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Review Paper
Exploring the New Trends in Cinderella Complex: A 
Systematic Review

Background: The Cinderella complex is a widespread psychological and cultural phenomenon 
that limits women’s independence. Women with the Cinderella complex often feel inadequate 
and rely on men for emotional and economic support, which can lead to low productivity, 
lack of self-confidence, and avoidance of leadership roles. This study critically examined new 
trends in the Cinderella Complex. This study aimed to examine the current research status of the 
Cinderella complex from 2021 to 2025 and categorized the construct based on the nature of the 
available literature. 

Methods: This study conducted a systematic review using seven electronic databases and 
followed the preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses guidelines. 
The literature search included studies published between January 2021 and October 2025 
across seven electronic databases. The electronic databases included PsycINFO, ProQuest, 
ResearchGate, PubMed, Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, and the Cochrane Library. Two research 
team members independently reviewed and determined the inclusion of each study. Each study 
was appraised and validated for quality using the JBICAT instrument. Content analysis was used 
for data analysis.

Results: Of the 85,551 records, only 10 studies fulfilled the eligibility criteria. Three main 
themes, which were closely linked to each other, emerged from the studies: Psychological 
determinants and correlates of the Cinderella complex (n=4), sociocultural and causal factors, 
including parenting and gender, role socialization (n=3), and the latest emerging perspectives in 
the educational, occupational, and relational contexts (n=3).

Conclusion: The findings reveal emerging research trends and the need for more cross-cultural 
empirical studies on women’s autonomy. 
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Introduction

psychological condition known as the 
“Cinderella Complex” occurs when wom-
en show signs of relying on men, in par-
ticular, for emotional support and safety. 
At a very young age, women were taught 

to do only what made them feel safe and comfortable 
and to avoid anything that made them feel afraid. In ac-
tuality, women were taught to be dependent rather than 
independent [1].

Developmental and gender socialization studies have 
provided research-based support for the idea that gen-
dered dependency tendencies originate in early child-
hood due to differential socialization practices. Longi-
tudinal studies have revealed that girls are more often 
guided to prioritize safety, obedience, and harmony in 
relationships first, while boys are brought up to be in-
dependent, take risks, and be assertive; thus, over time, 
they have shaped two different sets of self-concepts [2-
4]. The practice of parental overprotection, sticking to 
the reinforcement of traditional gender roles, and watch-
ing gender, stereotyped media narratives have all been 
found to correlate with girls possessing low self-efficacy 
and being more dependent on getting approval from 
others [5, 6]. These early developmental factors lay the 
psychological groundwork that may later show up as de-
pendency and related constructs, such as the Cinderella 
Complex. 

The fairy-tale princess Cinderella inspired the term 
“Cinderella Complex,” as she waits for her prince charm-
ing to save her from her cruel stepmother and stepsisters. 
For example, Cinderella shows how the heroine of the 
tale needs to be “rescued” by a royal man and assisted 
by external factors to gain respect and recognition. Be-
ing polite and good-natured, Cinderella has no resent-
ment against her captors, the stepmother and stepsisters. 
Through this storyline, women are taught that to endure 
such oppression, they must be good and patient and wait 
for the day when a man rewards their perseverance. In 
this way, young women are taught to be dependent [1].

Colette Dowling (1981), an American therapist, de-
fined the “Cinderella Complex” as women’s fear of in-
dependence and an unconscious desire to be taken care 
of by others [7].

In 1981, she introduced the idea of “The Cinderella 
Complex” or “Cinderella Syndrome” in her widely read 
book “The Cinderella Complex: Women’s hidden fear of 
independence.”

 In it, she outlines her belief that any attractive prince 
or man will appear to save her from peril or adversity. 
Women who suffer from this syndrome or complex con-
fess that they are “damsels in distress” who are waiting 
for a male suitor to take charge of their lives and provide 
them happiness and success in the future [7]. 

‘Cinderella complex’ is affected by various factors, 
such as cultural narratives, parenting philosophies, and 
self-perception. Studies on sociocultural and psycholog-
ical factors have revealed a strong link between female 
students’ propensity to adopt sophisticated and permis-
sive parenting styles, a positive self-concept, and the 
Cinderella complex [8]. By depicting women as submis-
sive and reliant on male saviors, cultural narratives, such 
as fairy tales and the media, contribute significantly to 
perpetuating the complex [9, 10].

Women are often stereotyped in literature and other 
cultural narratives through the use of such psychologi-
cal constructs as the Cinderella Complex. These portray 
women as beautiful but passive, docile, and dependent 
on men’s intervention [4, 6]. In particular, fairy tales 
portray desirable feminine virtues as those of suffering, 
obedience, and being saved. For example, a Cinderella-
type story contributes to the characterization of women 
as dependent, whereas Kumlu (2020) shows that stories 
can be used either way: To support or to challenge these 
stereotypes [11]. These studies reveal how story struc-
ture contributes to the development of female teenagers’ 
attitudes of dependence and independence.

Several empirical studies have found that Cinder-
ella Complex-related, dependency-oriented beliefs stay 
dominant in women across both age groups and differ-
ent cultures. For example, surveys of adolescent and 
university students have shown that about 40-60% still 
hold traditional gender role attitudes such as expecting 
a man to be the protector, being emotionally dependent, 
and needing outside approval for one’s achievements 
[12, 13]. Moreover, quantitative research has revealed 
a strong positive association between the Cinderella 
complex and characteristics, such as low self-efficacy, 
few career aspirations, and a strong fear of being single 
[14]. A cross-cultural study indicates that these beliefs 
are supported by sociocultural norms, media represen-
tations, and family upbringing that focus more on pro-
tecting girls than on making them independent [15, 16]. 
Although these studies provide evidence of such issues, 
they are mostly separate, context-specific, and use differ-
ent methodologies. Hence, a systematic review is needed 
to synthesize the evidence, identify the current trends, 
and highlight gaps in the Cinderella complex literature.

A
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Despite increasing discourse on women’s empower-
ment and autonomy, research on the Cinderella complex 
remains fragmented, with limited synthesis of recent em-
pirical findings on how dependency-oriented beliefs are 
sustained and reconfigured in contemporary contexts. 
Current studies vary widely in focus, methodology, and 
cultural scope, resulting in an incomplete understanding 
of the complex’s psychological determinants, sociocul-
tural drivers, and evolving manifestations. To address 
these gaps, the present systematic review aims to con-
solidate post-2021 research on the Cinderella Complex, 
identify dominant and emerging thematic patterns, and 
clarify areas requiring further empirical and cross-cul-
tural investigation. By doing so, this review provides a 
structured foundation for advancing research on gender 
dependency and women’s autonomy.

Methods

Study design

Using a qualitative systematic review framework and a 
meta-synthesis approach, this study consolidated empiri-
cal findings on the Cinderella complex from diverse stud-
ies. A thematic synthesis identified common motifs in both 
qualitative and quantitative research, without statistical 
aggregation. This review followed the preferred reporting 
items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses standards 
and was adapted for qualitative evidence synthesis.

Literature search

	Electronic databases searched included PsycINFO, 
ProQuest, ResearchGate, PubMed, Google Scholar, Sci-
enceDirect, and Cochrane Library from January 2021 to 
October 2025 (Tables 1 and 2). No restriction was placed 
on study design; however, studies were limited to those 
on Cinderella complex worldwide. The search strategy 
of Lee and Cummings (2008) [17] was adapted after 
consultation with an academic librarian, as MeSH terms 
and available databases had changed since the original 
search was conducted. All team members searched the 
database to include a more diverse body of literature.

Inclusion criteria and exclusion criteria

Studies were included if they met the following criteria:

1) Peer-reviewed empirical articles published between 
January 2021 and October 2025; 2) Studies explicitly 
examining the Cinderella complex or closely related de-
pendency constructs/contents in women; 3) Qualitative, 
quantitative, or mixed-methods designs.

Studies were excluded if they:

1) Were theoretical commentaries, editorials, or disser-
tations; 2) lacked empirical data; 3) focused on unrelated 
psychological syndromes without conceptual linkage to 
the Cinderella Complex.

Screening

Two reviewers (Sannet Thomas and Vinaya Deepti) 
initially screened the title and abstract of each record to 
identify relevant papers and subsequently screened the 
full text of those papers. Reviewers had consensus meet-
ings to discuss discrepancies, and a third reviewer decid-
ed whether to include or exclude an article. Reviewers 
resolved disagreements through discussion or by con-
sulting an adjudicator (Mahendra Kumar). From each 
study, data were extracted on the author’s name, year, 
title of the study, and major findings (Table 1). Quality 
of the included studies was assessed independently by 
three researchers (Sannet Thomas) using the critical ap-
praisal checklist developed by JBI (JBICAT) (Table 3). 
After the qualitative assessment, all quantitative assess-
ment, all quantitative data were generated and tabulated. 
Table 1 presents a narrative description of the studies us-
ing broad categories.

Data extraction and data synthesis

Reviewers extracted data independently using a stan-
dardized form capturing the author name and year, study 
title, and major findings. Data synthesis followed an in-
ductive qualitative content analysis approach, in which 
reviewers coded, compared, and grouped extracted 
findings into categories based on conceptual similarity. 
Through iterative review and consensus discussions, 
these categories were refined into overarching themes 
representing dominant and emerging research trends, 
ensuring transparency in transforming raw findings into 
thematic constructs.

Results

Online searches yielded 85551 results on this topic. Of 
these, 586 studies were selected for full-text screening. 
After screening, 10 studies were included in this review 
(Figure 1).
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Characteristics of included studies

Of the 10 studies, six were qualitative, and four were 
quantitative. Of these, three studies were based on the 
Cinderella complex psychological determinantes and 
Correlates, two studies were based on causal factors in 
the Cinderella complex, and five studies were based on 
new research findings in Cinderella complex studies.

The analyzed studies were conducted in different geo-
graphical areas, mainly in Asia and South Asia, with 
participant numbers ranging from small qualitative sam-
ples to large survey-based populations. Most research 
focused on adolescent or adult women, and Western or 
cross-national samples were underrepresented. This un-

even geographic distribution can limit the generalizabil-
ity of the results.

Cinderella complex psychological determinants 
and correlates.

The term “Cinderella Complex” is a psychological 
phenomenon in which women show a great desire to be 
protected and cared for, frequently depending on males 
for both practical and emotional support. This complex 
is impacted by several psychological correlates and vari-
ables, such as social standards, self-concept, and early 
experiences. Understanding these factors is crucial for 
addressing the implications of the Cinderella complex 
on women’s independence and personal growth. 

Figure 1. Flowchart showing search results
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Table 1. Studies related to research in Cinderella complex

No. Author(s), Year Name of the Study Major Findings Country 

1 Miranti et al. 
2024 [16]

Strategies for 
overcoming Cinderella 
complex syndrome in 

adolescent girls

According to the research’s findings, female millennial 
students suffer from the Cinderella complex syndrome, 
which is demonstrated by their social behaviours. These 

behaviours include seeking attention from several 
men, being influenced by and dependent on others, 
communicating in a non-assertive manner, lacking 

confidence in their own skills, and relying on luck to 
determine success. In general, the three informants in 

this study share similarities and dissimilarities regarding 
the elements that contribute to the formation of the 

Cinderella complex syndrome. Personal maturity, which is 
evaluated by others, is the main component of this study. 

Self-concept is the second factor. Parenting practices 
are another element, and these practices cause gender 

inequality in their households.

Indonesia

2 Batik 2024 [18]

Predictors of Cinderella 
syndrome and Wendy 
syndrome in women: 
Attachment styles and 
differentiation of self

According to the study’s findings, Cinderella syndrome 
and Wendy syndrome are positively correlated, and 

these syndromes are predicted by self-differentiation 
and insecure attachment styles. This study clarifies some 

of the variables that could influence adult women’s 
development of Wendy syndrome and Cinderella 

syndrome.  
The study’s conclusions generally have some 

consequences for comprehending how early parent-child 
interactions affect various illnesses.

Turkey 

3 Özçalık et al. 
2024. [13]

The cinderella 
complex, ACE, and the 
meaning and purpose 

of life in women: a 
web-based cross-

sectional study

According to this study, several characteristics, 
including education level, employment situation, 

spouse’s educational background, and family structure, 
influenced how much a woman was predisposed to the 
Cinderella mentality. Additionally, women’s perceptions 
of the meaning and purpose of life were linked to their 

propensity to exhibit the Cinderella complex. Even 
though it was discovered forty years ago, the idea of the 

Cinderella complex is still relevant in today’s culture.

Turkey

4 Adawiyah et al. 
2024 [19]

Cinderella complex 
behavioural tendencies

According to the findings about the behavioural patterns 
of the Cinderella complex, people frequently perceive 
themselves as having intellectual, physical, and mental 
defects that make it difficult for them to be productive. 
Women with the Cinderella complex desire support and 

assistance from others, particularly from men.

Indonesia

5 Makkar et al. 
2023 [20]

Cinderella complex 
and self-sabotage: A 
thematic analysis of 
women dependency 

and sabotaging 
tendency

The results of the study indicate that undermining 
tendencies are present in women who have a strong 
Cinderella complex. Women engage in self-defeating 

behaviors due to a lack of self-care and self-reflection, 
which prevents them from pursuing their goals. Social, 

familial, and internal factors influence these behaviours. 

India
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Psychological determinants - The mental and emotion-
al elements that affect a person’s behaviour, thoughts, 
and general well-being are referred to as psychological 
determinants. Despite the study’s participants’ low aver-
age scores on the adverse childhood experiences (ACE) 
and Cinderella complex scales, research suggests that 
ACEs can be linked to the development of the Cinder-
ella complex [12]. Higher self-concept scores are cor-
related with lower Cinderella complex scores, indicat-
ing that self-perception is a key factor in this reliance. 
Self-concept and the Cinderella complex are negatively 
associated [13].

Societal and cultural influences - The societal and 
cultural factors play a vital role in shaping human be-
haviour. A contributing factor to the Cinderella complex 
is child-rearing methods that uphold traditional gender 
norms. Women who grow up in circumstances that pri-
oritize dependency may be more prone to develop this 
issue [14]. Societal views of women as weak or inca-
pable of independence constrain women’s ambitions for 
autonomy, reinforcing the Cinderella complex [15].

The Cinderella complex highlights important social 
and psychological issues; however, it is also important 
to consider women’s potential for self-determination and 

No. Author(s), Year Name of the Study Major Findings Country 

6 Randhawa et al. 
2023 [21]

Relationship between 
Cinderella complex 
and life satisfaction 
among Working and 

non-working women – 
a comparative study

The findings showed that life happiness and the Cinderella 
complex were negatively correlated in both working 

and nonworking women. Furthermore, the incidence of 
the Cinderella complex was higher among non-working 

women than among working women. Cinderella complex 
had a detrimental effect on life satisfaction, with working 
women reporting a 7% variation and nonworking women 

reporting a 6.8% variation. Additionally, the Cinderella 
complex depicted working and non-working women as 

having greater psychological dependence than men-
oriented and society-stimulated reliance. The results show 

that women’s life satisfaction is negatively impacted by 
the Cinderella complex, irrespective of their work status.

India

7 Murray et al. 
2023 [22]

Unpacking the 
Cinderella black box of 
complex intervention 
development through 
the PACT program of 

research

The researcher discovered several “action” gaps in the 
framework, such as “consolidation of evidence” and 

“development of principles,” which might guide and frame 
decision-making.

United Kingdom

8 Irfan et al. 2022 
[23]

The relationship 
between Cinderella 
complex syndrome 

and self-esteem 
among working 

married women and 
non-working married 

women.

The findings showed that all aspects of the Cinderella 
complex are negatively correlated with self-esteem 

in working married women. Additionally, the findings 
showed that self-esteem and the Cinderella complex 

have two somewhat positive and two slightly negative 
components. However, among women who do not work, 
each element of the Cinderella complex scale is positively 

linked.

India

9 Asriyanti et al. 
2022 [24]

The conscious desire 
dependence on 

men shown by main 
characters in little 

women’s novel: The 
overview of Cinderella 

complex disorder in 
literature

According to the study’s findings, Aunt March and Amy 
were most affected by the Cinderella Complex. Aunt 

March intentionally acknowledged her dependence on 
her husband’s riches and attempted to disseminate the 
notion that women could not achieve without a man’s 
assistance. She also suggested that a woman needed a 
man’s support to develop and thrive. Amy is the second 

character. She did not exhibit the syndrome in her 
younger years, but as she grew older, she became fully 
mindful of the actions that may make her completely 

reliant on men.

Indonesia

10 Joseph et al. 
2021 [25]

Cinderella complex: A 
meta-analytic review

According to the study’s findings, women who score 
highly on the Cinderella complex are likely to exhibit a lack 

of ambition for personal development.
India

PACT: Partners at care transitions.�
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personal development. Promoting resilience and self-
awareness can lessen the consequences of this complex 
and help women build a more powerful identity.

Causal factors Cinderella complex

A woman’s need to be protected and cared for, known 
as the Cinderella complex, is caused by several things, 
such as parenting practices, one’s own self-perception, 
and cultural narratives that perpetuate gender stereo-
types. Addressing this complexity requires understand-
ing these elements.

Parenting styles - Each parent has a unique approach 
to interacting with and guiding their children, thereby 
shaping their morals, principles, and behaviour. A par-
ent’s upbringing style can significantly influence a 
child’s behaviours and actions as they age. Researchers 
have categorized parenting styles into various groups; 
one among them is Permissive Parenting. According to 
research, permissive parenting has a considerable 86.8% 
influence on the development of a Cinderella Complex, 
which is strongly correlated with permissive parenting 
[8]. Impact on Independence: Parents who encourage 
dependency can further cement adolescent girls’ Cinder-
ella Complex, which can impede their self-confidence 
and independence [16].

Table 2. Literature search in databases (indexes) 

Database (January 2021 to October 2025) Search Terms No.

PubMed Cinderella complex 11

ResearchGate Cinderella complex 57510

Google Scholar Cinderella complex 15300

PsycINFO Cinderella complex 0

ProQuest Cinderella complex 12468

ScienceDirect Cinderella complex 262

Cochrane Library Cinderella complex 0

Deepti V & Thomas S. Trends in Cinderella Complex. JRH. 2026; 16(5):423-432.

Table 3. Quality assessment of the studies

No. Author(s), Year Instrument Used Score Reason

1 Miranti et al. 2024 [16] JBICAT 8 High, above 75th percentile

2 Batik 2024 [18] JBICAT 8 High, above 75th percentile

3 Özçalık et al. 2024 [13] JBICAT 8 High, above 75th percentile

4 Adawiyah et al. 2024 [19] JBICAT 7 High, above 75th percentile

5 Makkar et al. 2023 [20] JBICAT 8 High, above 75th percentile

6 Randhawa et al. 2023 [21] JBICAT 7 High, above 75th percentile

7 Murray et al. 2023 [22] JBICAT 8 High, above 75th percentile

8 Irfan et al. 2022 [23] JBICAT 8 High, above 75th percentile

9 Asriyanti et al. 2022 [24] JBICAT 8 High, above 75th percentile

10 Joseph et al. 2021 [25] JBICAT 8 High, above 75th percentile

JBICAT: JBI critical appraisal tool.�
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Self-concept -A person’s overall perception of their 
physical, emotional, social, spiritual, and other charac-
teristics is known as their self-concept [26]. Carl Rog-
ers, a humanist psychologist, explains that self-concept 
is an essential component of personality development. A 
study found that a higher self-concept is associated with 
a lower likelihood of developing a Cinderella Complex, 
suggesting that self-esteem plays a critical role in miti-
gating this syndrome [13]. While ACEs were examined, 
they did not show a significant effect on the Cinderella 
Complex, indicating that self-concept may be a more 
pivotal factor [12].

Societal narratives- Our perception of the world is 
shaped by societal narratives, unwritten stories that af-
fect our attitudes, values, and actions. These frameworks 
are strong and influence how we think about diversity 
and inclusion, among other social issues. Analysis of 
literature and film reveals that narratives often depict 
women as dependent on men, perpetuating the Cinder-
ella complex through cultural storytelling [10].

Conversely, some argue that the Cinderella complex 
may not solely stem from negative influences but could 
also reflect a societal preference for traditional gender 
roles, which can be seen as a form of empowerment for 
some women. This perspective highlights the issue’s 
complexity, suggesting that the desire for care and pro-
tection can coexist with aspirations for independence.

Discussion

Integrated interpretation of recent findings

Several points of convergence across studies emerged 
from examining and discussing different aspects of the 
Cinderella complex. Most research has emphasized par-
enting styles, gender, role socialization, and relational 
expectations as major factors in formulating dependent 
(or Cinderella) beliefs. On the other hand, studies that 
have identified negative childhood experiences as a fac-
tor have presented a different picture, with some show-
ing dependency to have a very weak or even non-existent 
association with childhood traumas. Hence, these stud-
ies suggest that the present relational and sociocultural 
factors more firmly hold dependency than early trauma 
alone. In sum, these patterns signify that early experi-
ences set the stage, but current attachment relationships 
and external social reinforcement become the leading 
forces in maintaining the complex.

Evidence-based interpretive propositions

This paper uses the Cinderella complex as an example 
to discuss the advice of psychoeducational interventions 
to change dependency beliefs, especially dependencies 
related to insecure or fearful attachment. In attachment 
theory, a secure psychological representation should be 
more stable, less dependent on external circumstances, 
and more autonomous; therefore, psychological or psy-
choeducational effects are mediated through that mecha-
nism.

Targeted future research directions

Future research could include longitudinal studies 
tackling the evolution of dependency beliefs across de-
velopmental stages; intervention studies evaluating the 
effectiveness of programs focused on attachment and au-
tonomy; and cross-cultural comparative studies in non-
Western settings. 

Conclusion

This review shows that the Cinderella complex is in-
fluenced by a combination of psychological, relational, 
and sociocultural factors. Clinically, individual and edu-
cational interventions that promote self-concept, attach-
ment security, and autonomy can potentially diminish 
dependency-oriented beliefs, which the literature links 
to low-self-esteem and negative relational patterns. In 
addition, at the societal level, education and gender-sen-
sitizing policy programs can help eliminate the cultural 
narrative of women as dependent.

Researchers should move beyond the mental health 
field’s tendency to focus only on psychological function-
ing models and incorporate interdisciplinary perspec-
tives, including psychological assessments over time, 
sociocultural analyses, and neuroscience techniques. 
These diverse research paradigms could help explain 
how dependency and related beliefs endure and mutate 
across cultural settings.
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