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The dissertation presented by Kameliya Staneva addresses a topic with a long-standing 

tradition of scientific inquiry, yet one that continues to offer new avenues and perspectives for 

exploration within contemporary psychological science and practice. Early childhood experiences 

form a crucial foundation that significantly shapes an individual’s capacity for adaptation or 

maladaptation in adult life. The quality of the parent-child relationship plays a key role across the 

various stages of child development, influencing emotional, cognitive, behavioral, and other 

dimensions. The relevance and significance of the research concept lie in the growing need for new 

tools for clinical observation and investigation of the reciprocal connection between mother and 

child. 

General Characteristics of the Dissertation and the Submitted Materials: 

The dissertation comprises 245 pages and includes an introduction, three main chapters, a 

bibliography, and appendices. The bibliography consists of 261 sources—29 in Cyrillic, 226 in 



Latin script, and 6 from online resources. All referenced literature is entirely relevant to the subject 

matter addressed in the dissertation. The research findings are illustrated with 42 figures and 57 

tables. The appendices contain the empirical research methodologies and data regarding the 

normality checks of the distributions. The abstract spans 56 pages and thoroughly and 

informatively reflects the key highlights of the dissertation. The author has listed three individual 

publications directly related to the topic of the research. 

In the introduction, the author, Kameliya Staneva, convincingly emphasizes the relevance 

and importance of her research project. She provides a well-founded rationale for her choice of 

topic, drawing on clinical experience and observation, as well as on the evolving nature of 

contemporary parenthood. Modern trends and the growing attention toward the prevention of 

childhood psychopathology are duly acknowledged. 

In the theoretical framework, the author aptly problematizes the definition of early 

childhood development, drawing attention to the various developmental domains, age-specific 

skills, and needs. She presents a modern periodization that incorporates biological, psychological, 

and social aspects of development. A well-structured and in-depth reflection is offered on both 

classical and contemporary theoretical perspectives. Psychodynamic theories are skillfully 

presented through the ideas of S. Freud, A. Adler, and E. Erikson. Child development is also 

considered from a behavioral standpoint, referencing the views of A. Bandura, B.F. Skinner, and 

others. The author meaningfully incorporates cognitive perspectives, highlighting the contributions 

of J. Piaget and L. Vygotsky. The theory of attachment is logically integrated through the 

conceptualizations of J. Bowlby and M. Ainsworth. The concept of “interaction” between mother 

and child is explored in a historical context through a variety of research approaches that investigate 

parental care, bonding styles, emotional communication, environmental influences, and more. 

Kameliya Staneva appropriately discusses personality and temperamental traits, motherhood as a 

set of internalized representations and attitudes, regression, ambivalence, maternal sensitivity, and 

other relevant factors. Emphasis is rightfully placed on Daniel Stern’s notion of the “maternal 

constellation,” D. Winnicott’s “primary maternal preoccupation,” and M. Mahler’s phases of early 

relational development.  



Developmental psychopathology markers are presented professionally and in alignment 

with contemporary diagnostic classifications. The dissertation engages with studies that underscore 

the risks of problematic communication. It acknowledges family system dynamics and the role of 

partner relationships as influential factors in child development. Key concerns such as attachment 

disorders, early childhood depression, and autism spectrum disorders are convincingly 

problematized. A comprehensive overview of diagnostic methodologies for early childhood 

development is provided, along with developmental standards and learning trajectories from birth 

to age three. The process-oriented nature of psychological assessment is explicitly emphasized. 

Tools for assessing the parent-child relationship are also examined in terms of their clinical 

relevance and the necessity for systematic observation and monitoring. 

About the empirical part of the dissertation, the second chapter defines the object and 

subject of the study, along with its aims and research tasks. One main and four supplementary 

hypotheses are proposed. The research methodology is accurately and thoroughly presented. The 

selected instruments are appropriate and well-aligned with the research objectives. The method for 

assessing the quality of the mother-child relationship (PICCOLO) is described with precision, 

covering all four developmental domains and offering a strong rationale for its use. Additional 

instruments include a quantitative method for assessing early childhood mental development and 

the Temperament and Character Inventory (TCI). The statistical methods applied include 

descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, linear regression analysis, t-tests, and others. The study 

includes 151 mother-child dyads. 

In the third chapter, the obtained results are clearly and convincingly presented. 

Psychometric characteristics of the mother-child relationship tool are provided, along with 

descriptive statistics on mothers’ temperament and character traits, developmental characteristics 

of children up to 12 months of age, and progress between ages 1 and 3. Correlations are 

appropriately described between maternal temperament and children’s development, the quality of 

the mother-child relationship and child development, as well as between maternal temperament 

and the quality of the bond. The author provides an in-depth analysis of developmental differences 

based on child gender, birth type, and age. In the “Discussion” section, the author skillfully reflects 

on the data, testing the proposed hypotheses.  



The main hypothesis is confirmed: the better the quality of the mother-child relationship, 

the higher the level of mental development in children up to 3 years of age. Furthermore, children 

who demonstrate more advanced motor, language, emotional, and social development also tend to 

have stronger relational bonds with their mothers. 

The additional hypotheses are likewise supported. Children of more resourceful and 

collaborative mothers exhibit higher developmental levels; greater maternal persistence is linked 

to higher levels of speech development; maternal responsiveness, encouragement, and emotional 

availability are significant predictors of individual developmental outcomes in children aged 10 to 

36 months. The author notes certain limitations of the study, such as the smaller number of one-

year-olds, the emphasis on maternal roles over paternal ones, and others. Nonetheless, Kameliya 

Staneva convincingly demonstrates the interconnection between maternal personality traits and 

child development, as well as the strong correlation between the quality of the relationship and 

child mental health. No significant gender-based differences are found in the developmental 

outcomes of children between 10 and 36 months. 

According to research contributions, the dissertation outlines key theoretical 

contributions aimed at advancing the contemporary understanding of early childhood development. 

In the field of psychological assessment, the study is of substantial value—not only through the 

validation of the PICCOLO tool (Parenting Interactions with Children: Checklist of Observations 

Linked to Outcomes) but also by offering a methodology for counseling practice that aids in 

identifying difficulties in early parent-child interactions. 

In conclusion, the significance and timeliness of the research topic in the context of 

psychological science and practice - particularly in psychological assessment, counseling, child 

psychology, and psychopathology - are indisputable. The concept of conducting such a 

multifaceted empirical study, grounded in robust theoretical foundations and demonstrating high 

practical relevance, is presented by the author with thoroughness, precision, and professionalism.  

The dissertation reflects Kameliya Staneva’s convincing ability to critically analyze and 

synthesize diverse psychological phenomena across individual, interpersonal, and psychosocial 

domains. The systematic and in-depth structure of the work, its clear and informative organization, 

comprehensive literature review, precise research methodology, and the scale and quality of the 



empirical study fully justify my strong recommendation to the esteemed academic committee that 

Kameliya Staneva be awarded the educational and scientific degree Doctor in the scientific field 

3.2. Psychology (Pedagogical and Developmental Psychology). 
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