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This cross-sectional survey de-
termined the prevalence of
motherhood among severely men-
tally ill women hospitalized in an
inner-city facility and examined
the demographic characteristics
and perceived needs of the 32
mothers who were identified.
Slightly less than one-quarter of
these mothers had seen their
children within the last week,
and only about 20 percent main-
tained full custody of their chil-
dren. However, none of the re-
spondents reported feeling that
it was unimportant whether they
continued mothering their chil-
dren. Approximately half de-
scribed needing help in dealing
with their sadness about their
children. The pilot data present-
ed in this paper suggest that
motherhood is common among
severely mentally ill and hospi-
talized women and that issues
relevant to mothering remain
important to them. (Psychiatric
Services 50:1357–1359, 1999)

I n the context of deinstitutionaliza-
tion, issues of sexuality, partner-

ship, and parenting among women
with severe mental illness have attract-
ed increasing attention. Women with
schizophrenia-spectrum disorders are
more likely to have a history of sexual
victimization or prostitution (1–4),
have more unplanned pregnancies and
higher fertility rates (4,5), and have
less stable partnerships (1,4) than
women without psychiatric illnesses.
Furthermore, women with serious
mental illness lose custody of their
children more frequently than do
those without psychiatric illness (4,6).

A recent review of issues of sexual-
ity, pregnancy, and parenting among
women with schizophrenia concluded
that one priority was to improve as-
sessment of parenting capacity and
provision of parenting skills training
(7). To do so, researchers and pro-
gram planners need more informa-
tion about the circumstances and per-
ceived needs of women psychiatric
patients who are mothers.

The pilot study described here was a
cross-sectional prevalence survey de-
veloped to address two research ques-
tions. First, what is the demography of
mothering in a population of seriously
mentally ill urban women? In particu-
lar, what proportion of women have
children, how many children do they
have, and what proportion retain in-
strumental or affection ties to their
children? Second, what are the per-
ceived needs of these mothers with re-
spect to their children?

Methods
Given the objectives of this study, the
population of interest was described
functionally, rather than diagnostical-

ly, as women with severe psychiatric
illness. The study group consisted of
women hospitalized at an inner-city,
state-funded facility serving persons
with severe mental illness. It should
be recognized that the participants in
this study are not generally represen-
tative of the broader group of women
with psychiatric illness but are likely
to resemble similar populations cared
for in other urban American psychi-
atric hospitals.

In 1996, as part of a survey of all
clients in the facility, women able to
read and write English were ap-
proached and invited to complete an
additional questionnaire. The pur-
pose of the pilot study, its voluntary
nature, and the anonymity of the
questionnaire were explained, and in-
formed consent was obtained.

The brief questionnaire was devel-
oped in consultation with a senior
family therapist at the facility (MA),
who had worked with many women
clients about issues of mothering. The
questionnaire incorporated specific
items proposed during preliminary
focus group discussions with women
on one ward who were mothers. The
questionnaire required less than one
minute to complete if a woman had
no children, and a maximum of 15
minutes if a woman had several chil-
dren and was a slow reader.

Statistical analyses were confined
to the calculation of simple propor-
tions and percentages. No tests of sta-
tistical significance were performed.

Results
Questionnaires were distributed dur-
ing the summer of 1996 to 65 women.
Fifty-two women completed it, yield-
ing a response rate of 80 percent. No
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information about the characteristics
of nonrespondents was available.

Of the 52 women, 32 women, or
61.5 percent, reported having had at
least one child. The remainder of this
report is based on the data provided
by these 32 women. At the time of the
survey they had a mean age of 44.3
years, with a range from 29 to 66
years.

Respondents reported having a to-
tal of 61 children, ranging in age from
three to 40 years, with a mean age of
20 years. Although almost half of the
children were already adults, the re-
mainder were almost evenly divided
between those under age 13 and
those who were already teenagers.
The vast majority of the children
(96.7 percent) were not yet adults
when their mothers were hospitalized
for the first time.

As shown in Table 1, hospitalized
mothers were generally not able to be
involved in taking care of their chil-
dren. (Because not all questions were
answered by all the women, percent-
ages were calculated based on the to-
tal number of respondents for whom
data were available.) Only seven re-
spondents, or 22 percent, had seen
their children within the past week.

Twelve respondents, or 38 percent,
had not seen their children in more
than two years or could not even re-
call when they last had seen their chil-
dren.

Only five mothers, or 21 percent of
the 24 mothers for whom data on
child custody were available, re-
tained full custody of their children.
Eight mothers, or 33 percent, de-
scribed custodial arrangements that
differed for various children or dif-
fered across time for the same child.
Not unexpectedly, only three moth-
ers, or 12 percent of the 25 mothers
for whom data were available, de-
scribed themselves as the primary
person raising their children. The
majority of the mothers were equally
divided between those who helped
someone else raise their child and
those whose children were being
raised by others.

However, it is noteworthy that
none of the respondents felt that con-
tinuing to mother their children was
unimportant. Virtually all of the
mothers whose children were not
grown indicated that it was very im-
portant to continue to help raise their
children. In addition to a wide range
of instrumental and relational needs,

15 of the 32 participants described
themselves as needing help in dealing
with their own sadness about their
children. Women with grown chil-
dren did not differ substantially from
those with younger children in this
respect. Although substantial num-
bers also felt they needed help in get-
ting their children returned to them,
in learning how to be a mother, or in
learning how to avoid hitting their
children, these needs were less fre-
quently identified (see Table 1).

Discussion and conclusions
A concern might be raised about the
validity of data obtained from a self-
completed questionnaire adminis-
tered to women whose thinking is
likely to be disordered. Although we
could not validate their responses, in
the aggregate the data can be com-
pared with data obtained in other
studies, offering at least limited sup-
port for their validity. For example, 38
percent of the mothers in this study
reported that their children were in
some form of foster care, compared
with 48.5 percent of mothers in a
study by Miller and Finnerty (4) of
women with schizophrenia-spectrum
disorders. In that study, 36.4 percent
of mothers reported raising their chil-
dren with someone else, a figure sim-
ilar to the 44 percent reporting such
arrangements in our study. The re-
sults of our study are also consistent
with qualitative and clinician-report-
ed data provided by Nicholson and
colleagues (8,9).

Despite the severity of their illness-
es, the majority of the 52 women who
completed questionnaires in this
study were mothers. Even if all 13
nonrespondents had no children, al-
most 50 percent of the women in the
sample were mothers. Further work
is required to obtain valid estimates
of the prevalence of motherhood
among psychiatric patients, but these
pilot data suggest that mental health
practitioners treating even the most
seriously impaired women often need
to take account of issues related to
motherhood.

These preliminary data also pro-
vide potential clues about the clinical
and rehabilitative issues that need to
be addressed among patients who are
mothers. It is apparent that the treat-
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Child rearing arrangements and perceived needs of 32 inpatients with serious
mental illness who were mothers

Variable N %

Custodial arrangements (N=24)
Mother 5 20.8
Kin foster care 5 20.8
Nonkin foster care 4 16.7
Various arrangements for different children or across time 8 33.3
Unknown 2 8.3

Responsibility for child rearing (N=25)
Primarily the patient 3 12.0
The patient and someone else 11 44.0
Primarily someone else 11 44.0

Desire for future role with children (N=27)
Very important to continue mothering 13 48.1
Important to continue mothering 1 3.7
Not important to continue mothering 0 —-
Children already grown 13 48.1

Perceived needs reported by mothers with children under
21 years old (N=16)1

Coping with sadness about children 8 50.0
Getting children back 7 43.8
Learning mothering 4 25.0
Learning not to hit their children 4 25.0

1 Multiple responses were possible; items do not sum to 100 percent.
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ing clinician or team may confront a
complex and demanding task because
custodial arrangements are often di-
verse and contact with the children is
infrequent. This isolation of patients
who are mothers from the realities of
their prehospitalization lives may
tempt clinicians to ignore the seem-
ingly more remote problems while at-
tending to immediate symptoms and
rehabilitative concerns. However, in
this pilot study, respondents reported
that that they want help in coping
with what often amounts to the loss of
their children and in successfully
maintaining some relationship with
them. ♦
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