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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This study examined the attitudes displayed qy a group of step-

mothers seen at a child guidance clinic toward a stepchild, his problem, 

and her own participation in help toward the solution of the problem. 

In addition it examined attitudes and relationships common to the status 

of stepmotherhood. 

Since a child's problems in behavior and adjustment most often 

originate in the fBlllily situation and his relationships within it, child 

guidance clinics continually seek to better understand the nature of the 

parent-child relationship under a varie~ of circumstances, and the way 

in which various factors impinging upon both parent and child may effect 

and upset fBlllily relationships. With this acceptance of the importance 

of the parent-child relationship, it is generally felt that the treat-

ment of the child must usually include help for the parents' difficulties 

as well, and that the success of this depends upon the extent to which 

the parent can involve himself in treatment. 

Since the stepmother's relationship to her stepchild is a singular 

one, effected by the stresses accompanying a family situation in which 

the maternal parent is a stepmother, the study investigated the step-

mother's attitudes toward the family and toward help for the child's 

difficulties arising out of this family situation. By means of a com-

parative group of natural mothers matched on the basis of age, sex, and 

' ~-
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presenting s,ymptoms of individual children, an effort was made to deter-

mine whether these attitudes are unique to the stepmother. 

Both groups were studied with regard to the mothers' placement of 

responsibility for the problem, her attitude toward the problem itself, 

her willingness to involve herself in help, the mother-child relationship, 

the marital relationship and the father's role in the family, and the 

mother's relationship with her own parents. The records involving step-

mothers were also studied for information relating to the particular 

attitudes, feelings, and relationships surrounding stepmotherhood. The 

study is based on case records involving ten stepmothers and ten natural 

mothers seen at the Worcester Youth Guidance Center, a child guidance 

clinic in Worcester, Massachusetts, dispensing diagnostic treatment and 

consultation services in regard to children with difficulties in adjust-

ment. 

It is hoped that this study may increase caseworkers' understand-

ing of some of the factors involved in the position of a stepmother which 

effect her relationships with her family, and in her attitude toward ob-

taining help from a child guidance clinic, and thus may contribute to 

more effective help for this particular kind of mother and child. 

i • 
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CHAPTER II 

SURVEY OF THE LITERATURE 

A c~~n problem in the lives of foster mothers, adoptive mothers, 
\ 

and stepmothers is that of caring for children who are not their own. 

As Helene Deutsch states, however, the idea of foster mother or adoptive 

mother calls up the image of a woman highly endowed with motherly quali-

ties devoting herself to the needs of a child deprived of his natural 

parent, whereas "the term stepmother automatically evokes deprecatory 

implications.w1 It seems generally agreed that the stepmother must be 

exceptionally intuitive and beneficent in order to be considered "good." 

The folklore heritage of monogamous societies is rich with tales 

of the cruel stepmother who condemns her stepchild to an existence of 

misery. The tales of Snow White and Cinderella are repeated in many 

tongues from Siberia to Africa and from Scandinavia to the South Sea 

Islands. The earliest known Cinderella is a Chinese version from a col-

lection of supernatural tales written by Tvan Ch 1 eng-shis sometime prior 

to his death in 863 A.D.2 The most common plot involves stepmother and 

her beautiful stepdaughter, and upon occasion the stepchild of either 

sex is assisted in his flight from the wicked stepmother by the spirit 

of his own departed mother. 

~elene Deutsch, Ihe Psycb9logy of Wgmen, Vol II, p. 434. 

2william Carlson Smith, Ih& Stepchild, p. 17. 
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Upon rare occasions there appears the story of a kindlier step-

mother, as in the Cinderella narrative from the Basques of Spain, re­

counted in Marian Roalfe Co~1 s collection of Cinderella tales.3 

Abraham Lincoln's stepmother, Sarah Bush Johnston, is one of biography's 

most famous examples of the benevolent influence of a "good" stepmother. 

Literature has provided us with further charitable versions of the step-

mother in Henrik Ibsen's l&SY_frQD1 the Sea and Lloyd C. Douglas's 

Hagnificent Obsession, but a notable example to the contrary is Shake-

speare's Qymbeline. A further theme in which the stepmother brings 

tragedy to her stepchild appears in Schiller's Pon Carl9s. A Dramatic 

~~ reminiscent of the Greek story of Stratonice in which the son be-

comes enamoured of his young stepmother, thereby setting up a rivalrous 

enmity with his father.4 

Studies of various Asiatic societies built upon the principle of 

the extended family reveal an untroubled solution to the loss of a 

natural parent, in which the child is cared for by many members of the 

clan, aey of whom provide an easy substitute for the parent with whom 

a child has never had an exclusive relationship. In some kinship 

groups, such as among the Biblical Hebrews, it was the custom for a be-

reaved widow to marry her husband's brother, and in a society with this 

pattern, whether in relation to departed wife or husband, the children 

3Smith, .@· W.· p. 22. 

4Ibid., Chapters 3, 4, and 5. 
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may refer to aunts and uncles as 'mother' and 1 father' from their 

earliest childhood. In other groups such as the Eskimos were children 

are passed freely from family to family, there is no distinction between 

natural and adopted children and the diffuse tie with blood relations 

reduces the traumatic effect of death of a natural parent.5 

Hence it would appear that societies based upon the conjugal 

family unit experience most difficulty with the step-parent relation­

ship. William Carlson Smith presented statistics in 1953 indicating 

that there are approximately nine million stepchildren in the Uhited 

States with about six per cent of our population having a step­

relationship status.6 Contrary to speculation founded upon the promi-

nent stepmother stereotype, ten studies described by Smith reveal that 

the percentage of stepfathers in our population is almost twice as 

large as that of stepmothers. Nonetheless, the extremely important role 

of the mother in a child's life, coupled with the prevailing stereotype, 

leads us to consider the factors which play a part in the admittedly 

difficult position of the stepmother. 

In addition to the emotional strifes concommitant with step-

motherhood which are reflected in literature and folklore themes, the 

7 stepmother must face •the hostile atmosphere of the fairy tales.• 

Janel Pfleger's study of RIThe Wicked Stepmother' in a Child Guidance 

Clinic• found that a number of the mothers expressed a view of themselves 

t:. :;:' --- - '- ---- -· 

5Smi th, .2.E.· cit. Chapter 6. 

6
Ibid.. p. 244· 

7 
Deutsch, Sill• W• • P• 436. 
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as being •on the spot,• continually fearing and expecting criticism and 

blame from friends and relatives. The majorit,y expressed the idea that 

"it would be different" if the child were her own, which the author felt 

to be an indication that the stepmother "feels she is on unsure ground, 

{surrounded b,y) hostile elements in the atmosphere which cause her 

anxiety and make her afraid to 'act natural. ~n8 Her fear of criticism, 

along with the desire to make good as a stepmother, places considerable 

strain upon her relations with her stepchildren so that she may be too 

lenient lest she alienate the child's affections, overly strict for fear 

the child's misbehavior will reflect against her, or so uncertain that 

the child takes advantage of her insecurit,y. 

Perhaps most important of the factors contributing to a step-

mother's success is her relationship with her h~~band. Deutsch states 

that "the fate of a woman's stepchildren and of her own stepmotherhood 

is largely predetermined b,y the character of her love for her husband. 89 

Flugel describes the unconscious determinants of the choice of mature 

love objects, including various similarities in age, physical appearance, 

and mental and behavioral characteristics to the original loved parent 

of the opposite sex. Also repeating the original triangle are indivi-

duals who fall in love with persons whom they may not possess due to ob-

stacles in the form of spouses or fiances, these obstacles ordinarily 

being found to represent the original parent who stood in the way of the 

8 Janet Pfleger, n 'The Wicked Stepmother' in a Child Guidance Clinic, ' 
p. 182-3. 

9neutsch, .lm· ill·, P• 440· 
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child's first love.10 It would seem that the woman who must marry a 

man guilty of having already given his love to someone else might well 

be repeating the triangle in another form. Should this marriage repre-

sent in some way the stepmother's relationship to her own father, the 

marriage will certainly be colored by the nature of this earlier rela­

tionship.11 

Helene Deutsch describes in several cases a daughter's repetition 

of her mother's pattern of behavior or re-creation of family relation-

ships sheaxperienced in a neurotic effort to master her own unresolved 

childhood difficulties through the family she establishes as an adult. 

She may identify her children or a particular child with herself and 

force this child to experience her own earlier conflicts and strivings 

in a similar family situation.12 Should step-relationships have been 

part of the stepmother's own family, she may have been driven to repeat 

this pattern, and certainly her relationships with her husband and 

children will bear the mark of her own family's conflicts. 

If narcissism is an important part of the stepmother's personality, 

i' she may reject the child's love as a troublesome nuisance, or she may 

make her husband jealous by her tenderness to the child until his an-

tagonism causes her to push the child away. Another form of narcissism 

may cause the stepmother to desire "her own ego to be the center of the 

i; 10J. C. Flugel, The Psych9apalytic Study of the fAmily, pp. 104-8. 

11Deutsch, Sill• W•, P• 441 
12Ibid, PP• 300, 319, and 308. 

:; 
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child's life, loved and admired by him." She sees herself as the rescuer 

of the orphaned child, but her attempts at wooing the love of her step­

children are sensed by them as •something alien" and do not bring about 

the desired effect.13 In such a case she may become in her own eyes the 

suffering martyr whose sacrifices are totally unappreciated. 

Many women have effected a split between motherliness and seX'l.laJ.ity .' 

due to such reasons as unconscious fear of sexuality and its results, 

or guilt stemming from hostility toward their own mothers and new-born 

siblings. Such women often seek positions as nurses or housekeepers 

for widowers or deserted husbands and successfully discharge their 

duties toward the children by fulfilling their own needs as well as 

the child's. Should marriage result as a matter of expediency, however, 

the stepmother suffers both from her own disappointment and frustration 

due to the dictates of her unconscious personality structure, and from 

the hostility of the children turned against their father's sexus~ 

object.l4 

Any strains and stresses in the marital situation may find ready 

expression in hostility toward the child. The former suitor may become 

a different person in response to his children's reactions to their new 

mother, and the stepmother's frustration and anger are easily displaced 

onto the child. 

Dneutsch, ~· W• 1 pp. M.0-1. 

l4Ibid. 1 Chapter I and PP• 438-40. 
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Common frustrations suffered by the stepmother include the inter­

ference of relatives, frequently on the maternal side, or the first mother 

herself, all of whom may feel the stepmother an interloper with less right,· 

than their own to discipline and gratifY the child. They may also incite 

the child to rebel against her, or turn him away from her attempts to win 

his love. The· intermediate care received by the child may have been such 

as to make him doubly difficult to handle upon her arrival, and often his 

satisfaction or his insecurit,r during the intervening period makes him 

ill-prepared to adapt to a new mother and a strange home situation. Some-' 

times the father leaves her rather abruptly with the responsibilit,r for 

his brood, and may not cooperate with her in their discipline. The child 

may also have been poorly prepared for the fact of his father's remarriage 

and the resulting shock and disappointment makes his initial response to 

his stepmother one of hostilit,y. 

In the normal course of courtship and marriage, husband and wife en­

joy a period devoted to becoming adjusted to one another, followed by 

the birth of a child which event, undoubtedly with certain difficulties, 

nonetheless ideally serves to unite them into a family unit. Court-

ship for the prospective stepmother, however, should include becoming 

acquainted with her husband's children, and even at that, marriage 

finds her faced with children whose habits and idiosyncrasies are rela­

tively strange to her. The reaction of both depends greatly upon the 

stepmother's age and upon the child's age and psychological development. 

A very young stepmother may have acquired neither the maturit,r nor the wil,; 

lingness to assume responsibility for her husband's brood of children 

whereas an older stepmother may no longer be accepting or capable of 

9 



coping with the problems of lively youngsters. If the children are very 

young, it is easier for her to win their love with her maternal attention,,: 

even though she has not been able to mobilize her emotional forces in re-

lation to this particular child through pregnancy and delivery. In such 

an instance, it is she who forms the maternal figure of the family trian-

gle, and providing her capabilities for motherliness are adequate to the 

task, and she has freed herself from the guilt of •taking" another woman 1 s 

child, she and the child will develop a genuine mother-child relationship. : 

In the case of older children, however, another woman occupies the 

third position in the child's picture of the family triangle, and the 

stepmother must win •not only the children's love, but also their emotion-!, 

al consent to her relation with their father.• The attainment of their 

consent helps her to appease her guilt feelings and to "achieve inner 

peace.• To this end she must show herself willing to share her husband's 

love cvi th the children.15 

"The generally outstanding feature of (step) relations is the 

manifestation of a more intense, or at ~ rate a more open, form of 

those feelings and tendencies which would normally exist between the 

child and the corresponding blood parent".
16 

The little girl can much 

more easily give up her longings for her father in favor of a mother 

with whom she has had a tender loving relationship during the years 

prior to the awakening of these feelings toward her father. Following 

the loss of her mother, she may well have fancied herself in sole 

15
neutsch, .lm• W•• P• 443. 

16 
Flugel, .lm• ill•, P• 98. 
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possession of her father, and now feels herself betrayed and deserted 

by him. She cannot easily brook the rivalry of a woman to whom she has 

no blood nor affectional tie, and her consequent hostility toward her 

stepmother is violent and apparent. 

Her hostility and provocative behavior can hardly help but bring 

out similar feeling in the best-intentioned of stepmothers, for such a 

situation of bitterness and rivalry is harder solved without the "soften­

ing" influence of the "bond of parenthood• on both sides.17 The step-

mother may also well be jealous of her husband's attentions to his 

daughter both for her own sake, due to the stepmother's fears that father 

and daughter hold incestuous feelings toward one another, and for the re-

minder that this child brings to the stepmother of her husband's "love­

joys" with his first wife.18 This is the theme so repeatedly expressed 

in the folk tales of the wicked stepmother and her beautiful step-

daughter. 

The other oft-repeated theme is that of the stepson who harbors 

incestuous feelings for his stepmother, for "the taboo on incest works 

less powerfully in regard to the feelings towards the new parent than 

it did in regard to those towards the old.nl9 The remaining parent is 

thought to have less of an exclusive right to the new parent, and 

17 Flugel, lm• ill·, P• 100. 

18
Smi th, lm· ill·, p. 84. 

19 Flugel, QE• £U., p. 100. 

ll 
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consequently many of the feelings of tenderness toward the former parent 

are displaced onto the stepmother, with subsequent revival of jealous 

rivalry with the father. The stepmother herself may consciously or un-

consciously reinforce these feelings through her ow.n desire for a close 

relationship with her stepson. 

The hostile feelings which stepchildren of both sexes experience 

toward a stepmother often represent the displacement of hostile feelings 

toward the former mother. This may occur as the result of normal feel-

ings of hostility in connection with progress through the Oedipal period, , 

particular feelings of hostility engendered by the child•s relationship 

with his ow.n mother, or the feelings of guilt, hurt, and anger following 

the mother 1 s supposed desertion through either death or divorce. Place- . 

ment of these negative feelings upon the stepmother, however, frees him 

of disloyalty to his ow.n mother and the accompanying guilt, as well as 

allowing him to idealize his ow.n mother and endow her with the tender, 

loving qualities of the "good mother• which she may or may not have 

possessed. 

By means of this mechanism, known as the •family romance, n the 

child may express his ambivalent feelings for his parents by dividing 

the mother figure into a warm, tender real mother (now dead or deserted) 

and a wicked, punishing stepmother. He may also assuage all his feelings 

of injury and rationalize his guilt-producing agressions through the com-

fort of the fantasied love of his real mother set in opposition to the 

cruelty of the rejecting stepmother. With the help of this fantas,y, 

' i: 
~~-:;,.- -- -· 
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the child views even the best of stepmothers unrealistically and reacts 

to her with hostilit.y.20 The wicked stepmother tales are embodiments 

of the fantas,y of the family romance, particularly with the entrance 

of the fairy godmother or the actual helping spirit of the own mother. 

The stepmother can hardly help but react, not only to the displace­

ment of inappropriate feelings, but also to the confrontation of this 

all-wise, all-loving former mother. This picture merely serves to aggra­

vate her feelings of jealousy, of guilt, and of inadequacy. Added to 

this is her uncertaint.y as to whether she should or should not talk about 

the first mother, and possibly her feeling that she cannot be secure un­

til the image of her rival is obliterated from the home. This she ~ 

endeavor to do before the family is able to comply, with consequent frus­

tration and anger on both sides. 

The family situation may be further complicated b,r the stepmother's 

own children, whether they are products of a former marriage or born to 

the stepmother and her new husband. The presence of children belonging 

both to father and to stepmother from a prior marriage leads to difficul­

ties between the children who probably have no previous knowledge of one 

another as well as different backgrounds and habits. This situation 

easily leads to parents' taking sides with their respective off-spring 

and engaging in open dissension. The children may take advantage of 

this dissension in an attempt to play off one parent against the other, 

and ~ actively refuse to accept discipline from the step-parent. The 

20 
Deutsch, .2J2• ill·, P• 434. 



parents are prone to rivalry over the capabilities and achievements of 

their own children, and may possibly use the others' child as a pawn in 

the battle against him. In such a situation the stepchild hardly feels 

himself cherished on an equal footing with his step-siblings, which in 

turn leads by way of the vicious circle to further difficulty in his 

relationships with step-parent and step-siblings. 

In the case of a new sibling born to his father and stepmother, 

\:. he is even more likely to feel supplanted in his stepmother's affections, 

i since this is her own child, than is the child who experiences jealousy 

! at the birth of a full sibling. He may resent even more this child's 
ii 
1,'. ( share of attention from his own father, feeling that the new arrival has 

taken his father's affection away from him, just as his stepmother first 

usurped the father's love. The stepdaughter feels particularly betrayed 

and supplanted by her father's sexual relationship with the stepmother 

and by her giving birth to the father's child. In reality the stepmother 

may indeed give devoted care to the stepchildren until her own child ar-

rives, whereupon her affections become centered upon the new addition. 

With a pessimistic view of the situation, Fritz Wittels maintains that 

"by force of naturen the stepmother gives preference to her own children 

by this or her first marriage. Should she remain childless by both mar-

riages, he adds, she will feel inferior to her predecessor which will 

a also react negatively upon her relationship with her stepchildren. 

ZLrritz Wittels, Set The Children free!, p. 203. 

14 



Not only mUBt the stepmother react to her particular famiq situ­

ation in terms of the reality factors involved, including the type of 

hUBband her unconscioUB forces have directed her to choose, but she mUBt 

also deal with her own fantasies about the wicked stepmother, and resolve 

her ow.n ambivalent feelings toward her mother. A woman's relationship 

with her children bears the mark of her earlier experiences with her own 

maternal parent, and her full potentialities for motherhood are released 

only when and if she has come to terms with the primitive therae of the 

fairy tales in her own unconscioUB self.22 It is possible that she rniJ:y 

successfulq cope with this conflict until she herself becomes a step­

mother, at which point these reactivated feelings and fantasies undermine 

her ability to cope with the situation of stepmotherhood.23 

A survey of the literature serves to highlight those factors which 

are important in assessing the role of the stepmother. In examining 

the situation of stepmotherhood, this study investigated the nature of 

the stepmother's relationship with the subject child and his significance 

to her; her relationship with her own children as compared to that with 

her stepchildren; and her attitude toward being the stepmother of this 

nready-maden famiq, along with her perception of her role in this com-

bined famiq unit. 

22 Deutsch, 212• Q:l;., pp. 437-8. 

23Pfleger, 2Q• sit·• P• 182. 
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The study focused upon the stepmother's relationship with her hus­

band and the mutuality of their behavior and attitudes toward the child­

ren and their participation in the family; her view of her husband's 

first wife and of the child's life before she became his mother; and the ' 

nature of her own family situation and her relationship with her parents. 

The stepmothers' attitude toward help and toward the child were studied 

with respect to the stepmother's age and the child's age at the time of 

this marriage to detennine what effect these factors may have upon the 

mothers' attitudes. 

An attempt was made to look into some of the factors determining 

a woman's choice of stepmotherhood by examining her pattern of marriages1 

her expressed reasons for entering this marriage and satisfactions ex-

perienced in it, and any similarities between the marital situations and 

that of her own childhood. 

Helen Harris Perlman states that •the client should see himself 

as an active agent in relation to his problem, either as contributing 

to it in the past or as working on it in the present.•24 Since success-

ful treatment of the stepmother whose stepchild faces difficulties in 

adjustment hinges upon her own involvement, an attempt was made to in-

vestigate the stepmother's view of her part in the problem, her attitude 

toward the problem and thus in some measure the extent to which she 

sees the child's difficulty as a problem to her, and her willingness 

~elan Harris Perlman, S9cial Casework: A Problem-Solving Process,;; 
p. 188. 
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to involve herself in help. 

The attitudes of the adoptive mother, another kind of maternal 

parent who U!ldertakes the care of children who are not her natural off­

spring, have already been stWied in Barbara Beals' unpublished Master's 

thesis, "A Study of the Attitudes Towards Help of a Group of Adoptive 

jb ___ _ 

Mothers Seen in A Child Guidance Clinic." This study found that adoptive: 

mothers experienced more difficulty than did natural mothers in expres-

sing hostility toward their child or family, or in the clinic situation, 

and handled this hostility U,y over-protecting the child, denying its pre- :· 

sence in regard to family relationships, and •turning it upon themselves 

in the clinical situation by defensively blaming themselves for the prob- i, 

lem. 11 Miss Beals also found that they were unable to use the more stable 

family background from which they originated for support, and •repeated 

their somewhat self-defeating pattern" U,y refusing their own involvement 

in help.25 

The stepmother's handling of hostility was considered in its effect,: 

upon her attitudes,- as was 'the role of guilt and her fear of criticism 

as a 'bad' stepmother. For this reason the study sought to discover any 

correlation between the stepmother's attitudes toward help and toward 

the child, and the time of onset of the problem - before or after the 

stepmother's arrival. 

25Barbara A. Beals, "A Study of the Attitudes Towards Help of a 
Group of Adoptive Mothers Seen in a Child Guidance Clinic," p. 47. 

-:-H- :··--:- --- .- J 
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In conclusion, the study endeavored to determine whether the step-

mothers' attitudes toward help are related to factors and relationships 

unique to stepmotherhood or to such external factors as age, religion, 

or economic status. 

' ! 
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CHAPTER III 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

It is a well-accepted fact that the family unit provides the foun-

dation upon which a child builds his adjustment to reality and his capaci-: 

ty for forming satisfying relationships. Deviations from the normal fam-

ily structure effect the child both directly as he struggles to form and 

maintain satisfying relationships with parent figures, and indirectly as 

such situations place stresses upon his parents and consequently upon 

their relationships with him. Since it is through the medium of parental 

relationships that the child develops his ability to relate to the world, 

disturbances in these relationships often result in the arrival of a 

child with difficulties in adjustment at the doors of a child guidance 

clinic. 

One such deviation in the family structure appears when children 

are cared for by a maternal parent who is not their natural mother. In 

this study focus was brought to bear upon the stepmother in an effort 

to determine the manner in which her relationship with her stepchild is 

effected by some of the above-mentioned features in the situation of 

stepmotherhood. This included her relationship with her own children as 

compared to that with her stepchildren, the mutuality of the parents' be-

havior and attitudes toward the children, her perception of her place 

in the family constellation, her view of the child's own mother, and her 

age and the child's age at the time of this marriage. An attempt was 

U made to discover any common patterns in the stepmother's relationship 
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with her stepchild, her husband, and her own parents, and in her pattern 

of marriages. Finally, the study endeavored to determine what effect, 

if any, the status of stepmothe~rather than such external factors as 

age, religion, and economic status, has upon her attitude toward the 

child's problem and toward help in solving the problem. 

Since a child guidance clinic deals most often with both parent 

and child in a troubled family situation, it is believed that the case-

worker's work with stepmothers may benefit from the contributions of re-

search to knowledge regarding the stepmother's relationship with her 

stepchild, her attitude toward and relationships with past and present 

family members, and the effect of her stepmotherhood upon her attitudes 

toward the child's problem and toward help. 

Methgd 

The study is based on ten cases seen at the Worcester Youth 

Guidance Center in which a stepmother was interviewed in connection with 

the problem of her stepchild. Since the status of stepmotherhood is not 

systematically entered in the records of the Center, the cases were ob-

tained partially from examination of the card files of both open and 

closed cases, but largely from the current social work staff's acquain-

tance with such cases in their past or present caseloads.Since diagnostic 

information of clinical significance may be obtained from one or two in-

terviews,a minimum requirement for selection of the sample was that the 

stepmother must have been seen in at least one or two interviews during 

intake, providing sufficient information to at least nearly complete the 

schedule of information. In addition to records of interviews during 
Ii 
,, 
• 
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both intake and treatment, information was obtained from the caseworkers' 

diagnostic summaries, their impressions in connection with interviews, 

and in several cases the workers were consulted concerning lacking infor­

mation or their diagnostic impressions. Information was also obtained 

from records of interviews with fathers and with older children. In one 

case which was seen at the Center during intake, treatment for the child 

is presently being provided qy the Center with continuing work with the 

mother carried on 0y the Worcester Children's Friend Society, and the 

caseworker now in contact with the mother was also consulted for infor­

mation. 

In order to determine to what extent the factors present in the 

stepmother's relationship with her child and in her attitude toward the 

child's problem and toward help are actually peculiar to her status as 

a stepmother, a comparative group of ten natural mothers was selected on 

the basis of matching age, sex, and presenting problems of individual 

children. It was also required that the child be living with his natural 

father, as well as mother. With the mothers' attitudes focused upon 

children of the same developmental level, sex and presenting behavior 

difficulty, there is greater possibility that attitudinal differences 

between the two groups may be attributed to the type of motherhood. 

The matching cases were secured qy study of the card files of both 

active and closed cases, and information was obtained from the same types 

of sources used in the stepmother cases. Insofar as possible matching 

was done on the basis of more than one symptom. Where this was impossible,! 

the writer endeavored to determine the most important symptom presented 
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by the stepmother and to match this to such a symptom presented by a 

natural mother. In only one case was it impossible to match the primary 

presenting symptom mentioned by the stepmother, in which case two secon-

dary symptoms were matched with symptoms presented in an own chiJ.d. Dis-

parities in age of the children ranged from a few months to slightly 

over a year, and in each case an effort was made to contain the pairs 

within the same level of development, i.e., latency, pre-adolescent, 

and adolescent periods. 

One stepmother referred triplet stepdaughters which were of neces-

sity matched with a single own child since the nature of their problems 

and the mothers' attitude toward them were identical for all three. In 

addition, the stepmother viewed them very much as a unit rather than as 

separate individuals. 

Information sought included background information regarding mother, 

father, child and the situation of step-relationship. The mothers' at-

titudes toward the problem and toward help were evaluated on the basis 

of three scales. The mothers' placement of responsibility for the prob-

lem was studied on a scale of six categories, including complete self-

blame, vacillation between complete self-blame and complete projection 

of responsibility, reasonable awareness of her own responsibility and 

that of other factors, principally projection with some awareness of her 

own responsibility, complete projection with some expression of feelings 

of failure and fear of blame, and complete projection with no awareness 

of any responsibility of her own. 

The mothers' attitudes toward the problem were studied in relation 

--- ·-·- -~·-·---­
~-·- . --
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to five categories: encouragement of the problem and use of it for the 

mother's own needs; both use of the problem for maternal needs and desire 

for help with it; no particular feeling about the problem itself; irrita-

tion at the problem but understanding of the part it plays in the total 

situation; and rejection of the problem. 

The mothers' willingness to involve themselves in help ranged from 

a view of help as being for the child alone, through a mixed view of 

help as being first for the child alone and next for herself, ambivalence ,: 

about any help at all, or seeing help as related to her relationship with 

the child or means of handling him, to a desire for help for herself 

toward changing her feelings and attitudes. 

The mother-child relationship was tabulated on the basis of three 

scales. The discipline scale included strictness, mixed discipline, and 

indulgence; the emotional distance scale covered over-protection or con- li 

trol, mixed category including vacillation between the other two or a 

reasonable amount of independence with neither control nor neglect, and 

neglect. The scale of feeling tone ranged from acceptance through am-

bivalence to rejection. The marital relationship was tabulated as either,: 

positive, fair, or negative; and the mutuality of parental behavior and 

attitudes as agreed, mixed, or disagreed. 

In addition, information was obtained concerning the father's 

role in the family, the mother's relationship with her own parents, 

the mother's pattern of marriages and expressed reasons for and 

satisfactions in this marriage, and such information relating 

il 
to stepmotherhood as the mother's relationship with her 
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own children as compared to that with her stepchildren, common patt~ 

in the mother's feelings about the subject child and his significance 

to her, her attitude toward this •ready-made" family and her perception 

of her role in the family constellation, her view of the child's own 

mother, and common patterns in her feelings toward her husband and the 

mutuality of their participation in the family. 

Seti;ill& 

The Worcester Youth Guidance Center came into being in 1922 as an 

out-patient clinic for the Worcester State Hospital. It shortly evolved, 

however, into a child guidance clinic supported by community as well as 

state, and more recently federal, funds, hence occupying the position 

of both a public and a voluntar,i agency. Additional sources of income 

are fees based on a sliding scale according to the family's ability to 

pay, and currently a two•year grant from the National Institute of Mental 

Health for a special research project involving the dynamics and treat­

ment of runaway children. This grant makes possible the extension of 

a project partially financed during its initial three years by the 

Junior League of Worcester. 

The chief functions of the Center are diagnosis and treatment of 

children up to the age of 17 referred by parents or other agencies due 

to behavior problems indicating some difficulty in emotional adjustment. 

In nearly all cases treatment of one or both parents is undertaken as 

well. The family combination seen in treatment is most often that of 

mother and child, although treatment plans are including an increasing 

number of fathers • 



The Center in addition offers consultation services to parents, 

schools, other agencies, and allied professional groups; assumes res­

ponsibility for mental health education in the community; is engaged in 

on-going research; and is a training clinic for the disciplines of 

psychiatry, psychology, and social work. 

The Center utilizes a team approach to the treatment of the family, 

with parents ordinarily seen by social workers and child by a psychiatrist' 

or psychologist. There is considerable variation to this practice, how­

ever, depending upon the needs of various members of the family and the 

staff's particular abilities, and both parents and children are assigned 

to each of the three disciplines. 

I,i mi tations 

First of the limitations of this study is the small size of the 

sample. It is impossible to obtain B:trJ" conclusive information in regard 

to general patterns of stepmothers' reactions to their situation, their 

relationship with their stepchildren, or their attitudes toward help from 

only ten cases. However, it is felt that, highlighted by the comparative 

group of natural mothers, certain trends or areas of significance common 

to the situation of stepmotherhood may appear which point the way toward i' 

further investigation. 

Matching a group on the basis of individual cases is a difficult 

procedure, not always highly accurate, which contributes to the limita­

tions of a study such as this. It is not always easy to determine which 

of a series of presented symptoms deserves to take precedence for purposes 

of matching, and often harder to find, among a relatively small number 
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of cases with statistics fully recorded, a client of the same age and 

sex with significantly similar symptoms who would be the best possible 

match. 

A further limitation of this stuqy is the use of case records as 

sources of information. This type of source must necessarily include 

considerable subjective data in the worker's remembrance of material, 

in his placing of importance upon various aspects of the material, and 

in his recording which is intended for purposes of casework practice, 

not for scientific research. The worker's impressions have also been 

included as a source of information, and although based upon a knowledge 

of casework theory and practice, there are subjective elements in such 

diagnosis which are inherent in the very process of social casework, and 

which are subject to variance from one worker to another. Records also 

vary in the amount and detail of information available. 

An additional limitation to the use of case records appears in the 

lack of control possible over the conditions under which information is 

given. The nature of the information the client presents depends upon 

such factors as the person to whom he is relating this information, the 

external surroundings in which he finds himself, and the amount of pres-

sure under which he comes to the clinic, none of which can be held con-

stant in a study such as this. 

" ' 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE MOTHERS OF THE TWO GROUPS 

!dentifyi pg Ipfnrmation 

Prior to consideration of the characteristics of these two groups 

of mothers, the family constellations of both the mother's own family 

and the present marital unit were studied in order to discover the exis-

tence of any significant difference in structure between those of step-

mothers and those of natural mothers. 

The homes of two of the stepmothers included three sets of children; ,: 

six families included two sets of children - four comprised of the mothers~! 

stepchildren and siblings by the present father, two comprised of step-

children and siblings by the mothers• previous marriage; two stepmothers 

had only the fathers' children in the home and in both of these cases 

her adult children by a previous marriage were not members of the family. 

The total number of children in the families ranged from two to six, with 

four families comprised of two, and four of three children. The mnber 

of full siblings in the families ranged from one to three. Children in 

the families of natural mothers ranged in number from two to five, with 

three families having two children and four families having three chil-

dren, so that there was little significant difference between the size 

of stepfamilies and natural families. 

Stepmothers ranged fairly evenly from an only child to one of three 

children, with two cases not fully reported. In each of these there was 
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one sibling, but no indication that this was the only sibling. Natural 

mothers came generally from larger families, ranging in size from three 
•, 

to nine children, with three mothers coming from families of five children~ 

The number was not specifically stated in two instances in which the 

mother's family was described as a large one; in one of these cases, how-

ever, the mother was reared as an only child in a foster family. 

It was wondered whether the stepmothers would report a higher in-

cidence of step-relationships in their own families. In this group moth-

ers reported five incidents of step-relationships - two stepmothers, one 

:i ' stepfather, and two step-siblings. The natural mothers reported one in-
L 
:: cident of a step-relationship in which both the mother• e parents remar­
:! 

ried after a divorce. 

The mothers were compared with respect to age, religion, and eco-

nomic status in order to see whether these factors played a part in the 

natural and stepmother's attitudes. Reference to Table 1 indicates that 

I :: the larger number of mothers in both study and comparative groups fell 
ij 

·: 
\I 

·.i 
' ,, 

within the age range of thirty to thirty-nine, each of them showing a 

total of five mothers. Three mothers in the comparative group fell with-

in the forty to forty-nine age range, but only one or two mothers were 

represented in either of the other age ranges for either group, thus 

showing no significant difference in age between the two groups. 

The greater number of mothers in both groups were Protestant, with 

eight Protestant stepmothers and six Protestant natural mothers. One 

own mother was Jewish; three natural mothers and two stepmothers were 

Catholic. 

·-· ·-- : --"-. "'~=-· 
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TABLE 1 

RELIGION, AGE, AND ECONOMIC STATUS OF MOTHERS IN THE STUDY AND 
COMPARISON GROUPS 

Group Age of 
Low Mothers 

Qb ~.:.t-
20-29 1 

Step- 30-39 
mothers 40-49 

50-59 
-

Total 1 

20-29 
Natural 30-39 3 
mothers 40-49 

50-59 

Total 3 

~sed on weekly earnings 

bCatholic 

cProtestant 

dJewish 

5 
1 

6 -0 

1 
1 
3 

-
5 0 

lnscome ~:t&:t:w~ 
a 

Moderate High 

Q :e _,r ___ ....Q_,e___.J ___ :M&l,__ 

1 2 
5 

1 2 
1 1 

- - -
1 2 0 0 0 0 /10 

1 
1 5 

3 
1 1 

- - - - !lo 0 1 0 0 0 1 

Economic status was determined on the basis of weekly earnings, 

with the low income group comprising those who earned less than $80 per 

week, the moderate income group including those earning $80 to $150 per 

week, and the high income group including those earning over $150 per 

week. The greater number of families in both groups fell into the low 

income status - eight in the comparative group and seven in the step-

mother group. The other three families having stepmothers had moderate 

earnings; one each of the other families of natural mothers fell into 

,. ~-t-... ~·-
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the moderate and high income groups. Hence the two groups exhibited lit-

tle significant difference in economic status. 

The age and religious status of the fathers were also examined in 

an effort to determine their correlation with those of the two groups 

of mothers. As was true with both groups of mothers, the greater number 

of fathers - five in each group - fell within the ages of thirty to 

thirty-nine. The only significant difference between the two groups was 

that considerable descrepancy in age existed between four of the step-

mothers and their husbands, these husbands being respectively eight, nine,': 
' 

eleven, and fifteen years older than their wives. The natural mothers 

and their husbands were much closer in age, none of the husbands exceeding!; 
i,j 
:: his wife by more than six years. This was also true of the other step­
! 

mothers with the exception of one case in which the father's age was not 

given. In rj1!gard to religion the study group yielded two mixed marriages, ' 

in one of which the husband had changed from Catholicism, although there 

was no indication of whether he had actively adopted his wife's religion. 
l; 

Both mother and father were of the same religion in every case in the 

comparative group. 

~jpg Of Responsibility For The Problem 

One of the principal areas of this study concerns the mother's 

placing of responsibility for the child's problem. 

in this respect fell into six categories. 

11 The first of these is complete self-blame for the problem, with 
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or of the child's own responsibilit,y for his difficulty. 

Mrs. Goff sees her adolescent stepdaughter's problem as the result 
of her own failure, and of the fact that she usurps the minimal amount 
of affection which Colette's father, an inhibited and undemonstrative 
man, has to give. She is accepting of Mr. Goff's inability to provide 
affection and feels that~ is depriving Colette of her father's right­
ful love. 

The second of these categories represents vacillation between com-

plete self-blame and complete projection of responsibility. 

Mrs. Harper, a natural mother, states at one point that "it must 
be something she did, 8 and after consideration of various factors indica­
ting her failure, points out that she sees the difficulty as being 0 be­
tween Tony and herself.• At a subsequent point Mrs. Harper attributes 

" 

the blame very directly to her husband, and states that the difficulty 
would not have occured had he been a companion to his son as she suggested~ 

The third of these categories may be described as reasonable aware-

ness of her own responsibility for the problem along with consideration 

for various other reality factors which may very well have played a part 

in the child's problem. 

!-Irs. Smith, a natural mother, is aware of the fact that Carrie's 
father's indulgence, and his favoritism toward her to the detriment of 
the other children, have not improved the situation, but her primary con­
cern is with the fact that her own unresolved feelings of rage toward 
her mother make it impossible for her to set realistic limits upon 
Carrie's behavior. 

In the fourth category projection of responsibility constitutes 

the mother's primary feeling, but she also shows some awareness of her 

own role in the difficulty. 

Mrs. Shaw's initial allocation of responsibility for Ronnie's 
problem went to the fact that his own mother did not want him, that he 
might have missed having a continued relationship with his father, and 
that his early years were such insecure and troubled ones. Gradually 
during the intake period, however, Mrs. Shaw came to see how her own 
desire to keep Ronnie close to her and dependent upon her contributed 
to her adolescent stepson's desperate attempt to "get away.n 
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The fifth category includes those mothers whose complete projection 

of responsibility for the child's problem was felt by the worker to in-

dicate a denial of their own feeling of guilt as expressed in feelings 

of failure and fears of being blamed. 

Mrs. Jones attributes her stepdaughter's problem to her father who 
"should have taken a hand years ago," to an aunt who should have taken 
care of Jill after her mother died, and to the insecurity of her early 
life during all of which her own mother was hospitalized. Mrs. Jones 
often reiterates that she cannot be blamed for the problem because she 
was not even told of its existence prior to her marriage, that she might 
have been able to help Jill if she had known her from childhood, and that 
she has been something of a failure because Jill's two years with her 
stepmother have not helped at all. 

The sixth category represents those mothers whose complete pro-

jection of responsibility onto other persons and factors in the child's 

environment appeared to be accompanied by no awareness whatsoever of 

any possibility that the mother herself might have had some role in the 

problem. 

Mrs. Reynolds attributed her stepdaughter's difficult behavior 
entirely to her mother who bad for years hidden this behavior from her 
father and even encouraged her in this delinquency. She said at one 
point that her husband must have seen what was going on but could do 
nothing about it, and then exonerated him completely on the basis af his 
illness. The worker's impression was that this behavior had been aggra­
vated by the stepmother's appearance in the home, but that she was so 
devoid of any awareness of her own responsibility tl~t she was unable 
to see this. 

Reference to Table 2 indicates that the stepmothers• predominant 

attitudes toward responsibility for the problem fell into two categories: 

Category 6, complete projection of responsibility with no apparent aware-

ness of their own role, and Category 4, primarily projection of respon-

sibility with inclusion of some awareness of their own role in the 

difficulty. 
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The largest single category for natural mothers was Category 4, 

primarily projection with same awareness of their own role. In each of 

the groups there was a distribution of mothers in all the categories 

except one, most significant of which seemed to be that none of the own 

mothers projected responsibility completely without any apparent aware-

ness of their own roles, whereas three stepmothers did. In both groups 

seven mothers were included in a category characterized by some pro-

jection of blame (2,4,5,6). Two stepmothers and one own mother blamed 

themselves completely; one stepmother and two own mothers were able to 

accept reasonable responsibility themselves with some appreciation for 

the contributions of other factors. With the inclusion of Category 5 

in those categories indicating some acceptance of responsibility for 

themselves (1,2,3,4) it was found that all the natural mothers and seven 

stepmothers accepted some responsibility for the child's problem. 

Attitude Toward. The Problem 

Mother's attitudes toward the problem were based on a scale of 

five categories. Category A was described as encouragement of the prob-

lem and use of it to further the mother• s own needs. This was created 

as a balance to the scale and none of the mothers in either group was 

found to fit into this category. 

Category B was represented qy those mothers whose attitude toward 

the problem fell between using of the problem for her own needs and 

desiring help with it. 

Mrs. James referred her stepson for a variety of behavior diffi­
culties with certain "babyish" characteristics. Although she wanted 
help for Harold in alleviating these difficulties, she also used Harold's 
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problem as a means of keeping him close to her in defense against her 
husband's extremely close relationship with his daughter. 

Category C included those mothers who had no particular feeling 

about the problem itself. This was represented in two different ways 

by those mothers whose indifference to the problem was part of a larger 

indifference to the child; and by those who accepted the problem as part 

of the underlying difficulty upon which the mother focused her concern. 

Mrs. Miller saw her stepson as belonging entirely to his father, 
and as such she was completely indifferent to arry manifestation of his 
problem. The worker's impression of arry feeling expressed by her in re­
gard to the problem was that of a "mirror image• of her husband's attitude 
without any real feeling at all on her part. 

Mrs. Baker's concern was with the fSlllily situation in which her 
stepson Jerry posed a threat to the securit,r of her marriage. She recog­
nized the rivalry between her husband and herself in relation to the re­
lative merits of the children, and although she compared her own child 
favorably with Jerry she was unhappy about the situation this represented. · 
Her concern rested not upon the specific nature of Jerry's problem but 
upon the total picture of which Jerry's problem was a part. 

Category D was comprised of those mothers who felt irritation at 

the problem itself but who showed understanding of the part played by 
:: 
.. the problem in the underlying difficulty. 

Mrs. Prior was irritated by the extra work which Bobby's soiling 
and food fads caused her, but was able to be very understanding of the 
part they played in his entire problem, and to look at how the manner 
in which she dealt with them had an effect upon Bobby's feelings of ac­
ceptance and security. 

Category E involves rejection of the problem, including the atti-

tudes of confusion and bewilderment, hurt, anger, and shame. 

Mrs. Jones was angered and bewildered by Jill's behavior, fearing 
that it would bring shame upon the fSlllily and criticism of her as a step­
mother. It was also felt in diagnostic evaluation of this case that the ,, 

ii child 1 s problem represented to Mrs. Jones •the bad part" of herself which 
she rejected and desired to be rid of. She also saw Jill's loneliness 

i; and insecurit,r as a mirror of her own deprived childhood, and rejected 1
' 

I: this part of the problem as intolerable. 
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Tabulation of the mothers' attitudes revealed that the greater num-

ber of mothers in both groups rejected the problem. There was greater 

distribution of stepmothers' attitudes, in that although six rejected the 

problem, one or more fell into each of the other categories with the ex-

ception of Category A, as mentioned above. Seven of the own mothers re-

jected the problem, two were irritated Py it but saw it as part of the 

child's underlying difficult,y, and one had no particular feeling about 

the problem itself, focusing instead upon the underlying situation. There i 

was little significant difference, however, in the mothers' attitudes. 

TABLE 2 

PLACING OF RESPONSIBILITY AND ATTITUDE TOWARD THE PROBLEM OF 
MOTHERS IN THE TWO GROUPS 

Group Attitude Toward .U.:t1:tud§ Towa;rsj. fJ:Qbl§l! 
Responsibilit,y A B c D E Total. 

1 2 2 
2 0 

Step- 3 1 1 
mothers 4 1 1 3 

5 1 1 
6 1 2 3 

Total. 0 1 2 1 6 /10 

1 1 1 
2 2 2 

Natural 3 1 1 2 
mothers 4 1 3 4 

5 1 1 
6 0 

-Total 0 0 1 2 7 /10 

With reference to Table 2 it would appear that there is a tendency 

for mothers who have some acceptance of the problem - as represented in 

i; 
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Categories B, C, and D - to fall into Category 3 or 4, both of which in-

dicate some awareness of the mother's responsibility. There also appears 

to be a correlation between those mothers who reject the problem and 

those who indicate some form of projection of responsibility. 

Wi 1 1 j !J&lless To InyQJ.ye S~l.LllL~ 

Examination of the mothers' willingness to involve themselves in 

help toward solution of the difficulty resolved into three categories. 

Category (a) included those mothers who viewed help as being for the 

child alone. 

Mrs. Chester was felt by the worker to be too fearful of the pos­
sibility of her own emotional breakdown to even consider involvement for 
herself in treatment. She stated that she didn't know what to do with 
Peter, and felt that b§ needed help. At no time did she mention desiring 
help for herself. 

Category (b) included those mothers who fluctuated between a view 

of help as being for the child and as meaning her own involvement; those 

sho,~ng ambivalence about help for any member of the family; and those 

desiring help for herself around her relationship with the child or in 

reference to handling him. 

Mrs. Stiles, a natural mother, vacillated between expression of 
a desperate need for help for herself and declaring that Katie must as­
sume complete responsibility for a change in the situation. At time she 
was extremely ambivalent about seeking help from the clinic at all. 

l~s. Baker felt that she and Jerry's father must "pitch in to help ,, 
Jerry." In connection with this she wanted some help in understanding 
her own relationship with Jerry, but the worker felt that this did not 
involve any desire for emotional self-involvement. 

Mrs. James felt that she wanted help in knowing how best to handle 
her stepchildren, but also stated that she was •an emotional woman" and 
wanted some help for herself. 
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Category (c) represented a desire for self-involvement on the part 

of the mother with indicated wish to change her feelings and attitudes. 

Mrs. Butler expressed a desire for help with her part in Dick's 
difficulties and an eagerness to know how she could help him. She was 
able to see that her conflicting feelings in certain areas contributed 

;' 

II 
'· ,. 
,I 
!f 
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ii 
ii 

il 
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to Dick's problem, and the worker felt that Mrs. Butler was actually ask- ![ 
ing for help for herself when she brought Dick to the clinic. ., 

In both groups mothers fall predominantly into category {b), in-

dicating fluctuation between help for themselves and for the child, am-

bivalence about treatment, or a view of help for themselves as centered 

upon either their handling of the child, or their relationship with him. 

In both groups only one mother saw help as being for the child alone; 

and two and three mothers respectively in the study and comparative group~j 
H 

expressed willingness to involve themselves and their attitudes and 

ings in help. 

feel-,, 
h 
!i 
ti Hence little significant difference is found to exist in 

the mothers' willingness to involve themselves in help. 

TABLE 3 

PLACING OF RESPONSIBILITY AND 'WILLINGNESS TO INVOLVE SELF IN 
HELP OF !~OTHERS IN THE TWO GROUPS 

Group 

Step­
mothers 

Natural 
mothers 

Involvement 
in Help 

a 
b 
c 

Total 

a 
b 
c 

Total 

Plac1pg of 
1 2 3 

1 
1 l. 

2 0 1. 

1 1. 
1 2 

1 2 2 

Responsibj,ljj;y 
4 5 6 Total 

1 l. 
3 l. 2 7 

2 

3 1 3 /10 
1 1. 

4 6 
3 

4 1. 0 /10 
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Reference to Table 3 shows that all but one of the mothers who fell 

into the categories of projecting blame were unable to involve themselves 

completely in help, i.e., only one mother - in the comparative group -

appeared in Category (a), whereas thirteen appeared in Categories (b) 

or (c). On the other hand, none of the mothers who were able to accept 

responsibility verbally to any extent at all appeared in Category (a) 

it ,, 

!: 
' 

' ! ~ 

!l seeing help as for the child alone. All of them were able to involve 
ji 

I
I 

I 
i. 
: 
i' 

themselves to some extent in help, even though this might mean ambiva-

lence, fluctuation between views of help as for herself completely and 

for the child completely, or the view of her own involvement as help in 

learning ways to handle the child. It also seems significant that the 
il 

mothers in both groups who were able to accept a reasonable responsibility: 
" 

for their own part in the child's difficulty as well as seeing the place 

of reality factors, this category representing the most mature approach 

to the placing of responsibility, were in every case willing to involve 

themselves in help with a view to changing their own feelings and atti-

tudes. 

:; 
'I 
li ,, 
;: 

Table 4 is indicative of the fact that the greater number of those :! 

mothers in both groups who rejected the problem tended to fall into 

Category {b) in respect to their willingness to involve themselves in 

help, and those who were more accepting of the problem for the most 

part were included in Categories (b) and (c), indicating general 

willingness to involve themselves in some form of help. 
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TABLE 4 

ATTITUDE TOWARD THE PROBLEM AND WILLINGNESS TO INVOLVE SELF IN HELP 
OF MOTHERS IN THE TWO GROUPS 

Group 

Step­
mothers 

Natural 
mothers 

Involvement A:t:W.:tlll!i! Telvam ftg:bl m 
in Help A B c D E 

a 1 
b 1 1 5 
c l l 

Tota1 0 1 2 1 6 

a 1 
b 1 5 
c - l l l 

Tota1 0 0 1 2 7 

Mother-Qhild Relationship 

Tota1 

1 
7 

..z 
/10 

1 
6 

_J 
/10 

' 

' 

I 
Three scales were set up in an endeavor to evaluate the mother-child; 

relationship, including a scale representing type of discipline, another 

representing the emotional distance in the relationship between mother and P 
I 

child, and a third designed to portray the feeling tone of this relation-

ship. 

The discipline scale covers §trictness, in which the mother places 

an excessive number of limitations upon the child or is extremely rigid 

about behavior and routines; ~ discipline in which neither strictness 

nor indulgence predominates, including both a reasonable amount of restric~, 

tiona and freedom, or an inconsistent discipline vacillating between both; i' 
'· 

and indu1gence in which the mother is unable to set limits or to effect re-j1 

strictions upon the child's behavior. Mothers in both groups fell pre-

dominantly in the indulgent category - this representing five stepmothers 

and seven own mothers. Three mothers in both groups wielded mixed 
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discipline, and two stepmothers were strict, as were none of the natural 

mothers. 

The first category in the second scale, indicating the emotional 

distance of the mother-child relationship, is gyer-protection or Control 

in which mothers gave indication of holding the child close to them, fore~ 

ing him into a dependent position and endeavoring to manage as many as-

pects of his life as possible. In the~ category, mothers either 

allowed the children a reasonable amount of independence without either 

controlling or neglecting them, or vacillated between holding them close 

ii 

' il ,, 

!' 

and pushing them away. In the neglect category, mothers denied the child !! 
' any sort of emotional relationship with them at all, in both cases almost i! 

•writing off" the child into the care and jurisdiction of his father. 

In both study and comparative groups, the majority of mothers fell into 

the controlling category with a small distribution in each of the other 

categories, with a slightly larger number of stepmothers reporting that 

they allowed their ehild a reasonable amount of independence. 

The third scale attempted to measure the feeling tone of the rela-

tionship ranging from a genuinely warm acceptapce through ambivalence 

in which the mother alternated feelings of warmth with feelings of re-

sentment and rejection, to rejection, in which the mother displayed a 

considerable amount of hostility toward the child with no indication of 

any warmth of feeling for the child as an individual. The majority of 

stepmothers fell into the category of acceptance, whereas the majority 

of natural mothers expressed ambivalence for their children. The com-

parative group exhibited a more equal distribution between the three 
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TABLE 5 

MOTHER-CHILD RELATIONSHIPS IN YllE TWO GROUPS 

--------------------- - -- -----· ----- -- -- -- -------
Group Feeling Ilil>!:liJ21ill.fl :.mQ:l;iQnal !li~:t&nce ----

Tone Strict Mixed Indulgent Total Controlling Mixed Heglect Total 
- - --- --------
Accepting 1 3 2 6 4 2 6 

Step- Ambivalent 1 1 1 1 
mothers Rejecting 1 2 3 2 1 3 - -

/10 6 -
/10 Total 2 3 5 3 1 

Accepting 1 1 2 2 2 
Natural Ambivalent 2 3 5 3 1 1 5 
mothers Rejecting 3 3 3 3 

Total 0 3 7 /10 8 1 1 /10 

-:! 

~ 



H 
'I 

i' :I 

'; 
" :! 
:I 

I 

I 
:I 
' " " 

-· '' ····.:::-·•· 

,, 
i 
' 

!i 
i' .! 
,i 

categories, with three mothers in each of the groups indicating that they •: 

belonged in rejecting category. Only two natural mothers were included ,, 

in the accepting category. 

Correlation of the acceptance - rejection scale with the other two :i 
n 

relationship scales in Table 5 indicated no particularly significant re- il 

lationships since the major trends in both the discipline and emotional 

distance scales were distributed over each of the three categories in 

the feeling tone scale. 

Karital Relationship 

Tabulations of the mothers• marital relationships yielded three 

categories - positive, fair, and negative. The positive category in-

eludes those mothers who indicated essential satisfaction on their part 

with the marriage, regardless of how the situation might appear to an 

observer; the fair marital relationships included those in which the 
i 
! ~ 

1 mother indicated a warmth of feeling for her husband and expressed some 
!! 

:~ satisfaction in the marriage, but also presented certain negative fac-

,, 
·' 

'• .. 

tors such as a lack of communication, her husband 1 s failure to take 

responsibili~, or the presence of a certain amount of tension and con-

flict. The negative category included those mothers who expressed no 

satisfaction with their marriages, but presented a picture only of in-

securi~, resentment, tension, and loneliness. As indicated in Table 6, 

1: 
li ., 
:1 
!I ,, 
i ~ 
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li 
il 

ii 
the greater number of mothers in both groups were considered to have fair :j 

!! 

marital relationships with a smaller distribution of mothers in the other!! 

two categories for both study and comparative groups. Three natural 

mothers gave evidence of a negative marital relationship, whereas only 
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one stepmother did so, and one natural mother, in contrast to two step-

mothers, presented evidence of a positive relationship with her husband. 

MutJgQ ity of Parent.AJ Attitude§ 

The mutuality of the parents• attitudes and behavior toward the 

child can be described in the categories of "agreed," "mixed," and 

"disagreed." Those in the 0 agreed" category evidenced the same feeling 
i: 

for the child, the same kind of response to his behavior, and essentially'! 
I ~ 

the same method of dealing with the child. For those in the "mixedu 

category, the parents reported essentially the same feeling and concern :! 

;! 
for the child, but were not in accord about disciplining him, or did not r 

accept equal responsibility for devoting time and interest to the child 

and for participating in disciplinary procedures. The "disagreed• 

couples found active dissension between husband and wife concerning the ' " ,. 
i 

child with the child able to play off one parent against the other, con- 'i 

siderable difference in feeling for the child, or complete failure U,y 

i one parent to accept ruv responsibility whatsoever in regard to the child~[ 
p 

Table 6 indicates that the majority of parents in both groups occupy the ;j 
f• 

"disagreed" category, and that only one couple in either group, a naturali! 

mother and her husband, agree in their behavior and attitude toward the 

child. 

Correlation of marital relationships with mutualit,y of attitudes 

and behavior in Table 6 reveals that those with negative marital rela-

tionships are consistently disagreed in behavior and attitude toward 

the child. The one positive relationship in the comparative group was 

also the one couple "agreed" in mutualit,y in either group. Those with 

!I 
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fair relationships are evenly distributed between the "mixed" and "dis-

agreed" categories. 

TABLE 6 

MOTHERS 1 EVALUATION OF MARITAL RELATIONSHIPS AND MUTUALITY OF 
PARENTAL ATTITUDES IN THE TWO GROUPS 

Group 

Step­
mothers 

Natural 
mothers 

Marital Mutpal i ty of AttUmes 
Relationship Agreed Mixed Disagreed 

Positive 2 
Fair 4 .3 
Negative 1 

Total 0 4 6 

Positive 1 
Fair .3 .3 
Negative 3 - 6 Total 1 .3 

Father's Role in the E§mjly 

Total. 

2 
7 
1 

/10 

1 
6 
.3 

/10 

It was wondered if any significant differences would exist between 

the father• s rol.e in famil.ies with stepmothers and in those with natural 

mothers. His participation in the family and his attitudes toward the 

chil.dren were examined in an effort to discover the existence of any 

COIIDllon patterns within or between the two groups. In regard to the 

:i 

r: 

,i father• s participation in the family, it is noteworthy that four fathers " 
' 

in the study group and five in the comparative group adopted a complete- :; 

ly passive role in the family, leaving the responsibility entirely to 
:i 

li the mother. Five fathers in the study group undertook the discipl.inary 

!I role in the family whereas three fathers did so in the comparative 
II 
!I 
'• I' ,j ,, 

· .-.ijo,;o.o;;-~ -~~·-~•=o•.~~·•··'''·'~-"- •·•••~=-•~••- ·•••-••-~~~ . •=-~~··-· 
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group. Four mothers in both groups reported that the fathers were either , 

a~y from home a great deal, or took too little interest in their role 

as a father even while home. Two fathers in the study group were seen 

at the clinic on a long term basis; four were seen by a worker for one 

or two interviews; and four were not seen b,r a worker at all. Of these, 

two fathers in the study group gave definite evidence of their ~nting 

to be a good father. Three of the fathers in the comparative group were 

seen over a period of considerable time; four were seen for one or two 

interviews, and three were not seen at all. Of this number three fathers 

evidenced their desire to be a good father. 

In relation to their attitudes toward the children, it ~s signifi-

cant that four fathers in the study group and five in the comparative 

group had a particular relationship with one child in the family, whether 

this included partial or total rejection of the other children, or simply 

a different kind of relationship with the other children. Two fathers 

in the study group indicated a definite preference for their own chil-

dren, and mentioned the parents• rivalr,y over their respective off-

spring. Another father had divided the family into two camps, one con-

sisting of his child b,r the first marriage and himself, the other of his 

present wife and their child. One father ~s reported to have as good 

or a better relationship with his stepson than that with his own son, 

and this particular father also evidenced ~rmth for both sets of chil­

dren. Four fathers in the study group indicated warmth for all their own i! 

children, and in only one of these cases were there any of the mother's 

children b,r a previous marriage in the home. Two fathers in the com-

parative group either evidenced themselves or were reported by the i' 
- ~=-- - --- ~-~~'--==--:;:~-:-;::;·; = ~· 
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mother to show warmth for each of the children in the family. 

Mother's RAJationsbip With Her Own parents 

Prior to this consideration, it should be noted that information 

was sought concerning the economic status of the mother's own family. 

This was available in only four cases in the study groUfl, in three of 

which the mother's own family's income was roughly equivalent to that 

of her present husband. All three of these fell within the low income 

groUfJ. In the fourth case the present family was represented in the mod-

erate income groUfl, whereas the mother's family had been less well-off. 

' ; 
!, 
i 

II 

I' 
" 

In the two cases of the comparative groUfJ for which information was avail-d 
i! 

able, both the mother's own family and the present family were included 

in the lower income groUfJ. 
j! 

Of the eight stepmothers and the nine natural mothers who reported 

': information concerning their relationships with their own parents, all 
;, ,., 

il but one of these might by considered "disturbed" as measured by the 
\l 
·; presence of tension and conflict in the home, an excessively close at- ;i 

ji 

" !! 

tachment to one parent, actual "acting-out" behavior on the part of the 

parents, or unhappiness, loneliness, and feelings of rejection on the 

mother's part. 

The one own mother whose relationship would not be termed "dis- il 
I! :i 

turbed" on the basis of the little information she gave presented materialli 

that was almost •too positive," and in consideration of the seriousness 

of her own emotional disturbance and the distortion of her information 

as compared with that given by her husband and daughter, it would seem 

that her description could not represent a completely accurate picture 
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of the situation. 

A significant difference in the descriptions of this disturbed 

parent-child relationship given by the two groups of mothers was that 

whereas the natural mothers presented a very diverse picture of their 

difficulties, the stepmothers' childhood relationships had several pat­

terns in common. Of the eight stepmothers reporting, six described re-

jection by their mother, one in the form of divorce, two in the form of 

death, and three by emotional rejection. Only one gave definite indica-

tion of a good relationship with her mother; in another situation the 

ii 

il 
mother indicated a close attachment to and identification with her mother1 !l 

ii 
although there was no particular indication of warmth and tenderness be- :1 :: 

tween them. Three mothers indicated an excessively close relationship 

to their fathers; one described herself as being 0 like a wifen to her 

father and taking over the position as "mothern during their periodic 

intervals of separation prior to a divorce; another "had her father all 

to herself" following her mother's death; and a third felt that her 

father did not want her to bring boyfriends home with her, that although 

he accepted his son-in-law the latter had in some way "taken away some-

thing that belonged to himV Five mothers felt that their fathers had 

rejected them, three during their childhood at which time their fathers 

were overtly abusive or neglectful, and two at the time of their fathers' 

<i 
i: 

I! 
'I 
!! 

:: 
remarriage when a stepmother 0 took their place.• Five of the stepmothers'!' 

.[ ,, 
' descriptions of the relationships with their parents focused upon their 

fathers, regardless of the nature of the relationship. 

==· ~. 
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Moth§r' s Pattern of Marriages 

Examination of the stepmothers' pattern of marriages revealed 

the fact that four of these mothers had not been married before, and of 

those six for whom this was a second marriage only one spoke in positive :'! 

terms of her previous marriage. Among the five reporting difficult and 

unhapP,Y first marriages, the complaints included other women, excessive 

drinking, abusive treatment of mother and children, excessive sexual de-

':~ mands, and desertion. One mother reported all of these misdemeanors 

' 
1i 

on the part of her first husband. Two mothers made no mention of the 

above conduct, but one declared that her husband had been interested only 

in himself; the other that they had come from different backgrounds and 

there was little warmth between them. In comparison with these mothers' 

information about their relationships with their parents, it seems in- .l ,, 

teresting.to note that in two cases the descriptions of former husbands 

bore a striking resemblance to the mother's description of her own 

father's behavior. In a third case the worker commented upon the mother's ti 
: 

desertion by both her father and former husband, with a present endeavor 

to keep her current husband in an infantile and dependent position, pos-
; 

sibly protecting herself from his "becoming a man" and deserting her also. !I 
lj 

In regard to the reasons expressed for entering into this marriage 

and the satisfactions obtained therein, there was no information in this 

respect for five of the natural mothers. 
il 
i! In general, five themes emerged ,: 
!! 

in this group with two representatives in only one of them, and two of 

these themes applying to one marriage, so that there really appeared no 

picture of any common patterns. Two mothers saw their marriages as a 



:, 
•I 

means of escaping an intolerable home situation; one used her marriage 

as a hostile act against her adoptive parents, and finds herself inex-

tricably bound to her husband qy his identification with her own "bad• 

deserting father. One wife found her marriage a means to satisfy her 

husband's needs for mothering, and another saw marriage as providing 

security and someone to look after her. 
i! 

Two much more distinct patterns appeared in the stepmother group; 

one a desire to "take care" of the man and his children who are seen as 

"needing" her, and the other a more direct means of gratification of the 

mother's own needs. Six mothers fell into the first group, describing 

the situation in a variety of ways including a desire to "give the chil-

dren what they had missed;" actual definition of"rescuing" this man 

and his motherless children; and seeing their entrance into marriage as 

either the result of the husband's needing her or of their mutual need 

for support and protection from one another. Those for whom the marriage 

appeared to be a quite direct satisfaction of their own needs, who may 

or may not have been included in the above group, indicated the use of 
:· :i 

this marriage as solace and comfort for loneliness, a seeking for security[ 

and salvation from an unhappy life, and as seen qy the worker in one case,'[ 

"a primitive physical attraction.• 

T4e Sityetion of Stepmpt~bQQg 

Investigation was made of the conditions surrounding the situation 

of stepmotherhood, including the stepmother's age at the time of her 

marriage to the child's father, the child's age at this time, end the 

length of time the stepmother had been in the home viewed in comparison 

I' 
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Case 
number 

IJ 1 

#2 

/13 

114 

II 5 

{f 6 

II 7 

# 8 

I 

I 

I 

I 
j 
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TllBLE 7 

INFORMATION RELATED TO THE STEPHOTriER SITUATION 

Child's Age 
at 

Marriage 

9 

16 

9 

11 

6 

12 

7 

5 

I 

i 

' l 

i 

I 

I 

Stepmother's! 
Age at I 

Marriage 

I 

29 I 
50 I 

Length of 
Time 

stepmother 
in Home 

5 yrs. 

4 mos. 

47 j21/2 yrs. 

I 
34 I 2 yrs. 

I 
I 
I 

31 I 2 m.os. 

29 3 yrs. I 

I 
24 

I 

I 5 yrs. 

21 I 4 yrs. 

' l 
I 

I 

Duration 
of 

Problem 

2 yrs. 

Prior to 
Marriage 

Prior to 
Marriage 

Prior to 
Marriage 

6 yrs. 

3 yrs. 

Prior to 
Marriage 

6 yrs. 

I 

I 

l 

! 

! 

i 
I 

I 

I 

Problem's Onset in Relation 
to Arrival of Stepmother in 

Home 

After 

Before 

Before 

Before 

Before 

After 
(Apparent since marriage) 

Before 

Before 

. -;:: 
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II 

II 

Case 
number 

II 9 

#10 

Child's Age 
at 

Marriage 

5 

11 

TABLE 7 

(continued) 

I 

Stepmother's Length of 
Age at Time 

Marriage Stepmother 
in Home 

23 9 yTSo 
(Child 1-lith 
stepmother 
8 years} 

43 1 yT. 

-------- 1-.. 

Duration Problem's Onset in Relati 
of to Arrival of Stepmother 

Problem Home 

3 mos. After 

l J'T· After 
(Symptoms apparent since 

maxriage} 

n 
in 
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'I 
!' 
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I' 
I~ 
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with the duration of the child's problem, yielding information as to wheth;,. 

er the problem had its origin before or after the stepmother entered the 

household. Analysis of this data, presented in Table 7, indicated that 

the majority of stepmothers were between the ages of twenty and twent,r-

nine at the time of their present marriage, and that the majority of chil-', 

ren were in either the latency or pre-adolescent periods at the time of 

the marriage. Four children were between the ages of six and nine, three 

between the ages of ten and twelve. Only two were five years old or under~ 

and only one above twelve. Four stepmothers had been in the home between 

one and three years at the time of the referral understudy, and three had 

occupied this status between four and five years. ·Two had been in the 

home for less than a year; one had been in the home for nine years. The 

problems of six of the children originated before the stepmother married 

their father; four problems had begun since that time. 

It was wondered if these factors would have any influence upon the 

mother's attitude toward the problem and toward help, and upon her rela-

tionship with the child. Tabulations in Tab1es 8, 9, and 10 indicated 

very little correlation between the stepmother's age when she married 

and either her placing of responsibility, her attitude toward the problem,'. 

TABLE 8 

STEPMOTHER'S AGE AT MARRIAGE AND PLACING OF RESPONSIBILITY 

Stepmother's Age 
At Marriage 

20-29 
30-39 
40-49 
50-59 

Total 

Placing of ReSPonsibility 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

1 1 1 2 
2 

1 1 

- l 
2 0 1 3 1 3 

--- --··- : --~--~,---=="""~=-··:·· 

Total 

5 
2 
2 
~ 

/10 
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TABLE 9 

STEPMOTHER'S AGE AT MARRIAGE AND ATTITUDE TOWARD PROBIJ!M 

Stepmother's Age Attitud,e Toward Problem 
At Marriage A B c D E Total 

20-29 1 1 3 5 
30-39 1 1 2 
40-49 2 2 
50-59 1 1 - - 6 /10 Total 0 1 2 1 

TABLE lD 

STEPMOTHER'S AGE AT MARRIAGE AND WILLINGNESS TO INVOLVE SELF IN HELP 

Stepmother's Age HlJJj~~~~~ !Q lnxcl~ Sel! 
At Marriage a b c Total 

20-29 1 3 1 5 
30-39 2 2 
40-49 1 1 2 
50-59 1 1 

Total 1 7 2 /10 

or her willingness to involve herself in help. Reference to Tables 11 

through 16 indicate the same lack of correlation was apfarent in regard 

to the child's age at the time of marriage and the length of time the 

stepmother had been in the home as related to the mother's placing of 

responsibility, her attitude toward the problem, and her willingness to 

involve herself in help. 

-· ·--···-·-- .. -
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TABLE 11 

CHILD 1 S AGE AT MARRIAGE AND STEPMOTHER'S PLACING OF RESPONSIBILITY 

Child's Age 
At Marriage 

Below 6 
6-9 

10-12 
Over 12 

Total 

Stepmotb@r 1s P1acing Of ReSPonSibility 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

1 1 
1 1 1 1 

2 1 
1 - -2 0 1 3 1 3 

TABLE 12 

Total 

2 
4 
3 
1 

/J.O 

CHILD'S AGE AT MARRIAGE AND STEPMOTHER'S ATTITUTE TOVIARD PROBLEr1 

Child's Age 
At Marriage 

Below 6 
6-9 

10-12 
Over 12 

Total 

Stepmgther' s Attitude Tgward Problem 
A B C D E 

1 
1 

1 

-
0 1 2 

TABLE 13 

1 

-
1 

1 
2 
2 
1 

6 

Total 

2 
4 
3 
1 

/J.O 

CHILD'S AGE AT MARRIAGE AND STEPMOTHER'S WILLINGNESS TO INVOLVE 
SELF IN HELP 

Child's Age 
At Marriage 

./ Below 6 
'i 6-9 
I' 10-12 

Stepmother's Willingness Tg Inyglye Se1f 
a b c Tot~ 

1 
1 
1 

:I Over 12 

-c eeL-~ ~:~-~=-~c=== -"'~~=~~' =~ 

1 
3 
2 
1 
-
7 2 

2 
4 
3 
1 

/J.O 

ii 
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TABLE 14 

LENGTH OF TIME STEPMOTHER IN HOME AND PLACING OF RESPONSIBILITY 

Length Of Time 
Stepmother In Home 

Less than 1 yr. 
1-3 yrs. 
4-5 yrs. 

Over 5 yrs. 

Total 

flacjpg or Respqnsibility 
1 2 3 4 5 6 

1 1 
2 1 1 

1 2 
1 

- - -2 0 1 3 1 3 

Tota1 

2 
4 
3 
1 

/10 
-----------------------· ------·--

TABLE 15 

LENGTH OF TIME STEPMOTHER IN HOME AND ATTITUDE TOWARD PROBLEM 

::::::::=-----------
Length Of Time 

Stepmother In Home 

Less than 1 yr. 
1-3 yrs. 
4-5 yrs. 

Over 5 yrs. 

Total 

A.ttitude Towar.sl .Ewl§!L _________ _ 
A B C D E Total 

1 1 2 
1 3 4 
1 1 1 3 

1 1 
- - 6 /10 0 1 2 1 

------
TABLE 16 

LENGTH OF TIME STEPMOTHER IN HOME AND WILLINGlrW::i TO INVOLVE 
SELF IN HELP 

Length Of Time 
Stepmother In Home 

Less than 1 yr. 
1-3 yrs. 
4-5 yrs. 

Over 5 yrs. 

Total 

============---------. -
Willing;ge§s To In:mlYJLSelf. __ _ 

a b c Total 

1 

-
1 

2 
3 
1 
1 

7 

1 
1 

2 

-------------
2 
4 
3 
1 

/10 
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The stepmother's placing of responsibility was correlated with the 

duration of the child's problem in order to determine whether the mother 

was more likely to accept her own responsibility when the problem began 

following her arrival in the home. In four cases the problem had its 

inception following the stepmother's marriage; in two of these the step-

mother projected responsibility upon others with no seeming awareness 

of her own role; in one of these cases the stepmother accepted her own 

responsibility to some extent but largely projected responsibility; and 

in one case the stepmother blamed herself completely. In those six 

cases where the problem had its origin during the period before the ar-

ii rival of the stepmother, the mothers' attitudes were distributed in each ,. 
i! 
!i of the five categories which were represented by any stepmothers at all. 
!I 

The chronological appearance of the problem bore little relation to the 

!i mother's willingness to involve herself in help, but it was noted that 
II 
1: 
i! in all four cases where the problem began subsequent to the mother's ar-

,, 

" ' ' 
I 

lj 
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rival, those mothers rejected the problem. In cases where the problem 

began earlier, their attitudes were distributed throughout four categories. 

This information was tabulated as shown in Tables 17,18 and 19. 

TABLE 17 

ONSET OF PROBLEM IN RELATION TO STm!OTHER1 S ARRIVbL IN HOME 
AND STEPMOTHER'S PLACEMENT OF RESPONSIBILITY FOR PROBLEM 

Onset Of Placing Of E§spon~~ility 
Problem 1 2 3 4 5 6 Total 

Before 1 1 2 1 1 6 
After 1 1 2 4 -Total 2 0 1 3 1 3 /10 
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TABLE 18 

ONSET OF PROBLEM AND STID10THER1S ATTITUDE TOWARD THE PROBLEM 

Onset Of 
Problem 

Mtitude_IQ:!iiU:SLmlll~------·-------
A B C D E Total. 

Before 
After 

Total. 

l 2 1 2 
4 

0 l 2 1 6 

TABLE 19 

ONSET OF PROBLEM AND STEPMOTHER'S WILLINGNESS TO INVOLVE 
SELF IN HELP 

Onset Of li~JJJ.n.rn.ea§ j:,Q InY2lx!! Self 
Problem a b c 

Before 1 4 l 
After 3 1 

-Total. l 7 2 

-------

6 
4 

/10 

Total. 

6 
4 

/10 ,, 
1: 
!: 
!i 
il 
i! There appeared to be no particular correlation between the mother's 
H 
il age at marriage and her relationship to her child on a:n:y of the three 

scales, as shown in Table 20. In connection with the child's age at the 

time of marriage, Table 21 shows that there was possibly a slight ten­
i: 
!i dency for mothers of children aged ten to twelve to be more accepting 
" !j ,, 
:1 of these children, and to administer indulgent or mixed discipline in 
r ,. 
li relation to them. Also appearing was a slight tendency for mothers of 
i! 
!i children six to nine to be controlling although this age group was dis­
i! 
il 
l'l tributed in all three categories on each of the other scales. Refer-
! 
1, ence to Table 22 indicates that no particular correlation existed in 

li 
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TABLE 20 

AGE OF STEPHOTHER AT l.fARRIAGE AND MOTHER-CHILD RELATIONSiliP 

Stepmother's age 
at marriage 

20-.29 
30-39 
40-49 
50-59 

Total 

Stepmother's age 
at marriage 

20-.29 
.30-39 
40-49 
50-59 

Total 

Stepmother's age 
at marriage 

20-29 
30-39 
L,.Q-49 
50-59 

Total 

Strict 

1 

1 

2 

Discipline 
:Mixed Indulgent 

1 
2 

3 

3 

1 

l 
5 

Emotional Distance 
Controlling Mixed Neglecting 

2 
2 
1 
l 
6 

Accepting 

3 
2 
1 

6 

2 1 

1 

3 1 

Fee1jng Tone 
:Alllbi vaJ.ent Rejecting 

1 1 

1 
l 

1 .3 

Total 

5 
2 
2 

l 
/10 

Total 

5 
2 
2 
l 

/10 

TotaJ. 

5 
2 
2 

l 
/10 

" 
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TABLE 21 

CHILD 1 S AGE AT Hl\Jlll.IAGE AND MOTHER-CHILD RELATIONSHIP 

Child's age Disci Eline 
at marriage Strict Mixed Indulgent Total 

Under 6 2 2 
6-9 2 1 l 4 

10'-12 2 l 3 
Over 12 1 1 

Total 2 3 5 /10 

Child's age Emotional Distance 
at =riage Controlling Mixed Neglecting Total 

Under 6 l l 2 
6-9 3 1 4 

10-12 l 2 3 
Over 12 1 1 

Total 6 3 1 /10 

Child's age Feeling Tone 
at marriage Accepting Ambivalent Reject.ing Total 

Under 6 1 1 2 
6-9 2 1 1 4 

lG-12 3 3 
Over 12 l 1 

Total 6 1 3 /10 

• .>""• :.·--:::;~_:;:.:=----·;-



TABLE 22 

LENGTH OF TIME STEPMOTHER IN HO~lli AND MOTHER-CHILD RELATIONSHIP 

Length of time 
stepmother in 
home 

Less than 1 yr. 
1-3 yrs. 
4-5 yrs. 

Over 5 yrs. 

Total 

Length of time 
stepmother in 
home 

Less than 1 yr. 
1-3 yrs. 
4-5 yrs. 

Over 5 yrs. 

Total 

Length of time 
stepmother in 
home 

Less than 1 yr. 
1-3 yrs. 
4-5 yrs. 

Over 5 yrs. 

Total 

DisciEline 
Strict Mixed Indulgent Total 

1 1 2 
1 2 1 4 
1 2 3 

1 .l 
2 3 5 /10 

Emotional Distance 
Controlling Mixed Neglecting Total 

2 
2 
1 
1 

6 

Accepting 

1 
3 
1 
1 

6 

2 
1 

3 

FeeUng Tone 
Ambivalent 

1 

1 

1 

1 

Rejecting 

1 
1 
1 

3 

2 
4 
3 
.l 

/10 

Total 

2 
4 
3 
1 

/10 
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relation to the length of time the stepmother had been in the home except 

that mothers who had been in the home between one and three years appeared 

slightly more commonly to be accepting of the child. 

Tabulations dealing with the mother-child relationship in regard 

to the appearance of the problem, represented in Table 23, yield certain 

TABLE 23 

ONSET OF PROBLEM IN RELATION TO STEPMOTHER'S ARRIVAL IN HOME AND 
MOTHER-CHILD RELATIONSHIP 

Discipline 
Strict Mixed Indulgent 

2 2 2 
1 3 

2 3 5 

Emotional Distance 
Controlling Mixed Neglecting 

5 
1 

6 

Accepting 

3 
3 
6 

3 

3 

Feelipg Tone 
Ambivalent 

1 
-
1 

1 

1 

Rejecting 

3 

3 

Total. 

6 
4 

/lo 

Total. 

6 
4 

/10 

Total 

6 
4 

/10 

!i ., trends of some significance. Those cases in which the problem antedated 
" 

the mother's arrival find equal occurrence of an accepting and a rejecting 

attitude. The mothers are predominantly accepting, however, in cases 

where the problem's onset followed the marriage. Those cases in which 
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the problem appeared earlier find the mothers significantly more control-

ling, whereas they allow a more reasonable or a vacillating distance in 

emotional relationships where the problem succeeded the marriage. Equal 

distribution in type of discipline accompanies prior appearance of the 

problem, whereas more indulgence appears in those cases where the prob-

lem followed the marriage. 

Also sought in relation to the stepmother situation were common 

i: patterns in the mother's feelings about the child and his significance 

:i 
'I ,, 
I' 
r' ,, 
i; 

to her, in her feelings toward her husband and the mutuality of their 

behsvior and attitudes, and in her acceptance of this •ready-made" fam-

ily, her perception of her role in it, her view of the stepchild's own 

mother, and her relationship with her stepchildren as compared to that 

with her own children. Five stepmothers direc,tly expressed the desire 

to make a success of this family unit, three of them mentioning the dif-

ficulties of stepmotherhood with one of these stating that she and her 

husband were •pretty well setn in their ways, and thst it was "not easy" 

to have this large mixed family with a new baby in addition. 

A number of mothers gave direct expression in different ways to 

:: their feelings about being a stepmother. One resented her adolescent 

stepdaughter. for "having made her out to be a cruel stepmother;" another 

said thst she wanted to be "a mother, not a stepmother" to her step-

daughter. Five expressed concern about their stepchildren's not liking 

them or accepting them as a mother, three fearing lack of acceptance if 

they set any controls. One feared her stepdaughter would think of her 
I 

as "an old witch" if she punished her. Another stepmother gave her stepson 



no discipline because she feared his father's wrath. Two mothers made 

mention of their role as being other than that of a mother. One first 

mentioned that her stepson needed a friend rather than a mother, but 

shortly amended this to viewing the situation as the child's mother. 

The other said that her stepson called her h,y her first name although 

she would like to have him call her •mother. 1 

Seven mothers in this group gave indication of their desire to be 

a good mother, one experiencing considerable guilt about taking from her 

stepdaughter the portion of the father's love which should have been hers 

and hence feeling herself not a good mother. Three seemed to have an 

excessive need to prove themselves a good mother. In two of these cases 

it was speculated that the stepmother experienced guilt in "taking over" i' 
' ,: 

the first wife's role and her children. Interestingly enough, both these ! 

previous mothers had died during pregnancy. Four mothers pointed out 

their stepchildren's lack of appreciation for all they had done for them, 

or insisted that they had "done everything they could." One mother in 

particular was felt by the worker to be placing herself in a martyr's 

role. 

In their relationships with their own children as contrasted with 

their stepchildren, six stepmothers were considered to have the closest 

relationship with their own children, but also to exhibit considerable 

warmth for their stepchildren. Another appeared to have no difference 

in her feeling toward the two groups of children; a second appeared to 

have more resentment toward her own child than toward her stepchildren. 

'Ebth of these mothers experienced guilt and concern about whether they 

;; ,, 
ii 
' 
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could give as much to their stepchildren when their own children arrived. 

Four mothers compared their stepchildren unfavorably with their own chil-

II 

!' 

dren, either in relation to comparative difficulties in raising the chil­

dren, or to the relative merits of the two sets of children in the currentJi 
i: 

situation. One mother wanted her stepchildren and the source of difficultf 
i: 

removed from the home, and two mothers looked upon their own children as 

a means of cementing their relationships with this husband. Four mothers 

had a special relationship with one child, whether her own or her step-

child. 

In regard to the mothers' perceptions of their stepchildren's at-

titude toward them, three felt that the children loved and accepted her 

as a mother. Two felt that the children disliked and resented her; four 

felt that one stepchild had accepted her, whereas the other had not; and 

one was completely indifferent to her stepchild's attempts to win her 

affection. Two mothers verbalized the feeling that adolescent stepdaugb-

ters resented her relationship with their father, both seeing this quite 

clearly in sexual terms. 

Four mothers, all of whom had ~ feelings for their stepchildren, 

used them in a rivalrous situation with the father over their respective 

children. Two of these mothers also rivaled a female stepchild for the 

father's attention and affection, and in six cases the mother viewed the 

stepchildren as a threat to the familyar to her relationship with her 

In six cases the insecurity of the marital situation was re-

fleeted in terms of the child; three of these represented a displacement 

of hostility onto the child and in the other three the mother kept the 
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child close to her as a replacement for missing satisfactions in her re-

lationship with her husband. 

In regard to feelings about her husband and the marriage, six moth- ' 

ers presented evidence that they occupied the dominant position in the ' I' 
t: 

il 
I' family, as seen in their husband 1 s dependence upon them, their assumption ii 
li 

of responsibility for discipline and decisions, and their husbands' fail- i! ,, 
' 

ure to accept responsibility in these respects. Use of the same criteria 1 

yielded the information that three fathers occupied the dominant role 

in the household, with two mothers giving indication of "looking up" to 

their husbands. Six mothers complained of little or no communication 

in their relationships with their husbands. In regard to mutuality of 

parental attitudes, five mothers indicated that the entire responsibility 

for the children was left to them, and three expressed considerable re-

·: 
! 

sentment over this state of affairs. 
il 

Seven mothers indicated little par-

ticipation in the family on the part of their husbands, this number in-

eluding the aforementioned five, another seldom at home because of busi- 11 

i! 
ness trips, and another whom the mother felt '118.S withdrawing more of his lj 

interest from the family into his business. Three families evidenced 

conflict between the mother and father in regard to discipline, these 

being cases in which both parents assumed responsibility for discipline. 

Six mothers indicated criticism of their husbands for not taking more of 

a role as father, this being in relation to failure to assume responsi-

bility and failure to understand and satisfy the needs of the children. 

:; 
I: ,, 
:; 

n 
I• 
I' ,. 
,I 

I! !I 
!,'1.' Four mothers gave definite indication of a need within the family to de- ii 

! fend their position as wife and/or mother. II 
i ii 
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il The significance of the referred child and other children to the 

!I il stepmother was studied, results being that three mothers were identified 
,, 
:1 with the referred child, one of these seeing the child as "her O"IIIl bad 
!1 

self;" one mother was identified with another stepchild; and five moth-

ers used the referred stepchild as a means of gratifying their own needs. 

Two of these were believed to look upon their stepchildren not as indivi- !; 
" ' 

duals, but as instrUI!lents of giving to and gratifying the stepmother. 

Three others were able to look upon the children as individuals in their 

own right, but they represented to the mother affection and satisfaction 

her husband did not provide her. One mother was felt to be identifying ii 

the stepchild with her own balf-b~other and re-creating her mother's 

closeness to this sibling. 

Three stepmothers identified a stepchild with their husband's first 

wife, and in line with this an attempt was made to evaluate the mothers' 

attitudes toward the child's own mother. Six of these first wives had 

died; four were divorced and remained more or less in contact with her 

!i children. Four stepmothers exhibited considerable resentment toward the 
!i 

former wives still living, and another who had moved into the family's 

previous home resented the dead wife, feeling her "ever-present.• Six 

mothers felt that this wife had been a "bad mother, 11 one expressing her ,, 
' ,, 

death as constituting a "reprieve" for the stepchild. One expressed out- ,, 

and-out contempt for the first wife and resentment of her treatment of 

the husband. Two mothers, despite their estimation of the first wife's 

lacking abilities, felt themselves in continual competition with her to 

be a good wife and mother. Three mothers felt that their husband still II ,, ,, 
II 
II CJ 
q 
ij 
!: :I 
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treasured a great deal of love for his first wife, and felt themselves 

in competition with this. Another mother appeared to have a mature ac-

ceptance of her husband's love for this wife and felt that each of them 

had their place in his love. 

Seven stepmothers felt that the children had received poor atten-

tion and discipline before they came to her, two feeling that this was 

' 
true ~bile the children were with their own mother. Four others felt 

i! 
" ,, 

their job to be particularly difficult because of the child's experiences 

since the loss of his mother either in being shunted about from place 

to place, given poor care by the father and older siblings, or hopelessly 

indulged by a grandmother. 

Fewer distinct patterns emerged in connection with the group of 

natural mothers. Three exhibited equal warmth for all the children in 

the family, but six gave evidence of the mother's closer relationship 

with one child than with the others, or a definite feeling of the family 

being divided into two camps. Five of these mothers expressed great need 

1: to present themselves as good mothers, and considerable uncertainty about 
i! 
ii this; one of them feared that her children would hate her if she punished 
!1 

them or set limits. In regard to the significance of the referred child 

!j to the mother, three identified the child with her "own bad self; 11 three 
i! 

" i' expressed the insecurity of the marriage in terms of the child, one in ,, 
!i 

particular seeing the child as a threat to her relationship with her hus-

\1 band; and three used the child for gratification of the mother's own needs) 

!i one in a pathological relationship in which the mother projected her own 
'I 
II disturbed fears and confiicts upon the child, two keeping the child in 

67 



,, 
I 

:I 
il 
,I 

" I! 
i! 
,' 

a dependent, infantile position to satisfy the mother's ow.n guilt about 

the death of another child or to satisfY her needs for domination and 

control of men, as well as for affection. One child told her mother 

that she was a "damned old stepmother and not her real mother at all." 

Five mothers gave evidence of their holding the dominant position 

in the family, with two fathers occupying this role. Three of these 

mothers discussed the lack of communication between their husbands and 

themselves. Also in this group of mothers was a significant occurence 

of the feeling that the mothers had "done everything they could" for 

the child, to all of which the child responded with ingratitude. 

~tlgn of Stepmother's Attituaes and Eelationsbips 
To ParentAl Age Discrepancy 

Because of the two distinct sUb-groups related to discrepancy in 

age between husband and wife which existed within the group of stepmoth-

ers, an attempt was made to determine the existence of any significant 

differences ,in attitude toward the problem, mother-child relationship, 

marital relationship, or relationship with her own parents between those 

cases in which a large discrepancy appeared between the ages of the step-

mother and her husband, and those cases in which little or no variation 

in age was present. As indicated in Tables 24, 25, and 26, stepmothers 

who were considerably younger than their husbands tended to be more ac-

cepting of their own responsibility for the child's problem than did the 

other group of mothers; this group was also more accepting of help as 

being for themselves than were those mothers whose ages more nearly ap-

proached their husbands'. Table 27 shows that in those cases in which 

a large discrepancy in age was present, the mothers were completely 
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TABLE 24 

STEPMOTHER'S PLACING OF RESPONSIBILITY AND PARENTAL AGE DISCREPANCY 

Placing Of 
Responsibility 

A~e Discrepancy 
S!lla.ll Large Total ------·--------------------------------------

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 

Total 

2 

3 
5 

TABLE 25 

2 

l 
l 

4 

2 
0 
l 
3 
0 
3 

/9 

STEPMOTHER'S ATTITUDE TOWARD THE PROBLEM AND PARENTAL AGE DISCREPANCY 

Attitude Ae;Sl! Di§Cl:~IlinQX 
Toward Problem S!lla.ll Large 

A 
B l 
c 2 
D l 
E 3 2 

Total 5 4 

TABLE 26 

STEPMOTHER 1 S WILLINGNESS TO INVOLVE HERSELF IN HELP AND 
PAB]4~TAL AGE DISCREPANCY 

Involvement /age IJ1ii!U:ell!!!lCJ" 
In Help Small Large 

a l 
b 4 2 
c 2 

-Total 5 4 

Total 

0 
l 
2 
1 
5 

!9 

Total 

l 
6 
2 

;9 
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TABLE 27 

MOTHER-CHILD RELATIONSHIP AND PARENTAL AGE DISCREPANCY 
IN THE STEPMOTHER GROUP 

Age lllli!C;tell!Yl~ 
Feeling Tone Small Large 

Accepting 2 4 
Ambivalent 1 
Rejecting 2 

-Total 5 4 

Discipline Small Large 

Strict 1 
Mixed 1 2 
Indulgent 4 1 

Total 5 4 

Emotional Distance Small Large 

Controlling .3 2 

Mixed 1 2 
Neglect 1 

-Total 5 4 

Total 

6 
1 
2 

!9 

Total 

1 
.3 
5 

!9 

Total 

5 
.3 
1 

!9 

accepting of the child whereas the other graup of mothers was distributed 

between the three categories on the feeling tone scale. No other signifi-

cant differences were evident in the mother-child relationship. Reference 

to Tables 28 and 29 indicates that those couples in 'Which the husband was 

considerably older had a noticeably poorer marital relationship than did 

the other group of couples, but the mutuality of their behavior and atti-

tudes toward the child were very similar. There were no significant pat-

terns common to either group in regard to the mothers' relationship with 

their own parents. 
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TABLE 28 

MARITAL RELATIONSHIP AND PARENTAL AGE DISCREPANcY 
IN THE STEPMOTHER GROUP 

Marital Relationship 

Positive 
Fair 
Negative 

Total 

Me pj,screpancy 
Small Large 

2 
3 

-
5 

TABLE 29 

3 
l 

4 

Total 

2 
6 
l 

/9 

MUTUALITY OF PARENTAL ATTITUDES AND PARENTAL AGE DISCREPANCY 
IN THE STEPMOTHER GROUP 

Mutuality 

Agreed 
Mixed 
Disagreed 

Total 

Age Discrepancy 
Small Large 

2 2 
3 2 

5 4 

Total 

0 
4 
5 

/9 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

This studj• has endeavored to investigate the attitudes of 

a group of ten stepmothers toward their stepchild 1 s problem ,;nd 

toward help, and some of the factors which may influence these 

attitudes. The study has also attempted to discover the existence 

of common patterns in the stepmothers' attitudes, feelings, and 

family relationships which TIJay bear out literary discussion of the 

factors Cf:using this role to be a particularly difficult one. 

In addition to this descriptive survey of stepmotherhood, the study 

hoped to determine to what extent the mothers' attitudes toward 

help can be described as unic;_ue to the phenomenon of stepmotherhood. 

In 'Order to determine the uniqueness of these attitudes nnd 

of characteristics of the supposedly influencing factors to step-

motherhood, a group of ten natural mothers was selected for the 

purpose of comparison. The study was based on the case records 
,. 
i' of twenty mothers whose children were referred to the Worcester 

Youth Guidance Center. 

It was found that the size of the present family unit of both 

stepmothers and natural mothers was approximately the same, although 

one might conceivably expect that combined families such as occur 

in the case of step-relationships might be larger. The natural 

mothers were found to have grown up in families somewhat larger " ' 

than those of the stepmothers, which may be attributable to the 
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fact that the disturbed family relationships known by the step-

mothers often served to take one or another parent out of the 

home at a relatively early stage. There was a significantly higher 

number of step-relutionships in the childhood families of the 

stepmothers, which might well indicate that the mothers are 

unconsciously endeavoring to repeat the unresolved conflicts and 

strivings of their earlier years. 

Age, religion, and economic status were discovered to have 

little influence upon the mothers' attitudes in veiw of the fact 

t~~t no significant differences existed between the two groups with 

: regard to these factors. The fathers in both groups were very 

similar in these respects, as well, and for the most part correlated 

closely with their wives. It was interesting to note, however, 

that age discrepancies between stepmothers and their husbands fell 

into two distinct groups. Four of the stepmothers were considerably 

younger than their husbands, the differences ranging from eight 

to fifteen years. Five of the stepmothers were of nearly the same 

age as their husbands, and one husband's age was unreported. Cross-

1: tabulations indicated that those stepmothers considerably younger 

than their husb,mds tended to be more accepting of tneir own 

responsibility for the child's problem and of their own involvement 

in help, and significantly more accepting of the child. These 

couples also had a poorer marital relationship than did the other 

group. It is possible thst these mothers bad been more subject to 

criticism and hence found it necessary to present a picture of 

themselves as the good mother to the caseworker. It also seems 

i 
'! 
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'j possible that these mothers, considerably younger than their hus­

bands and having a poor marital relationship, could feel very much 
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alone with the children and consequently perhaps be both more 

aware of their own responsibilit,y and more eager to accept help 

and support from some outside source. It was also noted that the 

only cases in which marriages of mixed religion were reported were 

those of two stepmothers. Although few speculations can be made 

on the basis of two cases, it seems possible that other factors 

may have been of more importance in an attempt to satisfy the step-

mother's needs. 

Considerable similarity was found between the two groups of 

mothers in the placing of responsibilit,y for the child's problem in 

that the greater number of mothers in both groups indicated some 

projection of blame. All of the natural mothers and seven step-

mothers were able to accept some responsibilit,y for the child's 

problem, which is an expected finding in view of the fact that 

natural mothers who have borne and reared the child find it difficult 

to deny any responsibility for themselves at all, and it was wondered 

if stepmothers would more often project responsibility upon some 

: other factor in the child's environment. It was also noted that 

!i 
;j 

" ~ 1 

;j 

one :mor~ . stepmother than natural mother blamed herself completely 

for the child's problem, which was an attitude significantly present 

in Barbara Beals' study of adoptive mothers. The over-all findings 

of this study in respect to the placement of responsibilit,y are 

contrary to those of Miss Beals, however, in that the adoptive I· 
I' :I 
II mothers accepted their responsibilit,y more often than the natural 
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mothers which Miss Beals felt to indicate their inability to express 

hostility toward the child and his family. Although irl this study 

the two groups are essentially similar, the very slight tendency 

for stepmothers to project responsibility completely more than did 

natural mothers would seem to be related to the mother's fear and 

expectation of criticism and hence her need to deny her respon-

sibility. 

Both groups of mothers were similar in that rejection was the 

predominant attitude toward the problem and the -.illingness of both 

groups to involve themselves in help was represented largely in 

the intermediate category of fluctuation between seeing help as 

being for the child and for herself, ambivalence about help, and 

seeing help as concerned with her relationship with the child and 

her means of handlii:Ig hirn. 

Similarities were found to exist in the two groups with respect 

to the mother's attitudes in that those mothers who accepted the 

problem were most apt to have some awareness of their own respon-

sibility ~hereas those who rejected the problem were most apt to 

use some form of projection. Those mothers who were able to accept 

a reasonable responsibility for the child's problem were also those 

willing to involve themselves in help with a view to changing their 

own attitudes and feelings, and all but one of those mothers who 

found it necessary to project blame were unable to involve them-

selves completely in help. Also, none of those mothers who were able 

to see their responsibility in any way saw help as being for the 

!i child alone. 
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The mothers who were accepting of the problem were more willing 

to involve themselves in help than were those who rejected the problem. 

Hence it is seen that in both groups the mothers who were able to see 

their own responsibility were much more able to accept help for 

themselves, and that those who accepted the problem to a grer,ter 

extent were better able to recognize their own responsibility and 

to involve themselves in help. 

The two groups of mothers were very similar with regrc.rd to 

two aspects of the mother-child relationship. Both groups tended 

to be indulgent and controlling with their childreJ;l, which might 

indicate that mothers of any kind are most apt to encounter diffi-

culties and to need the services of a child-guidance clinic when 

their relationships with their children are of this nature. The 

differences in attitude were apparent on the feeling tone scale 

where the stepmothers were considerably more accepting of their 

children than were the more ambivalent natural mothers. It is 

possible that the mother's fear of blame and criticism c•lUsed her 

to need to present herself to the caseworker as the good loving 

mother, and like the adoptive mother, S1e was unable to express her 

hostility toward the child. 

The picture of rnarital r8lationships aspresented by the two 

groups of stepmothers was very similar, being largely fair, with 

only slightly more positive material from stepmothers. This slight 

difference would seem to indicate that stepmothers, ag£dn warding 

off criticism, have more need to present their marriage as a good 
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one than do natural mothers. 

The mutuality of behavior and attitudes exhibited by both 

groups was very similar, largely 'liisagreed•. A correlation was 

found to exist between the marital relationships and mutuality of 

behavior and attitudes for both groups of mothers in that those 

with poor marital relationships tended most often to disagree, whereas 

those with good ones tended to agre~. It is possible that the 

essentially negative character of both the marital relationships 

and the mutuality between husband and wife may indicate that such 

couples most often experience difficulties in their family life and 

need to seek the help of a child guidance clinic. 

Little difference existed between the two groups as to the 

nature of the father's role in the family in that the greater number 

of fathers occupied a passive role, either away from home a great 

deal or undertaking little participation in the home when they 

were present. Once again it seems possible that this type of 

family may more often suffer difficulties and need the assistance 

of a clinic. Stepfathers assumed the discipline role slightly more 

often than did natural fathers, which might relate to the step-

mother 1 s reluctance to discipJ_ine children who were not her own. 

Both groups presented a number of situations in which the father 

had a particul>:r relationship with one child in the family, which 

might be a contributing factor to disturbance in family relationships, 

·: leading to the seeking of assistance from a clinic. 
:I 
! 
'I The most striking difference between the two groups occured 
' 

:1 with respect to the mothers• relationships with their own parents. 
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Of the eight stepmothers and nine natural mothers reporting their 

family relationships, there appears to be evidence that all these 

were disturbed relationships. The natur:,l mothers presented a 

very diverse picture of these disturh~nces, whereas the difficulties 

presented by the stepmothers bore markedly similar features. Of 
' ;. 

the eight stepmothers who provided information in this area, six .: 
had experienced rejection from their mothers in the form of divorce, 

death, or emotional rejection; three had had an excessively close 

relationship with their fathers; five felt that their fathers had 

rejected them with abuse or neglect in childhood, or by his 

remarri,-.ge; .md five focused upon the relationship with their fe.ther 

regardless of the circumstances of the relationship. It was 

wondered if these stepmothers had been driven to re-create in some 

way the circumst~nces of their emotionally unstable childhoods by 

marrying men with children, whether attracted to the motherly c;ualities 

of such a man or seeking to re-establish their relationships with 

their own father. Although these are speculations, it would seem 
•; 
i! reasonable to conclude tbe.t ti1e factor of family relationships and 

the type of personality structures these create has some influence 

upon a woman's choice of stepmother hood and that this area would 

bear further investigation. 

Further information of this nature appeared L~ the findings 

L 
•' related to the stepmothers' pattern of marriages. This w,.s a second 

marriage for six of the ten stepmothers, all but one of whom presented 

II 
!! 
·' i! 

negative material about the first marric;ge. In three cases a re-

semblance was noted between the mother's description of her first 

i' 
I 
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husband and of her father, or of the situations she experienced 

in her first marriage and in her own family. It seems possible 

that the stepmother was also re-creating her family situation in 

her first merriage, most of which may have had to fail as did 

her own f2illily relationships. 

In respect to the mothers' expressed reasons for and satis-

factions in this marriage, " difference was noted in the two groups 

in that more definite common patterns were presented by the step-

mothers. One reason for this marriage, expressed by six step;c.Jothers, 

was th:1t the man and his children "needed" her, which would appear 

to be a representation of the narcissistic desire described by 

Deutschto make herself the object of this family's gratitude and 

affection. Four mothers found this 1narriage to mean a more direct 

gratification of her own needs such as relief from loneliness and 

security from an unhappy life. Once again it would appear to be 

particular cdnds of persons with certain common needs who choose the 

role of stepmother. 

The study did not bear out certain aspects of the literature 

in its findings that there was little correlation between any of 

the stepmothers' attitudes toward help a.'ld either their age at the 

time of trds marriage, the child's age, or the length of time the 

stepmother had been in the home. There W<cS a definite correlation, 

however, between these attitudes and the onset of the problem in 

relation to tne stepmother's arrival in the household. Whereas no 

significant attitude accompahied the onset of the problem prior to 

this marriage, in those four cases in which the onset of the pro~lem 
-~ .•... ' ~~-.. --·-· 
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took place ,ster the stepmother's arrival three mothers projected 

responsibility, two of these without awareness of any responsibility 

of their own, and one mother blwned herself completely. These atti-

tudes are consistent with the speculation that the stepmother's 

guilty expectation of criticism will cause her to deny any res-

ponsibility on her own part, and project it upon other factors or 

persons, or would cause her to take the entire blame upon herself. 

These factors appeareO. to have little influence upon tne mother's 

willingness to involve herself in help, but in all cc.ses in which 

the problem began subse'iuent to the stepmother's ar-rival, she 

rejected the problem. It is possible that here again the mother's 

fear of her m·m guilt and of the stigma of the "bad" stepmother 

causes her to reject the problem. 

With respect to the mother-child relationslup, there was no 

particular correlation between this and the mother's age at marriage. 

It was found that the child's age at marriage h:.d slightly more 

influence in that the mothers tended to be more accepting of children 

ten to twelve, and to aruninister indulgent or mixed discipline 

with regard to them. There was e.lso a slight tendency for mothers 

of children six to nine at the time of the marriage to be control-

ling, and for mothers who h<'d been in the home between one and 

three years to be more accepting of the child. It is possible that 

the mothers felt less able to establish a warm relationship with the 

i older children, who would also be less eager to accept her, and 
II 
:1 consequently felt it necessary to be very accepting of them and not 

J_ __ to' =e~:.,iJnits l~:t.the~":es~~-""1~~ :~:~~nism. The mothers may have 
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found it easier to be controlling with the younger latency age child 

who, although concerned with his friends and outside ~ctivities 

still needs his parents and may lwve heen better able to respond 

to her and to allow her control. It is also possible that the 

child who is over-protected or controlled, or the pre-adolescent for 

whom few limits are set, may be most apt to develop problems or to 

suffer an exaggeration of existing ones so that the services of a 

child guidance clinic become necessary. In relation to the accept-

ing attitude of stepmothers who have been in the home between one 

and three years, it seems possible that once the first difficult 

year is over stepmothecs might settle into the family more easily 

for a period when her relationships with the children were fairly 

good, until at a luter date the child and his problem constituted 

more of a difficulty for her, and she beg&n to push the child away • 

In regard to the time of onset of the problem, the mothers 

were considerably more accepting in cases where the proble.:.1 appeared 

subsequent to her arrival; they were more controlling when the 

problem was iJresent at the t:i.Lle of the marriccge and al.loved a more 

independent or a vacillating emotional distance when the problem 

appeared later than the marriage. The mothers tended to be more 

indulgent in those cases in which the problem followed the marriage. 

It is possible tP~t guilt in regard to the position of stepmotherhood 

makes it necessary for the mothers to present to the caseworker a 

picture of themselves as "good", accepting mothers when the problem 

appeared subsequent to her arrivc:l c,nd might more logically be 
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attributed to her. Perhaps the presence of tilis difficulty at the 

time of the marriage made the mothers find it necessary to control 

'i the children closely in order to control the problem, whereas she 

would tend to be more lenient in her allowance of emotione.l ciist,,nce 

ordinarily in order to win the child's love and approval. She may 

ha-,re been indulgent for the scme reeson, c.nd it is possible thc:t 

both indulgence and a vacillating emotional rel8tionship could have 

contributed to the appearance of the problem. Actually it appee.rs 

that the stepmother's age and the child's age at the time of the 

marriage h.ve less influence upon the mother's attituo.es c.nd the 

mother-child relationship than the literature would il'ldica.te, but 

that the time of onset of the problem in reL.tion to the mother's 

arrival in the family is of considerable significance. 

Certain conunon pdtterns discussed in the literature were found 

in the mothe,·s 1 attitudes toward the family and toward being a. step-

mother, including expression of the desire to make '" success of this 

fr~ily unit ?.nd mention of the difficulties of such u family, in-

eluding both husbmd and wife being 11 set" in their ways and not 

finding it easy to manage a large family of tnree different sets 

of full siblings. It may well be that these mothers found it 

particularly necessary to present the caseworker with t;,eir desire 

' 
to make a success of the fnmily out of their need for acceptance and 

I approv:-tl as a stepmother. Several g.-.ve direct expression to the 

prevailing stign1~, surrounding a stepmotrter by stating thc"lt they wanted 

"to be E. mother, not a stepmother," or resenting an adolescent step-
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daughter "for having made her out to be a cruel stepmother". Five 

expressed concern that tneir stepchildren did not like them or :•, 

accept them as a ~other, ~nd three feared their stepchildren's 

dislike if they set any lil-ni ts. 

Seven mothers presented a desire to be a good mother, w~th 

three showing an excessive need to prove themselves in this respect. 

Five natural mothers also had this need, so this would not seem to 

be related solely to stepmotherhood. Several stepmothers expressed 

guilt regarding their position, either in relation to the children's 

mother or to taking the love of her husband from his 

children. These attitudes bear out this discussion in the literature, 

and may Q!so be expressed in the excessive need to be a good mother 

and in the attitude of several mothers that their stepchildren did 

not appreciate cell they had done for them. The latter would seem 

to constitute as well a narcissistic blow to the mother's wish to 

be the center of her children's love and esteem, as also discussed 

in the literature. This is also represented among the group of 

,: natural mothers so that this is not solely related to stepmotherhood. 

Several patterns appeared in connecton with the stepmother's 

relationship with her own children as contrasted with ner stepchildren, 

including a closer relationship with her own children coupled with 

considerable wannth for her stepchildren, and an unfavorable compar-

ison of her stepchildren with her own children. Only one mother 

appeared to have no difference in feeling toward the two sets of 

children, and two others exhibited more resentment toward their own 
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than toward their stepchildren. As might be expected, these two 

mothers expressed much guilt and concern about their ability to be 

a good stepmother when they also had children of their own. These 

represent several o1 the aspects of stepmotherhood discussed in the 

literature. Two of the stepmothers wanted their own child to cenent 

their relationship with this husbcnd, which is an attitude not 

" unk.'lown a.'!long other mothers, but is possibly of pe.rticulcr sig­
:; 

nificance to the stepmother whose family includes her husband's 

children qy another woman. Four mothers had a particular relation-

ship with one child, whether her own or a stepchild, as did six 

of the natural mothers which would indicde that this is a phenomenon 

not specifically connected with stepu,otherhood, and ID..'<Y possibly 

represent a disturtkince in the relationships of any family which 

leads to behavior difficulties and referral to a child guidance 

clinic. 

The stepmothers' perceptions of their stepchildren's attitudes 

toward them were varied but for the most part related to the literature's 

;: discussion of this area. Three mothers felt that their stepchildren 

loved and accepted them as a mother; two felt that the children 

disliked and resented her; four felt that one stepchild had accepted 

her whereas another had not; and only one was indifferent to her step-

child and to his opinion of her. It was interesting to note that 

two stepmothers saw very clearly their adolescent stepdaughter's 

resentment of ti1eir sexual relationship with her fccther. 

Four mothers were found to use their stepchildren in a rival-

and 
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two of these quite openly were engaged in rivalry with a stepdaughter 

for the father• s attentions. Six mothers saw the stepchildren as 

an actual threat to her marriage, and the insecurity of the marriage 

was reflected in six cases in the mother 1s relationship with the 

child, whether in terms of displaced hostility or a_~ excessively 

close relationship by way of substitute satisfe.ction. Three natural 

mothers also described a situation in which the insecurity of the 

Garital relationship was reflected in terms of the child, so that 

this is not unique to families involving a stepmother, but in con­

sideration of the other factors as examined above and discussed in 

the literature, it would seem that this has a particular significance 

in the insecurity of the stepmother's relationships. 

As discussed above, six stepmothers appeared to hold tne 

dominant position in the fuaily whereas three fathers did so, with 

indiccction being tlKct the wives "looked up to 11 their husbunds in 

these cases. Five natural mothers and two fathers held the dominant 

positions in the comparative group, indicating thz.t tilis aspect 

,r bears little relation to the phenomenon of stepmotherhood. Several 
,, 

mothers in both groups complained of a lack of communication with 

their husbands, with a slightly greater tendency for stepmothers 

to do so, which might conceivably be expected if we assu;ne th•cct 

rivalry over their respective children and gre:tter discrepancy in 

age in some instances would tend to place barriers between husband 

and wife. A pattern which appeccred more strikingly in relation to 

stepmothers w:cs toot five mothers found the entire responsibility 

for the children left to them, with three resenting this fact. 
;: 
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Three couples were in conflict over discipline of the child in cases 

where both parents assrrned this responsibility. Seven mothers 

mentioned thB.t their husbcnds participated very little in the fcJ!lily, 

with six indicding criticism of their husbands for not assuming 

more of the father role. Although tabulations hB.ve indicated thB.t 

disagreement as to behavior and attitude toward the child is not 

unique to stepmotherhood, it would appear, consistent with the 

literary considerations, that stepmothers and their husbands 

e}~erience common difficulties in agreeing upon effective discipline 

and accepting responsibility for each other's children. 

For the most part, the significance of the referred child to 

stepmothers and natural mothers was very "mch the srune. Both were 

identified in several cases with the referred child, one stepmother 

i· and three natural mothers seeing the child as her own "bad self". 
i: 

li It seems reasonable thB.t natural mothers should be more apt to see 
~; 

the child, her own flesh and blood, as her own "bad self". Both 

groups of mothers in several cases saw the child as a means of 

gratifying their own needs, either holding the child in a close, 
'! 

!i dependent position for substitute satisfactions, or in the case of 

II two stepmothers as instruments for giving to the stepmother r~.ther 

than as individuals in their own right. It seems possible that 

stepmothers might be more apt to see the child as an instrument rather 

than as a person due to the neurotic needs which could t~ve directed 
:; 
' ii this woman into the role of stepmother with the narcissistic hope 

of "rescuing" the f&mily and acP~eving their eternal gratitude and 
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of the stepchild other than with herself, as one stepmother identified 

the child with her own step-brother and was felt to be re-cre~ting her 

mother's closeness to this child. Three stepmothers identified the child 

witn his or her own mother, with consequent resentment =d jealousy. 

The stepmother's view of her husband's first wife was consistent 

witn that discussed in the literature. Six of these first wives had 

died; four were divorced and remained in some contact with the children , 

and five of the stepmothers expressed resentment towc.rd this wife, 

including one stepmother who moved into the home of the dead wife and 

felt her "ever-present". Six mothers felt that this wife had been 11 a 

bad mother", anC' two felt themselves in continual co;.;peti tion with 

her to be a good wife and mother. Three mothers were jealous of the 

love they felt their husbands still had for this wife, and only one 

had a mature acceptance of this love. 

Seven stepmothers felt that the child had had poor care before she 

took over, and four felt their job to be a particularly difficult one 

due to the child's experiences during the interim period following 

the loss of his own mother. 

In conclusion, the study was found to be2.r out n nlElber of the 

factors discussed in the literature as making the role of the stepmother 

:c. difficult one, including the step;:10ther 1 s concern that her stepchildren 

will not like her, particulc.rly if she sets limits; her rejection of any 

connection of herself with the stigma of stepmotherhood; and her ex-

pression of the difficulties of this combined family unit. It discovered 

such COIJUUon attitudes as a desire to make a success of this family unit, 

and guilt regarding the position of stepmotherhood, w:lilet.her in relation 
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to the first wife, taking the father's love from his c<1ildren, or inabi-

lity to be a "good mother" to stepchildren when her own children arrived. 

Stepmothers were found to have a closer relationship with 

their own children for the most part, although having a 1rarm relation-

' ship with their stepchildren, and to m:<ke unfavorable comp:crisons of ;i 
II 

their stepchildren with tneir own children. They engaged in rivalry 

with their husbands over respective offspring, and in two instances 

stepmothers rivaled a stepdaughter for the fccther 1s attentions. 

Stepmothers more comnonly reported thHt the entire responsibility 

for the children was left to them, and obviously unique to stepmothers 

was their identification of the child with his own mother. 

The stepmother's view of her husband 1 s first wife was commonly 
.': 
ii t! marked br resent.-nent, with perception of her predecessor as a "bad" 
!I 
i\ mother; a feeling of competition witn her to be a good ><ife and mother, 
1! 

and jealousy for the love she felt her husband still harbor.ed for this 

IJ wife. In addition the stepmothers largely felt that the c11ild had 

I! 
11 had poor care before he c~~ce to her, and several felt their own 
I 

" !i ' job to be all the more dEficul t because of the child 1 s interim 

I; experiences since the loss of his own mother. 
:! 
:: In contrast to the literary discussion, the study found for the 

!: 'I most part thst there WP.s little correl::ttion between the stepmother's 

ii 
It or the child 1 s age at marriage, or the length of tilrle the stepmother 
I' 
'i had been in the home, 2.nd stepmother's attitudes toward help 

i: 'I or her relationship with the child. The exceptions to this 1rere 
ii 
'I !I t:mt mothers were found to be more acce;)ting and to exercise indulgent 

or mixed discipline when the children were between ten ··nd twelve 

88 

" 

1
'1. 

II at the time of the marriage; tilat uothers of cbHdren !l:l.~x-=!!t'!!o::o!n,.io;n!<e====-===== 
!: 

;; 
I' ,J 

ii 
·! 



II 
I! .: 
!i 

!l 
'I 

'I 
i' ,I 
I! 
II 
li 

at this time tended to be more controlling; and mothers in the 

home between one and three years tended to be raore accepting of the 

child. A significant correlation was found, however, in relation 

to the time of onset of the problem in that where the problem began 

subseouent to the stepmother's arrival she tended either to project 

responsibility or to blame herself completely, and to reject the 

problem. Her relationship with the child wnen the problem had a 

later origin was characterized by acceptance, indulgence, and an 

independent or vacill8,ting emotional distance. Mothers tended 

to be more controlling when the problem was present at the time of 

the marriage. 

In some instances the srune type of difficulty held true for both 

groups of mothers. Several mothers in both groups exhibited an 

excessive need to prove herself a good mother, felt that the child 

did not appreciate all she bad done for hL~, engaged in a particular 

rele.tionship with one child, or wanted a c.aild in order to cement 

her relationship with her husb~nd. Both groups presented a pattern 

of seeing the child as a threat to the marriage,of reflection of 

marital insecurity in the mother's relationship with the child, and 

of parental conflict over Oiscipline of the child, with lack of 

coll8lunication between husband and wife and materne.l dominance in the 

fa.Jllily. 

The child's signific1mce to the mother was very si:lilar in 

both groups, largely coeposed of the mother 1 s identification of her-

self with the child and use of the child to gratify her own needs. 

Despite the presence of these factors in tlle experience of both 
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stepmothers and natural mothers, it would Eppear thet they b;:ve a 

particular significance within the uniqueness of the stepmother's 

relationships with her f&l!lily. 

The study would also seem to indicate that the stepmother's 

attitude toward placement of responsibility for the child's problem, 

toward the problem itself a~d toward involving herself in help is 

not unique to the phenomenon of stepmotherhood, nor does the step-

mother have a particular kind of relationship with her husband or 

her child, with the exception that stepmothers present themselves 

as more accepting of the child than do natural mothers. The step-

mother does, however, have a particular kind of relationship with 

q her own parents which, coupled with the appearance of a common pattern 
,, ,, 
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of expressed reasons for and satisfactions in this marriage, would 

seem to indicate that a woman with certain needs and personality 

factors chooses the role of stepmother. 
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APPENDIX A 

SCHEDULE 

A. General Information 

1. Name (disguised 

2. Child 
a. Age 
b. Sex 
c. Presenting problem 
d. Duration of problem 

J. Mother 
a. Age 
b. Religion 

4· Father 
a. Age 
b. Religion 

5. Step-falllily 
a. Constellation 
b. Economic status 

6. Mother's own falllily 
a. Constellation 
b. Economic status 

7. Conditions relating to step-relationship 
a. Stepmother's age at time of marriage to child's 

father 
b. Child's age at time of marriage 
c. Length of time stepmother has been in h0111e 

B. Mother's Attitude Toward Child 

1. Character of mother-child relationship 
Over-protection to neglect 
Domination to indulgence 
Acceptance to rejection 

2. Feelings toward this particular child and significance he 
has for mother 
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APPENDIX A 
{continued) 

C. Mother's Attitude Toward Problem 

1. Placing of responsibility for problem 

2. Attitude toward problem 

3. Willingness to involve self in helping situation toward 
solution of problem 

:i D. Mother's Attitude Toward Factors in Step-relationship 
!; 

:: ,, 
ii 

1. Acceptance of this ready-made family; her perception of 
her place in it, and her view of the child's attitude 
toward her 

2. View of the child's own mother 

3. Feelings about and relationship with stepchildren as con­
trasted with her own children 

E. Marital.Relationship 

1. Feelings toward husband and relationship with him 

2. Mutuality of their behavior and attitudes toward child 

li F. Father's Role in Family 
' 

1. Father's relationship with stepchildren as compared with 
his own children 

2. Father's role in relation to the children; the nature of 
his participation in the family 

G. Mother's Relationship with her Own Parents 

1. Feelings about her parents 

2. Character of her relationship with her parents 

H. Mother's Pattern of Marriages 

1. Information regarding her first marriage 

2. Expressed need and reasons for, as well as satisfactions 
in this marriage 
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APPENDIX B 

* AGE, SEX AND PRESENTING PROBIJ!M OF THE CHILDREN IN BOTH GROUPS: 
FACTORS USED AS BASIS FOR SELECTION OF MATCHED SAMPLE 

Step-child OWn Child 

-
Child Age Sex Presenting Problem Child Age Sex Presenting Problem 

# 1 14 F Runa:way 1 discipline problem #11 14 F Behavior problem 

# 2 16 F Incorrigible, untidy habits, #12 16 F Stubborn, refuses to do anything 
boy crazy 

# 3 11 F Excessive masturbation, lying, #13 11 F lzy'ing1 stealing, rebellious 
stealing 

# 4 12 M Stealing, behavior difficulties #14 11 M Stealing, lying, "contrary• 
in school 

# 5 7 M Slow in school, fearful, nervous # 15 8 M Day dreaming, can1 t learn, can't 
mannerisms, "inferiority complex" play with other children, cries 

easi:cy 

# 6 15 F Runaway, sexua1 delinquent # 16 16 F Sexual delinquent 

* Problem as presented b,y parents in initial intake interview. 

1t 
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APPENDIX B 
(continued) 

____ , 
Step-child Oml Child 

Child Age Sex Presenting Problem Child Age Sex Presenting Problem 

# 7 12 M Difficult behavior in home and # 17 10 M School problem, disciplinary 
school, no friends, epilepsy problem, epilepsy 

# 8 9 M Runaway, stealing # 18 8 M Runaway, stealing, setting fires 

# 9 15 M Runaway, truancy # 19 15 M Runaway, truancy 

# 10 12 M Discipline problem in school, # 20 11 M Discipline problem in school, 
stealing high strung 

:: 
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