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Introduction
Clinical research and theory concerning mother-infant
relationships suggests that mothers with unresolved histories of
relational trauma, such as childhood maltreatment and domestic
violence, are more likely to repeat these experiences with their
infants, both in obvious and subtle ways (Madigan et al, 2006;
Silverman & Lieberman, 1999; Slade & Cohen, 1996). Infants
have the potential to trigger these enactments with their mothers
(Fraiberg, Adelson, & Shapiro, 2003); however, aspects outside of
the mother-infant relationship may have the same potential.
Researchers have not yet looked at whether certain play
materials that are used during typical mother-infant interactions
have the potential to trigger mothers to enact relational themes
with their infants that are related to their life experiences.
AIM: 7KLVVWXG\VRXJKWWRLQYHVWLJDWHZKHWKHUDPRWKHU¶VXVHRID
WR\WHOHSKRQHZKLFKLVDFRPPRQLQIDQWWR\WKDWLV³UHODWLRQDO´LQ
nature, would elicit the expression of particular relational themes,
and whether expressed relational themes might be associated
with maternal histories of interpersonal trauma.

Method
PARTICIPANTS:
Participants included 50 primarily low-income women from
diverse backgrounds who are participating in an on-going
longitudinal study about parenting and mother-infant
attachment.
- Age: Mean = 27 (Range = 18 ± 42, SD = 6)
- Race/ Ethnicity: 50% = African American,
36% = Caucasian, 10% = Biracial, and
4% = Other Ethnic Groups
- Income: Median = $1,550 (range=$0-$10,416)
- Relationship Status: 64% = Single Parents, 26% =
married,
6% = separated, and 4%
= divorced
PROCEDURE:
The first panel of data was collected when the participants
were in their third trimester of pregnancy. At this time,
participants completed questionnaires about various life
experiences, including childhood maltreatment and domestic
violence during pregnancy. The third panel of data was
FROOHFWHGZKHQWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶LQIDQWVWXUQHG\HDUROGDW
which time a 12 minute free-play interaction between the
mother and infant was conducted as part of a larger
assessment.

Method, continued
MEASURES:
1 - Childhood Maltreatment. The Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ; Bernstein &
Fink, 1998) is a 28-item self-report inventory designed to assess experiences of five
types of childhood maltreatment: emotional, physical, and sexual abuse, and emotional
and physical neglect. Five items make up each of these five scales. Items are scored
on a 5-point Likert-type scale based on frequency. Higher scores indicate greater
severity of childhood maltreatment.
2 ± Domestic Violence. The Conflict Tactics Scale-2 (CTS-2; Straus, Hamby & Warren,
2003) is a 33-item questionnaire designed to assess partner psychological, physical,
and sexual violence, and injury resulting from violence during the last year. Negotiation
items were not used for this investigation. The weighting system suggested by the
authors was used to score the measure in which values are recoded (1 = 1, 2 = 2, 3 =
4, 4 = 8, 5 = 15 & 6 = 25). Higher scores indicate greater experience of partner violence
and abuse.
3 ± Phone Play Coding. A coding scheme was developed to code the use of the toy
telephone by the mother and infant during the free-play interaction, with a particular
IRFXVRQWKHPRWKHUV¶H[SUHVVLRQRIVL[UHODWLRQDOWKHPHVWKURXJKFRPPHQWVDIIHFW
and behaviors. These themes included rejection, reciprocity, jealousy, loss or
abandonment, longing for a relationship, and role reversal, and were coded on a 5-point
Likert-type scale from 1 (theme not expressed) to
5 (theme intensely expressed). Adequate inter-rater reliability between two trained
coders was established with inter-correlations ranging from .66-.88. Final scores were
resolved through conferencing. Descriptions of each theme are as follows:
Rejection was conceptualized as the refusal to accept someone or something. The
PRWKHUPD\VD\³:K\GRQ¶W\RXZDQWWRWDONWRPH"´RUVWDWHWKDWDWKLUGSHUVRQRUEDE\
is too busy to talk or that the phone is busy. The mother may also spontaneously and
SUHPDWXUHO\HQGSOD\E\VD\LQJ³%\H´RQWKHSKRQHRUE\KDQJLQJXSWKHSKRQH
Reciprocity was conceptualized as a mutual exchange. This is a back and forth
exchange between only the mother and baby via the phone. The mother may say
³+HOOR´DQGWKHQKDQGWKHSKRQHWRWKHEDE\DQGZDLWIRUDUHVSRQVH
Jealousy ZDVFRQFHSWXDOL]HGDVDIHHOLQJRIUHVHQWPHQW7KHPRWKHUPD\VD\³:KR
NHHSVFDOOLQJ\RX"´RU³:KRGR\RXNHHSFDOOLQJ"´
Loss or Abandonment was conceptualized as the expression of having lost
TS
something or being left by someone. The mother may call a third person and Pthen
indicate that the third person is not there. The mother may also say someone is calling
for the baby and then tell that person that the baby is not there.
Longing for a Relationship was conceptualized as a desire for a relationship with
VRPHRQH7KHPRWKHUPD\VD\³,ZLVKWKH\ZRXOGDQVZHUWKHSKRQH´7KHPRWKHU
may also suggest a particular person is calling and may include involving the same
person repetitiously.
Role Reversal was conceptualized as the child taking on the role of the parent. In
this code, the mother may tell the baby to answer the phone or expect the baby to be
able to call someone without help.

Results
Pearson Correlations were conducted between each of the themes and
PRWKHUV¶VHOI-report of experiences of maltreatment during childhood and
experiences of domestic violence during pregnancy. Significant findings are
reported in the following tables.

Total
Childhood
Maltreatment
Longing for a
.385**
Relationship

Childhood
Emotional
Abuse
.301*

Severity of
Domestic
Violence during
Pregnancy
Rejection
* p < .05.

.392**

Childhood
Physical
Abuse
.430**

Domestic
Violence during
PregnancyPsychological
Aggression
.429**

Childhood
Emotional
Neglect
.363*

Injury from
Domestic
Violence during
Pregnancy
.317*

** p < .01

Discussion
The theory of intergenerational transmission of trauma hypothesizes that
WUDXPDDQGLWV¶LPSDFWFDQEHWUDQVPLWWHGEHWZHHQJHQHUDWLRQV7UDXPDFDQ
EHSDVVHGRQWKURXJKWKHFKLOGEHLQJH[SRVHGWRWKHSDUHQW¶VWUDXPD
V\PSWRPVRUWKURXJKWKHSDUHQW¶VIULJKWHQLQJRUWUDXPDWL]LQJEHKDYLRU
towards the child. In Fraiberg et al. (2003), the authors indicate that a
PRWKHU¶VH[SHULHQFHZLWKGRPHVWLFYLROHQFHDEDQGRQPHQWRURWKHUWUDXPDWLF
H[SHULHQFHVOLPLWVWKHPRWKHU¶VDELOLW\WRUHVSRQGVHQVLWLYHO\WRKHUFKLOG
ZKLFKLQWXUQUHSHDWVWKHPRWKHU¶VSDLQIXOSDVW7KHUHVXOWVRIWKLVVWXG\
suggest that mothers who have experienced relational trauma during
childhood and/or pregnancy may be more inclined to express particular
relational themes when interacting with their infants, potentially increasing the
likelihood of intergenerational transmission of trauma.
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