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Background  

NCT is conducting a mixed-methods longitudinal research study of first-time mothers’ and 

fathers’ experiences and attitudes during the first two years following the birth of their baby. 

The work is designed to inform NCT’s role within the First 1,000 Days of parenthood and a 

child’s life. The First 1,000 Days describes the time from the start of pregnancy to a child’s 

second birthday.  

The study is broad-ranging, designed to provide a picture of the key dimensions of the 

needs, concerns, attitudes and experiences of parents of different ages and from a range of 

different social and ethnic backgrounds. 

To understand more about life as a new first-time parent during this time the study focuses 

on two time-points: one during their baby’s first year, the other 12 months later. Mothers and 

fathers are being invited to provide information as part of the study when their babies are 6-9 

months old and will be followed up when their babies are around 18-21 months old. 

 

  



Aims of the First 1,000 Days study 

This study aims to investigate first-time mothers and fathers’ experiences during the first two 

years following the birth of their baby, and to compare how attitudes and experiences remain 

similar or change in the second year compared to the first. There is an established literature 

on women’s experiences of pregnancy, birth and the early postnatal period, and a growing 

body of evidence about how fathers experience these aspects of the transition into 

parenthood.  

Less has been written about the period from six to 24 months, the stage when babies 

become more self-aware, more mobile and start eating family foods. It is also the stage 

when each family moves on from maternity leave and parental leave to consider work-life 

balance and childcare, and issues about styles of ‘parenting’ and become increasingly 

pertinent. The research takes a broad approach to investigating the transition to parenthood 

and covers a range of inter-related aspects of family life and parenting. 

The overall aims of the First 1,000 Days study are: 

1. to investigate the experiences, attitudes and concerns of first-time mothers and 

fathers living within the UK 

 

2. to investigate how experiences, attitudes and the behavioural or emotional 

‘outcomes’ measured change or remain similar in the second year compared to the 

first 

 

3. to explore some key domains of the transition to parenthood based on previous 

literature, including: returning to paid employment and division of household labour, 

infant sleep, parent and infant patterns of play, attachment and bonding, infant 

weaning, parents’ health and wellbeing, and parenting concerns 

  



Research methods 

Study design 

This First 1,000 Days study utilises a longitudinal mixed methods research design.  

In the first phase of the study, focus groups were undertaken with groups of parents (four 

groups of first-time mothers and one group of first-time fathers) when their babies were 6-9 

months. The same group of parents were invited to take part in a follow up focus groups one 

year later when their babies were 18-21 months. The overall aim of the focus groups was to 

gain a broad understanding of the transition to parenthood among first-time mothers and 

fathers, which would inform the development of two questionnaires.  

In this second phase, first-time mothers and fathers were recruited and asked to complete 

an online questionnaire about their experiences and attitudes towards parenthood 6-9 

months after their babies were born. The same parents will be invited to complete a second 

online questionnaire when their babies are between 18-21 months. 

Questionnaire development 

To ensure that the First 1,000 Days study is driven by issues that are important to parents 

and grounded within current research literature and policy, the 6-9 month online survey was 

developed from three sources:  

 Themes and issues generated from focus groups with first-time parents at 6-9 

months;  

 Four key domains identified by the Department of Health in the ‘Preparation for Birth 

and Beyond Framework’: Changes for me and us, caring for our baby and our 

developing child, how it feels being a parent, parent’s health and wellbeing; 

 Social sciences literature on the transition to parenthood and becoming a 

mother/father. 

Survey questions and validated scales 

A review of the literature was undertaken to identify validated and reliable measures within 

each of the questionnaire domains. Validated and reliable scales and questions were used if 

they were available and suitable for the study. 

 

If validated and reliable questions were not available from previous research studies 

questions were developed by the research team. The final questionnaire was produced in 

SurveyMonkey following: 1) review of the questionnaire by the First 1,000 Days study 

steering committee and research advisors and 2) a pilot of the questionnaire with first-time 

parents (described below).  

Pilot study 

The 6-9 month questionnaire was piloted with parents who had registered to receive 

information from NCT via Pampers Village (described below) with due dates between 



September and December 2012 (n=7489). After removing contacts with invalid email 

addresses or those who requested no further contact from NCT (n=120), 6942 mothers and 

427 fathers were invited to complete the online pilot questionnaire. 

The purpose of the pilot investigation is to establish: 

1. Any errors in the survey instruments and online survey procedures  

2. The feasibility and success of the recruitment methods  

3. Parents’ willingness to respond  

4. The demographic characteristics of the parents  

Complete responses were received from 255 mothers and 210 fathers to the pilot 

questionnaire. Findings from the pilot were discussed with the study steering group and 

revisions were made, where necessary, to the questionnaire and recruitment methods. 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Inclusion criteria: All first-time parents from databases (described below) providing valid 

email address, with a baby estimated to be between 6-9 months old, were eligible for 

inclusion in the online questionnaire. 

Exclusion criteria: Parents under the age of 18, parents that had previous children or a child 

older or younger than 5-11 months were excluded from the First 1,000 Days study. Since the 

questionnaire was presented in English, participants unable to understand and write English 

at a sufficient level were not included.   

Recruitment of participants 

In order to recruit a diverse sample of parents to take part in the online survey, which were 

broadly representative of the UK as a whole, a list of names and email addresses was 

generated from two main sources: 

1. Pampers village data 

Pampers village is on online community for new parents. Parents register for Pampers 

village on their website (https://www.pampers.co.uk/registration) to receive newsletters and 

updates from Pampers. NCT holds contact data on parents that have registered for Pampers 

Village and opted to receive information from NCT. 

All eligible parents that opted to be contacted by NCT, with a due date between February 

and April 2013, were invited to take part in the First 1,000 Days study. In total, 4314 mothers 

and 243 fathers from the Pampers village data were contacted to take part in the study. 

  

https://www.pampers.co.uk/registration


2. Pampers electronic direct mailout 

Findings from the pilot study indicated that it was necessary to send the questionnaire out to 

a larger number of parents in order to recruit a more substantial number of parents for the 

main study. 

In order to reach a larger number of parents an electronic direct mailout (EDM) was sent 

from Pampers to all parents on their database with a baby between 4-6 months (n=120,306), 

inviting them to register to take part in the First 1,000 Days study. These parents were 

directed to an online registration from for the study.  

Parents meeting the inclusion criteria were invited to take part in the study and complete the 

online questionnaire. Overall, 3780 parents registered for the First 1,000 Day Study via the 

Pampers EDM; 1539 were excluded as they did not meet the inclusion criteria for the study, 

were duplicate registrations or had invalid email addresses. As a result 2226 eligible mothers 

and 15 eligible fathers were invited to complete the online questionnaire. 

Data collection methods 

All eligible participants received an email containing information about the First 1,000 Days 

study and inviting them to complete an online questionnaire. The questionnaire was 

administered online through SurveyMonkey and the invitation email to parents contained 

individual links to the questionnaire.  

As fewer fathers’ contact details were provided it was also necessary to ask mothers who 

were willing to participate to invite the father of their baby to complete the fathers’ version of 

the online questionnaire. Therefore, mothers were also sent a link to the fathers’ 

questionnaire and asked to forward it to the father of their baby.  

Ethical considerations 

The research was designed and conducted in accordance with the Social Research 
Association’s research procedures.  

 

Parents were provided with a detailed information sheet about the research and required to 

provide consent prior to completing the questionnaire. In order to preserve parents’ 

confidentiality and anonymity, parents completing the questionnaire were assigned a unique 

identifying number.   

All data will be analysed at a group level and no individual parents will be named in the 

presentation of results. 

  



Participant characteristics 

Response to the survey 

Men 

In total, 866 eligible mothers completed the 6-9 months questionnaire; 646 were recruited via 

the EDM from Pampers and 220 were recruited from Pampers village data. A total of 516 

mothers were recruited during the first wave of data collection (in October to November 

2013) and 350 mothers were recruited during the second wave of data collection in 

(November to December 2013). 

Women 

The fathers’ 6-9 month questionnaire was completed by 296 eligible fathers; 123 were 

recruited via the EDM and 77 fathers through Pampers Village. A total of 12 fathers 

completed the questionnaire directly and 284 fathers were recruited via mothers email 

addresses 

Participant characteristics 

The following tables highlight the characteristics and socio-demographic status of the 

parents that took part in the First 1,000 Days 6-9 month questionnaire.  

In order to explore the representativeness of the data, and the similarity between the parents 

involved in the First 1,000 Days study and the general population, participant characteristics 

are compared to data from the Office of National Statistics (ONS) where comparable data 

exists. The ONS is the UK government’s single largest statistical producer and compiles 

information about the UK’s society and economy. 

In order to provide the most accurate comparison group, for the purpose of this report 

information is presented on parents (and specifically first time parents) where this 

information is available from ONS birth-register statistics. Where comparable parent data is 

not available through ONS information presented is derived from the 2011 UK census and 

therefore reflects the UK population as a whole. When comparing the First 1,000 Days study 

sample to the 2011 census data it is important to bear in mind there will be some important 

distinctions between the general population and a sample of first time parents. 

  



Table 1: Age of parents and babies 

 Mothers Mothers 

ONS 2011 

Fathers Fathers 

ONS 2011 

Parents’ age: mean years (s.d.) 30.8 (5.3) 29.7 32.8 (5.9) 32.6 

Babies’ age: mean months (s.d.) 7.9 (1.3) - 7.7 (1.3) - 

Babies’ sex: n(%) male 465 (53.5) 51.3 164 (55.4) - 

s.d. = standard deviation 

As shown in table 1, mothers had a mean age of 30.8 years and fathers had a mean age of 

32.6. The age of mothers and fathers taking part in the study and gender split of their infants 

was broadly similar to the age of parents included in the ONS statistics on live births in 2012.  

Table 2: Parents grouped age compared to ONS 

 Mothers 

n (%) 

Mothers ONS 

2012  

% 

Fathers 

n (%) 

Fathers ONS 

2012  

% 

Under 20 17 (2.0) 5 3 (10.0) 2.5 

20-24 years 90 (10.4) 18 17 (5.7) 11 

25-29 years 220 (25.4) 27 65 (22.0) 21 

30-34 years 327 (37.8) 28 107 (36.1) 28 

35-39 years 162 (18.7) 16 61 (20.6) 10 

40 or over 50 (5.8) 4 43 (1.6) 4.5 

 

The distribution of parents’ age was broadly similar to parents included in 2012 ONS data, 

although the youngest parents were under represented, particularly those aged under 20 

years and those aged 20-24. Those taking part in the First 1,000 Days study were more 

likely to be between the ages of 25-39. Compared to the data from ONS, there were also 

fewer fathers over 40 years in the study. The study excluded parents under the age of 18, 

which would account in small part for differences between the current study and the ONS 

samples. Furthermore, the ages of parents taken from ONS data include all parents giving 

birth in 2012, rather than first-time parents as is the case with the First 1,000 Days study 

sample. Therefore, the parents in the ONS sample are likely to be older than first-time 

parents in the general population. 

 

  



Table 3: Parents’ highest level of education 

 Mothers 

n (%) 

Fathers 

n (%) 

ONS 2011  

% 

No formal qualifications 13 (1.5) 9 (3.0) 22.7 

GCSE/O Level or equivalent 137 (15.8) 73 (24.7) 28.6 

Apprenticeships 19 (2.2) 17 (5.7) 3.6 

AS/A Level or equivalent 196 (22.6) 44 (14.9) 12.3 

Higher/Postgraduate Education  501 (57.9) 133 (45.2) 27.2 

Other 0 20 (6.8) 5.7 

 

When asked about their highest level of education, fewer parents in the First 1,000 Days 

study had no formal qualifications compared to the ONS census data including all adults 

over the age of 16 years. Conversely, more parents had completed higher or further 

education. Mothers in the First 1,000 Days study tended to be more highly educated than 

fathers. The study questionnaire asked about GCSE qualifications without specifying A-C 

grades or A-E grades. Only A-C grades are equivalent to O level. However, the current study 

is underrepresented in parents with both no qualifications and the lowest recorded level of 

qualifications.  

Table 4: Parents’ place of birth 

 Mothers  

n (%) 

Fathers 

n (%) 

ONS 2012  

% 

Born in the UK 725 (83.7) 243 (82.1) 87 

Born outside the UK 114 (16.3) 53 (17.9) 13 

 

Table 5: Parents' Ethnicity 

 Mothers  

n (%) 

Fathers  

n (%) 

ONS 2011 

% 

White 776 (89.8) 258 (87.2) 86.0 

Mixed/Multiple ethnic groups 20 (2.3) 7 (2.4) 2.2 

Asian or Asian British 36(4.2) 26 (8.8) 7.5 

Black or Black British 21(2.4) 2 (0.7) 3.3 

Other ethnic background 11(1.3) 3 (1.0) 1.0 

As shown in tables 4, parents’ place of birth and ethnicity was comparable to data from the 

ONS 2012 birth register statistics.  In terms of ethnicity, mothers in the study were slightly 

less like be from an Asian ethnic background compared to the 2011 census data (ONS) and 



fathers from Black or Black British backgrounds were less represented in the First 1,000 

Days study. 

Parents’ country of residence and regional distribution are shown in tables 6 and 7. The 

majority of mothers (85.1%) and fathers (87.8%) were living in England. Regional distribution 

of the parents responding was comparable to regional distribution in the 2011 census (ONS).  

Table 6: Parents’ country of residence 

 Mothers  

n (%) 

Fathers 

 n (%) 

England 737 (85.1) 260 (87.8) 

Wales 40 (4.6) 12 (4.1) 

Scotland 66 (7.6) 16 (5.4) 

Northern Ireland 22 (2.5) 7 (2.4) 

Other 1 (0.1) 1 (0.3) 

 

Table 7: Regional distribution of parents living in England 

 Mothers 

n (%) 

Fathers 

n (%) 

ONS 

2012 % 

North West  93 (12.6) 27 (10.3) 13.4 

North East  34 (4.6) 12 (4.6) 4.9 

Yorkshire and the Humber 60 (8.2) 21 (8.0) 9.9 

West Midlands 71 (9.6) 24 (9.2) 8.5 

East Midlands 62 (8.4) 32 (12.2) 10.5 

East of England 58 (7.9) 20 (7.6) 11.0 

London 102 (13.9) 41 (15.6) 15.5 

South East England 159 (21.6) 51( 19.5) 16.3 

South West England 97 (13.2) 34 (13.0) 9.98 

 

Table 8: Relationship status of parents 

 Mothers  

n (%) 

Fathers  

n (%) 

In a relationship 815 (94.1) 292 (98.6) 

Lone parents 51(5.9) 7 (2.4) 

 

  



The majority of mothers (94.1%) and fathers (98.6%) said they were in a relationship. Lone-

mothers were younger than mothers that were in a relationship and the mean age of lone 

mothers was 27.7 years, compared to a mean age of 31.0 years for mothers that were in a 

relationship. Similarly, lone fathers were younger (mean age of 28.4 years) compared to 

fathers that were in a relationship (mean age 32.9 years). 

In the 2011 census 7.2%of all households consisted of lone parents with dependent 

children. Therefore, the study population is slightly underrepresented by lone parents. 

Five (0.6%) mothers and 4 (1.4%) fathers in the study sample reported being in a same sex 

relationship.   

In conclusion, the parents taking part in the First 1,000 Days study are broadly 

representative of the UK general population in terms of age, ethnicity, country of birth and 

current living location, though younger parents and those with no qualifications or GCSEs as 

their highest qualification were less likely to be represented. The majority of large population-

based cohort studies have a sample that is biased towards parents that are more highly 

educated and under-representative of young parents. Online surveys may increase this long-

standing tendency. 
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