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ABSTRACT

This ethnographic study was designed to investigate what 

activities Mexican-American mothers report as supporting their positive 

self-esteem.

Semi-structured interviews were held and tape recorded with 

four women. The responses were analyzed for information regarding 

self-concept, self-esteem, and activities which add to the women's 

liking themselves.

The findings suggested that affection and support from their 

families is strongly reinforcing for these four women. Successful 

completion of tasks which are included in the roles of mother and wife 

also enhances their valuing of selves. Finally, time to be alone and 

not in the service of others increases their positive self-worth.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

"There is no value judgment more important to man— no factor 

more decisive in his psychological development and motivation— than the 

estimate he passes on himself" (Branden, 1969, p. 120). The estimate 

of one’s self-esteem influences every other feeling and is involved in 

all of a person's emotional responses. A person's thinking processes, 

desires, values, and goals are affected by the nature of his self- 

evaluation.

In the context of this paper, self-esteem is defined as "reason

ably accurate and realistic appraisal of the self, resulting in the 

finding that self has worth" (Stringer, 1971, p. 48).

The women's movement in the past ten years has focused much 

attention on self-growth, self-acceptance, and self-esteem among women 

(Harmon and Madge, 1978). Increasingly, women are working outside of the 

home, having fewer children, and striving toward a position of equality 

with their mates. This attitude is contrary to the traditional expecta

tions associated with the female role. Development of self seems less 

accessible to the Mexican-American woman whose culture reinforces her 

devotion to family and dependency on husband (Clark, 1970).

Mexican-American is defined as someone with a Spanish surname 

who states that his family origins are from Mexico and who identifies 

himself as a Mexican-American.
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From the experience of working for nine months with young 

Mexican-American mothers in a well-baby clinic I concluded that many of 

them had conflicts regarding their roles and their sources of self

esteem. As they described themselves and their families, they men

tioned feelings of depression and resignation to circumstances about 

which they believed they had little control. Frequently their husbands 

were unemployed and the family was large. For reasons of economy they 

would like to work. They were poorly educated or poorly skilled for 

employment and their husbands, children, and cultural background 

encourage them to work only in their homes. Many of these women seem 

to do few activities which are not directly related to their families. 

They are rarely without their children. They pursue few independent 

interests or activities.

Clark (1970) found that within the Mexican-American culture the 

most desirable career for a woman is wife and mother. And yet these 

women are part of a larger society in which a person is considered to 

be worth the market value of his skills. In this larger American 

society self-esteem depends not on human qualities but on success in 

the competitive market place (Bardwick, 1971).

Many of these women seem caught in an uncomfortable bind in 

which the early socialization of childhood is not adequate to the tasks 

being demanded of them now. For instance, if they learned that women 

need to stay at home and care for children and home, they may have 

great difficulty assuming the role of a working mother even if their 

life circumstances necessitate their working. Changing perceptions of 

self and society frequently generate new sources of conflict and
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ambivalence and of guilt and shame, as well as new sources of motivation 

and new patterns of aspiration (Harmon and Madge, 1976). Brim (1968) 

outlined attributes which are needed for surviving in a complex, chang

ing society. He listed initiative, power of self-determination, flexi

bility and intelligent responses to new conditions. I believe these are 

not the attributes which the Mexican culture reinforces in its women.

Many of the women encountered in the clinic seemed lacking in a 

sense of positive accomplishment and satisfaction with themselves. They 

lacked a feeling of power about directing their own lives.

The concept of self-esteem is dealt with in every area of 

psychiatry. In psycho-analytic terms a weak ego may be likened to low 

self-esteem and a strong ego to high self-esteem. Whether the therapy 

style be Adlerian, Gestalt, Rogerian, or other, a desired outcome is 

that the client feels a sense of personal worth and that he is of some 

importance (Harper, 1959).

Some level of positive feelings for self is so basic that when 

threatened, man has a repertoire of defenses, including denial and 

repression which allow avoidance of loss of self-esteem. Yet even with 

these psychological mechanisms, levels of self-esteem vary.

The purpose of the study is to explore how Mexican-American 

mothers perceive, categorize, and interpret their activities. The study 

will describe the women's activities and their view of these activities 

and how they contribute to self-esteem. The study will provide data 

which may later be utilized to address questions related to understand

ing the influence of culture in establishing one's self-concept and the 

importance of fulfilling role expectations.



The study’s focus was learning about self-esteem among Hexican- 

American mothers. Because I am culturally encapsulated in Anglo values 

and perceptions, it seemed important to seek clarification from the 

women themselves regarding what they believe increases their self

esteem. In this way it may be possible to relay without bias what they 

find helps them to feel good about themselves. -

Statement of the Problem

What experiences do young Mexican-American mothers report which 

support positive feelings regarding self?

Significance of the Study

Self-esteem is basic to feelings of satisfaction in life. Per

sons with high levels of self-esteem set higher goals and report a 

sense of purpose and direction. Those with low self-esteem commonly 

express feelings of helplessness and lack of control over their lives. 

They feel inadequate to and unfit for existence (Branden, 1969).

Anxiety is common. Maintaining and improving self-esteem is a goal 

among mental helth practitioners. This study will add to the knowledge 

regarding what activities enhance self-esteem among Mexican-American 

mothers.

If a person feels badly about self, he does not nurture self- 

confidence and positive self-esteem in others. A dependent mother will 

role model dependent and passive behaviors which are likely to be 

assimilated at least by the female children (Bardwick, 1970). It can 

be assumed that improved feelings about self would not only enhance the

4



quality of life for the young mothers, it would also positively affect 

their children.

In understanding the attitudes and experiences of these women, 

an important topic to explore is what activities they describe as 

enhancing their self-esteem. What parts of their daily lives are 

rewarding and fulfilling for them as people? I believe that those 

behaviors in one’s life that are intrinsically enjoyed reveal much about 

one's orientation to self and others. Everyone's day is composed of 

various activities. Knowing what activities enhance self-appreciation 

discloses much about a person's view of self. What roles and behaviors 

do these women value? What activities add to their sense of life 

being satisfying and worthwhile?

Are Anglo values and solutions being suggested to them with 

little concern for their own cultural patterns? Perhaps we are too 

quick to suggest that these women put their children in day care and 

pursue careers. One of the elements of positive self-esteem is meeting 

one's own expectations of self. There is no universal definition or 

standard for mental health. Normal behavior in one culture may be 

abhorrent in another. It can be suggested that mental helth is con

formity to one's cultural norms (Branden, 1969).

This study may demonstrate that Mexican-American women gain 

feelings of self-esteem from fulfilling a traditional, dependent 

mothering role. Or it may have the opposite result. In any case, the 

information would have significance regarding nursing interventions 

and how we can best serve and support these women.

5
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It can be suggested that by reinforcing a woman's positive 

feelings about self, the nurse would aid in physical as well as mental 

well-being. Bardwick (1970) stated that women who have very fragile 

self-esteem may not express hostility externally because of fear of 

loss of love. This woman may act non-aggressively in all situations 

with all people. She may act out her anger psychosomatically through 

illness. Thus the nurse in facilitating the client to improved levels 

. of self-esteem may help her realize improved physical as well as mental 

health.

Finally, this study has significance in that it offers nurses 

insight into the culture and values of a group of their clients. 

Mexican-Americans are maintaining their culture in greater numbers 

than in the past (Time, 1978). There is renewed pride in their 

heritage and rich traditions. The availability of bilingual education 

encourages their continued use of Spanish. European ethnic groups who 

emigrated were isolated from their homelands by the ocean and frequent 

trips back were difficult to impossible. Also their arrival in the 

United States was sporadic and reflected social and economic conditions 

in Europe. There was pressure to melt into the larger American culture 

within one to two generations.

Because of the closeness of native Mexico, Mexican-Americans 

can relatively easily retain ties with relatives in Mexico and visits 

back and forth are feasible. Also there is a constant flow of new 

emigrants. For these reasons Mexican-Americans are Anglicized more 

slowly than European ethnic groups. Language is the primary vehicle 

of cultural transmission. In 1978 there were 7.2 million officially

!



7
recognized Mexican-Americans in the United States. Hispanic immigra

tion (legal and illegal) is running at an estimated rate of one million 

per year. And with Mexican-Americans between the ages of 20 and 40 

being 41 percent more fertile than Anglos of similar age we can assume 

there will be a distinct and large Mexican-American population to serve 

for a long time (Boulette, 1976). Hispanics may outnumber Blacks 

within the next decade (Time, 1978).

Effective treatment and intervention require consideration for 

cultural differences, social experiences, and resultant role expecta

tions (Opler, 1967). For nurses to work optimally with these women 

they need to understand the group’s cultural context.

Conceptual Framework

The concepts of learned socialization and acculturation, role 

prescriptions, and affiliation achievement are important to this study 

of self-esteem and Mexican-American women. The chosen research design 

is ethnography.

Learned socialization will be the first concept discussed. It is 

generally believed that the origins of self-esteem are in one's relation

ship with and acceptance by parents during infancy. Kimble and Helmrich 

(1970) contended that a person's self-esteem is basically determined 

by whether he receives love conditionally or unconditionally from his 

parents as a child. More unconditional love is associated with high 

self-esteem. A child learns to conform to others' expectations, to 

live up to their standards, and is rewarded by their acceptance and 

positive appraisal. Thus a child becomes socialized into a given
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culture. The values of the early significant others become part of 

one’s own cultural mores and they have motivational power on one's 

behavior (Gordon and Gergen, 1968). The person generally evaluates 

his own attributes and actions in terms of these same moral standards.

The individual's self-image and his interpretations of his own 

experience cannot be separated from the concept of the self that is 

normative for his society. Self-esteem is defined with regard to sig

nificant others and thus the field of comparison is crucial. Accord

ingly , if the social environment changes, a corresponding change in 

self-esteem is anticipated (Ziller et al., 1969).

Role theory adds to one's understanding of motivations for 

human behavior. In any culture or society "a set of norms or expecta

tions" is associated with each person's position or status. One's 

role dictates what is appropriate or inappropriate behavior relative 

to persons in other roles (Deutsch and Krauss, 1965, p. 175). Role 

may be explained as the set ". . .of expectations held by relevant 

others concerning how the rights and duties of a position should be 

carried out" (Thomas and Biddle, 1966, p. 4).

Deutsch and Krauss (1965, p. 175-76) further developed the 

concept of role and delineated three subcategories: "1) prescribed

role— the expectations held by people in the social world with regard 

to the behavior of any occupant of a position; 2) subjective role—  

the expectations the occupant has of what his behavior ought to be in 

relation to others; and 3) enacted role— how a person actually performs 

his role."
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Role expectations are evaluative and judgmental in character.

They tell a person what he "should" or "ought" to do. Persons may 

conform to role expectations because they value the favorable response 

of others that accompanies their conforming.

Gordon and Gergen (1968) discussed the concepts of role 

prescriptions and acculturation of self-esteem. They stated that role 

prescriptions are directed to the successful discharge of functions of a 

system for society. Cultural prescriptions of a powerful nature define 

the sequence of statuses and roles that individuals assume during a life

span. It is as if society believed this regulation of behavior is 

necessary to get desired results. Changes in role prescriptions occur 

when theories of human nature which underlie these prescriptions change 

or when there is a change in the ends to be achieved by the social 

system. In complex modern societies conditions may change quickly.

A contemporary societal task may be for the resocialization of persons 

into new roles for which they have not been developmentally prepared.

Studies of women and self-esteem frequently discuss the concept 

of "affiliation achievement" (Hardwick, 1971, p. 213). Affiliation 

achievement refers to maintaining a nurturing relationship with a hus

band or lover and a satisfying relationship with one’s children.

Hardwick found that love and maternity are crucial to a woman's 

feelings of self-worth. Women’s self-esteem is closely linked to 

body appearance and functioing. Feminity is largely defined by success 

in establishing and maintaining love relationships and by maternity. 

Success in achievement may lead to societal rejection and loss of 

femininity. Therefore women face anxiety not only in failure but also
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in success. Our society has been unable to reconcile personal ambition 

accomplishment and success and femininity (Bardwick, 1970). Girls, 

more often than boys, are encouraged to depend on their parents as 

sources of support and nurturance and may not develop strong indepen

dent senses of self. Women are dependent on affectionate responses 

from lovers, husbands, and children for good feelings about the self.

In commenting on the power that learned cultural expectations have on 

women, Bardwick (1970, p. 162) stated, "women who are not motivated to 

achieve the affiliative role with husband and children are not normal." 

It is when a woman can take her affiliative relationship for granted 

that she can extend herself and assume new roles.

The concepts of learned socialization, acculturation, and 

role expectations are intermeshed when they apply to this study. The 

women's early experiences were within the structure of the Mexican- 

American culture. The behavior norms they integrated into their own 

self-concepts were forged by the norms of their families and culture. 

The daily scenes that they are living now are influenced by their 

childhood impressions of how one behaves in a variety of situations.

The roles which they find attractive are likely to be roles which 

their families and culture reinforce for women. Fulfilling these 

roles adds to their position as valued by their society.

The roles which the women report as reinforcing their positive 

feelings about themselves are likely to correspond with the acceptable 

female roles of their culture.

Affiliation achievement seems a more universal value for all 

women. It is less culturally specific. To feel good about themselves



11
most women seem to need affection and positive input from close others. 

Therefore the women may say that activities which increase their self

esteem are those in which they are receiving positive attention from 
loved ones.

Figure 1, labelled "Conceptual Framework," is offered as a 

graphic way to visualize how the concepts of acculturation, role pre

scriptions, and affiliation achievement relate to each other and con

tribute to one’s self-esteem.

Self-esteem in Figure 1 is represented as the highest level 

concept. Self-esteem is in constant flux and interacts in a two- 

directional way with self-concept. Each influences the other. One’s 

self-concept is affected by one’s sexual identity, which in this case 

is female. As women, they are affected by the need for affiliation 

achievement. Affiliation achievement is the importance women, in 

particular, place on the positive regard of husband, lovers, and 

children. It entails collecting self-worth from external sources.

One's womanhood and culture have a reciprocal interplay also. 

Role prescriptions depend both on one's sexual identity and one's 

culture. They generally consist of activities which are positively 

reinforced by one’s culture and are sexually specific. An example 

of a role prescription in our culture is the feeling commonly held 

by women that they should do for others.

The process of acculturation allows one to acquire the culture 

of one's society. It involves integrating the values and norms of 

one's culture. It affects how one sees oneself fitting into a social 

environment and thus influences self-concept.
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The value or regard these women place on themselves can be 

expected to be in a dynamic and constant interplay with their identity 

as women, their need for affiliation achievement, the role prescriptions 

they have adopted, and the cultural values they have self-incorporated.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The literature reviewed deals with the need for self-esteem and 

how this need is fulfilled. Articles on self-esteem and women and self

esteem and Mexican-American women are included. Mexican-American 

culture and family roles are discussed because knowledge of the cultural 

orientation of the women is basic to understanding their behavior and 

its probable motivations.

Self-esteem

The need for self-esteem is written about extensively and is 

well documented. Rogers (1961, p. 87) wrote, "self appreciation is the 

deepest necessity of life." He went on to say that only through self- 

love can one appreciate life and that this self-love results in the 

personality traits of endurance and courage. Rogers (p. 63) concluded 

that psychological health is possible when the "essential core of the 

person is accepted, loved and respected by himself."

In a survey of studies on self-esteem Jones (1973, p. 188) 

commented on the importance of self-esteem. "Self esteem theory 

assumes that the individual has a need to enhance his self evaluation 

and to increase, maintain, or confirm his feelings of personal satis

faction, worth, and effectiveness."

Branden (1969) wrote that self-esteem is necessary in order to 

keep people free of the crippling effects of extreme anxiety.

14
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Self-esteem allows a person to have confidence in his ability to make 

choices appropriate to reality and ultimately in his ability to survive. 

Self-doubt leads to paralysis and helplessness. Branden (1969) stated 

that self-esteem does not depend on the ability to perform specific 

skills. Rather, self-esteem is explained as the confidence one has in 

his ability to learn that which one has a valid reason to learn. Self

esteem is not static. People have a need to continually expand their 

knowledge, ability, and understanding. Continued learning is a neces

sity of self-esteem. Stagnant passivity and self-esteem are imcompat- 

ible. A productive aim, or sense of purpose, is a psychological need. 

The higher the level of a person's self-esteem, the higher the goals 

and challenges he sets for himself. Fondness for familiar and routine 

is lack of self-esteem.

Branden (1969) outlined two aspects of self-esteem. The 

first is a sense of personal efficacy— being competent to live. The 

second facet is a sense of personal worth or self-respect— being 

worthy to live. Both of these qualities exist in a healthy personality.

Recent self-esteem conceptualization places it within a self- 

other context. Self-esteem first emerges when a child absorbs into 

his beginning sense of self the love that others show toward him. 

Self-esteem, however, cannot thrive indefinitely on just the approval 

of other people. Sooner or later it has to be supported by proof of 

one's worth, by one's becoming competent, productive, and responsible. 

Persons with high basic self-esteem have an abundant potential for 

self-reinforcement. Persons who judge themselves by criteria that 

entail factors outside their control jeopardize their self-esteem.
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A study by Ziller et al. (1969) also chose to examine self

esteem as a self-social construct. They measured self-esteem and con

formity. Their results reflected that individuals with low self

esteem tend to be more persuasible. This may have a bearing on 

compliance to a given role and to the expectations of others. These 

authors proposed that a person’s response to his social environment 

is a function of his self-esteem. Self-esteem mediates social stimuli 

and response. The social stimuli impact with a person and what his 

level of self-esteem is affects how he will respond to the stimuli.

Bardwick (1972) also commented on self-esteem and willingness 

to assume a role. She wrote that the lower a person’s self-esteem 

the greater his anxiety and the greater his tendency to assume a role.

Self-esteem and Women

Bernard (1974) described the traditional role of mother. A 

mother is a person filled with self-sacrifice. She subordinates 

herself and puts her children first. She focuses on duty and responsi

bility, on what she should and must do.

Radi (1973) outlined a common source of self-esteem among 

mothers. She found that mothers may not feel important because of 

who they are, but because they are mothers and their children need 

them. Radi (p. 12) referred to the "motherhood myth," and in that 

context described a "person who loves being a mother, who finds being 

a mother a snap, who is completely fulfilled by the role, whose 

children are happy all the time and whose severest negative feeling 

toward her kids is one of mild annoyance." She believed that once a
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woman realizes the real burdens involved in mothering, she rarely 

questions the image of idealized motherhood. Instead she begins to 

question herself. She feels guilty that whatever is wrong might have 

been prevented if she had done her job better.

Rossi (1972) elaborated on the idea that strong pressure exists 

for women to view the role of motherhood positively. She stated that 

there is a cultural expectation that women only experience positive 

feelings toward the role. She stated that, in truth, there is no social 

role toward which there is no ambivalence. Different roles vary in the 

extent to which it is culturally and psychologically permissible to 

express this inherent ambivalence. Ambivalence can be admitted most 

readily toward those roles which have little importance for the mainte

nance of society. The role of mother is so basic for the survival of 

society that there is much pressure to repress negative ambivalence. A 

woman who does not enjoy mothering encounters recurrent social criticism. 

Rossi further stated that women are encouraged to work in jobs below 

their abilities to save energy for their central family role.

Bernard (1974) discussed Erickson's theory of female development, 

which emphasizes the idea that devotion to family is an important aspect 

of feminine identity. "The stage of life crucial for the emergency of 

an integrated female identity is the step from youth to maturity, the 

stage when the young woman, whatever her work career, relinquishes the 

care received from parental family in order to commit herself to the 

love of a stranger and the care to be given to his and her offspring"

[p. 183].
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Bernard (1974) also emphasized the importance of caring for 

children as basic to being female. He wrote that the core female iden

tity is "biological, psychological and ethical commitment to take care 

of human infancy" [p. 183].

The role of mother, then, is highly valued by society. Through 

an internalization of cultural expectations women look to motherhood for 

much of their self-concept. Bardwick (1971) writes that women do not 

participate in roles that threaten their affiliative needs with men or 

their position as nurturing mothers. Women develop certain personality 

characteristics which support this position.

Hernandez and Suarez (1978) commented on prevalent female 

personality traits. In a report of attitudes of 79 psychotherapists, 

they described the mentally healthy female adult as "submissive, 

emotional, easily influenced, conceited about appearance, dependent, 

not very adventurous, less competitive than the male, unaggressive and 

unobjective" Ip. 90]. I believe that women who adopt these "normal" 

attitudes receive positive reinforcement from many sectors of society.

It is difficult to overlay these characteristics with someone who would 

be described as competent, which is a term that several authors use in 

describing a person who has self-esteem. Baruch (1973) referred to the 

social and psychological barriers women experience to the attainment and 

exercise of competence. She saw these barriers as damaging to healthy 

female development. Baruch concluded that the "evaluation of self as 

competent is important to self esteem" [p. 488].

A personal sense of competency is one criteria for establishing 

self-esteem among women. Several authors also mentioned the affection
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of one’s mate and children as a woman's most important source of self

esteem. Bardwick (1971) stated that strong ties with husband and 

children are very important for how a woman feels about herself. Much 

more so than a man, a woman depends on the care and affection of the 

core family unit to experience positive feelings toward herself.

Oakley (1974) believed that this family on which she depends 

so heavily structures itself so that the woman is in a position less 

than equal to the male. The function of the family unit is to produce 

people. It accomplishes this through the socialization of children 

and the stablization of adult personalities. Families commonly create 

a position of inequality between the adults. As an example of some 

of the subtle ways in which this inequality is communicated, Oakley 

noted that it is common to say "man and wife," putting the male in 

the first position and that the reverse order, "wife and man," has an 

odd sound to it. It could be suggested that women depend strongly for 

their self-value on a relationship in which they are inherently viewed 

as less valuable than their partner.

Women in the Mexican Culture

In the Mexican-American culture, so long as the woman is com

pletely devoted to husband and children, she is respected and revered. 

Edgerton and Kamo (1969). "Much of the individual’s self-esteem is 

related to how she perceives and others perceive her carrying out her 

assigned family responsibilities" (Edgerton and Kamo, 1969, p. 22). 

Edgerton and Kamo went on to say that in the Mexican culture values 

are more clearly defined and behavioral patterns more closely adhered
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to than in the Anglo culture. They believed that the clear delineation 

of roles and behavioral expectations provides emotional security and a 

sense of belonging.

Clark (1970) found that the predominant role expectations for 

Mexican-American women are wife and mother. This suggests that respect 

from others, security, and belongingness can be acquired through fulfill

ment of these roles in a culturally acceptable style. Edgerton and Karno 

(1969) equate the Mexican-American mother with the nurturant aspects 

of the family life. He stated that a personalized sense of self is 

likely to take second place to seeing self as a member of a family.

Clark (1970) wrote that in the Mexican culture the nuclear 

family is the ideal group. Family connections of blood or marriage 

are the most important social ties.

Casavantes (1976) described the extended family as "cohesive 

and pervasive." "Familismo" is a term used for the close-knit feeling 

of the strong social ties. Close interrelationships commonly occur 

between members of one's immediate family, plus aunts and uncles and 

cousins, plus grandparents, plus compadrazgo, plus other close friends, 

sometimes lifelong friends.

Male dominance is prevalent with the man as the head of the fam

ily. A woman's place is in the home. Childbearing is the privilege and 

obligation of married women. Wives who are childless or have only one 

child are counseled sympathetically. Clark (1970) reported a tendency 

for girls to get as much schooling as is convenient and under mother's 

tutelage to acquire the knowledge and skills they will use as housewives
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and mothers. Housework is appropriate for women and young children but 

not for fathers and school-age boys.

Penalosa (1968, p. 681), in his synthesis of writings of Mexi

can social scientists, stated that the "male-female relations are 

based on strongly held beliefs in the superiority (biological, intel

lectual, and social) of the male." This has been referred to as 

"machismo." He referred to the concept of "hembrismo" which is the 

amplification of the characteristics ordinarily regarded as feminine. 

These include weakness, passive attitude toward the male, and inertia.

Casavantes (1976) expounded on the list of stereotypic female 

traits, stating that they do not fit for all Mexican-American women, 

but suggesting that many Chicanas demonstrate several of these 

characteristics. His [p. 61] list included: "1. gentle, 2. kind,

protective, 3. virginal, 4. quiet, shy, 5. passive, 6. dependent,

7. predictable, 8. 'homebound', does 'right' thing, 9. enduring, 

persevering, 10. vulnerable, 11. sensitive to physical pain, short 

endurance, 12. endurance of life's emotional tribulations quietly,

13. quiet, shy, but can talk about 'emotionally sensitive' matters." 

Casavantes believed most of these traits to be very dysfunctional in 

the United States today.

Tharp et al. (1968) studied changes in marriage roles among 

Mexican-American women of different levels of acculturation. They 

found that with acculturation comes a trend toward more "equalitari- 

anism" and companionate relationships. The traditional women reported 

a family structure characterized by masculine dominance, rigid division 

of labor within the family, shared interests between spouses of little
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importance and extramarital sex as permissible for the male. The more 

Anglicized women reported shared interests and joint recreation, 

mutual sexual fidelity, flexible division of labor, and a sharing 

relationship with their husbands.

In agreement with other authors, Edgerton and Karno (1971) 

reported that "familism” is the major focus of Mexican culture. They 

explained this as "a basic value orientation toward intimacy, integra

tion, and enduring relationships with the family [p. 289]. They sug

gested that because the family is the primary social unit there is a 

strong pressure for the family to solve its own emotional problems.

Mexican-American Women and Self-esteem

Edgerton et al. (1970, p. 131), in their study of Mexican- 

American urban health, described young "women caught in conflicts of 

family and culture and displaying symptoms of mild to moderate anxiety 

and depression." Many of the women come from strongly patriarchial 

families and find themselves in conflict with the fast expanding 

social and career opportunities for women in this country. As the 

traditional roles demand one behavior and personal achievement and 

satisfaction pull them toward an enlarged social arena, which may 

include work, many of the women report ambivalence and uncertainty 

about their choice of roles.

Low self-esteem is validated in the literature as a problem 

among Mexican-American women who seek counseling. In her study of 
therapeutic approach for interviewing with these women Boulette 

(1976) stated that 77.8% of the women in the study offered low
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self-esteem as a "target complaint presented in the intake interview." 

Depression was the only category with a higher representation at 80.6%.

Tharp et al. (1968) did a study on Mexican-American women and 

levels of acculturation. In this study there was a positive correlation 

between adherence to traditional role expectations and low self-esteem.

Among the traditional women, self-evaluation was in terms of their
/ability as housekeepers. They largely assessed their value according 

to how well they were able to clean, organize, and maintain their 

homes. How they valued themselves was strongly linked with how well 

they saw themselves fulfilling the traditional roles which they seem

ingly had incorporated into their self-image.

The literature which has been reviewed supports the importance 

of positive self-esteem as a requirement for personal satisfaction in 

one's life. The literature also suggests that the traditional female 

role does not nurture traits such as competency and that self-esteem 

is more difficult for a woman to attain and maintain than it is for a 

man. Literature on Mexican-American culture reflects a sharp contrast 

between male and female roles with the woman assuming a position of 

lesser power. At least one study documents the prevalence of low self

esteem among Mexican-American women seeking counseling. It seems that 

this is a population which may have much to say about how they see 

themselves functioning and evolving with the larger American culture.

Rights of Human Subjects

The study was approved by the University of Arizona College of 

Nursing in accord with established research criteria. It was likewise
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approved by the Human Subjects Committee of the University of Arizona 

Health Science Center (Appendix A) providing for the protection of the 

rights and welfare of human subjects as established by the U. S. 

Department of Health, Education, and Welfare. Human subjects received 

a written explanation of the study with their rights and privileges 

as participants prior to participation via the human subject’s consent 

form (Appendix B). In addition to the written explanation, the sub

jects were given a verbal explanation of the study with their rights 

and privileges prior to participation and prior to each interviewing

session.



CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY

This paper discusses the experiences that young Mexican-American 

mothers report as supporting positive feelings regarding self. Included 

in this chapter are a description of the setting, the sample, an 

explanation of how the data was collected, and a discussion of ethnog

raphy .

The Setting

Contact with study participants was made at a well-baby clinic, 

most of whose clients are Mexican-Americans. The clinic is located in 

an area with a high ratio of Mexican-American families. Many Anglos 

live in the area and a lesser number of blacks. Economically, the area 

ranges from upper lower to middle class (Watson, 1966). The clinic is 

a county health department-funded facility, which offers health super

vision for well children here for scheduled physical examinations and 

immunizations. The public health nurses confer with the parents, 

responding to the parents' concerns and frequently discuss child 

development and nutrition. They evaluate the families for areas of 

stress such as excessive sibling competition, discipline problems, or 

marital difficulties. There are several staff members from a community 

mental health center who attend well-baby clinics and talk with parents 

and children of these families. Short counceling sessions may occur
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during clinic time, or the families may be referred to the mental 

health clinic for more in-depth counseling.

The parents who utilize this clinic are accustomed to receiving 

health maintenance for their children and talking with other health 

care workers about the wellness of their whole family unit.

I talked with several mothers in this setting and selected 

four who participated in the study. Subsequent interviews occurred in 

the participants' homes.

The Sample

Four women were chosen as participants. The following criteria 

were used in sample selection.

1. Women willing to talk about how they spend their days.

2. English-speaking Mexican-American women, aged 18 to 35 years.

3. Women married to Mexican-American men and living with their 

husbands.

4. Mothers of one or more preschool-age children who are not 

employed outside of their homes.

The women need to be willing informants of how they spend their 

days, how they feel about different activities and how they feel about 

themselves. The quality of the shared information depends on a woman's 

allowing herself to communicate openly, fully and honestly. Whether 

what she reports is an honest description of her perceptions is a 

function of the level of trust between us.

English speaking is part of the criteria because that is the 

language in which I can conduct an interview. I believe acceptance

f
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by the women was facilitated by a knowledge of common Spanish words and 

phrases and by familiarity with many of their traditions and customs.

Because the study addresses the cultural significance of some 

behaviors, women were chosen whose husbands shared the same cultural 

background. I believe that women who marry within their culture are 

more likely to be persons to whom one's culture is important.

Employment is a powerful source of status and self worth in this 

country. This study was designed to obtain input from women who are 

not depending on a job for their sense of value and contribution.

A woman who has one or more preschool-age children is most likely 

to be involved in the traditional roles of mother and housewife. Her 

family is probably where she directs much of her energy. Her children 

may be her primary source of social interaction. These are the years 

when typically women are devoted to the care of others. The care and 

nurturance of self may become a low priority. It is a time when a 

woman may be questioning her roles and her sense of satisfaction. She 

may be thinking about what other kinds of activities would add richness 

to her life. For all of these reasons, women in this life situation 
were chosen.

All of the women also needed to be in agreement with having our 

conversations tape recorded and be willing to spend approximately 4 to 

5 hours as study participants over a 6-week period.

Subjects were selected after one short meeting in which the 

parameters of the study were explained. Written consent to participate 

in the study was obtained from those women meeting the necessary 

criteria for entrance into the study (Appendix B).
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Data Collection

This research was designed as an enthnographic study. The 

women's feelings and activities that increase or enhance a positive 

sense of self were explored and reported.

To accomplish the study's objectives it was important for the 

women to have an opportunity to talk freely about their experiences.

Some very open-ended questions were asked, and respondents could 

elaborate as much as or as little as was confortable for them. Clar

ification was sought when the meaning of a response was unclear. It 

was explained that there is no right or wrong answer or attitude 

regarding any of the topics discussed. What was necessary for the 

study to be successful was the informant's willingness to share how 

things are for her. By assuming the posture that I am the reporter and 

the informants the authors, cultural bias was minimized.

Ethnography was chosen because it allows the subjects to offer 

"realistic native definitions of units of observation" (Pelto, 1970). 

This approach allowed the women to describe their individual experiences 

from their own histories and viewpoints. The process largely "involves 

asking questions about what one expects to observe of the informant's 

life and impromptu requests for explanations of unexpected phenomena" 

(Kay, 1972, p. 16).

This study describes the experience of the women about feeling 

good about themselves. It focuses on their activities that serve 

them in a self-supportive way. An explanation of the study and a 

contract to spend time together occurred in a well-baby clinic. This



was followed by four or five semi-structured interviews occurring in 

the participant's home.

A mother attending the well-baby clinic who fit the criteria 
was approached and asked for a few minutes of her time to talk with the 

investigator. I told the woman that I was a nurse who had gone back 

to school and was doing a study as part of my school work. The verbal 

explanation stated the purposes of the study as learning what kind of 

things young mothers do which result in their feeling proud about 

themselves.

To establish a bond or rapport between us and to familiarize 

myself with her lifestyle, I asked her to describe her typical day.

This request demonstrated my interest in her most common daily activ

ities. It also allowed a woman to share about her life while maintain

ing the control about how intimately to reveal herself. What followed, 

typically, was chronological run-through of an average day. Each woman 

reported events in her day; the choice of which to mention was hers. 

This question did not evoke apparent defensiveness. Notes were taken 

of the replies either during or subsequent to the interview. If 

chosen for the study this response became part of the data.

During this initial contact each woman was evaluated for her 

potential as a subject. To those who met the criteria, the study was 

further explained in terms of expectations regarding time and coopera

tion. Use of the tape recorder was explained and written consent for 

participation affirmed. For those who were willing to participate, 

name, address, and telephone numbers were obtained and a place and time
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agreed upon for the next meeting. The scheduling of meetings allowed 

time for transcription of the tapes and analysis of the responses.

Following each meeting the tapes were transcribed and reviewed. 

Out of the information shared in the past session came topics for 

future discussions and clarification. Throughout the meetings, the 

focus was on kinds of activities that affect their feelings of worth.

The meetings all occurred in the homes of the women participa

ting. The first meeting began with comments on "what is a good day" 

and "what is a bad day" and finally, "what is the difference." I 

believe this series encourged a woman to put a quality judgment to 

different activities. It offered some information about the values of 

a person. A picture begins to emerge of what is satisfying for her 

and what things add to or detract from her harmony. This was commonly 

answered in terms of what other people in her life are doing such as,

"A good day is when the kids don't fight." A statement of feeling 

frequently was part of the response. "I feel good because my husband 

is in a good mood."

Questions about favorite place to be and favorite time of day 

continue to allow the woman to discuss what she enjoys, what is 

rewarding or relaxing or stimulating. This question has a self-other 

context, with the woman commenting on whom if anyone she is with when 

in her favorite time and space.

Another topic discussed was what qualities or characteristics 

the woman likes in others. I believe the traits she admires are 

qualities she also aspires to. This list can then be compared to the
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stereotypic definition of "hembrismo." A list that includes "kind, 

patient and loving" reflects a more traditional orientation than a 

listing of "powerful, ambitious and successful."

Each woman was also asked to answer the question, "Who am I?," 
five times (Gordon, 1968). The response is in the form of a sentence

completion, "I am a __________ ." This sequence reflects a woman's

self-concept and the roles she has incorporated into her definition of 

who she is. This reply deals with where she sees herself fitting into 

the world. Typically, the first meeting ended with this response.

Meeting two began with a focus on the past. Early childhood 

perceptions of adulthood make up the content. Each woman was encouraged 

to describe her schoolgirl expectations of what she would be doing and 

who she would be living with when she grew up. This exchange provided 

information regarding early learned role expectations. It frequently 

led to comment on whether what she expected was the same or different 

from her real adult experience and also whether it is more or less 

satisfying than she thought it would be.

From looking into the past, we proceeded to exploring the 

future. Each woman was asked to predict what she would be doing in 5 

years, 10 years, and 20 years. To make the future more real, for each 

of these time intervals we calculated her age, the ages of her husband 

and children, and an image of what her husband is doing. Then she 

elaborated her expectations of what she is doing, where she is living 

and with whom, and what her interests are.
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Next, the woman was asked who her heroes/heroines are. This 

gave insight into what qualities and lifestyle she admires to which she 

might also aspire. This discussion completed the second session.

The third meeting expanded on information already shared. From 

the first two interviews it became evident that for each woman, family 

and marriage were important focuses as were the roles of mother and wife. 

The third meeting consisted largely of defining these concepts. Each 

woman was asked, "What is a family?" and "What is a good marriage?"

These were concepts they had identified as valuable and some concrete 

meaning was sought for the words. Similarly, mother and wife consis

tently emerged as part of the self-concept and clarification of these 

words seemed worth pursuing. Each woman was asked, "What is a mother?" 

After she replied, she was asked, "Are there different kinds of 

mothers?" They were given time to elaborate on their answers. Digres

sion into stories about their own mothers or what they like and do not 

like about being a mother was allowed and encouraged. Each was also 

asked, "What is a wife?" and discussion followed as to what a wife 

does and what the experience of "wifing" is like for her. Through 

these explanations a picture emerged of what they mean when they use 

the terms "family," "marriage," "mother," and "wife."

In most cases the fourth meeting was the final home visit for 

data collection. Prior to this visit small cards were prepared and 

written on them were the various activities a woman had reported as 

part of her routine. Each card contained one activitiy. Typically 

included were child care behaviors, housework, relaxation, time with 

husband, time with friends or relatives, time alone.
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The woman was handed her stack of cards and allowed to discard 

any which she did not feel were representative of her daily life. Then 

she was asked to place the cards in piles based on which activities were 

similar. After categorizing the activities she was asked to name and 

explain the categories. She would explain her basis for grouping 

activities as she had. Finally she was asked to -place the categories 

in a sequence according to how much each of the categories added to 

her feeling good about herself. This allowed the woman freedom to 

create her own categories to describe what they do and to place her own 

assessment on how each category contributes to her feelings of pride 

and satisfaction. The women’s categorizations of activities is pre

sented in Appendix C.

Also during the fourth meeting the woman completed a 24-item 

checklist on how she feels about herself. This simple self-esteem test 

was accepted without apparent hesitation by all participants. It 

provided an objective tool for evaluating where each woman was with her 

own self-assessment. It was possible to compare the results of these 

tests among participants.

The fourth meeting ended by confirming that each woman had a 

means of contacting me should she want to for any reason. Also we 

discussed the possibility of meeting again when the study was complete 

so they could share in the results.



CHAPTER 4

PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF DATA

This chapter describes each woman’s report about herself. Also 

included are tables which summarize the data and offer comparisons among 

the participants.

Characteristics of the Sample 

The sample was composed of four mothers of preschool-aged 

children. The mothers were all Mexican-American and married to Mexican- 

American men. The mothers ranged in age from 19 to 31 years with a mean 

age of 26 years. None of the mothers had a history of having ever been 

seen for psychiatric or emotional problems.

All of the women had two preschool-aged children. In addition 

to these, one woman had two school-aged children. The ages of the 

children ranged from 6 months to 8 years. All of the women are with 

their children during the day and expressed a belief that young children 

are best cared for by non-working mothers. All of the husbands are 

employed and are away from the home during the day.

All of the women were b o m  and educated in the United States, 

and all could speak and read English. One woman was monolingual in 

English. The other three were bilingual. English was the primary 

language in three of the homes and Spanish was the primary language in 

one home.
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The women had been married between 2 and 10 years with an 

average of 6 years. It is a first marriage for all of the women and 

their spouses. The women all live in the southern part of town, an area 

traditionally heavily populated by Mexican-Americans. Two of the women 

were born and reared in Tucson and have extensive family ties in this 

area. A third woman who has lived all her life in Tucson has no family 

here. One woman was not from Tucson and her only Tucson family is her 

in-laws. Two of the women are "Bible-reading Christians," that is 

evangelical protestants, for whom Jesus seems an important focus in their 

lives. The other two women made no reference to religion.

Three of the women drive. Two have cars of their own so have 

some freedom during the day while their husbands are working. One woman 

can drive but does not have access to a car duing the day. One woman 

does not drive and depends on her husband to do errands and to take her 

shopping. Two of the women spend almost all of their weekdays at their 

own homes. One woman spends one day a week away from home doing the 

shopping and paying bills. One woman has a schedule which takes her 

out of her home and in contact with other adults for 2 or 3 hours every 

day. This information about ability to drive and time spent away from 

home is presented in Table 1.

Individual Women's Summaries

Prior to discussing the overall findings in this descriptive 

study, it is important to consider and fully describe the individual 

report about self that each woman provided. As a woman describes her

self, her daily activities and her roles, a beginning understanding of
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Table 1: Subjects* Mobility

Subject
Able to 
Drive Has Own Car

Number of Week
days routinely 
away from home

1 yes yes 1

2 yes no 0

3 no no 0

4 yes yes 5

of her self-concept is possible. One can then conjecture regarding 

what behaviors might reinforce her liking herself. The names of the 

women are fictitious to guarantee the anonymity of the participants.

Subject 1

Graciela is a 31-year-old woman who is the mother of a 1%-year- 

old female and a 4-year-old male. Her husband, Jorge, is 34 years old 

and is employed as an auto mechanic.

Their home is in a lower middle class neighborhood, which is 

mostly populated by Mexican-Americans. The houses are all similar in 

style, are 10 to 15 years old, and the majority of them are in need of 

maintenance work. Occasionally houses have cardboard taped to a window 

where a pane has been broken and not replaced. Several of the yards 

have large pots of flowers and the street is tree lined. Rather than 

grass or gravel, the yards are bare dirt. There are not many adults



outside, an occasional woman watering or speaking to a child. Many 

children are out riding bikes, playing ball, and chasing after each 

other.

Entering Graciela's home, one might notice that, although 

the drapes and sofa are worn, the house is clean and in order. In the 

living room on a coffee table are several framed pictures of Graciela, 

her husband and children. Their large wedding photo is on display 

as well as several pictures of her parents.

The two children, Ramona and Miguel, are well groomed with 

hair brushed and wearing clean clothing. They are timid initially and 

become more friendly and curious with subsequent visits. Two dogs also 

live here and stay in the fenced back yard. In the back yard are two 

older model cars, which Jorge works on during the evening.

Graciela is attractive, with curly shoulder-length black hair, 

which she keeps pulled back with a scarf. She is about 20 pounds 

overweight, a fact she refers to often and would like to change. She 

wears no makeup. Her clothing is simple, a clean shirt and pair of 

slacks.

She is warmly welcoming when I visit and offers a cold drink 

each visit. She seems pleased to have someone to talk with and the 

visits frequently exceed 1% hours. There are several themes that recur 

throughout our time together. These are comments she offers about her

self and are not necessarily part of answers in the interview. She 

sees herself as not having vigorous health. She suffers chronically 

from sinus headaches and backaches. She expresses concern that she may 

have a nervous breakdown. She talks of a lack of friends and feelings
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of isolation. Her day is filled with home chores, and she feels she is 

the mainstay of the house. She has no diversions but is always occupied 

with either home or children. She handles the family budget, and money 

scarcity is a constant worry. She refers to her husband's health 

problems, which she blames on excessive drinking. She remembers a time 

when she and her husband used to go to movies or dancing. Now he spends 

his evenings working on cars and she misses the attention he used to 

give her. She knows he has been sexually unfaithful in the past and 

does not now trust him fully in that area.

Graciela is the oldest of five and spent much of her childhood 

caring for sisters and brothers. Graciela's memories of her mother 

center around her illness. When Graciela was 17 her mother gave birth 

to a retarded son. Graciela shouldered his care to a great extent.

When their mother died 5 years later it fell on Graciela to make plans 

to institutionalize her brother. During her mother's long illness, it 

was Graciela rather than her father who cared for her mother, trans

porting her to the doctor and the hospital. One of the reasons Graciela 

gives for having a small family is that she already raised one family 

by being a mother to her sisters and brothers.

Our visits occurred at her dining room table, which also 

served as her desk and had bills and payment records in various stacks. 

As we spoke she would sometimes go into the kitchen to start a meal or 

take her daughter to the bathroom or referee a quarrel between the 

children.

Her typical day is very routine and involves the care of the 

house and children. Monday is her favorite because she cashes her
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husband's check and gets out of the house to pay bills and do the 

shopping. She describes a good day as one in which she gets away from 

her own house for a few hours. Sometimes she visits her great-grand

mother. A bad day is one in which she is overbooked with chores and 

does not meet her goals. Most days are like that. She has little time 

alone. She could not think of any time when she is not occupied. When 

she watches her soap operas on television she crochets or does the 

ironing.

She sees herself as a "mother, gardener, domestic, laundress, 

cook, seamstress and bookkeeper." She is the general household handy

man, painting and putting up curtain rods. She laments the fact that 

her husband does little to help her at home.

The quality she admires most in others is friendliness, although 

she says she has few friends. She has one neighbor she confides in when 

she feels depressed. When she is feeling down, talking with this friend 

is what is helpful for her. But in general, the less anyone knows 

about her personal life the better because there is little about it 

that is happy.

Graciela said there was nothing she liked about herself.

Rather, she chose to talk at some length about what she does not like 

about herself. She talked about her temper, how quickly she gets 

angry, and she talked about her frustration with being so overweight.

Her response concerning times she felt proud was more positive. 

She brought out a colorful afghan she is crocheting as a cover for her 

sofa and expresses much pride in that accomplishment.

/
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Caring for her children is the most important thing she does 

according to her own report. By watching "Sesame Street" on television 

with them and teaching them things, she helps them prepare for school 

and being more independent.

Graciela's favorite memory is the time span in which she 

attended high school. She had friends and was busy going to ball games 

and dances. She wishes she was back there now even though it would 

mean giving up her children and her husband.

The morning hours between 10:30 and noon are her favorite times. 

She sits in the living room, watches soap operas and does handwork, 

and is worry free. Sometimes during this time she goes into a "dream 

state," thinking of the items she wishes she had. Some of her dream 

items are a shade tree in the yard, lawn chairs, new drapes, and a 

freshly painted living room.

When she was a child her expectation of adulthood was different

than her present life. She had a mental picture of a marraige in which

the partners help each other. She feels she contributes much more

energy into the household than her husband does currently.

In a way my husband is very dependent on me. In a way he 
is just like my father was with my mother. If he is sick, . 
he doesn't call the doctor himself, he tells me to call the 
doctor. When he was building the shed, I used to carry things 
out and hammer nails for him. When I ask him to pick up the 
dishes or help clean he tells me he has something else to do.
This really depresses me.

Looking 5 years into the future, Graciela would like to be 

working "if I don't get a nervous breakdown before then." She doesn't 

know what kind of work she might want to do. After high school and 

before she married she worked for a press, cutting pages and stapling
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them as part of a bookbinding process. This is something she feels 

competent to do again. She wishes her mother were still alive so she 

could talk with her and they could go shopping or to a movie as they 

used to do.
In 10 years she sees herself as having problems because Miguel 

will be a teenager and he will probably be in trouble with the juvenile 

court just as are the sons of some of her friends. If this happens to 

Miguel she is not going to bail him out. "He is going to serve his 

time and take his punishment."

Twenty years from now she will be working, perhaps in a depart

ment or thrift store, making phone calls and doing filing. She thinks 

she and her husband may be divorced by then. He may be remarried and 

have other children. She will be supporting herself and be struggling 

with money just as she is at present.

Graciela's great-grandmother is the person she most wants to 

please. Great-grandmother took care of Graciela's family. When her 

mother was ill and her father unemployed, great gramma would make huge 

pots of menudo and sell it and give the money to Graciela's family so 

they could buy food and pay bills. If her mother were alive she would 

want to please her. "Sometimes I'm glad she is not around. If she 

were here she'd see all the hassles I have." Her mother always told 

her life was not easy. Now she realizes how right her mother was.

Graciela explains that everyone has difficulties. Debbie 

Reynolds used to be her heroine. She is petite and looks.happy and 

full of energy, dancing and singing on T V. Now Graciela knows that
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Debbie Reynolds’ real life is full of problems too. "Maybe she has 

got it worse than me."

As with other women in the study the role of mother seems 

central to Graciela's life. She sees a mother as the person who "takes 

care of everything." "She is a nurse, diswasher, laundress, repair 

person." She fixes things around the house when they break and fixes 

the children through her knowledge of first aid. Graciela’s response 

about what a mother is was a list of chores. She did not use the 

words "love" or "caring" in her initial description of motherhood.

She distinguishes two kinds of mothers, working and non

working. She thinks when children are young they need a fulltime 

mother. "If you want them to visit you when they are older, you have 

to be with them and listen to them when they are young. Otherwise 

they will say, ’My mother never really cared!' You have to give them 

a lot. If you take the kids along with you when they are young they 

will help you later, not like you wish they would, but some."

A family is being together and sharing everything. It is help

ing out. It is not having fights and arguments. "Families should be 

close."

Graciela was less certain in her response as to what a good 

marriage is. She used to think that it meant not having secrets from 

each other. Now she finds that knowing her husband's secrets hurts 

her. It leads to arguments. She thinks it is better if they don’t 

confide much in each other. "There are some things you are supposed 

to be truthful about, but not everything."
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One aspect of a good marriage is that both parties work at it. 

Being supportive of each other is vital. She talked of how discouraged 

she feels when her husband tells her she is plain looking and fat. She 

says that without his support she knows she will not lose weight. They 

have arguments and she tells him that maybe someone else would like her 

even if he does not.

Of the role of wife, Graciela likens it to being a nursemaid.

It is taking care of one's husband. It is doing household chores. It 

should be talking together about common problems but that doesn't happen 

much any more.

Graciela divided her activities into five categories. The 

activity group which results in the most positive feelings about self 

involved going out with her family. This type of attention from her 

family results in her feeling important and cared for. It is these 

times which make the hours of cooking and house cleaning worthwhile. 

These times are increasingly rare and she misses them very much.

The next category which Graciela delineated was social contact 

and relaxation time. This included social visiting with family and 

friends as well as serious discussions with her husband regarding 

family issues and business. Also included in this category was time 

spent alone relaxing. She feels social interactions, the handling of 

family business, and time alone all second-place activities relative 

to self-nurturance.

Tending to family health needs was Graciela* s next priority.

Her ability to handle her family's health concerns contributes to her 

feeling good about herself at the next level of importance.



General household chores had fourth position as an activity 

group that reinforces self esteem. Competency in the cleaning and 

cooking tasks of a housewife was a lesser source of self pride.

The fifth category was maintenance of good hygiene for herself 

and her family. Part of her responsibilities to her family include 

keeping the bathroom and kitchen sanitary and her body and those of the 

children clean so as to promote good health. This was her final 

category of activities that add to good feelings about herself.

Subject 2

Bernice is a 19-year-old woman who has two children. Jose is 

lh years old and Monica is 7 months old. Bernice's husband, Jose Sr., 

works for one of the local newspapers as a truck driver.

Bernice and her family live in an older section of town where 

the houses are approximately 30 to 40 years old. It is a Mexican- 

American neighborhood and falls within a lower socioeconomic level.

They live in the front half of a duplex. Although there are two bed

rooms, the rooms are small and the house appears crowded. Repairs are 

needed. Bernice keeps a bucket under the kitchen sink because it has a 

slow constant leak. The bucket fills in 12 hours. She has a routine 

of emptying the bucket three times a day to insure that it does not 

overflow. Over the last 6 months she has mentioned this several times 

to the landlord, who takes no action to repair the sink.

The living room is dominated by a large sofa and two chairs.

The sofa has a fabric cover thrown over it which Bernice has patched in 

several places. The house is clean and orderly. Children's toys and

44



45

books are arranged in neat piles. A table in the living room holds an 

extensive array of family photos. Predominant among them are Jose's 

high school football team pictures and pictures of Bernice and Jose 

at high school graduation.

Bernice is a very slender and pretty young woman. She wears 

no makeup and is simply dressed in a shirt and slacks. She moves in 

quick motions and seems filled with energy. She almost constantly has 

one or the other of the children in her arms. She seems to enjoy 

tickling and fondling them. Her eyes get very bright and her voice 

enthusiastic when she speaks of the children.

Jose and Monica have a freshly scrubbed look, as does their 

clothing. Bernice is friendly and open in responding to the questions. 

She doesn't sit still during our time together but frequently gets up 

to reprimand the children or to get them a drink or other snack from 

the kitchen. Even when responding to the questions, her eye contact 

is predominantly with her children.

When Bernice was in high school she worked part time as a 

cashier at a car wash. She and Jose have discussed her resuming that 

part-time work. She does not complain about too little money or state 

that she worries about meeting their expenses. Their large purchases 

are paid through small payments over a long period. One afternoon 

when I was there Bernice was excited because she and her husband were 

going together to make the last payment on their wedding rings.

Bernice's parents and younger brother live in Tucson. Her 

brother is her only sibling. Her in-laws and Jose's many siblings 

also reside in Tucson. On Saturdays Bernice and her family have
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breakfast with her parents and on Sunday dinner with Jose's family.

She enjoys these contacts and sees her family, especially her mother, 

as the primary person in whom she confides.

Bernice describes her weekdays as being monotonously the same. 

She can drive but has no car available when Jose is at work. Her time 

is spent caring for the children and the house. She does not garden 

and is rarely outside except to wash and hang the clothes.

A good day is one in which the kids get along. The pattern 

of a bad day includes Jose Jr. frequently picking on Monica. He takes 

toys away from her or grabs her bottle and drinks it. Bernice con
stantly intervenes on Monica's behalf. Monica misbehaves by getting 

into things like Bernice's jewelry or the folded laundry. On a bad 

day Bernice threatens them with the belt frequently and occasionally 

follows through and spanks them.

Bernice's favorite time of day is just after lunch when both 

children nap and she can sit in the living room and watch television. 

For about an hour a day she watches favorite soap operas.

Characteristics she finds appealing in others are patience, 

kindness, and friendliness. These are qualities she thinks she has, 

although she would like to be more patient with Jose and Monica.

The role she identifies with strongest is that of mother. 

Currently, playing with, caring for and teaching her children is her 

most important function. Secondly, she sees herself as a wife. She 

believes that being a good mother is part of being a good wife.

When Bernice was a child she expected to teach school as an 

adult. She thought she would never get married. "When you get



older your Ideas about this change." She dated Jose since she was 

a sophomore in high school and married him following graduation. She 

says she has no regrets about marrying at an early age.

When her children are both in school, Bernice plans to attend 

a community college and earn a registered nurse degree. Because of 

her fondness for children, she imagines herself working in pediatrics. 

Her picture of what she will be doing in 5 years is attending school.

She is definite about not wanting any more children.

In 10 years she sees herself working full time as a nurse. Her 

children are 11 and 12 and going to the neighborhood school. Her 

husband is still working for the newspaper. Her fantasy for 20 years 

from now has both she and Jose working full time. They are buying their 

own house. Jose Jr. and Monica might be married or still in school, 

depending on whether they decide to continue their education beyond 

high school.

Bernice states that there is no famous person from the political 

or entertainment worlds that she views as a hero or heroine. The 

person she looks up to most is her husband, then her parents, and then 

her children. The person she most wants to please is definitely her 

husband. What he thinks of her and his judgment of her as a person is 

more important than anyone else's evaluation of her.

For Bernice a family means being together and being happy. It 

involves doing things for each other. When her children want her to do 

something for them she does it. And when she wants them to do some

thing for her, they do it. "You give and in return you get."
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The basic component of a marriage is trusting each other. 

Jealousy frequently causes big problems in marriage. Bernice has 

watched her aunt and uncle grapple with her uncle's infidelity. It is 

very important to her that she be able to trust Jose regarding his 

sexual fidelity. Sometimes she teases him when she sees him looking 

at another girl. She knows, however, that he would not be unfaithful.

A mother is the person most involved in caring for the children. 

She keeps them clean, feeds them, and entertains them. She disciplines 

them and sorts out fights between them. She lets them know how much 

she loves them.

A wife is devoted to her husband. She cares for the children 

and the home as her job. She talks with her husband and they face 

problems together. Sometimes husbands and wives argue but they always 

meet a resolution together.

Bernice sorted her activities into seven categories. The 

Category that most reinforces her feelings of worth is doing household 

chores. The fact that she is able to maintain her house and prepare 

meals gives her a sense of accomplishment and contribution. In doing 

these chores she fulfills the role and expectations of housewife.

Disciplining the children was her next reinforcing category.

She believes that disciplining is basic to rearing responsible children. 

It is an important ingredient in the role of mothering.

The time she spends in conversation with Jose was next on her 

list of activities that add to her feeling good about herself. She 

gets satisfaction from sitting with him and telling him about her day 

and hearing about his. Bernice is responsible for the basic weekly
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budget but large purchases are discussed prior to any decision. She 

enjoys these conversations and planning sessions. Bernice and Jose 

rarely go out together. Their time is spent with work, child care, 

and housecleaning, and there is little money for entertainment. This 

makes moments alone together at home very special. It is during these 

times that Bernice feels specially cared for and valued.

Caring for the health needs of the family was next in importance. 

Taking the children to the doctor, arranging dental visits, and caring 

for minor illnesses are ways in which Bernice contributes to the well

being of her family.

Bernice mentioned quiet time with the children as next in 

reinforcing her feeling of self-worth. She gains satisfaction when 

reading to the kids, tucking them in bed, or playing with them.

Relaxation time was her next priority of activities that self

nurture. Moments spent in watching television or napping renew her. 

Taking time out for herself rates low on the range of activitiies that 

add to her liking herself. Service to others or meeting her role 

expectations seems more basic to her good opinion of herself than 

activities for her own pleasure.

The final category is social time spent with others. Visiting 

friends and relatives is the least significant activity relative to 

her liking herself.
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Subject 3

Estelle Is a 26-year-old mother of four boys, ages 8, 6, 4, and 

2 years. Estelle's husband, Raul, works as a tile mechanic installing 

floor tiles in new houses.

Estelle was born and reared in Willcox, Arizona, where her 

father worked on a ranch. She has an older sister and two older brothers 

and a younger brother and two younger sisters. All of her siblings 

live in Phoenix and are now married. She seldom sees any of them. Her 

parents separated 4 years ago; her mother now lives in California and 

her father in New Mexico.

Estelle met her husband, Raul, in high school. She contracted 

valley fever in the tenth grade, missed a month of schooling because 

of the illness, and decided not to return to school. "School was never 

important to me. I stayed home and helped with the house and worked 

in the fields."

Her parents would not allow her to date so she would spend time 

with Raul and tell her parents she was with girl friends. Without any 

pre-planning, one night they decided to elope. She was 18 and he was 

19 years old. After they married they moved to Tucson so that Raul 

could look for work. Estelle does not like living in Tucson. The 

city is too big, with too many people and too much noise. She wants to 

own land and have a large garden and a quiet space to enjoy outdoors.

She and her family now live in a neighborhood that is chiefly 

Mexican-American. The homes are about 20 years old. There are wide 

differences between the homes in terms of upkeep and landscaping. The
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larger homes have had recreation rooms or bedrooms added on since they 

were built. Some houses are well-groomed and freshly painted. Others 

need painting, screens repaired, and window panes replaced. Estelle's 

house was in need of painting when I first saw it. By our last visit, 

she and Raul had finished painting the front and one side.

Her living room is sparsely furnished with a worn sofa and a 

large rocking chair. On corner shelves pictures of Estelle's family 

are displayed. On the wall is a large photo of her father in his 

World War II army uniform. Also in the living room is an old gas stove, 

which Estelle is cleaning and repairing to replace her partially 

broken stove in the kitchen. She enjoys this kind of fix-up project.

The walls of the living room are cement block. Raul has 

painted them to resemble bricks with dark mortar in between the block. 

Estelle is proud of the work Raul has done on the home.

Estelle dresses simply, wears no makeup, and her black hair is 

chin length and wavy. She is pleasant and more quiet than the other 

study participants. She answers questions briefly and only occasionally 

offers stories about herself or her family. Several times she expressed 

concern that what she had to tell me might not be interesting enough 

or special enough to be part of a paper such as this. Her English 

vocabulary consists of simple words and phrases. Sometimes she pauses, 

thinking of how to express an idea.

Estelle reports that each day is very routine. Her day starts 

with making breakfast for her husband and children and making lunches 

for the school-aged children. When the two older boys leave for school
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she starts cleaning the house and doing the laundry. At noon she has 

lunch with the younger boys and then everyone takes a nap. Then 

there is more housecleaning and dinner preparation begins. After 

dinner there is some cleanup and then bedtime. A couple of years ago 

she spent much of her time caring for the four young children. Now 

she feels much freer, spending less time in child care.

Estelle states that she is always at home. She does not drive; 

she is able to but becomes scared in traffic. Her husband would like 

her to be able to do the grocery shopping and run errands during the 

day. She has a fantasy about the car stopping in the middle of the 

street and not knowing what to do.

Estelle describes a good day as one when she doesn’t feel 

exhausted. A bad day occurs when she lacks the energy to do her chores. 

During these times she often prays. Occasionally she talks herself out 

of feeling despondent. She scolds herself for being depressed and 

sings a few songs. Sometimes she wishes for someone to talk with but 

doesn't have close friends. A woman in her Bible studies class is 

perhaps her closest contact.

Estelle believes that the most valuable thing she does is care 

for her children. Her favorite time of day is around noon when the 

small children nap and she watches soap operas or sleeps. Her favorite 

place is the rocking chair, relaxing by herself, the boys asleep.

The ways she describes herself are as a mother, housekeeper, 

wife, gardener, and seamstress. Of these, mother and wife are primary. 

She likes to include her husband in her activities. She thinks that



he would be better able to describe what she is like as a person than 

Estelle herself can. Estelle prefers to be with people who are talk

ative because then she doesn't have to worry about her own conversation.

When first asked she was unable to identify what it is she 

likes about herself. A week later she reported that what she admires 

is her honesty. She talked about feeling proud that she had re-uphol

stered her kitchen chairs alone. This seemed to give her a real sense 

of accomplishment.

Estelle's favorite memories are of the first few minutes after 

the birth of each of her sons. The pain is over and there is the 

excitement of a new child. "When I barely have the baby and everything 

is all right." Another pleasant memory is when she was still living 

with her parents and all her brothers and sisters and the whole family 

went to the park to play baseball. She remembers the joy of being a 

happy family unit.

When she was young her expectations were to grow up, marry, and 

have four children, two boys and two girls. She thought her life would 

be more satisfying than it is. "When you're little you think it will 

be easy. When you’re married it's not so easy."

When we began talking of the future, she was slow in calculating 

the boys' ages 5 years from now. She counted on her fingers to do the 

additions. She thinks that in 5 years she will be bored at home. She 

hopes she might be working. She says she would only be competent to 

handle some sort of manual or clerical position because she is not smart. 

She thinks she could be a nurse's aide.
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Ten years into the future she foresees a life of worry. She 

pictures herself as sick much of the time but cannot identify a type 

of illness. She would like to be working 10 years from now.

Her picture of 20 years hence has her living on a small ranch 

with a garden, chickens, and pigs. She is outside tending the animals. 

She most enjoys her weekends when her grandchildren come to visit.

The people she most wants to please is her whole family, the 

five people she lives with. Pleasing one of them is no more important 

than pleasing any of the others.

Estelle claims she has no heroes, no one she specially admires. 

Also there is no one she would choose to trade places with. She talks 

fondly of her mother, saying she is shy. "She is not a mean person, 

but you don't want to get her angry." Estelle thinks she is much like 

her mom.

When asked about what a family is, Estelle thinks about unity, 

love, and sharing. It is parents and children growing together.

For her the basis of a marriage is honesty. It involves two 

people being absolutely honest with each other and caring for each 

other. They are considerate about each other. If one is happy, the 

other is happy. If one is sad, the other helps. Love is the essence 

of a good marriage.

A mother is a person who is a worrier, a doctor, a helper, and 

a teacher. She does things from an attitude of love for her children. 

It is important to be firm with one's children and still show them you 

care. Some mothers are very strict; others are very lenient. Estelle 

says she is in-between. "I am firm but with love."
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A wife is somebody that is "under her husband. She is not the 

head but she is next." She is cared for and ordered around. She is a 

helper who is treated with kindness. She is the homemaker. She 

handles the budget. She helps with decisions but the final decision 

belongs to the husband. If he is wrong in his choice, the wife must 

abide by his decision. Sometimes Estelle feels subservient in her role 

as wife.

Estelle organized her activities into five categories. Provid

ing most support for her feeling of self-worth is the time spent alone, 

relaxing.

Next she values activities in which family and friends partici

pate. The time spent interacting with her children was third in 

advancing her self esteem. She believes that an important part of 

mothering is helping with her sons. Disciplining them and playing with 

them are equally valid parts of her job as a mother.

The fourth group involves activities which center around using 

a car and are usually done with her husband. These activities provide 

a stimulating change of scene and an opportunity to visit with Raul.

The final category consists of daily household chores which 

are a mandatory part of her existence but do least to confirm her 

self-esteem.

Subject 4

Maria is a 26-year-old mother of two sons. Her first son, 

Ernesto is 4 years old. Maria explained that he was named after his 

father as is the Mexican tradition. Had it been a girl child, she
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would have had the name t?aria as her middle name. She has a second son, 

Saul, who is 9 months old.

Maria's husband is 27 years old and works as a teen counselor in 

the alcoholic rehabilitation center. He attends the university part 

time and has 18 units left to complete his bachelor's degree. Maria 

is hopeful that he will eventually complete a master's degree. She 

describes her husband as very ambitious.

Maria feels very fortunate to have the husband she does. She 

feels that he is the authority in the house but that he is not a 

dictator. She says that in some Mexican homes the wife is extremely 

subservient. She enjoys the husband-wife exchanges with Ernesto. 

"Nothing is done without consulting each other." If she has a problem
X

during the day she phones him at work. Sometimes she gets upset with 

Ernesto Jr.'s behavior and is uncertain how to reprimand him so she 

calls her husband. "He tells me to calm down and he talks to Ernesto 

and everything is all right again."

Maria and her family live in a middle-class neightborhood. The 

houses are tract homes, less than 10 years old and appear well main

tained. It is a culturally mixed neighborhood, with predominantly 

Mexican and Anglo families.

Maria's home still has a new look. The furniture in the living 

room is in good condition. The dining room contains a modern wood

grained table and chairs and in the corner, a large china hutch filled 

with dishes. Her kitchen is modern. Two pictures are prominent in 

the living room: one a large wedding photo of Maria and Ernesto, the
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other a large picture of Ernesto Jr. The baby’s play pen is clean and 

new-looking with an assortment of toys scattered inside. Outside, the 

driveway displays a late model used car which Ernesto recently purchased 

as a surprise for Maria. It replaces an older car she had prior to 

that.

Maria is a pretty young woman. Her shoulder-length hair has 

a new permanent and is very curly. She states that when she was in 

high school she was very overweight and she is now perhaps 10 pounds 

more than her ideal weight. She wears earrings and makeup, and 

occasionally her long fingernails are polished. During our first 

meeting she expressed curiosity about the study and requested a copy 

of the completed draft.

Ernesto and Saul look well-scrubbed and their clothing is 

fresh. Both children are friendly and want to be with us during our 

meetings.

Conversation with Maria frequently shifts to her study of the 

Bible and the importance of Jesus in her life. For example, she uses 

Jesus' relationship with the Church on earth as a model when talking 

about a marriage and the relationship between a man and a woman. She 

listens to the Christian radio and watches Christian programs on T V.

Maria describes herself as pampered by her family. She has 

an older brother who especially looked after her. "I was passive, like 

a princess." She says at age 19 when she married she was insecure and 

felt she wanted to have a family and not work outside her home. She 

credits her husband with adding greatly to her self-confidence. When 

Ernesto was a couple of years old, and she and her husband decided to
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buy a home, her husband convinced her to get a job to help with the 

expense. "I went to work and I felt better about myself and about him.

He helped me a lot. He finished my growing up." She worked for a 

couple of years as a secretary at a local home and training center for 

retarded children. When she recently saw one of her co-workers she was 

told that the center would love to have her return there to work.

Maria describes her typical day as fast paced so that she can 

accomplish all that she wants to do. It begins with cooking breakfast, 

then nursing Saul, which she finds relaxing. Once Saul is back in bed, 

Maria takes a bath and fixes her hair. "Even if it is just a weekday,

I like to be well-groomed." This is followed by house cleaning and 

laundering the clothes. Ernesto attends pre-school a few miles from 

their home from 11 to 2 daily. Maria drives him and stays at the school 

while he does his program. Although she has Saul with her, she is able 

to help out at the school and is friendly with the teachers. At the 

end of the last school year she was given a certificate of appreciation 

for her help.

On the return trip she may stop to shop. Once home, she 

continues cleaning house and cooks dinner.

On a good day "everything goes easy, everything is on schedule." 

She likes to have some solitary time, primarily to read the Bible. 

Sometimes she is frustrated at not having time for introspection. She 

states that some Mexican mothers give all their lives for their children. 

Her own mother had four daughters and two sons, all of whom are now 

married and except for Maria have all moved out of town. Maria believes



that her mother, now 58 years old, lived for her children and that it 

was difficult for her to adjust when they left home.

Maria finds that in many ways she is like her mother, whom she 

describes as old-fashioned, loving, and kind. Maria's grandmother was 

born in Mexico and was never allowed to attend school because she was 

a woman.

Maria recalls her mother's loneliness and heartache when her 

children left home. Maria has decided that she doesn't want to 

experience that same loss. "The Bible says that God comes first, then 

husband, then kids. Kids are important, to me they are my life, but I 

have to get adjusted to it all through my life that they are going to 

grow up and move away and find somebody to love. I have to accept them 

as men."

She says that her own mother even after 3 years of marriage 

called Maria "my little girl." Finally, Maria thinks she is accepted as 

a woman who is married and has children.

Maria's bad days occur when time runs out and some chores go 

unfinished, resulting in her becoming impatient with the children. She 

routinely takes inventory at the end of the day and checks her 

accomplishments.

What she likes about herself is her capacity to get along with 

almost everyone. She makes friends easily and can start a conversation 

with a stranger. She also likes her curiosity, her desire "to know 

about lots of things."
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When she first responded to the question, "Who am I?" she 

said, "a homemaker, a Mexican-American, a wife and a mother." Giving



it more thought, she rearranged the list going from most to least 

important. "I am a Christian, a wife, a mother, a homemaker, a daughter, 

a friend."

The most important thing she does is pray for her family, her 

husband, and her children. When Maria is feeling despondent, reading 

the Bible and listening to Christian programs restores her feelings of 

well-being. Also, if she has extra time when the boys are asleep, she 

takes a bubble bath. "I love to feel feminine." When she is depressed 

she says she eats so she tries to avoid being depressed.

She talks of the feelings of pride she had when she gave birth 

to Saul. Her husband was with her. She remembers that as soon as Saul 

was born she sat right up to see him and was very elated. Maria's 

favorite memory is of the night Ernesto proposed to her at the drive-in 

movie. She cried and felt scared of the responsibility of marriage.

It meant she wasn't going to be mother's little girl any longer. Her 

father was alcoholic and she realized how hard life was for her mother. 

She did not want her life to repeat her mother's.

When Maria answered the question regarding favorite time of day 

she laughed and expressed concern that I might think her whole life 

centers on her husband. The time she loves the most is when she is 

standing in the kitchen and he comes home from work. The boys run to 

greet him and they are all together. Her favorite place to be is at 

home, in the kitchen, where she spends most of the time, or in the !. 

living room when her family is together.
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When Marla was a child she says she feared what she saw as the 

responsibility of adulthood. She thinks she may have been insecure 

about herself because she was obese. She knew she would get married, 

though, and that her husband would be the right one.

Looking to the future, Maria comments on what she might be 

doing 5 years from now. Perhaps she will be at home with another baby, 
"if my husband decides he wants another baby." Ernesto obviously makes 

the important decisions in the family. Maria states that she would not 

want another child until after Ernesto finishes school and gets a 

substantial raise.

In five years Ernesto Jr. and Saul will be in school and Maria 

sees them as having "a life of their own." Maria doesn’t want to be a 

mom who smothers kids, who stays home all day just waiting for their 

return.

Ten years from now she envisions herself working as a teacher. 

When the boys are in school Maria hopes to get a degree in education 
from a university.

Maria thinks that in 20 years her husband will be retired and 

working on a part-time basis. She imagines herself doing something 

creative. Her boys will have children of their own and they will have 

to call at least 5 days in advance if they want her to baby sit because 
she will be so busy.

The persons Maria most wants to please are God, her husband, 

and herself. She says that at one time her husband and her parents had 

equal power in her life. Ernesto was upset because her parents



influenced her so strongly. Now she listens politely to her parents' 

comments but she and Ernesto make their own decisions.

Jesus Christ is Maria's hero. Moses is another because "he 

was an ordinary person with a special mission." Maria sees similarities 

between herself and St. Peter, the apostle. Both of them "took a long 

time to mature, sometimes speaking or acting without sufficient fore

thought. "

There is no one Maria wants to be other than herself. This 

represents a change in attitude. She used to think it would be nice to 

have someone else's appearance. She feels assured that her life is as 

important as anyone else's. She does not get the public attention of 

Jimmy Carter, for instance, but she is no less important. She thinks 

she may even have a special mission in life.

For Maria, being a wife is being a mother to her husband and 

children. She does things that nurture Ernesto. She cuddles him and 

cares for him. "I am his second mom."

"A mother is the one who cares for the family, physically, 

mentally and emotionally." Maria says she is not authoritarian with 

her children. She likes to sit down with them at their own level and 

find out what is troubling them. She admits that sometimes she loses 

patience and yells at them. She believes that some mothers are selfish 

and do hot care about their children. Some mothers meet the physical 

needs of their children but not the emotional.

A family is a mother and father and children, a home, being 

together. She describes it as beyond where you live or what your house
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is like. It is even beyond being together because sometimes it is not 

possible to be together. "It’s not just a bond, it's a life."

She states that marriage is commitment. Marriage starts out 

with love; there would be no marriage without love. Trust is also basic. 

"It is not thinking of yourself at all and it doesn't bother you. It's 

letting what you want to be second and working for each other."

Maria divided her activities into four categories. The group 

that she reports as most supportive of positive feelings about self are 

those which involve communication and sharing with her husband. Whether 

it is something superficial like going to the movies, or more serious 

such as discussing child discipline, the quality input she gets from 

being with Ernesto enhances her liking herself.

The second category Maria refers to is routine chores such as 

shopping, cleaning, cooking, yard work, etc. Also in this group is 

attending to the health needs of her family and herself.
Pleasurable time spent with her children and visiting her 

family comprise the third list of activities. It is time spent in a 

relaxed way in a social context.

Things she does by herself or for herself make up the last 

category. Getting her hair done, swimming, reading, and sitting quietly 

are things she does which do not involve her family. She enjoys'doing 

these things and protects her schedule so that she has time to do these 

things. However, she feels they are least important to her liking 

herself.

The preceding has been a presentation of case histories 

describing the women, their families and their interview responses.
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The next section contains several tables which present the 

information in more graphic form allowing for easier comparison among 

the women and generalizations from the total data.

Characteristics of the Subjects and Their Families

Table 2 contains demographic information regarding the women 

and their families. It contains information regarding the age, years 

of education and years of marriage for the women. It states the number 

and ages of their children. It also includes and assessment of their 

economic status and the educational level of their spouses.

Subject 1 is 31 years old, has been married 3 years and has 2 

children. Both she and her spouse completed high school and their 

economic status is upper lower class.

Subject 2, a 19-year-old, has had 2 children during her 2-year 

marriage. She and her husband each have 12 years of schooling and they 

are upper lower class.

The third subject is 28 years old and has 4 children. She has 

been married 10 years. While her husband completed high school, she did 

not pursue school beyond the tenth grade. Their status is upper lower 

class.

Subject 4 is 26 years old, married 7 years, and the mother of 

2 children. She completed 12 years of school and her husband finished 

15 years of education. This family is middle class.

Table 2 uses the terms "middle class" and "lower class."

Hunter and Whitten (1975, p. 74) state that class "membership is defined



Table 2, Characteristics of the Subjects and Their Families

Subject
Number Age

Years of 
Marriage

Number of 
Children

Ages of 
Children

Subject's 
Years of 
Education

Economic3
Status

Husband1s 
Years of 
Education

1 31 3 2 4 years 
11/2 years

12 ULC 12

2 19 2 2 11/2 years 
6 months

12 ULC 12

3 28 10 4 8 years 
6 years 
4 years 
2 years

12 ULC 12

4 26 7 2 4 years 
9 months

12 MC 15

aULC - Upper Lower Class 
MC - Middle Class

ONm

/
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by economic criteria; class position usually correlates closely with 

power and status in society."

Zadrozny (1959) explained that middle class is composed of 

professional and business people, white collar workers and clerks.

Sills (1968, p. 336) stated that in the middle class there is stress 

upon success in a career. There is planning for the future, looking 

for accomplishment and practical results. A premium is placed on 

foresight and control.

Watson (1966) sees the upper lower class as composed of semi

skilled workers and service employees. In this subgroup there is a 

basic orientation to getting by. The importance of family life and 

peer group life above work commitment and work advancement make this a 

person-oriented group.

No clear demarcation exists between classes and there is a vast 

overlap. The above definitions were considered in deciding into which 

class to place each of the women and their families.

Subject's Self Descriptions

Table 3 contains the women's comments regarding how they view 

themselves.

Subjects 1 and 3 have chronic, non-specific somatic complaints. 

Both have seen physicians because of their symptoms and have been told 

there is "nothing physically wrong." Subjects 2 and 4 see themselves 

as healthy.

Subjects 1, 2 and 3 gave "mother" as their first response in 

completing the statement, "I a m ____________ ." Subject 1 identified



Table 3. Subjects1 Self Descriptions

Subject
Number

Ease in Identi
fying Positive 
Self Qualities

Qualities 
Liked About 
Self

Self
Description

Description 
of Health

Most Important 
Activity

1 Not Able to 
Identify Any None Mo ther 

Gardener 
Domestic 
Cook
Laundress
Seamstress
Bookkeeper

Chronic
Headaches
and
Backaches

Caring For 
Her Children

2 Readily Can Patient
Kind
Friendly

Mother
Wife

Excellent Caring For 
Her Children

3 Able to Identify 
After Few Days to 
Think About It

Honesty Mother
Housekeeper
Wife
Gardener
Seamstress

Chronic
Tiredness
Recurring
Abdominal
Pain of No
Etiology

Caring For 
Her Children

4 Readily Can Friendly 
Gets Along 
With People 
Eaget to 
Learn New 
Things

Christian
Wife
Mother
Homemaker
Daughter
Friend

Excellent Praying For 
Her Family
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herself as a mother plus a list of task-related roles. Her list did 

not include the role of wife. Subjects 2, 3 and 4 all see themselves 

as mothers and wives. Only Subject 4 placed wife before mother. Subject 

4 sees herself first as a Christian, stressing the importance of her 

relationship with God. Subject 4 has more self descriptions focused 

on relationships to others. Her list includes daughter and friend.

None of the women said, "I am a person," or "I am a woman." They all 

defined who they are in terms of their relationships and their household 

jobs.

Variation existed among the women regarding the ease with which 

they identified positive self qualities. Subject 1 was unable to formu

late a positive response about herself. Subject 3 was able to say some

thing she likes about herself after thinking about it for a few days. 

Subjects 2 and 4 easily commented on their favorable traits. The items 

the women identified include: patient, kind, friendly, honest, get

along well with people and eager to learn new things. Subjects 2 and 4 

refer to friendliness and ease in being with others. The willingness of 

Subjects 2 and 4 to be outgoing seems to contrast with being "quiet and 

shy," attributes which are part of the traditional roles of Marianismo 

(Casavantes, 1976, p. 61). Subject 4 likes her eagerness to learn.

This seems to clearly conflict with the traditional roles of being 

"passive, dependent and home bound." Her curiosity is perhaps more 

aligned with being "experimental and exploratory" which are attributes 

"machismo" (Casavantes, p. 62).

For all of the women their most important activitiy involves 

their families. Subjects 1, 2 and 3 say it is caring for their



children. Subject 4 says it is praying for her family. The value 

given to caring for one's family is evident in all of the responses.

These data are presented in Table 3.

Subject's Predictions for the Future

Table 4 summarizes the women's comments about the future.

In five years Subject 1 wants to be working, although she doesn't 

know what kind of job she might have. In ten years she will be having 
trouble with her teen-age son and the authorities in juvenile court.

By 1999 she imagines being divorced and working as a clerical or sales 

person.

Subject 2 plans to be studying nursing at a community college 

in five years. Both ten years and twenty years from now she will be 

working as a nurse.

Subject 3 expects to be bored in five years. She wants to be 

employed, using her hands and not her head. In ten years her health 

will be poor and she will be worrying a lot. The year 1999 sees her 

living on a ranch, caring for animals and a garden.

Five years from now. Subject 4 thinks she will either be home 

with a new baby or attending the university. In ten years she will be 

working as a teacher and in twenty years she will be creatively occupied 

in some home-centered projects.

The future projections of Subjects 1 and 3 include negative 

prospects; they may be "having problems" with teen children, worrying, 

and being ill and bored. All of the women see employment as a possi

bility in their futures. Subjects 2 and 4 were able to identify types
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Table 4» Subjects* Predictions for the Future

Subject 1984— 5 Years from Now 1989— 10 Years from Now 1999— 20 Years from Now

1 Wants to be working.
Does not know what type 
of job

2 Attending local community
colege and studying 
nursing

3 Bored. Hopes to be
working in a job that 
uses her hands and not 
her head.

4 At home with new baby or
studying at the univer
sity

Having problems with 
teen-age son at juvenile 
court center

Working as a nurse in 
pediatrics

Worrying, probably in 
ill health

Working as a teacher

Working as a clerical person 
or a salesperson. May be 
divorced.

Working as a nurse

Living on a ranch, tending 
animals and a garden

Active in creative projects



of work, i.e., nurse and teacher. Only Subject 1 sees divorce from her 

current spouse as likely.

Subjects* Definitions of the Concepts:
Mother, Wife, Marriage, and Family

Table 5 highlights the women’s comments on the concepts of 
mother, wife, marriage and family.

Subject 1 sees mothering in terms of tasks she does to maintain 

her household. She also mentions mothers being nurses which alludes to 

involvement with and caring for others. Subject 3 outlines roles which 

include teacher and helper and have more of a self-other cqntext.

Subject 2 talks of caring for children which obviously means interacting 

with others. Subject 4 specifically refers to her involvment with her 

children and caring for them emotionally as well as physically.

The role of wife unanimously involves relating to one’s husband. 

Subjects 1, 2 and 4 seem to agree wifing is caring for or mothering one’s 

spouse. Subject 3 sets up a specific hierarchy within the relationship, 

putting the wife in a 1 down position; she is "under her husband."

Commenting on marriage. Subjects 2 and 3 emphasize an honest 

and trusting relationship. Subject 1 sees it as mutually supportive in 

terms of maintaining the home. For her it seems tolerable to sacrifice 

closeness on a more personal level. Subject 4 sees marriage as commit

ment and putting self second.

All of the women see a family similarly. It is being together 

in a caring relationship. It is a tie among parents and children.
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. Table 5» Subjects* Definitions of the Concepts: Mother, Wife, Marriage, Family
Subject
Number Mother Wife Marriage Family

1 Nurse, diswasher, 
laundress, 
repair person

"Nurse maid." 
Takes care of 
husband.

Mutual support. 
Okay to have 
secrets.

Being together, 
sharing

2 Person who cares 
for children

Devotion to 
husband.
Facing problems 
together.

Trusting each 
other completely

Being together

3 Worrier, doctor, 
helper, teacher.

"Under her 
husband"
Does things in 
the home

Honesty, caring Being with each 
other and helping

4 Person who cares 
for family, 
physically, 
mentally, and 
emotionally

Mother to 
husband and 
children

Commitment.
Not thinking of 
self first.

Bond among mom, 
dad, and 
children



• Table 5. Subjects* Definitions of the Concepts: Mother, Wife, Marriage, Family
Subject
Number Mother Wife Marriage Family

1 Nurse, diswasher, 
laundress, 
repair person

"Nurse maid." 
Takes care of 
husband.

Mutual support. 
Okay to have 
secrets.

Being together, 
sharing

2 Person who cares 
for children

Devotion to 
husband.
Facing problems 
together.

Trusting each 
other completely

Being together

3 Worrier, doctor, 
helper, teacher.

"Under her 
husband"
Does things in 
the home

Honesty, caring Being with each 
other and helping

4 Person who cares 
for family, 
physically, 
mentally, and 
emotionally

Mother to 
husband and 
children

Commitment.
Not thinking of 
self first.

Bond among mom, 
dad, and 
children
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Table 6 is a synopsis of activities that the women report as 

adding to the quality of their lives. It includes their favorite time 

of day, favorite place to be, favorite memory and what they might do 

to perk themselves up if feeling down.

Subjects 1, 2 and 3 identify their favorite time of day as 

a work break each takes when the children are napping. This is repre

sented as a time to relax and is frequently spent alone watching soap 

operas on television. Subject 4*s favorite time of day is late after

noon when her husband first gets home from work and all her family is 

together. Subject 4 may put less emphasis on quiet time away from her 

children because five days a week for three hours she is at her son's 

day care.

During time she is there Subject 4, Maria, is able to visit with 

the teachers who are also her friends. She also functions much as a 

teacher's assistant interacting with the children. Obviously, this is 

a time when she is away from her home and the routine household tasks. 

She is the only participant who has this outside contact as part of 

her routine schedule.

All four women reported a favorite memory which involved being 

with others. Subject 2 chose her wedding date and Subject 4 the day 

she became engaged. Both dates seem to affirm the affection between 

selves and spouses which is valued by these women.

Subject 1 spoke of high school friendships, a period during 

which she felt less burdened with responsibilities. Subject 3 mentioned 

the satisfying first moments after giving birth.

Activities That Feel Good



Table 6. Activities that Feel Good
Subject
Number

Favorite
Memory

Favorite 
Time of Day

Favorite 
Place to Be

How She Perks 
Self Up

1 Being in high 
school. No Problems 
or worrier. Many 
friends

10:30 a.m.-noon. 
Temperature cool. 
Relaxes, not 
worrying.
Watches soap 
operas.

Sitting in 
living room, 
undisturbed, 
watching TV.

Talks to a friend on 
the telephone.

2 Her wedding day When the day ends. 
Children are in bed. 
She is exhausted and 
goes to sleep.

Sitting in 
living room, 
watching soap 
operas, 
children 
napping

Sitting in the rocking 
chair holding one of 
the children.

3 Minutes just after 
birth of her sons. 
Playing ball with 
family.

Noon, boys napping. 
Rests and watches 
soap operas.

Sitting alone 
in rocking 
chair in living 
room.

Praying. Talking self 
out of being down.
Talk with a friend.

4 Day husband 
proposed

When husband 
returns from work. 
Family together.

Her kitchen. 
Living room 
when family

Read the Bible. Take 
a bubble bath and feel 
feminine.

home.
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Considerable diversity exists among what the women do to 

perk themselves up when feeling down.

Subject 1 talks with a friend on the phone, an activity which 

includes her sharing her feelings with someone else.

Subject 2 sits in a rocking chair and holds one of her children. 

This may reflect the satisfaction she experiences from closeness with 

her children. It probably does not, however, involve her sharing her 

thoughts and feelings with another.

Subject 3 prays and chides herself out of being down. If this 

fails she sometimes talks with her friend from Bible study class. For 

her, feeling better may result from relating to self or interacting 

with others.

Subject 4 reads the Bible and pampers herself by feeling 

feminine and taking a bubble bath when she is feeling low. She inter

acts with herself and with God but not with other people. The bubble 

bath may be a way to nurture herself independent of contact with 

others.

Priority of Activities Which Increase Self-Esteem 

Table 7 contains categories of activities which each woman 

established through a card-sorting technique. Each woman was given a 

stack of cards and each card stated one activity. The request was to 

arrange the cards according to their priority in which an activity added 

to their self esteem. There was diversity in the priority given to 

activities by women.



Table 7. Priority of Activities which Increase Self-esteem
Suject 1 
(Graciela)

Subject 2 
(Bernice)

Subject 3 
(Estelle)

Subject 4 
(Maria)

1. Going out with husband 
and family

Doing household 
chores

Relaxing alone Having time with 
husband

2. Being with family 
and friends

Disciplining
children

Being with family 
and friends

Doing household 
chores

3. Caring for family's 
medical needs

Having time with 
husband

Being with her 
children

Having time with 
family and friends

4. Doing household 
chores

Caring for family's 
health

Doing activities 
that use the car

Having time to 
spend on self

5. Tending to hygiene 
needs

Having time with 
children

Doing household 
chores

6. Having quiet time 
alone

Having time alone

7. Socializing with 
friends



Subject 1 arranged her activities in the following order:

1) going out with husband and family; 2) being with family and friends; 

30 caring for family’s medical needs; 4) doing household chores;

5) tending to hygiene needs; 60 having quiet times alone.

The priority listing for Subject 2 was: 1) doing household

chores; 2) disciplining children; 3) having time with husband; 4) caring 

for family’s health; 5) having time with children; 6) having time alone; 

7) socializing with friends.

Subject 3 decided on the following order for her activities:

1) relaxing alone; 2) being with family and friends; 3) being with her 

children; 4) doing activities that use the car; 5) doing household 

chores.

For Subject 4, this priority fit best: 1) having time with

husband; 2) doing household chores; 3) having time with family and 

friends; 4) having time to spend on self.

Interacting with one's family and especially one's spouse is 

high on everyone's list and is first for subjects 1 and 4. The general 

trend is that quality time with one's spouse has the most positive 

associations, followed by time with one's immediate family, and then 

time with friends.

Completion of household tasks or chores is very scattered on 

the list of priorities, ranging from first to last place.

Quiet time alone or in activities that seem self-indulgent 

placed last for Subjects 1 and 4 and second to last for Subject 2. 

However, for Subject 3 it is the first priority item.
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The Subjects' Feelings About Themselves 

Figure 2 is a composite of the individual scores of the sheet,

"My Feelings About Myself As A Person."

All of the women responded that they almost always or usually 

feel worthwhile, liked by others, important, trusting, able to handle 

stress, loveable, kind and giving. .Seventy-five percent of the women 

stated that they feel angry, capable, hopeful, strong, able to 

influence others, happy and able to handle anger. The same percentage 

said that they almost never or seldom feel helpless, hopeless, worthless, 

cruel, or desperate. Half of the women acknowledged feeling weak and 

depressed and half said that they usually do not have those feelings.

Subject 1 rated herself at 4 on a 1 - 10 scale of self 

satisfaction. Hers was the only score below 5. Subject 3 rated her

self at 6, Subject 4 gave herself a 7, and Subject 2 put herself at 8.

The individual sheets are also included here to allow an easier 

appraisal of how each mother responded (Figures 3-6).



The numbers in the boxes identify each woman by her subject 
number.

AlmostAlways Almost Never 
3 4

Worthwhile
Angry

Capable
Hopeless
Strong

Liked by others
Helpless
Hopeful

Weak
Important
Trusting
Able to influence others

1,3,4
2.3,4

w

AlmostAlways Almost Never 2 3 4
? 1.3,4 Kind 2 4

1,3
1 3,4 2 Giving 1,2 3,4
2 1,3 4 Suspicious £ |lit? 3 |
2 | || 1.3 4 Worthless 2 111.3 4

| 1.2 1 4 || 3 Happy1 W l  11 l
1.2 3,4 Cruel 3,4

Lovable I 4 ^  
Depressed I 1 
Desperate |_

3,4
1,3 ±1

1,2,3l 4

1,4

Able to handle stress
Able to handle anger

1.2
3.4

2 1.4 3

The numbers below the boxes identify how each subjectrated herself regarding feelings of general self satisfaction.

completely tny fedlnjs about myself as a person # ̂ f 
dissatisfied, H  \Z\3 \ 4 \ S \ 6  \ 7\ 8 \ 9 \1Q]
SUBJECTS

Figure 2. The Subjects' Feelings About Themselves



1 = almost always
2 = frequently
3 - seldom
4 = almost never

worthwhile 2 kind 2
angry 1 giving 1
capable 2 suspicious 2
hopeless 3 worthless 3
strong 1 happy 3
liked by others 1 cruel 3
helpless 3 lovable 2
weak 4 depressed 1
important 2 desperate 3
trusting 1 able to handle
able to stress 2

influence others 2 able to handle 
anger 2

completely
dissatisfied

completely
satisfied

Figure 3. Subject 1: "My Feelings About Myself as
a Person"



1 = almost always
2 = frequently
3 = seldom
4 = almost never

worthwhile 1 kind 1
angry 3 giving 1
capable 1 suspicious 2
hopeless 1 worthless 1
strong 1 happy 2
liked by others 1 cruel 1
helpless 1 lovable 2
hopeful 1 depressed 2
weak 2 desperate 2
important 1 able to handle 2
trusting 1 stress
able to influence 

others 1
able to handle 

anger 1

completely
dissatisfied x completely

satisfied

Figure 4. Subject 2: "My Feelings About Myself as
a person"



1 = almost always
2 = frequently
3 = seldom
4 = almost never

2
2
3
3 
2
4 
2 
3 
3

2

3

completely
satisfied

completely
dissatisfied

worthwhile 2 kind
angry 2 giving
capable 2 suspicious
hopeless 3 worthless
strong 3 happy
liked by others 2 cruel
helpless 3 lovable
hopeful 1 depressed
weak 3 desperate
important 2 able to handle
trusting
able to influence

1 stress
able to handle

others 3 anger

Figure 5. Subject 3: "My Feelings About Myself as
a Person"



1 = almost always
2 = frequently
3 = seldom
4 = almost never

worthwhile 2 kind 2
angry 2 giving 2
capable 3 suspicious 2
hopeless 4 worthless 4
strong 2 happy 2
liked by others 2 cruel 4
helpless 3 lovable 1
hopeful 1 depressed 3
weak 2 desperate 4
important 2 able to handle
trusting 2 stress 2
able to influence 

others 2
able to handle 
anger 2

completely
satisfied

completely
dissatisfied

Figure 6. Subject 4: "My Feelings About Myself as
a Person"



CHAPTER 5

INTERPRETATIONS OF THE FINDINGS

Presented in this chapter are the discussion of the data as 

related to the statement of the problem, the conclusions, implica

tions for nursing and recommendations for this study.

Discussion of the Data— Individual Profiles

The question proposed in this study asked what activities 

Mexican-American mothers report which support positive feelings about 

themselves.

Before beginning a generalized discussion of the data, 

individual profiles of the four women will be presented. Looking at 

each woman, activities which increase self esteem will be discussed.

Subject 1

Subject 1, Graciela, defines her current self concept in terms 

of tasks she is able to do such as cook and sew. Though she lists 

many skills she possesses, she has difficulty saying what she likes 

about herself. She expresses unhappiness with how external forces have 

defined her roles and her world. She feels burdened by having had to 

deal with an ill mother, an alcoholic father and younger siblings while 

she was herself yet a teen. At a young age she became competent dealing 

with crises. This pattern has continued. On a meager income she 

manages the budget, the house, and the children. She describes herself
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as the one who holds the home and family together. She is practical 

and responsible but receives little praise from her husband for these 

activities. Perhaps his masculinity is threatened by her obvious com

petence in these matters.

Graciela very much wants affection and reinforcement from her 

husband and when she lists the activities that increase her self-esteem, 

she places going out with husband in first place. Emotional support 

from her husband is something she feels is lacking in her life. Her 

desire for this affection concurs with what is in the literature 

regarding the importance of love from a mate and one's children in the 

development of self-esteem in women (Bardwick, 1971). Her aptitude in 

handling finances probably increases her personal sense of competence 

and esteem, yet is threatening to her husband. She may feel in a bind. 

The activity that adds to her sense of capability may be potentially 

damaging to a continued satisfying marriage relationship.

All of her life Graciela has handled difficult situations.

She may have spent little time analyzing what she is doing and she 

places "quiet time alone" last on the list of activities she finds 

reinforcing.

At age 31 she seems to be confronting how she spent her early 

years and what direction she would choose for the future. She has 

defined where she wants her world to expand. She wants to have a job 

and to continue in her family role.

Her pattern is to behave responsibly and receive little aclaim 

from her family. She does not acknowledge to herself her extensive
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successes in home management and is little able to praise self.

Sometimes she feels angry and depressed and has headaches and back 

pain. Even though she gave herself the lowest score on the "feelings 

of satisfaction" scale, she has many strengths. She has managerial 

skills which have been discussed. She rises to difficult situations 

and does what the situation requires. She is fond of her children and 

pleased to be able to care for them. Her self-esteem is supported by 

being a responsible mother for her children. Also she feels good about 

herself in that she is fulfilling the role expectations of being a 

housewife.

Subject 2

Bernice, the second study subject, has a self concept centered 

on her roles of mother and wife. Her present life circumstances 

reinforce this self concept. She has a good relationship with her 

husband and enjoys being with her children. Bernice's life has been 

smooth and free of major upsets. Her parents, with whom she is close, 

seem contented with each other after many years of mariage.

The esteem and positive evaluation of her husband is important 

to her and reinforcing for her. She is nineteen years old and excited 

about having a marriage relationship and a family. Her affiliation 

needs are being met. She states that caring for house and children 

add most to her liking herself. She sees doing household chores as her 

current job. Though her days are repetitive, she experiences pride in 

having a well-kept house and thus contributing to her family.



Many of her attitudes are not traditional. Her input is equal 

to her husband's in decisions about how to spend money or where to go 

out. She has education plans and expects to be employed most of her 

life. Her future plans are supported by her spouse.

Time alone is not a priority on her schedule. Her days are 

busy, filled with two small children and a house to tend and she takes 

little time out. Her situation is stable and her health is good.

She is having her self-esteem supported through a positive 

affiliation with her spouse, her sense of importance in being a mother 

and responsibly fulfilling the role expectations of a wife and mother 

as defined by her culture.

Subject 3

Subject 3, Estelle, has a self concept which includes the roles 

of wife and mother and a list of tasks she can do such as sew and cook. 

Also part of her self-concept comes from a traditional and rural 

orientation. She sees a wife as subservient to her husband. The man 

should make the decisions on issues that affect the family.

She finds an urban environment somewhat hostile. The city is 

noisy and she is uncomfortable with crowds of people. She wants to 

live in the country and does not aspire to higher education or even 

want to learn to drive a car. Some aspects of her current circumstances 

are threatening. There is encouragement from her husband to modernize. 

He wants her to be able to drive herself to the grocery and the children 

to their various appointments.

87



88

Estelle is comfortable at home working with her hands. She 

has refurbished an old gas stove and reupholstered her kitchen chairs.

She has a bountiful vegetable garden and enjoys assisting her husband 

with home repairs.

She feels out of synchrony with urban society, sometimes feels 

anxious and has chronic stomach-aches. Her long range goals are clear, 

to live out in the country and tend a garden and raise animals. She is 

somewhat solitary and finds her time alone reinforcing. The special 

pleasure she gets from quiet times may be because she finds modern city 

life too fast-paced and competitive. She is nurtured by the time-out 

she provides herself. She states that quiet time alone increases 

feelings of self esteem more than other activities do.

Estelle delights in the care and affection of her husband and 

children and this is one source of self-esteem for her. Time with her 

family was second on her list of activities that increases positive 

feelings toward self.

She also feels good about being a mother, enjoys fishing and 

playing ball with her sons. She experiences satisfaction from fulfilling 

the role prescriptions of wife, mother and homemaker. Her biggest 

conflict is regarding where she will live and how involved in modern 

technology she will choose to be.

Subject 4

Maria sees herself more in terms of her relationships than her 

skills. She describes herself as a mother, wife and friend rather than 

a laundress, gardener or cook. Her environment is supportive for her.
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She has established God and her husband as authorities in her life 

and has fairly strict rules for her own behavior. This seems to 

provide her a great deal of security.

Time with her husband is most nurturing for feeling good 

about herself. Their relationship is a source of great satisfaction 

for her. She enjoys discussing the children or her day with her 

husband and gets excited when he comes home from work.

Through her husband she has exposure to professionally 

educated people and through her child's school she spends time with 

working women. She is a blend of traditional and non-traditional.

She has chosen Evangelical Christianity as a major influence in her 

life. Her husband is definitely the head of the household. In these 

aspects she seems traditional. She also has curiosity about the world 

and likes to meet new people. She wants an education and perhaps a 

career. In considering her culture, this is non-traditional. She 

has seen an expanded world and can see herself In it. She expresses 

concern over whether the independence and self assurance she feels may 

someday be threatening to her husband undermining to her marriage 

relationship.

Her present- circumstances are stable. Her self-esteem is 

nurtured by the attention and affection of her spouse which she lists 

first in her priorities of activities.

She structures her day around serving her family and seems to 

feel good about doing that. She contributes to her family by providing 

a pleasing environment and by caring for them. Completing household



chores is second on her list of activities and time with her family 

is third.

Though alone time is listed last when arranging activities 

by how they increase self-esteem, she does protect this part of her 

schedule. She finds time for quiet baths and for Bible reading. Time 

for reflection supports her positive feelings about herself.

General Discussion of the Data

Having presented individual interpretations of the women, I 

will now discuss some generalizations based on their composite data.

One important and general conclusion from the data is that the 

women have positive self-esteem. On the "My Feelings About Myself as 

a Person" sheet, there are 71 responses which confirm strong liking of 

self and 20 responses that reflect negative feelings.

The ratio of positive to negative answers is 3.5:1; this implies 

that the women feel positively about themselves.

This study supports the basic premise (Branden, 1969, Jones, 

1973, Rogers, 1961) that positive self-esteem is basic to feelings of 

happiness and satisfaction. The mother who rated lowest on the self- 

evaluation, "My Feelings About Myself..." had the most somatic com

plaints and seemed the most socially isolated and described herself 

as angry and depressed.

Branden (1969) refers to self-esteem as confidence one has in 

one’s ability to learn that which one has reason to learn. He states 

that expanding one’s knowledge continually is a necessity for self

esteem. This data upholds that idea. The two women with the most
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obvious strong self-esteem talk about returning to school and seem 
confident that they can master learning what is needed to be successful

in that setting.

The concept of affiliation achievement as important to women's 

self-esteem (Bernard, 1974, Bardwick, 1971) is confirmed by this data. 

Time spent with husbands and families was high on the list when the 

women categorized and prioritized their activities. Going out with 

their husbands, sharing daily events, caring for husbands and children 

were mentioned unanimously. Graciela, the woman who said she does not 

trust her husband and that they may divorce also gave herself the lowest 

score on the personal satisfaction scale. This may suggest a correla

tion between the level of satisfaction with her primary affiliation and 

her generalized feelings of satisfaction with self.

That the role of motherhood contributes to a woman's self

esteem is written about by Radi (1973), Bernard (1974), Bardwick 

(1971), and Clark (1970). This research agrees, finding that 

one reason the women feel they have value is because they are mothers 

and their children need them. When asked what is the most important 

thing they do, all responses involved caring for their children.

Clark (1970) found that among Mexican-American women self as a 

family member is primary over a personalized or individuated sense of 

self. The results of this study uphold that observation. In answering 

the question, "Who am I?" the overwhelming majority of responses 

stated who they are in relation to members of their families,

"mother, wife, daughter."
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The importance of family ties (Clark, 1970; Casavantes, 1976) 

is visually demonstrated in the homes of these women by the abundance 

of family photos on their tables, shelves and walls. Also in the course 

of our time together, there were frequent mentions of parents, siblings, 

aunts, uncles, in-laws and cousins.

Edgerton's study (1970) describes young Mexican-American urban 

women as experiencing conflict between traditional roles and expanded 

social and career roles. The women in this study did not voice ambiv

alence regarding their roles. Wife and mother are the most valued 

roles. Work is of lesser importance for them and scheduled to begin 

only once all of the children are in school.

The women's movement with its accent on independence and self

development has undoubtedly had some impact on this group. Although 

it is difficult to measure, it can be inferred. Three out of four of 

them held jobs before they were married. All of them see employment in 

their futures. All of them value the time they have to be by themselves. 

Three of them enjoy mobility that comes with being able to drive a car.

Yet the male dominance which Penalosa (1968) refers to, while 

not extreme, was alluded to by the women in the study. One referred 

to a wife as being "under her husband," that she has to support his 

decisions whether she agrees with them or not. Another said it will 

be largely her husband's decision whether or not they will have more
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Conclusions

From the data presented in the preceding pages and contained 

in the review of the literature, the following conclusions were 

derived:

1. The women in the study have positive feelings about themselves, 

possess self-esteem.

2. Individual Mexican-American mothers engage in a pattern of 

activities which enrich their lives and increase their self

esteem.

3. The roles of mother and wife are valued parts of the self- 

concept of the women in the study.

4. Successful affiliation achievement adds to their positive 

feelings about self.

5. Caring for their families is a valued part of their daily 

lives. It gives them a sense of contribution and purpose.

6. Time to be alone and care for self adds to their sense of well

being. This seems especially important when they are feeling 

stressed.

Implications for Nursing

In dealing with Mexican-American mothers, the nurse needs to 

be aware that this population has a basic sense of self-worth. For 

the continued health of these women it is important that the nurse act 

to support and enhance this self-esteem.
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The nurse needs to know that sharing time with one's children 

and husband and receiving their affection and encouragement may be 

vital to these women for nourishing their positive self feelings.

The ability to fulfill role expectations relative to being a 

wife and mother is valued by this group. Managing their homes, 

communicating with and supporting their families and the completion 

of household chores add to their liking themselves.

The nurse should expect these women to have strong feelings 

about their continued ability to do tasks associated with the roles 

they have assumed. Any illness which places the Mexican-American 

mother's ability to carry out these roles in jeopardy is apt to be 

a powerful affront to her continued self-esteem.

If a Mexican-American mother were wanting to move in the 

direction of career or other less traditional roles, the nurse might 

look for the woman's prior success in mothering, wifing, or home 

managing. The nurse's observations could be used as feedback regarding 

important jobs which the woman has mastered, thus encouraging her to 

feel confident about learning new skills and behaviors.

This same approach could be used when working with a Mexican- 

American mother who is losing or has lost some function or ability.

By reinforcing past significant successes, the nurse can nurture the 

woman's confidence in her inner resources and ability to deal with 

new circumstances that arise. It gives the nurse and the client an 

approach for building strength from strength.
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The nurse, of course, needs to remember that mothers differ 

in how they see themselves and what activities bolster positive 

feelings about self. Before making any assumptions, an effort should 

be made to identify the particular way in which a woman gets self

reinforcement. An atmosphere conducive to promoting discussion
/

regarding how a woman feels about herself and the roles she has assumed 

seems to be one where there is acceptance and where she would be under

stood and not judged.

The nurse needs to recognize her own biases regarding what 

a successful woman is like. She needs to recognize that a satisfying 

life can be achieved by a woman who chooses to embrace a traditional 

culture. The nurse can respect a woman's preference to move towards 

or away from her culture.

Based on the findings of this study, the following reccomen-

dations:
1. Repeat this study using this generation and their mothers to 

assess the change impact of one generation.

2. Do a study interviewing nurses and measure the extent of 

sterotypic attitudes regarding Mexican-American women.

3. Repeat this study with Mexican-American women who are not 

married and are not mothers. This study would examine how a 

Mexican-American woman establishes positive feelings about 

herself without the care and affection or husband and children.

4. Replication of the study using Anglo mothers to assess cultural 

differences, if any.
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5. Study Spanish speaking Mexican-American mothers to determine 

if degree of acculturation affects the responses.

6. Study mothers of various well-defined age groups to see how

the adult development process affects responses regarding 

self-concept and self-esteem.



CHAPTER 6

SUMMARY

The purpose of this descriptive study was to begin to examine 

how young Mexican-American mothers nurture positive feelings about 

themselves.

The study was accomplished through a series of semi-structured 

interviews held in the subjects’ homes. The setting was a predominantly 

Mexican-American section of a large metropolitan community in the 

southwestern United States.

The conceptual framework was based on the idea that self-esteem 

is dependent on one's self-concept being aligned with values held by 

the self. The values one incorporates are influenced by one’s culture 

and one's acceptable roles in a given society.

Review of the literature focused on four areas; self-esteem, 

self-esteem and women, women in the Mexican culture and Mexican-American 

women and self-esteem. The research indicated that positive self-esteem 

is basic to sound mental health. It also suggested that for women there 

is strong social pressure to incorporate the role of mother into one's 

self-concept. The research further indicated that women depend strongly 

on the affection of mates and children for their self-esteem. Mexican- 

American women particularly may derive much of their self esteem from 

how they perceive themselves fulfilling their assigned family responsi

bilities.
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The investigator utilized audio tapes for recording interviews 

with the women. The sample consisted of four mothers ranging in age 

from 19 to 31 years. All of the women were married and unemployed and 

had at least two pre-school children at home with them during the day. 

Initial contact with the women was made through a county well-baby 

clinic and subsequent meetings occurred in the women's homes.

The data for this study were divided into the areas of the 

women's self-descriptions, their predictions for their futures, their 

definitions of family roles, and activities that they enjoy. They 

categorized their activities and arranged a priority list reflecting 

how much each category added to their feeling good about themselves. 

They also each completed a twenty three item check list about how they 
feel about themselves as people.

The results of this study indicate that English speaking 

Mexican-American mothers do get positive feelings about themselves 

from the affection and encouragement of their spouses and children.

All of the women have feelings of pride about their ability to manage 

and maintain their homes. Employment out of the home is in the future 

plans of each of the women. The women also have a need for time by 

themselves doing what is enjoyable for them, time when they are not 

being in the service of others.
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w T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  A R I Z O N A
T U C S O N .  A R I Z O N A  8 5 7 2 4

H U M A N  S U B J E C T S  C O M M I T T E E  TELEPHONE: 62M721 OR 626-7575
ARIZONA HtALTM SCIENCES CENTER 2)05

April 27, 1979

Ms. Marla Poore
College of Nursing
Arizona Health Sciences Center

Dear Ms. Poore:

We have reviewed your proposal entitled, ’’Self-Concept and Mexican 
American Women," which was submitted to the Hunan Subjects Committee 
and concur with the College Review Committee's examination and rec
ommendations of this minimal risk project. Therefore, approval is 
granted effective April 27, 1979.

Approval is granted with the understanding that no changes will be 
made in the procedures followed or the consent form used (copies of 
which we have on file) without the knowledge and approval of the 
Human Subjects Committee and the College Review Committee. Any 
physical or psychological harm to any subject must also be reported 
to each committee.

A university-wide policy requires that all consent forms be kept in 
a permanent file in the College Office to assure their accessibility 
in the event that university officials need the information and the 
principal investigator is no longer on the staff or unavailable for 
some other reason.

Sincerely yours,

Milan Novak, M.D., Ph.D.
Chairman
Human Subjects Committee 

MNspd

xc: Ada Sue Hinshaw, Ph.D.
College Review Committee

p.S. Please add the following statement to the consent form: "A copy
of this consent form is available to subjects upon request." M.N.



APPENDIX B

SUBJECT'S CONSENT FORM

Self-Concept and Mexican-American Women

I understand that I have agreed to participate in a study regarding 
activities that make me feel good about myself. I have been chosen 
for this study because I am a young Mexican-American mother not employed 
outside of my home.

I understand that I will meet with Marla Poore either in my home or in 
another convenient mutually decided upon place. Between three and five 
meetings will occur, each lasting approximately one hour. The meetings 
will be tape recorded and the contents reviewed by the investigator and 
her thesis committee members. During the sessions we will discuss the 
kinds of things I-do and how they add to my feeling good about myself.
I understand that my name and address will be kept confidential and will 
never be used.

I understand that I will not be paid for my participation nor will I be 
charged for it. I understand that although I may not have any immediate 
benefit this study may help health care professionals when caring for 
Mexican-American women.

Marla Poore has offered to answer any questions I have about the study.
I know I am free to withdraw from the study at any time and that my non
participation will not effect the care my family receives through the 
county health department. I understand that material from the inter
views may be presented at conferences attended by people who are inter
ested in how women feel about themselves.

I have read the subject's consent form. The nature, demands and bene
fits have been explained to me.

I understand that this consent form will be filed with the human 
subject's committee at the University Health Sciences Center with access 
limited to the principal investigator or authorized representatives of 
the particular department.

signature of participant date

signature of witness date
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APPENDIX C

Subject 1 

Category 1

Category 2

Category 3 

Category 4

Category 5

SUBJECTS’ CATEGORIZATIONS OF ACTIVITIES

- Going out with husband and/or family
a. goes out for evening with husband
b. goes to Disneyland with family

- Time spent with family and friends
a. visits great grandmother
b . discusses family budget with husband
c. talks with son’s teacher about how he is doing in 

school
d. talks with a friend on the phone
e. watches soap operas
f. argues with husband
g. eats dinner with family
h. tucks children into bed

- Medical care of family
a. cares for children’s cuts and bruises
b. takes children to doctor or dentist
c. takes self to doctor

- Household chores
a. pays the bills
b. does grocery shopping
c. makes dinner
d. makes Koolade for her children
e. waters the trees in yard
f. does the laundry
g. washes dishes

- Relaxing, quiet times alone
a. crochets afgan
b. goes to bed at end of day
c. sits alone with own thoughts
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Subject 2
Category 1

Category 2

Category 3

Category 4

Category 5

Category 6

Category 7

Category 8

- Household chores
a. washes dishes
b . does laundry
c. bathes children
d. cooks
e. waters houseplants
f. vacuums the house

- Disciplining the children
a. corrects Jose for teasing Monica
b. spanks the children

- Time spent in conversation with husband
a. discusses family budget with Jose
b. talks with Jose about how his day was
c. talks with Jose about her own future school plans
d. talks with Jose about how her day was

- Tends to family's health needs
a. take children to doctor or dentist
b. care for scraped elbows or knees of children

- Quiet time with children
a. tuck children into bed
b. eat dinner with Jose, Jose, Jr. and Monica
c. read books to children
d. comfort children when hurt
e rocks Monica in rocking chair

- Relaxation time by herself
a. watches T.V.
b. lies down on own bed
c. sews

- Social time with others
a. eats menudo breakfasts with in-laws
b. talks on phone with friends
c. visits with her mom

- Cards discarded because she does not do them because 
of lack of time
a. goes out with husband
b. so-ks self in hot tub
c. reads a book or magazine
d. sits alone with her own thoughts



Subject 3
Category 1

Category 2

Category 3

Category 4

Category 5

- Relaxing alone
a. Sits by self in the rocking chair
b. takes a nap
c. watches T.V.
d. reads the Bible

- Activities done with family and friends
a. attends Bible study group
b. talks with husband about his day
c. visits with in-laws
d. goes fishing with husband
e. goes out with husband
f. eats dinner with her family
g. talks with friends on the phone

- Interacting with her children.
a. bathes the baby
b. care for children when sick
c. talks with children about school
d. breaks up fights between children
e. plays a game with the boys
f. cares for boys' cuts or scrapes
g. comforts children when they are upset

- Activities which use the car or are done while driving
a. goes to the grocery store
b. talks to husband about buying land
c. discusses family budget
d. takes self to doctor
e. takes children to doctor or dentist

- Household chores
a. cooks dinner
b. does laundry
c. fixes the stove
d. cleans house
e. patches sons' pants
f. paints the house
g. does ironing
h. tends vegetable garden



Subject 4
Category 1

Category 2

Category 3

Category 4

- Interaction with husband
a. discusses family budget with husband
b. goes out with husband
c. discusses child rearing with husband
d. talks with husband about how his day was
e. goes to the movies
f. talks with husband regarding her future plans

- Household chores
a. goes to the grocery store
b. does ironing
c. washes dishes
d. vacuums the house
e. cooks dinner
f. works in the yard
g. takes telephone messages for her brother-in-law
h. goes to the doctor
i. takes children to doctor or dentist

- Time interacting with family and friends
a. plays a game with son
b. reads to children
c. disciplines children
d. visits her mom
e. spends time in her son's school
f. bathes Abel
g. visits in-laws

- Time spent on self
a. watches T.V.
b. sews
c. gets a permanent
d. takes a liesurely bath
e. goes swimming
f. reads a book or magazine
g. reads the Bible
h. sits quietly with own thoughts
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In order to answer the questions on this page, you will need to 
think carefully about your feelings about yourself as a person. 
Please put a check in the columns below that best tell how often 
you have each of these feelings:

Almost Almost Almost Almost
Always Never Always Never

1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4
Worthwhile l 1 l Kind T 1

Angry i 1 1 Giving | I |
Canable 1 1 1 1 Suspicious | 1 |
Homeless 1 1 1 1 Worthless I |

Strong L- - - 1- - - 1 1 Happy | i i
T.iltAfl hy nfhprs 1 1 ! 1 Cruel |_  .|

Heloless t i l l Lovable|
Hopeful I I I Depressed 1

Weak
Important
Trusting
Able to 

influence others

1 I 1 Desperate 1
r  i i Able to 

handle stressi i i
Able to 

handle anger

PLEASE CIRCLE THREE WORDS OR PHRASES FROM THE LIST ABOVE WHICH 
BEST TELL HOW YOU FEEL ABOUT YOURSELF RIGHT NOW.
INSTRUCTIONS FOR MAKING YOUR PERSONAL PROFILE RATING:

Think about your feelings about yourself right now. If you 
feel COMPLETELY SATISFIED with yourself as a person right now, 
make a checkmark in box number 10. If you feel COMPLETELY DIS
SATISFIED with yourself as a person right now, make a checkmark in 
box number 1. If your feelings are somewhere in between, make a 
check in the box that best indicates how you feel.

completely my feelinjs about myself as a. person, 
dissatisfied Li 12  13 14 1516 17 1$ 1 T f i o \ ¥ $ $ $

*This checklist was originally developed by Behavior Associates 
330 East 13th Street, Tucson,Arizona. This adaptation of the form 
was produced by the Junior League of Tucson, Inc., 5524 East 4th 
Street, Tucson, for use in their Parent Aide Project. They used the 
form as part of a booklet to learn about the feelings and needs of 
parents.

My appreciation goes to both of these agencies for their permis 
sion regarding my use of this form for this project.
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