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Highlights

e A profound gap exists between the idealized and sanctified image of motherhood in Iranian society
and the real, challenging experiences of mothers in early motherhood, leading to emotions such as
shame, guilt, isolation, and grief.

e  Collectivist cultural factors and familial normative pressures in Iran restrict mothers' agency and
autonomy in child-related decisions (such as breastfeeding and upbringing), exacerbating emotional
conflicts and feelings of inadequacy.

e  Despite the predominance of initial negative experiences, the process of adapting to the maternal
role can lead to personal growth, increased competence, strengthened marital relationships, and a
deeper understanding of one's own parents, transforming motherhood into a fluid and dual
experience (encompassing both distress and meaning).

Extended Abstract
Introduction: Mother is often idealized as a sacred and flawless figure, especially in cultures that honor
mothers as self-sacrificing nurturers who endure challenges for their children’s well-being (Choi et al., 2005).
Within this framework, mothers are expected to embody positivity, while expressing negative emotions is
taboo. Yet, this pressure rarely aligns with lived reality (S. Collins, 2021). The transition to motherhood is
marked by frustration, fear of judgment, social rejection, and guilt for not conforming to societal norms
(Sutherland, 2010). To reconcile this gap, many mothers adopt a socially acceptable persona that conceals
difficulties, perpetuating the invisibility of maternal challenges and compromising mental health. This
emotional suppression widens the divide between societal ideals and lived experiences, fostering anxiety and
distress that affect both mother and child (S. Collins, 2021).
Psychoanalytic theories emphasize the ambivalence mothers feel toward infants (Bowlby, 2018; Winnicott,
2021). Winnicott’s “good enough mother” contrasts with the “perfect mother” ideal, recognizing anger and
frustration as inevitable. He argued that only through integrating both love and hate can a mother effectively
function (Aching & Granato, 2016). Yet, classical psychoanalysis often overlooked the mother’s subjectivity,
focusing mainly on the child.
In psychiatry, research has largely focused on postpartum depression, neglecting other emotional experiences
(S. Collins, 2021; Rapley et al., 2011). The medicalized approach undermines non-medical coping, distorts
responsibility, and reduces complex realities to clinical categories (Birrer & Tokuda, 2017). Cultural values
further shape maternal emotions: in cultures where motherhood is idealized and sacred, mothers may be even
less likely to express negative feelings, intensifying their struggles (Lorén et al., 2024). This study therefore
explores early maternal emotional experiences in the Iranian cultural context.
Methodology: This qualitative study employed thematic analysis to explore early motherhood among Iranian
women. Thirteen first-time mothers with infants under 12 months were recruited through purposive sampling.
Inclusion criteria were having one infant under 12 months; mothers with severe mental illness, complicated
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pregnancies, or multiple births were excluded. Data saturation was achieved after 10 interviews, with three
additional conducted for confirmation.

Participants’ mean age was 31.6 years. All held at least a bachelor’s degree; 61.5% had postgraduate degrees.
Pregnancy was reported as wanted in 53.8% and unwanted in 46.2%.

Semi-structured interviews, 75-100 minutes in length, were conducted online due to COVID-19. Mothers were
asked about challenges, emotional experiences, and societal expectations. Follow-up and probing questions
were used to clarify responses. Interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using Braun and
Clarke’s six-step framework. An analytic psychologist performed coding, with a senior psychologist reviewing
a sample. Codes were grouped into categories, subthemes, and overarching themes.

Findings: Analysis identified five main themes, 12 subthemes, and 25 concepts. Four themes reflected
negative experiences, and one highlighted growth.

Discrepancy between lived experience and idealized images of motherhood: Mothers reported disillusionment
when reality diverged from expectations. Some were shocked by their infants’ appearance or by their own
negative emotions yet felt unable to share for fear of invalidation. Maternal perfectionism, beginning in
pregnancy, fueled guilt and shame when ideals were not met.

Absence of inherent maternal skills: Basic tasks such as breastfeeding or changing diapers proved
overwhelming, contradicting assumptions that such skills are innate. Criticism from relatives intensified
feelings of inadequacy. Mothers described isolation when challenges were minimized by others, including
spouses, who underestimated maternal labor.

Conflict between maternal and other roles: Physical, relational, and career changes contributed to a sense of
lost personal identity. Women described strained marital intimacy, loss of friendships, and regret over missed
opportunities for growth. Their sense of self became subsumed within the maternal role, creating grief over
lost possibilities.

Lack of autonomy in child-related decisions: Mothers often experienced external control from relatives in
matters such as breastfeeding, routines, and caregiving practices. Cultural pressures undermined mothers’
authority, leaving them conflicted and guilty. Returning to work amplified this loss of autonomy, as others
imposed caregiving styles inconsistent with the mother’s wishes.

. Maturation following adaptation to motherhood: Despite struggles, some mothers described growth
and positive transformation. They reported strengthened bonds with partners, increased empathy for their own
parents, and newfound confidence in caregiving. Success in meeting challenges fostered self-sufficiency and
resilience.

Conclusion: From the perspective of social psychology theories, maternal ambivalence can be interpreted
through two complementary frameworks. According to Eagly and Wood’s (2012) social role theory,
expectations for women and men stem from the historical division of labor. As educational and occupational
opportunities expand for women, alternative and competing roles to “being a mother” emerge. This role conflict
generates identity tensions and emotional strain, producing guilt (“Am I neglecting my child?”’) and shame
(“Society still expects me to be a full-time mother”). Our findings, showing simultaneous love and worry, align
with this framework.

Inglehart and Baker’s (2000) modernization paradigm also offers insights. Shifts from collectivism to
individualism, and from duty-centered to self-actualization values, reframe motherhood from being the “core
of female identity” to one among several pathways of personal growth. For younger generations with greater
opportunities for study, work, leisure, and travel, motherhood can be experienced as a “loss of prior freedoms,”
creating hidden grief for past identities or lifestyles. Together, these frameworks highlight how changing roles,
situated within emerging individualistic values, intensify mothers’ shame, guilt, and grief. Interventions that
focus on reconciling role conflicts and redefining cultural norms may improve the emotional experiences of
mothers.

The findings of this study underscore that motherhood is fluid and dual: it can simultaneously provide meaning
and joy while also generating distress and anxiety. The idealized image of motherhood may be disrupted from
the earliest stages of pregnancy, as women realize that mothering is neither self-evident nor purely instinctual.
Prioritizing the newborn’s needs often challenges a mother’s identity, career, and relationships, while
diminished autonomy amplifies grief, loneliness, and shame. Yet with increased skill and confidence in the
first months, negative emotions gradually diminish and a new balance emerges, allowing mothers to experience
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competence, purpose, and even transcendence. Thus, the emotional quality of motherhood should be
understood as a continuum, shaped by how women adapt to ongoing role transitions.

In terms of application, the results point to the importance of sustained psychosocial support. Interventions
should not be confined to the immediate postpartum period but extend to later family transitions, such as
returning to work or coping with children’s developmental changes. Providing workplace flexibility and
strengthening decision-making skills can enhance maternal agency and sense of control. Clinical screening
tools should also be revised to capture the spectrum of ambivalent emotions rather than focusing solely on
postpartum blues or depression. Finally, more realistic portrayals of motherhood in public discourse and media,
emphasizing challenges alongside beauty, could reduce shame and guilt, strengthen social support, and
ultimately improve mothers’ emotional adjustment and family well-being.

Keywords: Motherhood Experience, Positive and Negative Emotions, Idealized Notions, Perinatal
Depression
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