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Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to explore and explain the process through which mothers’ worries and
negative thoughts contribute to the formation of mother—daughter conflicts during adolescence.

Methods and Materials: This qualitative study was conducted using Glaser’s classical grounded
theory approach. The participants were 18 mothers of adolescent daughters aged 15 to 18 years living
in Tehran, Iran, who were selected through purposive sampling. Data were collected through in-depth
semi-structured interviews and continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. The interviews were
transcribed verbatim and analyzed through constant comparative analysis, including open, axial, and
selective coding. Trustworthiness was enhanced through participant checking, peer review, rich
contextual description, systematic documentation of the analytic process, and preservation of interview
transcripts and analytic memos.

Findings: The inferential analysis revealed that mothers’ worries and negative automatic thoughts
functioned as the central driving force in the emergence and persistence of mother—daughter conflicts.
The final grounded model consisted of three interrelated domains: mothers’ cognitive—emotional
foundations, mothers’ interactive—parenting strategies, and contextual factors. The cognitive—emotional
domain included parenting concerns, excessive anxiety and worry, difficulty understanding
adolescents’ emotions, and limited awareness of adolescent cognitive development. The interactive—
parenting domain included blame and humiliation, poor emotional regulation, inability to establish
balanced rules, weak problem-solving skills, violation of privacy and autonomy, ineffective verbal
communication, and lack of balanced intimacy. Contextual factors, including the father’s role, peer
relationships, and the influence of virtual space, intensified or maintained the conflict cycle. The model
suggested that mothers’ negative interpretations of normal developmental behaviors activated
controlling, blaming, and emotionally dysregulated responses, which increased resistance, emotional
distance, and repeated conflict.

Conclusion: Mother—daughter conflicts during adolescence appear to emerge through a dynamic,
cyclical, and self-reinforcing process in which maternal worries and negative thoughts distort mothers’
perceptions of adolescent behavior and activate ineffective interactional strategies. Preventive and
therapeutic interventions should therefore focus on modifying mothers’ negative cognitions,
strengthening emotional regulation, improving empathy, increasing developmental awareness, and
promoting constructive mother—daughter communication.

Keywords: Maternal worry; negative automatic thoughts; mother—daughter conflict; adolescence;
grounded theory; qualitative study.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Adolescence is a sensitive developmental period in which
biological maturation, cognitive transformation, identity
exploration, emotional reactivity, and social expansion occur
simultaneously. During this period, the adolescent’s growing
need for autonomy often requires the family system to
renegotiate boundaries, authority, communication patterns,
and emotional closeness. In mother—daughter relationships,
this transition may become especially complex because the
relationship is usually characterized by emotional intensity,
gendered expectations, cultural meanings of femininity, and
strong maternal concerns about safety, morality, academic
achievement, peer relations, and future success.
Contemporary perspectives on parenting emphasize that
parent—child relationships are not one-directional structures,
but dynamic, reciprocal, and context-dependent systems
shaped by  parental  characteristics,  adolescent
developmental needs, family climate, and sociocultural
values (Ambert, 2020; Khaleque, 2021). Therefore, mother—
daughter conflict during adolescence should not be reduced
to either adolescent disobedience or maternal overcontrol;
rather, it should be understood as an interactive process in
which perceptions, emotions, expectations, and responses
continuously influence one another.

A central factor in this process is the quality of parent-
child interaction. Recent evidence indicates that parent—
child interactions can mediate the relationship between
parents’ psychological well-being and adolescent girls’
social adjustment, suggesting that parental psychological
states influence adolescents partly through the emotional and
communicative quality of daily interactions
(Mohammadzadeh et al., 2025). Similarly, the parent—child
relationship has been shown to influence adolescents’
prosocial risk-taking behavior through perceived social
support and psychological capital, highlighting the
developmental role of warm, supportive, and trust-based

family relationships (Li & Ma, 2025). Conversely, when the

relationship is dominated by anxiety, criticism,
psychological control, or emotional distance, it may become
a source of vulnerability rather than protection. Parental
educational anxiety, for example, has been linked to
adolescent problem behaviors through psychological control
and the quality of the parent—child relationship, with gender
differences indicating that such processes may be
particularly relevant for understanding parent—daughter
dynamics (Lu et al., 2025).

Maternal worries and negative automatic thoughts may
represent key cognitive—emotional mechanisms through
which ordinary developmental behaviors are interpreted as
threatening. Intrusive, frightening, and unwanted thoughts in
parenthood can generate cycles of anxiety, guilt, shame, and
compensatory control, particularly when parents interpret
such thoughts as evidence of danger or personal inadequacy
(Kleiman & Wenzel, 2021). In the context of adolescent
daughters, mothers may interpret privacy seeking, emotional
fluctuation, peer orientation, or resistance to advice as signs
of decline, danger, or moral deviation. Negative automatic
thoughts, negative attitudes, and intrusive memories have
been associated with depression and emotional disturbance,
indicating that such cognitions may distort interpretation and
intensify emotional responses (Valitabar & Hossein-Sabet,
2017). Moreover, mindfulness-based cognitive therapy has
been found to reduce negative automatic thoughts and
related psychological problems, suggesting that these
cognitions are modifiable and clinically meaningful
(Nikkhah et al., 2019). Within mother—daughter interactions,
such thoughts may activate blaming, threatening,
overprotective, or controlling responses that intensify
conflict.

Previous Iranian studies have also shown that maternal
and family factors are important predictors of mother—
daughter conflict. Maternal conflict resolution style,
maternal marital conflict, and the daughter’s attachment

style have been identified as contributors to daughter—

mother conflict (Pourbaferani et al., 2015a). In another
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study, maternal personality characteristics, maternal marital
conflict, maternal conflict resolution style, and the
daughter’s conflict resolution style predicted mother—
daughter conflict (Pourbaferani et al., 2015b). In addition,
family climate, the mother—daughter relationship, social
skills, and mothers’ mental disorders have been reported as
predictors of child abuse among adolescent girls (Karimi &
Soltanizadeh, 2021), while maternal parental stress has been
associated with defense mechanisms among adolescent girls
(Emaminia, 2015). Attachment styles have also been linked
to worry in female students, suggesting that relational
insecurity and persistent worry may be interconnected in
close relationships (Mehrabizadeh Honarmand et al., 2015).
Recent studies further show that parent—child conflict is
associated with high-risk adolescent outcomes, including
substance abuse and non-suicidal self-injury (Parveen & Jan,
2024; Zou et al., 2024). At the same time, intergenerational
and cultural protective factors in parent—child relationships
can buffer adolescents against depressive symptoms (Torres,
2024). These findings support the need for interventions that
strengthen parenting, psychological flexibility,
differentiation, and active engagement in parent—child work
(Allameh et al., 2025; Mac-Niven et al., 2025). Accordingly,
the present study aimed to explore and explain the process
through which mothers’ worries and negative thoughts
contribute to the formation of mother—daughter conflicts
during adolescence.

Methods and Materials:

This study employed a qualitative design using Glaser’s
classical grounded theory approach. The purpose of
selecting this method was to generate an explanatory,
process-oriented model grounded in participants’ lived
experiences rather than to test a predetermined hypothesis.
The research population consisted of mothers with
adolescent daughters aged 15 to 18 years living in Tehran
who reported significant emotional or behavioral conflict
with their daughters. Participants were selected through

purposive sampling, and the sampling process continued

until theoretical saturation was reached. After 18 in-depth
interviews, no new concept emerged regarding the main
categories, and the data collection process was stopped.

Data were gathered through semi-structured, in-depth
interviews. The interview guide included broad and open-
ended questions designed to encourage mothers to describe
recent conflict situations, the thoughts and emotions they
experienced during those situations, their main worries about
their adolescent daughters, and the strategies they usually
used when they felt anxious, helpless, or unable to control
the situation. All interviews were conducted in a calm and
private setting after obtaining informed consent. The
interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis began simultaneously with data collection
and was conducted through constant comparative analysis.
In the first stage, open coding was performed line by line to
identify meanings, actions, emotions, and experiences
expressed by the participants. In the next stage, similar codes
were compared, refined, and grouped into axial categories.
Finally, selective coding was conducted to identify the core
categories and the conceptual relationships among them.
Analytic memos were written throughout the process to
record emerging interpretations, category relationships, and
theoretical insights. Trustworthiness was enhanced through
participant checking, peer review, rich description of the
research context, documentation of the analytic process, and
preservation of audio files, transcripts, and analytic notes.
Ethical principles, including voluntary participation, written
informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity, and the right
to withdraw from the study, were observed throughout the
research process.

Findings:

The analysis produced a multi-layered process model of
mother—daughter conflict formation. In the first stage of
analysis, 1,240 initial concepts were identified from the
interview transcripts. After refinement, merging, and
removal of repetitive or irrelevant concepts, these were
reduced to 524 open codes. Through constant comparison,

the open codes were grouped into 48 axial codes. In the final
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stage, 14 selective codes emerged as the main explanatory
categories of the conflict formation process.

The 14 selective codes were organized into three major
domains. The first domain was mothers’ cognitive—
emotional foundations, which included parenting concerns,
anxiety and worry, difficulty understanding adolescents’
emotions, and limited awareness of adolescent cognitive
development. This domain showed that mothers’ worries
about safety, academic success, social reputation, peer
relationships, the future, and maternal adequacy shaped how
they interpreted their daughters’ behaviors. Ordinary
developmental behaviors, such as seeking privacy,
emotional fluctuation, peer orientation, or desire for
independence, were often interpreted as disobedience,
danger, irresponsibility, or emotional rejection.

The second domain was mothers’ interactive—parenting
strategies, which included blame and humiliation, poor
emotional regulation, inability to establish balanced rules,
weak problem-solving skills, violation of privacy and
autonomy, ineffective verbal communication, and lack of
balanced intimacy. These strategies represented the
behavioral translation of mothers’ worries and negative
thoughts. When mothers experienced intense anxiety or
catastrophic thoughts, they tended to respond through
criticism, threats, punishment, excessive advice, phone
checking, emotional withdrawal, or strict restriction. These
responses did not reduce conflict; instead, they increased
resistance, secrecy, emotional distance, and verbal
confrontation.

The third domain was contextual and background factors,
including the father’s role, peer relationships, and the
influence of virtual space. The father’s physical or emotional
absence, lack of parental coordination, or blaming of the
mother intensified maternal pressure and increased the
likelihood of controlling strategies. Peer relationships and
virtual space also functioned as conflict-amplifying contexts
because mothers often perceived them as potential threats
and responded through strict monitoring or prohibition.

Overall, the final model showed that mothers’ worries and

negative thoughts acted as the central driving force of
conflict. These cognitive—emotional processes distorted
maternal perceptions of adolescent development, activated
ineffective parenting strategies, and produced a self-
reinforcing cycle of conflict.

Discussion and Conclusion:

The findings indicate that mother—daughter conflicts
during adolescence are best understood as a dynamic,
cyclical, and self-reinforcing process rather than as isolated
disagreements over daily issues. The central mechanism
identified in this study was the transformation of maternal
worry and negative automatic thoughts into distorted
interpretations and ineffective interactional strategies.
Mothers frequently interpreted developmentally normal
adolescent behaviors as signs of danger, moral decline,
disrespect, or loss of control. These interpretations activated
controlling, blaming, and emotionally dysregulated
responses. In turn, daughters responded with resistance,
withdrawal, secrecy, or confrontation, which confirmed the
mothers’ original worries and restarted the cycle.

The study also showed that emotional regulation and
empathic understanding are crucial turning points in the
conflict process. When mothers were unable to regulate
anxiety, anger, guilt, or fear, they were more likely to use
coercive or humiliating responses. Conversely, the absence
of empathic understanding prevented mothers from
recognizing the developmental meaning of their daughters’
behaviors. The adolescent’s need for privacy, autonomy,
social connection, and emotional fluctuation was often
interpreted through maternal fear rather than developmental
awareness. This finding suggests that conflict reduction
requires more than behavioral advice; it requires cognitive
and emotional restructuring in mothers.

The contextual findings further demonstrate that mother—
daughter conflict is embedded in the broader family and
social environment. The father’s role, parental coordination,
peer relationships, and digital media concerns all influenced
the intensity and continuation of the conflict cycle. In

particular, when mothers felt alone, blamed, or unsupported,
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their worries intensified and their parenting responses
became more rigid. Therefore, interventions should not
focus solely on the mother—daughter dyad but should also
address the broader family climate and parental cooperation.

In conclusion, the study provides a grounded explanatory
model showing that mothers’ worries and negative thoughts
play a central role in the formation and persistence of
mother—daughter conflicts during adolescence. These
worries distort the interpretation of adolescent behavior,

activate ineffective parenting strategies, and sustain cycles

of emotional distance and conflict. Preventive and
therapeutic programs should therefore focus on helping
mothers identify negative automatic thoughts, reduce
catastrophic interpretations, regulate emaotions, understand
adolescent development, communicate without blame,
respect appropriate autonomy, and negotiate family rules
constructively. Involving fathers and improving parental
coordination may also reduce maternal pressure and help
prevent everyday conflicts from becoming chronic relational
patterns.
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