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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

The transition to parenthood, particularly during the toddler years, represents a
significant developmental and relational challenge for mothers. Caring for a
young child requires continuous attention to physical, emotional, and
developmental needs while simultaneously managing household responsibilities
and marital roles. Although mothers are often surrounded by family members,
many experience loneliness as a subjective feeling of being misunderstood,
unsupported, or emotionally disconnected. Previous research has demonstrated
that loneliness is associated with adverse psychological, social, and physical
outcomes and may negatively influence parental well-being and family
functioning.

Attachment theory provides a useful framework for understanding individual
differences in loneliness. Internal working models developed through early
attachment experiences influence expectations about self and others, help-seeking
behaviors, emotional intimacy, and perceptions of social support. Individuals with
insecure attachment patterns often experience difficulties in close relationships
and may be more vulnerable to feelings of loneliness. However, the mechanisms
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through which attachment influences loneliness among mothers of young children
remain insufficiently understood.

Emotion regulation has been proposed as one potential mechanism linking
attachment and psychological adjustment. Secure attachment is generally
associated with adaptive emotion regulation, whereas insecure attachment is
linked to maladaptive strategies such as emotional suppression. Furthermore,
marital self-efficacy, defined as an individual's belief in their ability to effectively
manage marital challenges and maintain a satisfying relationship, may serve as a
protective factor against loneliness. Despite extensive research on attachment and
loneliness, little is known about the mechanisms underlying this relationship
among mothers of toddlers. Moreover, no study has simultaneously examined the
mediating role of emotion regulation strategies and the moderating role of marital
self-efficacy in this population. Addressing this gap may contribute to a better
understanding of psychological factors associated with maternal loneliness during
early parenthood .Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate whether
emotion regulation strategies mediate the relationship between attachment
dimensions and loneliness and whether marital self-efficacy moderates these
associations among mothers of toddlers.

Research Questions

1. Is insecure attachment associated with greater loneliness among mothers
of toddlers?

2. Do emotion regulation strategies (cognitive reappraisal and expressive
suppression) mediate the relationship between attachment dimensions and
loneliness?

3. Does marital self-efficacy moderate the relationships among attachment,
emotion regulation, and loneliness?

2. Literature Review

2.1 Attachment and Loneliness

Attachment theory suggests that early relational experiences shape enduring
beliefs about interpersonal relationships. Individuals with secure attachment tend
to perceive others as available and supportive, whereas those with anxious or
avoidant attachment often experience difficulties in seeking support and
maintaining emotional closeness. Previous studies have consistently demonstrated
associations between insecure attachment and loneliness across different
populations.

2.2 Emotion Regulation as a Psychological Mechanism
Emotion regulation refers to the processes through which individuals influence the
experience and expression of emotions. Gross and John (2003) identified
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cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression as two major emotion regulation
strategies. Reappraisal is generally associated with positive psychological
outcomes, whereas suppression is linked to reduced interpersonal functioning and
lower well-being. Recent studies suggest that attachment orientations influence
individuals’ preferred emotion regulation strategies.

2.3 Marital Self-Efficacy

Marital self-efficacy reflects confidence in one's ability to communicate
effectively, manage conflicts, and maintain intimacy within a marital relationship.
Research indicates that individuals with higher marital self-efficacy report greater
relationship satisfaction and psychological adjustment. In the context of parenting
stress, marital self-efficacy may reduce vulnerability to loneliness by facilitating
support-seeking and effective relational functioning.

3. Methodology

This study employed a quantitative, cross-sectional, correlational design using
Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM). The statistical
population consisted of mothers with one toddler child (aged 1-3 years) residing
in Tehran, Iran, during 2024.

Sample size was determined using G*Power software with an effect size of
0.10, power of 0.95, and alpha level of 0.05. A minimum sample size of 305
participants was estimated. Using convenience sampling, 357 mothers participated
in the study. After excluding incomplete questionnaires, data from 330
participants were analyzed.

Data were collected using four standardized instruments: the Social and
Emotional Loneliness Scale for Adults—Short Form (SELSA-S), the Adult
Attachment Scale (ASM), the Marital Self-Efficacy Scale, and the Emotion
Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ). Reliability and validity indices were examined
through Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, average variance extracted
(AVE), and the Fornell-Larcker criterion. All measures demonstrated acceptable
psychometric properties.

4. Results
The structural model demonstrated satisfactory measurement and structural
validity. The model explained approximately 46% of the variance in loneliness,
13% of the variance in suppression, and 12% of the variance in cognitive
reappraisal.

Among the attachment dimensions, secure attachment showed a significant
negative direct effect on loneliness (B = —0.196, p <.001). Avoidant and
ambivalent attachment did not exhibit significant direct effects on loneliness.
However, avoidant attachment was positively associated with suppression and
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negatively associated with cognitive reappraisal. Secure attachment was
negatively related to suppression, while ambivalent attachment was positively
associated with reappraisal.

Regarding emotion regulation, suppression demonstrated a significant
positive effect on loneliness (B = 0.095, p =.046), indicating that greater use of
suppression was associated with higher levels of loneliness. In contrast, cognitive
reappraisal did not significantly predict loneliness.

Marital self-efficacy emerged as a particularly influential variable. It showed
a strong negative direct effect on loneliness (p = —0.580, p <.001) and a positive
effect on cognitive reappraisal. Ambivalent attachment negatively predicted
marital self-efficacy (p = —0.233, p <.001).

Analysis of indirect effects revealed that emotion regulation strategies did not
mediate the relationship between attachment dimensions and loneliness. However,
a significant indirect pathway emerged from ambivalent attachment to loneliness
through marital self-efficacy (B = 0.135, p <.001). This finding suggests that
ambivalent attachment contributes to loneliness primarily by reducing confidence
in managing marital relationships.

Moderation analysis further revealed a significant interaction between secure
attachment and marital self-efficacy in predicting loneliness (p =.031). The
protective effect of secure attachment on loneliness was stronger among mothers
with higher levels of marital self-efficacy.

5. Discussion

The findings highlight the central role of marital self-efficacy in understanding
loneliness among mothers of toddlers. Mothers who believed they were capable of
effectively managing marital challenges reported lower levels of loneliness. This
result supports social-cognitive perspectives emphasizing the importance of
efficacy beliefs in coping with stressful life transitions.

The significant association between suppression and loneliness is consistent
with emotion regulation theory, suggesting that habitual inhibition of emotional
expression may undermine intimacy and social connectedness. Conversely,
cognitive reappraisal did not significantly predict loneliness, indicating that
loneliness during the parenting period may be more strongly influenced by
interpersonal and relational factors than by intrapersonal cognitive processes.

The findings regarding attachment are also consistent with attachment theory.
Secure attachment was directly associated with lower loneliness and lower
suppression, whereas ambivalent attachment indirectly contributed to loneliness
through diminished marital self-efficacy. These results suggest that relational
beliefs and confidence in managing intimate relationships are important pathways
through which attachment influences loneliness.
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6. Conclusion

The present study contributes to the growing literature on parental loneliness by
demonstrating that loneliness among mothers of toddlers is influenced not only by
attachment orientations but also by marital self-efficacy and emotion regulation
processes. Marital self-efficacy emerged as the strongest protective factor against
loneliness, while emotional suppression functioned as a significant interpersonal
risk factor. Furthermore, secure attachment directly reduced loneliness and
strengthened the protective influence of marital self-efficacy.

These findings suggest that interventions aimed at reducing loneliness among
mothers of young children should focus on strengthening marital self-efficacy,
enhancing relational security, and reducing maladaptive emotional suppression.
Such interventions may contribute to improved psychological well-being and
family functioning during the demanding transition to parenthood.

Keywords: Insecure Attachment, Loneliness, Emotion Regulation, Marital Self-
Efficacy, Mothers Of Toddlers, Structural Equation Modeling.
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1 - Social and Emotional Loneliness Scale for Adults
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1 - Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ, Gross & John)
2- UCLA Loneliness Scale

3- Oxford Happiness Questionnaire

4 - Collins and Reed
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1 - Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ, Gross & John)
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