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DISCLAIMER

The information given in this book should not be treated as a substitute for qualified medical advice. Neither the author nor the publisher can be held responsible for any loss or claim arising out of the use, or misuse, of the suggestions made or the failure to take medical advice. The case studies and quotes included in this book are based on the real experiences of individuals and families, however, in some cases, names have been changed to protect privacy. Although there is a move toward more gender-neutral language, for the purposes of this book, the term breastfeeding is used throughout.


INTRODUCTION

It’s fair to say that motherhood and guilt are intertwined. According to numerous studies, many mums, particularly new mothers, experience feelings of guilt, leaving them with an overwhelming sense of failure. This is unsurprising given that many of us live in societies where the expected level of parental engagement is enormous. Vast shelves of books, targeted largely at mums, are dogmatically devoted to concepts of how to parent a child.

One particular piece of parental research discovered mothers are more likely than fathers to view taking a nap as self-care (64 per cent versus 47 per cent) and mums are also more prone to feeling overwhelmed and burnt out (66 per cent versus 53 per cent). When you consider the same study found mothers more likely to express guilt at the very notion of self-care, it’s apparent that mum guilt has the potential to be very detrimental to a mother’s physical and mental well-being.

This is book is designed to walk you through identifying, tackling and overcoming mum guilt, particularly in the first stages of motherhood, because when shame is overshadowing your experience of becoming a mum, it needs dealing with. Being a mum will undoubtedly have its challenges, but guilt shouldn’t rob you of any joyous moments you deserve with your beautiful baby. Now that would be the real shame.
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 THE MANY GUISES OF MUM GUILT


Guilt is a powerful emotion. It can encourage you to have accountability for your actions and fuel motivation to improve your behaviour. Often, however, and particularly in motherhood, guilt can distort into unnecessary fixation and detrimental habits – sometimes, in ways you’re not even aware of. This chapter explores the many guises of guilt and how it manifests in motherhood. In order to overcome it, you need to recognize it.



 

 

 

 

I sometimes think that they take the baby out and they put the guilt in.

ARIANNA HUFFINGTON

 

 

 

 

NEGATIVE SELF-TALK

“I’m a terrible mother.”

“That mum is a natural at motherhood – I wish I was.”

“I’m failing my child.”

The above are typical examples of negative thoughts a mum might have in early motherhood. In a study carried out in the UK and Ireland of 395 new mothers with babies under one, nearly two-thirds admitted to having repetitive thoughts about being a “bad mother”. As the study demonstrates, thoughts like these are very common and often symptomatic of overwhelming feelings of guilt and worry. If you find your train of thought creeping towards negative self-talk, remind yourself that you’re far from alone in experiencing such inner dialogue. Most importantly, these thoughts are only reflective of unfounded fears, not your abilities as a mother.

 

 

 

 

ANXIETY

Anxiety is a perfectly natural emotion, particularly in early motherhood. It is often an instinctive reaction to a situation to keep both you and your baby safe. For instance, your baby’s low immunity and a nasty bug doing the rounds could make you anxious enough to avoid the local soft play or busy shopping mall. While your thought process might involve an element of anxiety, behind that apprehension is some logic and a perfectly reasonable response. However, when anxiety becomes all-consuming to the point of affecting your mental and physical health, your sense of burden and guilt around motherhood needs exploring.

If you’re sometimes finding yourself overcome by the guilt evoked by a prospective situation with your baby, perhaps even catastrophizing it, slow down your thoughts and pay attention to what you’re thinking.

Ask yourself:


	Am I anxious because the responsibility of motherhood feels overwhelming?

	Does this sort of situation make me excessively worry about being a bad mother?

	Am I overthinking potential worst-case scenarios?

	Am I physically affected by the anxiety?

	Is this sort of anxiety inhibiting my life?



By addressing your feelings in such detail, you will start to notice and recognize where anxiety is becoming an issue. Guilt may well be playing a big part in that. As you grow more familiar with the causes of escalating anxiety, you can challenge your negative thought patterns and look at how you might allay your concern, perhaps through mindful or therapeutic means. Acknowledging what you’re feeling and why are crucial first steps.

 

 

 

 


LOW SELF-WORTH

It’s not unusual for a new mum to still be in pyjamas at lunchtime, dining on scant, unwholesome meals of chocolate, crackers and dips. But when this is typically less about being time-poor and more about a behavioural pattern, it could be indicative of low self-worth. Research carried out in the Netherlands shows that esteem can often plunge in new motherhood, since in navigating unfamiliar territory, feelings of inadequacy and the subsequent guilt this often breeds take their toll. Consequently, things like showering or eating properly, even when the opportunity arises, can take a back seat as mothers feel their needs are not worthy of prioritizing. It’s almost a form of self-flagellation and it’s an easy-to-overlook guise of mum guilt, especially given that being “maternal” is often conflated with selflessness and martyrdom.

However, if you find yourself regularly denying your own needs without real reason, look at unpicking why that is and, if guilt is festering at the root, confront this. Remind yourself you’re a human being simply doing your best in unchartered, often turbulent, circumstances and you have nothing to feel guilty for. And remember your worth because to be the best possible mother you can for your baby, you have to take care of your needs, too. Both you and your baby deserve this.



 

 

 

 

ANGER

Human beings experience a whole range of emotions. When it comes to motherhood, particularly in the early stages, the sheer frustration, fear of failing and resentment of a situation can lead to guilt which in turn can become anger. Here’s an important message to be repeated throughout this book: anger does not make you a bad mother. Ask any experienced, honest mum if temper has ever been an issue during a particularly challenging parenting moment, and it’s likely the answer is yes! So, while losing your temper is not ideal, it’s a perfectly comprehensible upshot when your nerves have taken a battering from perhaps a baby on nap strike or a meltdown of excruciating proportions. That said, when it becomes a go-to response or your anger feels more like rage, your emotional reactions need attention. As rage and guilt can become cyclical behaviours, acknowledging this will help you to begin breaking that pattern.

 

 

 

 

I had a lot of guilt as a single mother trying to raise a child... You have to give yourself permission to let go of the guilt.

SHERRI SHEPHERD

 

 

 

 

Social Media Overuse

Most new parents want to flood the internet with photos and updates about their new baby. For many new mums, perhaps during a late-night feed or trapped under a chest-hugging napping baby, a scroll through social media provides a means of feeling in touch, and let’s be fair, it is a great boredom release. However, for some mothers, excessive social media may be a subconscious expression of guilt. Online, you’re able to present an entirely different world to the one you’re inhabiting, concealing feelings of inadequacy behind reams of positive posts. A recent study carried out by Ohio State University reported that new mums who posted on social media the most were more likely to feel pressure to be “perfect” mothers.

If this sounds familiar, look at how much time you’re spending on social media and why. This isn’t intended as a self-berating process for spending too much time on your phone or the internet – it’s simply a way to assess if mum guilt is the impetus for any excess use.

 

 

 

 

ACCEPTING GUILT

Let’s be clear here, all loving parents are likely to experience a degree of guilt at some point – it’s simply a sign of strong attachment and commitment to a child! And yes, sometimes that guilt might be warranted. Raising a voice at a tantrumming toddler, losing patience over potty training, being overly strict with a teen – these are just a few examples in the rich and varied journey of motherhood where a mum might experience justifiable guilt. However, a healthy relationship with guilt is accepting it as a natural response rather than letting it interfere with your life and behaviour. In order to keep guilt from spiralling, self-compassion is key, so if you know you’re not strong on this, vow to make a concerted effort to change that now.
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 THE FOURTH TRIMESTER


The first twelve weeks of motherhood, otherwise known as the “fourth trimester”, are brimming with emotions, from elation to frustration and everything in between. Often, one of the biggest sensations a new mum encounters is guilt. It likes to set up nice and early in your brain and if left untackled, enjoys permanent residence long after your child has grown up and left home! During this emotionally vulnerable time, guilt can be such an unhealthy frame of mind for a new mother – so let’s start tackling it.



 

 

 

 

Give yourself permission to fail.
 The guilt that we place on ourselves as parents is tremendous.

SHONDA RHIMES

 

 

 

 


WHERE’S MY MATERNAL INSTINCT?

During the early days of motherhood, you may wonder where your maternal instinct is hiding. Surely this all should come naturally? Instead, you may wish you had a 24-7 nanny or find yourself consulting the myriad baby manuals and online advice for help. Despite such insecurity being hugely common, notions of “maternal instinct” as something innate are so widely touted in society, it can leave many new mums fearful they’re somehow failing at motherhood if they don’t immediately feel it.

Rest assured, you will undoubtedly develop a gut instinct about your child. Some things will come naturally, while other stuff you’ll learn. New motherhood is often fraught with self-doubt – but never take the lack of a fully-formed maternal instinct to mean you don’t have a connection to your child. Most importantly, never
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