
Areas of conflict
Research consistently shows that having 
a new baby puts couple relationships 
under strain. Hearing about other mothers’ 
relationships in the session can help 
women understand their experiences are 
normal. I often quote the finding from a 
study that 92% of parents reported more 
conflict and disagreement after having a 
baby,1 which the group are usually relieved 
to hear. Normalising emotions is at the 
heart of our work as postnatal leaders.

Our discussions usually cover key areas 
that can lead to conflict, such as babycare, 
housework and money. Differences on 
how to bring up the baby can lead to great 
tension. As the facilitator, I encourage 
the group to consider the transition 
to parenthood from their partner’s 
perspective, as well as the unspoken 
assumptions on both sides. It can help 
to bring these out into the open so that 
compromises can be found. I gently guide 
the group towards potential strategies for 
dealing with problem areas. For instance, I 
ask the group to explore how partners can 
and do support each other as new parents 
(e.g. praising each other for the things they 
are doing for the baby). 

I believe that encouraging mothers to keep 
the lines of communication open with 
their partner is a key element in supporting 
relationships. I have found the NCT leaflet 
‘Changes in your relationship after having a 
baby’ an invaluable resource in this respect. 
Drawing upon guidance from Relate,2 this 
advises couples to:

•	 Make time to talk when you’re both 
feeling calm 

•	 Listen and try to understand your 
partner’s perspective

•	 Avoid criticism or blame

We discuss how difficult it can be to talk 
through issues calmly and productively, for 
example, when both partners are feeling 
exhausted and stressed. Sometimes 
mothers will share examples of positive 
conversations, for instance, agreeing a 
compromise on nights out. It is always 
gratifying when a woman comes to the 
next session saying she has had more 
constructive discussions with her partner 
by taking this kind of approach. 

Sex after childbirth
I cover sex after childbirth in my courses, 
because this is an important topic that 
mothers may not discuss otherwise. 
However, it is important to be mindful of 
the potential difficulties these discussions 
might cause.
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at how family relationships change 
when a couple become parents, and 
how postnatal leaders can support 
them through the transition.

Relationships are interwoven throughout 
NCT Early Days courses for new mothers. 
All the issues discussed – such as sleeping, 
crying and approaches to parenting – are 
shaped by family relationships in some 
respect. A woman’s family, her partner and 
her partner’s family can all be important 
influences in a variety of ways. 

Like many postnatal leaders, I devote a 
whole session to relationships. This is later 
on in the course when the group have 
bonded and feel comfortable discussing 
sensitive issues. I usually start with the 
metaphor that having a baby throws the 
different parts of your life up into the air. 
Like a kaleidoscope, the pieces come down 
in different patterns from before. Some 
relationships change positively, some 
negatively, while others are just different. 

Mothers and mothers-in-law usually come in 
for particular attention during this session, 
but much of the discussion focuses on 
partners. In the rest of this article I will focus 
on partner relationships, although I believe 
the same broad principles apply to facilitating 
discussions of family relationships. The 
topic of couple relationships will need to be 
handled sensitively if there are single mothers 
in the group.

I split the group into pairs or threes and 
give them a scenario asking them to advise 
a new parent whose partner is pressuring 
them to have sex eight weeks after having 
the baby. 

This activity has been structured so that 
mothers can disclose as much or as little as 
they would like about their own personal 
situation. When discussions on the scenario 
are debriefed to the whole group, the 
conversations are sometimes very general, but 
in most of the groups I have run women are 
happy to share their experiences and feelings.

There are two key points I make as a 
facilitator. First, although it is common to 
experience discomfort during sex after 
childbirth,3 they should consider seeking 
help if this is the case. Second, there is 
a great deal of variation in when couples 
feel ready to resume sex3 and it is normal 
to want to wait. I also ask the group to 
think about the difference between sex 
and intimacy, and ways in which they can 
maintain intimacy in their relationship. At 
the end of the session, I hand out a printed 
copy of the NCT’s webpage ‘Sex after 
having a baby’.

Early Days courses provide mothers with a 
safe space to reflect upon changes in their 
relationships with their partner (and other 
family members). It can be cathartic to 
offload negative experiences and reassuring 
to know that others are going through 
similar difficulties. The group can also help 
women consider solutions to relationship 
issues. However it is not a therapy group 
and we are not equipped to help mothers 
experiencing serious difficulties in their 
relationships. I therefore provide details 
for Relate, the Couple Connection and the 
Parent Connection to the group. 

The optimistic view that parents can find 
positive ways of managing feelings and 
difficulties4 underpins my facilitation. In 
particular, my work is informed by the hope 
that parenting a child can help strengthen 
and enrich couple relationships.1
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‘Having a baby throws the 
different	parts	of	your	life	up	
into the air. Like a kaleidoscope, 
the pieces come down in 
different	patterns	from	before.’


