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Preface

PROFESSIONAL INTEREST IN HUMAN SEXUALITY has burgeoned in recent years,
with numerous books and journals being devoted to the subject. Much of
this work has focused on levels of sexual satisfaction, patterns of sexual
gratification, sexual identity, and associated role behavior. Within this
rapidly expanding literature, a dimension receiving far less concerted atten-
tion has been reproduction.

Events fundamental to the reproductive life cycle (e.g., pregnancy,
labor, and delivery) have been the target of medical advances and yet have
attracted relatively little systematic attention from behavioral scientists.
Psychological, psychiatric, and social aspects of such events have often
been overlooked or minimized. The research and theory that have emerged
tend to focus on a particular event, such as pregnancy, without a context of
the reproductive cycle as a whole. Consequently, there has been minimal
integration into an overall framework. Within the present volume,
psychosocial aspects of a number of major events within human reproduc-
tion are discussed.

The introduction provides a conceptual structure and orientation. Major
reproductive events are presented as issues in living encountered by most
people. These events are viewed as potential hazards for personal and
social adjustment, which some people negotiate with relative ease; others
experience mild, moderate, or severe distress when confronting them.
Subsequent chapters each focus on a particular event such as pregnancy,
delivery, or the postpartum period and examine the available data and pro-
fessional thinking concerning the psychological and social dimensions of
that event. In every chapter an attempt is made to provide a review and a
critical analysis of empirical findings. Directions for future research are
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often indicated and, where appropriate, recommendations for clinical prac-
tice are made.

In developing this volume, we have attempted to combine some of the
strengths of an authored book with those of an edited one. Most of the
chapters were written by a combination of editors, often with an additional
outside person contributing to the chapter. By using this strategy we hoped
to provide a concentrated treatment of each topic while maintaining
stylistic consistency from one chapter to the next.

Several guidelines were used in selecting topics for the present work.
First, we identified the events that seem most central to reproduction and
thus likely to be experienced by many persons. Second, we wanted topics
for which a significant amount of work on the psychological and social
aspects had been done. Even with these guidelines, the list of possible
topics went beyond the scope of the present work. Consequently, rather
than to strive for comprehensiveness, we attempted to provide in-depth ex-
amination of certain key events in human reproduction.

Initially we wanted a balanced coverage of topics for both men and
women; however, it soon became apparent that neither had there been
much work done concerning reproductive events of men nor had the
psychological response of men to reproductive events of their wives or
female partners received much attention. So the chapters are oriented
strongly to the reproductive events of women with a discussion of the
psychological and social aspects of these events for men presented wherever
possible.

We hope this book will serve as a text and resource volume for workers
in human reproduction, sexuality, mental health, and medicine. Further-
more, we hope it advances the development of an overall orientation to the
psychology of the reproductive life cycle.
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An Introduction to the
Ciritical Life Problem
Approach to Human
Reproduction

EVENTS IN THE REPRODUCTIVE CYCLE are part of adult life for most people.
Conception, pregnancy, childbirth, and relating to a newborn are events
that sometimes enrich, sometimes frustrate, and sometimes distress those
experiencing them. Certainly they change the pattern of life for most peo-
ple. Examining the psychological and social aspects of some of these events
is the purpose of the present volume.

The reproductive dimension of human sexuality has received little atten-
tion from behavioral scientists. Instances of severe psychopathology occur-
ring in relation to a particular reproductive event (e.g., childbirth) have
been the major focus of discussions on psychosocial factors in this area.
Often, discussion has centered on whether disturbances associated in time
with a major reproductive event represent forms of psychopathology dif-
ferent from disturbances occurring at other times. At issue is whether the
onset of major psychiatric disturbance is more likely at times of major
reproductive transition, whether psychosocial or hormonal variables are
primary causal factors since both sets are undergoing obvious changes, and
whether treatment effectiveness parallels treatment effectiveness of distur-
bances occurring at other times.

Emphasis on cases of extreme disturbance has led to several conceptual
and methodological limitations. Many of the often cited papers are based
on series of cases of severely disturbed individuals. The data often consist

Xi
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of retrospective accounts or of the clinical record, including psychiatric
observations and discussion of physical aspects of the case. Both of these
sources are subject to significant biases either in terms of the recollection of
patients and those around them or in terms of the interpretive biases of the
clinician working with the patient.

This emphasis on cases of extreme psychiatric disturbance occurring in
relation to a reproductive event also focuses attention on the individual in
terms of potential biochemical factors, internal psychological conflicts, or
perception of new role demands. The reproductive event (e.g., pregnancy)
is thought of as a global occurrence. Psychiatric disturbance is seen, in
part, as a response to this global event. Aspects of the behavioral responses
of the people are not generally examined as a function of the range of
specific variables subsumed under the global heading.

In the present volume, we have adopted a different perspective. Instead
of focusing on cases of severe psychiatric disturbance occurring in relation
to some reproductive event, we begin with an emphasis on the reproductive
events themselves. We view them as critical life problems (Calhoun, Selby,
& King, 1976) confronted by most people. Events like pregnancy and
childbirth are seen as significant transitions for women and men. Some
master the transitions with relative ease while others experience mild,
moderate, or severe disturbance. The degree and duration of such distur-
bance would be expected to vary with the characteristics of the changes in
physical functioning (e.g., a disabling pregnancy symptom), the nature and
extent of new demands, as well as the psychological and social resources
available to meet such demands.

Discussing pregnancy and childbirth in particular may help to clarify the
critical life problem approach to understanding the psychology of
reproductive events generally. Pregnancy and childbirth are, of course, ac-
tually comprised of a whole set of specific components, including the ob-
jective physical changes associated with conception, gestation, and parturi-
tion, the perception of these bodily changes by the pregnant woman and
her husband or partner, the affective responses of both, and the thoughts,
beliefs, and expectations of each concerning these events. Social changes
encompass the relationship between the pregnant woman and her partner,
as well as their relationships with friends and other family members, rela-
tionships with the health care professionals concerned with reproduction,
and the demands and characteristics of the neonate. There are measurable
differences in the extent to which each of these factors occurs in the
pregnancy of a given individual or couple. Thus, the challenge posed to
personal and social adjustment differs with each pregnancy. For example, a
couple who strongly hold the cultural expectation of a glowing maternalism
with a cuddly baby, if faced with a baby who is physically defective, may
feel considerable disappointment, worry, or depression.

A person’s responses to events like pregnancy and childbirth are in part
determined by personal and social resources available when problems oc-
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cur. Those with more meager resources or those in whom existing resources
were already taxed by nonpregnancy demands would be expected to show
greater dysfunction associated with comparable pregnancy events than per-
sons having greater resources or persons whose existing resources were not
so taxed.

The characteristics of the particular reproductive event, along with the
availability of personal and social resources, affect the kind or degree of
distress. For instance, for a woman who has a poor relationship with her
husband and whose pregnancy is marked by severe nausea and vomiting,
sexual distress and general dissatisfaction during pregnancy may be
especially severe.

The critical life problems approach has several important implications
for understanding the psychological aspects of reproductive events. The ap-
proach recognizes a continuum of distress. It begins with the assumption
that the variables involved in the more common mild and moderate distress
would be the same factors likely to be involved in more infrequent but ex-
treme distress. Furthermore, the present approach encourages prospective
studies, including normative descriptions of the psychological responses
correlated with the different phases of each event within the reproductive
life cycle. Such prospective studies can be more methodologically sound
than the typical retrospective case study. The present framework, through
the development of predictive indices of future distress, is also congruent
witi identification of high-risk groups. A basis for the development and
evaluation of both preventive and treatment measures for psychological
distress associated with the events is also suggested herein. Finally, the
present framework extends the kind of theorizing and work begun on the
psychological aspects of pregnancy (Bibring, 1959; Bibring et al., 1961;
Bibring & Valenstein, 1976) to reproductive events generally. Such exten-
sion would encourage the integration of findings and hypotheses into a
psychology of human reproduction.

In this book we have attempted to use the critical life problems approach
to reproductive events. Existing work on the issues in pregnancy are
discussed, including psychological changes in pregnancy, the value of
prepared childbirth, and psychological responses to terminated pregnancy.
Major events in the postdelivery period are examined, among them the
psychological factors in postpartum reactions, implications of early parent-
neonate interactions, reactions to preterm birth, and psychological impact
of having a handicapped baby. Finally, changes in the reproductive system
are discussed. These changes involve the psychological dimensions in con-
trolling conception, as well as the psychological correlates of menopause
and climacteric.

These events were selected because they seem central and because a
reasonable amount of theory and research on each exists. Across all of
these events, several trends emerge. Most of the work has been devoted to
the psychological, psychiatric, and social functioning of women in relation
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to reproductive events, with limited discussion of their impact on men. As
Parlee (1976) noted, most theorizing on childbirth emphasizes either the in-
trapsychic conflicts or the hormonal changes thought to occur within
women at that time. Cognitive and interpersonal dimensions have received
far less attention. Likewise, research on the psychology of men during
these transitional periods is almost nonexistent. Each chapter attempts to
reflect the current knowledge of the psychology of women and of men dur-
ing reproductive events.

Through these chapters we present up-to-date information concerning
the psychological changes associated with some events in the reproductive
life cycle. An understanding of available knowledge is fundamental to pro-
viding good psychological assistance. As pointed out by Selby and Calhoun
(1980), conveying accurate, personally relevant information about the
problem situation to persons experiencing that situation can reduce uncer-
tainty and facilitate a more positive approach. Though traditional therapies
have not emphasized the role of factual information in treatment, the
potential value of sound cognitive understanding has been highlighted with
respect to sexual dysfunctions (Annon, 1974; Cherwick & Cherwick, 1971;
Masters & Johnson, 1970), coping with surgery (Auerbach & Kilmann,
1977; Egbert et al., 1964; Schmitt & Woolridge, 1973), and coping with a
handicapped child (Ehlers, 1966; Grossman, 1972; Stone, 1967). Within the
realm of reproduction, the value of factual information has been stressed
in prepared childbirth programs (Klusman, 1975). We believe the value ex-
tends to all of the events within the reproductive cycle.

Bringing together current knowledge concerning the psychological
changes during particular reproductive events also allows for the formula-
tion of treatment procedures specific to each event. Medical and
psychological procedures and specialized resources can be better tailored to
the problems and pitfalls associated with each major event, and particular
recommendations are made within the book.

Traditional therapies for psychological disturbances associated with
reproduction have been oriented to treatment rather than prevention.
Psychoanalytically oriented therapists and theorists have long hoped that
the dissemination of knowledge concerning intrapsychical events to in-
dividuals and care-giving institutions would assist in both preventing and
treating psychological pathology, particularly that associated with child-
bearing and child-rearing. The authors noted above have demonstrated
that in specific areas cognitive information can have a salutary effect on
psychological response to reproductive events. We, however, suggest cau-
tion in predicting the demise of distress related to human reproduction even
if massive programs of individual, public, and institutional education con-
cerning reproduction are implemented. Indeed the critical life problem ap-
proach espoused in this volume suggests that just as individual responses to
reproductive events are extremely variable and represent probabilities and
not certainties, so treatment and prevention strategies which are based on
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probable responses must be individually variable to be most effective. Thus
for one woman appropriate prevention of peripartum psychological

" distress may rest on the transmission of cognitive information concerning
pregnancy, whereas for another, prevention may be best accomplished by
an examination of that woman’s relationship with her own mother.

We believe the present volume will advance the psychology of human
reproduction as a field of study. Certainly, this area of living is vitally im-
portant to the psychological adjustment of most adults. Examining theory
and research related to reproductive events would seem fundamental to the
development of an overall understanding of the psychological adjustment
of adults.
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