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Abstract
Purpose—Prenatal expectations describe various domains a woman envisions in preparation for
her role as a new mother and influence how women transition into the maternal role. Although the
maternal role is strongly influenced by the prevailing familial and sociocultural context, research
characterizing prenatal expectations in ethnic minority and low-income women is lacking. As part
of the largest growing minority group in the U.S., Latina mothers represent an important group to
study.

Methods—Two hundred and ten low-income Mexican American women were administered the
Prenatal Experiences Scale for Mexican Americans (PESMA) that was adapted to capture specific
cultural aspects of prenatal expectations. Measures of current support, prenatal depressive
symptoms, and other sociodemographic characteristics were also completed to assess validity.

Results—Exploratory factor analysis identified three underlying factors of prenatal expectations:
Paternal Support, Family Support, and Maternal Role Fulfillment. Associations among these
subscales, and demographics and cultural variables were conducted to characterize women who
reported higher and lower levels of expectations. The PESMA demonstrated good concurrent
validity when compared to measures of social support, prenatal depressive symptoms, and other
sociodemographic constructs.

Conclusions—A culturally sensitive measure of prenatal expectations is an important step
towards a better understanding of how Mexican American women transition to the maternal role
and identify culturally specific targets for interventions to promote maternal health.
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Introduction
The transition to motherhood begins prenatally, with preparations for the parental role.
Becoming a mother has been described as a transformational process during which women
anticipate and cognitively “rehearse” for their postpartum role by forming expectations of
what life may be like following childbirth (Lederman 1996). The construct of prenatal
expectations has been used in prior research to describe various domains of parenthood that
a woman envisions during pregnancy. The maternal role has been described as a “social
construct” with qualities that are strongly influenced by the prevailing familial and
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sociocultural context (Guendelman et al., 2001; Sagrestano et al., 1999). Yet research
characterizing maternal prenatal expectations has been largely conducted among samples of
middle-class, Caucasian women, with little attention to how ethnic minority and low-income
women approach motherhood. As the largest minority group in the United States with
fertility rates 30–40% higher than any other ethnic group (Hamilton et al., 2005; U.S.
Census Bureau 2011), Hispanic mothers represent a particularly important cultural group to
study. Among Hispanic women, Mexican Americans2 have the highest birthrates (Hamilton
2011) and are also more likely to be exposed to life stressors that may bear considerably on
the pregnancy period, including decreased likelihood of having insurance, lower levels of
financial resources, and increased discrimination (Garcia-Esteve et al., 2004). The unique
socioeconomic and psychosocial risk factors facing Mexican American women during the
transition to parenthood support a dedicated study of their prenatal experiences. The current
study describes the psychometric properties of an existing measure that was adapted to
evaluate prenatal expectations among low-income Mexican American pregnant women and
explores the demographic, cultural, and psychosocial correlates of women’s anticipated
views of the early postpartum period.

Forming expectations serves an important purpose during major transitions, countering the
uncertainty associated with significant life changes by contributing to the sense that events
are predictable and under one’s personal control (Lawrence et al., 2007). Rubin (1984)
suggested that prenatal expectations are conjectures or hypotheses of what parenthood will
entail that originate from values, prior experiences, and contexts with which women
approach the maternal role. Expectations formed prenatally about the postpartum period
may be adaptive, preparing women to cope with parenting stressors and successfully
transition into the maternal role following the birth of a child. Pancer et al. (2000) observed
that pregnant women who envisioned more positive infant caring experiences experienced
lower levels of depression and increased self-esteem following childbirth as compared to
women who endorsed poorer expectations for the postpartum period.

In prior research, frequently assessed domains of prenatal expectations include women’s
projections about parenting self-efficacy, fulfillment anticipated from the maternal role,
expected changes in employment, lifestyle or household responsibilities, anticipated receipt
of social support during the early postpartum period from her partner and family, and
assumptions of positive/negative changes in other social relationships (Coleman et al., 1999;
Delmore-Ko et al., 2000; Kiang et al., 2004; McHale et al., 2004; Tamis-Lemonda and
Kahana-Kalman 2009). Categories of prenatal expectations have been formed on the basis of
qualitative analysis of in-depth prenatal interviews (Delmore-Ko et al., 2000; Pancer et al.,
2000; Tamis-Lemonda and Kahana-Kalman 2009) and quantitative analysis of self-report
scales (Coleman et al., 1999; Kiang et al., 2004; McHale et al., 2004). Expectations may
vary along a continuum of very positive to very negative; although expectant mothers may
anticipate parenthood with enthusiasm and excitement, the prenatal period may also be
marked by significant concerns about the challenges of caring for a newborn (Fox et al.,
2000).

Although little is known about the demographic and psychosocial characteristics of women
who form higher and lower prenatal expectations, previous experience with infants and
confidence in one’s ability to handle the care of a newborn baby may contribute to more
positive expectations for transitioning into the maternal role. Other characteristics such as
family context, socioeconomic status, and maternal education level may also bear on the
formation of prenatal expectations. For example, anticipated postpartum paternal support

2For the purposes of this research, “Mexican American” refers to any women of Mexican heritage residing in the US, regardless of
nativity or citizenship.
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may be higher among women married to and/or residing with the father of their baby, while
expectations of the financial impact of a child may vary depending on women’s
socioeconomic status and levels of current financial hardship. Additionally, relations
between expectations and prenatal mood are important to explore, as negative prenatal
expectations have been posited to correlate with prenatal distress (Lucas 2010). Prenatal
distress, in turn, has been associated with poor birth outcomes and elevated risk of
postpartum depression (Field 2011).

Prenatal expectations likely vary across cultures, but ethnic and cultural considerations have
rarely been addressed in prior studies. The influence of social and ecological forces on
maternal prenatal expectations may be accentuated among Mexican American women for
whom the meaning of motherhood is shaped by strong cultural values and norms related to
motherhood and family relationships. Hispanic women have been described as adhering
strongly to familism values that emphasize attachment to the nuclear and extended family
(Germán et al., 2009; Rafaelli and Ontai 2004) and prior qualitative research has observed
that the prenatal expectations of Mexican American women are more likely include themes
related to the effect of a new child on the family unit as compared to women from other
ethnic groups (Tamis-Lemonda and Kahana-Kalman 2009). Familism values are also related
to marianismo, a construct that sets forth gender-specific role expectations regarding the
centrality of motherhood and childcare in the lives of Hispanic women (Castillo et al.,
2010). Mexican American women often incorporate the maternal role into their self-identity,
finding value and meaning in being a mother. Culturally specific constructs related to
mothering (e.g., motherhood as a valued and rewarding life experience) have been
associated with positive pregnancy and birth experiences among Mexican American women
(Page 2004). The content of Mexican American women’s prenatal expectations and their
relation to cultural values may vary with level of acculturation. The transition to parenthood
may be influenced by acculturation as majority culture values of individualism, self-
development and personal goals, and egalitarian gender role attitudes are increasingly
adopted (Wilson 1998).

Cultural beliefs related to parenthood and childrearing offer a unique framework by which
Mexican American women prepare to assume the maternal role, requiring adaptation of
existing measures of prenatal expectations that were developed for majority populations.
The current paper describes the development and validation of the Prenatal Experiences
Scale for Mexican Americans (PESMA), a culturally-sensitive assessment of prenatal
expectations for low-income Mexican American women. Taking prior empirical research
and cultural considerations into account, The Prenatal Maternal Expectations Scale
(Coleman et al., 1999) was extensively modified to evaluate prenatal expectations for life
following the birth of a child in low-income Mexican American women. Exploratory factor
analyses examined the structure underlying prenatal expectations. Additional analyses
evaluated relations among expectations and concurrent measures of social support,
depression, cultural constructs (e.g., familism and acculturation), and other
sociodemographic factors to further characterize the nature of prenatal expectations among
low-income Mexican American women and provide concurrent validation for the PESMA.

Materials and Methods
Participants

Participants included 210 self-identified Mexican American women (M age = 27.4 years,
SD = 6.4) recruited for a larger longitudinal study of maternal and infant health that
followed women and their infants for 3 years following the birth. Data collected during the
prenatal assessment only were used for the current study. Women were invited to participate
if the following eligibility criteria were met: (1) Self-identification as Mexican American,
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(2) English or Spanish language fluency, (3) Age 18 or older, (4) Low-income status (self-
reported income below $25,000 or eligibility for federal emergency medical services
funding), and (5) Anticipated delivery of a healthy, singlet baby. Demographic
characteristics of the sample are shown in Table 1.

Procedures
Women were recruited from a hospital-based clinic that provides prenatal care to low-
income women in the surrounding urban community. During prenatal care appointments,
pregnant women prior to 38 weeks gestation were introduced to the study by a female,
bilingual interviewer. A total of 343 women were approached for recruitment during a
prenatal care appointment. Of these, 286 (83%) agreed to be contacted to schedule a prenatal
home visit, at which informed consent was obtained. Of the women who agreed to schedule
a home visit, 36 (13%) could not be contacted to schedule the visit, 17 (6%) refused to
participate, and 23 (8%) were ineligible (were not Mexican American, delivered prior to
completing a prenatal home visit, had a miscarriage, or moved out of state). Our final
sample consisted of 210 women who consented to be part of the study.

Prenatal home visits took place between 23 and 41 weeks gestation (M = 35.2, SD = 2.9).
Interviews were conducted in the language with which participants were most comfortable
(82% Spanish, 18% English). Due to variations in literacy, informed consent and all study
questions were read aloud to women and responses were entered by the interviewer into a
laptop computer. Women were compensated $75 for the interview and received small gifts
in preparation for their baby’s birth (e.g., bath oils, lip balm, and lotion).

Measures
Validated Spanish versions of the measures were used when available. For measures without
a validated Spanish version, measures were translated and back translated by certified
Spanish-English translators. The translations were then checked for accuracy by a separate
team of bilingual study personnel to ensure they were culturally sensitive and appropriate to
the local population of Spanish speakers. Any discrepancies were resolved by principal
investigators or the lead translators.

Demographic characteristics—Women were queried about marital status, number of
biological children, total number of children under 18 years of age residing in the home,
educational history, age, and country of birth. Because the majority of the women were born
in Mexico (86%), women were also asked how long they had lived in the United States.

Economic Hardship—Perceived financial difficulties were assessed with the Economic
Hardship Scale (EHS; Barerra et al., 2001). The EHS was developed for low-income
families and measures psychological aspects of poverty, including overall financial strain,
lack of money for necessities, need for economic adjustments or cutbacks, and inability to
make ends meet. Assessing the subjective nature of financial difficulties, rather than
categorical total income, provides more information regarding need and deprivation in
impoverished families (Barerra et al., 2001). Participants considered their financial situation
for a 3 month time frame and answered 20 questions using a Likert scale ranging from 1–5,
with lower scores indicating higher levels of financial strain. Scores from the four subscales
were standardized and combined to form a single score of economic hardship (α = .74)

Prenatal depressive symptoms—Depressive symptoms were measured with the
Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale (EPDS; Cox et al., 1987). The EPDS has
demonstrated moderate to good test-retest reliability, adequate internal consistency and

Gress-Smith et al. Page 4

Arch Womens Ment Health. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 August 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



concurrent validity (Boyd et al., 2005), and has been validated in Spanish-speaking samples
(Garcia-Esteve et al., 2003). Cronbach’s alpha for the current sample was .86.

Prior experiences with a baby—Women were asked to describe their level of prior
experience in child caretaking on a five-point scale (1 = Little/no experience, 2 = Some
experience, 3 = A moderate amount of experience, 4 = Quite a bit of experience, 5 = A lot of
experience).

Preparedness for a baby—Participants were asked how prepared they felt to care for a
baby on a five-point scale (1 = Not prepared, 2 = Somewhat prepared, 3 = Moderately
prepared, 4 = Quite a bit prepared, 5 = Very prepared).

Weeks pregnant at first prenatal care visit—Women reported how far along they
were in their pregnancy when they first saw a physician to begin prenatal care.

Pregnancy intention—The intendedness of the current pregnancy was assessed by asking
women if they wished to be pregnant: sooner/at the current time or at a later time/never.

Familism—Familism values were evaluated with 16 items from the Mexican American
Cultural Values Scale (MACVS; Knight et al., 2007). Three subscales assessed beliefs about
the family unit as related to familial obligations (e.g., “Parents should be willing to make
great sacrifices to make sure their children have a better life”; 5 items, α = .59), family
support and emotional closeness (e.g., It is important for family members to show their love
and affection for one another”; 6 items, α = .77), and the use of the family as a source of
reference (e.g., “When it comes to important decisions, the family should ask for advice
from close relatives”; 5 items, α = .68). Participants indicated how much they agreed or
disagreed with each item on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 strongly agree).
Correlations among the subscales ranged from r =.60 to .69 and were subsequently
combined to form a single variable representative of overall endorsement of familism values
(α = .86).

Acculturation—The Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican Americans (ARSMA-II;
Cuellar et al., 1995) evaluated women’s level of acculturation. The 30-item scale is a
widely-used measure of acculturation that assesses adaptation to majority culture (13-item
Anglo Orientation Scale; α = .93) and ethnic culture (17-item Mexican Orientation Scale; α
= .87) to provide a multidimensional assessment of acculturation.

Social support—Level of current social support was assessed with 17 items from the
Medical Outcome Study Social Support Survey (Sherbourne and Stewart 1991). Participants
were asked to indicate the frequency with which they had someone they could rely on for
emotional/informational support (e.g., someone to confide in, someone who will give you
good advice), tangible support (e.g., someone to take you to the doctor), affectionate support
(e.g., someone who shows you love), and positive social interactions (e.g., someone to get
together with for relaxation). Items were rated on a 5-point scale from 1 (never) to 5 (all the
time) with higher scores indicative of greater availability of social support. Items were
summed across dimensions to provide an overall index of the perceived availability of
support (α = .96).

Satisfaction with paternal support—Level of satisfaction from the baby’s father was
evaluated with a single item, “Overall, how satisfied are you with the support that you get
from your baby’s biological father?” rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all
satisfied) to 5 (extremely satisfied).
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Prenatal maternal expectations—Development of the Prenatal Expectations Scale for
Mexican Americans (PESMA), a culturally-sensitive measure of prenatal maternal
expectations, was guided by prior research on maternal expectations and research on cultural
characteristics of Mexican American families. Twelve items were selected from the Prenatal
Maternal Expectations Scale (PMES; Coleman et al., 1999), a measure that assessed beliefs
and expectations about motherhood among a sample of middle-class, predominantly
Caucasian women. The PMES scale was chosen as the basis for development of the PESMA
because it was the only known prospective measure that assessed prenatal maternal
expectations over a broad range of domains and had been validated in prior samples (e.g.
Baor and Soskolne 2010). Prior research has predominantly relied on qualitative studies or
retrospective measures of prenatal expectations, or has focused on a specific domain of
expectations (e.g., marital adjustment, division of household labor). The original PMES
measure contained 46 items organized a priori into five subscales, including expectations
about the baby’s appearance and well-being, enjoyment of motherhood, influence on
friendships and other relationships, impact on the mother’s personal life, and expectations
related to how a women envisions herself as a mother. Items retained from the original
PMES measure were those that were considered aligned with culturally-relevant
motherhood themes (e.g. family support and centrality of the maternal role). Items reflecting
the loss of extracurricular activities and hobbies following childbirth were omitted. Minor
changes were made from the original wording to accommodate the low literacy level of the
current sample. Based on theory and prior empirical research, items were added to capture
culturally-specific expectancies about life following the birth of a child. Such items assessed
expectations of family support following childbirth (e.g., “Your mother or other women in
your family will teach you how to care for your baby) and anticipated beliefs related to the
centrality of marianismo to women’s identities (e.g., “Becoming a mother will be one of the
best things you’ve ever done”). The final measure contained 34 items rated on a 5-point
scale from 1 = “Not at all” to 5 = “Completely”, with higher scores reflecting higher
expectations for the postpartum period in each domain.

Data Analyses
Because previous studies have not examined the psychometric properties of prenatal
expectations in Mexican American mothers, an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was
completed to examine the underlying factor structure in this population. The EFA was
conducted in MPlus 6.2 (Muthen & Muthen) using maximum likelihood factor analysis and
geomin rotation (a type of oblique rotation) to allow for correlations among the factors,
obtain fit statistics for the EFA model, and account for the small amount (2%) of missing
data. Current statistical recommendations have criticized using eigenvalues greater than 1 as
the sole determinant of the number of factors to be extracted (Fabrigar et al., 1999). More
recently, employing model fit statistics, specifically RMSEA values ≤ .08, has been
suggested as appropriate criteria to determine the number of total factors (Fabrigar et al.,
1999). For the current analyses, fit indices (RMSEA ≤ .08, CFI ≥ .95, and SRMR < .08
values; Hu and Bentler 1999) and critical evaluation of the substantive content of the items
that loaded on each factor were used to determine the final factor solution.

Results
Preliminary Analyses

Initial analyses revealed three types of problematic item-level issues. First, the twelve items
that were reverse coded (e.g. “there will be times that you feel stuck or trapped being a
mother”) tended to have low loadings on all of the factors, regardless of the number of
factors extracted. Measurement literature suggests that reverse coded items may place a
substantial cognitive burden on participants (Weems et al., 2003) and may be especially
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problematic when translated into Spanish (Knight et al., 2010); thus, these items may have
been problematic for our sample given lower literacy levels. Second, two items assessing
maternal expectations of infant appearance and health had very low variability (e.g., “My
baby will be beautiful” M = 4.92 SD =.4 and “My baby will be healthy” M = 4.63 SD =.7),
as almost all mothers answered “5, Very much so”. A third group of three items had low
loadings (ranging from .13–.20) or did not substantively fit within any factor solution (e.g.
“You will have enough money to provide for your baby”). Thus, 17 items were eliminated,
leaving a total of 17 items.

Primary Analyses
Exploratory Factor Analyses—Two, three, and four factor models with the 17-item
PESMA items were examined using the data analytic procedures described above. The EFA
with the 17 items indicated that a three-factor solution provided a good fit to the data (CFI
= .95, RMSEA = .08, SRMR = .03). The two-factor solution provided a worse fit to the data
according to the aforementioned fit indices (CFI = .87, RMSEA = .11, SRMR = .08), and
was disregarded as a viable solution. Mathematically, the four-factor solution presented as a
somewhat better fit to the data (CFI = .97, RMSEA = .06, SRMR = .03), however, the
substantive content of the fourth factor was not theoretically cohesive. Furthermore, the
content of the three-factor solution deteriorated as items loaded onto the fourth factor.
Therefore, the three-factor solution was selected for the subsequent analyses and
interpretations.

Within the three-factor solution, the first factor (termed Paternal Support) consisted of six
items assessing expectations of partner support, with loadings ranging from .65 to .92 (see
Table 2). Factor 2 (termed Family Support) consisted of six items pertaining to anticipated
family support during the postpartum period and had factor loadings ranging from .48 to .72.
Lastly, the third factor (termed Maternal Role Fulfillment) was comprised of five items that
assessed expectations about the transition to the maternal role and satisfaction anticipated
from motherhood (factor loadings ranged from .48 to .72). The Paternal Support factor
correlated with Family Support factor (r =.22), and with Maternal Role Fulfillment factor (r
= .34). The correlation between Family Support and Maternal Role Fulfillment factors was r
= .26. Scale scores were formed by summing the individual items identified by each factor
in the EFA. The Paternal Support, Family Support, and Maternal Role Fulfillment subscales
had internal reliabilities of Cronbach’s alpha = .91, .85, and .69, respectively. Cronbach’s
alpha for the entire PESMA scale was .86.

Correlates of prenatal expectations—Following the EFA, Pearson product correlation
analyses were conducted to describe the demographic and cultural correlates of paternal
support, family support, and maternal role fulfillment expectations. Correlations between
prenatal expectations and measures of prenatal psychosocial functioning were also
calculated to explore the concurrent validity of the newly developed measure. Results are
shown in Table 3 and described in more detail below.

Demographic characteristics: Expectations of paternal support and maternal role
fulfillment were higher among women married to and/or living with a romantic partner and
those who wanted to be pregnant at that time or sooner. Women with expectations for more
satisfaction from the maternal role lived in homes with fewer children, reported higher
levels of economic hardship, had more prior experience with babies, and endorsed a greater
sense of preparedness for motherhood. Interestingly, Mexican American mothers who
expected to feel greater fulfillment from motherhood reported earlier initiation of prenatal
care. Higher expectations of family support were associated with younger maternal age,
fewer biological children, increased economic hardship, and higher maternal education.
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Psychosocial characteristics: All three factors of the PESMA were negatively correlated
with prenatal depressive symptoms (correlations ranged between −.18 and −.41) and
positively correlated with prenatal social support (r = .26 to .52). The magnitude of these
correlations is consistent with Cohen’s (1988) definition of effect sizes ranging from small
to medium for depressive symptoms and medium to large for social support. In sum, higher
levels of expectations for Paternal Support, Family Support, and Maternal Role Fulfillment
were significantly associated with fewer prenatal depressive symptoms and higher social
support.

Cultural characteristics: We also examined correlations among the three domains of the
PESMA and cultural characteristics, including country of origin, age of immigration to the
United States, and orientation to majority/minority culture. Women who were born in the
United States had higher expectations of family support compared to women born in
Mexico. However, women born in Mexico had significantly higher expectations for paternal
support than those born in the United States. Similarly, women who immigrated to the
United States at a younger age endorsed significantly higher levels of expected family
support compared to women who immigrated to the United States at an older age. Age of
immigration and country of origin were not significantly correlated with partner support or
maternal role fulfillment expectations. Higher expectations across all three domains were
positively associated with greater endorsement of familism values, with correlations ranging
from .19 to .38, which is consistent a small to medium effect size (Cohen 1988). Women
who anticipated greater family support after the birth of their baby also endorsed a cultural
orientation characterized by higher identification with Anglo culture and lower identification
with Mexican culture. However, greater identification with Mexican culture was associated
with higher expectations for the maternal role and paternal support.

Validity testing: Correlational analyses also served the purpose of providing discriminant
and concurrent validity for the PESMA. First, we explored relations between each subscale
of expectations and constructs with which they should be positively correlated. For example,
we would expect anticipated partner support and family support to be positively related to
measures of current general social support. In fact, social support was positively correlated
with prenatal expectations of partner support (r = .35) and family support (r =.52). The
respective moderate and large magnitude of these relations demonstrated that each subscale
of the PESMA is related to general social support, but is also distinct and contains unique
information. As we would expect, women who were married or in a relationship (r = −.62)
and those who were more satisfied with the current levels of support from their baby’s father
(r = .80) demonstrated higher expectations for greater paternal support. Prenatal expectations
were also positively correlated with familism (r’s = .19 to .38), a construct emphasizing
strong familial bonds and the importance of family cohesion. The magnitude of the
correlations between expectations and familism was lower than the correlations observed
between expectations and general social support, which may be expected given the stronger
conceptual link between expectations of social support and current general social support.

Next, we explored associations with constructs we would expect to bear a negative relation
with prenatal expectations. Feelings of hopelessness are a hallmark feature of depressive
disorders and as such, we would expect women reporting higher levels of depressive
symptoms to endorse lower positive expectations for the future. As expected, prenatal
depressive symptoms were negatively correlated with each of the three expectations
subscales (r = −.18 to −.41). Women who had lower expectations for maternal role
fulfillment initiated prenatal care later in their pregnancies (r = −.18). Women may be less
likely to engage in positive health behaviors during pregnancy when they hold negative
expectations for the maternal role. Further, prenatal care initiation was not significantly
associated with expectations for paternal or family support. The absence of significant
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relations among prenatal care and partner and family support may be expected, as maternal
role expectations should bear a stronger correlation with maternal self-care and health.

Discussion
The current literature on prenatal expectations has focused primarily on middle-class,
Caucasian samples, resulting in a gap in our understanding and measurement of prenatal
expectations in high-risk, low-income minority samples. The current study adapted an
existing measure of prenatal expectations for use with low income Mexican American
women, who have the highest birthrate in the United States (Hamilton et al., 2011). The
Prenatal Maternal Expectations Scale (Coleman et al., 1999) formed the initial basis for the
measure, but was extensively modified to reflect culturally-relevant domains of expectations
and form the Prenatal Expectations Scale for Mexican Americans (PESMA). Three distinct
factors emerged underlying prenatal expectations in this sample of low-income Mexican
American women: Paternal Support, Family Support, and Maternal Role Fulfillment. The
correlations among the factors were modest, suggesting that each is an important individual
domain that characterizes the content of women’s prenatal expectations. This underlying
structure of prenatal expectations also demonstrated good concurrent validity when
compared to measures of social support and prenatal depression.

The current investigation offers a novel description of antepartum Mexican American
women’s perceptions of what motherhood will entail. Women cognitively and emotionally
prepare for motherhood during the prenatal period by evaluating, appraising, and forming
expectations about qualities of the postpartum environment (Lawrence et al., 2007). Prenatal
expectations also represent beliefs about distinct sources of stress and fulfillment women
may experience when they become a mother (Lederman 1996) and have been postulated to
affect a woman’s behavior and mood during the prenatal period (Lucas 2010). An
understanding of relations among prenatal expectations, emotional functioning, and healthy
pregnancy behaviors may suggest important targets for interventions to promote maternal
and infant health during the prenatal period. Among Mexican American women for whom
elevated rates of prenatal depression have been observed (Lara et al., 2009), such efforts
may be particularly critical.

Little is known about the individual, familial, and cultural characteristics associated with
expectations formed about this transformative life experience. Examining these personal and
contextual qualities are critical to understanding the characteristics of women who form
higher and lower levels of prenatal expectations. In the present study, women who had
higher expectations for maternal role fulfillment were more likely to be married and have
fewer young children living in the home. Women may expect that adjusting to their role as
mothers will be more enjoyable or fulfilling if they do so with a partner, rather than alone.
Women with higher expectations of postpartum family support were more likely to have
higher levels of education, less subjective economic hardship, and be younger in age.
Younger women may be more likely to live at home and expect the support of their nuclear
and extended family following the birth of their baby. High existing levels of personal and
socioeconomic resources in the prenatal environment may also contribute to expectations for
support during the postpartum period. These findings extend our understanding of prenatal
expectations in a sample focused exclusively on low-income Mexican American women.

Prior research has observed lower levels of prenatal and postpartum depression among
Mexican American women who report higher prenatal social support (Campos et al., 2008;
Martinez-Schallmoser et al., 2003; Sheng et al., 2010); however, these studies focused on
received support rather than expectations of future support. Measuring expectations differs
from assessing currently available resources because expectations capture an element of
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cognitive appraisal, including how a woman perceives or feels about the resources in her life
and their future availability. The emotional correlates of these appraisals of the postpartum
period are likely associated with women’s stress levels and mood during pregnancy (Lucas
2010). In the current study, women with higher expectations for postpartum partner and
family support had fewer prenatal depressive symptoms. Although correlational in nature,
these findings may provide insight into the positive or protective effects that cognitive
appraisal or rehearsal of postpartum expectations may have during the prenatal period. As a
function of self-fulfilling prophecies or pressures to ensure confirmation of anticipated
future events, prenatal expectations for support may shape the type and extent of support
received following the birth of a child (Hackle and Ruble 1992; Lawrence et al., 2007). As
low levels of postpartum social support have been identified as a risk factor in the
development of postpartum depression among Hispanic women (Martinez-Schallmoser et
al., 2003), assessing prenatal expectations of postpartum support may offer an early
identification strategy for women at risk for poor adjustment in the postpartum period.

Prenatal depressive symptoms were also lower among women who endorsed higher
expectations for the maternal role. Changes in a woman’s self-concept are a significant part
of pregnancy (Smith 1999) and prior research suggests positive cognitive rehearsal of
becoming a mother contributes to psychological well-being during pregnancy (Lederman
1996; Rubin 1984). It is also possible that depressive symptoms contribute to more negative
expectations about the upcoming maternal role. Women’s prior experience with babies and
feelings of preparedness to care for an infant were significantly associated with expectations
for a more rewarding experience in the maternal role. Educating women about how to care
for a new baby ameliorates the stress infant care often brings in the early postpartum period
(Darvil et al., 2010; Shaw et al., 2006). The current findings raise the possibility that such
education may also contribute to more positive expectations that one will be able to manage
and be fulfilled by the maternal role. Importantly, women who had higher expectations that
motherhood would be a fulfilling experience reported earlier initiation of prenatal care.
Models of prenatal care utilization in low-income populations have not been heavily
investigated, and these results suggest bolstering the prenatal expectations for maternal role
may be a promising pathway to explore.

Among Mexican American women, prevailing values offer a cultural lens to interpret and
understand beliefs surrounding the transition to the maternal role. We examined multiple
elements of acculturation and Mexican American cultural values to broadly assess relations
between cultural factors and prenatal expectations. Familism highlights the value of the
maternal role (Castillo et al., 2010) and importance of close familial bonds (Marin 1993)
such that women with these beliefs may approach the transition to parenthood with more
positive expectations. Indeed, women with more positive expectations across all three
factors of prenatal expectations reported stronger endorsement of familism values and those
who more strongly identified with Mexican culture anticipated greater fulfillment from the
maternal role. Analyses also revealed a negative relation between Mexican cultural
orientation and expectations of family support, and a positive relation between Anglo
cultural orientation and expectations of family support in the postpartum period. Although
this finding might appear counterintuitive given expectations that traditional women would
be more family-oriented, prior research has shown that expectations of family support do not
diminish with increasing acculturation and, as a result, later generations and more
acculturated individuals may benefit from more family support simply because they have
more family members residing in the United States (Sabogal et al., 1987). Identification with
Anglo culture was also associated with earlier age of immigration to the United States or
birth in the United States, supporting the interpretation that the more acculturated women in
the sample may have a stronger and more stable network of family members available.
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There are several limitations in the current study. First, the small number of items may have
limited the identification of other important domains of women’s expectations about the
postpartum period. Though empirical and theoretical support was used to adapt the PESMA
for use with Mexican American women from an existing measure of prenatal expectations,
qualitative studies and focus groups may identify additional items or factors. Second, the
formation of expectations may be related to other factors not assessed in the current study,
including personality factors, attachment style, or lifetime history of depression or other
mental health issues. Third, because steps were taken to ensure the applicability of the
domains and content of the PESMA to Mexican American women, it may not be
generalizable to other Latino populations. Fourth, the reliability of the Maternal Role
Fulfillment subscale appeared to be affected by the presence of reverse coded and low
variability items. While item elimination during exploratory analyses and measure
development is expected, future studies refining the items for this subscale may be
particularly important. Fifth, the single-item measure of satisfaction with current paternal
support may have provided only limited information about relations between expectations
and support related to the father role. Future studies should examine relations between
expectations and different domains of paternal support. Finally, the PESMA requires further
testing of its psychometric properties with a larger sample size to enhance the support for its
use with Mexican American women. Evidence of construct validity and test-retest reliability
may be achieved through additional administrations and confirmatory factor analyses of the
proposed factor structure.

Conclusion
Investigations of prenatal expectations in Mexican American women are scarce. The few
studies that have examined this construct have done so through qualitative interviews
(Guendleman et al., 2001; Lucas 2010; Tamis-Lemonda and Kahana-Kalman 2009). The
current study provides a significant contribution to the current literature by developing and
validating the PESMA, a measure of prenatal expectations in low-income Mexican
American women. A culturally-relevant assessment of expectations for the postpartum
period offers important insight into how Mexican American women anticipate the positive
and negative changes that accompany new motherhood. The three domains of expectations
assessed by the PESMA (Family Support, Partner Support, and Maternal Role Fulfillment)
represent a broad prenatal snapshot of women’s anticipated experiences during the
postpartum period and demonstrate informative relations with concurrent demographic,
psychosocial, and cultural factors. Culturally-sensitive measurement of prenatal expectations
is an important step towards a better understanding of the transition to motherhood among
unique population of women.

Acknowledgments
This research was supported by R01 MH083173-01A1, NIMH (to Linda Luecken. Nancy Gonzales, and Keith
Crnic). The first author of this manuscript was supported by National Research Service Award, F31MH0953141,
NIMH.

References
Barrera M, Caples H, Tien J. The Psychological Sense of Economic Hardship: Measurement Models,

Validity, and Cross-Ethnic Equivalence for Urban Families. Amer J of Comm Psych. 2001; 29:493–
517.

Baor L, Soskolne V. Mothers of IVF and spontaneously conceived twins: a comparison of prenatal
maternal expectations, coping resources and maternal stress. Hum Reprod. 2010; 25(6):1490–
1496.10.1093/humrep/deq045 [PubMed: 20299383]

Gress-Smith et al. Page 11

Arch Womens Ment Health. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 August 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Boyd R, Le H-N, Somberg R. Review of screening instruments for postpartum depression. Arch
Womens Ment Health. 2005; 8:141–153.10.1007/s00737-005-0096-6 [PubMed: 16133785]

Campos B, Dunkel Schetter C, Abdou C, Hobel C, Glynn L, Sandman C. Familism, social support,
and stress: Positive implications for pregnant Latinas. Cultur Divers Ethnic Minor Psychol. 2008;
14(2):155–162.10.1037/1099-9809.14.2.155 [PubMed: 18426288]

Castillo L, Perez F, Castillo R, Ghosheh M. Construction and initial validation of the Marianismo
Beliefs Scale. Couns Psychol Q. 2010; 23(2):163–175.10.1080/09515071003776036

Coleman P, Nelson E, Sundre D. The relationship between prenatal expectations and postnatal
attitudes among first-time mothers. J Reprod Infant Psychol. 1999; 17(1):28–
39.10.1080/02646839908404582

Cox JL, Holden JM, Sagovsky R. Detection of postnatal depression: Development of the 10-item
Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale. Br J Psychiatry. 1987; 150:782–786.10.1192/bjp.150.6.782
[PubMed: 3651732]

Cuellar I, Arnold B, Maldonado R. Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican Americans-II: A revision
of the original ARSMA scale. Hisp J Behav Sci. 1995; 17:275–303.10.1177/07399863950173001

Darvill R, Skirton H, Farrand P. Psychological factors that impact on women’s experiences of first-
time motherhood: a qualitative study of the transition. Midwifery. 2010; 26:357–366.10.1016/
j.midw.2008.07.006 [PubMed: 18783860]

Delmore-Ko P, Pancer S, Hunsberger B, Pratt M. Becoming a parent: The relation between prenatal
expectations and postnatal experience. J Fam Psychol. 2000; 14(4):625–
640.10.1037/0893-3200.14.4.625 [PubMed: 11132485]

Fabrigar L, Wegener D, MacCallum R, Strahan E. Evaluating the use of exploratory factor analysis in
psychological research. Psychol Methods. 1999; 4(3):272–299.10.1037/1082-989X.4.3.272

Field T. Prenatal depression effects on early development: A review. Infant Behav Dev. 2011; 34(1):
1–14.10.1016/j.infbeh.2010.09.008 [PubMed: 20970195]

Fox G, Bruce C, Combs-Orme T. Parenting expectations and concerns of fathers and mothers of
newborn infants. Fam Relat. 2000; 49(2):123–131.10.1111/j.1741-3729.2000.00123.x

Garcia-Esteve L, Ascaso C, Ojuel J, Navarro P. Validation of the Edinburgh Postnatal Depression
Scale (EPDS) in Spanish mothers. J Affect Disord. 2003; 75:71–76.10.1016/
S0165-0327(02)00020-4 [PubMed: 12781353]

Germán M, Gonzales N, Dumka L. Familism values as a protective factor for Mexican-origin
adolescents exposed to deviant peers. J Early Adolesc. 2009; 29(1):16–
42.10.1177/0272431608324475 [PubMed: 21776180]

Guendelman S, Malin C, Herr-Harthorn B, Vargas P. Orientations to motherhood and male partner
support among women in Mexico and Mexican-origin women in the United States. Soc Sci Med.
2001; 52:1805–1813.10.1016/S0277-9536(00)00296-3 [PubMed: 11352407]

Hackel L, Ruble D. Changes in the marital relationship after the first baby is born: Predicting the
impact of expectancy disconfirmation. J Pers Soc Psychol. 1992; 62(6):944–
957.10.1037/0022-3514.62.6.944 [PubMed: 1619550]

Hamilton B, Martin J, Ventura S, Sutton P, Mecacker F. Births: Preliminary data for 2004. National
Vital Statistics Reports. 2005; 54(8):1–20. Retrieved November 2, 2012 from http://www.cdc.gov/
nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr54/nvsr54_08.pdf.

Hu L, Bentler PM. Cutoff criteria for fit indexes in covariance structure analysis: Conventional criteria
versus new alternatives. Struct Equ Modeling. 1999; 6(1):1–55.10.1080/10705519909540118

Kiang L, Moreno A, Robinson J. Maternal preconceptions about parenting predict child temperament,
maternal sensitivity, and children’s empathy. Dev Psychol. 2004; 40(6):1081–
1092.10.1037/0012-1649.40.6.1081 [PubMed: 15535758]

Knight G, Gonzales N, Saenz D, Bonds D, Germán M, Deardorff J, Roosa M, Updegraff K. The
Mexican American Cultural Values scales for Adolescents and Adults. J Early Adolesc. 2009;
30(3):444–481.10.1177/0272431609338178 [PubMed: 20644653]

Lara M, Le H-N, Letechipia G, Hochhausen L. Prenatal depression in Latinas in the U.S. and Mexico.
Matern Child Healt J. 2009; 13:567–576.10.1007/s10995-008-0379-4

Gress-Smith et al. Page 12

Arch Womens Ment Health. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 August 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr54/nvsr54_08.pdf
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr54/nvsr54_08.pdf


Lawrence E, Nylen K, Cobb R. Prenatal expectations and marital satisfaction over the transition to
parenthood. J Fam Psychol. 2007; 21(2):155–164.10.1037/0893-3200.21.2.155 [PubMed:
17605538]

Lederman, R. Psychosocial adaptation in pregnancy: Assessment of seven dimensions of maternal
development. 2. Springer Pub Co; New York: 1996.

Lucas F. Pregnant women of Mexican descent: Constructions of motherhood. Soc Work Health Care.
2010; 49(10):946–962.10.1080/00981389.2010.518875 [PubMed: 21113850]

Marin, G. Influence of acculturation on familism and self-identification among Hispanics. In: Bernal,
ME.; Knight, GP., editors. Ethnic identity: Formation and transmission among Hispanics and other
minorities. SUNY Press; New York: 1993. p. 181-196.

Martinez-Schallmoser L, Telleen S, MacMullen N. The effect of social support and acculturation on
postpartum depression in Mexican-American women. J Transcult Nurs. 2003; 14(4):329–
33.10.1177/1043659603257162 [PubMed: 14535154]

McHale J, Kazali C, Rotman T, Talbot J, Carleton M, Lieberson R. The transition to coparenthood:
Parents’ prebirth expectations and early coparental adjustment at 3 months postpartum. Dev
Psychopathol. 2004; 16:711–713.10.1017/S0954579404004742 [PubMed: 15605633]

Page R. Positive pregnancy outcomes in Mexican Immigrants: What can we learn? J Obst Gyn Neo.
2004; 33(6):783–790.10.1177/0884217504270595

Pancer S, Pratt M, Hunsberger B, Gallant M. Thinking ahead: Complexity of expectations and the
transition to parenthood. J Pers. 2000; 68(2):253–280.10.1111/1467-6494.00097 [PubMed:
10820687]

Rafaelli M, Ontai L. Gender socialization in Latino/a families: Results from two retrospective studies.
Sex Roles. 2004; 50:287–299.10.1023/B:SERS.0000018886.58945.06

Rubin, R. Maternal identity and maternal experience. Springer; New York: 1984.

Sagrestano L, Feldman P, Rini C, Woo G, Dunkel-Schetter C. Ethnicity and social support during
pregnancy. Am J Community Psychol. 1999; 27(6):869–898.10.1023/A:1022266726892
[PubMed: 10723538]

Shaw E, Levitt C, Wong S, Kaczorowski J. The McMaster University Postpartum Research Group .
Systematic Review of the Literature on Postpartum Care: Effectiveness of Postpartum Support to
Improve Maternal Parenting, Mental Health, Quality of Life, and Physical Health. Birth. 2006;
33:210–220.10.1111/j.1523-536X.2006.00106.x [PubMed: 16948721]

Sheng X, Le H-N, Perry D. Perceived satisfaction with social support and depressive symptoms in
perimnatal Latinas. J Transcult Nurs. 2010; 21:35–44.10.1177/1043659609348619 [PubMed:
19820171]

Sherbourne CD, Stewart AL. The MOS social support survey. Soc Sci Med. 1991; 32(6):705–
714.10.1016/0277-9536(91)90150-B [PubMed: 2035047]

Smith J. Identity development during the transition to motherhood: An interpretative
phenomenological analysis. J Reprod Infant Psychol. 1999; 17(3):281–
299.10.1080/02646839908404595

Tamis-Lemonda C, Kahana-Kalman R. Mothers’ views at the transition to a new baby: Variation
across ethnic groups. Parent-Sci Prac. 2009; 9:36–55.10.1080/15295190802656745

U.S. Census Bureau. The Hispanic Population: 2010. 2011. Retrieved November 2, 2012, from http://
www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-04.pdf

Weems G, Onwuegbuzie A, Lustig D. Profiles of respondents who respond inconsistently to
positively- and negatively-worded items on rating scales. Evaluation & Research in Education.
2003; 17(1):45–60.10.1080/14664200308668290

Wilson E. Acculturation and changes in the likelihood of pregnancy and feelings about pregnancy
among women of Mexican origin. Women Health. 1998; 47(1):45–64.10.1300/J013v47n01_03
[PubMed: 18581692]

Gress-Smith et al. Page 13

Arch Womens Ment Health. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 August 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

http://www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-04.pdf
http://www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-04.pdf


N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

Gress-Smith et al. Page 14

Table 1

Demographic characteristics

N (%) Range Observed Mean SD

Marital Status

 Married and Living w/Partner 56 (26.7)

 Married but not Living w/Partner 5 (2.4)

 Not Married but Living w/Partner 103 (49)

 Never Married and Not Living w/Partner 31 (14.8)

 Separated/Divorced 15 (7.1)

Number of children under 18 in the home 0–11 1.8 1.9

Number of biological children 0–9 2.06 1.8

Preparedness for infant care 2–5 4.0 0.9

Prior experience with babies 1–5 4.0 1.1

Education

 Did not attend school 2 (1)

 1 through 8 years of school 59 (28.1)

 Some high school completed 64 (30.5)

 High school graduate/GED 61 (29)

 Some college, vocational or technical school 8 (3.8)

 Associates/Vocational/Technical School 4 (1.9)

 College degree (BS/BA) or Above 12 (5.7)

Economic hardship −5.98–7.89 −0.03 2.99

Number of gestational weeks when prenatal care was initiated 1–32 10.1 6.3

Pregnancy Intentions

 Wanted to get pregnant later or never 109 (51.9)

 Wanted to be pregnant then or sooner 101 (48.1)

Age 18–42 27.4 6.4

Country of birth

 U.S. 30 (14.3)

 Mexico 180 (85.7)

Age of immigration to the U.S. 0–34 16.3 7.6

Depressive Symptoms 0–25 5.4 5.4

Familism 21–80 72.4 7.4

Anglo Orientation 1.2–4.8 2.5 1.0
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N (%) Range Observed Mean SD

Mexican Orientation 2.2–5 4.3 0.6

Social Support 4–68 52.7 15.2

PESMA Partner Support 6–30 23.7 7.1

PESMA Family Support 6–30 19.3 6.4

PESMA Maternal Role Fulfillment 15–25 23.8 2.1
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Table 2

Prenatal maternal expectations measure items and EFA factor loadings*

Item Paternal support factor Family support factor Maternal
role

fulfillment
factor

1. Your spouse/partner will be there for you when you need him
(SO) estará a su lado cuando lo necesite

.89 −.01 .04

2. Your life will feel more complete when you become a mother
Su vida será más plena cuando se convierta en madre

.03 −.03 .59

3. After your baby is born, family members will stay with you and help
take care of your baby
Después que nazca su bebé, sus familiares se quedarán con usted y la
ayudarán a cuidar a su bebé

.02 .85 −.03

4. Becoming a mother will be one of the best things you’ve ever done
Convertirse en madre será una de las mejores cosas que haya hecho.

.15 .11 .57

5. After your baby is born, family members will help take care of
things, like cooking and cleaning, so you can stay focused on your baby
Después que nazca su bebé, sus familiares la ayudarán con como
cocinar o limpiar, para que usted pueda dedicarle el mayor tiempo
posible a su bebé

.09 .80 .02

6. Your mother or other women in your family will teach you how to
care for your baby
Su mamá u otras mujeres de su familia le enseñarán cómo cuidar a su
bebé

−.12 .63 .01

7. Your baby’s father will help you financially with the baby
El papá del bebé le ayudará económicamente con el bebé

.87 −.12 −.05

8. Being a good mother will come naturally to you
Ser una buena madre será algo natural para usted

.12 .01 .48

9. After your baby is born, your partner/spouse will do more chores to
help around the house
Después que nazca su bebé, (SO) hará más quehaceres para ayudar en
la casa

.87 .002 .03

10. After your baby is born, you will have many visitors
Después que nazca su bebé, tendrá muchas visitas

−.02 .45 −.02

11. (SO) will love you more when your baby is born
(SO) la querrá más después que nazca su bebé

.73 .15 −.01

12. You will have strong feelings of love for your baby as soon as he or
she is born
Usted tendrá fuertes sentimientos de amor hacia su bebé en cuanto
nazca

−.06 −.10 .64

13. After your baby is born, you will receive special help from family/
friends
Después que nazca su bebé, usted recibirá ayuda especial de su familia/
amigos

−.07 .76 .08

14. (SO) will respect you more when you become a mother
(SO) la respetará más cuando usted sea madre

.65 .23 .03

15. You will be happy just holding and playing with your baby
Usted será feliz con sólo abrazar y jugar con su bebé

−.01 .01 .72

16. (SO) will help take care of your baby
(SO) la ayudará a cuidar a su bebé

.92 .02 .01

17. After your baby is born, your family will help you stay relaxed and
avoid things that are stressful
Después que nazca su bebé, su familia la ayudará a mantenerse relajada
y evitar cosas que sean estresantes

.23 .68 −.02

(SO) = significant other

*
Only items retained through the final three-factor EFA solution are included
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Table 3

Correlations between prenatal expectation factors, demographics, psychosocial measures, and cultural
variables (N= 210)

Paternal support factor Family support factor Maternal role fulfillment factor

Marital statusa −.62** −.02 −.17*

No. of children under 18 in the home −.14 −.13 −.24**

No. of other biological children .02 −.25** .04

Preparedness for infant care .07 .03 .21**

Experience with infants .01 −.06 .16*

Economic hardship −.11 −.32** −.14*

Maternal education −.03 .24* .04

Gestational weeks when prenatal care was initiated −.05 −.04 −.18**

Pregnancy intentionsb .19** −.01 .13

Maternal age .05 −.33** .10

Country of birthc .14* −.24** −.01

Immigration age to US .08 −.26** .07

Satisfaction with support from biological father .80** .26** .22**

Depressive symptoms −.41** −.18** −.22**

General social support .35** .52** .26**

Familism .19** .20** .38**

Anglo orientation −.04 .38** .05

Mexican orientation .15* −.19** .16*

a
0 = Married or living together, 1 = Not living with partner;

b
0 = Wanted to be pregnant later or never, 1 = wanted to be pregnant then or sooner;

c
0 = Born in United States, 1 = Born in Mexico

*
p ≤ .05,

**
p ≤ .01
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