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    ADVANCE PRAISE




    “Very few of us can claim to have been raised by the ideal mother. . . . The information that Dr. Poulter provides here will help the reader attain the self-knowledge and understanding to remove these impediments.”




    —Dr. Barry Weichman, Dentist




    “I’m giving this book to every one of my clients. Why? Because every person’s life is on these pages! It’s amazing. Dr. Poulter captures how The Mother Factor affects your life, how to change it, and how to heal the old hurts to help you reach your dreams. Enjoy reading your story. . . . You’ll laugh, you’ll cry, you’ll smile. Enjoy the journey.”




    —Kathleen Hellmers, CEO, InvestmentGoals




    “Dr. Poulter is a genius! This book has helped me solve lifelong mysteries about my own behavioral patterns and gain much insight into my own mother. . . . This book is going to help me lead a better and more fulfilling life from this point on. I urge all ages and genders to read it.”




    —Amy Hackman, Real Estate Broker




    “Poulter offers a unique look at the profound effect our mothers have on our emotional well-being and happiness. Its easy-to-comprehend approach first helps us identify the type of connection we have with our mothers and then suggests how we can finally break free from those often painful ties that bind. . . . The Mother Factor left me with a smile on my face and feeling closer to my mother than ever before.”




    —John Ehrenfeld, Writer/Producer




    “Dr. Poulter’s book resonates with clarity for me. . . . His sound, straightforward analysis and suggestions should be appreciated and taken to heart by all of us moms and daughters. They also suggest [how] a little bit of the ‘mother’ in all of us can be applied in our relationships with our family, friends, and the world at large.”




    —Jean M. Clark, Institutional Investment Manager




    “Dr. Poulter perfectly captures what it is like to grow up with an unpredictable mother, but more importantly how to work through the issues it presents in your life.”




    —Evan Carter, Consultant




    “Dr. Poulter provides us with the tools to examine our emotional legacy and explore how our past relationships impact our current relationships and functioning. His valuable words give us the ability to recognize emotional strengths, examine our emotional liabilities, and ultimately empower us to develop our highest potential.”




    —Mary Klem, Marriage and Family Therapist




    “Stephan Poulter empowers adult children by revealing the many ways in which mothers’ parenting styles influence our own style of relating to others. The Mother Factor illustrates that it is possible to transform and enhance our lives by incorporating only the most positive aspects gained from our first love relationship.”




    —Danica Thornberry, LAc




    Licensed Acupuncturist and




    Founder of Well Women Acupuncture




    “I feel like Dr. Poulter wrote ‘The Unpredictable Mother’ . . . for me! So much of it rang true. I only wish I had more time with my mom, just in case there was the chance that things ‘could be different.’”




    —Sally Levine




    Cofounder and President, Memory Lane Sports Collections




    “Having spent most of my adult life concentrating on personal growth, I am no stranger to the subject of parental impact on children, and how that impact influences adulthood. Stephan Poulter’s book brings the subject ‘down to life size’ like no other I’ve read, without ever sacrificing substance or oversimplifying it. I learned a lot from this book.”




    —William Malin, President, Historic Masquers Club
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    AUTHOR’S NOTE









    All the stories, examples, and voices in this book are derived in part from over twenty-five years of work experience, my clinical experience, research, law enforcement career, and ministry experience. However, the names, places, and other details contained in this book have been altered to protect the privacy and anonymity of all the individuals to whom they refer. Therefore, any similarities between the names and stories of the individuals and families described in this book and those individuals known to readers is inadvertent and purely coincidental.




    The use of feminine pronouns and specific references to only mothers in this book are for the sole purpose of explaining the issues of mothers to their daughters and sons. The apparent exclusion of masculine pronouns is for the purpose of writing, educating, and illustrating the subject matter only. The importance and relevance of fathers to this topic is also covered.
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The Power of the Mother Factor Legacy




 



INTRODUCTION




    We Are All Sons and Daughters










    I am living my mother’s life. She said to be single, I am single. She said live alone, be happy and don’t allow anyone to control you.




    I have done everything my mother wanted. She died twenty years ago but she is still very alive in my life today. I have just the life she wanted.




    —Betty Lou, age fifty-eight




    Even though I had a close relationship with my father, my mother has been my emotional guide. I am very similar to her in how I express my thoughts and feelings. My mother has influenced all my relationships. I can hear myself at home and at work, handling situations, talking to people in the way my mother did/does.




    —Edward, age thirty-nine





    People typically are more apt to talk about their mother than their father. The role of mothers with daughters and mothers with sons is a timeless relationship. The two quotes above clearly illustrate the ongoing emotional impact that mothers have on their children regardless of age, distance, or death. This impact isn’t limited to simply a positive or negative parent-child dynamic. It’s based on an emotional legacy—the mother factor. The mother factor, in essence, incorporates all the different types of emotional functioning, mothering styles, communication patterns, individuation processes (separating from mom), and the ongoing psychology of the mother-daughter, mother-son relationship. The mother and adult child relationship (regardless of age—we are all sons and daughters), in all its different facets, emotional states, life circumstances, and everyday situations helps create the fabric and substance of our lives.




    No one argues with the truth that mothers matter. Yet most of us will spend a lifetime not understanding this very complex legacy/relationship and its far-reaching impact. Mothers have historically been the center of heated discussion, research, debate, and mystery. The wealth and depth of psychological research into the mother-daughter and mother-son relationship have never been fully exhausted nor completely understood. We all know that our relationship with our mother has shaped our sense of self as nothing else has. This fact doesn’t diminish or reduce the timeless influence that a father’s legacy has on his children. Our mother and father are the bookends of our life, and our relationship with each is unique to us all. Each parent needs to be fully understood and appreciated in the special context of that relationship. Many times the most problematic parent becomes the sole focus of a child’s life, while the other parent is dismissed as inconsequential. This is a very common family dynamic and can be a potential blind spot for that child in his or her adult life.




    To avoid this very widespread mistake of ignoring a parent—the mother and her emotional imprint on her children—we will explore the wide-reaching influence mothers have on our lives. These pages will create a deeper appreciation of the enormous impact that your mother’s emotional legacy has had on shaping and directing your life.




    Let’s first agree that your mother handed you her emotional legacy, whether she did it consciously or unconsciously. The development of your emotional legacy started with you and your mother during pregnancy and continues on to this day, regardless of her age, death, or geographical distance. What constitutes that legacy is the focus of this book. For the purpose of clarity, the mother factor is defined as the following: Your emotional development, functioning, and ability to form meaningful relationships in your family life, in your social life, and with your intimate partners; an emotional template started with your mother-child relationship that influences your feelings of frustration, love, fear, and hope; your mother’s style of parenting as the template for your emotional disposition and your core sense of who and what you are in the world; your emotional functioning as consciously and unconsciously shaped by your mother.




    Your spoken and unspoken rules, behaviors, attitudes, relationship styles, communication patterns, and emotional functioning are all pieces of your mother factor. Since we all are sons and daughters, it would serve us well to intimately know the different pieces and facets of this powerful ongoing influence. There are very few issues or topics that will automatically elicit a daughter’s or son’s anger, frustration, sympathy, or love as quickly as a discussion of their mother. Remember that no one is neutral about one’s mother or the emotional bond with her.




    If you’re still wondering about the existence of the mother factor, try an experiment. Think about a conflict you recently had with a friend, partner, boss, child, or a customer/client. Perhaps your close friend didn’t call you as promised, a co-worker disappointed you, your child ignored your twenty cell phone calls, or your partner completely misunderstood something you did and the incident became a big conflict. Whatever the episode, summarize it in a paragraph, focusing on how you felt emotionally and the words and actions that you chose at that time.




    



    Todd’s paragraph, forty-four years old: I told Linda [his exclusive girlfriend of four months] that I couldn’t meet her for a Sunday night dinner as we had planned. I became very defensive when I heard the disappointment and anger in her voice. I accused her of being selfish and only interested in her agenda, not my life. My gut feeling was shame and embarrassment. I feel this way every time I have to say no to a woman. What is difficult for me is the feeling that I am disappointing someone and especially my romantic partner now and in the past. The only thing that runs through my head when I am explaining myself is my mother’s being mad at me. Linda was very mad at me for canceling dinner and I didn’t speak to her for almost a week after the incident. She had a right to be mad, I just always “freak” out. Then I feel like I have to find a way to fix the problem. I have no way of fixing the problem, which becomes this frustrating continuous cycle. I do fine in other areas of my life but I can’t tolerate conflict with my girlfriend. I have this random gut feeling when these situations occur, which is frequently. I feel as if I’m being scolded by my mother for disappointing her. I know that letting people down or upsetting them is part of a relationship, but for me it is a very big problem. I think one of the reasons that I am not married is I hate when a woman is upset with me or is disapproving of me. I feel absolutely pained when it happens and then I avoid the relationship.




    Alexandra’s paragraph, forty-one years old: I got off the phone with my mother the other day and was completely furious with myself. I know not to ask for her opinion or tell her anything that is remotely personal or important about my life. My mother always finds a way to criticize me or put me down. No matter what the topic is, it will always become a discussion about her. Then I start to yell the way she does and it becomes an awful discussion. I then feel like I am thirteen years old again, fighting for my personal independence from her control. I still find myself at times looking to my mother as my emotional guide. Then I spend at least the next two hours after these encounters really upset that I have had such a pointless emotionally heated argument with my mother. I never feel good about myself after speaking with her or seeing her. This tension evolved since I developed my own opinions. Now it seems that the problem is worse because I feel insecure about myself after any type of conflict with friends, co-workers, my kids, and my husband. I tend to overreact like my mother when I get upset and think I am being misunderstood. My mother’s style of communicating is to get very emotional and become verbally aggressive. I am becoming like my mother.


    


    After writing your paragraph or thinking about it, answer the following questions:




    	1.Did what you say in the encounter remind you in any way of how your mother spoke to you when you were a child?


    	2.Was there anything you said that was either the exact opposite of or identical to the tone and substance of your mother’s conversations with you?


    	3.Were your feelings in this emotional encounter similar to or the exact opposite of those you experienced when you had a conflict with your mother as a child or now as an adult?


    	4.How do you or did you (if she is deceased) communicate with your mother as an adult?


    	5.How would you like to handle future emotional encounters in both your personal and professional relationships?





    The odds are that, even without going through this formal exercise, you’ve experienced situations in which your words, thoughts, or feelings in a given situation remind you of an encounter with your mother. People commonly report talking to a friend or partner exactly as their mother spoke to them, even to the extent of using the same gestures, emotional tone, and expressions. They also frequently recall relating to a close friend in the same way that they related to their mother. In other instances, the impact of a mother on an adult child’s emotional life can be less obvious but equally as powerful. In the examples of Todd and Alexandra, they have a very powerful emotional legacy from their mothers and are attempting to figure out how to channel it into a more positive factor rather than a stumbling block.




    The most important issue at this point is to begin to recognize that there is an impact. The mother factor is only a negative in your life if it goes unrecognized, dismissed, and misunderstood. When you’re more aware of the many different facets of it and learn to manage it, this factor can become a positive, life-changing force for you. Therefore, let’s look at some issues that should begin to raise your awareness of the profound emotional impact your mother has on your life today. Feeling good about yourself and where your life is going starts with your mother and you.




    OUR FIRST LOVE RELATIONSHIP




    The first woman we ever loved was our mother! We may love many women later in life (girlfriends, lovers, sisters, friends, aunts, and daughters), but our mother was the first woman we’ve ever loved. This fact makes this relationship the most prominent factor in your emotional development. You were literally a part of your mother during her pregnancy. The wiring in your brain naturally makes you want to emotionally bond and connect with her. Babies want to be held, fed, and cared for by their mother. This initial bond becomes the seedbed and foundation from which all future emotional development, communication styles, personality types, and self-esteem formations evolve. No other relationship in your life has the potential to shape you like this one. The more you understand the emotional components of it, the more choices and opportunities will be available to you for relationship change and personal growth.


 

    The mother-child bond can be likened to the sturdiness and operation of a car. You don’t know what’s really under the hood and how it will perform on the road until it leaves the factory—as when a child reaches adulthood and sets out on his own. The factory is the mother-child relationship that builds (develops) and installs the motor and all the necessary functioning parts. Knowing what’s under the hood, your internal components, gives you the personal power and choices to further develop and create your own legacy. Whatever life circumstances you find yourself in require that you use your intelligence and emotional stability to properly navigate the conflicts and relationships on a personal, family, and professional level to create your own legacy. It is your ability to emotionally function in different settings that becomes the strongest and most accurate indicator of your potential for personal, professional achievement—your legacy. Your ability to function in adult relationships, whether personal or professional, is directly connected to your mother factor legacy. The foundation of your emotional life, personality, and self-esteem started developing when you were a very young child.1




    It is the lack of bonding and unhealthy development that creates the early fractures (lack of trust, paranoia) in a person’s psychological development and emotional foundation. These early fractures can be healed and resolved—but how? In order to heal and empower ourselves, we first must understand how our mother factor was constructed and formed. For all sons this is the first woman that we ever loved. For all daughters, this is also the first woman you ever loved and your first same-sex identification relationship. These naturally occurring bonds and early interactions create the powerful dynamic between a mother and son and mother and daughter. For a mother, the birth of her son or daughter arouses memories of her emotional connection with her own mother. As we move through these pages, we will repeatedly see how the power of this “first love relationship” has an enormous impact on our personal and professional life.


 

    Some would think that the one thing that both mothers and children have in common—their time together from birth onward —would automatically create a positive emotional bond and a healthy, productive mother factor. Unfortunately, it doesn’t always work out that way. The collective emotional experience of being in this relationship can create ripples and sometimes tidal waves in subsequent relationships that is felt for the duration of an adult child’s life. It is this turmoil that can erupt in our emotional interactions and feelings, through our communication style and intimate relationships.




    The wealth of literature on the power of our first love has been a topic of popular psychological mainstream discussion since Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, and Melanie Klein described the lifelong influence and power that mothers have on their children.2 Since that time, it has become widely accepted that a child’s emotional disposition is dramatically influenced, impacted, and shaped by the day-to-day interactions with his or her mother. The typical “blind spot” of this relationship is not understanding the legacy of these interactions where we assume that emotional stumbling blocks are random and inevitable. This type of narrow belief tends to be shortsighted and one of the biggest hurdles to fully comprehending the mother factor and using it productively. One of the primary goals here is to expand your understanding so that your mother factor legacy becomes a source of strength and power, both personally and professionally.




    MOTHER FACTOR ISSUES




    Some common beliefs, concerns, experiences, frustrations, and comments that sons and daughters make about their mother factor are listed below. When the topic of mothers is raised, hardly anyone is without an opinion. (Saying that you have no opinion about your mother or feeling numb toward her are very serious anger issues that will be discussed later.) Consider the following questions and statements and how they relate to your mother-child relationship in the past and present:




    	•Why does my girlfriend get along fabulously with her mother and I can hardly stand to be in the same room with mine?




    	•I wish I was close to my mother.


	•I am very irritable with people when they don’t follow through on things for me. My mother is the same way with me.




    	•My mother always told me, “No one will ever be good enough for you.” I have never had a relationship last longer than six months (a forty-nine-year-old son revealed).




    	•Every time I talk to my mother, why does the discussion always focus on her?




    	•I felt invisible to my mother while I was growing up. She still doesn’t know what I do every day.




    	•I don’t trust women (a daughter admits).


	•I never get very close (emotionally) to my girlfriends (a son speaking).




    	•I have no close girlfriends; all my friends are men (a daughter confides).




    	•My mother’s opinions, emotions, and communication style are a huge problem in my marriage: my wife hates my mother.




    	•My partner says I act just like my mother when I get angry or frustrated with people.




    	•I yell at people when I get upset.


	•I have always felt insecure in relationships. I have this uneasy feeling that I am not good enough.




    	•While growing up, I found it impossible to speak with my mother about my feelings or emotions. Now I rarely express my thoughts or feelings to anyone.




    	•I avoid calling or talking to my mother, and she makes me feel guilty for not calling more (a son speaking).




    	•While growing up I felt that all roads led to my mother. She was the emotional commander in our house. My father never spoke unless my mother asked him a question.




    	•My mother always told me to never let anyone know when you were angry or upset. You are too vulnerable if you tell others your true feelings.




    	•Caring for my mother has caused me to always focus on others first and myself second. This pattern has made me very dependent on others and their opinion of me.




    	•I got along better with my father than with my mother, while growing up.




    	•I am forty-five-year-old woman and I still hear my mother’s voice in my head whenever I go against her rules or beliefs. Her voice is very critical and angry.





    The admissions listed above are just a few of the issues that underlie a son’s and daughter’s emotional legacy. It is clear from this short list of concerns expressed by both adult men and adult women that the mother-child emotional relationship is a force that has a lifelong, residual impact that is not easily measured or understood. The more you understand your mother-child relationship, however, regardless of your age or life circumstances, the more choices, options, and positive changes will be available to you.




    It is important to mention that this entire investigation into your mother factor is for the sole purpose of your gaining new, valuable insight and clarity, which will open more options to your life. Too often this type of discussion can go in the direction of blame, resentment, and anger. We will discuss at length the need to move beyond blame and finger-pointing (removing your stumbling blocks) and instead to heal old wounds. There is an old saying in psychology: you can’t let go of what you don’t know you’re holding. We are going to focus on your mother factor from many different angles and perspectives to give you a more complete view of your own legacy. Once you have these new and crucial insights, you will have the personal power to make different choices, to let go of old self-defeating patterns, to take new and positive action, and to have a deeper sense of fulfillment.




    THE MOTHER FACTOR—TRANSCENDS TIME, DEATH, GENDER, AND INTIMACY




    A very common obstacle to appreciating the profound effect of the mother factor is to rationalize away its significance. For example:




    	•My mother has been dead for ten years: how could she still have an impact on my relationships or the way I act now?


	•I’m a man, so it makes more sense that my father, rather than my mother, would affect my emotional choices and relationships.




    	•I was never particularly close to my mother. I don’t think she has much of an impact on my personal life today.




    	•My mother was a 1950s–1960s stay-at-home mom and she never had a professional paying job. How can she influence my professional choices and feelings?




    	•I never respected my mother’s handling of emotional issues or her psychological maturity. I am completely different.




    	•My mother allowed my father to make all the decisions in the family, and I learned to follow my dad’s lead, not my mothers.





    Let’s look at why each of these rationalizations is a very common blind spot and potential stumbling block to your future.




    If your mother has died, that doesn’t mean that the feelings from that relationship are dead too. Your unresolved feelings about your mother may be dormant or buried. Your mother’s passing doesn’t imply that the value or influence of her is at all diminished. Many of the most important relationships we will have in our lifetime are timeless and not confined to a particular stage of our life. We carry the residual impact of these relationships in our minds, emotions, and hearts for the duration of our existence. When women and men of all ages talk to me about the death of their mothers, even those who maintain that they didn’t have a close relationship with their mom say they were surprised by how much they were affected by her death. People routinely use terms such as feeling “devastated” and “overwhelming loss” to describe their reaction. It is not unusual for daughters and sons to suffer from depression and hopelessness and/or to begin to question their life’s meaning and purpose after their mother’s death.




    Years later, this death/loss still has tremendous power and influence. When some consider leaving a relationship or a business partnership, long after their mother has passed away, a number of them note that they can hear their mother’s voice in their head, “I didn’t raise my children to be quitters,” and they heed that voice. When others decide to make a significant relationship or personal change, they often explain it by saying, “I didn’t want to end up dying like my mom did, never having had the chance to do what I really wanted to do.” Therefore, don’t underestimate the impact of your mother on your personal life and relationships. If your mother is dead, recall the enormity of your feelings for her at the time of her death. If she’s alive, talk to a trusted friend whose mother has passed away and ask him whether his personal life is affected by the memory of his mother. The meaning and power of your mother factor is in how you have incorporated her legacy into your everyday life. That impact transcends time, place, and death.




    Many men—in fact, some women—believe that their father had more of an influence than their mother did over their personality and communication and relationship style. No one (particularly me—I wrote The Father Factor!) would argue the commonsense logic that fathers are invaluable to their children’s development.3 In fact, in the world of stay-at-home mothers and emotionally and physically absent fathers (in which many of us were raised), mothers had the greatest daily impact on our lives, simply because they were there, dealing with us day-to-day. Regardless of who made the financial decisions in the house, your mother was an emotional force in your life. Mothers, by virtue of their position in the home as the emotional caretaker, were and are the role models for their children and their interpersonal relationships. This primary relationship becomes the template for a child’s adult emotional life. And because of the typical emotionally distant relationship between fathers and daughters/sons, a wound develops between father and child that often becomes the focal point of a child’s life. Typically, mothers are mistakenly discounted in terms of importance and long-term emotional influence.




    Adults tend to focus on the “problem parent,” which in many cases is the absent, distant, or passive father. In such cases, mothers tend to get lost in the other parent’s neglect, abandonment, or irresponsibility. If your relationship with your father was problematic, it is essential to understand the role that your mother had in your life. Mothers many times play the peacekeeper role between children and their fathers. This is the woman who taught you valuable skills; you were taught diplomatic methods and emotional intelligence (how to understand people’s actions and raise questions without alienating them) by watching your mother manage family (“personnel”) conflicts. You learned an incredible amount about relationship skills from your mother by observing her function every day.




    Despite all of this, most of you from the baby boom generation were probably raised with a man as the primary breadwinner in your family. In the prototypical nuclear family or some variation of it, mothers were responsible for the everyday functioning of the family. This role hasn’t been viewed—implicitly or explicitly—until very recently as being nearly as valuable as that of the primary breadwinner role. Unfortunately, mothering for some time has been considered a second-class position within the family. This perspective about mothering, which only recently has become outdated as women’s rights and roles have expanded, is problematic and very misleading. The value of mothers can’t be limited to their economic contribution, but rather should be based on the bigger picture of their emotional contribution, despite the fact that some women today earn more than their husbands. The influence on an abstract emotional level rather than a monetary one is where a mother’s full influence on her son or daughter can be properly understood. It is imperative to look at your mother from a symbolic perspective, not a monetary one. Your emotional life and personality were shaped by this relationship, not your mother’s yearly income or credit rating.




    It is an all-too-common mistake to minimize your mother’s influence if she didn’t work outside the home or provide the entire economic support for the family. Even if your mother worked in the stereotypical helping professions (teacher, nurse, social worker), it is a blind spot to consider her influence on your current relationships, professionally and personally, as minimal. Most of our mothers were given the nonverbal social and family message that the then masculine professions (lawyer, doctor, business executive) weren’t the proper place for a woman. Assessing her influence by the male model yardstick of position, title, and wealth will tend to yield very little information or new insight. Your mother’s impact on your life and career functioning supersedes these artificial walls of separation based on finances and power.




    Women have been defined for thousands of years by how they functioned at home. Now women are not only being defined in the home but by their profession and career. Still, the home has been women’s sanctuary and place of nurturing and healing for generations. It is impossible to minimize the impact that your “mother’s home” had on your entire development and personality. Your home was the place where you learned how “life” worked. School, friendships, and work were and are the places that the home lessons were applied and used, and still are to this day. It is counterintuitive and a mistake to think that your home life with your mother didn’t erect a cornerstone in your life. For thousands of years, a child’s development was the sole responsibility of the mother. This was based in part on the fact that men/fathers had to leave the house, children, and wife to find food, work, and later a career. Now these very entrenched social roles are becoming more adaptable to change and the needs of each individual family (blended families, second marriages, adoption, and other limitless combinations). The role that mothers play in their adult children’s everyday choices—mate selection, professional relationships, emotional fulfillment, parenting style, sexuality, and communication—cannot be overstated.




    Whether their mother was a homemaker or a college professor, many people dismiss the magnitude of their mother’s influence on their life because the relationship was strained, emotionally painful, distant, or highly conflicted. They should consider these two vignettes:






   Christina’s story, thirty-seven years old: When I was growing up, my mother was an alcoholic who went to work everyday as a bookkeeper for a car dealership in town. When I was fifteen years old, I moved out of the house because I couldn’t stand my mother. We didn’t talk for seven years. I realized one day while driving that I spent most of my time consciously or unconsciously trying to prove my mother wrong and prove myself right. I realized that in this way I was really just as close to her as when I lived with her. I just didn’t talk to her for seven years. Once I stopped fighting my mother in my head, I began to understand her much better. Now we get along better too and I appreciate her and her ability to focus at work everyday. I thought my anger was what kept me away from my mother, but it really kept me right next to her. I was completely shocked to realize how emotionally close I was to her, when I thought we were really very distant. Her drinking was her way of dealing with life and my anger was my way of dealing with her.




    



    Danny’s story, twenty-eight years old: I will never forget the day I heard about my mother’s death. All my disappointments and frustration with her vanished in a second. I couldn’t believe how my feelings immediately changed toward my mom and have never gone backwards. I always told people that we weren’t close or anything alike. Now, five years after her death, I am more like my mother than I ever suspected or thought was possible. I wasn’t aware growing up how much she shaped my attitudes, my personality, my emotional reactions, my parenting, my marriage, and my life. I feel bad that I spent so many years and precious time fighting with her about ridiculous stuff. Now I hear myself talking and know it is still my mother’s voice in my head and heart.





    Christina’s and Danny’s stories are far more the rule than the exception in regard to the emotional legacy of mothers. It is impossible for a child with as highly a conflicted relationship as Christina and Danny had with their mothers not to be emotionally bonded with their mother.




    On the surface it may appear that you and your mother have nothing in common. Usually it is quite the opposite, and the truth is you have many things in common with your mother. The problem is that the extensive and murky overlap of thoughts and feelings between you and your mother may be unclear, and you need to sort these out. Remember, you are creating your own emotional legacy for the people in your life.




    Finally, your mother may not have been the career role model, relationship model, or parenting model, or even the type of person you care to emulate. Given that, the slippery slope of anger, resentment, and bitterness may build to the point that many daughters and sons, regardless of age, fall into the trap of desperately trying to become the person their mother never was. This relationship approach is an understandable reaction to the family trauma that many children experienced growing up. There is often an edge of aggressiveness and cold-heartedness to adults who have never resolved or come to terms with who and what their mother was. In addition, they may never reconcile themselves with what happened positively and negatively in the relationship. The driving force in these sons’ and daughters’ lives is the complete rejection of who and what their mother was as a parent. The challenge for these adult children is overcoming the painful disappointment and disillusionment of their memories of their mother. The ability to trust others and form meaningful long-term relationships are difficult tasks for adults who have had this type of mother-child relationship.




    HOW THE MOTHER FACTOR WORKS: THE MANY POWER SOURCES




    The mother factor can work for you or against you; it all depends on whether you understand and appreciate it or ignore it. Let’s assume you prefer the former, or you wouldn’t be exploring this topic. The key to understanding and comprehending your legacy depends on looking at the mother-child relationship from the following perspectives:




    	
1.The four different types of attachment/nurturing (the emotional bond) you had with your mother. The four types—intermittent, avoidant, depressed, and secure—provide insight on how you connect emotionally in all of your relationships. (They are described in detail in chapter 1.) Those adult children who when younger formed secure nurturing relationships with their mother usually have sound work relationships and faithful intimate relationships as adults. A secure attachment means that the child and her mother bonded early in the relationship and maintained that bond, giving that child a strong sense of security and a feeling of being loved. The attachment process provides the emotional foundation for all future relationships. This secure nurturing attachment encourages the adult to be open, willing to air her views in a clear and positive manner, and to be trusting of other people. By understanding this bond—even if your relationship with your mother was horrendous—you can develop a secure and strong emotional attachment with all the people in your life.



 	
2.Your mother’s rulebook: your mother’s and grandmother’s spoken and unspoken rules about work, relationships, emotions, separation, and independence. Your mother’s “rule-book,” or set of spoken and unspoken rules, is a very powerful force in the family you grew up in and your life. It is the set of rules that covers career choices, money matters, mate selection, children, spirituality, and sexuality, as well as how you emotionally separated and individuated from your mother. You don’t think about these rules because they are as natural a part of you as breathing. They are something you have lived by for years. While there are some exceptions to this rule, it generally holds that sons and daughters follow in the footsteps of their mothers and their grandmothers regarding relationships. Even more predictable are the rules for relating and communicating with others, which are all based on your internal rulebook. This comprises powerful spoken and unspoken rules, which guide your behavior, thoughts, and beliefs. Once you are aware of your mother’s rulebook, you have to update, rewrite, and make it all your own. Most adults live by their rulebook but seldom consider changing the outdated, nonproductive behaviors and emotional reactions within it. Your mother handed this rulebook to you, but it must be reread, rewritten, and reevaluated for your life to move forward.



 	
3.Mothering style (daily interactions, behaviors, emotional beliefs, and communication patterns of your mother). The five basic styles of mothering are the perfectionist mother, the unpredictable mother, the “me first” mother, the best friend mother, and the complete mother (each style is discussed in chapters 3 through 7). These styles of relating have a tremendous effect on your adult relationships—personally and professionally. They shape how you function mentally and emotionally on a daily basis at home and at work. Whether you are forceful, demanding, and uncompromising or a relatively passive personality depends, to a significant extent, on your mother’s parenting style. How your mother interacted with you is a critical piece of your personal information that helped shape your life choices, adult relationships, and overall satisfaction with your life. Understanding your mother’s style of parenting provides the foundation for insight into the emotional legacy of your mother factor and thus into your personal and professional life. It is very important to note that the single mother is considered in all the styles above. There is no predetermined mother-child relationship pattern or style because of your mother’s marital status. Single mothers make up a very large percentage of all the different combinations of mothers (teenage, married, never married, divorced, remarried, adoptive, etc.) and they fall into the above style categories.






 Patty’s Story


    To give you a sense of how these three areas of daily interactions, behavior, and emotional bonding/communication with your mother influence your adult life, let’s take a look at the case of Patty, a fifty-one-year-old, self-employed interior designer in the west Los Angeles area. Patty’s mother, Sharon, was a full-time stay-at-home mom. Sharon raised three children, among whom Patty was the oldest. Sharon, for as long as Patty can remember, was always overwhelmed by routine daily activities and was certain she was going to die from a brain tumor. Thankfully, Sharon was never diagnosed with a life-threatening cancer or illness of any type, yet she was convinced that something bad was going to happen all the time and still believes that to this day. Sharon’s fear, anxiety, and moodiness defined her style of mothering. At the same time, Patty’s father, Frank, traveled three to four days a week during her childhood, selling lumber to construction companies throughout the southwest part of the country. He was always absent from the emotional life of the family and was thus spared Sharon’s extreme mood swings.




    Patty rebelled against Sharon’s chronic mood swings in high school by becoming a heavy drug user. Patty found that the only way to deal with her mother’s unpredictable emotional outbursts was to get drunk or stoned on marijuana. Patty’s primary emotional connection to her mother was hostility, which was often expressed through constant arguing. Unfortunately, Patty’s father spent even more time on the road during her high school years. The level of tension between Patty and her mother exploded on her eighteenth birthday, when Sharon discovered that her daughter was pregnant and addicted to marijuana. Sharon sent Patty to a Bible college in Oklahoma as punishment and to save her from a self-destructive life path. Patty had an abortion and became drug free after moving out of her mother’s house. Patty met her husband-to-be, Mark, in college. They married two years later and had three children.




    During the course of her eighteen-year marriage, Patty found her husband, Mark, to be as controlling as her mother had been when Patty was growing up. Patty also found Mark to be very moody, anxious, depressed, always worried about something, and argumentative with her and their three children. Patty told me, “The horror of marrying your mother hit me in the face one day, when I spoke to both my mother and Mark on the phone. I couldn’t keep their names straight because they felt like the same person to me. I dropped the phone when I realized that I married my mother, I had spent so much time growing up, trying to get away from her. I felt hopeless and stuck.”


 

    After that emotional awakening about Mark and Sharon being the same person emotionally for Patty, she immediately entered marriage counseling. Like Patty’s mother, Mark didn’t believe in the benefit of direct open communication, emotional honesty/clarity, and the need to improve their relationship. Mark divorced Patty because he believed her to be “uncontrollable” and not the same woman he had married many years earlier.




    It is clear that Patty’s emotional legacy from her mother factor was fully operating in her life years before she even went to college and married Mark. Patty’s mother factor was running her life, making decisions before she was consciously aware of its power, influence, and magnitude. Sharon’s emotional style of bonding was clearly intermittent, inconsistent, and emotionally avoidant (see chapter 1). Sharon’s mothering style was primarily mood dependent. Consequently, Patty grew up without ever establishing a secure emotional attachment with her mother. In turn, Patty became very dependent on others’ opinions of her and found herself always being a people pleaser. The problem was that Patty never felt emotionally safe with people and was very concerned that unless they were happy with her, she was in “trouble.” This pattern of relating to others affected Patty’s business, in addition to her parenting and personal relationships. She was always scared and emotionally distant, so concerned that her close friends wouldn’t turn out to be like her mother. This emotional pattern shaped every area of Patty’s life and career.




    In thinking further about Patty’s emotional and personal struggle, she found herself unable to work for anyone in authority. Her psychological experience with any type of authority figure was filtered through her mother-daughter relationship, which was very traumatic and scary. Patty still feels that her relationship with her mother is based on control and guilt. Reporting to a supervisor, therefore, wasn’t a model or template in which Patty could function. Her pursuit of self-employment was a result of the need for self-preservation than anything else. Patty’s growing awareness of her mother factor allowed her to channel it into a positive influence and simultaneously take more control of her life. Patty is very careful not to blame her mother for their strained relationship or for her personal and professional struggles. She is appreciative of her mother’s intervention in her life at age eighteen to keep her from developing a lifelong addiction to drugs.




    MOTHERS: REALITIES AND MISPERCEPTIONS




    Men and women who experience difficulty overcoming negative emotional legacies tend not to see the connection with their past or believe how events that took place years ago at home could possibly still be affecting their life today. This is a very common blind spot for most adults. Patty, for instance, labored under a number of misconceptions, not only about the negative impact her beliefs had on her relationships but larger mother-daughter issues—emotional abuse, anxiety, fear of rejection, problems with authority figures. Such misconceptions cause us to minimize or dismiss things our mothers said and did when we were growing up. Out of a lack of understanding and a need to emotionally survive, many of us convince ourselves that we exist only in the here and now and that what’s past remains in the past. Ironically, this mindset gives those past events more power than they ordinarily would have. When we pretend that a domineering, moody, demeaning, or abusive mother could have no effect on us today, we may unconsciously steer clear of or leave any relationship, job, or situation where the other person is tough or critical, thereby missing some potentially great opportunities and never understanding why.




    Men, for example, typically are accused by their girlfriends, wives, or lovers of being scared, distant, or noncommittal to intimacy in romantic relationships. This reluctance on the part of many men to commit to marriage or an exclusive dating relationship can be resolved. In many instances, it isn’t that these men don’t want to be close to their partners or get married. Rather, they subliminally fear that they might re-experience the same emotional trauma of their mother-son relationship if they get emotionally close to someone (a woman) again. The trauma or negative psychological consequences that resulted from a poor mother-son relationship years before can include feelings of being suffocated, demeaned, shamed, emotionally inadequate, hopeless, or completely responsible for another’s well-being. The causes are as varied as the men involved. Men and their relationship concerns and behaviors have their roots and foundations in their mother factor legacy. It is imperative for men (me included) to understand our mother’s emotional legacy and how it is practiced, applied, and functional. These same behaviors of staying emotionally distant from a partner and friends are also common in women. It is always important to remember that throughout our lives, both men and women struggle with issues that arose from our mother factor.




    When you become aware of the realities versus the misconceptions, however, you are much more likely to recognize how your unconscious beliefs affect your personal and professional relationships and then take constructive action. This deeper awareness will also assist you in taking full advantage of all the ideas and tools that we will be discussing. By understanding your mother factor, you will begin to increase your level of personal and professional satisfaction and then begin to maximize your potential.




    The following true/false statements address some of the more common misunderstandings, blind spots, and denials concerning mothers and their impact on daughters and sons. Mark a “T” or “F” next to each statement, then look at the answer key to determine how well you did and your level of understanding about you and your mother. These questions aren’t designed to measure your mother factor IQ but rather to start a discussion within yourself about the impact of your mother on your life—past, present, and future. In addition, it is important to recognize themes of the mother-child relationship—these will increase your awareness of how your mother’s words and actions have shaped your life choices up to now.




    Questions




    	1.Fathers and mothers serve the same role in raising their children.




  	2.Children can only learn their “emotional intelligence”—the ability to have empathy, understanding, and insight into other’s actions—from their adult life experiences. Their mothers don’t play an important role in this process.




  	3.Biological mothers have no more influence on their daughters/sons than stepmothers or other nonbiological mother figures.




  	4.Women and men can overcome a traumatic mother-child past and develop a positive mother factor model.




  	5.Mothers affect their sons and daughters for their entire lives.




  	6.It is almost impossible for women and men to learn anything of value from mothers they hate or don’t respect—past or present.




  	7.It isn’t necessary for girls’ and boys’ emotional development to have a positive relationship with their mother.




    	8.Once men and women reach a certain age or level of success, they don’t want or need their mother’s approval.




    	9.Usually the emotional and mental wounds people suffered as kids will prevent them from being productive, highly functional adults.




    	10.Even when they’re quite young, children pay close attention to their mother’s attitudes and behavior in regard to their father, family relationships, work, and communication.




    	11.Verbal abuse by your mother is much less harmful than physical abuse.




    	12.While people who seem to have come to terms with a negative mother-child relationship may present a calm facade, they in fact are usually pressure cookers beneath the surface.





  Answers


  

    	1.False. Mothers serve as role models for how we relate to our world emotionally, mentally, and physically. A mother is the female balance to a father’s influence. Each parent serves an invaluable but distinct role in a child’s development. It is crucial to begin to understand your mother’s contribution to your relationship history and future, your emotional functioning, and your personal goals. Your mother plays a major role in who and what you are in your life.




    	
2.False. As odd as that question sounds, approximately 30 to 35 percent of adults firmly believe in the theory that nature is more important than nurture in shaping an individual’s mind. Parents are considered secondary influences. The nature versus nurture argument dismisses the invaluable role a mother has in developing and shaping her child’s emotional intelligence, relationship potential, and communication styles. Mothers are part of every adult’s psychological profile and a timeless influence regardless of the quality of the relationship. A mother has a role in a child’s life that is special and transforming throughout his or her life.4





    	
3.True. Mothering is not limited to biology. The term stepmother is a legal term, but in a relational context, the prefix “step” has little bearing on a woman’s true effectiveness as a mother. Given that approximately 67 to 70 percent (US Census 2000 and Time magazine, November 26, 2007) of all families today are some type of blended, nontraditional family (children not living with both biological parents), we see that relationship styles and emotional functioning are often influenced by a stepmother or adoptive mother. A mother figure, whether biological or not, will have a tremendous impact and influence on a child’s upbringing. It is also possible that more than one person—a biological mother and a stepmother—can have a big impact on a child’s life and his direction.





    	4.True. Not having a mother or having a strained relationship with a mother does not sentence you to repeat the past or continue the negative legacy. You can make the necessary changes to excel in your life and relationships. Your ability to understand rather than blame your mother is one of the keys to personal and professional success and it’s the basis of appreciating your mother factor. While anger and hatred are strong short-term motivators, these two emotions can’t sustain your relationships and career, nor can they meet all the demands necessary to develop personally and professionally.




    	5.True. Even after your mother dies, she will still affect your personal relationships and life choices. No matter what sons and daughters say to their mother in a fit of rage—for example, “I’ll never be like you”—or how much they try to distance themselves as adults, their mothers still cast a long shadow. Typically, people undervalue their mother’s impact on their lives until after her death. Even then, many men and women don’t see how a mother’s influence extends past personal traits into their adult life and choices. The values you carry concerning your life and how to treat people were formed many years ago in the context and backdrop of your mother-daughter or mother-son relationship.




    	6.False. All daughters and sons learn an enormous number of things from their mother. It is quite possible to move emotionally beyond your anger, lack of respect, and hatred of your mother. Analyzing the mother-child relationship can yield valuable insights that will help make you a better parent, partner, supervisor, friend, and person. These insights can help you make the necessary adjustments in personal relationships and allow you to move to the next level in your life.




    	7.False. At times, some young boys seem as if they do not need their mothers, especially in the wake of a bitter divorce or a sudden remarriage. Some girls also may appear to be so independent or so close to their fathers that they foster the illusion that a relationship with their mother is of no particular consequence. In reality, every son and daughter seeks and needs a relationship with his or her mother. The natural craving for an emotional motherly bond must be acknowledged and understood as a normal mother-child need. Denying this natural impulse creates a void, one that will play itself out in various areas of an adult’s life. People who dismiss this natural emotional phenomenon may also be in denial about the need to build strong relationships with family members, partners, friends, and colleagues.




    	
8.False. Regardless of our age, we all desire our mother’s approval. Approval is part of our psychological wiring and a naturally occurring mother-child dynamic. Unfortunately, you, like many others, may never have received that approval/love while growing up—or received it rarely or randomly. Developing your own self-approval, self-acceptance, and self-love is re-creating your own mother factor legacy. Many people choose instead to seek these qualities from people in the workplace, in friendships, or in another mother figure. Many times, people look to a boss or authority figure for maternal approval and acceptance, which, as we’ll see in later chapters, can create all sorts of relationship problems and issues. Issues that result from a missing or absent maternal emotional bond will never be adequately resolved in the workplace or in the outside world. Mother factor issues have to be resolved on a personal level regardless of their nature or magnitude.





    	9.False. Growing up with a conflicted, strained mother-child relationship is not a reason to repeat the sins of the past or continue to punish yourself through poor life choices, self-defeating behaviors, or depressed thinking. You don’t have to avoid people who offer constructive criticism or run to people who are weak and ineffectual as a way of feeling emotionally safe. Nor do you have to become abusive to the people in your life as a reaction to your childhood abuse and neglect. You control your life choices through new insight about how you were raised and the style of mothering that shaped your childhood.




    	10.True. Sons and daughters watch their mothers closely when it comes to relationships and their behavioral/emotional treatment of other family members. Many children develop the skill of observing these interpersonal skills by watching these behaviors from a distance, without being noticed. Some people contend that they never really paid much attention to these issues while growing up. But usually they blocked out what may have been unpleasant experiences: Mom and Dad screaming at each other about having no money for the bills or Mom complaining that no one appreciates her hard work around the house. Your approach to conflict resolution, emotionally charged issues, communication, and personal ethics all likely come from observing your mother’s attitudes, actions, and beliefs in these critical areas.




    	11.False. As horrific as physical abuse is, verbal abuse is equally destructive and toxic to a son’s or daughter’s spirit, mind, and emotions. Children carry those hate-filled words, scared feelings, and accusations in their hearts and minds, in many cases, all their life. Cruel words, mean-spirited badgering, and constant criticism erode a child’s developing sense of self and will lead to future problems with relationships, partners, and parenting (unless these issues are addressed and resolved). The lack of trust and a sense of danger is what the child learns to feel while growing up. Adults who demean and belittle others often come from homes where their mothers were verbally abusive and emotionally aggressive with them. Their behavior is a reaction to their mother-child relationship. They have to demean people in order to feel good about themselves—it is a constant cycle of abuse. In addition, verbal abuse is invisible. Unlike the physically abused child, the verbally abused girl grows up believing she had a normal mother-daughter relationship. The understandable lack of awareness makes her vulnerable to the effects of this abuse in her adult personal and professional relationships. She often doesn’t seek professional help for the psychological and emotional damage done to her self-esteem and never acknowledges or articulates how awful she feels about her mother’s abusive behavior—past and present. Given the lack of overt physical evidence (broken arms, black-and-blue bruises, swollen faces), she tends to minimize the long-term damage that verbal abuse has caused. Consequently, she carries the emotional damage and pain into both her personal and professional lives.




    	
12.True. People in high-pressure situations or circumstances often have perfected the art of appearing outwardly calm, while inside the pressure builds. These symptoms can cause sleepless nights, panic attacks, ulcers, and chronic anxiety as well as physical problems that negatively affect their decision-making abilities or even worse, get them to quit their jobs. An emotionally supportive, caring mother provides a child with the inner resources necessary to cope with all types of stress, including personal challenges. She helps her child gain the self-esteem and coping skills that serve him well in school, work situations, and adult relationships. Some of these children may respond to stress with anger, depression, or frustration, but inside they’re capable of managing the stress and continuing to function effectively on emotional and cognitive levels.



  


    THE THREADS LEADING BACK TO MOTHER




    The majority of men and women who want to change their lives are very clear about what is not working. However, when asked about why they think they’re having problems in their personal and professional relationships, most don’t have a definitive answer. Usually the discussion quickly lapses into an admission of the frustration of nagging ongoing problems, with no clear plan or way to stop the emotional pain.




    In fact, posing the questions about a son’s or daughter’s mother factor often creates more anxiety than it does relief or clarity. It can be overwhelming to learn that there are certain behaviors that might be problems in your life and that the solutions to those issues exist and lie in your mother-child relationship. Todd, for instance, had never really questioned why he had a pattern of repeatedly dating women who were emotionally unavailable to him or whom he had to take care of. The idea that there might be an emotional connection between his poor choices in partners and his relationship with his emotionally distant mother seemed to be a very interesting concept to him. Todd was surprised by the suggestion that there was a direct correlation leading back to his mother in what appeared to be more than a random selection of unsuccessful romantic relationships over a fifteen-year period. He began to realize that his unresolved mother-son emotional issues were keeping him in a repetitive cycle of self-doubt and despair.




    The following may help to illuminate some of the underlying connections between your emotional functioning and your mother’s legacy. The idea is to show the naturally occurring phenomenon between a mother and her adult daughter or son. The first part describes some of the common behaviors and feelings that daughters and sons have reported. This is followed by issues of the mother factor and their connection to these behaviors, feelings, and beliefs.




    Daughters’ and Sons’ Problematic and Positive Behaviors and Their Connection to the Mother Factor




    	•Unconsciously choosing unavailable partners—Mother’s inability to show daughter/son unconditional love: she avoided an emotional bond.




    	•Inability to commit to a love relationship—Mother’s over-controlling or overprotective behavior.




    	•Sabotaging career and personal goals—Mother’s constant criticism and lack of approval of daughter’s/son’s choices and behavior.




    	•Inability to be assertive and to express one’s opinion—Mother’s low self-image and fear of failure.




    	•Inability to trust one’s own instincts and motivations—Mother’s chronic verbal and nonverbal message about how to feel, think, and act. No development of a separate personality from the mother.




    	•Overwhelmed by volatile emotions, thoughts, or actions—Mother’s anxiety about the expression of emotions, her poor communication skills, and her overdependence on others’ opinions.




    	•Difficulty maintaining an intimate adult romantic/sexual relationship—Mother’s own unresolved issues about intimacy and her own problems with sexuality.




  	•Unclear about a life direction or career path—Mother’s need to keep her daughter/son emotionally close because of her own abandonment issues.




    	•Suffering from separation anxiety and guilt for making life choices that don’t include one’s mother—Mother’s own arrested developmental progress of becoming an independent adult.




    	•Strong sense of purpose and confidence to take risks—Mother’s guidance in helping her daughter/son form life goals.




    	•Compassionate understanding of others and your ability to create your own fulfillment—Mother’s emotional mentoring and leadership on becoming a high-functioning adult.




    	•Ability to have strong emotional connections without losing your identity—Mother’s ability to assist her child in differentiating from the parent-child relationship.




    	•Ability to form one’s own life and opinions—Mother’s own emotional maturity and a tolerance for differences.





    You can see from this short list that the mother factor is a very active force on and component of many levels in your adult life. This is just a sampling of the multiple connections and threads of your mother factor that are part of the fabric of your daily life and relationships. We are going to explore the breadth and depth of your relationships, your self-esteem, as well as your sense of self and the emotional context of your life from the perspective of the mother factor to better understand your legacy and your future. You may be very surprised and relieved to know that some of your lifelong issues can be resolved from a better understanding of your emotional legacy.
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