hypothesis	
  was	
  not	
  supported,	
  previous	
  experience	
  of	
  caring	
  for	
  a	
  

baby	
  was	
  clearly	
  beneficial,	
  because	
  multiparous	
  mothers	
  found	
  motherhood	
  

experience	
  with	
  their	
  current	
  baby	
  easier	
  to	
  manage	
  than	
  first-­‐time	
  mothers.	
  Via	
  semi-­‐



	
   v	
  

structured	
  interviews,	
  Study	
  3	
  sought	
  to	
  gain	
  greater	
  understanding	
  of	
  the	
  specific	
  

experience	
  of	
  primiparous	
  and	
  multiparous	
  mothers	
  (N	
  =	
  17)	
  in	
  the	
  early	
  weeks	
  

postpartum,	
  how	
  this	
  impacted	
  them	
  psychologically,	
  and	
  what	
  did	
  assist	
  them	
  or	
  might	
  

help	
  others.	
  Challenges	
  described	
  by	
  primiparous	
  mothers	
  were	
  more	
  specific	
  to	
  the	
  

infant	
  compared	
  with	
  multiparous	
  mothers,	
  who	
  noted	
  the	
  challenge	
  of	
  managing	
  the	
  

demands	
  of	
  multiple	
  children.	
  Learning	
  that	
  both	
  the	
  enjoyable	
  and	
  the	
  challenging	
  

aspects	
  of	
  motherhood	
  were	
  not	
  permanent	
  and	
  passed	
  with	
  time	
  was	
  frequently	
  

reported.	
  Mothers	
  groups,	
  both	
  online	
  and	
  in	
  person,	
  were	
  commonly	
  noted	
  as	
  valuable.	
  

Overall,	
  the	
  results	
  of	
  these	
  studies	
  suggest	
  that	
  mothers	
  who	
  struggle	
  to	
  manage	
  

the	
  demands	
  and	
  changes	
  that	
  accompany	
  the	
  early	
  weeks	
  with	
  a	
  new	
  baby	
  may	
  be	
  at	
  

risk	
  of	
  emotional	
  difficulties.	
  The	
  causal	
  relationship	
  between	
  experience	
  and	
  

adjustment	
  could	
  not,	
  however,	
  be	
  definitively	
  resolved	
  in	
  this	
  research.	
  Cause	
  and	
  

effect	
  could	
  be	
  addressed	
  in	
  further	
  research	
  testing	
  the	
  effect	
  of	
  an	
  intervention	
  

targeting	
  experience	
  on	
  adjustment.	
  Should	
  experience	
  be	
  confirmed	
  as	
  a	
  causal	
  factor	
  

in	
  adjustment,	
  it	
  may	
  provide	
  opportunity	
  for	
  modification,	
  unlike	
  fixed	
  or	
  historical	
  

risk	
  factors	
  for	
  postpartum	
  difficulties.	
  Irrespective	
  of	
  causality,	
  in	
  clinical	
  settings,	
  the	
  

assessment	
  of	
  motherhood	
  experience	
  may	
  be	
  a	
  useful	
  strategy	
  in	
  addressing	
  postnatal	
  

depression	
  and	
  anxiety,	
  including	
  at	
  sub-­‐clinical	
  levels.	
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