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Summary of Doctoral Dissertation

This dissertation examined the effect of the discrepancy between ideal self and
actual self on the psychological well-being of middle-aged mothers in Japan. Extensive
research has been conducted on maternal psychological well-being from various
perspectives, including parenting anxiety, family structure, employment status, and
the presence of social support. However, the majority of previous studies have
primarily focused on young mothers with young children, while research on middle-
aged mothers remains insufficient. Middle-aged mothers undergo significant life
transitions, such as shifts in their parental role as their children mature and become
independence, career changes, and caregiving responsibilities for aging parents. Given
these life events, it is plausible that the ideal self-image held by middle-aged mothers
also changes over time.

Higgins (1989) proposed that the ideal self comprises two dimensions: an
individual's personally desired ideal self and the ideal self as perceived from the
perspective of significant others. He further introduced the Self-Discrepancy Theory,
which postulates that when individuals perceives a discrepancy between their ideal self
or the ideal self expected by others and their actual self, they experience negative
emotions, potentially leading to psychological maladjustment.

A previous study employing Self-Discrepancy Theory (Higgins, 1989)
investigated the effect of the discrepancy between the ideal self as perceived by others
and the actual self on self-esteem in adulthood. This study reported that such a
discrepancy is negatively associated with mothers' self-esteem and that this effect
varies depending on their employment status (Matsuoka et al., 2006). These findings
suggest that maternal psychological well-being may be influenced by the expectations
of their spouse, children, and parents. However, the impact of the discrepancy between
mothers' personally held ideal self and their actual self has not been explored.
Furthermore, it remains unclear what kind of ideal self and ideal self from others'
perspectives middle-aged mothers hold, how these differ depending on employment
status, and how the magnitude of the discrepancy between the ideal self and actual self
affects their psychological well-being.

Therefore, this dissertation examined the conceptualization of the ideal self
and the ideal self from others' perspectives among middle-aged mothers and analyzed
how their discrepancies with the actual self influence maternal psychological well-
being, including fulfillment in the maternal role, state and trait anxiety, and subjective

well-being. Additionally, the study investigated how mothers’ employment status



affects these relationships.

This dissertation consists of three studies, including a preliminary study, and
a concluding discussion. The preliminary study was conducted to assess the validity of
the self-report questionnaires utilized in Studies 1 and 2. Study 1 explored the ideal
self and the ideal self from others' perspectives among middle-aged mothers with
university-aged children in Japan. A total of 120 participants were included. Using the
validated questionnaire from the preliminary study, participants described three
aspects of their ideal self and their ideal self from others' perspectives (spouse,
children, parents, and society) and rated their discrepancies with the actual self on a 7-
point scale. A text analysis of the ideal self and the ideal self from others' perspectives
was conducted based on employment status using KH Coder (Higuchi, 2016), a
software for quantitative content analysis. Frequency extraction, hierarchical cluster
analysis, and co-occurrence network analysis revealed that the composition of the ideal
self varied by employment status.

For mothers in full-time employment, the terms “children” and “mother”
frequently appeared in descriptions of their ideal self, along with ideals related to
“family” and “work-life balance.” Among mothers in part-time employment, in addition
to “mother” and “family,” elements such as “self” and “enjoying life” were frequently
mentioned. Stay-at-home mothers often mentioned “children” and “family” as well as
concepts related to “self,” “relationships,” and “communication.” A chi-square test
indicated significant differences in the frequency of terms related to maternal, family,
and self-roles among employment groups. Specifically, full-time and part-time
employed mothers incorporated maternal roles into their ideal self significantly more
frequently, whereas stay-at-home mothers prioritized self-oriented roles significantly
more frequently.

With regard to the ideal self from others' perspectives, findings suggest that
parental and spousal expectations were strongly reflected in ideal selves related to
employment. Full-time employed mothers identified “having a job,” “being
independent,” and “supporting their husband” as key components of their ideal self
from others' perspectives. While part-time employed mothers also reported similar
expectations from others, their personally held ideal self did not include “having a job.”
Instead, they frequently cited expectations such as “not relying on parents.” Among
stay-at-home mothers, work-related aspects were absent from their ideal self from
others' perspectives. A chi-square test showed a significant difference in the frequency
of family role-related ideal selves expected by spouses, with non-regularly employed

mothers significantly more frequently mentioning expectations such as “supporting



their husband.”

Study 2 examined the impact of the magnitude of discrepancy between the
ideal self, the ideal self from others' perspectives, and the actual self on psychological
well-being, including maternal role fulfillment, state and trait anxiety, and subjective
well-being. Study 2 comprised 284 participants. One-way ANOVA results showed no
significant differences in discrepancy scores between ideal self and actual self by
employment status. There were also no significant differences in maternal role
fulfillment scores or state-trait anxiety scores by employment status. However,
subjective well-being scores were significantly higher among full-time employed
mothers than among part-time employed mothers. Hierarchical multiple regression
analysis revealed that the discrepancy between actual and ideal self significantly
predicted subjective well-being across all employment statuses.

In the conclusion discussion, findings from Studies 1 and 2 were
comprehensively discussed. The study suggests that the conceptualization of middle-
aged mothers’ ideal self and ideal self from others' perspectives varies by employment
status and that the discrepancy between their personal ideal self and actual self
significantly influences subjective well-being. The underlying mechanisms of these
relationships were discussed. Furthermore, the discussion underscores the necessity of
considering not only employment status but also the specific content of the ideal self
and the ideal self as portraited by others that mothers hold, as well as the impact of
their discrepancies with the actual self, when evaluating maternal psychological well-

being.



Summary of the Dissertation Evaluation

The public presentation of this dissertation was conducted online via Zoom on January
16th, 2025, from 16:30 pm for one hour, including a question-and-answer session. The public
presentation was attended by approximately 10 participants, including three committee members,
faculty, students, and graduate students. During the question-and-answer session, there were many
questions from the audience, including graduate students, leading to an active discussion. Following
the public presentation, an oral examination with the committee members was conducted for
approximately one hour. The details of the examination are provided below.

This dissertation examined the impact of the discrepancy between the ideal self and the
actual self on the psychological well-being of middle-aged mothers in Japan. While previous studies
have primarily focused on younger mothers, this study specifically targeted middle-aged mothers
and explored the relationship between self-discrepancy and employment status. Based on Higgins’
(1989) Self-Discrepancy Theory, Study 1 analyzed the ideal self that mothers aspire to become, as
well as the ideal self perceived from the perspectives of others, including their children, spouses,
parents, and society. Mothers freely described their ideal selves, and the collected text was analyzed.
The results suggest that the composition of the ideal self differs depending on the mother’s
employment status. Previous research has analyzed the relationship between the degree of self-
discrepancy and psychological measures such as self-esteem. However, the ideal self that a mother
envisions varies among individuals, and these ideal selves are influenced by the expectations of
significant others and social factors. This study is novel in that it allows mothers to freely describe
their ideal selves and analyzes the composition of both their ideal self and the ideal self from the
perspectives of others. Furthermore, the findings suggest that the ideal self of mothers varied
according to their employment status and is influenced by their spouses and parents, highlighting its
academic significance.

In Study 2, the effect of self-discrepancy on mothers’ psychological well-being was
statistically analyzed. The results indicated that mothers with full-time employment exhibited
significantly higher subjective well-being compared to those in non-regular employment.
Additionally, regardless of employment status, a greater discrepancy between the ideal self and the
actual self predicted lower subjective well-being.

These findings suggest that mothers’ subjective well-being is associated with the
discrepancy between their ideal self and actual self, emphasizing the importance of evaluating this
self-discrepancy rather than focusing solely on employment status when considering mothers’
psychological well-being. The study provides valuable foundational insights into understanding the

psychological challenges faced by middle-aged mothers, which have been largely overlooked, and



contributes to the discussion on appropriate social support. Therefore, all committee members of the
dissertation unanimously concluded that this dissertation demonstrates the academic quality of the

author, Choi Fong Lee and that she is s deserving of the degree of the Doctor of Philosophy.
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