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ABSTRACT 

In order to outline concerns specific to women seeking counseling, 

recent literature on women's social situation and biological/psycho­

logical development was r eviewed and summarized. The life span was 

divided into stage s to describe specific developmental tasks and issues. 

Role choices in work and relationships were described as determining the 

factors relevant to concerns of women in different life stages. Because 

choices return as life cycles, the spiral was used as a symbol to 

illustrate the nature of a woman's life-line. 

Affirmation of self-identity was described as the most important 

developmental life task for women. Although development of an independ­

ent sense of self is a lifelong process, crucial periods of concern with 

identity were established depending on sociological and phys iological 

changes. The need to increase self-esteem was identified as a common 

issue underlying many of the problems that women bring to counselors. 

Four couns eling approaches were described as examples of methods 

that have been modified to effectively counsel women. (1) All-women 's 

groups are particularly valuable for developing a more positive attitude 

toward women, for acknowl edging and ge tting rid of feelings of self­

blame, inad equacy and isolation, and for sharing information and support. 

A sense of personal value and increased self-confidence are -possible 

results. (2) Increased body acceptance is of particular importance 

because a woman's identity is often closely related to her body ima ge . 

Techniques from body th e rapies were suggested to help a woman develop 

(ii) 



a more favorable image of femaleness, increase her self-acceptance, and 

increase her awareness of body sensations, (3) Assertiveness training 

is a method to facilitate a woman's acceptance of her interpersonal 

rights and to provide skills for expressing herself without violating 

the rights of herself or others. Assertiveness training is valuable 

for a woman who wants skills to change self-defeating behaviors, 

(4) Vocational counseling for the mature woman involves confidence 

building, inclusion of family members, and up-dating or expanding previous 

education, With a higher level of self-acceptance and confidence in her 

personal values, a woman may revitalize her daily life and feel satis­

faction in either her in-home or out-of-home career, 

Counselors must pay attention to the person who is experiencing each 

biological or sociological life change, and help that person toward a 

positive affirmation of her identity, Having a strong sense of self, one 

appreciates one's uniqueness, one's separateness and one's unity with 

humanity. 

(iii) 

Dr, Vance Peavy 

Dr. Rey Carr 

Dr, Rodger Beehler 
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CHAPTER I . · 

Specialized couns e ling could he lp women effectively deal with the 

recent social change that has increased the life-options available to 

them, the extreme amount of change in the culturally accepted roles for 

them, and the a dded stress and confusion that results from these changes. 

Regardless of individual interests, abilities , or opportunities, the life 

style of the majority of women in the past has been predictable. When 

the greater portion of human energy was needed simply to survive, the 

roles were fewer and more fixed. In the past fifty years, and especially 

since World War II, major social change has charac terized our society. 

Increased alternatives to traditional roles for women is one development 

resulting from this social change . That women's choices are expanding 

is evident in the increased number of women delaying marriage and choosing 

when to have a smaller number of children. Also, women are obtaining more 

education and many are choosing out-of-home careers. By 1972, women re­

presented one-third of the labor force in Canada (Women's Bureau, 1974). 

The amount of change in what is culturally acceptable in women's roles 

is likely to lead to conflicts for women. Toffler (1970) states that the 

amount of change people are experiencing in our rapidly changing techno­

logical society causes "future shock" or extreme confusion over what 

people want to do and feel they should do. Since female roles are changing 

more dramatically than male roles, women are likely to experience added 

stress. The struggle to cope with these changes has led to the present 

day women's liberation movement which promot·es examination of stereotyped 

images and roles in the hope that increased awareness will lead to more 



personally fulfilling life goals, The increasing nµmber of available 

options that a woman has could help her reflect a wider variety of 

interests and abilities in her life style, In order for this to happen 

though, she needs to be aware of her potential and the options available 

to her, and she needs support for her feelings and actions as well. 

2 

Gilmore (1973) writes that people seek counseling for clarification 

or change in areas regarding work, relationships, or aloneness, With the 

amount of change there has been in a woman's world recently, conflicts 

and confusions are inevitable. Traditionally, more women than men have 

received psychiatric treatment (Chesler, 1971; Gove & Tudor, 1973). With 

the increased conflict, pressure, and uncertainty over personal identity 

which is the lot of contemporary women, it seems reasonable to assume that 

ever greater numbers of women will be seeking counseling. 

Statement of the problem . 

It is the assumption of this study that women have bio-physical and ' 

sociological reasons for seeking counseling which seldom are applicable 

to men. 

The first question addressed in this thesis is: What developmental 

life tasks or issues of concern are specific to adult women seeking 

counseling? Counselors need to know the biological and psychological 

implications of the various stages in a woman's life, They also need to 

be aware of the various cultural and environmental determinants of the 

female personality and the conflicts these present. 

A second question to be answered is: What are some methods that 

counselors are currently using that are useful in counseling women? 



Significance of the probl em 

Counseling journals repeatedly conta in reports on the need for 

couns elors to give more attention to the concerns of girls and women. 

As far back as 1965, E. Lewis claimed that the social problems of women 

were well documented , but that most writers did not go further by 

suggest ing what could be done about them. He surveyed literature con­

cerning women and jobs to show that life patterns of mos t women are not 

similar to those of men and that the kind of educational and vocational 

planning which suits men is of littl e va lue to women. His work showed 

that counselors should be alert to the special circumstances of women , 
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but the article still concluded with the question, ''What kind of counseling 

do girls really want and need?" Couns elors need to learn more about women 

to counsel them more adequately. 

Oliver (1975) states that counselor s may be unaware of research on 

women and its implications for counseling . She surveys some of this 

research in the areas of counse lor bias, demographic changes, sex differ­

ences and sex-role stereotypes, concluding with some su gges tions for 

counselors. Although most of the su gge stions aim at correcting the 

vocational bias that would restrict the choice of women, the underl yin g 

theme is that couns elors need to be more knowled geable about women's 

issues. This messa ge has been constantl y r epeated. For ten years, 

counseling literature has again and again contained articles establishing 

that there are social and vocational prob lems to be understood and 

corrected for women. Many authors conc lude with the demand for counselors 

to help break away _from limiting expectat ions rather than perpe tua t e such 

probl em-inducing atti tudes. More specialized counseling is frequently 

requested. 



However, there is an increasing number of books and articles on 

modern woman - her nature, problems and destiny. Some psychologists 

and counselors have at t empted to clarify what is needed to help a woman 

gain satisfaction with her life patterns. Some couns elors have modified 

counseling methods in order to better meet the unique probl ems bringing 

women to counselors. The work already done must be recognized and used 

as a start to answering the repeated pl e as for attent ion to the specia l 

situation of women. Research to better understand women 's situation and 

to develop improved counseling technique s is still needed. However, a 

sampl e .of the work recently published needs to be compiled. 

Limitations of study 
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This study is limited to the current concerns of adult women (over 

18 years of age) in North America. The specific concerns presented in 

the study are not exhaustive of the concerns of women seeking counseling , 

and changing cultural expectations may alter women's situations. 

This study is based on counseling-~elated issues and is not a com­

prehensive study of contemporary North American women. The analysis is 

made from current literature and consequently reflects the immediate 

social context. As new studies are made on the ever-changing situation 

of women, revisions and alterations to the main points of this study 

would be necessary. 

The material presented is taken mainly from literature recently 

published by feminists. Culture is not static, but continually changing 

and forming new values. A feminist is one who advocates extension of 

the activities of w.omen in social and political life . Some feminists 

maintain that social change for women will also help free men from 

restrictive sex role expectations. 
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Specific purpose and framework of studX 

Purpose, This study outlines some concerns of women seeking counseling 

and gives examples of current counseling methods that have been adapted to 

meet those concerns, 

Framework. First, a review of recent literature in both psychology 

and counseling for women is given to provide background for the study, 

Then, information from literature describing modern woman's situation 

is summarized to outline relevant life issues that might bring a woman to 

counseling, The concept of identity stressed by Erik Erikson (1959) and 

the life task areas of work, relationships and aloneness described by Susan 

Gilmore (1973) are used to form a framework to organize the life issues, 

The concerns of adult women are identified as depending upon factors in 

different life sta ge s, which in turn depend on the important role choices 

that have been made, The spiral is used as a life-line symbol to illustrate 

the recurring nature of many of the choices and concerns of women, Affirma­

tion of self-identity is described as the most important underlying develop­

mental task, and several crucial periods affecting identity formation are 

described, The need to increase self-esteem is identified as a common theme 

running through many of the problems that might bring women to counselors, 

Several factors and situations are described as contributing to the low 

self-esteem felt by some contemporary women, 

And finally, examples of all-women's groups, body therapy techniques, 

asser tiveness training, and vocational counseling for mature women are 

described as counseling approaches which have been modified . to meet the 

concerns of modern women. 

A summary of some of the current information regarding life issues of 

impor tance for women should enable counse lors to better understand the 



\, 

unique situation of women clients. Further, knowl edge of some methods 

currently used should he lp counselors to increase the ir effectiveness 

with women clients. 

v 'v \, 

6 
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CHAPTER II 

Review of the Literature 

Since the method of research is analysis of recent literature, this 

chapter is a review of representative literature to provide the background 

and rationa le for the remainde r of the thesis. To provide coherent and 

systematic treatment of the data from published studies four categories 

are used: (1) sex bias in personality theories, (2) psychology of women, 

(3) sex bias in counseling, (4) women writing about women. 

Sex bias in pe rsonality theories 

Personality theories offer the rationale on which counselors often 

base their principles and methods for assisting clients. Sherfey (19 66), 

Millet (1970), Weisstein (1971), Doherty (1973), and Mander & Rush (1974) 

have examined personality theories to show how these have led psychologists 

to regard women. Doherty (1973)° claims that psychologists are becoming 

aware of the generalization bias as it affects other social classes and 

cultures, but they have overlooked the "generic bias" which seeks to 

.understand the behavior of humans in terms of "man". Male characteristics 

are often used as the prototype of humanity, and the female is understood 

in relation to that . Secondl ·y, in our culture a dichotomy between 

cognition and affect is often established when human characteristics are 

described. More positive value is given to the cognitive or rational 

than to affective or sensual behavior. In light of these two themes, 

Doherty urges psychologists to examine the basic premises from which 

their understanding of people has developed. 

Weisstein (1971) also questions the validity of theories on the 



8 

psychology of women. Often they are based on "years of intensive clinical 

experience" which is not the same as emp:iirical evidence for drawing con- · 

clusions about human behavior. When humans are reporting on the behavior 

of others distortion of actual cause and effect is likely. Because per­

ceptions are personal, the expectations of the observer can interfere 

with the subjects' performance; and the behavior of the observed can be 

influenced by the situation. A value judgement is often made on whether 

a person's behavior is good or normal. In order to correct such distor­

tions, empirical studies that are repeatable with consistent findings are 

needed. 

She claims that studies that set out to demonstrate that women are 

"different but equal" usually end up in a comparison that once again uses 

the male as the prototype. A dichotomy of good and bad is often implicit 

and women end up where society expected them to be - on the negative side. 

She concludes that until social expectations for women and men are equal, 

studies on human potential will simply reflect social prejudices. 

Although this thesis may also reflect social prejudices, its purpose 

is to broaden counselors' understanding of the potential of women so that 

clients would be encouraged to widen their perspectives in regard to 

their abilities and the options available to them. 

Since theorists formulate their theories from what they see in their 

time and culture, it is the counselors' responsibility to examine their 

descriptions in terms of the contemporary situation. Increased sensitivity 

to sex bias in personality theories would enable counselors to become moLe 

critical of the descriptions regarding a woman's nature and to challenge 

the assumptions that may be drawn from those descriptions. 

The purpose of this section is not to discuss or compare personality 
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theories, but to examine one of the theories in order to illustrate the 

questions that need to be asked of all _personality theories. Erik 

Erikson's (1950, 1959, 1964) psychosocia l theory will be examined because 

it is a currently popular theory that is widely referred to among coun­

selors. A second reason is that he is a current North American theorist , 

making the time and culture that he is describing close to ours. A third 

reason for choosing Erikson's theory is that he describes some of the 

important factors in feminine identity formation and his description 

could influence counselors' understanding of the "natural" developmenta l 

stages that a female experiences. Also, Erikson is one of the few theo­

rists to have explored adult development. This thesis attempts to outline 

some concerns of adult women and draws from his general concept of identity 

formation as being the most important developmental task for the indi­

vidual. Even though the concept of identity formation used is similar to 

Erikson's, the basis described for woman's identity is not the same, and 

an examination of Erikson's theory would clarify my position in relation 

to his. 

While the following discussion of Erikson's theory may appear to be 

predominantly negative, it is only because Erikson attempts to discuss 

identity formation for women at all that his theory can be examined so 

closely. Erikson's theory will be examined with the assumption that 

questions asked can be applied to other personality theories as well. 

Erikson (1959) sees the stages of life as: infancy, early child­

hood, play age, school age, adolescence , young adult, adulthood, matur e 

age. The passage from each stage, according to Erikson, depends on 

reasonable resolution of stage-specific crises: in infancy, trust vs. 

mistrust; early childhood, autonomy vs. shame , doubt; play age, 
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initiative vs. guilt; school age, industry vs. inferiority; adolescence, 

identity vs. identity diffusion; young adult, intimacy vs. isolation; 

adulthood, generativity vs. self-absorption; and mature age , integrity vs. 

despair. Physical changes occur along a continuum. Psychological change s 

are triggered by biological changes but are also shaped by interaction 

with environment. An individual's needs and the solutions avai labl e to 

him are dependent on the culture within which he is operating. The com­

plex relationship between inner and outer worlds of the individual 

indicates some explanation for the variety of observable response patterns. 

However, Erikson's model follows male developmental patterns more closely 

than female ones (Doherty, 1973; Matthews et al., 1972). 

Erikson himself comments on the differences in woman's development . 

, The stage-specific crisis in adolescence is ident ity vs. ' identity diffu­

sion in his "general description of identity" and includes the tangible 

promise of a career. However, in describing the development of identity 

in the young woman, he writes the following: 

Young women often ask if they can 'have an identity' before they 

know whom they will marry and for whom they will make a home. 

Granted that something in the young woman's identity must keep itself 

open for the peculiarities of the man to be joined and of the children 

to be brought up, I think that much of a young woman's identity is 

already defined in her kind of attractiveness and in the selective 

nature of her search for the man (men) by whom she wishes to be 

sought (Erikson, 1968, p. 283). 

This certainly reflects a cultural stereotype that a woman is defined by 

her ability to attract men. But this seems very unlikely to really be 

the criterion for one 's developing an identity if born female. 



11 

Eriskon (1964) maintains that the young woman achieves her identity 

not prior to the stage of intimacy, as does the male, but during this 

stage she "relinquishes the care received from the parental family 

and the extended care of institutions of education in order to commit 

herself to the love of a stranger and to the care to be given to his and 

her offspring" (p. 585). The main reason given for this difference in 

kiming and formation of identity is that a woman has an 'inner space' 

designed to bear the offspring of chosen men, and biological, psycho­

logical and e thical commitments to take care of those offspring. 

The purpose, at this point, is not to discuss the validity of 

Erikson's description, but to question Erikson's attempt to point out 

the differences in woman's personality development. The above example 

is an illustration of a theory that is presented as one of human develop­

ment, but is really one of male development. Any theory that uses 

masculinity as the criterion for measurement can only consider woman in 

contrast. Women are not men, and are described as 'different from men' . 

Is that to say different from the norm? This can be seen in other con­

siderations of feminine characteristics that describe women as 'less 

objective', 'more emotional'. One c an only ask, less than what, more 

than what? Normal? A theory of personality tha t is based on the develop­

ment of men, that considers the development of women only in contrast to 

that, rasies questions as to the appropriatness of the theory for under­

standing women's ~oncerns. 

Psychology of women 

Numerous writers have contributed to the development of a separa te 

study of the psycholo gy of women. this section will first, examine th e 

psychology of women according to Erikson (1964), a nd then give examples of more 
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recent a ttempts t o understand the psycholo gical nature of woman in terms 

of her soc i al s ituation. 

According to Erikson (1964) the concept of an 'inner space ' is 

importa.nt t hroughout the feminine life cycle . He des cribes female 

depression in t e r ms of emptiness. Women fear being l e ft a lone , because 

to be alone is to be left empty, to be drained or to fea r drying up. 

Having an 'inne r space' also influences a woman's view of the world and 

her ambitions f or living. He draws on his obs ervations from a 1951 study 

of play configurations of pre-adolescents to support this claim. In play, 

girls constructed s cenes showing "goodness indoors" while boys constructed 

scenes showing "caution outdoors". The organization of play space, 

Erikson (1964) says, parallels the morphology of genital differentiation: 

"in the male, an ex ternal organ, erectible and intrusive in character, 

serving the channeliza tion of mobile s perm cells; interna l organs in the 

female, with vestibular access, leading to statically expectant ova" 

(p. 591). The underlined words are the main qualities that he observed 

in the play configurations. His conclusion is that because males and 

females see the world differently, women have found their identities in 

goodness of the indoors and left the outer world space to be taken care 

of by men. 

As support for his theory, Erikson (1964) points out that all 

prima t es reflect innate sexual differ ences in body size, development and 

social pa tterns. He refers to baboon behavior to illustrat~ body differ­

ences and social pa tter ns that support his inner/outer space observations. 

He also says tha t because prima t e f emales mus t carry the unborn child and 

feed and carry the newborn child, s t r engths and weaknes s es of the sexes 

are understandable . Males are phys i ca l ly larger and stronger in order to 
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protect the female and her young. Similarly, women are stronger in ways 

that help them carry out their "biological task of reacting to the 

differential needs of others, especially infants" (Erikson, 1964, p. 598). 

And a girl learns to be easily content within a limited circle of activi­

ties because of her 'purpose in life'. 

According to Erikson, anatomy, history and personality are out com­

bined destinies, and a woman's unique job is to allow for conception and 

then to complete the development of that child. But she need not live 

only in that sphere, Erikson states. She must adapt the jobs of the 

world to suit her qualities . "The influence of women will not be fully 

· actualized until it reflects without apology the fact of the 'inner space 1 

and the potentialities and needs of the feminine psyche" Erikson (1964, 

p. 604) claims. Understanding the ego identity of a woman must start 

-with the undeniable fact that a woman is never Not-a-woman. Erikson 

(1964) -writes that he is not "dooming" every woman to perpetual mother­

hood,nor denying her equivalence of individuality and citizenship. But 

since she is never "not-a-woman", she cannot ignore her natural dispos i­

tions. Thus, the qualities that women have always stood for (practicality 

in household management, responsibility in child rearing, resourcefulness 

in peacekeeping, and devotion to healing) would be added to compliment 

the masculine qualities that are shaping society's i mage and future. 

His message is that women should stress and develop the qualities that 

they have, that is, to cherish their uniqueness, rathe r than to concentrate 

on what they have not got, that is to try to gain what a ma~ has. To 

Erikson, equality of opportunity means that each person would be encouraged 

toward individual fulfillment and thus could ·make a unique contribution 

to society's development. 
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I have five main criticisms of Erikson's theory on the psychology 

of women. First, for Erikson (1962), mature womanly fulfillment rests 

on the assumption that "a woman's somatic design harbors an 'inner space' 

designed to bear the offspring of chosen men and with it, a biological, 

psychological and ethical commitment to take care of human infancy" (p. 586). 

To me, any person 's fulfillment must be considered in the terms of total 

life style, no·t merely in terms of ability to produce children. It is 

imperative for the species to reproduce, but can this be the base on which 

personal fulfillment rests? It is not the importance of producing children 

that I question, rather that any person 's identity would be solely 

dependent on the production of offspring . 

Second, Erikson says that because women have an 'inner space', they 

have a biologica l, psychological, and ethical commitment to take care of 

human infancy. Of the three "commitments", the biological deserves the 

most attention. In order to define the psychology of womanhood, a 

theorist must do mote than assert that women have a psychological commit­

ment to do a particular thing. Since the ethical commitment to raise 

children reflects a culture's standards of right and wrong, it can not 

be the basic formulating factor of all women's psyche. For example, 

in an Indian culture it was ethically right to kill the first born when 

female. Here the mother's ethical commitment was to allow infanticide. 

When trying to establish the biological commitment for fema l es to care 

for infants, theorists often refer to the fact that in all primates the 

young require extended care and this is usually provided for by the 

female. However, Mitchell (1969) from his studies in comparative and 

physiological psychology points out tha t primate observations probably 

best show examples of how diverse sex- role behavior is. "Natural" 



15 

female and male behavior varies all the way from females who are much 

more competitive and aggressive than males (Tamarins), to male "mothers" 

(Titi monkeys, night monkeys, and marmos~ts), to submissive and passive 

females and male antagonists (baboons, rhesus monkeys). The studies of 

primates cited usually exhibit the kind of behavior that the proponents 

of the biological basis for female behavior wish were true for humans. 

It is not surprising that Erikson chose baboons to support his theory 

of. i•natural" behavior, · rather than marmosets. In marmosets, the male 

carries the infant at all times except when it is feeding. 

Third, Erikson demonstrates how males and females see the world by 

studying play configurations of pre-adolescents and drawing a comparison 

between the genital differentiation and the "inner"/"outer" preoccupation 

of the two sexes. He refers to "statically expectant ova". This ignores 

the way the egg explodes from the ovary and travels the length of the 

ovaduct and the short time that it is available for fertilization. To 

ascribe characteristics such as static or still, expectant or waiting 

to an ovum is false. To describe a person's personality according to 

the assumed characteristics of the sperm or ova is absurd. 

Even if one could accept that a person's genitalia might have 

some relationship to her or his world view, Erikson's consideration of 

female genitalia falls short. He defines the female genitalia as the 

repr?ductive parts, and from this builds his theory. Females have sexual 

organs outside their bodies too. Their primary organ for sexual pleasure 

is outside the body (Masters and Johnson, 1966). How careless of Erikson 

to ignore it! One can only speculate how the psychology of women would 

have been described if the uniqueness of the female had been explained from 

the initial observation that fema l e s had a sexual organ designed sole ly 

I 



16 

for pleasure. He seems to be concerned not with sexua l but with re­

productive differences. If one defines the area to be considered as 

"reproductive sp ace" to begin with, any conclusions are merely the result 

of this definition. 

Fourthly, Erikson refers to the qualiti es for which women have always 

stood (prac ticality in household mana gement, responsibility in child 

rearing, resourcefulne ss in peacekeeping, and devotion to he aling). 

Margaret Mead's Male and Female (19 49 ) indicates that the behaviors we 

so rigidl y label masculine or feminine are not always the same in other 

cultures; in fact, they are often opposite to ours. Sociologists have 

found that minority groups (with which women have much in common) are 

usually seen as inherently valuable for some of their qualities (Freeman, 

1971). It becomes difficult to separate their "natural ability" from the 

limitations of their potential because of cultural expectations. 

My criticism of Erikson's general position is that he supports ind i­

vidual fulfillment and then proceeds to stereotype fulfillments and 

activities for all women because they have ovaries and uteri. A woman's 

unique identity is considered irrelevant when considering the role she 

will have as an adult in society. Regardless of her .interests, abilities, 

opportunities or circumstances, her major fulfillment will come from 

being a mother. For most women today, equality of opportunity does not 

mean modeling after me n. Equali ty of opportunity means having choices 

so that their life styles can reflect a wider variety of interests and 

abilities. Indiv idual fulfillment and unique contributions cannot be 

grouped and applied in general for half the world's population. 

More recent attempts to understand the psychological nature of woman 

point to the social factors that influence a person's deve lopment. For 

example, Bardwick (1971) has written about women's self-esteem and the 
' 
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lack of it, and the resultant effects on their behavior. Although she 

also describes maternity as the most basic source of pleasure and grati­

fication for women, she does state tha~ it is self-destructive for women 

t o perceive and evaluate their qualities totally in terms of maternity 

since children do leave home. She also describes the ambivalent feelings 

that are unavoidable when a woman chooses and values the traditional 

feminine qualities, bu~ simultaneously sees them as second rate . 

Esther Matthews (1972) uses Erikson's model to describe concerns of 

women in different life stages to provide a framework for counseling girls 

and women. She combines data from studies on sex differences in social 

functioning with Erikson ' s male-based model in order to show how females 

may experience the eight stages of development. For example, Maccoby's 

(1966) studies show that changes in intellectual performance between boys 

and girls begin in the school age stage. Matthews points out that the major 

developmental hurdle for this stage in Erikson's model is the issue of 

i ndustry versus inferiority; this may be helpful in understanding the 

r oots of the low opinion many women have of their abilities. In adoles­

cence, identity versus identity diffusion is the issue. Matthews suggests 

that the moodiness and sadness that a girl often displays in adolescence 

· maybe understandable when one considers that she is often expected to 

give up a personal identity for a role identity of mother and homemaker. 

More attempts like that of Matthews to compile research done on women's 

abilities and problems are needed for increased understanding of the 

psychological development of women. 

Others consider understanding a person ' s sources and expressions 

of satisfaction and dissatisfaction as an important key to understanding 

a person's psychological nature. Drawing from the data of numerous 



studies on the psychological sex differences between women and men, 

Sherman (1971) discusses the issues of sex differences in intellectual 

functioning, dependency, aggression and emotionality . Only the issue 

of emotionality will be reported in detail here, as it has more direct 

bearing on this study than the other issues. Sherman discusses psycho­

logical sex differences in emotionality under three major topics: 

(1) adjustment, (2) stability, and (3) fear. According to the studies 

that she examines, girls and women are not generally more maladjusted 

than boys and men. Women may talk about their concerns more, but more 

men commit suicide, have heart attacks and have ulcers. The way they 

show their stress differs. She refers to Gurin, Vero££ and Feld (1960) 

who interviewed a large representative sample of the North American 

population over 21 years of age. They concluded that, in contrast with 

men, women's outlook on life was more negative and passive, more intro­

spective and inwardly turned and more sensitive in relation to others. 

The women also showed their distress more than men. However, they were 

not sure if women were having more distress, were more aware of their 

distress, or were just more willing to express it. 
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Regarding emotional stability, the second area studied, Sherman 

points out that the definition of emotional often only includes the ex­

pression of feelings that are stereotypically feminine. To ask which are 

more emotionally stable, women or men, and then to eliminate the ex­

pression of angry, aggressive feelings from the definition of "emotional" 

gives a sex-biased consideration of the question. After comparing several 

studies on emotional stability of men and women, she states that examina­

tion of sex differences in expression of anxiety or fear and related 

symptoms was more appropriate. Women appear to be less defensive than 



men about displaying fears and it is more socially acceptable for them 

to do so. Summarizing from the studies that she reviewed, Sherman con­

cludes that further study of the psychology of women as distinct from 

the psychology of men is not only justifiable, but necessary. 

Gove and Tudor (1973) examine women's sources of satisfactions and 

dissatisfactions in an attempt to explain psychological distress. From 
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a survey of first admissions to mental hospitals, psychiatric treatment 

in .general hospitals, psychiatric outpatient clinics, private outpatient 

psychiatric care, the practices of general physicians and community surveys, 

they conclude that more women than men are being treated for mental illness. 

They refer to Gove (1972) who reviewed studies done in industrial nations 

since World War II indicating that married women are more likely to have 

mental disorders than married men. They give five reasons to assume that, 

because of the roles they occupy, women are more likely than men to have 

emotional problems. 

1. Most women are restricted to a single role - housewife - while 

men have two major sources of gratification (household head and worker). 

2. Being a housewife does not require specialized skill. The role 

of housewife is often viewed as a position of low prestige . 

3. The housewife's job is mainly unstructured and work is often 

invisible, so it is possible to put things off and have time to brood 

over problems. 

4. Even when a woman works outside the home, she usually has a less 

satisfactory job than a man. Also ~any would then hold a dual job (home and 

work) which would make longer hours and greater strain for women holding 

out-of-home jobs. 

5. Expectations confronting women are unclear and diffuse. Women's 
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roles are characterized by the adjusting to or preparing for contingencies. 

Most women see their lives in terms of a man's job and career; this presents 

a lack of control over their own future ► 

These five reasons show how female/male employment patterns could 

explain why married women are more likely than married man to have emo­

tional problems. However , this considers only the limiting effects of the 

economic roles that men and women have. There is no mention of the 

depend ence, the absence of autonomy .that many would find just as psycho­

logically limiting as the type and amount of work they do. Dependency 

and the accompanying lack of economic responsibility have been accepted 

as one of the "privileges" of being female in our culture. Chesler (1972) 

points out that cultural expectations for men and women shape individuals' 

expectations for themselves, the amount of satisfaction they feel, and the 

way they express their dissatisfaction. 

According to Chesler (1972), the cultural stereotype for "normal" men 

includes economic responsibility, rational thinking, emotional control, 

and the ability to act (aggressively if necessary) on one's beliefs. As 

a result men are expected to feel satisfaction when they have these 

qualities. If they feel dissatisfaction fr6m their living situation, 

they are likely to act aggressively against society. The punishment for 

their actions is .most likely to be imprisonment in a penal institution. 

Although the man is being locked away f rom society, there are underlying 

or "secondary rewards" of feeling "tough", "clever11
, "aggressive" and 

being accepted as male . On the other hand, the cultural stereotype for 

"normal" women inc,ludes dependency, submissiveness, overt emotional dis­

plays, self-sacrifices and passive rather than aggressive behavior. As 

a result women are expec ted to fee l satisfaction if they possess these 
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qualities - and are within a family. If they feel dissatisfaction from 

their living situation, they are likely to exaggerate these character­

istics and rathe r than acting against society, direct their anxiety and 

stress inward, towar d themselves, The punishment for this behavior is 

most likely to be imprisonment in a mental institution. Although the 

woman is being locked away from society, there are underlying or "second­

ary rewards'' of being cared for, protected by others and being acc epted 

as femal e , If one acts against the cultural expectations, one increases 

the risk of losing acceptance from family and friends and of having one's 

femininity or masculinity questioned, 

To support this explanation for the way that women deal with dis­

satisfaction and stress in their lives, Chesler (1971, 1972) describes 

the neurotic symptoms of women in our present culture, Drawing upon a 

study by E, Zigler and L, Phillips (1960) comparing the symptoms of women 

and men in mental hospitals, Chesler elaborates on their findings that 

more women than men are diagnos~d as suffering from self-depreciatory, 

depressed, and suicidal thoughts, From general statistics regarding 

patients in mental hospitals, she infers that female psychiatric 

symptoms, such as depression, frigidity, paranoia, suicide atempts are 

often "inward" expressions of anxiety rather than "outward". Depression 

results from loss of an ambivalently loved other, of one's ideal self, 

or of the meaning in one's life and the hostility that could be directed 

outward in respons e to the loss is turned inward toward the self, In­

ability to act aggr ess ively is shown even in the ultimate self-destruction 

as women attempt tq kill thems elves more often than men do, but fail more 

often as well. Chesler explains that, "like female tears, female suicide 

attempts constitu te an essential act of resignation and helplessness -
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which alone can command temporary relief of secondary rewards" (p. 49). 

As described above, secondary rewards ~re based on stereotypical expecta­

tions for and responses to feminine behavior. 

Chesler (1972) gives several case histories of women who are psychi­

atrically labe led, privately treated and perhaps hospitalized, but who, 

she claims, are not mad. They may be deeply unhappy, self-destructive, 

economically powerless, and sexually impotent - but the place that women 

are able to achieve in this society perpetuates these characteristics. 

The material discussed here exemplifies the work that is developing 

into a separate study of the psychology of women. Three of the areas 

that are being studied are: the role stress that women experience, the 

added stress of rapidly changing role expectations and the way that women 

show their stress . At present, the psychology of "man" is inadequate for 

understanding women. Although most people within our culture experience 

change, anxiety, and tension, the sociological causes of stress and the 

ways in which women and men reveal their feelings of stress differ. The 

social roles and expectations for ma les and females differ. As the tradi­

tional role of women changes, the way they show their stress may change as 

well. ·As described in the introduction (p. 1), the increased amount of 

change in social expectations for women in recent years may add to the 

amount of stress that women feel. 

Sex bias in counseling 

A classic study by J. Braverman , D. Brovennan, F. Clarkson, 

P. Rosenkrantz and S. Vogel (1970) supports the view that the norm for 

adult behavior in our society is male adult behavior. A sex-role stereo­

type quest ionnaire consisting of 122 bipolar items was given to 79 

clinicians with one of three sets of instructions : to describe a healthy, 
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mature, socially competent (a) adult, sex unspecified, (b) man, or 

(c) woman, Clinical judgements about the norm of mental health expected 

for men and women differed paralleling ~he stereotypic sex-role differ­

ences. That is, women were expected to be "more emotional" than men. 

However, the characteristics judged healthy for an adult, sex unspeci­

fied, resembled the characteristics jud ged healthy for men more closely 

than those for women. Some of the detrimental effects of this double 

standard of mental health are discussed. For example, if a woman exhibits 

those positive characteristics considered desirable for men and adults, 

her "femininity" may be questioned. If she behaves in the prescribed 

feminine manner, she must accept second-class adult status. 

The Broverman et al. study provides evidence that clinicians accept 

and thus help perpetuate the sex-role stereotypes. They conclude that 

both men and women should be encouraged toward maximum realization of 

individual potential rather than toward adjustment to existing restrictive 

sex roles. 

The attempt to polarize personality traits in the Broverman study 

may have been a major limiting factor in the consideration of mental 

health. Many people have internalized the belief that life can be divided 

into polarities and assume that for one person to gain freedom in ex­

pression means that someone else has to give up a similar freedom. If 

there is a "winner", there must be a "loser". If one is rational, she/ 

he must deny her/his emotions. Some therapists, such as Rush (1973), 

refer to the Gestalt premise that polarities are part of a whole and 

acceptance of each part leads to bal ance in personality, This thesis 

is based on the belief that a healthy adult should have some of both 

so-called masculine and feminine characteristics. 

Studies have also been done examining counselors' attitudes toward 
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females and the careers that they choose. In order to test the hypo­

thesis that counselors were biased against women entering a "masculine" 

occupation, Pietrafesa and Schlossberg {cited in Schlossberg & Pietrafesa, 

1973) recorded interviews between counselor trainees and a coached female 

counselee. Results of this study indicated that counselor bias exists 

against women entering so-called "masculine" careers. Female counselors 

displayed just as much bias as male counselors. Content analysis of biased 

statements indicated that major stress is placed on the "masculinity" of 

the occupation. 

Thomas and Steward (1971) report the findings of a study of the 

responses of 62 practicing counselors to audiotapes of structured inter­

views. The tapes were of two high school girls, one having a traditionally 

feminine, thus conforming, career goal (teaching) and the other having a 

traditionally masculine, thus deviate, career goal (engineering). Although 

there was no significant difference in the level of acceptance of the two 

types of clients, conforming career goals were thought to be significantly 

more acceptable than were deviate career goals by both male and female 

counselors. Also those clients having deviate career goals were thought 

to have a greater need for further counseling. 

Schlossberg and Pietrafesa (1973) state that the counseling field 

has paid inadequate attention to women at several stages in a woman's 

life. They also examined counselors' beliefs regarding sex-appropriate 

behavior, the im,Plication being that some of the counselor attitudes 

reflected might have great impact on the goals of female clients. 

Counseling materials (interest inventories, descriptions of careers, 

career brochures) often reinforce out-moded views of "women's place". 

When unaware of sexual bias that exists in popular interest inventories, 



counselors limit the options available to their clients. Schlossberg 

and Pietrofesa suggest that the first task in improving this condition 
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is for counselor educators to ri sk exploring their bia ses. Then a program 

for training counselors should be developed to help reduce sex bias. 

Cognitive understanding of woman's roles and consciousne ss raising 

regarding sexism would have to happen on several levels so that non­

biased helping skills could be acquired by counselors . 

Sensitivity to bias can be the be ginning of improved methods that 

expand rather than restrict women's horizons. 

Women writing about women 

Graduall y the number of women publishing on the condition and 

psychological nature of woman has been increasing. 

As far back as 1949, Simone de Beauvoir pointed to the facts and 

myths regarding a woman's potential and provided a good description of 

the social situation of women in The Second Sex. Germaine Greer (1 971) 

in The Female Eunuch again examined the social expectations and 

opportunities for personal development for one born female. Kate Millet 

(1970) studied the historical background on which the sexual politics of 

our society rest. The years of social expectations that condition a 

woman to choose a secondary role are described by Sandra Bern and Daryl 

Bern (1971). Alice Rossi (1964) su gges ted a number of institutional 

innovations in education, residence and child care which would facil ita te 

equality between the sexe s. Others such as Margaret Benston (1971) ex­

plain that women's unpaid labor in the home and women's traditional place 

in society are necessary if the entire capitalistic system that we live 

in is to function, and nothing short of social revolution is going to 

end women's oppression. 



One can see different levels on which the writers are focusing 

their attention on the condition of women. Some writers attempt to 

heighten the reader's awareness; others_, throu gh detailed research, 

provide explanation and formulate theories; and still others demand 

social reform and political action to change the accep t ed place of 

women in our society. 

Studies are being done that are providing information about a 

woman's inherent functioning that are dispelling long standing myths 
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that have perpetuated the social situation of women. For example, books 

such as Our Bodies , Ourselves (The Boston Women's Health Book Collective, 

1971), The Nature and Evolution of Female Sexuality (Sherfey, 1966), 

Vaginal Politics (Frankfort, 1972) and articles such as "The Myth of the 

Vaginal Orgasm" (Koed t, 1970) and "Organs and Orgasms" (Shulman, 1971) 

have been published by women on female sexuality. By gaining knowledge 

about their physical natures, women are able to be less dependent on 

established "authority sources" (roles which traditionally have been 

filled by men) and more self-assured in knowing what their own "no rmal " 

functioning is. 

Information in other areas is increa sing as well. Eleanor Maccoby 

(1966, 1974) has published extensively on the development of intellectual 

and iocial sex differences in male and female functioning. She maintains 

that the sexes do have different intellectual strengths and weaknesses, 

but the complex interact ion between environmental and inna te differences 

make it impossibl e to say which determined any particular attribute 

(Maccoby, 19 66). Maccoby and Jacklin (1974) give a summary of evidence 

from over 2,000 books and articles 1 is ting the only supported 

intellec tual and personality differences to dat e as: (1) Males tend 
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to be more aggressive than females, (2) Girls tend .to have greater verbal 

ability than boys (differences shown only until age 11), (3) Boys tend 

to excel in visual-spacial ability (in Bdolescent years only), and (4) 

Boys tend to excel in math ability (difference evident from age 12 on­

ward). Any consideration of the "natural" abilities or limitations of 

either sex must be examined critically when there are so few intell ectual 

differences consistently supported by studies, 

An increasing number of writers, stating that a general study of 

mankind is inadequate for understanding the concerns of women, are writing 

on the psychological nature of women as a separate study. The very number 

of studies that Sherman (1971) was able to draw from in her survey of 

empirical studies on the psychology of women is an indication of the 

amount of research currently being done. Other wri ters (such as Bardwick 

and Chesler, already discussed in the section Psychology of Women) are 

attempting to explore the particular qualities of modern living that 

contribute to a woman's personal satisfaction, 

Phyllis Chesl er (1971, 1972) writing on the current situation of 

women receiving psychiatric treatment, claims that the "male authority­

based" system of psychiatry perpetuates the personality problems of 

women. Alternatives to traditional mental health care are developing. 

For example, Anica Vessel Mander and Anne Kent Rush (1974) describe 

how feminism can and does function as therapy. They question the 

traditional "Therapeutic mystique" and support a more communal sharing 

of responsibility with women helping and healing themselves. 

Women counselors are publishing what they have learned working 

with women. Louise Owens, in a paper presented at the American Personnel 

and Guidance Association convention in 1970, proposed that women's failure 



to plan some reasonable occupational program places increasing pres sure 

on the counselor and the female counselee, She discussed some of the 

research on femininity and gave seven suggestions for the counselor, 

(1) Realize that achievement out s ide t he home is not masculinizing, 

(2) Treat the female counselee with respec t. (3) Forget the feminine 

stereotype and learn he r family background. (4) Recognize the presence 

of guilt feelings. (5) Be aware that there i s aggression in the f eminine 

personality . (6) Broaden the perception of suitable goals fo r women. 
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(7) Encourage women themselves to decide what needs changing in the ir 

behavior. These sugges tions seem to demand that counselors be fr ee enou gh 

themselves of the traditional feminine stereotype to accept the actual 

situation and emotions of the individual couns e l ee, The last suggestion 

is particularly impor tant because the counsel ee must take personal re­

sponsibility for her change and she is not encouraged to view the counsel or 

as an authority-figure . 

Jane Berry (1972) writing f or scho61 counselors states that they 

may have to be resocialized so they can underst and , sympathize with, 

and support the altered objectives, aspirations, and expectat ions of young 

women. She gives the counselor a leadership role in helping parents to 

understand the life perspectives of their daughters, presenting informa­

tion with wider opportunities for women, he lping rid school media of 

limiting sex-role images, planning community workshops for employers to 

diminish barriers that block women f rom top l eve l assignments, and assisting 

young men in their understanding of the rising career priorities of wome n. 

She challenge s couns e lors to examine their own understanding of the myths 

regarding wome n and work and to involve t hemselves in personal training 

programs to increase their capacity to counsel for the new womanhood. 



This last point seems to be stressed by many authors: counselors need 

to examine first their own beliefs and then educate th emse lves regarding 

the concerns of women in order t o effectively counsel them. 

For more effective counseling of women, Nancy Schlossberg (1972) 

describes a framework drawing on Tiedeman and O'Hara's (19 63 ) decision­

making paradigm in which decisions have two major steps: (1) anticipa­

tion and (2) implementation. The counsel ing fo cus of the ant icipation 

stage is to help the client clarify and expand the alternatives from 

which she has to choose and secondly, guide her toward a choice of one 
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of the alternat ives. The second stage involves helping the client to 

implement her choice through placement , internship, and further counseling. 

However , the counselor's responsibilities in both stages also involve 

activities in guidance progrannning and social activism to help change 

the context in which women live. 

Berry (1972) and Schlossberg (1972) are just two of the writers 

who demand that counselors take a more active part in changing the social 

beliefs and expectations for women. Although this thesis is limited to 

describing the situation of women in order to increase the counselor's 

sensitivity to the bacl<ground factors that may be included in the 

presenting problem of a woman seeking counseling, serious counselors of 

women mus t also consider the challenge of writers like Berry and 

Schlossberg. 

Specif i c information has been published to aid counselors of women. 

In 1973, Vancouve r Status of Women conducting a survey in Vancouver 

secondary schools, found a lack of instructional materials on the chang ing 

role of women, and published a working kit for counselors in the schools. 

Esther Matthews, s. Feingold, Bettina Weary , Jane Berry, and Leona Tyler 
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(1972) published Counse ling Girls and Women over the Life Span to convey 

an underst and ing of the career counseling needs of girls and women, Much 

has been written concerning the unique needs of the mature woman seeking 

vocational counseling (Barbier , 1971; Cook , 1970; Fitzgerald, 1973). 

Patricia Jakubowski-Spector (1973) published materials on the adaptation 

of assertiveness training to facilitate the personal growth of women 

(described in Chapte r IV of the thesis). This is only a sample of the 

information that is accumulating on specif ic counseling material to aid 

in facilitating a woman's ability to cope with the changing role of 

women, 

Conclusion 

This review of the current literature on woman's nature and social 

condition reveals a pattern that runs through feminist literature. As 

stated at the first of the section, Women Writing on Women, the purpose 

behind the writings appears to be on different levels, The pattern in 

these l evels can be understood by referring to the steps in the "feminis t 

process" as described by Connell and Wilson (1974): first, awareness or 

consciousness-raising; second, analysis or theory and research; and third, 

action on a personal and political level, They point out that in reality 

these are not separate steps at all. There are different stages of 

awareness and action, and deeper involvement leads to new levels of 

awareness and further development, As might be expected, feminist 

literature also follows this process of awareness, analysis, action, with 

different levels of awareness continually developing. 
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CHAPTER III. 

Describing the concerns of women seeking counseling 

An attempt to outline some of the concerns specific to women seeking 

counseling runs the risk of being interpreted as a generalization that 

ignores individual differences. Also, issues that are important for some 

are likely to be left out of the outline. Each individual has concerns 

based on the specific experiences which contributed to her unique 

characteristics and life style. 

However, many counselors and psychologists (for example, Erikson, 1959; 

Gllmore, 1973; Ma::thews et al., 1972) have reported the need for an organized way 

of thinking about human behavior that provides a system for sorting and eval­

uating the content of counseling sessions. In this chapter, several of the 

factors that may be related to events at a particular point in life are descr:ib3d. 

Physiological, sociological and psychological factors all contribute 

to the concerns of today's adult woman, and any one factor cannot be isolated 

from the others. Issues at different stages will be described by giving 

attention to the interrelatedness of these factors. To facilitate under­

standing of a person 's development the life span will be divided into 

stages; infancy, early childhood, school age, adolescence, young adult, 

adult, mature age, old age. Since the focus of this thesis is on adult 

women, emphasis will be placed on the last four stages. 

Others, such as Erikson (1 959), Matthews et al. (1972), Tiedeman 

and O'Hara (1963) have arbitrarily divided the life span into similar 

stages and chronologically discussed the issues of each stage, However, 

a woman's life pattern contains many cycles . The menstrual cycle is 

governed by an intricate hormone-feedback system, Hardwick (1971) an<l 



Sherman (1971) both conclude from the evidence of several studies that 

emotional cycles accompany physiological cycles throughout a woman's 

life. Growing older does not necessarily mean that a woman is finished 

with certain life issues. Although a woman may choose a particular 
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focus for the present, a pattern is not necessarily established for her 

entire life. Choices return as a woman's life cycles. Each stage intro­

duces new factors which must be taken into account, factors which may be 

co~tradictory to the ones that had to be considered in the previous stage . 

Consider a developmental life line in the shape of a spiral. The spiral 

rises in circles representing growing levels of development . The spiral 

returns to the same axis illustrating that life experiences may recur at new 

levels. For example, many women experience choice in their careers when 

they finish their education, when they get married, when they have children 

and later when children leave home. Even though experiences and choices 

recur, each happens at a new level of a person's development and the 

situational factors surrounding it may differ from previous experiences. 

Figure 1 illustrates a life line in spiral shape showing the roles 

that help form a woman's identity in different life stages. Figure 2 

shows Eome of the role choices and recurring concerns for adult women. 

Gilmore (1973) describes three dimensions of human existence with 

which counselors can be of assistance : work, relationship, aloneness. 

Each person, at every stage in her life, strives for satisfaction in 

each of these areas . Each stage has its own set of circumstances. All 

that a person is doing with the time, energy and resources available to 

her forms the patterns of her work. Whether a person is moving away from, 

toward or along side other persons forms the patterns of her relationships. 
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The staging of roles that form identity for women. 
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Figure 2. Role choices and recurring concerns for 
adult women. 
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The individual's responsiveness to and responsibility for being a separate 

and unique person constitutes her identify or aloneness. Individuals are 

faced with changing considerations with each of these issues throughout 

their lives, and the problems usually presented to counselors are likely 

to fall into one or more of these areas . Therefore , these three dimensions 

will be used to thematically group some of the concerns of adult women. 

Affirmation of self-identity will be described as the most important dev­

elopmental task for women . A person's self-esteem is confirmed with the 

completion of each developmental task in life; thus self-esteem grows as 

one develops a defined personality (Erikson, 1959). 

Recurring consideration of issues within the three dimensions of 

work, relationship and aloneness varies according to what a woman ex­

periences rather than to how old she is. Examples of factors that could 

influence a woman 's life choices are the amount of education that she has, 

the amount of education previous to her marr iage, the existence of intima te 

relationships, the existence or non-existence of children, the status 

of her family socially and economically . By identifying some of the im­

portant life choices a woman has made, some of her specific concerns can 

be better understood. 

Sense of identify 

Several descriptions of mental health are based on the individual 's 

drive toward self-actualization, fulfillment of one 's potential , autonomy 

and self-direction, and mastery of one 's environment (Erikson, 1950; 

Maslow, 1954; Rogers , 1951). However, many descriptions of the social­

ization of women in our society indicate that these goals are not pos­

sible for many women considering the backgrourid that they have (Millet, 

1970; Greer, 1971) . Many of the stereotypical feminine character-

istics are not congruent with the ideal for the s e lf-actualized adult. 



For example, a woman is often expected to use others to define her own 

identity (as already described on p.10, Erikson's statement on femal e 

identity formation). 
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To describe how women see themse lves and are seen by others, Freeman 

(1971) refers to several studies, all concluding with an unfavorable 

image of women. Some "nice" qualities were includ ed too, but these were 

not the quali ties for which our society gives its highest social rewards. 

Many women have internal i zed self-destructive value s re garding their 

abilities. Some women have perceived their daily work as less valuabl e 

than the work done by men. Some women have perceived their opinions as 

less valuable than those of men. Some have accepted that their position 

in life is second-rate, Negative self-conceptions have ne ga tive effect s 

on goa l setting, quality of performance and final achievement. 

Public media, schools, family and friends all encoura ge a girl to 

take care of her physical appearance. Adolescence brings body changes 

that many girls experience with ambivalent feelings, External changes 

are noticed by others and interaction patterns change. The extreme con­

cern over one's physical appearance that many women experience is under ­

standable considering the messages most young girls receive. For many 

women the greatest goal in their lives seems to be 'to look good' for 

t he approval of others. Harmon (1973) points to the price that is paid 

i n self-esteem by the at tempts to meet an unat t ainable standard of 

physical beauty. Many women can only unde rstand or see their 'self' 

in terms of how o t hers see the appearance of that 'self'. 

Women have been conditioned to base thei r identity and worth on 

their ability to elicit strong positive regard from others (Wolowitz , 

1972). To meet the needs of others become s the female need. If female 
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self-worth is based on interpersonal worth, establishment and maintenance 

of love relationships becomes a primary focus in life. Bardwick (1971) 

claims that women develop an independent sense of self later than men. 

She believes that cultural influences encourage a girl to develop such 

a strong need for affiliation that if a woman had internalized the general 

norms, she would need to establish herself in a loving, intimate rel a tion­

ship to be secure enough to develop an independ ent sense of self. Because 

of the importance of a woman's relationship to others, her anger is often 

directed at herself rather than at others who might reject her or critic ize 

her and thus lower her self-esteem (Chesler, 1972). 

Establishing a personal identity and gaining confidence in self-worth 

are lifelong issues. However, an independent sense of self does not 

develop easily from an identity that is rooted in a concern for limited 

and specific "others" and for what pleases a few men. For a woman to be 

concerned for her own potential, to strive for autonomy and self-direction 

can be threatening to her traditional ideas of femininity. 

Sexuality 

The periods of transition from child to adult and adult to old age 

are more defined for women than for men because of the marked physical 

changes that occur. For example, the beginning and ending of menses 

are very definite signs of transition. Changes in the reproductive 

system are accompanied by both pleasure and pain. Most girls have some 

information abo1,1t menstruation before they be gin their own cycles. How­

ever, cultural myths still exist regarding activities suitable for a 

menstruating girl • . Hormonal changes could increase mood changes . . Dys­

menorrhea (painful menstruation) is a monthly inconvenience for some. 

Years of precaution against pregnancy begin. "Becoming a woman" can 
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seem to have disadvantages the young girl hadn't considered. 

Sexual beliefs that influence a person's life style are gradually 

formed. Cultural inhibitions, internalized over the years, do not dis­

appear over ni ght. Traditionally women were expected to be virgins when 

they married. They were "to save themselve s" for their husb ands. Many 

attitudes implied t ha t women could give sexual contact as a privil ege . 

But a woman could also g ive he r innocence. She was not expected to be 

knowl edgeabl e 'about her own s exuality. Many girls have been raised with 

the belie f that h aving premarital s exual experience will jeopardize the i r 

happine ss with the man they marry. Some of these e arly beliefs may still 

linger in the back of a person's mind even when current sexual prac t ice s 

would s eem to ind i ca te that there is a new sexual morality that has re­

placed all the traditional "hang-ups" (Masters and Johnson, 1974). 

Ide alized female na1veti r egarding sexuality has had wide-spread 

influence. In the past , most literature on female sexuality was wr itten 

by men. Individual women often expe cted their husbands to be experts . 

Sexual knowledge was the man ' s preroga tive; limit setting was the woman's. 

Men initiated; women responded. Many women we re pass i ve sexual par tners 

because they thought they were supposed to be, and often because they 

didn't know enough about their sexuality to be othenvise. 

He iman (1975), in an attempt to me asure what a r ouses women sexually, 

r eports that one probl em with finding out what women like is that some 

of t hem don't know and others don't think they should know. In a study 

of 42 male and 77 f emale coll ege students, she found that women like 

erotica as much as men do, tha t they are as turned on by sexual descr ip­

tions, and that their fantasi e s are as vivid and sel f- arousing. However , 

r e cognizing tha t sex is a ma tter of mind and body, s he also compared 
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subjective reports of sexual excitement with objective physiological 

measures. The measures of physiological arousal and self-report corre­

lated hi ghly for both sexes, indicating . that the majority of these students 

could labe l the ir arousal accurately. But women did make more mistakes 

than men. For example, of those who showed the largest physiological 

change in vaginal blood volume, re gardless of stimuli, 42 percent said 

they felt no physical r esponse, 54 percent reported no vaginal sensations, 

and 63 percent said they felt no signs of lubrication. Since the majority 

of the women who made such "mistakes" were responding to the least erotic 

stimuli of the four types used, Heiman specul a tes that the discrepancy 

comes partly from women's learned reactions to sexual excitement. As 

soon as the women did not have external erotic clues to legitimatize their 

arousal, they had trouble recognizing physiological excitement. They did 

not have a social validation for their physical response, so their minds 

denied or ignored their bodies. She su ggests that one of the reascns behind 

the problem of women who are nonor gasmi c may be their inability to re­

cognize and label the signs of arousal. 

Another reason may result from a woman's lack of information re­

garding "normal" female functioning . Patterns of female orgasm are 

becoming better understood, The discussion concerning va gina l versus 

clitoral orgasm seems to be over because of Masters and Johnson's (1966) 

research. With the new information though there is a danger of a back­

lash in sexual attitudes. Some women are ashamed to admit that they 

don't experience orgasm. Others have become as orgasm-focused in their 

love-making as the ~en that they criticized ten years ago for that same 

over-concern. Others have fall en into a pattern of feeling entitled to 

rather than responsible for their own sexual satisfaction. 
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A serious danger lies in setting an "ideal" pattern that gives the 

impression that normal women have one set of body responses. For example, 

Bardwick (1971) describes three types of sexual response patterns. Level 

A describes a nice, pleasant feelin g of enjoying the sensations but not 

reaching a high level of excitement. She claims many inexperienced women 

would experience this level, be s at isfied with their sex lives , but not 

reach peak orgasms, Level B describes a multi-orgasmic response pat tern 

similar to the one described by Masters and Johnson (1966). The woman 

experiences a number of orgasms varying in intensity and enjoys a gradual 

decline in the resolution stage. Level C describes a pattern which is 

compared with that reached by the male, The woman reaches a high plateau 

stage, swiftly reaches a maximal orgasm and experiences a swift and total 

resolution phase. She uses the words "skillful and experienced", "mature" 

to describe what she considers as the highest level of sexual satisfaction. 

These labels of good or poor, mature or immature, experienced or 

inexperienced are not helpful for a woman who is trying to understand 

and accept her sexuality. The comparison with male sexual arousal and 

satisfaction patterns seems to imply that there should be a close parallel 

in ideal female response, which once again sets a male-based standard for 

female activity. Individual women describe their sexual responses as 

varying with thair mood, their surroundings and the person they are with. 

The authority for Hhat is being experienced surely must be the person who 

is experiencing it. The ability to a chieve orgasm is only one link in a 

chain of int era ctions of the mind/body sets that make up female sexuality. 

Pregnancy 

When a woman has control over when to have children the possibility 

exists for flexible life planning. Between the star·t of menstruation and 
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menopause, most women are fertile . The fact that a woman's body prov i des 

the environment needed for a fetus to develop has been seen by some t o 

determine the way she organizes and understands her world (Erikson, 1964) 

and to deterrnine the most fulfilling aspect of her life (Erikson, 1964; 

Bardwick, 1971). That she may become pregnant can certainly influence 

he r life choices. A consideration of whe ther one should have children 

or not and when one should have them recurs as well. 11 Counting the days " 

until the next menstrual period is a common experience for many. Women 

are concerned about pregnancy becaus e it ~fects their other activities to 

such a large degree . 

Becoming pregnant without the decision to do so can have different 

implications for different women. Some may feel inconvenienced but 

accepting; others may consider pregnancy as security in their role as 

mother. Equally possible are feelings of shame , anger, resentment, or 

guilt depending on social circumstances. Being pregnant and not wanting 

to have a child or be responsible for a child puts a woman in confl ict 

with herself. Abortion is a possib i lity, but even when it is the cho i ce 

of the woman, and the wise st choice for her , ambivalent f eelings abou t 

herself can r e sult (Rush, 1973). Having the child and putting it up fo r 

adoption can produce feelings of self-hate , shame, anger, and guilt. A 

woman often ge ts a cultural messa ge tha t she is supposed to have children 

but only und er certain conditi9ns. Pregnancy is rega~ded by some a s the 

highlight of womanhood, but the pregnant woman is hardly the culturally 

demonstrated 11 ideal womanly figure". The ambiv alent feelings about 

pregnancy exist at a society level as well as at an individual level. 

The Boston Women's Health Book Collective (1971) r eport the need 

for women to experience their child bear ing year as a continuum, begi nn ing 
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with conception, including the decision to carry the child , pregnancy, 

labor, delivery, the period immediately after the child is born and the 

postpartum period. The more a woman knows about and understands the 

process the more she can accept and cope with the many physical and 

hormonal changes that take place. Body and emotional changes are inter­

dependent. Grete Birbring and a multidisciplinary research team (quoted 

in the Boston Women's Health Book Collective, 1971) have completed a ten­

year longitudinal study of pregnant women which shows that some far­

reaching psychologica l changes take place during and after pregnancy. 

They see pregnancy as a maturational crisis, an "intrinsically psycho­

somatic developmental step" . The maturational crisis be gun by pregnancy 

does not come to resolution with delivery but continues into the post­

partum period. Many women experience an emotional upheaval in the initial 

stage of motherhood. Some are energetic and others are mellow; some are 

lethargic and depressed while others are irritable and cry easily. Many 

women feel they have suddenly lost control over their own lives. Feelings 

of inadequacy and guilt for not being as capable and fulfilled as myths 

surrounding motherhood promise are common. 

Life changes with becoming a parent. Ideally, deciding to become 

pregnant would involve a conscious decision to change one's life forever. 

If the experiences of the childbearing yea r are resolved in a positive 

way, growth in strength and maturity will have occurred and women are 

like ly to be able to feel positive about their new responsibilities most 

of the time. 

Relationships 

'TI1e patterns of a person's relationships include her movement 

toward, away from or alongs ide other persons (Gilmore, 1973). Gilmore 



identifies five basic dimensions of relatbnships as: (1) physical and 

emotional care; (2) support and encouragement; (3) instruction and 

guidance; (4) cooperation for achi eving 'mutual goals, and (5) continuity 

and stability. 
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Being cared for and caring for others are important aspects of life. 

Individuals who live constructively are able to accept a dependent role 

and are able to be depended upon, as well as to move on their own. 

Dependency in healthy relationships involves commitment which means each 

person recognizes mutual responsibility. A blend of dependence and in­

dependence characterizes the well-functioning person. 

From healthy relationships wi th others a person gains support and 

encouragement to become more independent. A person may see the important 

people in her life as facilitating or hindering her development. Much of 

being a valued and responsible individual depends upon learning from and 

teaching others . One important aspect of instruction and guidance in 

relationships is knowing oneself and being able to teach someone else 

about one's self . According to Gilmore, all too often, "Love is viewed 

as a state of knowing all about another person without having to be told .'' 

Because "being in love" often leads to this expectation, many under­

estimate the value of knowing oneself and sharing feelings and knowled ge 

in a relationship. Many of the ways that people cause one another dis ­

appointment are a result of not knowing how to care in the ways that are 

most effective for the other person. Increased self-knowledge and 

acceptance of one's own needs would add to one's ability to teach the 

other person how to understand and show care in a way that would add to 

the quality of the relationship. 

The patterns of "movement alongside" or together with others in 



relationships illustrate the amount of cooperation that a person is ex­

periencing. The achievement of mutual goals is necessary in a healthy 

relationship and demands cooperation. The person who is versatile and 

flexible can cope constructively with a wide range of situations that 

demand cooperation. 
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From relationships a person can have a sense of continuity and 

stability for her life. But, relationships are not static. Some balance 

in the amount ~f novelty and change is necessary so that an individual's 

life is neither chaotic nor constant, neither frantic nor dull. 

As a woman examines her role expectations, she can explore how much 

of her social conditioning she has interna lized. Pe~ple in relationships 

can add to their personal satisfactions by sharing expectations and 

striving to overcome unhealthy or limiting ones. The better a woman 

knows herself, the straighter she is likely to be when communicating 

what she wants and feels. Distorted messages and hidden meanings to 

actions and statements are harmful to healthy relationships. 

Traditionally~ woman's means of supporting herself depended upon 

her ability to form and maintain relationships. As well, her self­

worth often hinged upon her ability to establish herself in a relation­

ship with a man. Many women seek counseling for help in maintaining 

the relationship part of their life rathe r than seeking help for personal 

growth (Chesler, 1972). Thus the problem that a woman would present to 

the counselor would often specify lack of happiness in her home rather 

than lack of personal satisfaction or happiness. A woman's work and 

identity concerns often depend upon the relationships that she is 

experiencing. 



Choices .regarding work 

In adolescence, choices exist regarding adult identity in type of 

career, amount of education, and whether or not to get married . How 
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are these choices experienced by the young woman? Traditionally , a 

woman's career was her role in marriage. A more recent pattern has been 

to marry young, have an out-of-home job for a short time before and after 

marriage, and then to raise children. Establishing different patterns 

will likely require conscious decisions. The traditional feminine values 

are usually held in high regard by the young woman (Bardwick, 1971). In 

her education and career she may fear that success will lead to unhappi­

ness (Horner, 1969). R. Laing (1961, 1964) gave many examples of mixed 

messages that young women receive. For example, in one context a gi r l 

may understand that she is to get as much education as she can before 

she marries and at the same time fear if she does too well at learning 

her chances for being popular (and having boys like her) are lessened. 

The rewards experienced for scholastic achievement may not outweigh the 

penalties attached to non-compliance with the "popularity model". 

For some , pursuing a career seems in conflict with internalized 

traditional expectations that a woman should put her time and energy 

priorities on maintaining her husband and children. Choosing a tradi­

tionally "feminine" job can serve to lessen the role confusion that 

some feel. Jobs that the majority of women currently hold reflect the 

nurturing, tender, compassionate traits of their characters. Adams 

(1971) refers to this as "the compassion trap" that keeps women caring 

for children, caring for sick, serving men, and doing housekeeping 

tasks for society, The result is the utilization and exploitation of 

a small segment of female resources. 
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Even though the majority of young women consider marriage as one 

of their life choices, many are unprepared for the responsibilities of 

the traditional wife role. Many have been working or attending school 

rather than r emaining at home learning homemaking skills. Bardwick (1971 ) 

reports that in the first two years a young couple are likely to depend 

on the traditional role definitions for reassur ance that they are ful­

filling the expectations of marriage. As a result, many young women 

attempt to be cook and housekeeper, work for which t hey have little 

training; and thus f eelings of inadequacy , guilt and res entment are 

common. A newly married woman who has changed her name , her residence 

and perhaps her job as well, may feel confusion or mild depression not 

knowing what her identity is. 

The daily work done in a home is not work that stays done. Clean 

floors soon become dirty, food is eaten and the work must be redone. 

Simone de Beauvoir (1964) refers to the temptation to save evidence of 

their efforts that some women show in restricting family access to some 

rooms or in saving preserves even until they are moldy. Perhaps t his 

is one way to combat th e feeling that "A woman's work is never done." 

Chesler (1972) describes the chronic fatigue that many housewives ex­

perience and draws a parallel to Thomas Szasz's description of "slave 

psychology" where the "slave" works to the point of exhaustion (real or 

imagined), and this fatigue is interpreted as being "on strike against 

one's boss. 11 

Feeling an inner sense of accomplishment and satisfaction is 

difficult when work is of a tedious and repetitive nature. The work 

is not acknowledged by a salary. External retrnrds often must come from 

others who notice and express appreciation for the work done . Depend ence 



on others for feelings of satisfaction is incongrunt with a sense of 

satisfaction and accomplishment arising from one's valuing the work for 

wha t it is. In spit e of these negative . aspects of th e work usually done 

by them, women often feel guilty about any feelings of frustration and 

resentment that arise. These feelin gs of guilt or the fear of being 

called "a bitchy woman" often cause women to be reluctant to express 

their feelin gs of frustration with "woman's work". 

Motherhood for many is seen a s the most basic source of gratifica­

tion for women (Bardwi ck, 1971; Erikson, 1964). Yet our society does 
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not give high status or large material rewards to thos e who raise 

children. With the emotional rewards may come the accusation of being 

responsible for all the maladjustments of one's children (Chesler, 1972). 

For many, being a mother means placing one's own needs second to the 

needs of children and husband. Relationships with family can seem lik e 

an existence of not doing ••• a series of things a mother doesn't do for 

herself so that members of the family can do what they have to do (Cook, 

1970). Many mothers feel they are living out a life of duties, performed 

mechanically and frequently without joy. Many feel unappreciated. Even 

Hardwick (1971) who says raising children is the most fulfilling job a 

woman can have, fully acknowledges the daily drud gery , the low status , 

and the lack of intellectual stimulation that often accompany caring 

for young children. If women feel they have given up their choice as 

to how their time and energy is spent, personal dignity and chances for 

personal sat isfaction are lessened. In spite of these factors, the power 

of social ideology _insistently works to bring women to feel guilty about 

seeking any departure from the traditional f ema le function of raising 

children and being a good wife ( Bern and Bern , 1971). 



However, being a mother does not have to mean being a full-time 

housewife. Responsibilities for child rearing can be shared. Since 

more women are working outside the home, than ever before, the need for 

parents to share the labor in the home is great. Community child care 

facilities must be available so that choice exists regarding work out­

side the home or further education. Twenty-four hour care from the 

biological mother is not necessarily the best for the healthy growth 

of a child. People of other cultures know this. Rossi (1964) quotes 

several studies to show that in North America the children of employed 

mothers are as well-adjusted, intelligent, and responsible as children 

of mothers working at home. 

Social reform and individual attitude change will have to go hand 

in hand to free individuals from the stereotyped role definitions that 

limit the options of personal choice. Combining the roles of mother­

hood, housewife, career person, and social being to suit one's personal 

choice would promote feelings of individual fulfillment. 

Confusion about the importance of having a career outside of the 

home exists for married women in different social-economic positions. 

The middle class woman may have been encouraged to get an education so 

that she would have a career to "fall ha.ck on if anything happened to 

her husband'', yet having found personal satisfaction in her education 
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and career, she may feel resentful about not using her training. However, 

others who must work as joint or prime supporters may feel confusion 

because employers and society in general hold to the belief that a 

woman doesn't have to work outside the home. 

M. Laing (1971) stated that a problem many women have is no longer 

being sure which part or parts of themselves to fulfill now that they 
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have a wider range of possibilities in both career and dome stic spheres 

or in any comb ination of the two. J aneway (1971) uses a "part-time" 

concept to understand the diversif ied na ture of woman's work world. 

Women are oft en part-time cooks, part-time intellectuals, part-time 

workers but with full-time responsibilities in each position. 

The multiple roles many women fulfill do not have to conflict, but 

since they traditionally have not co-existed smoothly, a woman's identity 

is not easily i ntegrated into a wife/mother/career person. Without per­

sonal redefinition of the responsibilit ies of wife and mother roles, 

the woman with a career may be att empt ing two f ull-time jobs. M. Laing 

(1971) reports that women, in trying to demons t r a te the whole range of 

their talents and persona lities (professional, domestic, and social) 

often wonder if they are using any of them satisfactorily, and even if 

they are, may feel too exhausted to r eal ly enjoy their very full lives . 

Such attempts to be "Superwoman" are unlikely to allow space for a 

persona l peace of mind - the self-nur turing quie t time that gives a 

person a frame of mind to integra t e her activities and to expand her 

personal ity and intellect. 

Because women have not traditionally been expected to be employed 

outside the home , the choice of being a dependent occurs more frequently 

for women than for men. Many spend part of their lives being wholly wives 

or mothers. But , however a woman chooses to divide her work activities, 

the factors that contribute to the focus for that stage of her life may 

change and choices may recur. 

Confl icts are l ikely to exist with any life-pattern choice for 

women becaus e the role expectations f or women toady are not clear. 

In t erna l conflicts of individuals o f t en reflect t he conflicts in soci e ty. 

Women who choose the new life style possibilitie s often exper i ence 
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conflict with traditional values: Women who choose a tr~ditional life 

style are also torn by changing values in society . Shertzer and Stone 

(1974) say that many women are caught in a cultural lag; that is, they 

have an education or a career but are trying to fulfill a traditional 

life style expectation and as a result perceive themselves as inadequate . 

Recurring identity search 

Whatever the life choices that were made in early adulthood, oppor­

tunities for rechoosing occur in adulthood, mature adulthood and old age. 

For example, if a woman chooses the roles of wife and mother as primary 

values in her life (a"traditional choice") she faces a time when her 

children gain their own independence and her value in terms of that role 

is decreased. The mother and grandmother role overlapped more frequently 

for our foremothers. Today a woman is likely to experience a time when 

neither of these traditional identities fits her. Those who developed a 

sense of self-worth around the roles of wife and mother, may experience 

a sense of uselessness and worthlessness without the responsibilities of 

those roles. Severe depression can accompany this feeling of nothingness. 

Some search for new directions in a hope of redefining themselves. Because 

our society values people who have jobs, and educational standing, some 

may grasp at any job, at any education pattern in hopes of gaining a sense 

of importance . Others think of having another child. The choice of 

how to pattern one's life is open again as it was during adolescence . 

The role identity that a person feels as wife may be lessened by 

the changing condi t ions of our culture. Some jobs require men to be 

away from their families for long periods of .time; thus increasing a 

woman's need for an individual identity. Other women are searching for 

a sense of their own identity because of divorce or separation . A woman 
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who chose the traditional identity completely of wi_fe/homernaker may feel 

she has no value as a person without a husband. Feelings of failure 

accompany a lack of faith in one's ability to fulfill one's career choice -

for some women choose to make marriage their total careers. Some may 

lack confidence in their ability to do anything outside the home, and 

others lack confidence in their ability to maintain a home alone. With 

role identity change, feelings of personal identity loss are common. When 

important sources of self-esteem and criteria for identity have been lost, 

new tasks have to be developed in order to experience a feeling of growing 

and being. 

The search for meaning to one's life is continual but crucial periods 

exist for some women, Around age thirty, some remember childhood dreams 

of success and experience feelings of wasted potential. For women who 

have had children, thoughts and feelings of restlessness may occur when 

the children are in school and no longer the mother's total responsibility. 

Some feel a readiness to reach out for new activities after ten to fifteen 

years of marriage (Baruch, 1966 cited in Bardwick, 1971). Thoughts of 

being separated, of having an affair, of having an independent income, 

of being important outside the home are accompanied by feelings of excite­

ment, fear and ambition. This period can bring ambivalent feelings about 

both staying where one is and "stepping out". 

Trying to gain a sense of value in a world outside the home means 

starting at the bottom. A woman who for years has been competent and 

capable in her home environment has to begin again in a world whose 

achievement standards do not include home-activities and accomplishments. 

She starts with low status. The goa l of self-worth outside the home 

must seem a long way off. Fears of f ailure to obtain the goal prevail. 
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A woman who has already established herself as a capable homemaker would 

naturally feel hesitation at risking failure in a new setting. The 

qualities that are the most helpful in being a good wife and mother are 

not even the qualities that make the best business person. She has years 

of experience that won't help her in her new job. 

The search for an independent sense of self may l ead some married 

women to consider separation or divorce. The feeling of being trapped 

in daily activities that are boring and trivial may be so strong that the 

onl.y way out s eems to be to break away from the stifling atmosphere. The 

world outside one's home may appear to have people and activities that 

are exciting and valuable. When a woman feels her living situation is 

boring, and lacking in action, she can either accept the dullness and 

risk deep depression, or find some way of revitalizing her life. Some 

are able to adapt their daily routine so that their own self-worth can 

be maintained. But often feelings of self-worth seem impossible within 

the maze of social interaction patterns that have been established by 

the years a couple have lived together. Feeling worthwhile within the 

conditions of some relationships may be impossible. In trying to 

establish a healthy sense of self, a person has to consider change and 

that may include getting out of an unhealthy relationship. 

Recurring aloneness 

Wyckoff (1974) claims that one unhealthy result of se:x:-role stereo­

typing is that by developing certain parts of one's character and 

suppressing others , gaps are created that limit a woman's or a man's 

potential for being a whole human being. Often what happens is that 

individuals continually look for another to match with, as if two people 

could be "two halves" and by coming toge ther could form "a whole". 



Individuals may feel incomplete when they lack a partner of the opposite 

sex or may have a low opinion of themselves when they are not in such a 

relationship. 

A recurring fear of being left alone is experienced by some women 

at different periods in their lives, Although societal pressures for 

women to marry may be changing, there is a stigma attached to being "an 

old maid". Some young women fear that never getting married would mean 

that they were· unacceptable in some sense. Some separated or divorced 

women dread being alone and some fearthat their chances for forming new 

relationships with men are lessened because they have children. 

In each period of a woman's life when she is alone, issues recur: 

placing priorities for contact with women and men, having sexual con­

tacts, and choosing alternative living arrangements. Traditional 

standards for interacting with others are slow to change. A woman may 

find she is once again waiting to be chosen and playing "dating games" 

she thought she had left behind. 

Widowhood 

Widowhood is a fact of life for many women. Coevering (1971) iden­

tifies several developmental tasks for the widow during the stages of 

the bereavement period. She uses the three stages of impact, recoil 

and recovery. Concrete tasks of the initial period include arranging 

for the funeral, determining the financial state of affairs, starting 

le gal estate processing. The recoil stage usually occurs when the 

funeral is over and the relatives are gone. The widow must then resume 

household duties, adjust to loneliness and the role of widow and make 

plans for her future. During these first two stages grief reactions 

may include intense depression and anxiety with feelings of worthless-
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ness. The final phase, recoverY, involve s the tasks of finding a new 

identity, learning to make decisions and accepting sole responsibility 

for them, finding a meaningful and emotionally satisfying life, and 

accepting the physical aspects of a changed status. These stages are 

particularly difficult for the North American widow because of her 

dependency on her husband for companionship, friendship, and identity. 

Coevering concludes that the most important singl e adapt a tion the 

widow must make is to find a new identi_ty, 

Physica l changes 
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For some women a middle-age identity crisis is associated with meno­

pause, Cessation of menstruation and accompanying changes of ovarian 

decline occur for most women between the ages of forty-five and fifty­

five. Many of the uncomfortable symptoms of menopause are now attributed 

to estrogen deficiency, and estrogen repl acement therapy is reconunended 

by some (Wilson & Wilson, 1963). Whether the depression that many women 

report dur ing this period is caused by hormonal changes or is brought on 

by situational stresses is not establishe d (Sherman, 1971). Bart (1971) 

concludes from a study of depressed middle-aged women in mental hospitals 

that forming a sense of worth based on others rather than on one's own 

self leaves one with feelings of emptiness when those people depart. 

When a person has no clear role to play in society and very little is 

expected of her, feelings of worthlessness and nothingness are under­

standable. If being youthful and bearing children have been primary 

gratifications, the loss of those quali ties will threaten a ~erson's 

self-worth. Fearing a loss of physical attractiveness and an end to 

their sex lives causes some to dread menopause. On the other hand, some 

women report that · menopause is not an unpleasant time· and res ent the 
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popular image of the haggard, irritable menopausal .woman (Boston Women's 

Heal th Book Co1lective11971). In a study of opinion about aging, Neugarten 

(1968) reports that many women of ages forty to siKty-five see thems elves 

as more confident and more inner direct ed than before menopause. 

The physical signs of aging are more sudden and obvious for women 

than for men. Feelings of self-worth depend upon self-acceptance which 

may be difficult for some with daily reminders of societal standards of 

youthful beauty for women. For some, with age comes the fear of being 

unwanted, undesir able to others, 

Retirement 

Traditionally a woman never did retire. Truly, "A woman's work was 

never done." For some, retirement just meant the added burden of hav ing 

a man around the house all day which disrupted daily routine. Having 

spent their time and developed interests in separate worlds for many 

years, two people may find they have little in common when suddenly 

alone together for long periods of time. 

Nowadays, a married woman with an out-of-home career may have added 

concerns. If she married a man older than herself, she may find that he 

is ready to retire before she is. A woman who began further education 

for a job of her own at age 35 may only have worked long enou gh to begin 

finding personal satisfaction with her job. For the first time, adapting 

to a husband's work pattern may not be ne cessary. Some are able to 

seemingly reverse traditional roles so that the woman may continue her 

job and the man stay at home, 

For some women, retirement means living alone for the first time in 

their lives. The life expectancy for women is . longer than for men, so 

living alone is a life situation many women have to cope with in their 
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old age. Even if they have dealt with this issue earlier in their lives, 

the changing alter na tives make this situation a recurring concern. 

With old age, some experience a return to family life through the 

lives of their children. A woman may turn to her children and their 

families for phy s ical and emotional care, This could be a r epetition 

of the family life and duties that she knew as a child and later as a 

mother. 

An independent sense of self 

With a strong sense of self, a woman can appreciate her uniqueness 

and also her connection to all of humanity, A personal philosophy toward 

life has developed. How one has spent her living reflects the purpose 

for her life. A person's way of living has prepared her way of dying. 

In taking steps toward developing an independent sense of self, a 

woman may well wonder if she has achieved some degree of personhood as a 

woman, or jeopardized her possibilitie s for being fully woman. Added to 

the confusion arising from her own ambival ent feelings could be the varied 

reactions of the people she lives with, A recurring theme in Sanity, 

Madness and the Family (Laing & Esterson, 1964) was that signs of in­

dependence and autonomy in a young woman were first seen as improper 

behavior and then as illness by her family. When a woman 's attitude 

toward her possibilities and personal worth in life begins to change , 

her life is likely to be disrupted. Daily patterns based on traditional 

values are likely to seem stifling. Changing perceptions of self and 

society bring women new sources of guilt, ambival ence, and conflict as 

well as motivations and patterns of aspirations (Westervelt, 1973). 

Women can have ambivalent fee lings toward their roles butiliey can 

also have ambivalent feelings toward changing their roles. 
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Conclusion 

The concerns of adult women are identified as depending upon issues 

in different life stages, depending on important role choices made . 

Because choices return as life cycles, the spiral is used as a symbol to 

illustrate the nature of woman's life-iine . 

Affirmation of self-identity is the most important developmental 

task tor women; because , with a strong sense of self, a woman can find 

fulfillment in whatever role she chooses in each cycle of her life. 

Although development of an independent sense of self is a lifelong pro­

cess, crucial periods of importance for women are described . Some of 

these depend on physiological changes and accompanying attitudes while 

others depend on role choices that a woman makes . 

The need to increase self-esteem is a common issue underlying 

many of the problems experienced by women . Some women have low self-esteem 

because of their attitudes toward their own femaleness and to women 

in general. Others have low self-esteem because they think they are 

supposed to place everyone else's needs before their own. Often they are 

not even aware of their own needs or wants, and not knowing what one wants 

can reduce one ' s self-confidence . Others are filled with feelings of 

self-blame, inadequacy and worthlessness. Some experience their daily 

living as so useless that feelings of self- worth a r e impossible . A 

woman seeking counseling requires help in reducing these fac tors that keep 

her self-concept low . 
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CHAPTER IV 

Examples of Counseling Approaches 

Counselors need to first examine their mm beliefs and then educate 

themselves regarding the concerns of women in order to effectively counsel 

them. They need to be aware of the biological and psychological implica­

tions of the various stages in a woman's life and to acknowledge the con­

flicts presented by the culture and environment of the woman . Counselors 

need to have current informa tion regarding women in society to help explore 

and increase the alternatives available for women. 

However, counselors also need skills that help a person develop an 

independent sense of self. Some women planning to change their work role 

may simply need information, but others may also be seeking self-under­

standing as they attempt to redefine their importance in the work world . 

A woman needs to have a strong sense of what is personally gratifying 

before she can make wise decis ions regarding her goals . She needs to 

develop a willingness to accept or change her life patterns as necessary 

for her personal satisfaction. 

Counselors have recently reported methods, techniques and programs 

which have been adapted to meet concerns of the modern woman. Approaches 

are as varied as the couns eling schools themselves. In this chapter, 

examples to dembnstrate ways that a~proaches can be modified for women 

are describ ed within four areas: women's groups, body awareness and 

acceptance, assertiveness training, and vocational counseling for the 

mature woman. 

Description of methods within these four counseling areas is not 



intended to be a thorough presentation of the particular method, but 

rather an introduction to demonstrate how each could be used. Reference s 

to proponents of each me thod will be included, so that a more complete 

description could be easily obtained. 
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These four counseling approaches are not presented as being the onll 

or the most effe ctive methods for couns eling women, but rather as app roaches 

that I have experienced as effective. They have been chos en because I have 

found each oftl1em useful and meaningful in helping women to deal with their 

concerns in both group and individua l counseling sessions. As each me thod 

is described, particular issues that were disruss ed in Chapter m will be 

referred to in order to show how each method could be useful. 

Women's groups 

One way that 1:eing in an all-women's group mi ght be helpful to the woma n 

who is dissatisfied with an aspect of her personal or social functi oning 

is that the structure of the helping r elationship differs from the more 

traditional counselor-client situation. 

Chesler (1971) states that a woman seeking psychological help may 

be pl acing herself in one more relationship based on dominance/ s1.1bmis sive­

ne ss, knowled ge/innocence, power/poHerl essness. This could be unheal t hy 

for a woman who wishes to really change the ways she sees herself and 

rel a tes to others. If a counselor is part of the women's group, he r 

participation in each group activity i s essentia l for encoura ging the 

group member s to value the ir own expe r ience and to perceive themselves 

as strong enough to take individual r esponsibility for personal growth. 

As a part of a women's group counse l or s must be s ensitive to the values 

of the women involved and to the amount and t ype of change they are 

seeking. J. Lewis (1972), commenting on the numbe r of women 's con-
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sciousness raising groups in North America, claims that women prefer self­

help to counselor help because they fear that a counselor may encourage 

them toward adjustment to restrictive sex roles rather than toward reali­

zation of individual potential. 

But why is an all-women's group particularly helpful? In a mixed 

grQ{) women who fallow the stereotypical rol e of dependence, submissive­

ness and receptiveness are likely to be positively reinforced by the 

group. Women who have broken this stereotype in their own lives feel 

reluctant to discuss among men their problems of dealing with feelings 

of strength, power, competitiveness, sexuality and identity. Patterns 

of communication between males and females seem to interfere with honest 

self-examination for some women, 

Ramsey (1973), at California State University, conducted a conscious­

ness-raising course for women aiming at increased awareness of the psycho­

socialization processes of our culture, She claims that an all-female 

class provided the best environment for women to expand their conscious­

ness regarding the changing and growing options in the work world, 

All-women 's groups have been reported to work more effectively than 

mixed groups in connection with counselee problems of identity-loss and 

lack of self-confidence (Halas, 1973; Cole et al., 1971). Women in groups 

can begin to recognize the societal nature of their problems. Finding 

out that other women have similar feelings of doubt and confusion can 

help a woman to see her problems in a broader context and rather than 

feel individually overwhelmed by difficulties, she can join . with others 

for collective recognition, support, and solutions, 

When women seek counseling they present various problems or concerns 

from their lives, but beneath the different presenting problems lie a few 
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strikingly similar themes . These women, in varying degrees, feel isolated, 

alienated, worthless, lone ly, frustrated and helpless, In general, they 

have low self-esteem and feel they have -few personal resources. The s ense 

of isolation, aliena tion and worthlessne ss that many women feel is often 

an issue in their groups. But few women come saying tha t they feel 

isol ated. More likely they will say, "I have a wonderful husband , lovely 

children, everything to be thankful for, ye t I'm not happy. Wha t's wrong 

with me? " This attitude of denial and self-b lame doe s little for their 

feelings of self-worth , The realization that others feel as they do can 

reduce feelin gs of self-blame and inade quacy. Because of hous ing and 

employment patterns there is more reason for women to feel isolated t oday 

than at any time in the past (Janeway, 1971). They need to talk about 

this isolation as a first step to doing something about changing t he 

social situation t hat perpetuates it. Examining the sources of their 

feel ings , allowing themselves to express ange r or to shed guiltily-stored 

tears is less threa tening among accepting peers than in most other life 

situations. 

Feeling a collective identity with other women , an individua l can 

begin to overcome feelings of self-blame and despair. Feelings of guilt , 

resentment and inadequacy resulting from the frustr at ion that often 

accompanies hous ework or motherhood ( as described on p. 46-47) can be 

acknowledged when one finds that other women exper i ence the situation 

similarly . Pe rhaps for the first time, some may feel free to admit the 

ambivalent feelings they have toward these roles. Expressing feelings 

of resentment or ange r in an appropriate setting can be a way out of 

dep r e ssion for many women. Many women are depressed ; of ten they have 

inappropr iately turned their anger toward themselves· (Chesler, 1972; 

Halas , 1973). By recognizing the sources of their anger and having an 
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outlet to discharge the feelings associated with it, women can be freed 

for more constructive activity. Each can personally redefine the roles 

of wife and mother and regain a feeling of choice concerning how to spend 

her time and energy. 

Feeling a collective identity with other women can be helpful for 

women with some of the other concerns described in Chapter III. For 

example, Coevering (1971) suggests that the most healthy way for a widow 

to overcome her feelings of loneliness and lack of identity may be in a 

widow-to-widow approach. Widows report that friends, physicians or clergy 

are not usually as ready to accept the varied stages of grief as those who 

have experienced the situation. In other loss situations, such as separa­

tion or divorce, women can gain support and acceptance from peers for the 

various feelings they experience in the different stages of recovery. 

The descriptions in Chapter III of the various developmental tasks 

of womanhood often stressed the need for increased self-knowledge and 

acceptance of one's needs. Women's groups can facilitate the sharing of 

personal experiences so that information can be gathered and myths dis­

pelled. One example of an organized attempt by women to educate them­

selves as to their own body functioning is the formation of health 

collectives. 

Women's health collectives provide information and support for 

individuals in a move to reject the authoritarianism of our health care 

system. The contacts that women make with doctors and hospitals sur­

rounding pregnancy and child care are often not 11 illness 11 situations. 

Self-help groups are forming for health education to increase a woman's 

knowled ge and acceptance of her body. With added confidence, women arc 

sharing with others information r egarding their bodies and performing 
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for themselves some of the procedures usually done by doctors . 

Information on female sexuality an~ accompanying attitude chan ge 

must be shared among women as well as between women and men. Shulman 

( 1971) says tha t women are concerned for thems e lves, but each tends t o 

assume that she is unique in her concerns. For example, a woman may 

think that other women must be experiencing sexua l sa tisfaction, and 

that there is r eally something wrong only with her. The isolation of 

women from other women for sharing and revealing important pe rsonal 

matters contributes to self-blame and unsureness. Women can share their 

personal knowledge of sexual experience and find out what patterns of 

sexuality they have . A woman is only frustrated in reading of clitora l 

orgasm if she doesn ' t know where or what the clitoris is . Finding out 

that women masturbate , even that it is not evil to look at one's genita ls 

can be important steps for some women (Frankfort, 1972). Some women 

allow a doctor, a husband or a lover (often all males) to see or touch 

their genitals, but do not give themselves that fr e edom . Gaining know­

ledge about onesel f is an important step to being sexually s a tisfied . 

I n many ways, female sexual patterns are just beginning to be under­

stood . Women have to share what they know and l earn about their own 

patterns before generalizations can be made . 

Women ' s groups are useful to help women take personal r e sponsibili ty 

for change, to expand their consciousness regarding the changing and growing 

options for women, to gain self-confidence and identity . Group members can 

appreciate the conunomality of their condition and begin to f eel strength 

and support from other women. They can share exp eriences and beliefs 

and increase their s e lf-knowledge . Fee ling a collective id entity with 

other women, an individua l can begin to ove rcome feelings of s elf-blame 



and unsureness. A woman's image of women can improve. Gradually, a 

more positive self-concept can develop and a woman can gain a more in­

dependent sense of herself. 

Body awareness and acceptance 

The need for women to increase self-esteem and decrease personal 

dissatisfaction underlies many of the problems that bring them to coun­

seling. How a person views her body (herself) influences what she sees 

in others and how she relates to them. It is reflected in the way that 

she presents herself and in the way others act toward her. In order to 

build self-esteem, a woman needs to develop a more favorable image of 

femaleness, to increase her self-acceptance (including acceptance of her 

body), and to increase her awareness of body sensations. 

The unfavorable image that women often have of femaleness (as 

described on p.36) adds to their low self-esteem. Ancient societal 

myths and taboos regarding menstruation, pregnancy, and menopause still 

influence women's opinions of their own body functioning. Theories (as 

those described in Chapter II) regarding female physical and emotional 

inferiority, female envy of masculinity, or female social and sexual 

fulfillment totally dependent on pregnancy/child bearing/child rearing 

add to the restrictive view that some women have of their abilities. 
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Some women limit their activities believing in the weakness and fra gility 

of women in general. Such cultural attitudes are harmful to woman's 

self-concept and create barriers to self-acceptance. 

The media of our society continually present an image of a physi­

cally "beautiful" woman, often in attendance an a man. Standards for 

physical qualities and "womanly" dutie s are set. The message is accepted 

in varied degrees and as a result many women struggle with unrealistic 
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expectations for themselves. Our society's worship of the female body 

sets a narrow mold for admir able body ~harac teristics that is impossible 

for the ma jority to obtain. Yet, advertisements continua lly encourage 

women to strive for something closer to the "ideal". Wyckoff (1974 ) 

sees the issue of women 's breasts as a particularly relevant example. 

They are judged so much by others and compared to the media image of 

what beautiful breasts are supposed to be that they often become lacking 

in feeling . Their visual value has become the most important quality. 

A woman need s to decrease her attempts to meet unattainable standards 

of physical beauty and i~crease her acceptance of her body . 

With increased self-acceptance a woman can begin to increase her 

awareness of body sensations. Women who deny the sensations that they 

are feeling (example described on p. 38) may be unable to focus their 

attention on their inner body reactions; they may truly not know what 

body sensations they have. This may be because they have placed higher 

priority on outer looks than on inner feelings . Increased acceptance of 

physical sensations could lead to more unity in the feelings and 

thoughts a person is experiencing . 

Anne Kent Rush (1 973 ) suggests the use of techniques from body 

therapies for women to heal distorted self-images, to be more aware of 

physical sensations and to progress toward thinking and feeling in unity. 

Body therapy does not mean the exclusion of phys ical processes, but 

the inclusion of physical processes. The basic philosophy is that mental/ 

emotional attitudes are accompanied by body expression s in the form of 

tensions or pleasure sensations depending on the stimulus. Health is 

defined as a balanced development of mind and body, an integration of 

actions, thoughts, and feelin gs . 



A few specific examples of body therapy techniques to illustra t e 

what can be done to f acilitate body awareness and acceptance may be more 

meaningful than an attempt to generally describe "body therapy". 
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1. Attention is giv en to the way a person expresses herself non-verbally . 

How a person holds or carries hers e lf and he r use of v arious body part s 

gives others an impre s sion of her feelings ab ou t he r se l f . However , 

people are o f ten unawar e of mess age s they ar e s end ing. Having ges t ures 

or body positions pointed out can often draw a person's attention to the 

feelings tha t accompany the words be ing s p oke n. 2. Awareness of 

one's feelings toward her body can often be increased by asking a woman 

to examine what part of her body she hides or what part sh e emphasi ze s 

in the way she dresses and carries herself. Being able to acknowl ed ge 

dislike for a body part can be the first step to examining the expecta­

tions that she holds for herself. Also, acknowled ging positive feeling s 

about one's self can gradually reduce over-attention to t he negat ive 

feelings a person has and thus increase her self-acceptance . The next 

examples illustrate body therapy techniques th at could increase aware­

ne ss of body sensations. 3. Relaxa tion exercises can help a person 

become aware of body t ensions. The person who is l eading the exercise 

usually has participants sit or lie down and gr adually increase t he 

dept h of their breathing. Then v e rb a l instruc tions are given to guide 

the participants' attention to s pe cific body parts and to help them 

acknowledge and . rel ea s e body tens i ons. Many pa rticipants report th a t 

they were unawa~e of the tensions that they had until their attention 

was draw'Il to them. Th e feeling of well-being \vith the r e l ease of .t en­

sions should encoura ge the parti cipants to us e the same t e chniques to 

he lp themselve s "feel bet t er" in many situa tions in their lives. 
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4. Breathing exercises can increase awareness of patterns of breathing 

and sensitivity to body sensations. 5. Non-verbal exercises done in 

pairs can help participants focus on their feelings and body sensations 

when they are interacting. For example, two people can stand side-by­

side, with shoulders touching, and gradually experiment with l eaning on 

each other. They do the exercise without words with their eyes closed 

and attempt to pay attention to feelings and body tensions that they 

experienced. Afterward each can discuss with her partner how she felt 

when she was leaning, how she showed when she had had enough, or what 

she felt when her partner leaned on her longer than she cared to give 

support. These examples are based on the belief that attention to one's 

body sensations is likely to increase knowledge of one's feelings and the 

ways that they are expressed. Many of the techniques can help a person 

examine her feelings in situations beyond the actual exercise. 

The first issue discussed under woman ' s need to increase her self­

esteem is to develop a more favorable image of femaleness. Perhaps the 

best way to achieve this is to be with women and share experiences with 

them. Myths and taboos about "untouchab le" female body functions can 

often be dispelled with discussion that examines the roots of these 

myths, includes a variety of experiences and beliefs, and focuses on 

information that is now available about female body patterns. One non­

verbal method that is valuable for helping women f eel good about themselves 

and othe r women is massage. Liking for one's body is often increased 

because the person "feels good" during and followin g the massage. 

Awareness of body tensions and sensatio~s is. also increased. 

There are many more body therapy t echniques that have been adapted 

to meet the concerns of the woman in couns~ling. The examples offered 



here are meant to illustrate as simply as possible some ways that body 

awareness and acceptance could be increased. 
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Body therapy techniques can be helpful for women who have partici­

pated in consciousness-raising groups but who f eel they l ack the resources 

and self-confidence to change their actions. Rather than attempting to 

adjust to some"sociological ideal" for all to fit into, a woman can learn 

to relax into herself, to pay attention to herself , and t o trust her own 

standards. With a growing sense of her personal strength and uniqueness, 

a woman can change her attitudes and self-defeating behaviors and gain 

in self-confidence. 

Much of Rush's body work for women is based on the belief that self­

knowledge and the ability to examine and give pleasure to herself add s 

to a woman's ability to enjoy herself with others in work and play. 

Rush (1973) stresses the importance of women reclaiming their sexuality . 

Unfortunately, sex has often been traditionall y viewed as a feminine 

"weapon", something that women could use to manipuate men. Holding out 

sexually may have been one of the few stronghol ds for a woman who s aw 

herself as powerless in a relationship. With added self-knowledge, 

examinations of expectations in relationships, and reclaiming of personal 

pleasure, such self-defeating behaviors may be eliminated. 

Three underlying concerns of women have been described : her need 

to develop a more favorab le image of femaleness , her need to increase 

self-acceptance., and her need to increase awareness of body sensations. 

As a woman increases hrracceptance in one of these areas, she is able 

to develop each of _the other areas more meaningfully. Thus, these cannot 

be viewed as steps to building self-esteem, bu t rather as cycles in 

person11l growth. 
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Assertiveness training 

If the traditional feminine response patterns include passiveness, 

non-assertiveness, and subordinance, women must break out of these patterns 

in order to build their self-esteem. Women who desire change need skills 

to reduce self-defeating behaviors. 

Jakubowski-Spector (1973) describes how assertiveness training (a 

program initially described by Alberti and Emmons, 1970 and Lazarus, 

1971) can be adapted to work effectively with some of the problems that 

women bring to counselors. In job and home interactions, many people 

feel inadequate when expressing opinions or beliefs and are left with the 

impression that they have been taken advantage of or that their opinion 

has not been considered. Women find themselves in many situations where 

such feelings do arise. Commonly, the type of employment that women have 

involves being of service to others. Interpersonal relationships have 

traditionally been areas for female gratification. A woman may fear that 

voicing complaints could damage her relationship or that others may 

depreciate her . Sexually; she may .know what she finds stimulating or 

irritating, but fears offending someone else by requesting different 

behaviors. She may fear that asking for some change would "not please" 

the other person and that she would be rejected . 

These anxieties must be considered first, so that the woman is 

willing to learn ways to assert herself that will not violate her or 

others I rights. Learning how to present small reasonable complaints 

can prevent storing of grievances until a blow-up occurs. A woman may 

be non-assertive in some situations, be aggressive in others, and be 

assertive in still others. Her goal would be to increase the areas of 

her life where she can be assertive. She may need to examine the 
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situations in which she is aggressive and practice ways in which she can 

express her feelings without hurting or depreciating others. Many somatic 

complaints which have a psychogenic origin can be alleviated by reducing 

tension and anxiety resulting from inhibited reactions in cases of con­

sistently non-assertive women. 

Assertiveness training helps a woman to be strong and personally 

effective and to be feminine as well. The program has three goals: 

(a) to educate the woman to her interpersonal rights, (b) to o~ercome 

whatever blocks exist to acting assertivelY, and (c) to develop and re­

fine assertive behavior through active practice methods. A belief system 

is established so that a woman can accept that her feelings and personal 

rights do matter. The client present's specific situations from her every­

day life with which she is willing to practice varying responses with the 

counselor. A role play is desi gned to rehearse specific responses, the 

counselor also models for that situation, and the client learns by doing 

better each time that she tries. Her confidence increases and her anxiety 

about consequences decreases as she becomes more skilled in the new be­

havior. When a person has the necessary skills, she can choose her 

behavior in situations with increased responsibility, Being non-asser t­

ive may be wise in some situations, but the choice to be non-assertive 

can give a person a healthy feeling of self-worth. 

This is one counseling method proposed to directly influence the 

attitudes and behavior of the woman who is dissatisfied with her present 

life style, Jakubowski-Spector claims the issue of "asser tiveness" is 

particularly su ited to social problems some women experience today. 
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Vocational counseling for the ma ture woman 

A woman may seek counse ling for help in clarifying or changing her 

roles regarding her work or her relationships. Different rol e choices 

occur at various times throughout the life cycle. As role choices recur, 

th e factors surrounding the choice-point may vary. Recent soc ial change 

indica tes that alterna tives to the tradi tional feminine pattern may be 

increas ing. However , to consider any options or to decide for herself 

wha t life styl e would be self-satisfying , a woman must know what options 

there are and what implications for liv ing would accompany different 

choices. 

Women who return for education or careers in mid-life have been 

described as a special clientele for counselors (Barbier, 1971; Cook , 

1970; Fitzgerald, 1973; Matthews, 19 69 ). Matthews points out that 

counseling for the mature woman is mainly fo r the women of suburbia; 

not because they are the most important, but be cause they are the women 

who come for counsel ing. Cook further distinguishes these women as un­

likely to be those who identify with the TV ster eotype of the happy 

housewife . These are likely to be women in a tr ans ition period, 

s earching for new identity during the se cond half of the ir lives. 

In order to find out wha t kinds of counseling s e rvices these women 

need , counselors need to listen closely to what the women themselves 

are saying, and even to how they are saying it. Some are asking ques­

tions that r equire community information that counselors can answer. 

However , others are asking for self-knowledge and they seek help in 

und erst anding themselves. Longer term, mo re ex t ensive counseling is 

usually ne eded to help a person gain conf idence in her abilities and 

acceptance of he r personal qualities. Frequently wcimen in this second 
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group do not know what they want todo nor what they would be good at for 

they have no clear sense of identity that can be translated into concrete 

life tasks. Their acceptance of tradi~ional feminine values has led them 

to subordinate their personal goals for the sake of the family. In a 

counseling situa tion these women may be expressing needs for increased 

self-confidence, acceptance of a new rol e from their families, and up­

dating or expanding of their prev ious education or career skills. For 

the purpose of explanation, these three maj6r concerns will be dealt with 

separately. 

Need for increased self-confidence. In mid-life, a woman may ex­

perience a void due to diminished family responsibility. She may have 

feelings of doubts about herself and her worth, frustrations with her 

daily activities, feelings of being left behind in education and menta l 

development. A signi f icant number of women feel an unsettling discon­

tentment with the housewife role, but fear that to express such feelings 

would be disloyal to their loved ones who seem satisfied with the situa­

tion. 

It is important for a woman to know that her need s for educa tional 

and emotional satisfaction are conunon for her age and background. Women 

in group s can give each other courage to explore their feelings and can 

provide support to each other in their search for individual worth. 

Activities that ad d to a person's self-esteem are crucial in this period , 

for conf idence can be built gradually on small personal successe s. As 

an individual matures, she is l ess likely to be influenced by traditional 

socializing factors and increasingly motiva ted by internal self-directed­

ness, particularly if she can gain the confidence necessary to tru st he r 

own standards. 
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Self-discovery must involve a discovery of the woman ' s own needs , 

talents and strengths . Support must then be available so tha t she can 

begin to move purposefully to develop them . She must also learn what he r 

limitations are. Failure as a result of unrealistic goals is unnecessary. 

Self-affirmat ion r equires long-term concentrated effort because what is 

involved is often an internal revolution. Uncertaint ies and anxieties 

_must be acknowledged and small steps taken toward confidence building. 

For example, a woman who feels that it is aggressive and unfeminine to 

drive steadfastly toward a goal of her own choosing may benefit from 

learning to distinguish between assertiveness and aggression and in 

developing some skills in asserting herself. 

With a stronger sense of self, a woman has the ability to make mo r e 

confident decisions and feel better about herself. The feelings of self­

worth grow like a spiral . Each decis ion made and followed by action 

builds on the existing self-confidence which is a basis for further 

decisions. 

Acceptance from famili es. It is extremely important that a woman 

does not further lower her self-esteem with fe elings of guilt regarding 

her family. Couns elors might help a woman to r ea lize that withdrawing 

some of her time and energy from her family is not withdrawing her l ove 

and care . Matthews (1969) claims that many of a woman 's misunderstandings 

and conflicts stem from her family's lack of qua litative involvement in 

the decision-making process . Small groups of women and their families 

need to be involved in group counseling experiences . Family members can 

discuss why mothe r/wife is th inking about work or education, what kinds 

of plans she is considering, what kinds of changes this may bring about 

in the home, and wha t suggestions each family member has to contribut e . 
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Feelings of stress and resentment can be felt, expressed and talked over, 

A reasonable level of acceptance and a workable plan for time, energy and 

money can contribute enormously to a woman's security and commitment, 

Up-dating and/or expanding prevbus educa tion. Counselors can assist 

a woman in determining her new course of action. A woman's vocational 

choice may have changed to reflect her new l evel of sel f - e steem. Matthews 

(1969) suggests sever a l steps that a counselor can work through with the 

client to facilitate successful vocational plans. For example, role 

playing can be used as a means of vocational experimentation, Vocational 

planning can utilize preference tests and career-choice models, Marilyn 

Cole (1975) co-ordinated a program called Contemporary Woman: Options and 

Opportunities and included practice in writing tests and discussions of 

scoring and interpreting the various placement tests in order to add to 

the test-taking skills and lessen the anxiety felt by women who have been 

away from testing situations for yea rs. 

A continued counseling support system is reeded when a woman is 

ready to implement her vocational plans, And r ews (1973) describes a 

group counseling program that was established to assist women in adjusting 

to their new roles as students, Gradually the initial shock accompanying 

the entry into such a new environment can be replaced by feelings of 

confidence and belonging. 

Matthews (1969) stresses tha t counseling contact should continue 

through the sta ges of vocational ana lysis, resynthesis, and further 

development of resources, Integration of skills learned while working 

in the home and with the family can be encouraged by stimulation and 

support from other women, 

Later, Ma tthews (1970) stresse s experiencing the process of deci s ion 
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making rather than the content as the key to vo ca tiona l exploration. 

The development of sel f -concep t and self- s tudy skills is the key to 

continued personal sa tisfaction . 

Process of change 

Change involves r e- examination of daily life patt erns . Comment-

ing on t he process of change , Anne Kent Rush (Mander & Rush , 19 74) says , 

I have found, for myself and for mos t other women , that the 

" progr ess " t oward f reedom from confining conditioning i s 

err atic : some times I feel ecstatic and free and clear and 

like a "new woman" and sometimes I feel horribly discouraged 

or scared or like the same old person as when I began long 

ago ! The ups and downs , I have fo und are the norma l cycles 

of growth to be expec t ed . I go through changes in spiral 

patt erns, continuously moving, never going down quite as far 

as where I started, allowing myself (and o t hers), becoming 

more me . (p. 94) 

Conclusion 

Four couns e ling approaches tha t have been modif i ed for women are 

des cribed : women ' s groups, body awareness and acceptance, assertiveness 

training and vocationa l couns e ling for the mature woman. These have 

been chosen to demons tra t e how different counseling approaches could 

be modified to meet the deve l opmental li fe i s sues of modern women . With 

added knowledge ~f the un i que issues of concern , counselors could adapt 

the ir preferr ed methods to more effectively counsel women . 
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CHAPTER V 

Summary and Conclusion of Study 

Purpose 

This study has two main goa ls: first, to outline some developmental 

life tasks or issues of adult women that migh t bring them to counseling ; 

and second, to describe certain counseling approaches modified for women. 

Sunrrna ry of results of study 

The concerns of adult women are identified as depending upon issues 

in different life sta ges. The spiral is used as a life-line symbol to 

illustrate the recurring nature of many of the choices and concerns of 

women. 

Role choice s. The important role choices that a woman has made are 

described as determining the life issues re l evant in each stage . In 

adolescence and young adulthood choices for work and relationship commi t­

ments are experienced by everyone, However, most women experience the 

choices in a different way than most men. For example, more women than 

men have the choice to be completely dependent or to share economic re­

sponsibility i n a relationship. Tradi t ionally a woman was expected to 

form a marriage relationship and spend her time caring f or her husband , 

children, and house . Decis i ons to pursue an education or a career are 

in conflict with this long-standing expectation and may cause conflict 

for the woman. Also, making a caree r or education commitmeiit may seem 

to restrict a woman's opportunities fo~ relationships and jeopardize 

her chances of ge tting married. 

Re gardl es s of wha t choice a woman make s in earl y adulthood , rol e 
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choices recur as she grows older and the factors influencing her decisions 

change . For example, if she chose a motherhood role, her situation changes 

when all her children are attending school and a gain when they all leave 

home. If she chose a wife role, her situation changes with separation, 

divorce or death of her spouse (this last factor is far more frequently 

experienced by women than by men). If she had been an economically de­

pendent wife, her situation changes even more dramatically. Any of these 

factors may cause a woman to cons ider initial or re-entry into the job or 

education worlds during adulthood. Few men have the experience of re­

ceiving their first paycheck after they have turned thirty-five or forty. 

Men who do change jobs or decide to continue education in mid-life have 

usually not been completely out of the labor market for fifteen years. 

However, as many women do experience situations like these, their con­

flicts, doubts and concerns need special .attention . 

Crucial periods. Affirmation of self-identity is described as the 

most important underlying developmental task for women; because, with a 

strong sense of self, a woman can find fulfillment in whatever role she 

chooses in each cycle of her life. Although development of an independent 

sense of self is a lifelong process, crucial periods of importance for 

women are described. Some of these are experienced in varying de grees 

of intensity by all women because they are triggered by physiological 

changes, while others are dependent on role choices that a woman makes . 

Crucial periods in a woman's identity formation are: 1. the beginning 

of mens es , 2. pregnancy , 3. birth of her children, 4. the cessation of 

menses. A woman's attitude to female body functioning is influenced by 

the social factors that surround these events. But these events are 

accompanied by hormonal changes and frequeritly by added emotional stress 



78 

as well, and the way a woman copes with these can vary with the attitudes, 

values and knowledge held by her and significant others in her life. 

Other crucial periods in identity formqtion may occur: 1. with marriage, 

2. with birth of first child, 3. when all children are in school, 4. around 

age 30, 5. after 10-15 years of marriage, 6. with separation or divorce, 

7. with death of spouse, 8. with retirement from out-of-home job, 9. with 

husband's retirement. A woman's self-es teem is confirmed by the way ea ch 

of these crucial periods is experienced. 

Self-esteem. The need to increase self-esteem is identif i ed as a common 

underlying issue to the problems many women bring to counselors. Some 

women have low self- esteem because of their attitudes toward their own 

femaleness and to women in general. Others have low self-esteem because 

they think they are supposed to place everyone else's needs before their 

own. Often theyare not even aware of their own needs or wants, and not 

knowing what one wants can add to one's lack of self-confidence. Others 

are filled with feelings of self-blame, inadequacy and worthlessness. 

Some experience their daily living as so us eles s that feelings of self­

worth are impossible. 

In order to increase their self-esteem women need to develop a more 

positive attitude to themse lves as women; to increase their self-know­

ledge; to acknowledge and get rid of their feelings of r esentment, s elf­

blame, isolation and inadequacy; to develop skil ls to break out of the 

traditional "feminine" response patterns; and to revitalize their lives 

to refl ect their individual value s. 

Counseling approaches. Four counseling approaches are described as 

examples of methods that have been mod ified to effectively counsel women. 

Each method is help f ul in meet ing some of the five major needs identified 
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in the last paragraph as being necessary for the development of a healthy 

self-concep t. (1) All-women 's groups are particularly valuable for 

developing a more positive attitude tow.arc.1 women and women's problems, 

and for acknowledging and getting rid of feelings of self-blame, in­

adequacy and isolation. They are also valuable for gaining a collective 

identity and for sharing information and support. A sense of personal 

value and increa sed self-confidence are possible results. (2) Increased 

body acceptance is of particular importance because a woman 's identity 

is often closely related to her body image. Techniques from body thera­

pies are suggested to help a woman develop a more favorable image of 

femaleness, increase her self-acceptance, and increase her awareness of 

body sensations. (3) Assertiveness training is described as a method 

to facilitate a woman's acceptance of her interpers,onal rights and to 

provide skills for expressing herself without violating the rights of 

herself or others, This would be particularly valuable for acknowledg ing 

and expressing feelings of resentment in a way that is not self-defeating. 

Assertiveness training also helps a woman develop skills to break out of 

the traditional "feminine " response patterns. (4) Vocational counseling 

for the mature woman is described as involving confidence building, in­

clusion of family members, and updating or expanding previous education. 

A continued counseling support system is recommended for implementation 

of vocational plans. With a higher level of self-acceptance and added 

confidence in her own individual values , a woman may revitalize her daily 

life and f eel satisfaction in either her in-home or out-of-home career. 

Suggestions for further research 

Developmental t asks and issue s for the -entire life span need to be 

presented for females. Information that h~s been ptiblished on early 
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childhood , school age and adolescent concerns for girls should be compi led . 

An entire life-span framework could be a starting point for unde_rstanding 

the developmental patterns of women. As describ ed in Chapte r II , the 

specifi c deve lopmental conce rns of women have not been adequately explored 

to date. 

Research is needed r egarding the amount of hormona l change that a 

woman experiences with menstruation, pregnancy, post-partum and meno-

pause. The amount of emotional stress that accompanies the hormonal changes 

associated with these events varies among women in our culture and with 

women of our culture compared to women of other cultures. Hormonal tests 

of women experiencing extreme emotional distress could be compared with 

hormonal tests of women experiencing little or no emotional distress in 

each of these periods of change. If a sudden change in a woman's hor mona l 

balance should be established to correlate with emotional distress, the 

means of helping the woman to overcome her distress might be hormona l 

treatment. In any case, more informat ion on the effects of hormonal 

change s could reduce the myths regard ing women and hormonally affect ed 

mood changes that have been used in our socie ty to limit the activiti es 

of women . 

Several sociologically based events are described to illustra te 

the s pe cial circums tances of many women. Rapid change in culturally 

approved rol es is described as caus ing added conflict for today's woman . 

Empirical research would be use fu l to indica te whether the sp ec ial 

social situations and conflicts des er i b e d in this thesis are in 

fact the prob lems that do cause women to seek counseling. Most statis­

tical report s t o date record the client 's probl em as diagnosed by the 

psych i a trist or hospital rather than t he probl em as presented by the 
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client. With statistical attention to the presented problems of clients, 

situational factors of women seeking counseling may be identified. From 

such evidence, factors common to the si,tuations in which women find them­

selves cou l d be identified and the knowled ge could be us ed to initia te 

social change. 

The f i rst is sue identified for effective counseli ng of women is that 

counselors need to f irst examine their own belief s and t he n educate them­

selves re garding the concerns of women. Research could determine which 

type of counselor training program would effectively prepare couns elors 

of women. Experiences that would be the most helpful for counselors 

doing this specialized work have not been established. 

Four counseling methods are described in Chapter IV of this t hes is 

as examples of counse ling approaches that have been reported to meet some 

of the current concerns of women. Each of the methods described here 

needs to be tested and evaluated to establish if it does in fact he lp 

women increase their self-esteem. 

Further testing is needed on the five aspects of pe rs onal deve l op­

ment that are identified as leading to increased self-esteem. For 

example, does a more positive attitude toward women in general corre l a te 

with an increase in self-esteem? Then, pre- and post-tests could be done 

on participants in the counseling me thods de scribed under the headings of 

Women's Groups and Body Awarenes s a nd Accep t ance in Chapter IV, to 

establish if a growth in positive attitudes towa rd women and an increa se 

in self-esteem could be shown. 

Only f our couns e ling methods that have been modified to meet the 

current needs of wome n are described. Re s e arch into a wider variety of 

counseling approaches would probably r eveal othe r me thods that are al so 



working effectively with women. From this, a compr.ehensive handbook of 

counseling methods and techniques could be compiled for counselors of 

women. 
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In general, the need is for research on spe cific topics to diminish 

the number of areas tha t are open to individual interpretation (for 

example, effects of hormonal and sociological changes; effec tiveness of 

specific c ounse ling programs). Such spe cific information could then be 

compiled in a ·comprehens ive framework outlining the deve lopmental patterns 

of women. 

Conclusion of s tud y 

Because of sociological and biological determinants, women's life 

patterns contain specific developmental tasks and issues. Counselor s 

must give attention to the person who is experiencing each biologic al 

or sociological life change, and help that person work toward a pos itive 

affirmation of her identity. Having a strong sense of self, one appre­

cia tes one's uniquenes s , one's separateness and one's unity with 

humanity. 
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