Abstract

Societal norms and pressures surrounding motherhood have been recognised to influence
mothers’ confidence, body image and self-esteem; the aim of this study was to explore
how support systems and norms regarding motherhood and public feeding of infants
shape women’s experiences with their bodies. Thirteen female participants were
interviewed on their thoughts and feelings about their motherhood experiences. Two
overarching themes were developed, following reflexive thematic analysis of the data:
‘Vulnerability’ and ‘Conflicted selfhood’. Six subthemes emerged as participants
described experiences with conflicted or lost identity, support systems, breastfeeding
pressures and societal ideals of motherhood and womanhood. The research aims were
met, with participants describing how societal norms of the idealised female body within
western culture and internalised weight stigma influenced how they felt about their body
and motherhood abilities, instilling pressure to conform to socially accepted norms and
bounce back to their pre-pregnancy body. Identity loss was common among participants,
driven by expectations to become the default parent. The results illustrate the need for
more curated guidance and support from healthcare providers and communities, more
supportive parental leave and flexible working policies for breastfeeding mothers. Further
qualitative research into the experiences of non-White mothers from a more diverse range
of geographical locations, would broaden the applicability of the findings.



