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Abstract

In this study, the authors used an attachment framework to examine how drug-dependent mothers’
early bonding experience, depression, illicit drug use, and perceived support work together to
influence the family environment. The authors hypothesized that (a) depression and drug use function
as proxies for a stronger risk factor, the perceived absence of support available in everyday life, and
(b) associations between mothers’ early bonding experience and family environment are mediated
by perceptions of support and nurture available in everyday life. The authors used a “building block”
analytic approach and data collected from 125 mothers enrolled in methadone maintenance to test
hypotheses. Both hypotheses were confirmed for 1 outcome, family adaptability. For the 2nd
outcome, family cohesion, only perceived support was a significant predictor. Although preliminary,
the findings suggest that perceptions of relationships in everyday life play a critical role in the etiology
of drug-dependent mothers’ parenting.

Mothers who become physically and/or psychologically dependent on illicit drugs (e.g., heroin

and cocaine) are at risk for a wide range of parenting deficits beginning when their children
are infants and continuing as their children move through school-aged and adolescent years

(forareview, see Mayes, 1995). As a group, drug-dependent mothers fare worse than nondrug-
dependent mothers on a wide range of parenting indices and more frequently lose their children

to foster care than nondrug-dependent mothers (Mayes & Bornstein, 1996). Observations of
mother—infant dyads have shown patterns of mothers’ poor sensitivity and responsiveness to
infants” emotional cues juxtaposed with heightened physical activity, provocation, and

intrusiveness (Burns, Chethik, Burns, & Clark, 1997; Hans, Bernstein, & Henson, 1999; Mayes

et al., 1997; Rodning, Beckwith, & Howard, 1991). Studies reporting perspectives of
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substance-abusing mothers about parenting have indicated a lack of understanding about basic
child development issues, ambivalent feelings about having and keeping children, and lower
capacities to reflect on their children’s emotional and cognitive experience (Levy, Truman, &
Mayes, 2001; Mayes, 1995; Murphy & Rosenbaum, 1999). Self-reported behaviors among
drug-dependent mothers have also revealed harsh, threatening, overly involved, authoritarian
parenting styles juxtaposed with permissiveness, neglect, poor involvement, low tolerance of
child demands and misbehavior, and parent—child role reversals (Bauman & Dougherty,
1983; Harmer, Sanderson, & Mertin, 1999; Mayes, 1995; Suchman & Luthar, 2000).

Multiple Psychosocial Risk Factors Associated With Maternal Drug
Dependence and Parenting

Growing evidence in developmental research indicates that the parenting problems incurred
by drug-dependent mothers are not simply a function of drug dependence alone. For instance,
a number of studies have shown that, within given samples of drug-dependent mothers,
parenting quality varies considerably (Goodman, Hans, & Cox, 1999; Hofkosh et al., 1995;
Rodning et al., 1991). In one earlier study, Jeremy and Bernstein (1984) found, in a sample of
31 methadone-maintained mothers of 4-month-old infants, that mothers’ interactions with their
infants ranged from poor to adequate. In another study involving 32 opioid-dependent and 37
nondrug-dependent mothers, Hans et al. (1999) reported that, despite having more difficulty
fostering interpersonal connection and attunement with their infants, opioid-dependent
mothers performed similarly to nondrug-dependent mothers on parenting tasks involving
encouragement and guidance. In a third study, with 32 cocaine-using mothers, Hofkosh et al.
(1995) found that mothers who were more experienced parents, who were engaged in treatment,
and whose partners were not using illicit drugs were capable of providing a home environment
that was more conducive to children’s development.

Findings in the developmental and addiction literature suggest, instead, that parenting problems
of drug-dependent mothers are more often a function of multiple psychosocial risk factors
working together. Psychosocial risk factors associated with maternal drug dependence and the
maladaptive parenting practices of drug-dependent mothers occur at multiple levels of
influence, including the mother’s early family environment, individual psychological
adjustment, and social environment. Evidence of risk factors at each of these levels of influence
is summarized in the following sections.

Early Family Environment

The influence of the early caregiving environment, particularly relationships with early
caregivers, on subsequent generations of parent—child relationships is well known to
developmental psychologists (see Sroufe, Carlson, Levy, & Egeland, 1999), and there is ample
evidence that drug-dependent mothers commonly experience multiple disruptions and traumas
in the early family context. In their family of origin, drug-dependent women have typically
been exposed to higher than average rates of parental death, desertion, discord, divorce,
substance abuse, physical abuse, and sexual abuse (Dawe, Harnett, Staiger, & Dadds, 2000;
Haller, Knisely, Dawson, & Schnoll, 1993; Widom, Weiler, & Cottler, 1999). The family
environment in which drug-using mothers were reared has often been characterized by
dysfunctional internal and external boundaries, poor communication, chaotic and rigid
interaction patterns, and role distortions and reversals (Bekir, McLellan, Childress, & Gariti,
1993; Luthar & Suchman, 1999; McMahon & Luthar, 1998; Sheridan, 1995). Studies
examining the recollections of drug-dependent adults in treatment (including users of opiates,
cocaine, and multiple substances) about caregiving in their family of origin consistently
characterize parents as emotionally distant and overcontrolling (Bernardi, Jones, & Tennant,
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1989; Cosden & Cortez-Ison, 1999; Friedemann & Musgrove, 1994; Schweitzer & Lawton,
1989; Spain & Spain, 1988; Torresani, Favaretto, & Zimmermann, 2000).

Psychological Adjustment

Diagnoses of affect disorders (Hans et al., 1999), anxiety disorders, and personality disorders
(Beckwith, Howard, Espinosa, & Tyler, 1999) are common among drug-dependent mothers.
In one study of opioid- and cocaine-dependent mothers of 7-17-year-old children, 90% of the
mothers met criteria for at least one lifetime Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (3rd ed., rev; American Psychiatric Association, 1987) diagnosis in the affective or
anxiety category (Luthar, Cushing, Merikangas, & Rounsaville, 1998). The many deleterious
effects of maternal depression among disadvantaged women on the mother—child relationship
and on children’s behavioral and emotional development have been well documented (for a
review, see Lovejoy, Graczyk, O’Hare, & Neuman, 2000). Psychological disturbance among
drug-dependent mothers has also been linked with maladaptive parenting in several studies, in
some cases accounting for more variance than drug use alone in parenting behavior. In one
aforementioned study, Jeremy and Bernstein (1984) were among the first investigators to
examine correlates of parenting interactions and found that mothers’ psychological and
psychosocial resources (e.g., intelligence, psychopathology, presence of paternal support) were
better predictors of parenting interaction quality than drug use per se. In another home-based
observation of 78 cocaine-using mothers of infants, Beckwith et al. (1999) found that chronic
depression and paranoia during and after pregnancy were associated with less sensitive
caregiving at 6 months. Hans et al. (1999) similarly found that personality characteristics and
depression predicted many aspects of opioid-dependent mothers’ parenting behavior, even
after maternal substance abuse was taken into account.

Substance abuse itself is also a form of psychological maladjustment. Primarily on the basis
of clinical observations and interviews, proponents of the self-medication hypothesis of
addiction (see Khantzian, 1997; Krystal, 1997; Wurmser, 1997) have conceptualized drug use
as a compensatory (albeit self-destructive) attempt to regulate overwhelming and persistent
negative affect that otherwise causes extreme levels of emotional distress. Empirical findings
from studies examining affect regulation have also generally indicated that drug-dependent
adults are less tolerant of affective distress than nondrug-dependent adults and that drug use
severity tends to increase along with levels of affect dysregulation (Keller & Wilson, 1994;
Krystal, 1997).

Social Environment

Involvement in supportive and satisfying social networks plays an important protective role in
parenting processes (see Cochran & Niego, 1995, for a review). Social support in particular
(i.e., the perceived availability of others to provide encouragement and support during episodes
of emotional distress) has been identified as a critical buffer for parents who face multiple
sociodemographic adversities (e.g., single and minority status, poverty, limited access to
resources, social stigmatization) in their everyday life as parents. In a comprehensive review
of the role of social support in parenting, Cochran and Niego (1995) suggested that, as a buffer,
social support helps to “[prevent] the parent from being adversely affected by a stressful event,
like divorce or job loss, and [enables] the parent to maintain satisfactory child rearing routines
in difficult situations” (p. 403). More so than actual supportive transactions or availability of
social support, it is the subjective experience of support that appears to predict well-being and
optimal parenting (Polansky, Gaudin, Ammons, & Davis, 1985; Procidano, 1992).

Drug-dependent mothers are highly vulnerable to experiencing limited social support. Many
are involved in ongoing adult relationships that reflect a range of problems, including physical,
emotional, and sexual abuse (Duncan, Saunders, Kilpatrick, Hanson, & Resnick, 1996; Grice,
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Brady, Dustan, Malcolm, & Kilpatrick, 1995; Wald, Harvey, & Hibbard, 1995). Perhaps as a
means of self-protection against further emotional and physical suffering, drug-dependent
mothers often become socially isolated from their peers and other sources of social support
(Luthar & Walsh, 1995). Many also engage in antisocial behaviors, such as prostitution, theft,
and drug dealing, that may limit their involvement in social networks. Drug-dependent mothers
are also exposed to stigma from society and service providers (Chang, Carroll, Behr, & Kosten,
1992; Eliason & Skinstad, 1995; Luthar, Cushing, & McMahon, 1997). More so than other
psychiatrically disordered groups, adults diagnosed with substance abuse disorders are often
seen as morally reprehensible for willfully and consciously creating problems in their life
(Kandall & Gaines, 1991; Murphy & lrwin, 1992).

Attachment Theory: An Explanatory Model of How Psychosocial Risk Factors
Work Together to Influence Parenting

Although the above psychosocial risk factors have been clearly identified as correlates of
maternal drug dependence and parenting problems, few studies have examined their underlying
mechanisms of interaction (i.e., how they work together) in relation to parenting problems
encountered by drug-dependent mothers. A theoretically driven, systematic approach to
examining how psychosocial vulnerabilities work together is essential for understanding the
complex etiology of maladaptive parenting processes involving drug-dependent mothers and
their children and for developing intervention strategies based on mechanisms change.

One systematic approach to understanding the etiology of parenting problems is attachment
theory, a structural developmental theory that conceives of development as a complex, organic
process that builds on preceding experience while also transforming it (Sroufe et al., 1999).
Attachment theory began with the theoretical work of John Bowlby (1982), who viewed early
attachment relationships as influencing the nature and course of relationships throughout life,
especially for intimate love relationships and parenting. At the center of attachment theory is
the concept of internal working models—the mental representations that children form from
their early relational experience with caregivers. These mental representations include the
likely behaviors of caretakers toward the child and the child’s likely cognitive—emotional
response, and they are thought to have special significance because they frame a child’s
subsequent transactions with the environment with specific preconceptions and interpretive
tendencies. Consequently, even in new circumstances, the context is not independent of the
child’s relational history (Slade & Aber, 1992; Sroufe et al., 1999).

Attachment theorists have also proposed that early relationships establish the context for the
child’s developing capacities for emotional regulation and self-regulation. Self-regulation is
the natural outgrowth of the child’s internalization of a parent’s sensitive and containing
responses to bids for comfort and care. Although initially this regulatory function occurs only
in the context of caregiving relationships, as a child internalizes a general representation of the
soothing and responsive caregiving relationship, he or she begins to be able to soothe and
regulate himself or herself. Along the same lines, when caregivers are less sensitively
responsive to children’s cues for comfort and care, children are thought to internalize a
representational model of others as more dismissive, rejecting, and inconsistent and the self as
unworthy and unlovable. This generalized model of a less secure relationship is thought to
have important implications as both a prototype for subsequent relationships and a precursor
for psychological maladjustment (Sroufe et al., 1999).

From the perspective of attachment theory, it seems reasonable to presume that, like

generalized internal working models of attachment, adults’ perceptions of social support reflect
a general underlying schema of relationships with others in the social environment. This model
or schema, derived from early experiences of seeking care, influences how social information
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is processed and attributions of others are drawn (Anan & Barnett, 1999; Crittenden, 1981,
1985; Crockenberg, 1988; Lakey & Cassady, 1990). Thus, perceptions of support play a central
role in explaining how early family environment and individual psychological maladjustment
influence the parenting processes of drug-dependent mothers. First, disruptions in the early
family environment, particularly in bonding relationships with early care-givers, may
predispose drug-dependent mothers to adopt lower generalized expectations for support and
nurture from others in their everyday social environment. Early childhood studies partially
support this tenet, showing that attachment relationships with early caregivers shape children’s
broad-based models of the availability of support from others (Anan & Barnett, 1999). Studies
on antecedents of perceived support have also shown links between recollections of early
bonding experience and subsequent expectations for social support during adulthood
(Asendorpf & Wilpers, 2000; Collins & Feeney, 2000; Ognibene & Collins, 1998; Sarason,
Pierce, Bannerman, & Sarason, 1993). In the addiction literature, one study, involving 46
mothers enrolled in an inpatient treatment for alcohol and drug addiction in Australia, has also
shown that mothers’ negative childhood experiences (e.g., harsh punishment and neglect) are
associated with lowered expectations for social support from family and friends (Harmer et
al., 1999).

Second, like internal working models of attachment, perceived social support may transmit or
mediate the influence of early bonding experience on subsequent caregiving relationships. In
other words, the influence of a mother’s early bonding on subsequent caregiving relationships
with children may be mediated by the generalized model she has for support and nurture
available in her everyday social environment. Developmental research supports this notion that
mothers’ representations of attachment (see van 1Jzendoorn, 1995, for a review) and
perceptions of social support (Crittenden, 1985; Crockenberg, 1988) influence their approach
to parenting and their children’s emotional development.

Finally, like internal working models of attachment, the general schema of relationships
represented in mothers’ perceptions of social support may reflect a relational context in which
psychological maladjustment has developed. Researchers have consistently found a significant
relation between perceptions of social support and adult psychological adjustment (Anan &
Barnett, 1999; Lakey & Cassady, 1990). In the aforementioned study involving 46 mothers in
recovery, Harmer et al. (1999) reported strong associations between mothers’ perceived social
support and depression. From an attachment theory perspective, the well-documented
associations between psychological maladjustment and parenting problems of drug-dependent
mothers may reflect an even stronger relation between a generalized model of social support
as absent or unavailable (derived from early bonding disruptions) and problems experienced
in caregiving.

In summary, our aim in this study is to use an attachment theory framework to test the following
hypotheses about how four psychosocial factors associated with maternal drug dependence
(i.e., early bonding, depression, illicit drug use, and perceived support) work together to
influence the caregiving experience of drug-dependent mothers:

1. Drug-dependent mothers’ early bonding experience will be associated with their
perceptions of support currently available in their everyday life.

2. Although drug-dependent mothers’ early bonding experience will be associated with
their perceptions of the caregiving relationship with their children, this association
will be mediated by their perceptions of social support available in their everyday life.

3. Associations between mothers’ experiences in the caregiving relationship and (a)
depression and (b) drug use severity will be proxies for, or symptoms of, a stronger
risk factor—disturbance in perceived availability of support in everyday life.
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Participants in this study were drawn from a cohort of 162 women who were admitted across
a 36-month period to a methadone maintenance program for women based in New Haven,
Connecticut, and funded by the Center for Substance Abuse Treatment. Two previous studies
based on data from this cohort have examined within-gender differences in clinical presentation
at the time of admission (see McMahon & Luthar, 2000) and relations between parenting
responsibilities and treatment history (see McMahon, Winkel, Suchman, & Luthar, 2002).
Complete data for 125 of 132 women, who were the biological mothers of at least one child,
were available for analysis. Data for 7 mothers were missing because, shortly after admission,
these women were imprisoned, hospitalized, or discharged because they did not return for
ongoing treatment.

Demographic data are presented in Tables 1 and 2. The majority of women in this sample were
single mothers (85.4%), primarily of European American (41.8%) and African American
(41.0%) descent, and had completed a high school education (63.2%). Although a majority of
mothers were unemployed at the time of admission (67.5%), half of the mothers (49.6%)
reported having a specific profession or skill. On average, mothers in the sample had 2.7
children, whose ages ranged between 1 and 35 years. The majority of mothers (87.2%) had at
least one minor child (under 17 years of age) at the time of admission; 72.0% had at least one
minor child living with them, and the other 15.2% had recently lost custody of their minor
children. On average, the mothers had used heroin and/or other opiates illicitly for 9.5 years.

All mothers completed an assessment interview during the orientation phase of treatment.
Interviews were conducted individually by trained clinical assistants, who provided assistance
with reading and comprehension as needed. Assessment interviews included a battery of self-
report measures of psychosocial adjustment and family environment and standardized
assessments of global intelligence and addiction severity.

Constructs and Measures

Early bonding—The majority of mothers enrolled in this study designated their mother as
their primary caregiver, and a large percentage (30.0%) reported the absence of their father in
any caregiving role. Early bonding experience was therefore defined as early bonding
experience with mothers prior to age 16 and assessed with the Parental Bonding Instrument
(PBI; Parker, Tupling, & Brown, 1979), a 25-item questionnaire rated on a four-point scale.
The PBI consists of two subscales: The 13-item Care scale assesses respondents’ perceptions
of their mother’s affection, emotional warmth, and empathy (e.g., “My mother could make me
feel better when | was upset”). The 12-item Overprotection scale assesses respondents’
perceptions of their mother’s intrusions and prevention of independence (e.g., “My mother felt
I could not look after myself unless she was around”). The PBI has demonstrated satisfactory
reliability and validity in other samples of drug-dependent adults (Cosden & Cortez-Ison,
1999; Parker, 1989; Torresani et al., 2000). For this sample, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
were .87 for the Care scale and .73 for the Overprotection scale.

Depression—The Short Form Beck Depression Inventory (BDI-SF; Beck & Beck, 1972), a
13-item questionnaire, served as the measure of general depression. Rated on a four-point scale,
the BDI-SF has demonstrated good construct validity (Foelker, Shewchuk, & Niederehe,
1987; Leahy, 1992) and convergent validity with the standard Beck Depression Inventory
(Gould, 1982). The BDI-SF has also demonstrated good internal consistency for samples of
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women (Leahy, 1992) and methadone-maintained patients (Reynolds & Gould, 1981). For this
sample, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was .93.

Drug use severity—The Addiction Severity Index (McLellan et al., 1992), a widely used
structured interview designed to document current and lifetime problems commonly associated
with substance abuse, was used to assess drug use severity. The composite score of drug use
is a widely used standardized rating of problem severity (see McGahan, Griffith, & McLellan,
1986) computed with 13 items pertaining to drug use (e.g., number of days of drug use during
the past 30 days, perceived severity of drug use problems). Rather than corresponding to
specific levels of clinical severity, the drug use composite is a measure designed to examine
relative distress. The reliability and validity of the composite drug use score have been well
documented in studies conducted with substance-abusing adults (e.g., Cacciola, Koppenhaver,
McKay, & Alterman, 1999; McDermott et al., 1996; McLellan et al., 1992). In this sample,
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the composite score for drug use was .72.

Perceived support—The Perceived Social Support Scale (PSSS; Procidano & Heller,
1983), a 40-item self-report instrument, was used to measure mothers’ perceptions of emotional
support available from family and friends at the time of the interview. The PSSS is rated on a
two-point (yes—no) scale and consists of two subscales. One 20-item subscale assesses
emotional support available from the mother’s family (e.g., “There is a member of my family
I could go to if I were just feeling down, without feeling funny about it later”). The second 20-
item subscale assesses emotional support available from the mother’s friends (e.g., “I have a
deep sharing relationship with a number of friends”). The psychometric properties of both
scales have been described by Procidano and Heller (1983), and the factor structure, reliability,
and validity of the instrument have been verified in studies conducted with individuals seeking
substance abuse treatment (Rice & Longabaugh, 1996). The family and friend support
subscales were conceptually and statistically related (r = .47, p <.001) and had similar relations
with other variables, and they were therefore combined into a single measure of social support
with an alpha of .88.

Caregiving problems—Mothers’ perceptions of parenting problems were assessed with the
Family Adaptability and Cohesion Evaluation Scale (Olson, Portner, & Lavee, 1985), a 20-
item questionnaire rated on a five-point scale. The 10-item Adaptability scale assesses parents’
perceptions of the degree of flexibility in their relationship with their children (e.g., “Parents
and children discuss punishment together”). Higher scores (30-50) indicate greater flexibility
in allowing children to be involved in many aspects of family decisions and rules. Lower scores
(10-19) indicate more rigidity, such that the mother (or parents) alone makes decisions and
establish rules. The 10-item Cohesion scale assesses parents’ perceptions of emotional bonding
versus disengagement among members of the family (e.g., “Family members like to spend free
time with each other”). Higher scores on this scale (46-50) indicate greater closeness and
cohesion, and lower scores (10-34) indicate detachment and disengagement. The psychometric
properties of both scales have been discussed by Olson et al. (1985) and Edman, Cole, and
Howard (1990). In this sample, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were .87 for the Adaptability
scale and .68 for the Cohesion scale.

Data Analysis

To examine the predicted relations among factors outlined earlier, we used the “building block”
approach outlined by Kraemer, Stice, Kazdin, Offord, and Kupfer (2001) for examining
underlying etiological mechanisms involving multiple latent risk factors. Kraemer et al. argued
that the etiology of complex phenomena (e.g., parenting processes) is likely to be better
explained by patterns of association among multiple latent factors rather than by a single causal
chain. Their methodological model involves examining associations among factors on the basis
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of three criteria—intercorrelation, dominance, and temporal precedence. The first step of the
building block approach involves setting aside any factor about which there is some question
regarding its status as a factor related to the outcome. The next step involves examining
associations among co-occurring variables that are presumed to have no temporal associations.
In a series of standard linear regressions, co-occurring factors are examined in pairs to
determine how they work together in relation to the outcome. There are three possible ways
that co-occurring factors might work together: They may overlap if they are correlated with
one another and together explain greater variance in the outcome than either single factor alone.
They may operate independently if they are unrelated to each other and each factor explains
unique variance in the outcome. Finally, one factor may function as a proxy risk factor for the
second factor if the factors are intercorrelated but only the second risk factor explains unique
variance in the outcome. Once identified, proxy factors are set aside in all subsequent analyses
50 as not to confuse or impede understanding of potential causes of the phenomenon of interest.
The final step in the building block approach involves organizing remaining factors by temporal
precedence and testing the predicted mediation or moderation model. For this step, we followed
the specifications for mediation analyses outlined by Baron and Kenny (1986) that four
conditions be met to confirm a mediation model. These conditions are tested in a series of linear
regressions. First, the predictor (early bonding) must be significantly associated with the
hypothesized mediator (perceived support). Second, the predictor must be associated with the
dependent measure (family adaptability and/or cohesion). Third, the mediator (perceived
support) must be associated with the dependent measure (family adaptability and/or cohesion).
Finally, the impact of the predictor (early bonding) on the dependent variable (family
adaptability and/or cohesion) must be less after the mediator (perceived support) is controlled
for. This final condition is tested in a hierarchical linear regression with the mediator entered
first, followed by the predictor.

We also considered structural equation modeling (SEM) for testing the predicted model of
associations among factors. SEM has the advantage of testing a complex linear equation within
a single model. One important disadvantage of SEM, though, is the inability to specify which
particular building block of the model has failed when an overall linear model is rejected.
Building a model step by step, checking each new building block before it is set in place, was
more advantageous because it allowed for a better understanding of how each risk factor did
or did not fit into the model as it was tested.

Descriptive Data

Means and standard deviations for all measures are presented in Table 2. Although mean scores
on both indices of early bonding approached but did not surpass clinical cutoff scores, a large
percentage of mothers’ scores for each scale surpassed the clinical cutoff, indicating that many
mothers in this sample experienced their own mother as lacking affection and being
overcontrolling. The mean score for depression surpassed the clinical cutoff score, indicating
that, as a group, mothers experienced moderate levels of depression. Mothers’ perceptions of
support were, on average, within normal limits, although perceptions of family support
approached the clinical cutoff, and a moderate percentage of mothers in the sample scored
beyond the clinical cutoff as well. The group mean for family adaptability was within normal
limits, reflecting moderate flexibility overall in mothers’ relationships with their children. The
group mean and the vast majority of mothers’ scores (87.2%) for cohesion fell beyond the
clinical cutoff score, indicating that the majority of the mothers experienced their relationship
with their children as detached and disengaged. A majority of mothers (95.2%) met criteria for
risk on at least one of the indices measured.
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Intercorrelations

To determine whether any covariates should be used in subsequent analyses, we examined
relations between the mother variables of early bonding, depression, drug use severity,
perceived support, adaptability, and cohesion and the demographic/descriptive variables of
maternal age, maternal education, and number of minor children (with separate variables for
children under 6 years old and children between 6 and 16 years). Maternal education alone was
considered a more stable indicator of socioeconomic status than its combination with
employment status for several reasons. Mothers in general often leave the work force to have
children (Hoff-Ginsberg & Tardif, 1995), an addictive lifestyle can cause fluctuations in
employment status (Suchman & Luthar, 2001), and, in this particular sample, mothers’
problems with employment were prevalent (McMahon & Luthar, 2000). As shown in Table
3, maternal age was correlated with perceived support and family adaptability, maternal
education was correlated with perceived support, and neither of the minor child variables was
correlated with any mother variable. Maternal age and maternal education were entered as
covariates in all subsequent analyses.

Four of the five factors (maternal care, depression, drug use severity, and perceived support)
were correlated with the first outcome, family adaptability, whereas maternal overprotection
was not. Following guidelines outlined above, we set aside maternal overprotection in
subsequent analyses. Only one of the factors—perceived support—was correlated with the
second outcome, family cohesion. We therefore did not conduct subsequent analyses with
family cohesion. (Reasons for poor intercorrelation of early bonding and psychological
maladjustment with cohesion are discussed later).

Patterns of Association Among the Co-Occurring Factors: Depression, Drug Use, and
Perceived Support

To test the hypothesis that depression and drug use severity function as proxies for the more
global factor, perceived support, in relation to mothers’ perceptions of the caregiving
relationship, and guided by the building block approach, we first examined how each pair of
factors worked together in relation to mothers’ perceptions of family adaptability. As shown
in Table 3, each of the co-occurring factors (i.e., drug use severity, depression, and perceived
support) were correlated with mothers’ perceptions of family adaptability. Drug use and
depression were intercorrelated (r = .39, p < .01), as also shown in Table 3. In a standard
regression in which family adaptability was regressed simultaneously on depression and drug
use, depression and drug use together explained 17.0% unique variance (p < .001), depression
explained 4.0% unique variance (8 = —.21, p <.05), and drug use explained 4.0% unique
variance (f = —.22, p <.05). Drug use and depression were thus overlapping risk factors for
family adaptability. In a standard regression in which family adaptability was regressed
simultaneously on depression and perceived support, depression and perceived support
together explained 20.0% unique variance (p < .001), depression explained 1.0% unique
variance (f = —.16, p = .14), and perceived support explained 12.0% unique variance (f = .40,
p <.001). Depression therefore met criteria as a proxy for, or symptom of, the stronger risk
factor, perceived support. In a standard regression in which family adaptability was regressed
simultaneously on drug use and perceived support, drug use severity and perceived support
together explained 22.0% variance (p < .001), drug use explained 3.0% unique variance (5 =
—.18, p < .05), and perceived support explained 13.0% unique variance (8 = .40, p < .001).
Although drug use severity contributed a small amount of unique variance, overall, the pattern
of association was most characteristic of an association by proxy, with perceived support as
the dominant factor.
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Mediation Analyses

To test the hypotheses that early bonding experience is related to perceived support and that
perceived support mediates relations between early bonding experience and mothers’
relationship with children, and guided by building block approach, we organized these factors
in order of temporal precedence and tested the predicted mediation model. In standard
regressions conducted to test the first three criteria of the mediation model (see Figure 1), early
maternal care explained 20.0% unique variance in perceived support (8 = .44, p < .001) and
11.0% unique variance in family adaptability (5 = .33, p <.001). Perceived support explained
19.0% unique variance in family adaptability (8 = .45, p <.001). In a multiple regression
conducted to test the fourth criterion for mediation (see Figure 1), variance in family
adaptability accounted for by early maternal care was decreased by 83.0% (R2 = .02; = .16,
p =.07) when perceived support was added to the mediation model. Thus, all four criteria for
confirming the mediation model were met.

Discussion

Although psychosocial factors at multiple levels of influence, including the early family
environment, individual psychological adjustment, and the social environment, have been
linked to the parenting practices of drug-dependent women, few researchers have examined
how these factors might work together to influence parenting. In this study, we have used an
attachment theory framework to examine how four psychosocial factors associated with
parenting practices of drug-dependent mothers (i.e., bonding with early caregivers, depression,
drug use severity, and perceived support) work together to influence care-giving problems
reported by mothers enrolled in methadone maintenance. According to attachment theory,
psychological maladjustment occurs when representations of the availability of care derived
from early bonding experience reflect an absence of support and nurture. We therefore expected
that previously reported associations between (a) depression and drug use and (b) parenting
problems would be proxies for, or symptoms of, a stronger association between perceived
absence of support and parenting problems. Attachment theory also emphasizes the central
role of generalized internal working models of attachment as mediators between early
caregiving experience and subsequent close relationships in adulthood. Much like internal
working models of attachment, perceptions of social support reflect a general underlying
schema of relationships. We therefore expected that associations between mothers’ early
bonding experience and their perceptions of relationships with their children would be
mediated by their perceptions of support and nurture available in their everyday life. Each of
these hypotheses was supported for the first outcome, mothers’ perceptions of family
adaptability. Few psychosocial factors were associated with the second outcome, mothers’
perceptions of family cohesion, and a majority of mothers (87.2%) in the sample reported no
cohesion in their relationships with their children. Each of these findings is discussed, in turn,
below.

Depression and Drug Use as Proxies for Absence of Social Support

Rather than having independent associations with mothers’ perceptions of family relationships,
depression and drug use severity seem to be proxies for, or symptoms of, a stronger risk factor,
mothers’ perceptions of the availability of support and nurture in their everyday life. This
finding is consistent with reports in the attachment literature that psychopathology in adulthood
develops in conjunction with prototypical internalized models of attachment (derived from
early caregiving experiences) that are organized with respect to patterns of emotional
dysfunction. These insecure organizations decrease the likelihood that individuals will form
relationships that they experience as supportive (Sroufe et al., 1999). Many questions remain,
though, as to how internalized models of attachment and emotional dysfunction interact (e.qg.,
whether their associations are bidirectional or unidirectional, whether pathways vary
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depending on the nature of psychological distress). Above all, this finding highlights the
importance of moving beyond simple identification of psychosocial correlates (e.g., drug
abuse, psychopathology) of maladaptive parenting among drug-dependent women and
applying more complex developmental frameworks to understanding underlying mechanisms
linking psychosocial factors with maladaptive parenting. This finding also points to the central
role that perceptions of relationships and the availability of care may have in the etiology of
parenting problems for drug-dependent mothers. Mechanisms linking perceptions of
relationships with psychological maladjustment require further examination to determine
specific pathways of influence.

The Mediating Role of Perceived Support

Results of this study also indicate that the influence of mothers’ early bonding experience on
their perceptions of adaptability in the caregiving relationship is largely mediated by mothers’
perceptions of support and nurture in their everyday life. Specifically, controlling for perceived
support reduced associations between early bonding and mothers’ perceptions of family
adaptability by 82.0%. Rather than having a direct influence on parenting problems, early
bonding experience appears to influence how mothers come to view the availability of support
and nurture in their everyday life, and this generalized model of relationships then directly
influences mothers’ experience in the caregiving role. This is consistent with findings in the
attachment (Slade & Cohen, 1996; Solomon & George, 1996; Sroufe et al., 1999) and social
support literature (Crittenden, 1981, 1985; Crockenberg, 1988) that internalized models of
attachment relationships derived from early attachment relationships with caregivers serve as
prototypes for subsequent parenting relationships. Although mechanisms of transmission of
relational models over time require further study, Crockenberg (1988) has suggested that the
experience of social support and nurturance affirms a mother’s sense of herself as a person
deserving of care and capable of caring for someone else and, in doing so, encourages the
mother’s inclination to be nurturing and flexible toward her children. Crittenden (1981,
1985) has also proposed that internal models of social relationships may change over time in
response to new social relationships. New directions in research examining drug-dependent
mothers’ perceptions of relationship are essential for further examining mechanisms of
transmission, including how models of social relationship and caregiving relationship interact
to influence parenting behavior and child outcomes and how changes in models of relationship
brought about by psychosocial intervention or new supportive relationships in adulthood might
function as buffers that “protect” caregiving relationship from early bonding disruptions.

The Absence of Cohesion and the Presence of Adaptability

One of the most striking findings in this study is the high percentage of mothers (87.2%) who
reported experiencing no cohesion or closeness with their own children and instead experienced
their family as fragmented and disengaged. This finding is particularly notable in light of
common tendencies among drug-dependent mothers to be somewhat guarded in reporting
parenting difficulties for fear of losing child custody or learning the impact their drug use might
have had on their children’s development (see Mayes, 1995). It also highlights the need for
family and parenting interventions to foster stronger bonds within the family.

Although early bonding was associated with perceived support and perceived support was
associated with mothers’ perceptions of family cohesion, we failed to find an association
between early bonding and family cohesion and were therefore unable to test the mediation
model. This finding is consistent with attachment theory in that problems in cohesion are most
strongly predicted by mothers’ perceptions of the availability of social support. Nonetheless,
it is puzzling that cohesion appears unrelated to early bonding experience with the mother. It
may be that, in the case of cohesion, recent relationship experience with peers or partners bears
more influence on the experience of family cohesion. Early bonding may only determine how
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a mother will (or will not) experience support in everyday life, but the latter may have a much
more powerful influence on how the caregiving relationship will be experienced.

In contrast to cohesion scores, adaptability scores varied more widely. In fact, a large
percentage of the mothers (50.0%) characterized their relationships with their children as very
flexible. In light of the high levels of chaos and inconsistency that have been observed in the
caregiving relationships of drug-dependent mothers, this finding may not be altogether positive
but may instead reflect some abdication of parental authority, consistency, and monitoring,
particularly on items reflecting changing rules, leadership, and household responsibilities.

Limitations and Future Research

As with any empirical study, this study has a number of limitations to be addressed in future
studies, and findings here must be considered preliminary. First, although temporal relations
among variables (e.g., early bonding, perceived support, and the caregiving relationship) were
assigned on the basis of developmental theory and prior empirical findings, the cross-sectional
nature of the data calls for caution in drawing conclusions about temporal precedence and
causality. For instance, associations between current perceptions of support and the caregiving
relationship may be bidirectional. That is, problems in the caregiving relationship may “spill
over” into relationships with other adults. Only further longitudinal investigation will help to
clarify direction of influence.

A second limitation of this study is our reliance on relatively simple measures of mothers’
perceptions of relationships and of early care that do not directly assess mothers’ internal
models of attachment. Each of the measures has been widely used and has well-documented
reliability and validity. Moreover, the central construct of interest in this study, perceived
support, has been well documented in the psychology literature as representing a generalized
and enduring cognitive schema for relationship, much like an internal working model of
relationship (Anan & Barnett, 1999; Lakey & Cassady, 1990). Nonetheless, future studies
involving the use of more in-depth measures of attachment relationships of drug-dependent
mothers, including measures of attachment behaviors in early childhood, attachment
representations in later childhood and adulthood, and internal models of caregiving
relationships, are essential for understanding the internal working models of relationships and
corresponding psychopathology in the etiology of maladaptive parenting.

A third limitation of this study is our sole reliance on self-report measures. Drug-dependent
mothers’ concerns about losing custody of children and other impending legal problems, as
well as their fears about the impact of maternal addiction on their children’s well-being, can
unfortunately result in distortions of reports about their parenting (Mayes, 1995). This third
limitation notwithstanding, self-reported data constitute the only route to developing a
phenomenological understanding of women’s cognitive and emotional experiences as parents.
In prior quantitative studies, drug-dependent mothers have typically been studied in terms of
their attitudes about parenting, behaviors with children, drug use behaviors, and comorbid
psychiatric symptoms, with little attention directed toward mothers’ perceptions and
experiences in the caregiving role. Moreover, in this study, if the data were highly confounded
by shared method variance, the likelihood of finding a global, diffuse set of equally strong
associations among all constructs examined would have increased substantially. Instead, there
were distinct patterns of association and mediation and specific links between particular
bonding and support indices and family characteristics in directions that were hypothesized on
the basis of conceptual and theoretical arguments. Nonetheless, there is a need to examine how
mothers’ perceptions of caregiving relationships influence their parenting behavior and their
children’s development. Parenting research with nondrug-dependent (e.g., Benoit, Parker, &
Zeanah, 1997; Biringen, Matheny, Bretherton, Renouf, & Sherman, 2000; Crittenden, Lang,
Claussen, & Partridge, 2000; Grienenberger, Slade, & Kelly, 2001; Slade, 1999; Slade,

Am J Orthopsychiatry. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2007 April 12.



1duasnuey Joyiny vVd-HIN 1duasnue Joyiny vd-HIN

1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

Suchman et al.

Page 13

Grienenberger, Bernbach, Levy, & Locker, 2001; Soares, Fremmer-Bombik, Grossmann, &
Silva, 2000; Zeanah & Benoit, 1997) and drug-dependent mothers alike (e.g., Goodman et al.,
1999; Schuler, Black, & Starr, 1995) has already established that mothers’ perceptions of the
caregiving relationship influence their parenting behaviors and their children’s development.
Further study involving direct observations and evaluation of caregiving interactions and child
outcomes would help clarify the mechanisms of influence underlying these associations.

For clinical practice, the present findings underscore the need for interventions that target not
only drug-dependent women’s drug use and psychiatric symptoms but also, and possibly more
important, their capacity to seek and sustain emotional support systems in their family and
social networks. In his clinical discussions of treatment for drug dependence, Flores (2001)
has noted the limited value of treating drug dependence without addressing the developmental
task of becoming more “attached” to others. Drug dependence may bring an individual to
treatment, but abstinence from drug use is only likely to occur in the context of the changing
experience of self in an interpersonal context (Flores, 2001; Khantzian, Halliday, & McAuliffe,
1990). Consistent with Flores’s view, our results suggest that drug dependence may be a
symptom of a broader relational disturbance originating with early childhood bonds that may
be ameliorated through new social experiences. If interventions for drug-dependent mothers
address only psychological symptoms and drug use, their feelings of isolation and
stigmatization are likely to persist, influencing their parenting capacities in negative ways.
Conversely, if interventions directly target mothers’ needs as adults for ongoing, trustworthy,
predictable, and supportive interpersonal relationships, the adverse effects of more global
psychosocial risk and early bonding disruptions on parenting may become attenuated.
Consistent with this suggestion, clinical trials data indicate that therapeutic interventions that
directly address mothers’ needs for consistent, interpersonal contact and support can effectively
reduce child maltreatment risk and also foster adaptive parenting behaviors (see Heinicke et
al., 1999; Luthar & Suchman, 1999, 2000).

In summary, this study provides preliminary evidence that perceptions of relationship may be
important determinants of the caregiving relationship problems reported by drug-dependent
mothers and that previously identified psychosocial correlates of parenting may also be a
function of internal working models of relationships. Although prior studies have clearly shown
that drug-dependent mothers are at risk for engaging in maladaptive parenting practices and
that their infants are at risk for poor developmental outcomes, little work has yet been done to
understand how internal representations of relationships might contribute to each of these risks.
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Early Bonding Family Adaptability

= .20, f= 44, p < 001 R*=.19, B= 45, p <.001

Perceived Support

* Unique variance explained before controlling for perceived support.
® Unique variance explained after controlling for perceived support.

Figure 1.
Results of the regression series testing perceived support as a mediator of associations between
early maternal care and family adaptability.
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Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of the Sample (N = 125)

Variable %

Marital status

Never married 47.2
Married 8.9
Separated/divorced 38.2
Widowed 5.7

Ethnicity
European American 41.8
African American 41.0
Hispanic origin 155
Native American 1.6

Education
College/university graduate 3.2
Partial college training 20.8
High school graduate/GED 39.2
Partial high school 320
Junior high school 2.4
Elementary school 24

Occupation
No profession or skill 50.4
Employment status®
Employed (full or part time) 29.2
Unemployed 67.5
Student 3.3
Mother of minor children

Under 6 years 424
Between 6 and 17 years 75.2
Mother caring for minor children 72.0

a_ . .
During 3 years prior to assessment.
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Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for All Variables (N = 125)
Variable M SD Clinical cutoff score? % sample
beyond clinical
cutoff
Demographic characteristic
Mother’s age 36.0 6.1
Years of education 11.8 1.9
Number of children 2.7 13
Number of minor children
Under 6 years 0.6 0.9
Between 6 and 17 years 1.4 1.1
Years of opiate use 9.5 7.1
Early bonding
Care 217 7.9 <19.0° 38.4
Overprotection 17.3 6.6 >19_9b 30.0
Depression 9.2 7.2 >8.0¢ 50.0
Drug use severity 0.2 0.1
Perceived support
Family 132 5.0 <11.9° 336
Friends 13.3 6.0 <8.0° 24.0
Caregiving problems
Family adaptability 30.5 9.0 <19¢ 10.0
Family cohesion 26.9 6.4 <34¢ 87.2

a . . -
Corresponds to cutoff scores beyond which scores represent potential vulnerability.

Clinical cutoff scores (means plus 1 standard deviation) derived from published means and standard deviations for comparable normative populations
(e.g., women, mothers; cited in Parker et al., 1979; Wade & Procidano, 1986).

Clinical cutoff scores were provided by authors of measures in administration manuals.
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