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ABSTRACT
Mothers' Attitudes Toward the Behavior
of the Young Child
by
Rosemary Maughan Lundquist, Master of Science
Utah State University, 1973
Major Professor: Dr. Caroll C. Lambert
Department: Family and Child Development
The purpose of this study was to determine if the mothers' feelings of self-esteem influence her attitudes toward child behavior.
Two groups were studied:

One group of mothers who were receiving

psychotherapy, and one group who were not.
Data for this study were collected by individually interviewing
twenty-five mothers who were receiving psychotherapy and twenty-five
mothers who were not.

The mothers were presented a standardized

questionnaire with thirty-five items.

The mothers' responses were

evaluated and the two groups were compared.
The findings of this study indicate that the mothers' feelings
of self-esteem do influence her attitudes toward child behavior and
that there is a difference in attitudes between mothers receiving psychotherapy and those who are not.
(48 pages)

INTRODUCTION
Many social scientists and educators consider the mother to be the
single most important person in the young child's life.

Henry (1957)

sees the mother as the principal source of nurture to the child.

The

mother-child relationship is a primary factor in the child's relating
and behavioral processes.
The mother's self concept and feelings of fulfillment are important
characteristics associated with her attitudes toward child behavior.
Harris (1959) points out that when there is too much discrepancy and
conflict between what a mother aspires to in her mothering and what
actually occurs, she is prone to feel resentful, disappointed and
guilty.

In her conflict, she may take these feelings out on the child,

the father, or herself.

When these feelings reach a certain intensity,

they constitute a problem in mothering.
Rheingold (1965) states that one way to measure the mother-child
relationship is to investigate the mother's attitudes and behavior and
then to determine their effects on the child.

Read (1945) found that

what parents think about their own role of parenthood appears to be
more closely related to how the child behaves than what they think of
child behavior itself.
In undertaking this study the researcher sought to find if there is
a difference in the attitudes toward the young child's behavior between

two groups of mothers with different degrees of self-esteem.
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The problem to be investigated in this study is whether there is a
difference in a ttitudes toward the young child's behavior between two
groups of mothers with different degrees of self-esteem.
This study is an extension of Harris' (1959) study regarding attitudes of mothering as related to feelings of self-esteem and will concern itself with studying the mother who has a pre-school child between
the ages of two through five.

A review of the literature indicates the importance of the motherchild relationship in the development of the child.

Harris (1959) says

when there is too much discrepancy between what a mother aspires to in
her mothering and what actually occurs, she is apt to feel resentful,
disappointed and guilty and to take these feelings out on the child.

It

is the purpose of this study to determine if the mother's feelings of
self-esteem do in fact influence her attitudes toward child behavior
strongly enough that the impact can be recognized by questions from the
Parent Attitud e Research Instrument developed by Schaefer

and Bell

(1965).
Definition of Terms
A mother receiving psychothe rapy
A mother receiving psychological counseling.

She may be receiving

counseling from a psychologist, psychiatrist, or social worker, in a
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clinic or private practice setting.

It is assumed that she will have

lower self-esteem than a mother not receiving counseling.
A mother not receiving
psychotherapy
A mother not receiving psychotherapy.

It is assumed that she will

have higher self-esteem than a mother receiving psychotherapy.
Self-esteem
Respect for oneself.
Hypotheses
There will be a difference in the attitudes toward the young
child's behavior on the part of mothers receiving psychotherapy as cornpared to mothers not receiving psychotherapy.
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Changing Role of Women
Studies reveal that many women are not finding total fulfillment
within the home and the traditional homemaker mother role.

The United

States Bureau of Census (1970) reveals that 40 percent of all of the
women in the United States are working and that even among young wives
with husbands present and children under six years of age, one out of
every four has a full or part-time job.

Hunt (1963) discusses the

trend for modern women to desire careers in very large numbers.

Hunt

states that the Woman's Bureau data on changing patterns in female employment make it seem likely that more and more educated young women
will hold jobs both before and after the infancy of their children, being absent from the labor market only a few years rather than fifteen
or twenty as has been true in the past.

Hunt further concludes that

the pe rcent age growth of women among accountants, auditors, chemists,

draftsman and various kinds of laboratory assis tants and heretofore
male dominated fields is most striking.

American women more and more

find fulfillment and satisfactions in a multiplicity of alternatives in
their lives.
Rose (1959) notes that while many women go to work out of economic
necessity; others seek careers as a flight from domestic roles or as

protest against their perception of the role of women in our society.
Rose further states that while many women in the home are dissatisfied,
they accept the assumption tha t employment outside the home is inherently
in conflict with the needs of family unity and child-rearing activities.
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Nye and Hoffman (1963) studied the employed mother in America and
reached several conclusions:

(1)

Present data provide support for the

position that women employed full-time outside the home find more
satisfaction in their work than non-employed women find in housework(2)

Contrary to popular belief, the employed mothers of preschool

children verbalize not less but more satisfaction with their daily
lives than their non-employed counterparts.

(3)

Working and non-

working mothers do not differ in their reports of problems in rearing
their children, and the working mothers tend to have more positive
orientation to changes that accompany parenthood.

(4)

The working

mothers tend to be less likely to see parenthood as restricting, burdensome, or demanding.

Nye and Hoffman state that the association between

maternal employment and self-acceptance tends to support the view
that many women choose outside work becuase of the lack of a sense of

usefulness and of identity that confront mothers whose household chores
are reduced .

Because of the lack of significance attached to her work,

the housewife feels she is incompe t ent and that her contribution is a

small one.

Nye and Hoffman (1963) continue that no one expresses this

more clearly than housewives themselves when they answer the inquiry
about their occupation with the phrase, "just a housewife."

Bringing

home a paycheck, whether it is added to the family bud ge t or saved for
a rainy day seems in contrast to be a sign of

compe~ence

and a tangible

contribution to the family.
In Aspects of Anxiety (Roche Laboratories, 1968), the author
states that women's motherly role and her historic role in homemaking
have been greatly reduced by our culture.

Her child-bearing and
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child-care contributions to society diminished as the birth rate fell
and her usefulness as a teacher and supervisor of her older children
suffered as the s chools a s sumed more and more of the educational burden
and as teaching the arts of homemaking and child care declined.

The

author explains that even today, if a woman seeks outside occupation,
she goes into an environment where she frequently meets bias and that
success in her work outside the home may bring about an even greater
denial of her biologic female role.
Peterson (1963) concludes that while there are those who might
argue that society is too rough on the women who want to stay home to
be wives and mothers, the current push for equal rights has led to
equal responsibilities and the able woman finds she cannot hide her
abilities, her strengths, her training under the myth that someone else
or something outside her cont r ol prevents her from realizing her potential.

She may choose homemaking, mothering but not as an escape

from her other talents.
Rossi (1964) indicated that opportunities for women to find ac ceptable c ompromise solutions for the problem of their commitments to
f amily and work will be i mproved by institutional modifications designed
to assist them with the complexities of their dual role.

She has sug-

gested an expansion of day-c a re centers and practical mothering services, inner-c it y housing to provide ease o f c ontact with schools,

child-car e serv i c es , househo ld help and plac e s of work.

She would

e radicate our ri gid sex-role s t e r eotypes, beg inning in early childhood,
to enable boys and girls t o di s cover their qualities as human beings ,
rather than to find ways t o fit the pattern of the cultural mold.

A girl would then be encouraged to view marriage and parenthood as one
strand among many in her life.

She would view motherhood as one among

many highlights of her life, experienced with joy but not as the exclusive basis for a sense of self-fulfillment and purpose in life.
Hunt (1963) stresses the need for the modern woman to be adaptive.
He suggests she envision herself as a highly complex person whose potential role-set is unlike that of almost any woman in the past.

He

continues that if from childhood on she is encouraged to conceive of
herself as capable of many things--and to recognize that in the modern
context she will need many new forms of fulfillment--she will not
vascillate in her self-concept throughout her school years, not play
the game of pretended dumbness, nor abandon the many cherished aspects
of herself.
Although the role of women is changing, we must recognize as
Krech and Greenberg (1952) conclude that what for one woman is an
eminently satisfying and rewarding program is to another a confused
nightmare and, to still another, a down-ri ght bore!

The drives which

make some women want to stay horne and others to go out are deep,
emotional, and hard to measure.

Self-esteem of Mothers
Giovacchini (1965) sees self-image as an important aspect of the
ego ' s structure and feels that disturbances in this aspect of personalit y, have become more frequent ly observed in recent years.

Giovacchini says that when one feels dissatisfied with one's self-image,
there are feelings of inadequacy, helplessness, and vulnerability.
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Komaravsky (1953) describes two types of housewives:

those who

have accepted full-time homemaking and chafe only against some particular features of it and others who have reluctantly given up jobs
and who still yearn for a new way of life.

One generalization applied

in lesser or greater degree to both types:

Sharp discontinuities

characterized the whole pattern of their liv es .

The incentives and the

psychological adaptation at one stage of her life cyc le did not make
for a smooth transition to the next one.

Komaravsky suggests further

that a psychological unpreparedness for homemaking was found even
among women who had always looked forward to it as a natural and much
desired goal.
It is concluded by Greenberg and Krech (1952) that the women who
have a choice are the ones who really face the dilemma.

They state

that you can resolve inner conflicts when necessity leaves but a
si ngle course to follow in the same way you can meet outside criticism
when you see your duty c learly .
but praise.

For a woman who, by

For widows who work, there is nothing
choice, works four hours a day or

two days a week ther e is often gu ilt within herself and condemnation
from outside.

They state further that women who have professional inter-

ests are well-trained often operate under such a sense of guilt (when
there is no economic urgency for them to work) that the moment there
a re any problems with their children they jump to the conclusion that
their outside work must be the cause.

They often do not qu es t ion

whether mothers who stay at home have these same problems.

Modern

mothers need to be encouraged perhaps also helped--to free themselves

from the obsession that obligations as a mother must confine them so
closely to their child ren that they cannot share in the concerns of
their neighbors and fellow citizens.

A mother today should be en-

couraged to use her newly gained time, training and abilities in genuine
work--in play--that is interesting to her as a person and a citizen.
By us ing her energies in this way rather than applying them more intensively to her children she will be benefiting her children, herself,
and the rest of us.

Greenberg and Krech (1952) con tinue that they

would like to see a climate of opinion developed in which a woman is
considered a good mother not only if her outside activi ties are all in
the service of the community, but where she is a lso an equally good
mother if her chief interest outside of her family is working on modern
dance, real estate, scientific research, journalism, architecture or

politics.
Research on the mother-child relationship with regard to child
behavior indicates that how the mother feels about her own behavior
is reflected in how she feels about her child ' s behavior.

Read (1945)

advises that parent education should give more attention to the behavior

of parents and their concept of their roles as a supporting or con trolling force, because what parents think about their own role of parenthood appears to be more closely related to child behavior than what they
think of child behavior itself.
Cyrus (1952) discusses the problem of overprotection and the
responsibility the homemaker mother feels.
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Modern psychology has succeeded in making everyone
aware of the importance of the mother-child relationship, but it seems to have left almost everybody with
the impression that all that is necessary is that
mothers' stay home with their children. Actually the
intense, mutually exhausting emotional and physical
relationship which develops between mothers and preschool children in the typical urban family lead inevitably to that worst of all maternal sins, overmothering with undercurrents of hostility, and that
most fatal of all child responses, overdependence with
undercurrents of resentment.
(pp. 393- 394)
Cyrus, in discussing further the sense of self-fulfillment and selfes teem of women, says:

As long as we educate women, even partially to be
interested in and responsible for the needs and problems
of their world, and then isolate them in houses as soon
as they become mothers and load them with work which they
spent their youth l earning to regard as menial and unintelligent, we should stop being surprised if they
emerge finally with no faith in themselves and no real
interest in anybody or anything but their own narrowed
and distorted desires.
Effects of Self-esteem on Attitudes of Mothers

Negative attitudes on the part of the mother can be characteristic
of various kinds of behavior, such as over-protectiveness and over-

indulgence.

Symonds (1949) observes that overindulgence and overpro -

tect ion frequentl y mask underlying feelings of rejection and that
although to a casual observer it might appear the overindulged child
was the r ecipient of an overdose of love and fondness and the over protected child the recipient of an overdose of love, these attitudes
may conceal and exp ress hat e toward the child.

Symonds further notes

that the outstanding characteristic of this parent attitude is the
inconsistency of the behavior.

The parent will feel one way today and
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another way toward the child tomorrow.

Symonds (1949) observes further

that ambivalence is another attitude which may arouse feelings of inferiority in the child.

Since the child does not know where he stands

with his parents, he must be continually on his guard lest punishment
fall on him for behavior which only a moment ago was condoned or even
encouraged, thus his ego may be severely threatened.
Further research on overprotection by Levy (1943) found that women
who were "constitutionally maternal" (that is to say women who had

their needs met solely in being a mother) were influenced both by
current circumstances and childhood experiences.

They were influenced

in a way that made their behavior with their children less appropriate
than it might have been had their own needs been more fully gratified.
Komarovsky (1953) stresses that child raisi ng may bring deep
satisfaction to women but it is also a source of worry.

When 306

mothers were asked to indicate the chief sou rc es of (a) fatigue,
(b) worry, and (c) friction in their lives, the majority put at the
top of the list in each of the three categories not housework, or

marriage problems, or financial worries but child rearing.

The lack of

skill at handling c hildren on the part of some mothers precipitates
problems.

Far from getting the sense of growing mastery over her

problems, she all too often has the feeling of barely keeping her head
above water.

Kamarovsky (1953) continues that the loss of self-est eem which
accompanies the relinquishment of a career was revealed in such phrases
as

11

my ego was deflated, 11

"I lost my self-respect."

"I felt that I no l o nger amounted t o much."

(The shared feeling that people who don't
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have an occupation don't amount to much).

In conclusion , Komarovsky

suggests that the value placed upon work and success in one ' s vocation
is one of the central values of our culture derived from the puritan
and the capitalist ethics.

Women as well as men are beginning to be

subject to th.e moral imperatives of work and success .

is a question asked

•~th

"What do you do? 11

increasing frequency of women and doing refers

to gainful employment.
Grey (1962) interviewed 203 mothers and found that most women had
to spend more hours a day mothering their children than they wanted to.
None of the women studied had jobs or careers.

Grey feels that there

is a strain in the fulfillment of the role of the mother demanded by
other women versus the actual role and the need for a sense of self-

development, and that the feelings of guilt, over imagined or actual
neglect of children , or lack of self-assertion are common anxieties

that lead women into psychotherapy.

This strain of self-assertion may

manifest itself in feelings of depression, feelings of hopelessness
and the inability to "cope"!

In discussing the responsibility and feelings of the mother,
Greenberg and Krech (1952) illustrate that each mother typic a lly tries
to do so much for and to be so much to her children, especially when
she has only one child or two, that the parent-child relationship be comes too intense.

This is particularly likely to be the case when

the mother has given up her outside work or special interests.

Even

if it were possible to disregard what all this does to the mother as
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a pers on, they conclude, we have to inquire whether after all it is
best for the child.

What does this do to the relationship between a

mother a nd her growing-up child?

What does it do to the growing-up

child's view of his mother if he sees her mainly as a person in whose
head only little thoughts about his teeth, his fingernails, his tidiness, hi s homework go round and round.
v i ew of himself?

What does it do to the child's

That she should l ove no one more than her husband

and her children is one thing , but tha t on every level of a women ' s
concern and interest her child r e n are to be the center, the begi nning,

and the endin g of her world is something else.

It isn't only the mothers

who suffer when they are dissatisfied with the way their lives are
arranged, as they work out their dissatisfactions, it is also their
c hildren and husbands who bear the brunt.
In discussing the effect of maternal attitudes on child behavior,
Forb es (1914) suggests that the child must know his parents, but he
must also know ot her men and women.

He must know his home, but also

the broader world of park, playground and school.
ci t izen

He must be a little

of the world, not a prisoner of the nursery .

He must be

neith er codd l ed nor neg l ected, and must be giv en the love that teaches
him t o love humanity, not the adoration that only shows him how to love
himself.
A study by Oppenh eim and Mitchell (1966) revealed that the only
real difference be t ween a group of clin i c c hildren receiving psychother apy and matched children not r eceiving psychotherapy was thei r
mothers.

Mothers of clinic children tended to see themselves as

"suffe r ing from nerves," found it diff icult to cope with house, husband,
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and children.

They worried more than non-clinic mothers about their

children, and were more puzzled and helpless about dealing with them.
Non-clini c mothers did not present such a distressed, harassed picture and wer e far more likely to see their children's difficulties as
temporary and to see no reason for seeking medical advice about them.
The reasons for seeking psychotherapy vary as do the many diagnoses for forms

of mental illness .

However, many women seeking psycho-

th erapy experience what is termed by psychotherapists as "middle-age
housewif e depression. "

Beck (1967) illustrates that a depressed person is one who has
a negative self-concept and is s ufferi ng a loss of emotional involvement in other people or activ i ties .

This is usually accompanied by a

loss of satisfaction regarding daily life .
Rose (1959) sees the mothers' request for psychiatric or casework help for herself, her c hild, or other members of her family as an
indication that she is searching for a more satisfying life for herself.
Rose explains that when a mother's need for satis faction transcends
in nature or quan tity the emotio nal r et urn that can be expected from

ch ild rearing, distortion in the child's development provides a cue
to the mother to seek appropriately wha t s h e needs .

A mother who is

physically close to her child, but lacking in warmth and enthusiasm
abo ut daily life, includin g child ca r e , may fail to stimulate her child
to learning and independence.
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Summary of Review

The role of the modern woman is not clear cut and well defined.
Many women still find the fulfillment and stimulation they need within
the home and do contribute to a healthy child - rearing environment.
However, the role of the traditional homemaker mother is changing and
more women are seeking employment and additional ways of achieving selfgratification.

The research indicates that mw the mother feels about her own role
of motherhood is more closely related to child behavior than what she
thinks of the behavior itself.

A mother who has feelings of fulfill-

ment and self-gratification is better able to provide a healthy childrearing environment .
Some authors see a mother's request for psychotherapy as an indication that she is lacking in self-esteem and self-assertion.

A

mother receiving psychother apy can be characterized as a mother search-

ing for a more satisfying lif e for herself.

Distortion in the child ' s

development provides a cue to the mother to seek psychotherapy.

A

mother who is lacking in warmth and enthusiasm about her daily life
may fail to stimulate her child to learning and independence.
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METHODS AND PROCEDURES

The subjects that were used to test the hypotheses consisted of
two groups of mothers from a suburban area north of Los Angeles,
California.

Twenty-five of the mothers interviewed were mothers who

were receiving psychotherapy and had a child age two through five.
other twenty-five were mothers, who to the researcher s

The

knowled g~ ,

were not receiving psychotherapy and had a child age two through five.
Mothers who were receiving
psyc ho therapy
The twenty-five mothers who were receiving psychotherapy were
selected from the private practices of four psychother ap i sts who were
known to the researcher.

The mmes were selected, using the names of

mothers who had a pre- school child as the criteria.

The mothers were

approached by the psychotherapists and asked to participa t e .
sample is not a representative sample.

This

These were mo t hers who were

available to the researcher March 1973 in Los Angeles County , California
and represent themselves.
Description.

The ages of the mothers in psychotherapy rnnged

from 23 to 38 with an avera ge age of 34 years.

The average number of

children was two, while 44 pe rcent of the mothers are working ,
cent have college degrees and 72 percent are married.

no

per-
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Mothers who were not receiving psychotherapy
The twenty-five mothers who, it was assumed by the researcher,
were not receiving psychotherapy were mothers from a church-operated
pre-school i~ Los Angeles County, California.

The mothers were

selected on a volunteer basis at a monthly parent meeting.

After a

brief explanation of the study, a paper numbered to twenty-five was
passed around the room until the desired number of signatures were obtaincd.
Description.

The ages of the mothers not receiving psychotherapy

ranged from 26 to 40 with an average age of 31 years .

The average

number of children was two, while 8 perc en t of the mothers are working ,
24 percent have college degrees and 100 percent are married.
Comparison of the two
groups of mothers
A comparison of the two groups of mothers revealed that mothers
receiving psychotherapy were more educated , a higher percent of them
were working, and a higher pe rcent of mothers receiving psychotherapy
were unmarried.

The average number of children was the same for both

groups of mothers.

Setting of mothers not receiving psychotherapy
The non- c linical pre-school used in this study consists of six
separate groups of pre-school children.

Each group was in a room
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situated side by side in the shape of an L.
play yards shared by all six groups .

There were two outside

There was also a school office,

storage room and equipment room.
The mothers were intervie wed in the school office, a room con-

taining a desk on one wall, a table and two chairs along the other
wall, and a cupboard containing various pre -school manipulative toys
on the other wall.

It was assumed that these mothers were not receiving

psychotherapy.

Setting of mothers receiving psy chothe rapy
The mothers receiving psychotherapy were interviewed at f our separate psychoth e rapists priv ate practice offices.

The offices were simi-

lar in that they each contained a desk and a sofa .

The offices differed

in the size of the room, the style and number of objects decorating the
room.

I nstrument

The data for this research was collected by the use of an interview questionnaire.

Thirty-five items from "Th e Parent Attitude

Research Instrument ," a standardized test desig ned by Schaefer and
Bell (19 65) were selec ted by the researcher and a pproved by the th es is
commi tt ee (s ee Appendix).

The question investigated in this study was:

Do the feelings and attitud es of mothers receiving ps ychotherapy va ry
from the feelings a nd attitud es of mothe rs who are no t receiving

19

psychotherapy?

The items selected from the instrument wer e those de-

signed to r ef l ect the problem being investigated .

The questi onnaire

had fo ur separate ca tegories in which the mothers responses could be
recorded:

(A)

strongly agree (a) mildly agree (d) mi ldly disag re e

(D) strongly disagree.
Methods
Twenty minutes was a ll otted each mother to complete the questionnaire.

Th e researcher used the first five minu tes to descr ibe a nd dis -

c uss needed information for comple tion of the ques tionnaire , such as the
importance of completing a ll of the questions, that the answers should
reflect their own opinions , a nd tha t their identity would remain
a nonymou s.

After a nswering any questions, th e researcher left the room

for the remaining fifteen mi nut es while the mother completed the
qu es tionnair e .

The same procedure was used for both groups of mother s .

Pilot Study

A pilot study was conducted invo l ving twenty-f ive neighbors and
friends of th e researche r who had a pre-school child between the ages
of two and five.

All of the mot hers int erviewed were living in Los

Angeles County, Cal ifornia.
ceiv ing psychothe r apy .

Five of the mothf'r s interviewed were r e -

The purpose of the pllot s tud y was lo dctP r -

mine what adjustments needed to be made before administering the te s t
to the sample such as:

r ewording of the i n formation sheet, direc tions,

t he length of time to utili ze the questionnair e , and the clarity o f
the questionnaire.
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Description and administration

It had been decided in advance that it would be desirable if the
length of each interview should not exceed twenty minutes.

Some of

the mothers were distracted with the researcher in the room .

There-

fore, it was decided that it would be most beneficial if the researcher
left the room while the mothers responded to the questionnaire.

It was

also observed that it was necessary to stress the importance, to the
mothers, of answering the questions honestly and to assure the mo thers

that their identity would remain anonymous.

The first five minutes

were used to give instructions and to answer questions.

The remaining

fifteen minutes were used by the mother to complete the questionnaire.

Results of the pilot study indicated the need to reword the information s heet as certain questions were found to be confusing.

The

word "own" was added to occupation, age, and ed ucation to read own
occupation, own age, and own education.

This clarification was necessary

for the mothers to distinguish the reference to herself.
Statistical analysis was not done on the pilot study data.
Analysis of Data
The statistical test employed in the study was the chi-square.
It was us ed to determine whether any significant difference existed

between the scores of the twenty-five mothers receiving psychotherapy
and the group of twenty-five mothers who were not receiving psychotherapy.

The minimum level of .05 was used to assess the significance

of the relationship in this s tudy.
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FINDINGS
The purpose of this study was to determine if there was a difference in attitudes of two groups of mothers towards the behavior of
th eir pre-school children .

All mothers in the study sample had at least

one pre-school child.

two groups of mothers differed in that one

The

group of mothers was receiving psychotherapy; the other group was not.
There were twenty-five mothers in each group.

The attitudes were determined by evaluating the r esponses of
mothers to thirty-five items selected from the Parent Attitude
Research Instrument, a standardized test designed by Schaefer and Bell
(1965).

The mothers respons es to the questions were recorded in four

separate categories

(A) strongly agree (a) mildly agree (d) mildly

disagree (D) strongly disagree.
The following hypothesis was used as a guide in this study:
Hypothesis
There will be a difference in the attitudes toward the young
c hild's behavior on the part of mothers receiving psychotherapy, as
compared to mothers not receiving psychotherapy.
1~e

chi -square statistical test was employed to determine whether

any significant difference existed between the scores of the twentyfive mothers receiving psychotherapy and the group of twenty-five
mothers who were not receiving psychotherapy.

The minimum l evel of .OS

was used to assess the significance of the relationship in this study.
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The findings, based on the chi-square statistical test indicate
that a significant difference did occur, in comparing the total number
of responses of the two groups of mothers, at the . 01 level.

Based on

these results, the hypothesis was accepted (see Table 1).
Table 1 indicates the total responses of mothers by those receiving
psychotherapy and those not in treatment.

The mothers receiving psycho -

therapy reveal stronger responses in categories strongly agree and
strongly disagree, supporting the hypotheses that a difference in the
two groups of mothers would occur.

The mothers receiving psychotherapy

did not differ markedly in their responses in the stronger and mild
categories.

The difference is obvious, however, when they were com-

pared to the mothers not receiving psychotherapy.

The comparison re-

vealed that mothers receiving psychotherapy responded more strongly
than the mothers not receiving psychotherapy.

The fact that the

mothers involved in psychotherapy would respond more strong l y can be
viewed as a sign of strength or a sign of weakness, depending on
whether this pattern is seen as an expressi on of hostility or freedom
from excessive inhibitions.
Test results indicate that a greater proportion of mothers receiv-

ing psychotherapy have strong attitudes as compared to the mothers
not receiving psychotherapy.

The mothers receiving psychotherapy re-

sponded more often in the strongly agree and strongly disagree categories as compared to the mothers not receiving psychotherapy.

The

mothers receiving psychotherapy did not differ markedly themselves

Table 1.

Total responses of mo thers by those receiving psycno therapy and those not in trea t men t

Strongly agree
fo

ft

(fofo - ft ft) 2

)lild ly disagree

Hildly agree
fo-ft

"""it

fo

ft

(fofo-ft ft) 2

fo -ft
ft

fo

ft

(fofo -ft ft) 2

Strongly disagree
fo -ft
ft

fo

1.09

250 236 14

196

.83

876

1.69

215 234 19

361

1. 54

867

ft

(fofo-ft ft) 2

fo-ft

---u-

Total

Mothers receiving 2sychotheraEY

184 166 18

32 4

1. 95

196 210 14

196

. 93

246 263 17

289

Mothers not receiving Esy chothera2y

145 165 20

20

226 208 18

2.42

329
.188
.19

x2 ~ 12.00
Table 2 bv 4
df ~ 3
Level of significance

422
.242
. 24

~

324

1. 55

281 260 21

527
.302
.3 0

441

465
. 266
. 27

1743

. 01

N

w
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(their scores were 434 total s trong responses and 426 tot al mild
r esponses) , it is when they are compared to the mothers not receiving

psychotherapy that the difference occurred.

The mothers no t receiving

psy chotherapy scored much higher in their mild responses of 353 when
compared to their strong responses of 507 and to the mothers receiving
psychotherapy in both the strong and mild catego ries.
The categories in Table 2 indicate that the mo thers responses
have been combined so that stron g indicates both strongly agree and
strongly disagree while mild indicates both mildly agree and mildly
disagree.

Table 2.

Frequency of strong or mild responses by mothers r eceiving
psy c hotherapy and those who are not

Mothers receiving psychotherapy

Strong

Mild

184

196
230

_l12_

Mothers not receiving psychothe rapy

434

426

145
~

~

353

2

x =

226
507

11.4 7

df = 2
Level of significance

.01

When analyzed separately, two questions were fo und to be statis ti-

cally significant.

They were questions number 9 and 26.
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Question number 9.

"Mothers very often feel they can't stand

their children a moment longer."

Question number 26.

"A good mother will find enough social life

within the family."
Table

indicates the responses of the mothers in both groups to

question 9.

"Mothers very often feel they can't stand their children

a moment longer."

The question was found to be statis tically signifi-

cant at the .01 level.

Table 3.

Responses of mothers to question 9
Strongly
agree

Mothers rece1v1ng
psychotherapy

14

Mothers not receiving
psychotherapy

x2

=

Mildly
agree

Mildly
disagree

10
10

Strongly
disagree

0

6

4

s.o

df = 3
Level of significance

.01

Table 4 indicates the responses of the mothers in both groups to
question 26.
family."
.05 level.

"A good mother will find enough social life within the

The qu e stion was found to be statistically significant at the
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Table 4.

Responses of mothers to question 26

Strongly
agree

Mildly
agree

Mothers rece~v1ng
psychotherapy

1

4

Mothers not receiving
psychotherapy

1

4

x2 ~ 7.9
df ~ 3
Level of significance

.05

Mildly
disagree

Strongly
disagree

18

11

The mothers responses to the questions referred to in Tables 3 and

4 indicate a difference in the attitudes between the two groups of
mothers.

Mothers rece ivi ng psychotherapy more strongly agree to

question 9. "Mothers very often feel they can't stand their children a
moment longer, .. and more strongly disagree to question 26.

11

A good

mother will find enough social life within the family," than mothers
who are not r eceiving psychotherapy.

These responses l end additional

support to the hypotheses that a difference would occur.
According to the present study, it: is reasonable to assume that

attitudes of mothers toward the behavi or of the young child, will be
diff erent between mothers receiving psycho t herapy nnd mothers who

ar~

not.

Mothers receiving psychotherapy indicate they are not finding the
fulfillment they need in the home and they are more bothered by child
behavior than mothers not receiving psychotherapy.
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DISCUSSION
The hypothesis employed to guide this study was:

There will be

a difference in the attitudes toward the young child 's behavior on the
part of mothers receiving psychotherapy as compared to mothers not receiving psychotherapy.
The findings indicate that there was a difference in the attitudes
of the mothers.

The chi-square s tatistical tes t with the . 05 level of

s ignificance used as the criterion of significance.

The over all

responses of the mother s were found to be significant at the . 01 level.
The ca t egories where the responses fell revealed a significant difference
between mothers.

When analyzing each question separat e l y, however,

only question 9 and question 26 showed statistical significance at the
.05 lev el .
It is the stro ng responses of the mo thers receivin g psychotherapy
in both the strongly agree and s trongly disagree categories that provide the statistical significance at th e .01 level.
The findings indicate that the difference between mothers who are
receiving psychotherapy in terms of strong and mild responses is
negligible.

In ot her word s, the responses were almost equally divided

between strong and mild.

In contras t, the mothers who are not re-

ce iving psyc hotherapy produ ced a substantially larger number of mi l d
rather than strong respon ses .

The differen ce between the two groups

may be due to several possible fac t ors.

The review of the literature
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supports the concept that a person seeking psychotherapy is more often
a person suffering from a lack of self-esteem having a low self-image.
Rose (1959) sees the mothers' request for psychiatric or casework help
as an indication that she is searching for a more satisfying life for
herself.

Question 4 of this study f urther supports this view.

In

comparing the two groups of mothers when they responded to question 4
"Children will get on a woman 1 s nerves i f she has to be with them all
day," a significantly stronger proportion of mothers receiving psycho-

therapy strongly agree.
Further observation as to why the mothers involved in psychotherapy
would respond more st rongly leads us to at least two conclusions :

(1) The fact that the mother is receiving psychotherapy and has
stronger opinions can be observed as a sign of strength .

She may be

more aware of her feelings thus she may be more able to express a
strong opinion.

She can be observed as a woman who is moving in the

positive direction of making her life more meaningful.

With that

direction may come feelings of strength, thus the strong opinions.

(2)

The fac t that the mother receiving psychotherapy has stronger

opinions can be observed as a sign of disturbance.

An example of this

is question 9, "Mothers very often feel that they can ' t stand their
chi ldren a moment ]anger."

A mother who strongly agrees with th"ls

question may be a mother who is disturbed and is having a hard time
"coping " with the demands of child raising , therefore, she has sought

the psychotherapy she needs.
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Read (1945) in stressing that what a mother thinks about her role
of motherhood is more closely related to how the child behaves than
what she thinks of child behavior itself, would lead us to conclude
that a mother who very often feels she can't stand her children a
moment longer, would have a grea ter chance of having a child with a
behavior problem.

Rose (1959) sees distort ion in the child's develop-

ment as a c ue to the mother to seek psychotherapy.
Oppenheim and Mitchell (1966) reveals that the only real difference
between a group of children receiving psychotherapy and matched children not receiving psychotherapy was their mothers.

Mothers of the

children receiving psychotherapy saw themselves as "suffering from
nerves" and found it difficult to cope with house, husband, and children.

The findings indicat e that the mothers who are receivin g psycho-

therapy are having to cope with problems which are difficult for them
to handle.

It may be noted that there are no s ignificant differences

between mothers receiving psychotherapy and mothers who are not was in
their responses to 33 of the 35 questions in the questionnaire.

How-

eve r, the tlvo qu es tions for which ther e were sig nificant differences in

responses appear to provide reinforcement for the thought that the
tendency of the mothe rs r eceivjng psychotherapy to respond with expressions of strong feelin g seems to be related to the fact that they
feel pu shed to the limit in terms of child care.

(Moth ers in psycho -

therapy often responded by agreeing or strongly agreeing with the statement that "Moth ers very often feel that they can 't stand their child ren
a moment longer .")

In addition, they tended to strongly disagree or
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to disagree with the thought that t hey might "find enough social life
within the family."

The streng th of their responses in these two

areas suggests, to the researcher, that the mothers receiving psychotherapy were feeling pressures at home , and were having to cope with

problems in the family situation which are difficult for them to handle.
It is logical to assume this would lead to their tendency to
respond to questions dealing with children and family situations with
expressions of strong feelings.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The role of the modern woman is changing and mo r e and more women

are not finding total fulfillment within the home and the traditional
homemaker mother type role.

The United States Bureau of Census (1970)

indicates that one out of every four mothers with husbands present

and child ren under six years of age has a full or part time job.
The mother 's feelings of self-esteem and fulfillment are important
characte ri stics associated with her attitudes toward child behavior.

Rheingold (1965) states that one way to measure the mother-child
relationsh ip is to investigat e the mother's at titudes and behavior

a nd then to determine their effects on the child.
It has been the purpos e of this st udy to investigate the attitudes
of two groups of mothers with assumed degrees of self-esteem , toward

the behavior of the young child.
each group.

There were twenty-five mothers in

All of the mothers had a pre-school child between the

ages of two through five.

One group of mothers was receiving psycho-

therapy while the other group of mothers was not .

All of the mothers

wer e res iding in Los Angeles County, California.
Da la for the study was collccU'd by nn intcrvif'w-qucstionnalrc

techniquf'.

Each of the fifty mothers wag interviewed and asked to c om-

plete th e qu es tionnaire.
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The questionnaire used for data collection was thirty-five items

selected from The Parent Attitude Research Instrument, a standardized
test designed by Schaefer and Bell (1965) .

The mothers responses to

the items were recorded in four categories

(A) strongly agree (a}

mildly agree (d) mildly disagree (D) stron gly disagree .

Chi-square

was used to determine the significance of the data.

Conclusions

The findings of thi s study provide support for the conclusion that
the feelings and perceptions of the mothers who are receiving psycho-

therapy and the mot hers who are not receiving psychotherapy differ from
each oth e r in ways which appear to be powerful potential influences

on the relationships which will prevail within their families.
Suggestions for Further Study
As a result of this study, the followin g suggestions for further
stud ies are made :

1.

A comparison study of how the c hil d is behaving as it corresponds to what the mother says her attitudes towa rd child
behavior a re.

2.

Further investigntion contrasting the ~trong responses of
the mothers receiving psychothernpy nnd mothers not receiving

psychotherapy.
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3.

Investigation of the attitudes of mothers toward child behavior both before and after receiving psychotherapy.

4.

Investigation of influencing factors such as age, occu-

pation, education,

marital status of the mother, social

class, and sex of the child.
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Own occupation.______________________________________________

Occupation of husband if married______________________________________
Marital status (married, single, divor ced, widowed, sepa r ated) __________
Sex and age of child r en in the family
l.

2.
3.
4.

5.
6.
7.

8.
Own age.___________________
Age of husband________________
Own education (high schoo l, BS , MS, Ph.D. other) _____________________
Educ ation of husband (high school,

BS , MS, Ph.D. other) ____________
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Read each of the statements below and then rate them as follows:
A

strongly
agree

a
mildly
agree

d

mildly
disagree

D

strongly
disagree

Indicate your opinion by drawying a circle a round the "A" i f you
strongly agree , around the "a" if you mildly agree, around the "d"
if you mildly disagree, and around the "D" i f you strongly disagree.
There are no right or wrong answers, so answer according to your

own opinion. It is very important to the study that all questions be
answered . Many of the statements will seem alike but all are necessary
to show slight .differences of opinion.

Dis-

----------------------------------------------------------~~E~~---~~E=~

1.

Children should be allowed to disagree with their
parents if they feel their own ideas are better.

A

a

d

D

2.

A good mother should shelter her child from
life ' s l ittle difficulties.

A

a

d

D

3.

Children should r ealize how much parents have
to give up for them.

A

a

d

D

4.

Children will get on a woman ' s nerves if she has
to be with them all day.

A

a

d

D

5.

On e of the worst thing s about taking care of a
A

a

d

D

parents.

A

a

d

D

Children would be happier a nd better behaved
if parents would show an interest in their
affairs.

A

a

d

D

A

a

d

D

A

a

d

D

A

a

d

D

home is ·a woman feels that s he can't get out.

6.

7.

8.

Pa rents shou ld adjust to the children some rather
than expecting the children to adjus t to the

Strict discipline develops a fine s trong
character.

9.

Mothers very often feel that they can't stand
their children a moment longer.

10.

Havin g to be with the children nll the time
gives a woman the f ee lin g her wings have been

clipped.
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11.
12.
13.

14.

15.

16 .

Agree

Dis agree

Children and husbands do better when the mothe r
is strong enough to settle most of the problems.

A

a

d

D

A child has a right to his own point of view
and ought to be allowed to express it.

A

a

d

D

A woman has to choose between having a well
run home and hobnobbing a round with neighbors
a nd friends .

A

a

d

D

Few women get the gratitude they deserve for all
they have done for their children.

A

a

d

D

Most young mothers are bothered mo r e by the
feeling of being shut up in the home than by
anything e l se.

A

a

d

D

A

a

d

D

A

a

d

D

in making family decisions.

A

a

d

D

Too many women forget that a mother ' s place
is in the home.

A

a

d

D

do just as you like.

A

a

d

n

A child who is "on the go " all the time will
most likely be happy.

A

d

D

The whole family does fine if the mother puts
her shoulder s to the wheel and takes charge of
things.

A

a

d

D

A

a

d

D

A

a

d

D

When a mother doesn't do a good job with
children it's probably because the father
doesn 't do his part around the home .

17.

A mother has to do the planning because she
is the one who knows what's going on in the home.

18.

19.

20.

A child's ideas should be seriously considered

One of the bad things about ra1s1ng children
is that you aren ' t free enough of the time to

21.

22.

23.

If parents would have fun with their children ,
the children would be more apt to take their
advice .

24.

When a child is in trouble he ought to know
he won 't be punished for talking about it
with his parents.
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Dis-

25.
26.
27.
28.

Agree

agree

Children should be kept away from all hard
jobs which might be discouraging.

A

a

d

D

A good mother will find enough social life
within the family.

A

a

d

D

Mothers sacrifice almost all their own fun
for their children.

A

a

d

D

A

a

d

D

"scrappy 11 one.

A

a

d

D

The sooner a child learns that a wasted minute
is lost foreve r the better off he will be.

A

a

d

D

stories to keep you interested.

A

a

d

D

A married woman knows that she will have to
take the lead in family matters.

A

a

d

D

It is a mother's duty to make sure s he knows
her child ' s innermost thoughts.

A

a

d

D

Takin g care of a small baby is somet hing that
no woman should be expected to do all by herself.

A

a

d

D

A

a

d

D

Children are actually happier under strict
training.

29.
30.
31.

32.
33.
34 .
35.

Most parents prefer a quiet child to a

The trouble with giving attention to children ' s
problems is they usually just make up a lot of

If a child has upset feelings it is best to
leave him alone and not make it look serious .
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