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Abstract

This is the life story analysis of Kimberly Ondras. In the first section of the paper I will be discussing Kimberly’s life in chronological order. In the second section I will use the biological theory, psychosocial theory, and family systems theory to analyze events in her life and how they have shaped her life. The final section of the paper will discuss Kimberly’s strengths, using the strengths perspective.

STRUGGLES OF LIFE:
A LIFE STORY ANALYSIS OF KIMBERLY

LIFE STORY


The first portion of this essay is a description of Kimberly Baker-Ondras’ life in chronological order. Information for this analysis was gathered over several conversations with Kimberly, and email correspondence and telephone calls. Because she is my mother, there is some information I have gathered over the years that was not discussed directly in the interviewing process. The events of Kimberly’s life have been separated into five categories: birth, infancy and toddler; childhood; adolescence; young adulthood; and middle adulthood. 

BIRTH, INFANCY, AND TODDLER (Birth-18 Months)

Kimberly was born July 12, 1961 at Ball Memorial Hospital in Muncie, Indiana. She joined her parents, Bill and Ruth, and her two brothers Del and Mark. Ruth’s pregnancy with Kimberly was typical. Ruth did not smoke or drink, and took the medications her doctor proscribed. For Ruth’s children, there were no ultrasounds or other testing, because the technology wasn’t available at that time. Ruth was a stay-at-home mother, even though she had attended college at Ball State Teachers College. Bill worked outside the home, and both Bill and Ruth ran the farm they lived on. At six months of age, Kimberly contracted chicken pox. Though she contracted this illness at such a young age, she survived, and continued to develop at a typical rate. Though she developed typically, Kimberly did not have much interaction with children her own age. Both of her brothers were older than she was, and she spent a majority of her time with her mother.

CHILDHOOD (18 Months-12 years)


Kimberly had a fairly active childhood. Kimberly’s family often went on camping trips with friends of her parents, and other family members. Her family was very close, even if her brothers used to pick on her. She and her family lived on a farmhouse in the country, away from other children. Because there was a lack of children other than her brothers, Kimberly spent most of her time following Del and Mark around. The boys tried to discourage her playing with them by calling her names, and throwing balls at her. They ‘helped’ her learn how to ride a bike by pushing her into the street. However, she still idolized her brothers. She didn’t have many toys, other than a few Barbie dolls she liked to play with, so she would play with her brothers. They would push tractors in the dirt, built forts in the hayloft, and would play house in the chicken coop. Kimberly recalls walking outside one day and asking her brothers, “do I walk like a boy?” She was strongly opposed to being a dainty girl. 


Her mother would take her shopping every Saturday to stores in town, where they would buy new clothing and sundry. When they came back, Kimberly would sit down on her father’s lap and tell him just how much they had ‘saved’. When she wasn’t with her brothers, Kimberly was with her mother. Her father spent a majority of the time with her brothers, and Kimberly spent a majority of her time with her mother. 


As a family, they would play several games. Together they played Yatzee, Monopoly, Stratego, and Mouse Trap. Her grandmother, Eva Dick, lived with them until her death in 1971. Kimberly shared a room with her grandmother, and helped care for her in her old age. Together, they would play Sorry, and Kimberly recalls times when she had to help her grandmother with daily living needs. When her grandmother died, she was ten years old. She recalls the day the ambulance came to take her grandmother away. 


Kimberly also spent a lot of time with her older cousins. Her cousin Debbie had a daughter named Gina when Kimberly was 11 years old. Kimberly became Gina’s godmother, and they spent a lot of time together throughout the years. Her cousin Dena had two boys, Jared and Jason and she would spend the summers with them. 


She spent a lot of time doing chores for her family. Dusting and cleaning the dishes were two chores she hated doing, but she loved working in the barn with her pigs. The farm her family lived on had a garden, horses, pigs and a wonderful German shepherd named Lady. While raising these animals, Kimberly participated in 4-H. She baked, sewed, and showed her pigs. One of her cookie recipes won a first place blue ribbon. 

ADOLESCENCE (12-18 years)

Puberty began as a surprise for Kimberly. Her mother didn’t discuss her growing development with her, and she learned the basics from school. Her menarche happened right before her eighth grade cheerleading tryouts. Kimberly had some conflicts at school with other teenagers, but she had a few close friends. Her focus, however, was on her family, instead of on peer relationships. Even into her teens, they still participated in family activities. Kimberly graduated salutatorian of her high school class, and was accepted to Manchester where she decided to major in English. 


While at Manchester, Kimberly met and fell in love with a man named Kevin. Kimberly and Kevin began working during the summer at Yellowstone National Park. They worked at Yellowstone for two summers before Kevin graduated college and decided to work with the bears at the park. Kimberly moved to Montana with him, and enrolled at Montana State. She began working with a dance troupe teaching dance classes, and decided to drop out of college when her troupe moved to Seattle. She and Kevin broke up, because of the distance. 

YOUNG ADULTHOOD (18-30 years)


Kimberly made the move to Seattle, and spent her twenty-first birthday alone. She sat in the back of a bar by herself and cried because she didn’t know anyone there. She continued to teach dancing, and she met a musician named Robert at a bar one evening. After a long courtship, the two married in 1984. They moved from Seattle to Indiana where they lived for four years. Kimberly got a job at a computer company, and Robert tried to find a job as a musician. Because she was the sole breadwinner, it was hard to manage becoming pregnant and holding a career. She remarked that it was a hard road, but one she didn’t realize at the time. 

In 1987, she became pregnant with her first child at age twenty-seven. She did not smoke or drink, and she did the best she could to provide for a family of three. She moved back to the city she was raised in, to live close to her mother who helped her out a lot after the Jessica’s birth in 1988. She began working with her father in his insurance agency. She had her second child in 1992, a son named Ryan. 

MIDDLE ADULTHOOD (30-65 (currently 50))


In 1998, Kimberly got a divorce from Robert who moved away to Tennessee to fulfill his dream as a musician. Because she had always held a career, the divorce was not as devastating as it could have been, financially. It was hard in other ways, however. She had to find a home for her family to live in, on a tight budget. She expressed concern to me that she did not do the best job raising two children on her own, because she had to do so much to keep the family going. Her youngest child began expressing emotional problems beginning in high school, and he began to use drugs and alcohol. Getting through Ryan’s high school years was hard. At the end of high school, Ryan had two drug overdoses, and both times he barely survived. This major crisis began right as another began. Her brother, Del, was diagnosed with cancer right before her son’s second overdose.


Now, she spends her time caring for things that Del had done, such as caring for her parents, and caring for her son, who has, for the time being, stopped his drug use. She still is overly concerned for the future, for her economic situation, and for her family.

ANALYSIS


The analysis of Kimberly’s life should contain several theories. The family systems theory, and how it relates to Kimberly’s family is one of the aspects that should be considered when analyzing her development. Including the family systems theory is Erikson’s psychosocial theory. Erikson’s theory helps describe the psychosocial roles Kimberly should be taking on at each stage in development. Also analyzed will be Kimberly’s biological development in middle adulthood.

BIOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT


Starting with Kimberly’s biological development is the physical changes she has seen over the past few years. Kimberly is no longer in her prime. At fifty, she has been experiencing changes related to middle adulthood for some time. The definition of middle adulthood is ages thirty to sixty-five (Zastrow & Kirst-Ashman, 2010). Kimberly has been in middle adulthood for twenty years, so it may not seem as obvious to those in her family that she is in middle adulthood. 


Physically, in middle adulthood, Kimberly is experiencing a decline in ability. There is a subtle decrease in speed and agility, and she may notice that it takes longer to complete some tasks (Zastrow & Kirst-Ashman, 2010). She may be beginning to enter menopause, which occurs, on average, at age fifty-one (Zastrow & Kirst-Ashman, 2010). Kimberly has a few issues, biologically, with injury. While she continues to exercise regularly, a tear in the lining of her knee, and a cyst have impaired her physical functions.

Unlike the decline of physical development of middle adulthood, this time is considered the peak for mental functions (Zastrow & Kirst-Ashman, 2010). However, most middle adults discontinue using higher mental ability because of a career and family life demands (Zastrow & Kirst-Ashman, 2010). Kimberly’s mental functioning may be declining. She sometimes has trouble remembering things that happened in the past, and easily forgets things if she doesn’t write them down. 

PSYCHOSOCIAL DEVELOPMENT


Erik Erikson’s psychosocial theory of development is one of the most accepted theories used during analysis but a few other theorists have similar ideas. Havighurst, according to Willis & Martin (2005), considered middle adulthood to have a high degree of stability with the least amount of introspection of all stages in life. Havinghurst also believes that middle adulthood is when men and women reach the peak of their influence on society (Willis & Martin, 2005). 


Erikson’s seventh developmental crisis is generativity versus stagnation (Zastrow & Kirst-Ashman, 2010). The main concern with this crisis is guiding the next generation, but having kids is not the only issue here (Davis & Clifton, 1995). The goal for generativity is to contribute a skill, resource, and creativity to the next generation (Zastrow & Kirst-Ashman, 2010). Kimberly has reached generativity according to this model. She considers her children to be the joy of her life, and has fought to help her son through his drug problems. She hopes that her children can rely on her, and learn from her. 


Erikson’s sixth stage of developmental crisis, Intimacy versus Isolation may be a concern when analyzing Kimberly. After Kimberly’s divorce in 1998, she had a few partners, but none ever became long term partners. In the past few years, she has not gone on dates because of lack of time and concern for her family. The goal for this stage is to share with and give to another person without being afraid of sacrificing one’s own identity (Zastrow & Kirst-Ashman, 2010). The consequences of avoiding intimacy can lead to isolation, loneliness, and sometimes depression (Heffner, 2001). Because Kimberly has avoided intimacy for the past several years, she may suffer from isolation, loneliness, and possibly depression.

FAMILY SYSTEMS THEORY

There are several aspects that influence Kimberly’s family experiment, but I will only discuss a few here. Dr. Murray Bowen came up with eight concepts using a systems theory approach to discuss issues in families (Bowen Theory, n.d.). A few I would like to discuss here are Differentiation of self, Sibling Position, and Triangulation. 

Differentiation of self

Differentiation is the ability to see oneself as someone other than a mother’s child, or a child’s mother (Differentiation of self, n.d.). Enmeshment is not being able to separate oneself from another family member, or from the family as a group. A child is born with traits that help differentiate a child from his parents or his siblings, but the level of independence and the relationships with family members during childhood and adolescence can either help or hinder differentiation (Differentiation of self, n.d.). Kimberly was kept primarily with her mother during her childhood. She had a few friends, but none that she felt close enough to share stories about. Her leisure activities included spending time with her brothers, and shopping with her mother. Kimberly’s lack of a large peer group during her early years may have caused enmeshment to happen between her and her mother. Similarly, once she had a daughter of her own, she also became enmeshed with her daughter. With the stress of her son’s overdose, and her brother’s cancer, she may have become even closer entwined to the two of them over the past year. 

Sibling Position

Sibling position, as it relates to relationships, suggests that those who grow up in the same sibling position have similar traits to others in their characteristics (Sibling position, n.d.). Kimberly and her mother are both the youngest daughters in their family of origin. As youngest children, their leadership styles differ from that of an oldest child, or Kimberly’s father, who is an only child (Sibling position, n.d.). Kimberly’s mother took a lot of control in the house, because she leads in a more exacting way than Kimberly’s father. Kimberly is fairly exacting as well. 


Kimberly’s relationship with her former husband was fairly strained, and based on Bowen’s theory, which is because both Kimberly and Robert were youngest children (Sibling position, n.d.). The theory suggests that the struggle in the relationship comes from a disagreement about who gets to lean on whom (Sibling position, n.d.). Robert was a struggling musician, so he obviously leaned on Kimberly a lot in their relationship. Kimberly, a youngest child who was not used to carrying the weight, felt pressure from the relationship, which eventually lead to a divorce. 

Triangulation


Triangles in family systems theory are relationships between three individuals. Three siblings, for example, would create a triangle in their relationships, as would two parents and a child (Triangles, n.d.). A triangle in family systems is considered the building block of family relationships, and is the most stable relationship in a family (Triangles, n.d.). The problem with triangular relationships is that there is always an outsider, because two will communicate better with each other than the third (Triangles, n.d.).


Kimberly, while having a very stable family relationship with several triangles in her genogram, may have felt very much like an outsider during several periods of her life. The first obvious triangle is that of Kimberly and her two brothers, Mark and Del. Mark and Del chose to play with each other, and tried to dissuade Kimberly from participating in playing with them by throwing balls at her, or calling her names. Kimberly may also have felt like an outsider, and rightfully so, in the relationship between her parents and herself. Though she may have felt like an outsider during good times, it was easier for them to cope as a family when three or more worked together to create a solid relationship. 


As she grew older, other triangles began to form. Her former husband, her daughter, and herself were a triangle relationship. Later, it was herself and her two children that formed a triangle relationship.

STRENGTHS PERSPECTIVE


As a Social Worker, the most important part of the analysis is looking at Kimberly through a strengths perspective. Several strengths include Kimberly’s achievements, the way she overcame adversity, the skills and attributes she’s developed from these events, and the resources she has had in her life.

ACHIEVEMENTS


Throughout her life, Kimberly has had quite a few achievements. Including graduating second in her class, and winning the blue ribbon at the state fair for her cookies, Kimberly successfully raised two children, developed a career over the past twenty-three years, maintained finances for a family of three, and cared for her parents, grandparent, and brother. Kimberly has worked hard for each of her achievements, and strives to continue achieving her goals.

ADVERSITY

There have been several points when Kimberly had to overcome adversity in her life. Especially after her divorce to her husband, Kimberly had to juggle a career, childcare, and finances, but she did so without thinking about it. The struggles to overcome these difficulties only seem difficult to her as she reflects back on her life after several years had passed. 

SKILLS AND ATTRIBUTES

From a young age, Kimberly was developing skills to help her through her life. She learned how to manage her own finances, run a household, and live on her own when she moved to Montana with Kevin. She learned how to raise her children on her own, through trial and error, without a husband when her children were fairly young. She learned how to hold a career and manage a family. She also learned how to give back to her family and children in her generativity stage.

RESOURCES

Kimberly is fortunate in her resources. She has financial support, and emotional support from her family, even though she is giving more to her family at this point than she is receiving. She has resources from her career, eliminating several bills that she would have to pay if she chose a different career. As a child she had support from her church group, and from her school. As an adult, she also has support from her children.

CONCLUSION


Kimberly had some difficult moments in her life growing up, but each moment taught her more about life and how to overcome difficulties later in life. The strengths she has gained helped her grow as an individual. According to theory, there are issues that a Social Worker may work with Kimberly on to help resolve issues within her family, and struggles within herself, but with Kimberly’s resiliency to adversity the process could be completed if she wished to work with a Social Worker in the future. 
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