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CHAPTER 1 

Being a manager without 
even knowing it 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
When you discover that bringing 

home a new baby turns your home 

into a business school (forever) 



 

 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This book tells a story, the oldest one 
in the world: the story of motherhood 

 
Above all, we want to talk about how motherhood has evolved: 

like the fairytale princess who wakes up and goes into battle, 

today’s mothers seem well-equipped to be a positive force for 

change in the professional world. Warmth, mental agility, a 

natural desire to help everyone win. Qualities that are taken 

for granted in the home can be valuable agents of change at 

work. The very same qualities that organizations are always 

seeking out, not recognizing what’s already in front of them. 

Motherhood, with all of its ins and outs, shows us so- 

mething very interesting - something that, deep down, we 

already know: we need to change the way we do business. 

We need to scrap some of the old rules to make room for new 

possibilities, to change things and see what happens. So that 

people can enjoy every chapter of life, instead of sacrificing 

one aspect for another. 

This paradigm shift affects both women and men, with or 

without children. It concerns all of us. We can use our nurturing 

know-how to change the world, in particular the professional 

world. Today’s society is not working, and we need to “fix” it. 
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Motherhood as a Master’s 

 

We can do this by going back to the basics: life, birth, the un- 

known. Let’s throw away the old rulebook and write a new one! 

This is a book for mothers, who want to play a bigger role 

in the economy and in society, and who no longer accept the 

limitations being placed on them. It’s a book for fathers, who 

are faced with reverse discrimination and would like to break 

free from the confined role of “part-time dad”. It’s also a book 

for employers, who have both the duty and the great oppor- 

tunity to tap into the unrecognized human resource assets 

that are available to them, just waiting to be mined. 

This book isn’t meant to be easy reading; it’s not about a 

“quick fix”. It’s a book that invites us to reflect, and then to 

reflect some more, to think outside the box: women, men, 

beyond gender distinctions. Beyond personal, professional 

and family stereotypes. To regain a sense of what is possible 

in our own lives, of what we can accomplish, if we just set our 

minds to it. 

 
What motherhood means today: 
some surprising research results 

 
Mom and manager: are they two completely different roles? 

Are these two important aspects of life truly incompatible, 

locked in eternal competition for our hearts and minds? 

We grow up believing that caring for children and enjoying 

a successful career are two separate paths that we must choo- 

se between. Women tell themselves that, sooner or later, they 

will be forced to make a choice: family or career. 

But today, biological and human sciences, as well as stati- 

stics, tell a different story: a much more positive one, with a 

happy ending. In these pages, we will explain how becoming 
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Being a manager without even knowing it 

 

parents can endow you with skills and abilities that make you 

stronger, more resourceful and determined. Qualities embo- 

died by real leaders, able to cope at home with kids, relatives, 

everyday routine − and at work with colleagues, pressures and 

office politics. Motherhood brings added value that companies 

should recognize and use, a capacity to optimize skills and 

energy. Maternity should be acknowledged by women and em- 

ployers alike as a period of professional growth and learning. 

 
In the third millennium, motherhood has become a difficult 

role to choose - almost a challenge, rather than something 

“natural”. 

The natural urge to have children is still there, but it’s of- 

fset by discouraging factors surrounding motherhood and 

employment, a lack of support services, and a widespread 

perception of parenthood as a risky step, especially for those 

with jobs. It signals the decline or even the end of a career, 

stirring resentment at the idea of having studied and worked 

and tried to make a difference, only to wind up in a part-time 

rut, written off by our employers. And so the choice becomes 

increasingly difficult and unfair: the choice between being a 

parent, or a full-fledged member of the professional world. 

Statistics indicate that the second option is by far the more 

prevalent. In Italy, for example, the birthrate continues to fall: 

according to the World Bank, the country is ranked 205th out 

of 226 countries, with barely 1.4 children for each woman. 

 
And in the home? Even at home, motherhood remains a chal- 

lenge. Women ask themselves whether they are ready for “the 

big one”: the change that affects every aspect of life, disrup- 

ting everything in its wake. 

The woman herself will never be the same again; she’ll have 
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Motherhood as a Master’s 

 

to cope with pressures, often conflicting, from all sides. But 

typically, women like to “prepare in advance”. At school, at 

work, and for life in general. Book stores are full of guides on 

being a good mother: how to give birth, how to breastfeed, how 

to get children to sleep, how to raise them, how to stay sane. 

These books explain that you may feel tired because you’re 

“making” the baby’s eyelashes; that nausea is caused by the 

eyelashes tickling the placenta. That breastfeeding will be 

difficult, even painful, if you don’t position the baby’s mouth 

just right. Expectant mothers today get all of this information 

from reading, in the absence of the “old wives” who used to 

pass on such wisdom in person, helping assuage anxieties in 

the process. Women today face motherhood quite alone. 

 
Pregnancy has been the same for thousands of years, but 

today’s women are less prepared than ever before. 

 
Yet something wonderful and unexpected happens, even be- 

fore giving birth. The sense of imminent change, the total un- 

certainty about what is to come, reactivates dormant parts of 

the brain. 

 
We start to “learn” again. To listen, to be curious, to explo- 

re a world that, until just now, we thought we already knew 

quite well. 

 
Our brain gets back to work, as though we were in school 

again. Back when marks on a sheet of paper magically tur- 

ned into words, where numbers moved in mysterious ways 

and there was something new to discover each day. This is 

what it’s like for our children. And it’s the same for women du- 

ring pregnancy, whatever their age: they undergo a complete 
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Being a manager without even knowing it 

 

transformation that makes them start learning all over again. 

Of course, the transformation is physical as well. Unfor- 

tunately, society doesn’t teach us how to have a natural re- 

lationship with our bodies. This is especially true for women, 

who tend to be categorized based on appearance (either be- 

autiful, to be exhibited; or imperfect, to be hidden away). No 

attention is paid to all the wonderfully complex components 

of female existence – menstruation, moods, cycles. With pre- 

gnancy, it all begins to make sense. Some parts grow, others 

soften; everything has a purpose. 

The woman goes from being one person to two people in 

the same body. The machine is set in motion to do what it 

has been programmed for. First comes the nausea, then the 

sense of omnipotence. Knowing that she is now responsible 

for more than just herself, with every action directly affecting 

another human being, makes the woman suddenly feel strong. 

She feels a level of intimacy with herself and with her own 

sense of being, a sort of inner dialogue, which can probably 

never be fully shared with anyone else. 

This intimacy translates into a solitude that is not isolation 

but rather a sense of purpose, of getting things ready. The most 

obvious symptom is “nesting”: the creation of the home. So 

strong is the primitive instinct to create a safe space for her 

baby, the pregnant woman becomes an expert in relationships 

with relatives and friends, involving them all in buying furnitu- 

re, equipment, sometimes even a house. An unstoppable force! 

Her determination derives from the certainty that nurturing 

the new arrival is her responsibility. This puts her in a comple- 

tely new position: in a sense, this is when she becomes an adult. 

 
Perhaps it’s the loss of that spontaneous community that 

helped our grandmothers and great-grandmothers cope 
 

 
11 / 



 

 

 
 

 
Motherhood as a Master’s 

 

with maternity, which gives us this unique opportunity today 

to develop, through motherhood, leadership qualities that 

otherwise wouldn’t be needed. 

 
Alone, but stronger and more determined to create 

a safe space in the face of uncertainty, expectant 

mothers become natural born leaders. 

They just don’t know it. 

 
And they can’t know it because meanwhile, they’re sur- 

rounded by signals telling them the opposite. In the office, 

their responsibilities are reduced, day after day. Increasingly, 

people forget to invite them to meetings or include them in 

email exchanges. The prospect of a prolonged absence fol- 

lowed by a return to work somehow “diminished” by time out 

for breastfeeding, new priorities and childhood illnesses, dri- 

ves their work environment to gradually push them out. All 

this while they are still in the office, when at home they’re in- 

vesting resources and energy worthy of super-professionals. 

Resources and energy that, unnoticed and untapped, end up 

disappearing. Because environmental conditioning is stron- 

ger than everything else. “What happens to a mother depends 

on her personality, her goals and the context in which she 

mothers”1. 

 
Women are unaware of this because even the most formative 

experiences, such as motherhood, are seen as a simple fact 

of life unless they are studied and interpreted using the right 

tools. 

And yet all it takes is a change of context for a life phase 

to become a leadership experience. “Knowing” certain things 
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Being a manager without even knowing it 

 

changes your point of view, and seeing things in a new way 

can then change reality. 

This is how humans evolve in thought and behavior: things 

happen in our minds, and the outside world follows. If women 

think of pregnancy as something difficult, lonely and a source 

of problems at work, then any potential for growth and stren- 

gth hits a brick wall. And is eventually quashed. 

 
Have you ever wondered why no one has studied leadership 

tendencies in relation to motherhood? Why we never talk 

about mothers as natural leaders? The media and public opi- 

nion, social trends, the internet: wherever the issue comes up, 

motherhood is associated with the creation of life, but also 

with the continued, quasi-automatic exclusion of mothers 

from economic life. Which undermines their value in terms of 

“human capital”, since this, too, is measured in terms of “pro- 

ductivity”. As a result, women end up being considered only 

half as valuable as men. And yet, maternal leadership has an 

overwhelming impact, if we analyze feminine leadership style. 

 
This was explored in research by the Wellesley Centers for 

Women in 20012. The aim was to study the feminine characte- 

ristics of leadership among a sample of powerful American 

women. The research did not include specific chapters or 

questions about motherhood. However, the majority of those 

interviewed had so much to say on the topic, that a specific ad 

hoc report was published in 20063. 

 
This paper is based on interviews conducted with 60 promi- 

nent women leaders featured in Inside Women’s Power (Su- 

mru Erkut & Winds of Change Foundation). It is an elaboration 

of two unexpected themes that emerged in the interviews: 
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Motherhood as a Master’s 

 

 
(1) motherhood and other family roles as training ground for le- 

adership and (2) motherhood as a metaphor for leadership. Re- 

cognizing good mothering as a metaphor and training for leader- 

ship was unexpected because it represents a radical departure 

from the early traditional advice for women aspiring to leader- 

ship to ‘become more like men’. Some of the leaders in this study 

were secure enough in their work roles that they could describe 

leadership using language derived from their lived experience 

as women. At least among women who have reached top levels 

of leadership, there was a level of comfort that allowed them to 

bring to their work a more integrated sense of being a woman 

and a leader. 

 

Several interesting elements emerge from this research. First, 

all of the women interviewed (all recognized leaders within 

their firms and organizations), spontaneously and without 

prompting, referred to motherhood as a sort of “training 

ground for leadership”. Note the use of the term: “training 

ground”. It means a place for constant, daily practice. Com- 

petitive matches are only played now and then, but a training 

ground is where you build the capacity to win. 

Ten sets of negotiations with a child constitute training 

for any kind of negotiation on the job. Patience is a skill that 

can be learned. The same is true for the art of listening; re- 

gular interaction with adolescents sharpens the ability to 

read between the lines and pick up unspoken cues. There 

could hardly be a more fitting expression to describe how 

motherhood engenders leadership qualities: it is a form of 

daily “exercise”, unrelenting, where certain skills are honed to 

the level of professional athletes. 

Another point worth noting is that, to define some aspects 

of workplace leadership, interviewees used terms direct- 

ly derived from their mothering experiences. In this way, 
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Being a manager without even knowing it 

 

motherhood becomes a metaphor for leadership: 

 
Women — because we’re not supposed to be in control, becau- 

se we’re not supposed to give orders, we’re supposed to serve, 

right? — have a very different leadership style and it really is mo- 

deled on the normative ideal for mothering. It’s a normative ideal, 

you know, not that all mothers by any stretch of the imagination 

do this, but the normative ideal is what I mean… It’s empowe- 

ring rather than disempowering leadership where you inspire 

others, where you elicit from others their highest capacities. 

That’s what a mom is supposed to do, guide… It’s drawing the 

power, it’s supporting, it’s nurturing the power [and] everybody 

has some kind of power. 

It’s power to create, power to care for others: the truly human 

power that we have. 

I guide others warmly, like a mom. I try to lead like a parent. And 

I’m proud of what I consider my woman-like characteristics. I’m 

warm, I’m very huggy. I have a sense of humor that lets me kind 

of fit…into very threatening subjects. I listen and listen and listen 

and listen. 

 

None of the women interviewed used sporting metaphors for 

leadership, even though many of them were athletes - inclu- 

ding some at a competitive level. Over the past thirty years or 

so, leadership vocabulary has been dominated by metaphors 

related first to war, and then to sports. Whatever the rules 

and level of team play, the goal has been the same: to “win”, 

and to leave the loser behind. By contrast, when applying the 

motherhood metaphor, the goal changes: the aim is to foster 

growth, and everyone is a winner. 

 
Clearly, only very capable women, confident in their role 

as leaders, could alter the language of leadership and associa- 
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Motherhood as a Master’s 

 

te it with motherhood. Changing jargon is no easy task: vo- 

cabulary is a form of cultural identity to which we become at- 

tached, and which conditions us in many ways. Adopting new 

terminology is always risky: it requires courage, and open- 

ness to discussion. But changing vocabulary is the fastest way 

to change the underlying reality, and using motherhood as a 

metaphor for leadership brings an unexpected, controversial, 

intrinsically feminine touch to an area that has always been 

dominated by masculine terminology. 

 
A leader, unexpectedly: at the center 
of decision-making 

 
The thoughts that run through a woman’s mind when she di- 

scovers she’s pregnant, the range of emotions that arise, the 

physical changes, all of these coinciding factors are difficult 

to handle - especially given the magnitude of change within 

such a short time frame. 

Motherhood transforms a woman from an independent 

individual, with a simple life based on her own needs and 

rhythms, into the involuntary center of a complex universe, 

to whom everyone suddenly turns for any decision concer- 

ning the child. 

Thinking only for yourself, or at most for one other, self-suf- 

ficient person (your partner) is fairly easy and relaxed, allowing 

plenty of margin for error and last-minute adjustments. 

But the moment a child is born, even experienced ho- 

spital midwives immediately turn to the new mother for in- 

structions: keep the baby in the mother’s room, or take it to 

the nursery? Breastfeed or bottle? What clothes should the 

baby wear? And much more. All of this in front of a father who 
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Being a manager without even knowing it 

 

is present, but tends to remain silent. 

From that moment on, it’s a whirlwind of continual deci- 

sion-making on every conceivable topic, regarding every mi- 

nute and physical detail of the child’s existence. In short, the 

mother undergoes a substantial rethink of herself and her own 

mentality. Being faced with decisions on so many different is- 

sues (both trivial and important) is, in fact, excellent training; 

it develops the ability to analyze information and context, as 

well as to find quick and increasingly effective solutions. 

 
My first reaction, I recall, was one of total dismay. Who decided 

that I should make all the decisions? Why did everyone, even the 

night nanny, defer to me for everything? I was used to “being 

the boss” in the office but never expected I would need this skill 

– and bear this responsibility – at home as well. And I didn’t con- 

nect the dots: with grandparents, father, nannies and aunts, I di- 

dn’t use the management techniques I had honed over ten years 

of working in multinational companies. 

I went right back to square one, thinking that in this new context, 

different rules would apply. It seemed only normal that the child 

depended on me, but I hadn’t anticipated all of the organization 

and management surrounding the new arrival. 

Catapulted into a new role that was much more all-encompas- 

sing than I’d expected, I was making a hundred decisions a day 

and learning as I went; using trial-and-error techniques to pre- 

vent the next leaky diaper, the next fatigue-driven meltdown, the 

next diaper-run mixup with Gran and Pop. In short, my speed 

and decisiveness were crucial to the well-being of at least six fa- 

mily members and the survival of a newborn4. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
17 / 



 

 

Motherhood as a Master’s 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
/ 18 

 
 
 

 
 

 
KNOWING HOW TO MAKE DECISIONS 

maam® at work 

 

 
Being a problem solver means knowing how to make decisions. 

The “knowing how” is what makes the difference. 

But where does this know-how come from? 

What are the fundamentals for problem-solving? 

 
Based on the experience of motherhood and fatherhood (for those 

actively present fathers who “train daily”) we can identify the following 

qualities as ones that help improve decision-making skills: 

 
1. A sense of responsibility: (from the Latin respondere - the capa- 

city to respond). Making decisions means responding to requests from 

others. Parental responsibility is a two-way street: 

• Parents are responsible for the way in which the outside world re- 

lates to their child (problems at school, with friends, etc.). 

• Parents are also responsible for protecting their child from exter- 

nal factors, and from things he/she is too young to understand. 

This very caretaking experience makes us more “adult” in the wor- 

kplace too. We become more confident, more assertive, more decisive 

in expressing and defending our own opinions. We get straight to the 

point, without beating around the bush. 

 
2. Rapidity, in assessing available information and resources. Rese- 

arch and focus groups have shown that women and others with pa- 

renting experience are quick at analyzing “big data” - databases that 

are complicated to read and interpret. In fact, caretaking experience, 

improves our ability to simplify complex issues and make them more 
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understandable. You learn to “read” quickly, identify what matters, and 

decide what information to use. 

 

3. Intuition: (from the Latin intueor, in = “inside”, tueor = “watch” – 

enter inside with our eyes). This kind of knowledge is linked to quality 

number 2 (I’m intuitive if I can process more of the available informa- 

tion more quickly), and is transcendent in origin. But transcendence – 

so the wisdom goes – is achieved when you are able to perceive reality 

in full. Intuition is not only innate, but something that can “happen”. 

It’s a message that arrives when you least expect it, when you perceive 

the reality of things. When you’re completely present during a conver- 

sation, listening to a complaint or a request. If you are truly present, if 

you “enter inside with your eyes”, intuition strikes like a thunderbolt. It 

comes, it dazzles, it illuminates! 

 

4. Knowing how to make mistakes: try, fail, and try again. A decision 

is not always permanent. A decision is situational; it is whatever needs 

to be done at that precise moment, based on a specific reading of re- 

ality. Every decision, right or wrong, leads to consequences. Once the 

decision has been made, you can revise, re-assess or change direction 

if necessary. 

 
5. Knowing how to involve others: listening, empathizing, emana- 

ting both reassurance and curiosity. Understanding how to analyze 

problems and opportunities in concert with others. Sharing views, in- 

tentions, goals, anxieties, and opportunities. Knowing how to focus au- 

thentically on a desired outcome. 

 
6. Ability to show our own weakness, without abusing our fragility or 

insecurity. Strengths and weaknesses are essential to problem analysis, 

the search for solutions and sound decision-making. 



 

 

 
 

 
Motherhood as a Master’s 

 
A leader, unexpectedly: change 
management begins at home 

 
Companies talk about “change management”, but the con- 

cept doesn’t take on full meaning until you’ve experienced the 

need for it in your own life. A child is a daily source of change: 

every day involves new processes, different demands, a “pro- 

duct” that is expressed in new ways and reveals unexpected 

needs with unknown timeframes. 

The rules that you’ve cleverly worked out to facilitate daily 

routines (to make mealtimes a bit less desperate, for example) 

suddenly turn out to be useless or even counter-productive, 

when they worked perfectly just three days before. 

We should take consolation in how quickly our children 

grow and change: soon they’ll be eighteen years old, and ready 

to leave home. But those eighteen years are made up of days 

(6,570, to be precise - nearly 160,000 hours), and every day is 

wonderfully and relentlessly different from the one before. 

So how do we deal with this constant change? 

Why is it that a child who, until yesterday, went to sleep pe- 

acefully in her own bed, doesn’t sleep a wink for four nights 

in a row? 

How many more teeth are coming in? 

Are those red spots chicken pox, dermatitis, an allergic re- 

action, or something else? 

And what about next time? 

Why does he like apples today when he hated them yesterday? 

I left the baby sitting in the living room and he didn’t know 

how to walk. Where is he now? 

Was that a word she just said? 

Basically, where’s the pattern in all of this? 
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Being a manager without even knowing it 

 

If there is one, only a mother can find it. She’s the one who is 

expected to write the rules, read all the signs and also possess 

a healthy dose of clairvoyance. 

Let’s take a look at the term “change management”, as de- 

fined by Wikipedia: 

The term change management (which means something like go- 

verning transition) refers to a structured approach to change 

in individuals, groups, organizations and societies which makes 

possible (and/or pilots) transition from a current to a future de- 

sired arrangement. 

Change Management, as it is commonly understood, provides to- 

ols and processes to recognize and understand change and ma- 

nage the human impact of a transition. 

 

In light of this, the good news is that, after a frustrating pe- 

riod spent trying to come up with set rules, a mother disco- 

vers the existence of an underlying pattern - one that keeps 

repeating itself. Every day sees new changes, but there is an 

underlying trend. 

We mustn’t be misled by occasional “jumps” forward (“de- 

velopmental leaps”); throughout the process, there is a pat- 

tern that is shaped by the child’s personality and the paren- 

ting technique applied. 

To each action there is a similar reaction, so long as pa- 

rents exercise fairly consistent behavior toward their child. A 

healthy daily routine, around basic physical needs and safety, 

provides the essential mix of flexibility and firmness that will 

prevent disaster and set a pattern that is easy to follow. 

And so emerges rule number one: nothing ever stays the 

same. Daily life is full of the unexpected, and the mother navi- 

gates between decisions and improvisation as easily as chan- 

ging gears while driving. 
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KNOWING HOW TO MANAGE THE UNEXPECTED 

maam® at work 

 

 
In a VUCA context (Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous), how 

do we survive or, better still, thrive? 

 
MAAM focus groups revealed a very powerful quality related to pa- 

rental experience; a skill derived from responding quickly to a child’s 

ever-changing needs. 

 
“Since I’ve become a mother, I’ve learned to pay much less attention to 

unimportant little details... I’m much better now at understanding what re- 

ally matters”. 

 
“With children, you have to get used to thinking ahead and not just focusing 

on the here and now”. 

 
“Zig-zagging between umpteen different issues, I’ve opened up to new wor- 

lds and possibilities.” 

 
“My job is event planning; motherhood has taught me a lot about staying fo- 

cused and problem solving: very useful skills in my field, where last-minute 

problems are constantly popping up”. 

 
“You get used to continuously providing different levels of service and re- 

sponse, adapting to whatever situation you’re in at a given time. Every stage 

of development involves different needs. You have to adapt quickly, often 

improvising. You must learn to unlearn. Just because something worked be- 

fore, doesn’t mean it will work again next time”. 

 

Adapting to a child’s constant changes is a little like working in a com- 

pany today; there’s no time for detailed market research, you must get 
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by using whatever information is available. Either you adapt quickly 

and find a new solution, or you risk losing the client. And getting the 

customer back becomes increasing difficult, after the fact! 

 
Being flexible means coping with the unexpected, and “adaptability” 

has become a sort of mantra in the business world. Why are some or- 

ganizations better than others at managing change? 7 

The best role models are high-responsibility jobs such as firefighters, 

air traffic controllers, airline crews, etc. Among groups that regularly 

handle emergencies, there is a state of collective awareness that invol- 

ves the ability to pick up on weak signals, to focus fully, to identify and 

correct errors before a situation becomes a crisis. These are the main 

characteristics of high-responsibility groups: 

 
• They are resilient: they know how to cope under pressure, when faced 

with multiple options in managing difficult and stressful situations. 

• They know how to prioritize. 

• They know how to tackle situations that arise in constantly chan- 

ging ways, with incomplete information. This involves a constant 

process of “learning to unlearn”. 

• They communicate accurately and continuously. 

• They talk about mistakes and how to avoid them. They embrace 

mistakes as learning opportunities. 

• They share common experiences and learn from them. They make 

the most of their colleagues’ strengths. 

• They encourage different ideas and viewpoints, and exchange opi- 

nions on what is important. 

• They foster ongoing improvisation. 

• They find new solutions quickly, based on past experience. 

• They engage often in discussion to find the best options for mo- 

ving forward. 

• They discuss doubts and drawbacks. 

• They engage in face-to-face communication. 



 

 

 
 

 
Motherhood as a Master’s 

 
Leader, unexpectedly: time and resources 
are melded into a “super-energy” 

 
From day one, the child knows instinctively that he/she has 

first priority. Knows it, expresses it, demands it. The arrival of a 

child turns priorities upside down, and absorbs energy we di- 

dn’t even know we possessed. Since time is finite and cannot 

be stretched to suit our convenience, parents resort to another 

useful practice: multi-tasking. 

The so-called “hyperdrive” kicks in: an intensified energy whi- 

ch is the capacity, triggered by motherhood, to shift into high 

gear. It enables you to remain efficient and focused in chaotic 

situations, by deciding quickly where shortcuts can and cannot 

be taken. Seen from the outside, the effect is one of maximum 

efficiency and an extraordinary ability to focus; in reality, the 

mother is simply channeling available resources as effectively 

as possible, out of sheer necessity. 

Many people ask me how I manage to stay on top of it all. All I do, 

quite simply, is become “laser focused” on the most important 

things. I am always “in the moment”. I can deal with some issues 

at breakneck speed. I have become very protective of demands 

on my time. My colleagues have learned that my time is valuable 

and this was an important step forward. They know when they 

come to me they need to be prepared and focused. The whole 

team has improved in efficiency.8
 

This state of “super-energy” allows for children’s immediate 

needs to be addressed (right now, not in a few minutes), as 

part of a mental agenda that flows seamlessly between home 

life and work. Ninety percent of the women who participated 

in the MAAM survey affirmed that motherhood had increa- 

sed the amount of energy they put into everything they do. 
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Being a manager without even knowing it 

 

But where does this extra energy come from? How does 

all this additional work and responsibility, rather than dri- 

ving women crazy, make them stronger and more prepared? 

Maybe it’s because they have a powerful ally: Mother Nature. 

Have you ever wondered what happens inside a woman’s 

brain, when her body changes to make room for another hu- 

man being? Does everything stay the same? Are certain fun- 

ctions diminished, as we are sometimes led to think? The re- 

ality is something else. It has long been known that the brain 

is “plastic”, that it never stops developing - especially during 

particularly stimulating or challenging experiences. 

“There are times in life when there are windows in brain de- 

velopment, when the brain is more plastic than at other ti- 

mes. Motherhood is one of those times.” 9 

In fact, gray matter, which is responsible for selecting and 

transmitting information through the nervous system, incre- 

ases in the mother’s brain after delivery, for a period ranging 

from 2-4 weeks to 3-4 months. And that’s only the start. 

While the first changes in the brain occur during pregnancy, 

it’s immediately after delivery that the rate of change beco- 

mes really remarkable. 

 
A study by Kelly Lambert, a behavioral neuroscientist at the 

Randolph-Macon College in Virginia10, explores enhanced ce- 

rebral functions observed among mother rats (whose brains 

have similar characteristics to those of humans). The rats were 

confronted with complex, dangerous situations, and changes 

in brain activity were linked directly to the maternal state. 

 
• Periaqueductal gray matter increases: similar to our gray 

matter, it serves to elaborate and understand complex si- 

tuations, through an increased capacity for attention. 
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Motherhood as a Master’s 

 

• The willingness to take risks in order to feed their off- 

spring increases, due to increased levels of prolactin and 

oxytocin produced by the hypothalamus. 

 
This same line of research has revealed other significant 

changes in different areas of the maternal brain: 

 
• In the hypothalamus, the central nervous system structu- 

re that regulates endocrine activity, the number and size 

of neurons grows, increasing the production of oxytocin 

and dopamine. Oxytocin, also known as the “relationship 

hormone”, lowers stress and increases trust in others; it 

also heightens feelings of empathy during situation analy- 

sis, influencing generosity in the process. 

• Dopamine levels rise during stressful situations, impro- 

ving attention, short-term memory, goal-oriented beha- 

vior and the ability to go without sleep. 

• In the hippocampus, which deals with the limbic system 

and plays an important role in long-term memory and 

spatial navigation, there is a thickening of the dendri- 

tic spines, which serve to speed up signal transmission 

between different parts of the brain. 

• In the olfactory system, there is neuron growth among 

both mothers and fathers. 

 
These transformations and new connections are caused not 

only by hormones, but also by repetitive behavior. 

“Brain plasticity, through the influence of hormones, men- 

tal stimulation and repetitive behaviors, such as occurs in 

mothers, contributes to the change and development of the 

brain throughout life. New neurons and new connections are 

made all the time”11. 
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Being a manager without even knowing it 

 

The stimuli received from children are also a powerful in- 

fluence on the mother. In responding to these demands, 

mothers must assimilate emotional and cognitive information 

about their offspring, and evaluate competing requests befo- 

re deciding how to act. This process is continual. 

And so the brain learns to “learn”: 

“The mother’s rich emotional life enables the most advanced 

part of the brain “to imagine and simulate” events which have 

yet to occur, in an attempt to discover elements that the more 

instinctive structure knows already. The predictions that the 

mother is capable of thus become increasingly accurate, be- 

cause she has learned the habit of reflection”12. 

 
Constant, intensive nurturing enhances the “paths” used by 

the brain to process stimuli from interpersonal relationships. 

This stems from an improved ability to switch the relevant 

areas on or off, in response to stimuli received from the child. 

Unlike other animals though, a human mother’s reaction is 

not automatic; she can choose whether to be selfless or not, 

and break with instinctive behavior. 

Once we’ve recognized the superpowers at work in a 

mother’s brain, the question remains: how long do these won- 

ders last? Dr. Lambert has the answer: “It seems that the ef- 

fects of motherhood, such as super-perception and brain de- 

velopment, last a very long time, or may even be permanent”13. 
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