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Clinical and Psychometric Characteristics of the Wives of
Alcoholics

By JOHN B. RAE and ALAN R. FORBES

Observations on the wife of the alcoholic
have been made from various standpoints.
Bailey (1961), reviewing the literature, points
out that interest has moved from the simple
need to include her in her husband’s treatment
regime to seeing her as an individual who is
herself handicapped, and emphasis has been
placed on her dependency needs.

Price (1945) suggests that the wife’s basic in-
security and her discovery after marriage that
her husband is also dependent results in an in-
creasingly vicious circle of female hostility and
male inadequacy leading to the latter’s escape
into alcoholism. Jones (1963) noted that over
half of 72 male alcoholics were insecure and
dependent personalities, and the McCords
(1960) stress dependency conflict as a factor in
the aetiology of alcoholism.

In contrast to these views, we and others
have clinically observed wives resisting their
husband’s cure. One severe alcoholic was
greeted on his return from hospital with a
home-coming present—three bottles of whisky.
He remained sober, however, and a year
later his wife became an alcoholic. McDonald
(1956) reported a number of female patients
admitted to hospital because of psychiatric
breakdown consequent on the cessation of their
husband’s drinking.

From such latter observations the concept of
the classical “alcoholic’s wife’” has emerged as
one hostile to men, with unconscious conflict
regarding her own sexuality, projecting her
inadequacies on to her husband and finding in
his alcoholism a defence against awareness of
her own conflicts (Futterman, 1953). Reports
on group therapy with wives further highlights
this symbiosis (McDonald, 1958); Bullock and
Mudd, 1959; Pixley and Stiefel, 1963).

Psychometric assessments of alcoholics’ wives
have been presented by Ballard (1959) and
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Kogan (1963), but neither identified specific
personality types.

PRESENT STUDY

In our ward the M.M.P.I. (Dahlstrom and
Welsh, 1960) used with Male Alcoholics has
been found informative, and it was decided to
administer this to wives as well. Twenty-six
wives were tested; their husbands showed no
evidence of brain damage and were having
intensive psychotherapy or pharmacological
treatments, and they had also been given the
test.

Of the 26 alcoholic husbands, 2 were basically
depressive and 2 were schizophrenics. The
remainder were either neurotic or with char-
acter disorder. Occupationally they were pro-
fessional, executive or fairly prosperous trades-
people with a mean intelligence of Grade II+
on Raven’s Progressive Matrices. Their mean
age was 44°3+6-5 and that of the wives
42-246-1 years. Mean duration of marriage
was 11-5451 years. “Severe drinking”, de-
fined as drinking of an order which introduced
definite conflict into the marital relationship
had been present for 7-143-1 years. “Alco-
holism” defined as involving loss of drinking
control, social, economic disruption with per-
sonality and behavioural changes, although
more difficult to estimate temporarily, had
been present for a mean of some 4} years.

Of the 26 women, 14 had recognized pre-
maritally that their intended spouse drank
considerably in excess of other males in their
social group, and 4 of these married knowing
that their husbands had either had treatment
for alcoholism or were in severe difficulties
because of their drinking. None of these women
drank abnormally themselves. Four men and
3 women had had a previous divorce; 2 of the
women had been married to recognized alco-
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holics and both later remarried men they had
recognized as severe problem drinkers before
the marriage. Sexual relationships were unsatis-
factory for both partners in 10 cases and for a
further 3 men and 2 women. Ten of these 12
women regarded sexual difficulties as preceding
the alcoholism.

Ten women worked outside the home, and in
7 of the cases this was a source of conflict—in
6 of these the wife was in business partnership
with her husband.

Wives were interviewed and tested within
at the most four weeks of the husband’s ad-
mission, although many were seen more often
than this. Six women had need of psychiatric
treatment themselves; two as in-patients.

METHOD

The M.M.P.1. was scored, and coded in the
conventional manner (Dahlstrom and Welsh,
1960) and the Anxiety Index (Welsh, 1952) was
calculated. For the wives, scale elevations 2
S.D. above the normative mean were noted, as
was the average elevation of scores on the
clinical scales and the psychotic triad (Gough,
1946); these to compare with the findings of
Kogan et al. (op. cit.).

REsuLTs

The group profile for the alcoholic husbands
appeared as a well-marked ‘24’ configuration,
i.e. high on Depression (D) and Psychopathic
Deviate (Pd) scales, displaying a cross-cultural
validation with findings in the U.S.A. (Button,
1956; Ballard, 1959; Rosen, 1960; Hill et al.,
1962).

Although not pathologically elevated the
wives’ profile has a configural similarity to that
of the husbands’ group profile, the highest
points again being on Pd and D (Fig. 1).

Comparing our sample of wives (as a whole)
with those of Kogan et al. (op. cit.) no significant
differences were found.

The configurational similarity between hus-
bands and wives would lead us to infer that the
wives were also psychopathic personalities
reacting to a stressful situation with depression
and anxiety. This inference was not in accord
with our clinical observations, which indicated
that the wives were not a homogeneous group,
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Fic. 1.—Composite profiles of married alcoholic men

(N=26) and their wives.

nor with previous authors’ descriptions of the
classic ‘““alcoholic’s wife”’.

To translate such clinical descriptions into
M.M.P.I. profiles commonly found in psy-
chiatric populations one may suggest two
profiles finding some concordance:

The first of these is the “49’° profile with the
high points on the Pd and Hypomania (Ma)
scales, the elevation on the latter scale appar-
ently reflecting the drive behind the behaviour
patterns of aggression and hostility shown in the
Pd scale-elevation, and the combination re-
flecting the acting-out of hostility and aggression.
The second profile thought to reflect the clinical
characteristics of the classical alcoholic’s wife is
the “43”, where the high points are on the Pd
scale, as before, and the Hysteria scale. With
this combination, active expression of hostile
impulses may be only episodic, but the basic
aggressive drive is as much a feature of the
personality as in the ‘49’ profile, only less
directly expressed, probably in the form of
teasing and mild derogation. It should be noted
at this point that the order of the high points in
the pair does not materially alter the nature of
the inferences drawn (Dahlstrom and Welsh,
1960).

In the wives here examined these combina-
tions accounted for 11 of the individual profiles
(8 with profile 43 and g with “49”, all scores
for Pd scale being above 1 S.D.). Grouping
these eleven showed a well-developed 439
profile. The remaining 15, individually un-
remarkable, showing at a group level a well-
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defined 273 profile. (Depression (D) with
Psychaesthenia (Pt) and Hysteria (Hy)
secondarily and equally represented.) In this
group there was a high score on the Social
Introversion scale (Fig. 2). In a comparison
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Fic. 2.—Composite profiles of the ‘‘classic”’ group of

wives (N=:11) and the ‘‘non-classic’’ group (N=15).

of these subgroups, the 273 wives were signifi-
cantly more depressed (u=123-0; p<-05)*
more socially inactive (u=135-5; p<-o1) and
less psychopathic (u=29-0; p<-oo5) and
had less drive (u=46-0; p<-05) than were
the 439 wives. The Pt difference was not
significant but the subtler Welsh Anxiety
Index showed significantly more anxiety in the
273 wives (u=129-5; p<-02).

The ‘27 profile is the most frequent in
psychiatric  practice implying depression,
anxiety and tension; inferiority, inadequacy
and insecurity. The “23” configuration implies
marked dependency needs, feelings of self-
doubt, insecurity, internalization and a capacity
for tolerating unhappiness greater than other
people (Dahlstrom and Welsh, op. cit.). The
273 combination, therefore, is radically differ-
ent in clinical expectation to the 439.

The group profile of the 11 and 15 husbands
of these women were constructed and found not
to differ.

We looked next for any measurable clinical
points of difference in the two groups of wives.
A significantly greater pre-marital knowledge

* Since the data did not meet the statistical require-
ments for the ‘‘t Test” (Edwards, 1960) its non-

parametric equivalent, the Mann-Whitney “U” test
(Siegel, 1956) was employed.
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of excessive drinking in the selected spouse
occurred in the 439 women (p<-05); and a
bias, in this small sample, to psychiatric
disturbance in the 273 women (p="-109)—the
other “classic” wives apparently tolerating their
husbands’ illness more equably.

COMMENT
On considering the interview material from
the wives in these subgroups, differences

appeared evident. The wives who made the
most impact clinically were characterized by
their obvious lack of anxiety and insight, and
by a cold indifference to or superficial evaluation
of the dynamic factors operating in their
marriage. They were unreliable witnesses,
evasive and not infrequently withheld informa-
tion of considerable relevance to the husband’s
treatment. There were seven such notably hostile
and unco-operative wives, all in the 439 group.
In the 273 wives it was much more common
to find resentment giving way to self-examina-
tion and a recognition sometimes of their own
desire for help or of insight into their own
dynamics—as in some who realized they had
mistaken their fiancé’s pseudo-extraversion for
true strength, with consequent frustration of
their expectations and dependency needs.

Clinically, the 273 group were nevertheless
more heterogeneous than the 439 and this was
reflected in the individual profiles.

Dealing with such small numbers, any
explanation of this heterogeneity must be
tentative. However, these findings would seem
to support Kogan’s contention (op. cit.) that
a unitary concept of the personality of the
alcoholic’s wife is untenable. She demonstrated
that only half her sample, as measured by the
M.M.P.1., showed abnormal personalities com-
pared with normal controls. In our sample, all
the women in the 439 subgroup were uniformly
characterized by abnormal Psychopathic De-
viate scores, representing a fundamental per-
sonality trait; in the 273 group none of the
scales dealing with enduring personality traits
were elevated, and only those of Depression,
Anxiety and Social Withdrawal were abnormal,
which may be considered as representing
patterns of reaction rather than enduring
personality characteristics. It is postulated,
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therefore, that our 273 women represent
essentially “normal’’ personalities reacting to
the stress of alcoholism, whereas the 439 women
who are themselves character disordered more
closely approximate to the classic wife who
utilizes an alcoholic husband as a neurotic
-defence.

Further, the differences between the two
subgroups, clinically and psychometrically,
suggest very different dynamics operating in the
marriages, and thus the identification of these
wives, particularly the 439, may have im-
portant therapeutic and prognostic implications
for their husbands’ illness.

SUMMARY

1. The M.M.P.I. was given to 26 wives of
alcoholics, who also had this test.

2. The male alcoholic profile showed a
marked ‘““24” configuration, comparing with
reported American data of ‘“42” elevation.

3. The test at group level, seemed to dis-
tinguish two subgroups of wives characterized
by a “439” profile, and a contrasting “273”
profile. The former closely resembled the
current stereotype of the classical alcoholic’s
wife.

4. Clinical data offer some support for this
dichotomy. Identification of the psychometric
characteristics of the wife is thought to be
important for prognosis and therapy.
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