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Abstract 
A transitional object is the selection and binding to an object that reminds the child of the mother and helps deal 
with separation anxiety in situations where the child is separated from the mother. In reality, many children are 
observed to have transitional objects and no problems occur.  

In this case report, the transitional object became pathological. An only child, the boy was 3.5 years and wished 
to wear the pyjamas chosen as transitional object in all areas of life. According to anamnesis from the family, 
there was no socio-economic problem experienced. Additionally, the child’s developmental curves were normal 
and there was no physiological health problem. The child experienced problems in home and school life and this 
situation negatively affected the mother’s home and professional life, so the case was dealt with.  

The study applied a strategy developed based on a behavioral approach combined with an object relation 
approach. At the end of the four-week program completed with the parents and child’s teacher together, the 
problem was solved and follow-up one month later identified that this had not changed. 
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1. Introduction 
1.1 The Problem 

The childhood period is a process with difficult and problematic experiences, in addition to good experiences. In 
the early childhood period, social and environmental factors directly affect the child’s physical and mental 
development. As a result, negative experiences cause developmental arrest and problems (Bertan et al., 2009). 
While children are configuring the basic patterns of their personalities in the period from 0 to 6 years, they 
continue their development by encountering many events and problems. One of these involves children’s 
relationships with objects. 

The scattered experiences of children in terms of time and space in the first years of life form the core of their 
selfhood. In this period, mother-child relationships shape the child’s experiences relating to their basic needs being 
met in timely and sufficient manner. Mothers who provide sympathetic responses to their children’s needs will 
help the child to develop a consistent sense of self (Winnicott, 1998). In this process, the relationships between the 
parents and child, games and other experiences are important because according to object relations conceptualists 
humans internalize interpersonal relationships by transforming them into images (Gectan, 1993). 

The object relations conceptualists of Melanie Klein, Donald Winnicott, Margaret Mahler and Heinz Kohut 
focused on the child’s relationships with their surroundings. Children imprint trust-centred personality through the 
mediation of relationships with their mothers and fathers. They also reflect different situations through objects 
during times when the parents are not with them (Burger 2006). 

One situation related to object relations in childhood is defined as a “transition object”. The transition object 
concept was first explained by Winnicott. Accordingly, the child becomes aware of themselves as a separate 
individual from the mother. They choose an object to remind them of the mother and bond to it in an attempt to deal 
with separation anxiety. These include objects with long duration in the child’s life like blankets, pillows and toys 
to which they bind excessively in problematic situations (Ongider 2013). 

1.2 Importance of the Problem 

This study investigates a pathological case related to a transition object. In this case, the transition object of the 
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pyjamas transformed into a fetish object after some time. The roots of this situation are found in traumatic events 
occurring in the first months of childhood and disrupting self-integrity (Oguz and Uygur, 2005). Separations from 
the mother and anxiety before the phallic period play important roles in the development of a fetish object (Oguz & 
Uygur, 2005). 

The case wore the pyjamas used as transition object everywhere (home, preschool, park, mall, etc.) and at all hours 
of the day. He experienced crying fits and anger seizures when they were removed. 

2. Case 
The case’s mother was a formation student in teacher training at Ordu University Faculty of Education. She 
applied to the guidance service of the psychological counselling and guidance department seeking help. As the 
case was extraordinary, the mother was informed about ethical rules and written permission was obtained to 
publish this case study. The information from the preliminary interviews about the case were limited to 
information obtained from the mother. 

The case was a 3.5-year-old male and the only child in the family. Born by caesarean, the child had not experienced 
any significant physiological health problems. The child began to walk at 1-year-old, was toilet-trained by 2.5 
years and began to use single syllable words at 9 months. According to anamnesis information, the mother and 
father were university graduates, they lived together and had no socio-economic problems. The mother left work 
after the child was born and cared for him until preschool. 

After the child began preschool, he wished to wear the same pyjamas at school, at home and in other places. He 
displayed an intense response when they were removed, entering crying seizures. When he was dressed in 
something else, he kept the pyjamas in his hands and looked unhappy. The mother stated the problem had lasted 
nearly 2 months, she had not been able to start work since this began and there were problems experienced in 
preschool. As a result, they had applied to a variety of mental health experts but no solution had been found. 

During an interview with the family, the father, who was a banker, stated he came home late and tired, and the 
family had nearly no quality time spent as a family. 

The child’s preschool was visited and observations made. Information was obtained from the teacher. Accordingly, 
the child displayed resistance to entering group dynamics, sat alone in the corner and observed the area with a sad 
and angry expression. He did not want to sleep at naptime. When the mother accompanied him, he wanted to play 
with her and wanted her to sit at the table with him. 

3. Methodology 
3.1 Diagnosis 

A diagnosis was made of pathologic bonding with the pyjamas used as transition object. The pyjamas had 
transformed into a fetish object after some time. The child wore the pyjamas not to discharge stress but to gain 
from the object (Gectan, 1993). 

The anxiety forming as a result of the mother leaving the child at preschool was compensated by the pyjamas. This 
is because the transition object (pyjamas) corresponds with the attributes of the mother (Winnicott, 1953). 

3.2 Strategy 

During the problem determination and strategy formation stages in the study, the object relations concept was used. 
A strategy based on the behavioural approach was applied in solving the problem. Morgan and McMillan stated 
that behavioural techniques may be integrated with object relations and attachment concepts and they reported 
successful results in the literature increasing support for this approach (Corey, 2005). 

3.3 Application 

The necessity for quality time to be spent between parents and child was stated and a weekly behavior activity plan 
was made. In line with this, the following recommendations were made; 

• In the preschool period, the child’s relationships with the mother-father are important (Knauth, 2000). In line 
with this, spending time with the child in entertaining activities (reading, singing, cuddling, etc.) will 
positively affect the well-being of the child and family integration (Ozmert, 2006). As a result, games 
appropriate to developmental age involving all members of the family with the child given an active role were 
planned (doctor set, kitchen set, Lego etc.) 

• Touching plays an effective role in trust, love and acceptance (Erkan, 1988-1990). Parents abundantly 
touching, hugging, smiling and talking with the child have an important place in development (Wickelgren, 
1999). Physical contact is reported to be effective in development of positive self-esteem (Culbertson et al, 
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2003). The parents were asked to hug the child frequently and hugging games were explained and planned. 
The necessity of continuing contact until the child does not want to be touched anymore and pushes them 
away (with touching left for a while afterwards) was explained. 

• One of the methods related to ending negative behaviour in the child is ignoring it (Basar, 1999). Nothing was 
said about the child wearing the pyjamas with neutral behaviour displayed; in other words, ignoring the 
behaviour was applied. 

• The child was given a daily responsibility that they could complete (bringing bread or spoons to the table, 
taking them away after eating) (Ozen, 2015). 

• Information was given about responsibility such as the child organizing their own bed and closet, collecting 
toys and dressing themselves alone. Recommendations were provided about making this easier in accordance 
with the development of the child (e.g., buying elasticated trousers, practical bed covers that can easily be 
arranged, etc.) 

The following recommendations were made to the preschool teacher; 

• Similar to the recommendations to the parents, nothing was to be said about the child wearing pyjamas with 
neutral behaviour displayed. 

• Before naptime, the child should be accompanied to the sleeping area and simple organizations made, with 
the child given responsibilities in this process. 

• The teacher was requested to include the child in an active role in meeting all basic needs (toilet, eating, 
water, etc.) and to ask the child frequently if they needed anything. 

• The teacher was asked to frequently hug the child, and that contact should continue until the child pushed 
away (with touching left for a while afterwards). 

• For timid and shy children, structured games and activities with low stress levels may be beneficial (Ozmert, 
2006). In line with this, the child was called each time after preparation for group games. However, there was 
to be no insistence if he did not come. 

The items listed above were recommendations in line with preparing an environment where the child can move 
from an immobilizing strategy of secondary bonding with the teacher to a hyperactive strategy (Calısır, 2009). 

Parents and teacher were requested to fulfil these recommendations for one week and note any problematic 
situations with explanations. An appointment was made for one week later. 

At the first appointment, the parents stated the child did not get tired of hugging and the duration of contact 
continuously lengthened. At this point, they were requested to continue contact games and to increase hugging 
further. There were no clear problems experienced with completing the other parental recommendations. 

At the first appointment, the teacher stated the problem continued. However, after two days of not taking an active 
role in sleep area organization, the child began to happily fulfil his tasks. The homework related to hugging 
involved some problems due to work intensity. As a result, there was not too much hugging. The teacher was asked 
to continue with the recommendations, to lengthen the process of arranging the sleeping area and to use verbal 
reinforcement about the child’s duties. Reinforcement is effective in ensuring continuation of behaviour (Babayigit 
& Erkus, 2016). Praising the child immediately after positive behaviour plays a role in discipline (Larsen & Tentis, 
2003). 

At the second appointment, parents stated the child sometimes got tired of hugging and wanted to play alone. In 
this situation, the role of secure attachment was explained and recommendations were renewed. The parents said 
the child was very happy and enthusiastically went to school. At the second appointment the teacher said the child 
happily sat at the table and ate his food and happily completed his sleeping area duties. 

At the third appointment, the parents stated the child was very happy, hugging was at normal levels and crying fits 
had stopped. At this stage the premack principle was used (Mitchell & Stoffelmayr, 1973). The mother was asked 
to give him the responsibility of collecting dirty clothes for washing with the condition that they will play his 
favourite game after the dirty washing was collected. Here, it was predicted the child would bring his dirty 
pyjamas. Neutral behaviour was requested whether the child brought the pyjamas or not. 

The teacher was requested to act neutrally on the first day the child attended school without the pyjamas. On other 
days, they were asked to tell the child how his clothes suited him. Additionally, they were asked to request that the 
child help them in bringing the other students to the sleeping area and in keeping them quiet before naptime. 
During this process, the child will want to play the sleep game with the other children and the dominant role is 
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given to the child. Later, after moving to the sleep area and the children sleeping, the teacher was asked to use 
verbal reinforcement with the child. In the evening, the child was to explain what they had done related to sleeping 
to the mother and father and the child was to be rewarded with a toy. On other days, similarly the child was to be 
included in suitable games and inserted into the group dynamics. 

At the fourth appointment, the parent and teacher stated the problem had ended and that the child was happy. 
Information was given about child development and they were requested to contact the counsellor if there were any 
problems. One month later, there were no problems experienced according to information from the parent. 

4. Discussion 
When determining the problem, the starting point was in line with the transition object concept. A transition object 
is defined as orientation toward an object associated with the primary carer (mother or childminder) to compensate 
for or ease anxiety as a result of long term separation of the child from the carer (Winnicott, 1953). In this case, the 
mother looked after the child at home until he began preschool and as the father could not spend time the child due 
to his work intensity and excessive stress, a pathologic attachment was observed between the mother and child. 
The mother wished to start work after the child reached preschool age (3.5 years) and the child’s reactive behaviour 
began as a problem with a pathologic transition object. However, some researchers have not observed the 
transition object as a problem. The study by Lehman et al. (1992) identified that children with transition objects 
develop more secure attachment. Hobara (2003) found the rate of transition objects was 30-70% among children 
and that there was no concrete evidence of whether or not there was a psychopathologic problem with attachment 
in the presence or absence of transition object. In this case, the transition object was pyjamas and the child wished 
to wear them at all times, and resisted with anger fits when the pyjamas were removed, so it was assessed as 
psychopathologic. The child experienced problems in school and conflict with the parents related to the transition 
object and this situation caused unhappiness. 

The study followed a strategy to create a quality parent-child relationship, because the parent child relationship is 
effective in psychological development (Burger, 2006). The case was a 3.5-year-old child and the parent child 
relationship is very important from 0-6 years (Knauth, 2000). Additionally, according to anamnesis obtained from 
the parents, the father’s relationship with the child was at low levels due to work intensity and stressful living 
conditions. In reality, an interested father plays an important role in creating fewer behaviour problems in the child 
(act. Ongider, 2013). It was also determined that activities with the father contribute greatly to secure attachment 
formation (Bowey, 1995). In line with this, a structured program was applied involving quality time spends with 
the mother and father. Increasing the quality of the parent-child relationship by active involvement of the father 
will end the pathologic attachment between the mother and child. Over time it is assumed the child will make an 
effort towards autonomous behaviour. Additionally, gaining skills about taking responsibility at home and in 
school and completing duties were added to this strategy. Thus, it was considered the happiness and 
self-confidence gained would contribute to the child’s autonomy. This is because responsibility secures a child’s 
feeling of confidence, sharing contributes to learning, success provides pleasure and contributes to taking initiative 
and organization skills (Ozen, 2015). Variations in line with the strategic targets were observed in the case both at 
home and at school. With the child’s rapid gain of autonomy skills, the need for a pathologic transition object 
reduced. Later, negative behaviour ended. 

In this study it was concluded that in cases with pathologic transition object, behavioural techniques together with 
strategic applications based on object relations concepts were effective in solving the problem. 

References 
Babayigit, O., & Erkus, B. (2016). Effectiveness of Reinforcements and Punishments Which Primary School 

Teachers Use in Lessons. Kastamonu Education Journal, 25(2), 567-580. Retrieved from 
http://dergipark.gov.tr/kefdergi/issue/29416/313579 

Basar, H. (1999). Classroom Management (pp. 131-142). Istanbul, M.E.B. Publications. 

Bertan, M., Haznedaroglu, D., Koln, P., Yurdakok, K., & Guciz, B. D. (2009). Studies on early childhood 
development in Turkey (2000-2007). Cocuk Sagligi ve Hastaliklari Derg, 52, 1-8. 

Bowey, J. (1995). Socioeconomic status differences in preschool honological sensitivity and first grade reading 
achievement. J. Educ. Psychol, 87, 63-79. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.87.3.476 

Burger, J. M. (2016). Personality. Sarioglu ID (Translated), Istanbul Kaknüs Publications. 

Calısır, M. (2009). The Relationship of Adult Attachment Theory and Affect Regulation Strategies to Depression. 
Current Approaches in Psychıatry, 1(3), 240-255. Retrieved from 



ies.ccsenet.org International Education Studies Vol. 11, No. 8; 2018 

140 
 

http://www.cappsy.org/archives/vol1/cap_1_18.pdf 

Corey, G. (2005). Psychological Counselling, Psychotherapy Theory and Practices. Ergene T (Translated). 
Ankara, Mentis Publications.  

Culbertson, J. L., Newman, J. E., Willis, D. J. (2003). Childhood and adolescent psychologic development. 
Pediatr Clin North Am, 50, 741-764. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0031-3955(03)00080-4 

Erkan, A. F. (1988-1990). Psycho-social development of the child in criminology. Istanbul University Faculty of 
Law Mecmuası, 53(1-4), 145-151. 

Gectan, E. (1993). Psychoanalysis and After. Istanbul, Remzi Bookstore.  

Hobara, M. (2003). Prevalance of Transitional Objects in Young Children in Tokyo and New York. Infant Mental 
Health Journal, 24(2), 174-191. https://doi.org/10.1002/imhj.10046 

Knauth, D. G. (2000). Predictors of parental sense of competence for the couple during the transition to 
parenthood. Res Nurs Health, 23, 496-509. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/1098-240X(200012)23:6<496::AID-NUR8>3.0.CO;2-1 

Larsen, M. A., & Tentis, E. (2003). The art and science of disciplining children. Pediatr Clin North Am, 50, 
817-840. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0031-3955(03)00076-2 

Lehman, E. B., Denham, S. A., Moser, M. H., & Reeves, S. L. (1992). Soft object and pacifier attachment in 
young children: The role of security attachment to the mother. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry 
and Allied Disciplines, 33, 1205-1215. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.1992.tb00939.x 

Mitchell, W. S., & Stoffelmayr, B. E. (1973). Application of The Premack Prıncıple to The Behavioral Control of 
Extremely Inactive Schizophrenics'. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 6(3), 419-423. 
https://doi.org/10.1901/jaba.1973.6-419 

Oguz, N., & Uygur, N. (2005). A Case of Diaper Fetishism. Turkish Journal of Psychiatry, 16(2), 133-138. 

Ongider, N. (2013). Relationship Between Parents and Preschool Children. Current Approaches in Psychiatry, 
5(4), 420-440. https://doi.org/10.5455/cap.20130527 

Ozen, Y. (2015). Responsibility Education. Ankara, Ayrınti Publications,  

Ozmert, E. N. (2006). Early childhood development and the family. Cocuk Sagligi ve Hastaliklari Derg, 49, 
256-273. 

Wickelgren, I. (1999). Nurture helps mold able minds. The American Association for the Advancement of 
Science, 283, 1832-1834. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.283.5409.1832 

Winnicott, D. (1953). Transitional objects and transitional phenomena. International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 
34, 89-97. Retrieved from http://icpla.edu/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Winnicott-D.-Transitional-Objects- 
and-Transitional-Phenomena.pdf 

Winnicott, D. W. (1998). Game and Reality. Birkan T (Translated). Istanbul, Metis Publications. 

 

Copyrights 
Copyright for this article is retained by the author(s), with first publication rights granted to the journal. 

This is an open-access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution 
license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 

 


