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Mothers’ parental anxiety and their interpretation of infants’ emotions:
Effect of attachment style and prefrontal dysfunction of depressed mothers

Masako MATSUZAWA

This study investigated the relationship between mothers’ parental anxiety and their interpretation of
infants’ emotions in relation to attachment style, mothers’ depression, and prefrontal dysfunction. Mothers (V
= 23) participated in the study. We monitored the mothers’ prefrontal activities using near-infrared
spectroscopy while they interpreted emotions from infants’ facial expressions in photographs. The mothers
also responded to questionnaires on parental anxiety, attachment style, and depressive tendency. Results
indicated that mothers with insecure attachment styles or depression tended to experience parental anxiety.
The mothers with insecure attachment style attended to infants’ negative emotions even if the infants’ faces
expressed positive expressions. Attention to their infants’ negative emotions might lead these mothers to
develop parenting anxiety. Prefrontal activities were weaker when depressed mothers interpreted infants’
emotions. The weak prefrontal activities were related to ignorance of infants’ softer facial expressions of
negative emotions. The prefrontal dysfunction of mothers with depression might make them insensitive to
infants’ anxiety, leading to insecure parent-infant relationships and parental anxiety.
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