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Longitudinal Changes in the Adjustment to Parenthood
-.

For over 20 years there has been anyngoing debate as towhethei

the transition to parenthood Constitutes a crisis for most new parents
,

. (LeMastexs, 19 ?Dyer, 1963) or isinerely Madly/stressful (Hobbs,

.1965; Hobbs ancNo , 1976; Meye owitz.ap4 Feldn,1966, Russell,

"1974). In,this debate, the transition hap been trAated\as primarily

involving the adoption of a new set of roles. This view of the
4

transition obscures the fact, ithat the nfapt changes rapidly:during the

first years, m rely su_ccessfAlly adop g the new roles Will not

,

insure adequate i?rocal adjustment of a14 the family me.mbers to
.

. A

each other. In addition, it generally'does not take into account Nat

the adjustment to parenthood involves ,a stage in the adujt development

%

of the new psrentsin which they are faced with resoling issues

concerning the nature of their own identity and growth.

In order to understabd the ,process of adjustment to parenthood,
9 '

it is n essary5to go beyond merely labeling'the transition period as

a crisis or not a crisis and beyond enumerating the stressds. We

.

view the adjustment to parenthood as a comiflex, transactional process

tourer than as an.end state. Thus the present study was conceived to

be a broad, longitudinal 4,xpikation of the changing patterns of

adjustmnt of the famili:+eiliduring the firSt yea. after the

d
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birth of the baby. In this, paper, we present our conceptual framework

for bur study of the changing adjustment -to parenthood, and the results

of our study of changes during the firsrft year of parenting.

Havilg a baby-is viewed here as a di ption of.the'exidting

balances in the family system-and its relit on to the environment.

t (Kopf, McFadden 1974; LeMasters, 1957). It constitutes a developmental

4atage\in the Ate cycle of tha individuals (Erickson, 1963; Titus, 1976),,,.

the marital and parent-infant dyads, and the faMily system. As such,'

it Rxecipitates a wide range of developmental issues -- forces to be

.

ntegrated, tasks to be met, qr problems to,be solved in order to .

d to a more integrated' stage offfunctioning (RaushoGoddrich and

Campboll, 1976). According to quvall (1971), "family developmental

tasks ?e those growth responallATities that must be accomplished a

a giver,, stage of development in a way that will satisfy the family's

(1) biological 'requirements, (2) culAyal imperatives, and (3) personal

aspirations and values: if the family is to continue to grow as a unit.

ih

Thete are developmental issues in relation to the self; the marital --

dyed, the parent- inf.rt dyad, and the larger community. -The adjustment.

to parenthoodinvolves the, balancing and integrating df the solutions

to\the developmntal issues in "t ese interrelated systems.

In the fesent study we explored how the parenbs' perceiyek,-

/functionihg n several systws change during the first year of parenting.

I
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Extensin quespnnaire data was g thered for 64 new mothers and 57 of
.

1 '

. . their husbands at three points (a) 11 average of three months Postpartum,

(b) six weeks later, (3) approximately eight months postpartum.' Couples
I

I

. ,

were contacted throUgh expectant parent education classes and were ,-

41
,

predominantly white, middle - class, educated, in their late 20's, and

.married for-about four Years. A wide range of measures were assessed:

(a) self: General Well-Being (Dupuy, 1973), Personal Feelings (Wesaman

and Ricks, 1966); (b) parental-baby: Parental Sense of Competence

(Gibaud-Malliton, 1977), Parental Attitudes (c ler, Weiss and Grunebaum,)

1970); Baby Tempeiament (Carey, 1973), father. participation; (c) marital
. .

Dayadic Adjustment (Spanier, 1976), Positive and Negative Marital

Interaction (Feldman, 1971), Sex Role Ideology (Hoffman, 1960), husband!

help in h Behold tasks. ir.-
-0

In g neral, parents reported predominantly positive feelings tow- ard

themselves, their babies, And their spouses. Yet, especially for

mothers, there were many significant changes over the six months.

- - ,

*Other increased significantly, in feelings of self-confidence and

,

%

......,

"
,\

e gy and decreased in anxiety. Fathers increased in self-cofidence

and of elation and fullness oflife.--Mothers and fathersfullness

describe their babies as becoming si 4ificantly more happy,, active and
.

'

dicracti

of sk

thers report a significant increase in their feeling
\

kdOwledge'as a:parent and of their husband's par4icipation
.

5
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in baby care. 6 contrast to the, increase in positive feeling toward

fe and baby, the marital relationship decreases in4kuality. Wives

frbi'a decrease in overall satisfaction, frequency of laughing together

and sharing feelings., Poihusbands the trend in this direction is not

significant. FatherNshow a significant movement toward a more

traditional view of tkie husband-wife division of labor. Both husbands

and wives report a decrease in feeling loved.

(The results are discusged in terms of e ongoing process of

adjustment toarenthood and the compl of integrating and balancing

the new relatiou*Fiips. Although. aost parents report generally positive

feelings by the third month postpartum, they continue 'to adapt and

adjust to the changing ddmands.

responsive, the parents feel more

However, the baby continues to co

As the baby becomes livelier and more'

relaxed and confident of themselves.

pete with the marital relationship ,

for time and feelings, and the parents are faced wit defining hew-

ways to meet their own needs for love and expression of feelings. dile
A

new parent must continue to deal with these developmental tasks in -

order for the adjustment to parenthood Eo become a time for psyclologrcal

and emotional growth. The complexity and,rahge of the changes s ports

the need for a broad fra4wor* examining siveraa syitema to stu

v the adjustment to parenthood.

C.
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Self

Fullness if
,-

9

Life (2413) 9,60 ,..,,/ 10,16 9.76 2.09.

..i ti Energy' (4-29) 19.85' 21.52bc 21,38b7 3.79°

Relaxatioi ip (3-23) 'I4.3e 15.73" 15.26 2,90

Health 1', (2.45) ... 11.27 12.09 12.08 '2.09

.Positive Mpsod (3-23) , 18.20 1885. 18.37 % 1,12

le

X

Change

'Table 1

the Adjustment of Mothers nd Fathrs

54)

2

dminis on

F

Parental Dad

Parental Sense

of Competence

ISkill/Knowlcidge

Comfort/Valuing

Biby Temperament

High Activity (3-9)

ssy Mood ., (3-9)'

!\

t Distractable ' (2-6)

0q,LRZIL
lDyadic.Adjustment

Conceisus . (13.78) 62.90 , 62.60

Affective

32.17' '34,80 135,30

38.05a 41.35
b

41.15
b

7,14a

4 22 b

3,27
4P

12.56**

12.49**

b b

7.35a 7,79 , 7,51**

3.7 ' 3.82c 7.76**

2,64
b

2.38b 16.64
**

Expression f (4.16)

Satiiftction ' (10.54) ):

Cohepion (5-;9)

\- Husband Ilfelp

.Father

Paricipatipn

Egalitarian

0)

v ' P

SFICiaStliPO4 /1 t

Cownionshifi .f(1; t)

8
I / leansvith different, subscripts

)0aos without
subicripts or with same*subscrfpt are not significantlii)di

1

X

t

Fathers.(N=47)

Admit& ration

3'

x

9.21 9.58' r 9.91

21.58 22.41 . 21,85

14.84 15.76, 15,44

13.26a 12.03' 11,04a

18.15 18.17 1806.

31.0 32.03

37.93a 40.94

7,00

4.258

3..018

0,37 61,01

12.96. 11,77 0,55

51A 50,48 4,94*

22,13 ' ;;.85 0,77

15.20 15,07$ 14,58 1,95

6.34a 6.77a 7.53b, . 10,66**

14.46-) 14,73' 14,29 / ,2.36

12:81

50,90

21,32

16,03

6;418

7.37b

163

2,95a

32.33 0.49,4

41.22b 11.247

7,45 20
3,88 4089** ,

2.62b -243
f

61.101/4_1 0.20

0.01

4,09*

0.73

0.13

12.83

49.65

20.91

15.94 15,84

, **

Nab 7:59b 7,61

14.734 14,71 \ 14.151 487

-Keglest,P°

eflect high 'irk

6,83a 6.55a6t 6.37b. 3,58* .41 6,44

are significadtly
differenefiom each Cher '

4.05 on
# P

ferent, scale title

,0

f vial&
* (.05 '"W* pC.01,
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