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Abstract
We aimed to investigate the experience of primiparous mothers with established careers in relation to 
motherhood and their work, from pregnancy to the end of maternity leave. Three public employees 
participated, answering interviews. Qualitative content analysis showed that the experiences of 
participants were similar in several aspects. Repercussions of work in the experience of motherhood 
were identifi ed from pregnancy, considering concerns regarding changes and reconciliation of maternal 
and professional demands. Feelings of insecurity and ambivalence were also present when babies entered 
daycare center and women returned to work. Since the pregnancy, changes aiming at managing the 
demands of work and motherhood were identifi ed. Family, social and organizational support received by 
the participants contributed to this management. Nevertheless, a sense of overload by the accumulation 
of activities after the baby’s entrance in daycare center and the mother’s return to work were evidenced, 
which corroborates literature on the subject. 

Keywords: Motherhood, work, family relations, dual careers, mother-child relations.

Maternidade e Trabalho: Experiência de Mulheres 
com Carreiras Profi ssionais Consolidadas

Resumo
O objetivo foi investigar a experiência de mães primíparas, com carreiras profi ssionais consolidadas, em 
relação à maternidade e ao seu trabalho, da gestação ao término do período de licença. Três servidoras 
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públicas federais participaram desse estudo, respondendo entrevistas. A análise de conteúdo qualitativa 
revelou que as experiências das participantes foram semelhantes em vários aspectos. As repercussões 
do trabalho na experiência da maternidade foram identifi cadas desde a gestação, considerando as 
preocupações frente às mudanças decorrentes da maternidade e à conciliação das demandas profi ssionais. 
Sentimentos de insegurança e ambivalência também se fi zeram presentes quando do ingresso do bebê 
na creche e do retorno da mulher ao trabalho. Desde a gestação foram identifi cados movimentos de 
adaptação, visando ao gerenciamento das demandas da maternidade e do trabalho. O apoio familiar, 
social e organizacional recebido pelas participantes contribuiu para esse gerenciamento. Ainda assim, 
evidenciou-se sentimento de sobrecarga pelo acúmulo de atividades, mesmo após o ingresso do bebê na 
creche e o retorno da mãe ao trabalho, o que corrobora a literatura sobre a temática. 

Palavras-chave: Maternidade, trabalho, relações familiares, dupla carreira, relações mãe-criança.

Maternidad y Trabajo: Experiencia de Mujeres 
con Carreras Profesionales Consolidadas

Resumen
El objetivo fue investigar la experiencia de madres primíparas, con carreras profesionales consolidadas, 
en relación a la maternidad y a su trabajo, desde la gestación al término del período de licencia. Tres 
servidoras públicas federales participaron de este estudio, respondiendo a entrevistas. El análisis de 
contenido cualitativo reveló que las experiencias de las participantes fueron semejantes en varios 
aspectos. Repercusiones del trabajo en la experiencia de la maternidad fueron identifi cados desde la 
gestación, considerando las preocupaciones frente a los cambios decurrentes de la maternidad y a la 
conciliación de las demandas profesionales. Sentimientos de inseguridad y ambivalencia también se 
hicieron presentes en el momento del ingreso del bebé en la guardería y del retorno de la mujer al 
trabajo. Desde la gestación se identifi caron movimientos de adaptación, buscando el gerenciamiento de 
las demandas de la maternidad y del trabajo. El apoyo familiar, social y organizacional recibido por las 
participantes contribuyó para este gerenciamiento. Aun así, se evidenció un sentimiento de sobrecarga 
por la acumulación de actividades, incluso después del ingreso del bebé en la guardería y el retorno de 
la madre al trabajo, lo que corrobora la literatura sobre la temática. 

Palabras clave: Maternidad, trabajo, relaciones familiares, doble carrera, relaciones madre-niño.

The increasing participation of women 
in the labor market in recent decades has been 
associated with changes in the family and 
society (Lopes, Dellazzana-Zanon, & Boeckel, 
2014; Oliveira, Faria, Sarriera, Piccinini, & 
Trentini, 2011). Diff erent studies indicate that 
female employment would be related to later 
motherhood and a lower number of children 
(Fiorin, Oliveira, & Dias, 2014; Gomes, Donelli, 
Piccinini, & Lopes, 2008; Shreffl  er, 2016; 
Shreffl  er & Johnson, 2013). In addition, the fact 
that women have taken on tasks and entered 
into contexts that were previously considered 
to be primarily male, has begun to generate the 
expectation of greater involvement of the man 

in the care of the children (Polli, Gabriel, Lopes, 
& Piccinini, 2016; Yavorsky, Dush, & Schoppe-
Sullivan, 2015). However, for most middle-class 
couples in which both spouses are employed, 
the move towards a more equitable division in 
child care is still slow (Pedersen & Kilzer, 2014; 
Schoppe-Sullivan & Mangelsdorf, 2013). 

Thus, contemporaneously many women 
tend to experience pressure due to the demands 
of motherhood and work (Alstveit, Severinsson, 
& Karlsen, 2011). Although employment may 
increase a woman’s sense of self-esteem and 
confi dence, the accumulation of internal and 
external responsibilities at home also creates 
negative impacts, such as physical and emotion-
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al overload (Vanalli & Barham, 2008). Women 
are usually encouraged to value and invest in 
both motherhood and work, aspects that have 
been termed ‘competing devotions’ (Blair-Loy, 
2003). 

With regard specifi cally to the devotion to 
the children, especially in Western countries, 
motherhood seems to be permeated by cultural, 
scientifi c, professional and legal narratives, 
which emphasize the need for women to occupy 
the position of primary caregiver (Sévon, 2012). 
These narratives are associated with the notion 
of ‘intensive mothering’, which, according to 
Hays (1996), consists of the standardized idea 
that in order to be a good mother, a woman 
must give herself fully to the child, invest time, 
money and put motherhood in the prominent 
position among all the other dimensions of her 
life . For mothers who do not feel that they fi t into 
this pattern, it is possible for feelings of guilt, 
suff ering and stress to emerge when this does 
not occur (Elliott, Powell, & Brenton, 2015; 
Murray, 2015). According to Shreffl  er (2016), 
the working woman is expected to have fewer 
children because, in addition to the pressures 
related to intensive mothering there are also 
pressures for work productivity and professional 
success.

Management of the demands of mother-
hood and work does not always occur calmly 
(Alstveit et al., 2011). In a review of the 
literature on the relationship between these 
two domains, Oliveira et al. (2011) found that 
reconciling motherhood and work tends to be 
complex, especially in the early years of the 
children’s lives, as well as in situations where 
family, social and organizational support is 
fragile. In these cases, a woman may renounce 
the professional choices made before becoming 
a mother, which tends to reduce the female self-
esteem and increase family confl icts.

Regarding family support when the woman 
returns to work after the birth of a child, the 
role of the father (Sévon, 2012) and of the 
extended family members, such as grandparents, 
is highlighted (Vanalli & Barham, 2008). In 
relation to social support, although hiring a nanny 
is the option of some families (Bradt, 1995; 

Clarke-Stewart & Allhusen, 2002; Dimova, 
Hough, Kyaa, & Manji, 2015), child care in 
daycare centers has been gaining importance in 
a number of countries (Bossi, Soares, Lopes, & 
Piccinini, 2014; Miller, Votruba-Drzal, Coley, 
& Koury, 2014; Piccinini, Polli, Bortolini, 
Martins, & Lopes, 2016). This is also associated 
with the fact that the start of school life seems 
to occur progressively earlier (Moran, 2014; 
Vasconcellos, Seabra, Eisenberg, & Moreira, 
2012). For example, in Brazil, when considering 
public and private establishments, the number 
of enrollments in daycare centers practically 
tripled from 2000 to 2014 (Observatório do 
Plano Nacional de Educação, 2016). Regarding 
organizational support, there are indications that 
fl exible working hours and job stability favor 
management of the demands of motherhood and 
work (Morais, 2014). In this sense, unlike public 
servants, self-employed workers may have 
diffi  culties, including with regards to maternity 
leave (Vigoureux, Blondel, Ringa, & Saurel-
Cubizolles, 2016).

Work seems to interfere with the decision 
to have a child (Berghammer, 2014; Fiorin et 
al., 2014). Thus, women with higher levels of 
education and with established professional 
careers seem to be more likely to postpone 
motherhood (Camberis, McMahon, Gibson, & 
Boivin, 2014; Lopes et al., 2014). Likewise, they 
also tend to return and maintain the performance 
of work activities after becoming mothers 
(Murray, 2015). In this way, they tend to 
experience the strains and adjustments necessary 
to deal with the demands of motherhood and 
work.

Few studies have investigated this pheno-
menon (Fiorin, et al., 2014), especially when 
considering the experience of primiparous 
women with respect to when they return to work 
after maternity leave (Alstveit et al., 2011). In 
addition, as suggested by Liu and Hynes (2012), 
qualitative studies may be of interest in this area, 
as they could help to comprehend how decisions 
about motherhood and work are made during the 
process of transition to parenthood. From the 
point of view of the professional practice, such 
information would contribute to the work of the 
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psychologist with women who need to deal with 
multiple roles (Oliveira et al., 2011), as well as to 
the formulation of policies to promote the health 
and well-being of working mothers (Alstveit et 
al., 2011). Therefore, the aim of the present study 
was to investigate the experience of primiparous 
mothers, with established professional careers, 
regarding motherhood and their work, from the 
pregnancy to the end of the maternity leave.

Method
 

Participants
Three primiparous mothers (Mother 1: 

32 years of age, Mother 2: 36 years, Mother 
3: 38 years), with male children, participated 
in the study. The participants had a medium 
socioeconomic level, were married to the fathers 
of the children and resided in the metropolitan 
area of Porto Alegre, the largest city and 
capital of the southern-most state in Brazil. 
All of them had postgraduate degrees, worked 
full-time in their area of graduation, as federal 
public servants, holding positions in the same 
institution, after passing a public employment 
examination (M1: three years previous, M2: 
two years previous; M3: fi ve years previous). 
Mothers with these characteristics were chosen 
to investigate the experience of motherhood 
in women whose professional careers were 
established. Two children were six months of 
age (Child 1 and Child 2) and the other, fi ve 
months (Child 3), with them starting daycare at 
the end of the maternity leave. 

The participants were selected from among 
the members of the research project titled 
“Impact of the daycare center on socioemotional 
and cognitive child development: A longitudinal 
study from the sixth month of the child’s life 
to the end of the preschool years, 2010-2016” 
– CRESCI (Piccinini, Lopes et al., 2016)1. The 

1 The main goal of this study was to analyze 
the impact of daycare on socioemotional and 
cognitive development of children during their 
fi rst four years of life. More specifi cally, it sought 
to compare the development of children who 
attended and did not attend daycare, and relate 

fi rst three participants that met the inclusion 
criteria described above and who had all the data 
collected were selected.

Instruments
The participants answered the following 

interviews: 
Interview about Motherhood – 6th month 

(Núcleo de Infância e Família/Projeto CRESCI 
[NUDIF/CRESCI], 2011a): investigated the 
experience of motherhood in relation to both the 
pregnancy and the birth, and in relation to the 
fi rst 6 months of the child’s life.

Interview about the Adjustment of the 
Child to the Daycare Center – Mother’s 
Version (NUDIF/CRESCI, 2011b): investigated 
the mother’s impressions of how the child was 
adjusting to the daycare, her feelings about it, 
and the changes in the family routine.

Data Collection Procedures 
Following the data collection phases of 

CRESCI Project, the families were contacted 
via telephone and/or e-mail, at around the sixth 
month of life of the children, after being indi-
cated by one of the daycare centers where the 
study was being carried out. 

Those who agreed to participate completed 
the Family Demographic Data Sheet. At this fi rst 
stage, the mothers completed, individually, the 
Interview about Motherhood – 6th month. For 
the purposes of the present study, the mother’s 
feelings and expectations about the child and 

this to the quality of family and institutional 
environments. The study started with 77 families 
who had a child of, on average, 6 months of age, of 
whom 29 attended daycare (Daycare Group) and 
48 were cared for by the mother or other caregivers, 
such as a nanny (Non-Daycare Group). Families 
whose babies attended daycare were recruited at 
two federal public daycare centers and the other 
families via announcements in local newspapers 
or by recommendation of other participants. In 
addition to the families, the study also counted 
on the participation of 18 teachers who worked at 
the two federal public daycare centers. The study 
involved six time points of data collection: 6, 12, 
18, 24, 36 and 48 months of the child’s life.
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about herself, from pregnancy to the stage of 
the interview, as well as the aspects related to 
the mother’s work and to the decision regarding 
daycare arrangements were particularly 
considered. Approximately 30 days after the 
child started attending the daycare center, the 
Interview about the Adjustment of the Child 
to the Daycare Center – Mother’s Version was 
completed. The interviews were conducted 
individually, in a room of The Institute of 
Psychology at The Federal University of Rio 
Grande do Sul.

Data Analysis Procedures
The data were analyzed through qualitative 

content analysis (Laville & Dionne, 1999). For 
this, the mothers’ responses to the interviews were 
transcribed and classifi ed into two categories, 
previously defi ned from the literature (Alstveit 
et al., 2011; Oliveira et al., 2011), namely: 
1. Repercussions of work on the experience 
of motherhood: related to factors associated 
with work that could aff ect the experience of 
motherhood, with respect to maternal feelings, 
childcare and the family relationships; 2. 
Management of motherhood and work demands: 
referring to the eff ort of mothers to reconcile 
responsibilities arising from motherhood and 
work.

Two of the authors of the present study 
classifi ed all the responses of the participants into 
the two categories, independently. Afterwards, 
doubts and disagreements were discussed with 
a third author, seeking a consensus. For the 
purposes of analysis, three stages of motherhood 
were examined in each category: the pregnancy, 
the maternity leave and one month after the child 
started attending daycare and the mother’s return 
to work. 

Ethical Procedures
Two local Ethics Committees approved 

the study (Federal University of Rio Grande do 
Sul, 2010070; Porto Alegre Hospital of Clinics, 
100553). All participants signed the Consent 
Form.

Results

The results are presented separately for each 
category and are illustrated through reports from 
the participants.

Repercussions of Work                           
on the Experience of Motherhood

In the gestational period, the mothers 
highlighted, in a very similar way, feelings of 
distress and concern about the changes that were 
occurring and those that would occur, as well as 
the fear of not being able to reconcile the maternal 
and professional demands: “At fi rst, I got lost, 
my god, now what? The fi rst impulse I had was: 
how am I going to organize everything?” (M1); 
“My biggest concern as a mother was that I was 
not sure if I was going to be able to handle the 
activities [at work], because . . . I knew it would 
continue, even when he came” (M2); 

Worry about my schedules, once he got old-
er . . . that he would be six months old, that I 
would have to go back to work. Was I going 
to be able to reconcile everything and care 
for him? (M3)
One of the participants mentioned that, due 

to the intense demands of her work, she imag-
ined that she would not have a child: “I thought I 
was not going to have a child, you know? I kept 
thinking about it. Because I work during the day 
and I work three nights in a school, so...” (M3). 
Another participant reported that, due to the 
overload of work during the pregnancy, she had 
diffi  culties organizing the home environment 
and the outfi t for the arrival of the child: “Even 
to buy the layette, I would arrive at the end and 
still not have the things ready. I always have a 
lot of activities [at work] and I end up not having 
time sometimes” (M2).

Despite reports of fears of not being able 
to reconcile the professional and maternal de-
mands, none of the participants reported having 
considered the possibility of leaving the job or 
reducing the amount of hours worked. In this 
sense, the mothers were very involved with their 
professional careers: 
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My biggest concern was to reconcile these 
activities, because I knew that I would not 
be able to completely leave the activities [at 
work] either. And I didn’t want to either, so 
this was the biggest worry, whether I was 
going to cope. (M2); I always worked out 
of the home and, in the early days, I was 
wondering... Whether I could manage, to 
be a mother. . . . I’ve always been used to 
working, would I manage? As if it were a 
new task, could I succeed, be successful in 
this task? (M3)
Thus, one of the repercussions of work on 

the experience of motherhood was the need to 
select the child’s full-time non-maternal care 
arrangement when the participants had to return 
to work. For the three mothers, the option to 
take care of the child in daycare centers seemed 
to have been well defi ned already during the 
maternity leave: “Any other option was out of 
the question” (M1); “To leave him in the daycare 
center is part of . . . of the plan, to continue my 
personal life, as well as being a mother, being 
a professional” (M2); “So for me, here in Porto 
Alegre, the ideal is a daycare center or an Early 
Childhood Education school” (M3). It was noted 
that two participants, during the pregnancy, 
when they decided to move to a larger residence, 
considered the proximity of the place of the 
new family home to the daycare center the child 
would attend: “From the beginning, we even 
thought about choosing the apartment, which 
would be closer to the daycare center. . . . The 
reference” (M1); “So we looked for a larger 
apartment, closer to the daycare center where 
he would be staying” (M3).

Among the reasons for the option to care for 
the child in a daycare center, the possibility for 
socialization of the child was highlighted: “He 
will have more interaction, many other people, 
his classmates, so this I think will be the main 
diff erence, that he will develop this relational 
aspect” (M1); “The question of putting him into 
an activity . . . something just so it makes him 
experience being in a group” (M2); “The issue 
of socialization, which is very important” (M3). 
The participants also reported insecurity about 

the possibility of hiring a nanny: “Having to 
select someone, someone that I imagine would 
work out, would trust to stay with him at home” 
(M1); “The main issue is not having a trust-
worthy person who could stay with him at home” 
(M2); “Because we’re not from here . . . we’re 
very scared to get someone to stay with him, 
without knowing them well, you know?” (M3). 
The intention was also to avoid the involvement 
and the overload of other family members in 
the care of the child: “The only other hypothesis 
would be my mother, who has no way to do this. 
She has a lot of activities, she still works . . . 
and she has my nephew at home to take care of” 
(M1); or even the unavailability of this form of 
support: “I do not have any close relatives who 
could also help” (M2).

Also with regard to the elements of the 
support network, it was evidenced that the par-
ticipants had close relationships with some 
co-workers. Thus, during the maternity leave, 
two mothers used to take their children to the 
places where they worked: “He would go with 
me, he would sleep in the pushchair” (M2); “I 
went [to the workplace] sometimes, to pass by 
there, with my colleagues” (M3). In addition, all 
the participants appeared to be highly motivated 
to return to work after the end of the maternity 
leave: “I really like to work, so...” (M1); “The 
prospect of resuming my life. I think that now 
I have left the boy calmer so that I can return 
to my work problems” (M2); “I also miss work. 
While I enjoy being with him, I miss work. Be-
cause it was about six months, right?” (M3).

On the other hand, after the child started 
attending the daycare center and the mother 
returned to work feelings of insecurity arose, 
especially regarding the division of the care of 
the child with the educators, in an unknown, 
inaccessible environment: 

At fi rst I thought it would be a bit faster, but 
in fact, the adjustment was not that diffi  cult. 
Because they had several children starting 
at the same time, at the times I arrived, the 
parents were no longer allowed in the class-
room, right, so I just let them come and pick 
him up and they took him. So I did not see 
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where he was going and the impression I 
had when he left was that he was, therefore, 
always a little distressed, right, that thing of 
a bit of a sad face. . . . In the fi rst week, I was 
a little bit, like, I could not see how he was 
received in that environment, and I wished I 
could see how he was reacting. (M2)
Similarly, another mother appeared to 

demonstrate ambivalence about the child 
attending the daycare center and her return 
to work: “Leaving him in the daycare center 
was easy, like that, because I always enjoyed 
working. . . . Of course sometimes it causes a, 
causes a confl ict, because I also liked to stay 
home with him” (M1). The same participant 
stressed the impact felt when leaving the child in 
the daycare for the fi rst time: 

I think it was even stronger on the fi rst day, 
the fi rst day was more diffi  cult for me than, 
than it is now. . . . The issue of adjustment is 
much more for the mother than for the child, 
right? (M1) 
Accordingly, the mother reported her 

perception about the feelings of the child’s father 
in that period of transition: “[The father] spoke 
a lot about missing him . . . He reported this, 
right, he was missing him, wanting to go home, 
[and the child] was not there” (M1). Similarly, 
another participant said she missed her son 
throughout the day after returning to work: 

I sometimes miss staying with him, you 
know? The day I went to get him [at the day-
care center] to have a vaccination, I picked 
him up earlier, so I took him home. It was a 
good thing because I spent more time with 
him. (M3)
Taken together, the maternal reports show 

that the repercussions of work on the experience 
of motherhood were present since the pregnancy, 
when the participants reported experiencing 
worry and concern faced with the changes that 
were occurring and that were to come, as well 
as the fear of being unable to reconcile the 
maternal and professional demands. Another 
issue that deserved attention was the selection 
of the care that would be provided for the 
child when they returned to work, especially 

the choice of daycare center, which seemed 
well defi ned during the maternity leave for all 
the participants. Throughout this process of 
transition to motherhood, feelings of insecurity 
and ambivalence were observed, in view of the 
child starting to attend the daycare center and the 
mother returning to work.

Management of Motherhood                       
and Work Demands

Although the participants reported fears re-
lated to not being able to reconcile the maternal 
and professional demands, adaptive movements 
in response to the new demands were present 
from the pregnancy and, in particular, after the 
birth: 

[During the pregnancy] I started to take 
a few days to dedicate myself to him too. 
I started to realize that I could do both, 
but that I need to have some time for him, 
something that I did not have to have before 
(M2); I started to organize my life according 
to him. I think for a long time it will still be 
like this. Everything I do, how I organize my 
schedules, is done according to him, right? 
Until he becomes more independent. (M3)
This need for adjustment was also present 

during the maternity leave: 
It was also like that when he was born. 
When he was resting, instead of his mother 
sleeping, his mother would work [laughs]. 
. . . I would do my things, I would see my 
e-mails and he would play in the pushchair. 
(M2)
In addition to the adjustments that she 

mentioned, the same mother considered that the 
child adapted to her routine, which suggests a 
departure from the ideal of intensive mothering: 
“He would have to get into my routine and he’s 
doing great. I did not change my day to day for 
him, it was him that adapted” (M2). 

Similarly, through the reports of another 
participant, it was also possible to observe 
the tendency to move away from the ideal of 
intensive mothering, from the pregnancy, which 
can confi gure a strategy to manage the demands 
of motherhood and work: “Being a mother, it 
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did not seem that I much missed, feeling more 
feminine, feeling more of a woman, it was not 
something that hit me like that” (M1). Similar 
feelings extended over the maternity leave: “I 
like to let it fl ow, to see how things are building, 
rather than try to mold too much, you know? 
Or it frustrates me thinking that it has to be one 
way or the other” (M1). This participant made 
a counterpoint of her own experience with her 
mother’s experience: 

Her life [the child’s maternal grandmother] 
was dedicating herself to us. I do not think 
that’s totally right, because she ended up 
being very constrained with this and I see 
that, to a certain extent, it was very oppres-
sive for her, you know? An important thing, 
I think, is to try to limit this. Anyway, from 
now on I will not be exclusively for him, 
only for him and for me, he is the meaning 
of my life. My mother told me a lot about 
this, that all she wanted was to be a mother, 
that thing, then she saw that it got hard, that 
things got diffi  cult. It was not quite the way 
she expected, it was a lot of work. I think a 
little bit of that, too, that I had restrictions 
on the idea of being a mother, of the needs 
for this, I thought: do I need this to fulfi ll 
myself? I don’t think so, right? (M1)
At the end of the maternity leave, the par-

ticipants reported that one of the most import-
ant supporting elements, which contributed 
to their ability to reconcile the maternal and 
professional demands, was the child’s father. 
Nevertheless, it was evidenced that the main 
responsible for the care of the child seemed to 
be the mother: 

[The father] wants to be very present, makes 
a point of being involved in everything, 
manages to get a break in his schedule to 
be together. . . . In the shifts where there 
is some fl exibility, right, he can, go and get 
[the child in daycare] (M1); 
“[As] I have to work three nights at the 

school, we had to organize the schedule, his fa-
ther stays with him. . . . His father is also leaving 
work early sometimes, when he can, to pick him 
up” (M3); 

[The father] makes him sleep when he has 
to sleep, changes him, does everything. . . . 
I’m very happy that he’s participating a lot. 
. . . There was one day that he had to do ev-
erything alone, that I had to travel. I left at 
dawn, so, it was okay, very messy, like this. 
He managed to take him to the daycare with-
out shoes [laughs], but that’s okay! (M2)
Another important element of support that 

favored the transition of the participants in the 
return to work was the daycare center: “The wel-
come was very good. We see that everything is 
very well structured” (M1); “I can do my things 
and leave him in an environment that I see that 
he is, is okay” (M2); 

I’m feeling very calm, because I can go to 
work, I can go back and feel that there is 
no problem, that nothing bad or diffi  cult is 
going to happen with him. . . . He’s being 
taken care of there. (M3)
In addition, seeking to better organize her-

self for the return to work, one of the participants 
reported that she preferred to initiate the adjust-
ment of the child to the daycare center a little 
before the offi  cial period: 

I have chosen to bring it well forward, to 
start as early as possible. . . . I enjoyed it, I 
ran about a lot in this period, you know? I 
ran about to organize my things, and, fi nal-
ly, to organize the return to work, because at 
home with him, it is impossible to do things, 
you know, it’s a lot, he demands a lot. . . . 
Even to eat lunch, you know, after a long 
time, like that, to eat well, to stop, calm-
ly. So, for me, it was very good. A period, 
where, you know, I took a break. To know 
that he was okay there, that he was safe and 
that. Then, I got a little time for me. . . . For 
things that for a long time I couldn’t, I had 
time to, to think, to organize, and even to 
prepare to return [to work]. (M1)
Regarding the daycare center, it was 

observed that the participants tended to 
emphasize the positive behavioral changes of 
the children, one month after starting to attend 
the institution. It is possible that this was a way 
for the mothers to better deal with the anxieties 
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and worries of that period: “He’s a lot more 
developed. . . . He learned to crawl. He was 
already dragging himself about, a little before 
starting. . . . Then he took off , so now” (M1); 
“He’s a little more attentive. There are toys that 
have several triangles of diff erent sizes, if I put 
the triangles there, he goes there and wants to 
take them, so he has that idea” (M2); 

He developed an ability diff erent from the 
way he was. I think they have many toys and 
they put them on the mattress on the fl oor; 
and I think they keep trying to get the toys. 
Then, at home he does it too. (M3)
In addition to these behavioral changes, 

understanding the positive emotional responses 
of the child also seemed to confi gure a strategy 
of the mothers to deal with this period of the 
child’s entry into the daycare and their returning 
to work: “I see that he likes it, right? He likes 
to go there, he looks at everybody and laughs 
at everyone. . . . He comes back very happy. 
When I leave him there, he is happy to go” (M1); 
“He’s calm, we perceive that he’s enjoying the 
daycare, right? We arrive there and he’s, he’s 
always playing, happy” (M2); 

From the fi rst day he adapted well and 
now we get there, he goes to the teacher’s 
lap, and he laughs, I already say goodbye 
to him and when I arrive in the afternoon 
he recognizes me and he looks very happy, 
so I’ll pick him up. All that surprised me, I 
hope it will continue like this . . . Because 
I have started working now, I thought he 
would get upset, but he didn’t. (M3) 
Also, when they ceased to pay exclusive 

attention to the child, in order to return to work, 
the mothers demonstrated that they wanted 
to compensate for the time they were away 
from the child. This seemed to be one of the 
participants’ strategies to reconcile the maternal 
and professional demands, as evidenced in the 
following reports: “I want to spend most of the 
weekend with him because I’m at work during 
the week” (M3); 

I’ve been trying to invest a lot . . . I sit with 
him on the rug, with the toys, seeing what he 
likes best . . . This is the most important thing, 

that he has time at home, where I spend the 
most time with him (M1); I’ve been trying to 
get there at fi ve-thirty . . . to get him [at the 
daycare center], as soon as I can, so I can 
stay with him a little too, because otherwise 
he sleeps early, when you realize, we are 
not going to be interacting anymore. (M2); 
On the other hand, despite the eff ort to 

manage the demands of motherhood and work, 
the participants were already quite overloaded, 
in the fi rst month of the child attending the 
daycare center and the return to work, due to 
the accumulation of activities: “I’m feeling 
overloaded again, full of work to do” (M2); 

[I have] to get up early, because I like to 
bathe him before I take him [to the daycare 
center]. . . . Also we had to organize 
ourselves to pick him up. I think the only 
thing that changed was the rushing (M3); 
It’s very heavy. . . . To get out [of the house] 
with him early, to rush from there [from 
work] to pick him up. . . . I’m much more 
tired, than in the period that . . . I was at 
home. (M1)
The same mother also mentioned changes in 

the family routine at the end of the day, when 
she and her husband shared the child’s care and 
domestic chores: 

We take turns. First I stay with him [the 
child] a little bit, then he [the father] 
stays with him. Then we have to go to the 
supermarket, something like that, he goes. 
Then he stays with him while I prepare the 
bottle, bath, these things. And... And that’s 
it, right, its shorter, less time. . . . Now it is, 
life running, working again. (M1)
In summary, with regard to the management 

of the motherhood and work demands, the 
mothers’ reports revealed that the movements 
to adapt to the maternal responsibilities were 
present during pregnancy and maternity leave, 
as well as after the child started attending the 
daycare center and the mother returned to 
work. With regard to the support elements that 
contributed to this management, the participation 
of the child’s father, the daycare center and the 
aspects of the work of the participants, among 
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them the fl exible schedules, stood out. However, 
even with the family, social and organizational 
support received, the mothers were quite 
overloaded with the accumulation of activities. 
A tendency to emphasize the behavioral changes 
and positive emotional responses of the child, one 
month after starting daycare, with little emphasis 
on the diffi  culties for the child and for the mother 
herself in the process was noted. In addition, the 
participants appeared to seek to move away from 
the ideal of intensive mothering, which may also 
be a way of management of motherhood and 
work demands. 

Discussion

The results of this study suggest that 
the experiences involving the transition to 
motherhood of the participants, from pregnancy 
to the return to work, were quite similar in 
several aspects. In the gestational period, among 
the repercussions of work on the experience 
of motherhood, the fear of not being able to 
reconcile the maternal and professional demands 
was observed, reported by all the mothers, which 
has been discussed in the literature. For example, 
Blair-Loy (2003) highlighted that professionally 
successful women tend to believe that it is very 
diffi  cult to fully and simultaneously invest in 
motherhood and in the profession. For Shreffl  er 
(2016), while on one hand the ideal of intensive 
mothering seems to pressure women to devote 
all the time and energy available to child care, 
on the other hand, labor market norms encourage 
the same devotion to the career, which can 
generate feelings of insecurity and ambivalence, 
faced with these competing devotions. 

Similarly, one of the participants in the 
present study (M3) mentioned that before 
becoming pregnant she did not imagine that she 
would have a child due to her intense professional 
demand. The reports of this mother corroborate a 
trend that has been identifi ed in several Western 
countries regarding the association between 
female participation in the labor market and 
reduction in the average number of children that 
a woman has throughout her life (Shreffl  er & 
Johnson, 2013). In Brazil, particularly, census 

data has shown a reduction from six to two 
children per woman between 1960 and 2010 
(Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics 
[IBGE], 2012).

In a study which included four women 
without children, aged 35-40 years, of medium 
socioeconomic level and residents of Porto 
Alegre, Lopes et al. (2014) identifi ed work-
related justifi cations for the fact that the 
participants had not yet become mothers, such 
as prioritization of seeking job satisfaction and 
fi nancial independence. It should be noted that 
the pattern of reproduction seems to be gradually 
becoming later, particularly for women with 
higher education (IBGE, 2005; Shreffl  er, 2016), 
as was the case for the three participants in the 
present study, who had their fi rst pregnancy 
after 30 years of age. Despite the risk factors 
associated with later motherhood, the literature 
also shows some advantages, such as greater life 
experience, maturity and a more consolidated 
identity, which may contribute to these mothers 
being more prepared to accept that the child is a 
separate individual and has its own characteristics 
(Gomes et al., 2008). These aspects, which are 
associated with both the motherhood and the 
childhood emotional development (Gomes et al., 
2008), seem to have permeated the experience of 
the participants in the present study. 

Furthermore, even though motherhood was 
very important to these three mothers, they were 
also very involved with their work. Thus, despite 
fears of diffi  culties in reconciling the maternal 
and professional demands, none of them reported 
having thought of leaving their jobs or reducing 
their working hours. Therefore, it is understood 
that the work consisted of an important source 
of personal gratifi cation. It was also highlighted 
that, due to being federal public servants, in ad-
dition to the stability of their workplaces, they 
were granted six months maternity leave, which 
is not always provided to women workers in the 
private sector and helps to reconcile the maternal 
and professional demands, due to the possibility 
of longer attention and interaction with the child 
in the fi rst months of life (Morais, 2014). 

In addition to valuing their work activities, 
two mothers mentioned the importance of the 
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interpersonal relationships established with col-
leagues, so that even during the maternity leave, 
they used to visit them, taking their children 
with them. In an ethnographic study involving 
the monitoring of 16 Chilean women, from the 
third trimester of pregnancy to the end of the 
fi rst year of life of the children, Murray (2015) 
identifi ed that middle-class mothers with higher 
education tended to return to employment after 
the sixth month of the child’s life. In contrast, in 
the families with low and medium-low socioeco-
nomic status, the mothers tended to remain the 
caregivers of their children for longer, moving 
away from employment and other interpersonal 
relationships, which constituted a vulnerability 
factor for these women, with greater risk of de-
veloping symptoms of depression, for example. 

The results obtained by Murray (2015) also 
suggest that the selection of non-maternal care for 
the child, such as care in a daycare center, seems 
more likely for women happy in their jobs, with 
relatively high levels of education. Similarly, 
the three participants of the present study, who 
had these characteristics, chose to put the child 
into daycare, which seemed well defi ned during 
the period of maternity leave. Undoubtedly 
the insertion of the child into Early Childhood 
Education consists of an increasingly frequent 
non-maternal care arrangement, especially when 
the woman works full-time (Oliveira et al., 
2011) and the family does not have other ways to 
care for the child (Miller et al., 2014). According 
to Vanalli and Barham (2008), the migration of 
people from smaller towns to larger cities has led 
to a reduction in the number of families living in 
close geographic proximity; similarly, as many 
grandparents are also in the labor market, this 
has reduced their willingness to help in the care 
of the grandchildren. In this sense, it should be 
noted that two participants in this study expressed 
that they could not count on the support from 
their family members, particularly the maternal 
grandparents of the children, due to the physical 
distance or the grandmother’s diffi  cult routine.

The three mothers also showed insecurity 
regarding hiring a nanny. In general, nannies 
are not specifi cally trained to perform child care 
activities (Dimova et al., 2015), nor are they 

monitored in their functions (Clarke-Stewart 
& Allhusen, 2002). Thus, according to Bradt 
(1995), the feeling of risk may emerge for the 
family, especially when faced with constant 
revelations in the media of episodes of neglect 
and abuse of children in which the nanny was 
the perpetrator2. It is understood that this is one 
of the factors that makes care by nannies lose 
ground in some countries, especially in large 
urban centers, where children tend to be put into 
daycare earlier and earlier (Moran, 2014).

Another motive highlighted by the three 
participants regarding the option for daycare 
was the possibility for the children to socialize. 
This result corroborates the fi ndings of Piccinini, 
Polli et al. (2016) in a study that investigated 
maternal reasons to place the child in the daycare 
center during the fi rst year of life, in which 69 
women from Porto Alegre participated, 26 of 
whom had children attending daycare centers 
and 43 whose children were cared for by the 
mother or by other caregivers. According to 
the authors, the majority of the mothers (58%) 
whose children attended daycare indicated 
socialization as a reason for choosing this care 
context, because the child could spend time daily 
with other people, both children and adults. In 
the specifi c case of the three participants in the 
present study, the focus on socialization was also 
possibly related to the fact that all the infants 
were single children. Thus, being aware of this 
possible benefi t of daycare and secure with the 
choice made seems to have facilitated the return 
of the mothers to work.

However, feelings of insecurity were 
reported as having been experienced by the 
participants, although discreetly, particularly 
in the early stages of adjustment to the daycare 
center. Interestingly, this was highlighted 
with less intensity than expected, based on the 
literature (Bossi et al., 2014). According to these 

2 Through research on websites of large circulation 
newspapers, it is possible to verify diff erent 
material published in recent years regarding 
situations of neglect and abuse against children, in 
which the perpetrator was supposedly the nanny. 
In some cases, recordings were made by cameras 
installed in the residences of the families.
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authors, the child’s start at daycare center tends to 
trigger anxieties and worries, particularly for the 
mothers, who tend to be very ambivalent about 
the care the child receives in this context. For 
the children, this process of adjustment can also 
be complex, which is evident in manifestations 
of crying, aggressiveness and recurrent illnesses. 
Therefore, this transition involves the subjective 
world of both the child and its parents. 

Certainly, the entrance into daycare 
constitutes an important period not only for 
the child, but also for the family (Vasconcellos 
et al., 2012). This is because, in addition to 
the experience of separation, the relationship 
with a context outside the home begins, which 
requires adjustments by the child, as well as 
other members of the family. In fact, one of the 
participants stated that the adjustment period 
seemed more necessary for the mother than for 
the child. For Bossi et al. (2014) the reactions of 
the parents at this time may also infl uence the 
reactions of the children, and vice versa. Thus, 
the fact that the three participants of the present 
study emphasized positive aspects of the daycare, 
such as the possibility of socialization for the 
child and the return to work for themselves, may 
be associated with greater ease in the process of 
transition to the context of collective care. 

With respect to the management of the 
demands of motherhood and work, adaptive 
movements in response to the new demands 
were present since pregnancy. For Camberis 
et al. (2014), when becoming a mother for the 
fi rst time, the woman integrates this role into 
the other roles she already plays. Thus, although 
pregnancy and the birth of a child represent 
normative events in the life cycle, these processes 
are confi gured as very complex. Obviously, the 
transition to motherhood infl uences the identity 
and well-being of the woman and for Alstveit et al. 
(2011), when she is a working woman, additional 
tensions and concerns in relation to how she will 
reconcile the maternal and professional demands 
in this period are expected, as evidenced by the 
participants in the present study. Nevertheless, 
despite these tensions and concerns, the mothers 
sought to create alternatives to deal with the new 

demands. In some cases, these alternatives were 
practical, to the extent that the demands arose. 
For example, in the reports about the pregnancy, 
strategies were highlighted, such as leaving work 
for some periods for the preparations for the 
“arrival” of the baby. However, the possibility 
of being absent from work for some periods, 
even during pregnancy, is not always accessible 
to all women. According to Vigoureux et al. 
(2016), this can be complicated in the case of 
self-employed women, because their income is 
integrally linked to the amount they work. 

Practical strategies to manage motherhood 
and work demands were also identifi ed after 
the child started attending daycare, especially 
leaving early to get the child, as well as making 
the most of the time available to interact with the 
child during the evenings and weekends. Similar 
strategies were found by Moreira (2008), in a 
study in which 14 working mothers from Porto 
Alegre participated. These results suggest that 
mothers tend to compensate for the little time 
available with the child by devoting themselves 
intensely to it when they are together. Thus, it 
was identifi ed that when they were able to fi nd 
suitable ways to deal with the new demands, the 
participants demonstrated a sense of relief of 
anxiety and reward. 

In order to manage the demands of 
motherhood and work, the three mothers also 
reported having the support of the child’s father. 
The reports of all of them suggested that the 
father was involved in the care and that this 
was appreciated by the mother. According to 
Berghammer (2014), women with high levels of 
education may be considered the vanguard in the 
movement that is occurring in various countries, 
in the search for greater gender equality. In 
addition, according to Schoppe-Sullivan and 
Mangelsdorf (2013), less traditional maternal 
beliefs about gender roles would be associated 
with greater encouragement of the father’s 
involvement in the child’s care by the mother, 
which seemed to occur with the participants of 
the current study. However, it was also evidenced 
that the mother was the main responsible for this 
care. This result corroborates the fi ndings of 
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Polli et al. (2016), as the father seemed to take 
on the role of auxiliary and the mother remained 
the main responsible for the care of the child.

Thus, although there are currently 
indications of greater male involvement in 
child care compared to previous generations, 
this seems to be a slow and gradual process of 
change (Pedersen & Kilzer, 2014). According 
to Yavorsky et al. (2015), although women 
have entered contexts that were characterized 
as predominantly male, such as the labor market 
and higher education, men do not seem to have 
engaged with the same vigor in typically female 
activities, such as care of children and household 
chores. This situation may be related to female 
overload, which was identifi ed in the reports 
of the three participants, one month after the 
child started attending daycare and the mother 
returned to work.

In the present study, the daycare center also 
stood out as an important element that favored 
the transition of the participants to return to work 
activities. The three mothers were satisfi ed with 
the choice of the Early Childhood Education 
institution, as well as with the attention that the 
child was receiving in the context of collective 
care. In addition, another important aspect 
identifi ed was a tendency to emphasize the 
behavioral changes and the positive emotional 
responses of the child, already in its fi rst month in 
the daycare center, which could have constituted 
a way of coping better with this period for 
the participants. There are indications that 
maternal satisfaction with the child’s care can 
provide greater peace of mind for the women, 
thus relieving tension and stress, favoring the 
management of the demands of motherhood and 
work (Oliveira et al., 2011). 

Through their reports, the participants of 
the present study also seemed to seek to move 
away from the ideal of intensive mothering. 
These fi ndings diverged from those obtained 
by Elliott et al. (2015) in a study in which the 
interviewees were 16 low-income African-
American mothers in single-parent families 
who repeatedly emphasized the importance 
of sacrifi cing themselves for their children. 

However, it is possible that the sharing of 
child care between mother and father may be 
an alternative to reduce the pressure suff ered 
regarding the ideal of intensive mothering 
(Sévon, 2012). Thus, although the division of 
care did not necessarily appear to be equal, all the 
participants in the present study emphasized the 
paternal involvement with the infant and some 
fl exibility in the family relationship, as, when 
the mother was not available, the father seemed 
to take responsibility for the care of the child. 
This aspect, together with the satisfaction with 
the daycare center, the characteristics and the 
appreciation for the professional career, seemed 
to contribute to the management of motherhood 
and work demands. 

Final Considerations

The aim of this study was to investigate 
the experiences of primiparous mothers, with 
established professional careers, regarding 
motherhood and their work, from pregnancy 
to the end of the maternity leave. In general 
terms, there were reciprocal repercussions 
between motherhood and work, which aff ected 
the management of the demands. This could be 
identifi ed from pregnancy but tended to accentuate 
after the birth of the child. It is understood that 
the family, social and organizational support 
received by the mothers contributed to this 
management, potentially constituting protective 
factors for individual and family development 
in the cases investigated. Even with indicators 
of withdrawal from the ideal of intensive 
mothering, the participants seemed responsive to 
the needs of their children, which is considered a 
key aspect for this developmental period, given 
the state of dependency of the child.

It is recommended that future studies be 
carried out with larger samples with diff erent 
characteristics, considering, for example, 
mothers in single-parent families, with a larger 
number of children, self-employed or working in 
the private sector. Likewise, it is suggested that 
the father be included as a participant, in order 
to also investigate his experience regarding the 
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adjustments between fatherhood and work. It 
is understood that these studies can contribute 
to the comprehension of the contemporary 
family dynamics, in order to off er support for 
the professional practice and the formulation of 
public policies. 
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