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tial source for stress, not yet examined in this context. The study aimed to examine
new parents’ personal growth, exploring the contribution of parental separation anxi-
ety, and to investigate the contribution of the personal resources of self-mastery and
emotional intelligence. In a cross-sectional study, Israeli parents (n = 315) whose first
child was up to 24 months old completed self-report questionnaires. Results show
that higher personal growth was associated with greater separation anxiety among
both parents, but more strongly among fathers. Higher personal growth was also as-
sociated with higher self-mastery for mothers, and lower emotional intelligence for
both parents. The results indicate that parental separation anxiety is related to the
personal growth of new parents, and highlight the importance of understanding the
transition to parenthood as a differential experience for mothers and fathers. It is rec-
ommended that research among fathers be expanded, and that professionals discuss
potential separation issues with new parents, and encourage their recognition of inner
strengths to enhance their potential to experience personal growth in this demanding

period in their lives.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

In recent years, there has been growing recognition that the need
to cope with the inevitable stress of the transition to parenthood
may lead to the experience of personal growth, reflected in the
discovery of new strengths, setting of a renewed path in life and
a newfound appreciation of interpersonal relationships (Taubman
- Ben-Ari, 2019). Considerable evidence has been presented over
the last two decades regarding the role of personal resources in the

personal growth (originally termed posttraumatic growth; Tedeschi
& Calhoun, 2004) of both women and men in the transition to par-
enthood (Taubman - Ben-Ari, 2019) and the contextual aspects
which may be related to it, especially levels of objective or perceived
stress. The present study was aimed at furthering this line of inquiry
by examining the role played by parental separation anxiety as a
potential stressor and the personal resources of self-mastery and
emotional intelligence in the personal growth of new mothers and
fathers in the first two years following childbirth.

The data that support the findings of this study are available from the corresponding author upon reasonable request - Taubman
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1.1 | Personal growth and perceived stress

Previous studies on personal growth following the birth of the first
child have related to the level of perceived stress during the moth-
er's childbirth experience (e.g., Sawyer et al., 2015), or compared an
ordinary transition to parenthood with a more “objectively” stressful
transition, such as conceiving with the help of fertility treatment,
giving birth prematurely or the birth of twins (Spielman & Taubman -
Ben-Ari, 2009; Taubman - Ben-Ari et al., 2010, 2018). Such studies
revealed, for example, that the main predictor of the growth of new
mothers was posttraumatic stress symptoms reported during preg-
nancy in response to a recent stressful event (Sawyer et al., 2012),
and that giving birth to premature baby/ies (either singletons or
twins) was systematically associated with greater personal growth
(Noy et al., 2015; Porat-Zyman et al., 2017; Taubman - Ben-Ari &
Spielman, 2014). Thus, for more vulnerable women, or those in
a more stressful situation, the experience was more likely to be
perceived as a crisis, leading to a higher sense of personal growth
(Sawyer et al., 2012).

1.2 | Parental separation anxiety

More subjective stresses that might contribute to new parents’ per-
sonal growth, such as negative perceptions of childbirth (Sawyer &
Ayers, 2009), and the challenges embedded in the transition to par-
enthood (Taubman - Ben-Ari, 2019), have also been investigated.
However, no previous study has looked into the potential effect of
parental separation anxiety, defined as parental concern linked to
short-term separation from one's child (Hock et al., 1983; McBride
& Hock, 1984). As individuals transition to parenthood and form
an attachment with the infant, they are likely to experience emo-
tional difficulty in the face of any separation from the child (Cooklin
et al., 2014), even leaving them with a professional caregiver for a
few hours or placing them in daycare.

Studies comparing paternal and maternal separation anxiety
have produced equivocal results. Some have found that mothers ex-
perience a greater degree of separation anxiety at 3 months (Scher
& Sharabany, 2005) and 6 months of child's age (Wille, 1998), while
at 18 months the difference between mothers and fathers is mini-
mal (Wille, 1998). Others report a similar level of separation anxiety
for both parents at various ages from birth to 5 years old (Deater-
Deckard et al., 1994; Hock & Lutz, 1998; Peleg et al., 2015).

Although the level of separation anxiety may be similar for both
genders, research suggests that the origin is not the same (Deater-
Deckard et al., 1994; Hock & Lutz, 1998; Scher & Sharabany, 2005;
Wille, 1998). Thus, using the Maternal Separation Anxiety Scale
(MSAS; McBride & Hock, 1984), Wille (1998) found that mothers
perceived the effects of separation on the infant more positively
than fathers, who showed more concern, most likely due to lesser
involvement. When the gender of the parent and the child were ex-
amined (Scher & Sharabany, 2005), the results showed that moth-
ers of sons reported greater stress than mothers of daughters. This
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What is known about this topic

e The need to cope with the inevitable stress of the transi-
tion to parenthood may lead to the experience of per-
sonal growth.

e The way in which parents cope in stressful circum-
stances is determined by their personal resources.

e There is evidence regarding associations between
groups considered as objectively experiencing more
stress (parents of preterm babies, twins, etc.), and lev-
els of perceived general or parenting stress, on the one
hand, and personal growth, on the other.

What this paper adds

e Contributors to personal growth are different for moth-
ers and fathers.

e Parental separation anxiety is a source of stress which is
related to personal growth, but is more strongly so for
fathers than for mothers.

e Lower emotional intelligence is related to greater per-
sonal growth for both men and women, whereas higher
self-mastery is associated with more personal growth

only among women.

suggests that the sex of the child may be related to the degree of
maternal stress, which has been found to correlate with separation
anxiety. No difference in the stress associated with the sex of the
child was found among fathers (Scher & Sharabany, 2005). In addi-
tion, when parent's age was entered into the analysis, no significant
association emerged between maternal age and separation anxiety,
whereas age correlated negatively with separation anxiety among
fathers (Scher & Sharabany, 2005).

1.3 | Personal resources

As noted above, researchers have also looked at a number of per-
sonal resources that may affect the way individuals cope with the
stress aroused by the transition to parenthood and enable them to
experience growth. Studies show, for example, that greater opti-
mism following childbirth among new fathers (Taubman - Ben-Ari
et al., 2018), greater resilience during pregnancy among women
(Nishi & Usuda, 2017), and higher self-esteem among mothers
after childbirth (Spielman & Taubman - Ben-Ari, 2009) are as-
sociated with higher personal growth postpartum. In contrast to
these seemingly positive resources, studies examining attach-
ment orientation, presently considered an indication of the abil-
ity, or inability, to regulate emotions (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2019),
have shown that anxious attachment contributed to personal
growth among fathers of full- and pre-term infants shortly after
the birth of a first child (Spielman & Taubman - Ben-Ari, 2009),
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and that both anxious and avoidant attachment were related to
the personal growth of fathers, but not mothers, two years later
(Taubman - Ben-Ari & Spielman, 2014). Furthermore, although a
study of first-time mothers during pregnancy and following child-
birth did not indicate a significant association between anxious
attachment and personal growth (Taubman - Ben-Ari et al., 2009),
among mothers of preterms, lower attachment anxiety was re-
lated to higher personal growth on two dimensions: spirituality
and personal strength (Rozen et al., 2018).

During the stressful transition to parenthood, anxiously attached
individuals may feel more threatened (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2019). This
tendency, along with the presence of a baby who is totally dependent
on them, may cause them to feel overwhelmed and to experience a
variety of negative emotions, which, in turn, may lead to efforts to
obtain comfort and support from their attachment figures. Their ul-
timate ability to “survive” the experience may result in enhanced self-
confidence, a heightened sense of trust, and a fuller understanding of
the meaning of life and the value of family (Cadell et al., 2003), which
may be interpreted as growth (Taubman - Ben-Ari, 2012). However, if
parents react with despair instead of finding a way to cope, the oppor-
tunity to experience growth will not be available to them.

These initial findings suggest that in order to experience growth,
a certain combination of personal resources is required (Taubman -
Ben-Ari, 2019). On the one hand, parents need a positive life ori-
entation, such as optimism and resilience. On the other hand, some
degree of vulnerability, as reflected in anxious and avoidant attach-
ment orientations, is also necessary in order to be able to go through
the hardship, change, and emerge a somewhat different person
(Taubman - Ben-Ari, 2019).

With this in mind, two additional resources that might be rele-
vant to the personal growth of new parents were examined in the
current study. The first is self-mastery, defined as a general sense of
confidence in the ability to influence or control the forces affecting
one's life (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978), and is therefore a personal re-
source that makes it possible to foresee and control events (Diehl
& Hay, 2010). Women in fertility treatment who enjoyed a higher
level of dispositional self-mastery, for example, reported less stress
and more mental well-being (Gourounti et al., 2012). However, a
study of the association between self-mastery and personal growth
among new mothers shortly after childbirth did not find a signifi-
cant correlation between the two variables (Taubman - Ben-Ari
et al., 2009). This resource would therefore appear to warrant fur-
ther investigation.

The second personal resource examined here is emotional intel-
ligence, which refers to the ability to perceive and identify emotions
both in oneself and in others, the ability to regulate one's state
of mind in a proper manner and the ability to improve reasoning.
As such, it is a reflection of the cognitive processes that accom-
pany an ongoing emotional experience (Mayer & Salovey, 1997).
Empirical evidence indicates that more emotionally intelligent
people are likely to experience higher psychological well-being

than those with lower emotional intelligence (Augusto-Landa

et al., 2011; Brackett & Mayer, 2003), as well as higher personal
growth following negative life events (Thomas et al., 2020). This
resource therefore has the potential to regulate the stress of new
parents, and consequently may be connected to personal growth
in the transition to parenthood.

Several background variables were also included in the current
analysis, as previous results are inconsistent. While some studies
show that younger age (Sawyer & Ayers, 2009; Taubman - Ben-
Ari et al., 2011) and lower level of education (Taubman - Ben-Ari
et al.,, 2010) are associated with higher personal growth among
women, others report no such associations (Taubman - Ben-Ari
& Spielman, 2014). Similarly, both higher (Chasson & Taubman -
Ben-Ari, 2021; Noy et al., 2015) and lower economic status (Rozen
et al., 2018; Taubman - Ben-Ari et al., 2018) have been associated

with parents’ personal growth.

1.4 | The current study
As no consistent findings could be found in the literature regarding
the variables examined in this study, specific hypotheses could not

be phrased. Instead, three research questions were formulated:

1. Are separation anxiety, self-mastery and emotional intelligence
associated with the personal growth of new parents?

2. What are the unique and combined contributions of the inde-
pendent variables to parents’ personal growth up to 2 years fol-
lowing the birth of their first child?

3. Does parent's gender serve as a moderating variable between the
independent and dependent variables?

2 | MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1 | Participants and procedure

Following approval from the university's Institutional Review Board
(no. 011701), a convenience sample of 315 Jewish Israeli parents
was recruited. The participants consisted of 234 mothers aged 20-
45 (M = 30.39, SD = 4.96) and 81 fathers aged 21-45 (M = 31.69,
SD = 5.12). Parents were considered eligible for the study if they had a
child who was up to 24 months old (M = 7.54 months, SD = 6.4), and in-
dicated that they could complete questionnaires in Hebrew. The aim of
the study was explained to them, and they were assured confidentiality
and anonymity. After giving their signed informed consent, they were
handed the questionnaire in a sealed envelope, along with a stamped
self-addressed envelope in which to return it. Most of the participants
were married (94.2%); 76.5% had an academic degree, and the rest had
a high school or post-high school diploma; 55.6% defined their income
as average, 28.3% as above average, and 16% as below average; 72%
defined their health status as very good, 24.7% as good, and the rest
as poor. In regard to the children, 57% were boys, and 43% were girls.
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2.2 | Instruments

Growth (PTGI; Tedeschi &

Calhoun, 1996), translated into Hebrew and previously validated

The Post-Traumatic Inventory
for mothers (Taubman - Ben-Ari et al., 2011), was used to measure
personal growth. The inventory consists of 21 items that relate to
changes on the personal, interpersonal and philosophical levels (e.g.
“I found | am stronger than | previously believed”). Participants rated
the degree to which the various changes had occurred since the
birth of their first child on a scale from O (not at all) to 5 (very much).
Cronbach's alpha in the present study was 0.96. A growth score
was calculated for each participant as the mean of their responses
to all items, with higher scores indicating greater personal growth.
A preliminary multiple group analysis was performed to ensure
that the PTGI factor loadings were similar across men and women.
Specifically, we tested the invariance across genders in their growth
inventory outcome. We looked at the reduction in the comparative
fit index (CFIl) as a result for equality constraints, where weak in-
variance means factor loadings were set equal, and strong invari-
ance means that loadings and intercepts were set equal. Although
men differed from women in their item levels (Strong invariance:
ACFI = 0.013), a weaker invariance test did not detect differences
(Weak invariance: ACFI = 0.005). This complemented the construct
validation and justified our constructed indicator for the personal
growth score.

Maternal Separation Anxiety Scale (Hock et al., 1983), translated
into Hebrew by Mayseless and Scher (2000) and adapted for both
parents, was used to assess parental separation anxiety. The origi-
nal instrument consists of 35 items on three independent subscales.
Following the suggestion of Hock et al. (1989), the present study
used only the Separation Anxiety subscale, which contains 21 items
relating to the levels of anxiety, sadness and guilt experienced by
the parent when separated from the infant (e.g., ‘| don't enjoy my-
self when | am away from my child’). Responses were indicated on
a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). As Cronbach's Alpha for the 21 items was high in the current
sample (0.92), scores were calculated for each participant by averag-
ing their responses to all items, with higher scores indicating higher
parental separation anxiety.

The Self-Mastery Scale (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978), a 7-item in-
strument assessing the participant's sense of control over their
life (e.g., ‘| have little control over the things that happen to me’).
Responses were marked on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). The Hebrew version of the instrument
was previously employed in a sample of new mothers (Taubman -
Ben-Ari et al., 2009). As an internal reliability of a = 0.79 was found
in the current study, a self-mastery score was calculated for each
participant by averaging their responses to all items, with higher
scores indicating a greater sense of self-mastery.

The Emotional Intelligence Scale (EIS; Schutte et al., 1998). The
33-item questionnaire is composed of 11 items relating to each of the
three domains of the original Salovey and Mayer (1990) model of El:
emotional appraisal; emotion regulation and utilisation of emotions
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(e.g., ‘I am aware of my non-verbal messages’; ‘| can identify other
people's feelings by observing their facial expressions’; ‘I can easily
identify my own feelings while | am feeling them’). Participants were
asked to indicate the degree to which the statement in each item
applied to them, marking their responses on a 5-point scale from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The validity of the scale has
been supported by its correlation with theoretically related con-
structs, including mood awareness, clarity of feelings, mood repair,
optimism and impulse control, interpersonal functioning, and cog-
nitive task persistence (Schutte et al., 1998, 2001). In the current
sample, Cronbach's alpha was 0.97. Each participant was assigned an
El score equal to the mean of their responses to all items, with higher
scores indicating greater emotional intelligence.

A Sociodemographic Inventory was used to obtain background
data relating to the parent: sex, age, education, family status, per-
ceived economic status (well below average/ below average/aver-
age/above average/well above average), and perceived physical
health (very poor/poor/fair/good/very good). Data were also col-

lected regarding the child's age and sex.

2.3 | Data analysis

As mentioned above, a preliminary analysis included confirmatory
factor analysis for construct validation followed by a multiple group
comparison to ensure men and women shared similar construct per-
ceptions. Next, empirical analyses were performed in three stages.
First, F-tests with the Welch's adjustment for heterogeneity were
conducted to examine gender differences in the study variables.
Then, Pearson correlations were calculated between the independ-
ent variables and personal growth. Finally, a hierarchical regression
was conducted to examine the unique and combined contribution
of the independent variables to the explained variance in parents'
personal growth up to 2 years after childbirth. Based on the litera-
ture, the variables were entered in a forced order: sociodemographic
variables (parent's gender, age, education, physical health, economic
status) in Step 1; infant's characteristics (gender, age) in Step 2; the
personal resources of self-mastery and emotional intelligence in
Step 3; separation anxiety in Step 4; and the interactions between

gender and the independent variables in Step 5.

3 | RESULTS

The F-tests, means and SD’s for all study variables, along with the
Pearson correlations between them and personal growth, are pre-
sentedin Table 1. The F-tests indicated that men reported higher self-
mastery [F(1,312) = 48.17, p < 0.001; adjusted: F(1,138.2) = 48.72,
p < 0.001], emotional intelligence[F(1,313) = 36.97, p < 0.001;
adjusted: F(1,276.2) = 67.91, p < 0.001], and to some extent, per-
sonal growth[F(1,312) = 3.97, p = 0.047; adjusted: F(1,115.8) = 3.14,
p = 0.079], than women, where ‘adjusted’ stands for Welch's ad-
justment for possible heterogeneity. In addition, personal growth
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TABLE 1 Means, SDs and F-test between study variables and parent's personal growth in the whole sample and by gender, and Pearson

correlations between study variables

Mothers

(n = 234) Fathers (n = 81)

M SD M SD
Self-mastery 2.62 0.54 3.11 0.54
Emotional intelligence 3.07 0.92 3.71 0.45
Parental separation anxiety 3.23 0.57 3.19 0.76
Personal growth 3.19 1.10 3.50 1.41

Note: Welch stands for Welch's adjusted F for heterogeneity across groups.

*p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001; "p < 0.10.

TABLE 2 Results of hierarchical regression analysis of parent's
personal growth (n = 315)

3 t AR? F

Step 1 0.062"
Gender? -0.07 1.17
Age 0.11 1.80
Education -0.06 0.86
Physical health -0.06 0.99
Economic status 0.15 2.41*
Step 2 0.049***
Child's gender® 0.06 0.99
Child's age -0.22 3.67***
Step 3 0.037**
Self-mastery 0.06 0.72
Emotional intelligence ~ -0.20 2.54**
Step 4 0.109***
Parental separation 0.34 6.07***

anxiety
Step 5 0.047***
Gender x Self-mastery  0.43 2.97**
Gender x Emotional -0.45 1.92

intelligence
Gender x Parental -0.18 2.02*

separation anxiety
R? 0.303***  8.30***

2Gender: 0 men, 1 women.
PChild's gender: 0 boy, 1 girl.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

correlated positively with separation anxiety and self-mastery, and
negatively with emotional intelligence. Thus, higher personal growth
was associated with higher parental separation anxiety and self-
mastery, and lower emotional intelligence.

The results of the hierarchical regression, conducted to explore
the unique and combined contribution of the variables to parents’
growth, appear in Table 2. The independent variables explained
30.3% of the variance in personal growth. Parents’ background vari-
ables in Step 1 contributed 6.2% to the explanation of the variance,

Whole sample

(n = 315)
F(1,312)  n? Welch M SD r
48.17**  0.134 48.72*** 274 0.58  0.21***
36.97***  0.106 67.91**  3.23 0.87 -0.24%**
0.33 0.001 0.25 3.22 0.63  0.27***
3.97* 0.013 3.14~ 3.27 1.19 =

with only better economic status making a significant contribution
to higher personal growth. In Step 2, child's characteristics contrib-
uted a further 4.9% to growth, with younger infant age associated
with more personal growth. Step 3 added 3.7% to the explained
variance, showing that lower emotional intelligence was significantly
associated with greater growth. In Step 4, separation anxiety con-
tributed a significant 10.9% to the variance in growth, with higher
anxiety related to more personal growth. Finally, the interactions be-
tween parent's gender and both self-mastery and separation anxiety
were significantly associated with growth, together contributing an
additional 4.7% to the explanation of the variance.

The PROCESS procedure (Hayes, 2013), used to analyse the
sources of the interactions (Figure 1a,b), revealed that whereas
higher self-mastery was related to higher growth for mothers
(b = 0.49, p = 0.02), the two variables were unrelated for fathers
(b = -0.43, p = 0.10). Furthermore, higher separation anxiety was
related to greater growth for both parents, but fathers showed a
steeper (i.e., stronger) association than mothers (b = 0.97, p < 0.001;
b =0.42, p = 0.014, respectively).

4 | DISCUSSION

This study investigated the contribution of a potential source of
stress which has not yet been considered as a contributor to per-
sonal growth—parental separation anxiety. It also investigated the
contribution of two personal resources—self-mastery and emo-
tional intelligence—to mothers’ and fathers’ personal growth in
the 2 years following the birth of their first child. The most salient
finding is the moderating effect of gender. That is, the results show
that both perceived stress and personal resources contribute dif-
ferentially to personal growth among mothers and fathers. Thus,
although in the sample as a whole, higher separation anxiety and
lower emotional intelligence were associated with personal growth,
and self-mastery made no significant contribution at all, the interac-
tions indicate that these associations are moderated by the parent's
gender. Lower emotional intelligence was indeed related to personal
growth for both men and women, as reflected by the non-significant
interaction. However, whereas higher self-mastery was associated
with more personal growth among women, this association was not
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FIGURE 1 (a)Interaction between gender and self-mastery as
predictors of personal growth. (b) Interaction between gender and
separation anxiety as predictors of personal growth

significant among men. In addition, separation anxiety was found
to be more strongly related to personal growth for fathers than for
mothers. As previous studies of personal growth in the transition
to parenthood were conducted predominately among mothers, lit-
tle is known about differences between the parents. This study is
therefore among the first to show that the sense of growth of new
mothers and fathers may be associated with different factors.

A hint of this difference was provided by Spielman and Taubman -
Ben-Ari's (2009) study of parents of pre- and full-term babies, in
which mothers, but not fathers, yielded a significant positive correla-
tion between self-esteem and growth, and fathers, but not mothers,
showed a significant association between anxious attachment and
growth. The results of the current study indicate that whereas fa-
thers are more inclined to experience personal growth when they
are more anxious about separating from their infant, women's sense
of personal growth is less strongly related to this type of fear. It is
possible that maternal growth is affected more by other anxieties
not assessed in this study. Moreover, although a similar level of
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separation anxiety was found here for men and women, consistent
with the results of earlier studies (Deater-Deckard et al., 1994; Peleg
et al., 2015), it has been suggested that the sources of this anxiety
may differ between the genders (Deater-Deckard et al., 1994; Hock
& Lutz, 1998; Scher & Sharabany, 2005; Wille, 1998), and it may
therefore be related to different psychological outcomes as well.

The strong positive association between separation anxiety and
personal growth among men may also mirror the contention that a
high level of stress is a prerequisite for growth because it is more
likely to challenge fundamental assumptions (Park, 1998; Stanton
et al, 2006). The fact that it was less related to growth among
women may suggest that women learn more quickly to adjust to
this type of fear, or are more prepared for it, and thus it is not life
changing for them. It might also indicate that women experience a
broader array of additional anxieties, so that they are less affected
specifically by separation anxiety. These potential explanations re-
quire more thorough examination in future studies exploring the role
of a wide range of stressors in the personal growth of new parents.

Sense of self-mastery was also found here to be higher among
men, but only for women was it positively related to personal
growth. Previous studies report a positive association between self-
esteem and personal growth among mothers (Spielman & Taubman -
Ben-Ari, 2009). It would appear, therefore, that mothers with stron-
ger confidence in their abilities experience greater personal growth
during the transition to parenthood.

In contrast, although emotional intelligence was higher among
men, a lower level of emotional intelligence was associated with
a greater experience of growth among mothers and fathers alike.
Although this finding seems to contradict that of a previous study
(Thomas et al., 2020), it should be noticed that the latter was not
conducted in the context of parenthood. A better understanding of
the current finding might be related to the results of earlier studies
showing that more anxious and avoidant attachment is connected to
higher growth (e.g., Taubman - Ben-Ari & Spielman, 2014). Both in-
secure attachment and lower emotional intelligence are indications
of difficulties in regulating emotions. Our finding is therefore in line
with the suggestion that some degree of vulnerability is needed to
experience personal growth, particularly in the demanding years of
early parenthood (Taubman - Ben-Ari, 2019).

The higher growth among men revealed in the t-test should be
taken with caution as it was not replicated in the regression, where
other variables were entered as well. It also contradicts existing ev-
idence that women tend to report higher personal growth than men
(Taubman - Ben-Ari & Spielman, 2014). Indeed, it is reasonable to as-
sume that mothers will experience more growth than fathers as they
typically undergo more extensive and significant change, including
the physiological effects of pregnancy and birth and the psycholog-
ical difficulty of coping with the need to give up their former selves
and independence (Nicolson, 1999).

In respect to the demographic variables, only better economic
status yielded a positive association with growth. This is consis-
tent with previous studies reporting an association between higher
growth and mothers’ better economic status (Chasson & Taubman
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- Ben-Ari, 2021; Noy et al., 2015). The lack of a significant contribu-
tion by the other demographic variables is in line with previous stud-
ies in which age, level of education (Taubman - Ben-Ari & Spielman,
2014) and physical health (e.g., Noy et al., 2015) did not predict
personal growth. Interestingly, infant's age was inversely related to
personal growth. This could be a result of the higher awareness to
possible changes at the beginning of parenthood, as a mirror of the
ever-changing reality at this stage. This explanation, however, de-
serves further examination in future studies.

Among the limitations of the current study, it should be noted
that it relies solely on participants’ perceptions. However, previous
studies have shown that self-reports of growth tend to be corrobo-
rated by significant others (e.g., Taubman - Ben-Ari et al., 2011). In
addition, the study used a convenience sample and related only to
Israeli parents, with more mothers than fathers in the sample. Future
investigations might attempt to replicate the results in other pop-
ulations and employ a more representative sample. Nevertheless,
the fact that the voice of fathers was heard here along with that
of mothers is a strength of the study, and should be encouraged in
future studies as well. In addition, no specific information was col-
lected concerning the health and temperament of the child. Future
studies would therefore do well to collect more in-depth data on
these characteristics. Finally, this was a cross-sectional study con-
ducted at a single point in time, future studies should examine tra-
jectory of growth over time to gain a fuller picture of the process.

Notwithstanding the limitations, the study contributes to existing
literature by examining the potential role of a specific stressor and two
personal resources, none of which has previously been considered in
respect to personal growth following the transition to parenthood.
Moreover, it explored the effect of these factors among both moth-
ers and fathers. The results indicate that separation anxiety plays a
significant role in fathers’ potential to experience personal growth in
the wake of the birth of their first child. In addition, they provide fur-
ther support for the idea that growth requires some degree of vulner-
ability. The transition to parenthood is not only a private life event,
but also a public health challenge. The current findings may therefore
aid professionals in gaining a better understanding of the needs of
new mothers and fathers, enabling them to offer more sensitive tools
to assist both men and women in the challenging period of early par-
enthood. Moreover, most interventions to assist new parents operate
around individual-level activities. Public practitioners working with
families and especially with new parents should consider developing
programmes on a community level to raise awareness to this vulner-
able period in life, and to potentially vulnerable individuals who are

going through it with heightened anxieties and distress.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
The data that support the findings of this study are available from

the corresponding author, upon reasonable request.

ORCID
Orit Taubman - Ben-Ari ' https://orcid.
org/0000-0001-9308-4052

REFERENCES

Augusto-Landa, J. M., Pulido-Martos, M., & Lopez-Zafra, E. (2011). Does
perceived emotional intelligence and optimism/pessimism predict
psychological well-being? Journal of Happiness Studies, 12, 463-
474, https://doi.org/10.1007/5s10902-010-9209-7

Brackett, M. A., & Mayer, J. D. (2003). Convergent, discriminant, and
incremental validity of competing measures of emotional intelli-
gence. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 29(9), 1147-1158.
https://doi.org/10.1177/01461672032545%96

Cadell, S., Regehr, C., & Hemsworth, D. (2003). Factors contributing
to post-traumatic growth: A proposed structural equation model.
American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 73, 279-287. https://doi.org/
10.1037/0002-9432.73.3.279

Chasson, M., & Taubman - Ben-Ari, O. (2021). Personal growth of single
mothers by choice in the transition to motherhood: A comparative
study. Journal of Reproductive and Infant Psychology, 39(3), 301-312.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02646838.2020.1718627

Cooklin, A. R., Lucas, N., Strazdins, L., Westrupp, E., Giallo, R.,
Canterford, L., & Nicholson, J. M. (2014). Heightened maternal
separation anxiety in the postpartum: The role of socioeconomic
disadvantage. Journal of Family Issues, 35(11), 1497-1519. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0192513X13481776

Deater-Deckard, K., Scarr, S., McCartney, K., & Eisenberg, M. (1994).
Paternal separation anxiety: Relationships with parenting stress,
child-rearing attitudes, and maternal anxieties. Psychological
Science, 5(6), 341-346. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.1994.
tb00283.x

Diehl, M., & Hay, E. L. (2010). Risk and resilience factors in coping with
daily stress in adulthood: The role of age, self-concept incoherence,
and personal control. Developmental Psychology, 46, 1132-1146.
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019937

Gourounti, K., Anagnostopoulos, F., Potamianos, G., Lykeridou, K.,
Schmidt, L., & Vaslamatzis, G. (2012). Perception of control,
coping and psychological stress of infertile women undergoing
IVF. Reproductive BioMedicine Online, 24, 670-679. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.rbmo.2012.03.002

Hayes, A. F. (2013). Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional
process analysis. Guilford.

Hock, E., Gnezda, M. T., & McBride, S. L. (1983). The measurement of ma-
ternal separation anxiety. Paper presented at the biennial meeting
of the Society for Research in Child Development, Detroit.

Hock, E., & Lutz, W. J. (1998). Psychological meaning of separation anx-
iety in mothers and fathers. Journal of Family Psychology, 12(1), 41-
55. https://doi.org/10.1037/0893-3200.12.1.41

Hock, E., McBride, S., & Gnezda, M. T. (1989). Maternal separation anxi-
ety: Mother-infant separation from the maternal perspective. Child
Development, 60(4), 793-802. https://doi.org/10.2307/1131019

Mayer, J. D., & Salovey, P. (1997). What is emotional intelligence? In P.
Salovey, & D. Sluyter (Eds.), Emotional development and emotional
intelligence: Implications for educators (pp. 3-31). Basic Books.

Mayseless, O., & Scher, A. (2000). Mother s attachment concerns regard-
ing spouse and infant s temperament as modulators of maternal sep-
aration anxiety. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry and Allied
Disciplines, 41,917-925. https://doi.org/10.1111/1469-7610.00679

McBride, S. L., & Hock, E. (1984). The relationship of maternal behav-
ior and anxiety associated with mother-infant separation. Infant
Behavior and Development, 7(1), 233. https://doi.org/10.1016/
S0163-6383(84)80295-7

Mikulincer, M., & Shaver, P. R. (2019). Attachment, caregiving, and par-
enting. In O. Taubman - Ben-Ari, (Ed.), Pathways and barriers to the
transition to parenthood - Existential concerns regarding fertility, preg-
nancy, and early parenthood (pp. 271-290). Springer.

Nicolson, P. (1999). Loss happiness and postpartum depression: The
ultimate paradox. Canadian Psychology, 40, 162-178. https://doi.
org/10.1037/h0086834


https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9308-4052
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9308-4052
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9308-4052
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-010-9209-7
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167203254596
https://doi.org/10.1037/0002-9432.73.3.279
https://doi.org/10.1037/0002-9432.73.3.279
https://doi.org/10.1080/02646838.2020.1718627
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X13481776
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X13481776
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.1994.tb00283.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9280.1994.tb00283.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019937
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rbmo.2012.03.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rbmo.2012.03.002
https://doi.org/10.1037/0893-3200.12.1.41
https://doi.org/10.2307/1131019
https://doi.org/10.1111/1469-7610.00679
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0163-6383(84)80295-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0163-6383(84)80295-7
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0086834
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0086834

TAUBMAN - BEN-ARI

Nishi, D., & Usuda, K. (2017). Psychological growth after childbirth: An
exploratory prospective study. Journal of Psychosomatic Obstetrics
& Gynecology, 38, 87-93. https://doi.org/10.1080/0167482X.
2016.1233170

Noy, A., Taubman - Ben-Ari, O., & Kuint, J. (2015). Well-being and per-
sonal growth in mothers of full-term and pre-term singletons and
twins. Stress and Health, 31(5), 365-372. https://doi.org/10.1002/
smi.2560

Park, C. L. (1998). Implication of posttraumatic growth for individuals.
In R. G. Tedeschi, C. L. Park, & L. G. Calhoun (Eds.), Posttraumatic
growth: Positive change in the aftermath of crisis (pp. 153-177).
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Pearlin, H. J., &Schooler, C.(1978). The structure of coping. Journal of Health
and Social Behavior, 19, 2-22. https://doi.org/10.2307/2136319
Peleg, O., Miller, P., & Yitzhak, M. (2015). Is separation anxiety in adoles-
cents and parents related to parental differentiation of self? Journal
British Journal of Guidance & Counselling, 43(4), 413-428. https://
doi.org/10.1080/03069885.2014.974021

Porat-Zyman, G., Taubman - Ben-Ari, O., & Spielman, V. (2017). Dyadic
transition to parenthood: A longitudinal assessment of personal
growth among parents of pre- and full-term infants. Stress and
Health, 33(1), 24-34. https://doi.org/10.1002/smi.2669

Rozen, G., Taubman - Ben-Ari, O., Strauss, T., & Morag, |. (2018). Personal
growth of mothers of preterms: Objective severity of the event,
subjective stress, personal resources, and maternal emotional sup-
port. Journal of Happiness Studies, 19(7), 2167-2186. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10902-017-9915-5

Salovey, P., & Mayer, J. D. (1990). Emotional intelligence. Imagination,
Cognition and Personality, 9, 185-211. https://doi.org/10.2190/
DUGG-P24E-52WK-6CDG

Sawyer, A., & Ayers, S. (2009). Post-traumatic growth in women after
childbirth. Psychology and Health, 24(4), 457-471. https://doi.
org/10.1080/08870440701864520

Sawyer, A., Ayers, S., Young, D., Bradley, R., & Smith, H. (2012).
Posttraumatic growth after childbirth: A prospective study.
Psychology & Health, 27(3),362-377. https://doi.org/10.1080/08870
446.2011.578745

Sawyer, A., Naki¢ Rados, S., Ayers, S., & Burn, E. (2015). Personal growth
in UK and Croatian women following childbirth: A preliminary
study. Journal of Reproductive and Infant Psychology, 33(3), 294-307.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02646838.2014.981801

Scher, A, & Sharabany, R. (2005). Parenting anxiety and stress: Does gen-
der play a part at 3 months of age? The Journal of Genetic Psychology,
166(2), 203-214. https://doi.org/10.3200/GNTP.166.2.203-214

Schutte, N. S., Malouff, J. M., Bobik, C., Coston, T. D., Greeson, C.,
Jedlicka, C., Rhodes, E., & Wendorf, G. (2001). Emotional intelli-
gence and interpersonal relations. Journal of Social Psychology, 141,
523-536. https://doi.org/10.1080/00224540109600569

Schutte, N. S., Malouff, J. M., Hall, L. E., Haggerty, D. J., Cooper, J. T., Golden,
C.J.,& Dornheim, L. (1998). Development and validation of a measure
of emotional intelligence. Personality and Individual Differences, 25,
167-177. https://doi.org/10.1016/50191-8869(98)00001-4

Spielman, V., & Taubman - Ben-Ari, O. (2009). Parental self-efficacy and
stress-related growth in the transition to parenthood: A compari-
son between parents of pre- and full-term babies. Health & Social
Work, 34(3), 201-212. https://doi.org/10.1093/hsw/34.3.201

Health and e2865
EEREEy Wi ey

Stanton, A., Bower, J., & Low, C. (2006). Posttraumatic growth after
cancer. In L. G. Calhoun, & R. G. Tedeschi (Eds.), Handbook of post-
traumatic growth: Research and practice (pp. 138-175). Erlbaum
Associates.

Taubman - Ben-Ari, O. (2012). Becoming and developing: Personal
growth in the wake of parenthood and grandparenthood. In P. R.
Shaver, & M. Mikulincer (Eds.), Meaning, mortality, and choice: The
social psychology of existential concerns (pp. 163-181). American
Psychological Association.

Taubman - Ben-Ari, O. (2019). Blossoming and growing in the transition
to parenthood. In O. Taubman - Ben-Ari (Ed.), Pathways and barriers
to the transition to parenthood - Existential concerns regarding fertil-
ity, pregnancy, and early parenthood (pp. 271-290). Springer.

Taubman - Ben-Ari, O., Ben Shlomo, S., Sivan, E., & Dolizki, M. (2009).
The transition to motherhood—A time for growth. Journal of Social
and Clinical Psychology, 28(8), 943-970. https://doi.org/10.1521/
jscp.2009.28.8.943

Taubman - Ben-Ari, O., Findler, L., & Kuint, J. (2010). Personal
growth in the wake of stress: The case of mothers of pre-term
twins. The Journal of Psychology, 144(2), 185-204. https://doi.
org/10.1080/00223980903472268

Taubman - Ben-Ari, O., Findler, L., & Sharon, N. (2011). Personal growth
in mothers: Examination of the suitability of the Posttraumatic
Growth Inventory as a measurement tool. Women and Health, 51(6),
604-622. https://doi.org/10.1080/03630242.2011.614324

Taubman - Ben-Ari, O., Skvirsky, V., Shua, E. B., & Horowitz, E. (2018).
Personal growth of new fathers following assisted reproductive
technology or spontaneous pregnancy. Parenting: Science and
Practice, 18, 190-199. https://doi.org/10.1080/15295192.2018.
1465306

Taubman - Ben-Ari, O., & Spielman, V. (2014). Personal growth fol-
lowing the first child’s birth: A comparison of parents of pre- and
full-term babies. Social Work Research, 38(2), 91-106. https://doi.
org/10.1093/swr/svu011

Tedeschi, R. G., & Calhoun, L. G. (1996). The posttraumatic growth inven-
tory: Measuring the positive legacy of trauma. Journal of Traumatic
Stress, 9(3), 455-471. https://doi.org/10.1002/jts.2490090305

Tedeschi, R. G., & Calhoun, L. G. (2004). Posttraumatic growth:
Conceptual foundations and empirical evidence. Psychological
Inquiry, 15(1), 1-18. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327965pli1501_01

Thomas, E. A., Hamrick, L. A., Owens, G. P, & Tekie, Y. T. (2020).
Posttraumatic growth among undergraduates: Contributions from
adaptive cognitive emotion regulation and emotional intelligence.
Traumatology, 26(1), 68-73. https://doi.org/10.1037/trm0000203

Wille, D. E. (1998). Longitudinal analysis of mothers’ and fathers’ re-
sponses on the Maternal Separation Anxiety scale. Merrill-Palmer
Quarterly, 44(2), 216-233.

How to cite this article: Taubman - Ben-Ari, O. (2022).
First-time parents’ personal growth: Role of parental
separation anxiety. Health & Social Care in the Community, 30,
€2858-e2865. https://doi.org/10.1111/hsc.13729



https://doi.org/10.1080/0167482X.2016.1233170
https://doi.org/10.1080/0167482X.2016.1233170
https://doi.org/10.1002/smi.2560
https://doi.org/10.1002/smi.2560
https://doi.org/10.2307/2136319
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069885.2014.974021
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069885.2014.974021
https://doi.org/10.1002/smi.2669
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-017-9915-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-017-9915-5
https://doi.org/10.2190/DUGG-P24E-52WK-6CDG
https://doi.org/10.2190/DUGG-P24E-52WK-6CDG
https://doi.org/10.1080/08870440701864520
https://doi.org/10.1080/08870440701864520
https://doi.org/10.1080/08870446.2011.578745
https://doi.org/10.1080/08870446.2011.578745
https://doi.org/10.1080/02646838.2014.981801
https://doi.org/10.3200/GNTP.166.2.203-214
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224540109600569
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0191-8869(98)00001-4
https://doi.org/10.1093/hsw/34.3.201
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2009.28.8.943
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2009.28.8.943
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980903472268
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980903472268
https://doi.org/10.1080/03630242.2011.614324
https://doi.org/10.1080/15295192.2018.1465306
https://doi.org/10.1080/15295192.2018.1465306
https://doi.org/10.1093/swr/svu011
https://doi.org/10.1093/swr/svu011
https://doi.org/10.1002/jts.2490090305
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327965pli1501_01
https://doi.org/10.1037/trm0000203
https://doi.org/10.1111/hsc.13729

	First-­time parents’ personal growth: Role of parental separation anxiety
	Abstract
	1|INTRODUCTION
	1.1|Personal growth and perceived stress
	1.2|Parental separation anxiety
	1.3|Personal resources
	1.4|The current study

	2|MATERIALS AND METHODS
	2.1|Participants and procedure
	2.2|Instruments
	2.3|Data analysis

	3|RESULTS
	4|DISCUSSION
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

	REFERENCES


