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ABSTRACT
This study explores the differences between adult and adolescent mothers on attachment,
parenting style, and parenting stress. It also explores whether cognitive readiness to
parent and perceived social support are able to predict attachment, parenting style, and
parenting stress. Participants included 100 mothers, 67 of whom were adult mothers and
33 were adolescent mothers. Findings indicated that in comparison to adult mothers,
adolescent mothers report more security within their attachment to their children, tend to
utilize more permissive parenting, and report more parenting stress. Significant
differences were found between adult and adolescent mothers on cognitive readiness to
parent and perceived social support, but these constructs did not predict the outcome

variables. Clinical implications of these findings are discussed.
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CHAPTER1
INTRODUCTION

Adolescence is a time of great change and growth in an individuals’ life. During
this phase of development, many struggle with issues of identity and autonomy and begin
to experiment with intimacy in their relationships (Carothers, Borkowski, Lefever, &
Whitman, 2005; Emery, Paquette, & Bigras, 2008). Adolescents who become pregnant
during this time in their life are faced with even more challenges as they struggle not only
with issues related to their age but also with the choices they must make about their
pregnancy. Adolescents who ultimately decide to become mothers face the challenges of
adolescence, while simultaneously grappling with motherhood. Because they have
become mothers as they are in the process of growing from children to adults themselves,
adolescent mothers represent a unique population of individuals.

Over the years, research has studied various aspects of adolescent motherhood but
as these studies are limited in number, it has been difficult for researchers to arrive at
reliable conclusions (Emery et al., 2008). Adolescent motherhood has been studied in
many different ways with studies focusing on factors such as the developmental
outcomes of the child born to an adolescent mother (Farris, Borkowski, Lefever, &
Whitman, 2006; Leadbeater, Bishop & Raver, 1996), the mother-infant relationship
(Emery et al., 2008; Madigan, Moran & Pederson, 2006), the emotional and
psychological functioning of the adolescent mother (Leadbeater et al., 1996), and the

amount and affects of support given to a mother raising her child as she progresses
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through adolescence (Contreras et al., 1999; Edwards et al., 2012; Gee & Rhodes, 2003).
This study seeks to add new information and findings to the adolescent motherhood
literature base by exploring differences between adult and adolescent mothers on
attachment, parenting style, parenting stress, cognitive readiness to parent, and perceived

social support.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Attachment

Researchers have studied the relationship that develops between the adolescent
mother and her child, placing particular focus on the attachment style present. Typically,
the quality of the mother-child relationship has been viewed through Bowlby’s (1958)
theory of attachment and classified using Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, and Wall’s (1978)
categories: secure, resistant, and avoidant. That is, the attachment between mother and
child that forms through early interactions and which informs the child of the level of
responsiveness and safeguarding that their caregiver will provide (Bowlby, 1988).
Ainsworth and colleagues found that it was possible to categorize the child’s attachment
to their caregiver by observing specific behaviors such as the child’s exploratory
behaviors, both when their caregiver is near and when their caregiver is absent; the
child’s reaction to their caregiver’s absence and their behaviors upon the caregiver’s
return; and the child’s reaction to strangers when their caregiver is not present (Meins,
1997).

A secure attachment is said to form when the caregiver is attuned to her child and
is consequently able to provide appropriate and consistent care in response to the child’s
needs. As a result of the caregiver’s apt reactions, the child feels safe in their ability to
explore novel environments and stimuli, knowing that their caregiver will be there to

provide them with comfort should they need it. Further, though the child will become
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upset by separation from the caregiver, a secure attachment allows the child to tolerate
this separation and thus the child is able to be soothed upon the caregiver’s return.
Additionally, the child will not be overly distressed by strangers but will still show
preference for their caregiver over the stranger, a healthy response (Ainsworth et al.,
1978).

A secure attachment is important as it has many implications for the child’s
development and functioning. Children with secure attachments were found to be better
at problem-solving and task completion (Frankel & Bates, 1990; Gove, 1983),
demonstrated more autonomy and independence (Sroufe, Fox, & Pancake, 1983; Turner,
1993), possessed better social skills (Main & Weston, 1981), and demonstrated a higher
capacity for resilience (Arend, Gove, & Sroufe, 1979) than children with insecure
attachments. Further, insecure attachments have been linked to negative outcomes from
infancy into adulthood (Lyons-Ruth & Jacobvitz, 1999; Sroufe & Fleeson, 1986; Waters,
Posada, Crowell, & Lay, 1993).

The risk factors for developing insecure attachments are many. What makes
attachment an important construct to consider when exploring the differences between
adolescent and adult mothers is that adolescent mothers experience higher incidences of
these risk factors, including increased levels of parenting stress (Passino et al., 1993),
marital instability (Furstenberg, Brooks-Gunn & Morgan, 1987), depression (Colletta,
1983), and lack of self-efficacy (McLaughlin & Micklin, 1983). Additionally, Madigan,
Moran, and Pederson (2006) found that mothers with an unresolved state of mind — that
is, mothers who were disorganized and disoriented when giving a narrative regarding the

loss of a loved one — were more likely to develop disorganized attachments to their
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