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BasuaMm, Rosert B Effects of Stress and Social Support on Mothers and Premature and Full-
Term Infants CHLD DevELOPMENT, 1983, 54, 209217 This study examined the relationships
of stress and social support to maternal attitudes and early mother-infant interactive behavior
52 mother—premature infant paurs and 53 mother—full-term infant pairs were seen for structured
home interviews at 1 month, and behavioral interactions at 4 months Maternal life stress, social
support, hfe satisfaction, and satisfaction with parenting were assessed at the 1-month home
visit Although no group differences were found, both stress and support significantly predicted

maternal attitudes at 1 month and interactive behavior at 4 mon

when data were pooled

Mothers with greater stress were less positive 1 their attitudes and behavior, while mothers with
greater support were significantly more posihve Intinate support proved to have the most
general positive effects Additionally, social support moderated the adverse effects of stress on
mother’s hfe satisfachon and on several behavioral vanables Maternal social support was
further found to have several sigmificant effects on infant interactive behavior Results are dis-
cussed 1 terms of the ecological sigmficance of social support to parenting and infants’ early

development

The mmpact of social support on the psy-
chological well-being, attitudes, and behavior
of parents 1s r;ﬁ:s becommg an 1ssue of
major 1nterest mterest has been spurred
by Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) discussion of the
mmportance of ecological vanables to famihal
functionng  Subsequently, Cochran and Bras-
sard (1979) have suggested that social sup-
gge)rt networks mfluence farents' attitudes and

havior and, in turn, have both direct and

mdirect effects on the child’s development~
Likewise, Powell (1979) has noted that the

quality of a child’s sociahzation expenences 15

related to the farmly’s mteraction with its so-

cial environment, and that parental social sup-

port has potential for mediating stress and

serving a preventative function for nt-

child relational difficulties such as chld abuse

(Powell 1979, Unger & Powell 1980)

Social support 1s generally considered to
have a number of dimensions, mcludmg instru-

mental assistance, mformation provision, and
emotional empathy and understanding Fur-
ther, as Henderson (Note 1) has proposed,
soctal support operates on a number of eco-
logical levels mcluding mtimate relationships,
friendships, and less formal neighborhood or
community contacts This support framework
theoretically provides mformation which leads
an individual to beleve that he or sheis cared
for and loved, valued, and a member of a net-
work of mutual obligation (Cobb 1978) ~
Recent reviews of what 1s becommg a
volummous literature substantate the positive
effects of adequate socal support systems on
an individual’s psychological as well as physi-
cal health (Gottheb 1981, Haggerty 1980,
Mueller 1980) The major focus of this re-
search has been to delneate the moderating
effect of social support during tumes of per-
sonal stress However, while noting that social
support serves as a buffer agamst the expen-
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ence of stress, Mueller (1980) posits that so-
cial support has independent mfluences on be-
havior and athtudes

The birth of a child and the advent of
parenthood mevitably occasions a certam
amount of change and stress m the lives of
farmly members (Miller & Sollie 1980) While
a birth 15 generally considered a positive occur-
rence,-some of the accompanymg hfe changes
may be perceived as negative (greater finan-
cial expense, less time to self, changes m
sleeping !fattems, posstble job and mcome loss,
etc ) Additional stress may be present if the
mfant 15 born with an at-nsk
status such as prematurity However, despite
the growing body of research on hfe stress and
its effect during pregnancy and the neonatal
period (Gorsuch & Key 1974, Nuckolls, Cassel,
& Kaplan 1972), few studies have explored
the jomt effects of stress and support on pa-
rental functioning

evelopmental

In one study of support m the transition
to parenthood, Wandersman, Wandersman, and
Kahn (1980) found that attending postpartum
parental support groups cid not have a signifi-
cant posittive impact on parents’ postpartum
adjustments, although mantal emotional sup-
port from the spouse did facilitate positive

m adjustment Sinilar results were
reported by Shereshefsky and Yarrow (1973)
In a study of mothers with young children
(Longfellow, Zelkowitz, Saunders, & Belle,
Note 2), certamn of social support and
caretaking-task help were found to buffer
mothers agamst the effects of stress and de-
Fressxon, although social support itself was not
ound to have significant effects on mothers’
behavior during mteraction with their children
In contrast, Crockenberg (1981) found that
maternal social support was sigmficantly re-
lated to the secunty of the mfant-mother at-
tachment at 12 months, and that support had
its strongest effects with imtable infants and
their mothers.

The above research suggests that certam
types of social support can have both direct
and moderating egects on various aspects of
parental functionng However, the effects of
stress and support on maternal athitudes and
behavior are as yet unclear, and no data exist
on populations with developmentally at-risk
mfants The present study exammes the effect
of stress and varous types of emotional social
support on maternal atttudes and mother-

ant behavior with groups of premature and
full-term mfants We hypothesized that moth-

ers of premature infants would rt ter
stress &an mothers of full-termrellr)x?ant%fe‘i and
that adequate emotional social support would
function to moderate the mm the stress
Additionally, we hypothesized that emotional
social support would show positive mndepen-
dent effects on maternal athtudes and behavior,
regardless of infant birth status

Method

Subjects

The sample consisted of 105 mother-mfant
pars Of the 105 infants, 52 were premature
(less than 38 weeks gestation and birth weight
less than 1,800 grams) and 53 were full-term
mfants (3942 weeks gestation and birth
weight greater than 2,500 grams) None of the
infants had gross neurological or physical 1m-
parrment Infants were case matched for family
ethniaity and mother’s education There were
no significant differences between groups m
mother’s mantal status or type of delvery, or
m child’s sex or birth order Fifty-two percent
of the mfants were firstborn Mothers ranged
in age from 16 to 38 (X =246), and had
completed 9-16 years of education (X = 12 6)
Most study fambhes were white middle-class,
two-parent families in which the mother was
currently a homemaker, although one-third of
the families recerved mcome from some form
of public assistance

All infants had been born at, or mmed:-
ately transferred to, the Umversity of Wash-
mgton Hospital During ther hospital stays,
famihes were mvited to participate i a 2-year
longitudmal study mvolving home interviews,
and a senes of chmic visits for observations,
developmental exammations, and maternal -
terviews Acceptance rates were 78% for pre-
mature and 62% for full-term infants

Procedures

Home wmierview —A structured 1 5-hour
home mnterview was conducted with the moth-
ers when therr infants had been home from the
hospital 1 month Four measures were col-
lected as part of this interview (1) hfe stress,
(2) socxaimsupport, (3) general hfe sahsfac-
tion, and (4) satisfaction with parenting Fam-
ily demographic mformation was also obtaned
durmg the interview

The Life Experience Survey (LES, Sara-
son, Johnson, & Siwegel 1978), a measure of
hfe stress, was adapted specifically for use with
mothers of newborn mfants The LES mvolves
rating a series of 46 hfe events as having



occurred or not occurred, whether therr mnpact
was “good” or “bad,” and ther degree of effect
(none, some, moderate, or great) The score
provided an index of negative life stress from
the beginning of pregnancy to the time at
which the infants had been home 1 month

The social support measure! was adapted
from a scale devell)oped by Henderson (Note
1), and mvolved a seres of questions regard-
mg available support sources at three ecolog:-
cal levels (1) mtimate relatonships (spouse/
partner), (2) friendships, and (3) neighbor-
hood or commumty support Intimate support
measured the presence or absence of such re-
lationships and mothers’ satisfaction with that,
while friendship and community support 1n-
dices measured mothers’ satisfaction with the
availabihty of such contact Satisfaction was
rated on a four-pomnt scale (very satisfied,
somewhat satisfied, somewhat dissatisfied, very
dissatisfied) A separate score was obtamed for
each type of support All the items m the so-
cral support measure were factor analyzed, and
three separate factors were found correspond-
mg to the three types of support The intimate
support variable consisted of four items, friend-
ship support of three items, and community
support of two items, with mternal consisten-
cies of 69, 65, and 50, respectively (Cron-
bach’s a)

Also ncorporated mto the structured m-
terview were two maternal athtude measures
(1) an ndex of general hfe satisfaction as
rated by the mothers on a five-pomt scale from
very bad to very good, and (2) a 12-tem
Satisfaction with Parenting Scale (SWPS)
which assessed mothers’ degree of pleasure m
her baby and n her parenting role (Ragozm,
Basham, Crmic, Greenberg, & Robmson 1982)
The five-item pleasure mn baby subscale tapped
mother’s degree of pleasure m child-care
chores, doubts about maternal competence,
umtation with baby, and her overall feehngs
toward the baby (a = 48) The seven-tem
role satisfachon subscale reported mother’s
satisfaction with amount of infant-care respon-
sibihties, household responsibilities, time for
herself, social time away from baby, nonpro-
fessional advice about baby, and people with
whom to discuss any negative feelmgs about
baby (« = 81) For the total scale, « = 67
Alpha levels were somewhat depressed due to
the hmited number of items in the scales
(Nunnally 1978)
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Behavioral observation —At 4 months cor-
rected gestational age, the mothers and infants
were seen at a chnic for behavioral observa-
tions Each mother-infant pair was brought to
an observation room equipped with a large
stuffed chaur, a table with age-appropnate toys,
and a photographic essay book for adults The
observation session was divided mto three epr-
sodes (1) a 10-mun free-play period in which
mothers were asked to pretend they were mn
theirr own homes and could do whatever they
wished, (2) a 5-mmn structured vocal ehicita-
tion period m which mothers were asked to
try to get thewr nfants to vocalize, and (3)
a 3-min 1itation period during which the n-
fant was placed m an infant seat diectly m
front of the mother, and mothers were asked
only to mmtate their infants The entire inter-
action was observed and wvideotaped from
behind a one-way murror

Two mother-infant behavioral ratings were
made from the videotaped free-play and vocal
elicitation episodes (1mitation was not mncluded
for this study) Three separate five-pont rat-
ings were made of the free-play and vocal
ehatation episodes for both mother and nfant
on the followng dimensions (1) gratfication
from mteraction (none or averts to long periods
of enjoyment, happmess), (2) responsiveness
(out of sync, intrusiveness/ avoidance to no in-
trusions, reciprocity/attention), and (3) affec-
tive tone (very angry/negative to very happy/
smiling) Cl;gal ratings were chosen on the
basis of persuasive arguments by Bakeman and
Brown (1980), who proposed that global
rating scales may offer a more frutful ap-
proach to studying early mteraction, as mter-
action charactenistics such as responsiveness
may be considered “not as frequencies or se-
quences of particular acts but rather as a dis-
position which permeates all of the mothers
and/or all of the baby’s interactive behavior”
(Bakeman & Brown 1980, p 445)

As a result of factor and rehability anal-
yses, the three dimensions 1 the global ratings
for both mother and nfant were aggregated
mto a smgle score for the mother and a single
score for the infant (both termed AFFECT),
with o’s of 90 and 83, respectively The nter-
actions were rated by two tramed observers
and rehabihty was calculated as the percentage
of exact agreements (76%) and agreements
withm 1 scale pomt (97%) The AFFECT
ratings for mothers’ behavior across the two
behavioral episodes were highly correlated (r

1 Copues of this measure are available from Keith A Crnic on request
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= 61) and were combimned to provide a single
summary score for analyses In contrast, the
mfants’ AFFECT ratings across episodes were
not highly correlated (r = 30) and were ana-
lyzed separately

The second measure mvolved ratings of
specific mother and nfant behavior during the
vocal ehcrtation (Barnard, Note 3) A total of
60 item behaviors were scored as present or
absent during this sequence by a rater tramed
to 85% rehability The 60 1items compnsed
three parent subscales (sensitvity to nfant
cues, social-emotional-growth fostermg, cogm-
tive-growth fostermg) and two mfant subscales
(responsiveness to parent, clanty of cues),
and subscale scores each represented the sum
of 11-17 bmary items, for example, “parent
praises child’s successes or ara:ﬂa successes ”
Rehability and vahdity analyses have shown
mternal consistencies of the scales ranging
from 61 to 86 at age 4 months, and have
been shown to significantly predict later Bayley
MD], expressive language ability, and Caldwell
HOME scores (King, Note 4)

Results

Interestmgly, no sigmificant group differ-
ences were found between mother-premature
paus and mother—full-term mfant pairs on any
of the measures For all subsequent 3
data were pooled Because of the skewed dis-
tribution, scores for each type of social sup-
port (intimate, fniendship, community) were
dichotomized mto versus low rt,
with the sphit made at 75% (lugh) and 25%
(low) Smmilarly, scores for Ife stress were
dichotomized at 75% (low) and 25% (lgh)
The 75%-25% spht was employed, rather than
a median spht, because most of the subjects
reported supportive and satisfactory relaton-
ships withm each category and few stressful
hfe events, and therefore the 75%-25% spht
provided a more meanmgful categorization

In order to smultan examme the
effects of the three support variables and Ife
stress on the dependent measures, multiple re-
gression was employed. A Iierarchical model
of regression was uhlized, entering first the
five covanates which controlled for mfant
health status (5-mm Apgar score, days in hos-
pital, birth weaght, gestational age, and moth-
ers age) The m dent measures of mt-
mate support, frnendship support, community
support, and stress were entered in a
hierarchical fashion, followed by the mterac-
tions of each support vanable with stress The

rationale for this herarchical ord devel-
oped from an ecological model n which 1t was
our assumption that proximal (mbimate) rels-
tionships may have a greater influence durmng
early infancy than more distal (fnendships,
community) relationships, although each 15 in-
fluential In part, the assumption 1s based on
Belsky’s (1981) progosal that the quahty of
the martal relationship, as 1t 1s the support
most immedately avalable to parents, 15 a
major support of competent parenting

Maternal Attitudes

General life satisfaction —Both mothers’
percerved social support and hfe stress signifi-
cantly predicted therr general hfe satisfaction
(see table 1) Intimate and commumty sup-
port were lghly significant predictors, account-
ing for 10% and 8% of the vanance, respec-
tively Friendship support was not sigmficant
Mothers’ Iife stress accounted for 9% of the
variance Each of the significant findmgs was
mn the predicted direction, mdicating that
mothers with greater supEm't were more satis-
fied as were mothers with less stress Further,
the mteraction of mtmate su
significantly predicted hife sahstaction, mdicat-
mng that mothers with low support and high
stress gave the lowest ratmng, while mothers
with hugh support and high stress stated much
hugher hfe satisfaction This interaction denotes
a moderating effect of mntmnate support on
stress

To dehneate which aspects of the mt-
mate-support vanable accounted for the mod-
erator eftect with stress, each of the four items
of this measure—(1) presence of an mtumate
relationship, (2) satisfaction with that situa-
tion, (3) presence of gerson(s) to share pri-
vate feelings with, and (4) satisfaction with
that situation—was analyzed separately with
a two-way analysis of covariance Subjects
were dmged mto four groups on the basis of
high or low socal and high or low lfe
stress, and the mfant health-status vanables
were a; used as covanates Slgmﬁcant mam
effects were found for each of the support

items and for stress; however, significant inter-
action effects were found only for the items
reflecting the presence or absence of an nt-
mate relationship (F = 94, p < 01) and satis-
faction with that situation (F = 4.5, p <.05).

Satisfaction with parenting —Intimate and
friendship support significantly predicted moth-
ers’ attitude toward parenting (SWPS) and
commumity support showed a strong trend (p

rt and stress



= 06) m predichng same Stress also proved
to be a sigmficant predictor (see table 1)
Agam, mothers with greater social support and
less stress reported more pleasure m ther m-
fants and m thewr parenting roles The three
support variables accounted for a total of 18%
of the variance, and stress another 4% No sig-
nificant interaction effects were found The
SWPS results mmdicate that both social support
and lfe stress independently affect maternal
athtudes, although none of the social support
variables served to moderate the effects of
stress as was found for mother’s general hfe
satisfaction

For continuity with the hfe satisfaction
results, all four items mn the mtimate-support
factor were analyzed separately with two-way
ANCOVAs to 1dentify which had the greatest
effects on SWPS Surpnsingly, the presence or
absence of an mtimate relationship was not
sigmficant, although satisfaction with this situa-
tion was signficant (F =86, p< 01) Sm-
larly, the presence or absence of someone with
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whom to share private feelings was not sigmifi-
cant, while satisfaction with this situation was
(F=128,p< 001)

Maternal Behavtor

In the regression analyses, stress produced
a significant relationship to maternal gehavmr,
predicting mothers’ sensitivity to therr nfants’
cues Mothers reporting greater stress were
rated as less sensitive, accounting for 6% of the
vanance Mothers” mtimate support also showed
a sigmficant relationship to maternal behavior
predicting mothers’ AFFECT (p < 05), but
nerther of the two other support vanables ap-
proached sigmficance and no mteraction effects
were found Neither the social support van-
ables nor stress produced significant effects on
mothers’ social-emotional- or cognitive-growth-
fostering behavior

Intimate and community support were
mildly correlated m the regression analyses,
prompting additional separate analyses of each
support variable with two-way ANCOVAs
(subjects agan divided mto four groups on

TABLE 1

REGRESSION STATISTICS FOR EQUATIONS PREDICTING MATERNAL
ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIOR AND INFANT BEHAVIOR

Cnterion and Predictor R F r
Maternal attitudes
General Iife satisfaction
Intimate 27 12 rexs 43
Commumty 35 10 7%%** 42
Stress 44 14 4%**+ - 32
Intimate X stress 51 11 g**** 11
Satisfaction with parenting
Intimate 21 7 1%%+ 29
Friendship 28 9 Q*** 33
Community 31 3 5* 34
Stress 35 5 5%* — 24
Maternal behavior
Sensitivity to cues
Stress 15 4 7%* - 21
AFFECT
Intimate 16 4 1~ 24
Infant behavior
Clanty of cues
Stress 20 3 8+ — 22
Responsiveness to parent
Tatimate pe 16 7 pree 24
’ Stress 20 30 -1
Intimate X stress 24 4 2% 06
Friendship X stress 28 3 7% 00
AFFECT ®
Intimate 13 3 8** 23
Friendship X stress 21 3 8** 09

» Reflects camulative R? values for each measure
b Reflects AFFECT ratings from episode 2 only

*p <08
p< 03
hiad AR V1
sy £ 001
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the basts of high or low support and high or
low stress with the infant health-status van-
ables as covanates) Intimate support agam
produced the mam effect on mothers’ AFFECT
(F=41, p< 05), but in addition, commu-
nity support produced mam effects on mothers’
social-emotional-growth fostermg (F =39, p
< 05) and AFFECT (F =45 p< 05)
Further, two significant commumity support X
stress mteractions were found on mothers’ sen-
sivity to mfant cues (F =48, p< 05) and
social-emotional-growth fostermg (F =37, p
< 05}, each mn a direchon mdicative of sup-
port as a moderator of stress Sumilar to the re-
gression analyses, fnendship support produced
no signticant effects

The failure of community support to ap-
proach significance mn the regression seems,
then, a function of the order in which it was
entered The correlation coefficients between
mbmate and commumty support m the re-
gression analyses on the mothers’ social-emo-
tional-growth fostering and AFFECT were 31
and 27, respectively Due to the multicolnear-
ity of these mdependent variables, the shared
vanance between mntimate and community sup-
port was given to mtimate support in the re-
gression analysis as 1t was entered first, thereby
reducing the explanatory power of commumty
support
Infant Behavior

Maternal mtimate support and stress pro-
duced a number of significant relationships to
mfant behavior (see table 1) Maternal stress
significantly predicted mfants’ clanty of cues,
and showed a strong trend m predicting re-
sponsiveness to parent For both findings, the
greater the stress reported by mother the less
optimal was the mfant’s behavior Mothers’
intimate support significantly predicted both
the fants’ responsiveness to tﬁe mother and
AFFECT durmng the vocal ehaitation episode
(no significant findings occurred m the free-
play episode), accounting for 8% and 5% of the
vanance, respectively Agam, those mothers
with greater ntimate support had mfants who
were more responsive and rated higher on
AFFECT

A number of maternal support X stress
mteractions predicted mfant behavior (see
table 1) Intimate support X stress predicted
mfant responsiveness, while friendship support
X stress significantly predicted mfant respon-
siveness and AFFECT ratings These mterac-
tions were agan m a direchon mdicative of
support as a moderator of stress

To determme whether the mfluence of
maternal social support on infant behavior
(AFFECT ratings) was direct or mdirect, a
subsequent regression analysis was performed
with maternal AFFECT ratings included as a
covariate In this analysis, none of the support
vaniables approached sigmficance, while ma-
ternal AFFECT did significantly predict infant
AFFECT (F =657, p< 001), accounting
alone for 42% of the variance The effects of
maternal mtimate support on mfant behavior
appear clearly indirect Separate ANCOVAs
analogous to those performed on the depen-
dent measures of maternal behavior were per-
formed on the measures of mfant behavior
Results were similar to those of the regression
analyses, with the addition of a significant mamn
effect of mothers’ community support on m-
fant AFFECT (F =40, p < 05) Ths result
paralleled the hke finding for maternal be-

hawvior

Discussion

The results of this study support the eco-
logical importance of both stress and social sup-
port to parenting and the parent-child relation-
ship, particularly duning early mfana and the
transttion to nthood Further, the results
offer some acfdmonal evidence to support the
role of social support as a moderator of stress
m a heretofore untested population

Previous research with varnious populations
has established the deleterious effects of stress
on mdividuals’ psychological well-bemng and
attitudes (Mueller 1980) The same appears
to hold true for the reported hfe satistachon
and parenting attitudes of mothers of newborn
infants, and to a lesser degree, maternal be-
havior toward an infant Stress appears to have
its major 1mpact on mothers’ mtrapersonal feel-
ings and satisfaction, a finding consistent with
earher reports of the relahonship between
stress and depression m mothers of young chil-
dren (Brown, Bhrolchain, & Harns 1975, Long-
fellow et al, Note 2) Such stress also had a
negative impact on maternal attitudes toward
parenting as well as mothers” ability to recog—
nize and respond to their mfants more subtle
behavioral cues Of mterest, however, was the
finding that infants whose mothers were under
greater stress were less responsive and less
clear m the cues they provided, suggesting that
a crcular feedback loop may exist in such re-
lationships Stressed mothers have less positive
feelings toward therr mfants and are less likely
to respond to infant cues Subsequently, infants



are less responsive and less clear in the cues
they do provide, making it agamn more difficult
for mothers to respond to the cues Additon-
ally, such mother-infant relational difficulties
may add to the degree of stress experienced
by the mother, further perpetuating the stress
loop and perhaps generating greater relational

culties given the cumulative effects of stress
over a prolonged period

Although a number of studies have shown
that social squort acts as a buffer against the
expenience of stress (Cobb 1976, Haggerty
1980), data from the present study imndicate
that buffering effects are not routme for moth-
ers of newborn infants, but rather are found
only under certain conditions Intimate sup-
port was the one vanable to act as a moder-
ator, and this occurred only for mothers’ Iife
satisfaction and not parentng attitudes or be-
havior Only community support showed buf-
fer effects on mothers’ mteractive behavior m
the separate ANCOVA analyses, but no buffer
effects were found for mothers’ parenting att-
tudes or affective behavior toward therr mfants
with any type of social support The evidence
suggests some spectficity m the role of social
support as a moderator of stress, and this re-
lationship may depend on the ntensity of the
effect of stress (for mtrapersonal feelings par-
ticularly) and the proximity or intimate nature
of the support relationship

Although the quality of social support was
not found to unmiformly buffer mothers agamst
the expenence of stress, social support does
have major positive independent effects on both
the attitudes and behavior of mothers Agam,
mhmate support proved to have the most gen-
eral positive effects, although community and
fnenﬁjhxp support appear valuable to maternal
attitudes as well Research has begun to delin-
eate the importance of significant lfe attach-
ments to the adaptation to parenthood (Bell,
Johnson, McGilhcuddy-Delisi, & Sigel 1980, Un-
ger & Powell 1980, Wandersman et al 1980,
Longfellow et al, Note 2) The significance of
intimate support as both a moderator variable
and a mam effect on maternal functioning sup-
ports Belsky’s (1981) notion that a posiive
marital relationship 15 a major support of com-
petent parenting Indeed, the findings that mt:-
mate support provided more global positive
effects than erther friendship or commumty sup-
port 1s bikely a function of its proxumty and
immediate availability to mothers as Belsky sug-
gests, as well as the probability that, with a
young mnfant, families spend less tme m out-
side social activities with friends and commu-
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nity groups, and more time together as a fam-
ily umt

Nevertheless, each of these various support
sources 1s 1mportant to maternal athtudes, as-
sisting mothers m feeling more positive about
ther hves and therr mfants Fnendship and
commumty support may provide more direct
benefits to actual maternal behavior as the mn-
fant grows and the mother resumes greater so-
cial contact, but the results of this study gen-
erally support notions of Cochran and Brassard
(1979) and Powell (1979) that social networks
and support systems play an mtegral role m the
development of parenting styles Further, 1t ap-
pears that social support’s role as a mam effect
1s at least as critical as, and perhaps more cnt-

ical than, its role as a moderator vanable as
Mueller (1980) had hypothesized

Perhaps the most unexpected findings were
the sigmficant effects of mothers™ socal support
on mfants’ behavior Both Cochran and Bras-
sard (1979) and Powell (1979) have suggested
that parents’ social networks and support sys-
tems have both direct and ndirect effects on
children’s socialization and development, and
this study offers some support for this notion
While certamly maternal and mfant behavior
are not mdependent durnng mteractive play,
mothers’ percerved social support appears to
provide sigmificant benefits to the infant, at least
as measured by the enhancement of reciprocity
and mutual gratfication within the relationship

Indeed, the effects of maternal social sup-
port on nfant behavior were mdirect m this
case, as no support effects were found on m-
fant behavior when mothers” behavior was par-
tialed out It seems most likely that the mdirect
nature of the maternal support 1s a function of
the infants’ age At age 4 months, nfants have
had relatively httle extended contact with other
than their pnmary caretaker (uniformly moth-
ers 1 this study), and the oe%pormmtles to gam
from such contact are himted by their scarcity,
as well as by the infants’ developmental capa-
bibties As the child ages and becomes more
developmentally competent, the potental to
benefit directly from maternal or farmlial social
support systems becomes greater, and one might
not expect to find direct contributions to child
development until early preschool ages None-
theless, the maternally mediated mdirect effects
of support found m this study, m combmation
with similar previous findings that greater ma-
ternal social support 1s related to more secure
mnfant attachment (Crockenberg 1981), md:-
cate that maternal social support does specifi-
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cally mfluence the development of infant social
competence Whether other spheres of mfant
development will also be affected remams an
mportant empirical question

The effects of maternal intimate support
on mothers’ attitudes and behavior, and subse-
quently mfant behavior, fit well the model pro-
posed by Belsky (1980), explicating the bidi-
rectional patterns of mfluence within a family
which center on the marital relationship The
availability of and satisfaction with the support
offered by the fathers affects mothers’ caregiv-
mg attitudes and behavier, which n turn affects
social behavior Given the generally accepted
mfluence of infants on their caregivers, the re-
sulting nfant social behavior then influences
both parenting behavior and ultimately the
marttal relationship As such, these mfluences
can be conceptualized in much the same way
as the stress feedback loop, differing only n
that support has a positive mfluence on mothers’
parenting and infant behavior, and comng full
circle, the mantal relationship

Research on parental social sugfort sys-
tems must consider support as a multidimen-
sional concept (Wandersman et al 1980), as
varymg types of social al to pro-
duce sgpeczﬁc effects ons‘ggc (I)ﬁ)t?;me \gan—
ables This necessitates the measurement of duf-
fermg mdividual support systems, as well as a
multitude of outcomes Further, the results of
the present study suggest that social support
measures should mclude not only an mdication
of the amount of support available, but also an
mdex of the quality of that su{pport Mother’s
satisfacton with the status of thewr intimate
support, rather than the amount of rt,
prgguced the significant positive cffectss?;lpst;t-
isfacion with parenting It may be that the m-
dices of satisfaction within the rt measure
at least partially account for the significant ef-
fects on maternal behavior m this study, m
contrast to therr absence mn previous research
{Longfellow et al , Note 2)

That no premature-full-term group dif-
ferences were found was surprising and some-
what countermturtive, as it was e ted that
mothers of prematures would have reported
greater stress and possibly have less positive
attitudes and behavior. However, the lack of
group differences may have been a function of
the generally healthy status of the tl[;';aremature
infants m the sample, and the fact that groups
were car matched on vanables other than
mfant birth status The lack of differences ma
also have been related to the times at wh

the measures were collected The queshonnaire
measures were collected once the mfant had
been home 1 month, and ther health was no
longer m jeopardy Further, the month at home
may have allowed sufficient tume for the mihal
neonatal crisis to stabihze and for the mother
and infant to subsequently establish comfort-
able mteractive patterns and routines n the en-
sumng 3 months Such an interpretation 1s con-
sistent with the findings of Trause and Kramer
{Note 5), who found no difference between
parents of preterm and term mfants in difficulty
of adjustment to the mfant once the mfant was
at home In addition, the support available to
the famhes of the premature mfants at the
hospital may have obviated many of the poten-
tial difficulties these famihes face

In summary, social support appears to be
a meanngful ecological vanable mnfluencmg
parenting attitudes, mother-infant mteraction,
and mfant development Although data are only
begmning to be collected, social support from
vanous sources facihtates more postive child-
rearing attitudes, as well as more positive be-
havioral mteractions Further, the benefits of
maternal socal support also accrue to the m-
fant, as nfant responsiveness, reciprocity, and
gratification during mnteraction are increased,
and the mfant 1s more socially competent Such
transitive influences (Lewis & Wemraub 1976)
are likely to also become circular, as a more
competent mfant mfluences the athitudes and
behavior of his or her parent. Further research
1s needed on the ecological boundanes and
charactenistics of parental support systems, as
well as their effects on a greater range of chil-
dren’s developmental charactenstics

Reference Notes
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the effects of stress and depression Paper pre-
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