
A new baby brings the most profound
change to a couple’s relationship than
any other relationship developmental
stage. New roles have to be learned and
new relationships developed. Cowan and
Cowan’s research1 related to this
transition to parenthood has shown how
marital satisfaction tends to decrease
and conflict tends to increase after the
birth of the first child.

Adapting to a new role
Couples are often unprepared for how
the first baby will affect their relationship.
The individual needs of the couple
change after the baby arrives. Mum can
become a preoccupied parent as she
tries to integrate her new role as a
mother into her life. Acknowledging and
accepting this new role can be
demanding physically, mentally and
emotionally. She may find herself with
little energy left for her partner, which
can lead to dad feeling unattended to. He
may then take a ‘step back’ and leave
mum feeling unsupported.

During antenatal classes and drop-ins,
NCT specialist workers have
opportunities to prepare women and
men for the kinds of changes that are

common when a first baby joins the
family. Before the baby arrives,
discussion of different scenarios can help
them think in advance and about how
they and their partner may feel about
various aspects of early parenthood.

Activities used in antenatal classes
may include encouraging single-sex
groups to consider the daily routine of
their partner once baby has arrived.
Recognising the emotions that may arise
and considering the others’ feelings can
help couples begin to think about the
changes in their relationship. This may
encourage them to consider strategies
to overcome these feelings. Within the
breastfeeding session, the breastfeeding
counsellor can discuss how dad can
support mum if she is breastfeeding.

A time of celebration
The group’s postnatal reunion is
generally a time of celebration. This is
also a valuable opportunity to remind
parents that it is common to feel
stressed. An activity discussing
expectations and reality of the early days
can help parents acknowledge that
sometimes the reality is not as blissful.

In all-women postnatal groups, it is
common for new mums to talk about
their relationships with their partners.
The postnatal leader will encourage the
group to share their experiences and
acknowledge that it is common to feel
dissatisfied. Through discussion the
postnatal leader would encourage the
mums to ‘unpick their issues’. For
example, a mum may comment that her
partner’s life hasn’t changed since having

the baby and the irritation that she feels
could be shared with the group. One of
the root causes of this feeling could be
her frustration that her life has changed
immeasurably and she is feeling anxious
about her self-identity.

Within the safe environment of
facilitated NCT sessions, where clear
ground rules of confidentiality have been
set, a specialist worker can encourage
discussion about a decrease in
relationship satisfaction. We do not need
to fix any problems shared with us, but
through considered discussion and using
reflective listening skills we can help
parents to consider strategies to
minimise the effect of these problems.

Contact info@oneplusone.org.uk for
more information.
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Antenatal class

• When teachers and breastfeeding
counsellors find ways to
normalise the stresses and strain
of becoming parents and learning
a whole new way of being, new
skills, and all on short rations of
sleep, that makes it easier for
parents to share their
experiences openly, yet safely.

• Encourage the dad to take an
active part in caring for the baby.
Tell the couple the importance of
observing and talking, about, and
to, the baby. Explain how the baby
will be learning all the time, about
her parents and her new
environment. 

• Encourage the couple not to
forget their bond to one another.
They need to plan time together
to relax and talk. Accept offers of
help from family and friends. 

The ‘chocolate cake’ exercise

Couples are split into single-sex
groups and read a ‘day in the life’ of a
dad (up early, off to work, worrying
about mum and baby, no lunch,
stressful commute home) and mum
(baby feeding and crying all day,
mum tired and trying to complete
housework, baby unsettled).

The groups are encouraged to
consider how they would feel when
dad gets home and he finds mum sat
down eating chocolate cake in a
messy house with a sleeping baby
(the first time she has managed to sit
down all day and eat something).

‘In all-women postnatal
groups, it is common for
new mums to talk about
their relationships with
their partners.’


