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Fathers find 
more ‘family 
time’ means less 
‘couple time’: 
how relationships 
change for 
new parents

Dr Abigail Easter, senior research and 
evaluation officer, and Mary Newburn, 
head of research and quality, 
introduce some early findings from 
NCT’s First 1,000 Days research study, 
starting with first-time fathers’ views 
on the impact of becoming a parent 
on their relationship with their partner. 

The first year after birth is considered to be 
a vulnerable period for couples.1 Changing 
roles, pregnancy and birth, and having a new 
baby to care for can affect how women and 
men feel about their partner. While some 
of the experiences can be enjoyable and 
fulfilling, the many demands and adjustments 
often put a strain on couples. There is 
now strong evidence from prospective 
longitudinal studies that becoming a parent 
is associated with relationship difficulties and 
breakdown.2,3 As many as 92% of parents 
report more conflict and disagreement after 
having a baby.4

Most previous research has focused on 
mothers’ experiences and less is known about 
the perspectives of new fathers.5 
In order to support new parents effectively 
and help them to explore realistic 
expectations of relationship change, it is 
necessary to understand both men’s and 
women’s experiences. 

Couple studies during the transition to 
parenthood have tended to focus on conflict 
or strain. Fewer studies have considered 
the positive effects of having a baby, or the 
resilience that some couples have, both of 
which may provide a buffer for parents from 
relationship conflict or breakdown.1

This article is based on the findings from a 
survey of 296 first-time fathers carried out 
when their babies were on average seven 

and a half months old, as part of NCT’s First 
1,000 Days study funded by Pampers.6 
It describes men’s positive and negative 
experiences of the impact of having a baby 
on their relationship with their partner. We 
will be following them up 12 months later 
when their fatherhood experiences are more 
established. Fathers were asked two open-
ended questions about their relationship with 
their partner, and how it had changed since 
having a baby. Thematic analysis was used to 
analyse their responses.7

Positive changes

In response to the open-ended question, 
‘What are the positive ways that having a baby 
has affected your relationship with 
your partner?’, 230 (78%) fathers wrote about 
their experiences. 
Five key themes were identified: 

1. A closer and stronger bond 

 Almost half of the men (44%) said their 
relationship with their partner was closer as a 
result; a further 19% felt that they now had a 
stronger, or special, bond with their partner, 
which would not as easily be broken.

 ‘It has brought us closer as we’re both in awe 
of this beautiful baby.’ (30 year old)

Although we are married, it has created a 
bond that can never be broken.’ (29 year old)

2. Now we’re a family

 Men frequently described seeing themselves 
as a ‘family unit’ after having a baby rather 
than as a couple (22%). They positively 
enjoyed ‘family time’, involving more time 
at home and ‘days out’ as a family, which 
was described as a source of fulfilment 
and, for some, led to greater appreciation 
of the more limited time available to spend 
together as a couple.

 ‘I feel that we are now complete as a family 
unit.’ (38 year old)

 ‘Love spending time as a family.’ (31 year old)

3. Shared focus in life

 Some fathers (15%) felt that having a baby 
had given them and their partner a shared 
focus or goal. They described ‘sharing 
responsibly’ with their partner, ‘greater team 
work’ and ’better communication’. Some men 
highlighted having more to talk about with 
their partner.

 ‘We have a combined interest in our little 
angel that gives us purpose.’ (40 year old)

 4. Greater love and respect

 One in 10 men said they had developed a 
greater appreciation or love for their partner 
as a result of seeing them pregnant, giving 
birth and (or) being a mother.

 ‘I have a greater level of respect for my 
partner, with regards to her resolve and 
dedication.’ (32 year old)

 5. Happier and more fulfilled

A small proportion of fathers (6%) reported 
feeling happier and more fulfilled, with 
a greater appreciation of life. Some (8%) 
emphasised enjoying time spent with their 
baby and watching him grow. 

 ’It has been the last piece of the jigsaw in 
our married life together. It has given us 
fulfilment in our relationship together. We 
enjoy bringing up [our baby] and seeing [him] 
develop.’ (44 year old)

Less positive and negative changes 

Fathers were also asked, ‘What are the less 
positive (or negative) ways that having a 
baby has affected your relationship with 
your partner?’ In total, 226 fathers (76%) 
responded. Among responders, most 
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way couples communicate is an important 
factor in their experience of relationship 
changes.9,13 Bolstering good communication 
between couples as they become parents, as 
well as preparing them for the changes they 
may experience, are crucial to supporting 
parents during the First 1,000 Days. 
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described both positive and negative changes, 
but 6% described only positives, and 4% only 
negative changes.

Five less positive or negative themes 
were identified: 

1. Lack of time

Around half of the men (53%) felt that a lack 
of time was having a negative impact on their 
relationship, particularly less ‘couple time’ 
(38%). Less ‘leisure time’ (11%), less ‘quiet time’ 
for themselves (2%) and a general lack of time 
to get things done (2%), were also mentioned. 

 ‘It’s made it difficult to have time just as “us”, 
like before we had a baby.’ (37 year old)

2. Lack of sleep and increased tiredness

 Almost a fifth (19%) of fathers found less sleep 
and more tiredness, for them or their partner, 
affected their moods and behaviour. This was 
a major cause of conflict and impacted on a 
couple’s relationship.

‘[Lack of] sleep has made it difficult to cope 
sometimes as it becomes more stressful to 
manage everything as a result.’ (35 year old)

3. Less intimacy and sex

 A fifth of fathers (21%) also talked about less 
intimacy with their partner or less frequent 
sex since having a baby. They often attributed 
this to less time and energy or more tiredness. 
Sleeping arrangements, such as bed-sharing 
with their baby or sleeping in a different bed 
from their partner also had an impact. A very 
small proportion of fathers (2%) said that ‘birth 
trauma’ or their partner’s negative body image 
since having a baby contributed to decreased 
intimacy. Interestingly, many fathers who said 
they had less intimacy or sex with their partner 
also emphasised that a closer bond had 
developed. One 26-year-old father described 
feeling ‘closer than ever, now I see her as a 
mature sexy woman’, despite ‘barely any sleep 
time, or cuddle time’. 

4. Couple disagreements and arguments

 Almost a quarter (23%) felt that since 
having a baby there had been an increase 
in disagreements or arguments with 
their partner, which had put strain on 
their relationship. Some described how 
disagreements were over ‘silly little things’ or 
‘nothing’, while others felt that having a baby 
had created more stresses and challenges over 
fundamental concerns such as family finances 
or employment. Men sometimes described 
less equality between them and their partner 
as she was the main carer. 

‘Less sex, more arguing about whose turn it is 
to get up and take care of the crying infant at 
4am.’  (35 year old)

Some said that they, or their partner, had 
become more grumpy, irritable or lacking in 

patience since having a baby. One father, who 
also felt that having a baby had brought him 
and his partner closer together, said: ‘Lack of 
sleep leads to irritability and a short fuse.’ 
(27 year old)

5. A focus on ‘the baby’

A small number of fathers (6%) said their 
relationship had been negatively influenced 
by their baby becoming the ‘focus of the 
attention’. 

My wife gives more time for the baby.’  
(32 year old)

 Another father, who said it was a ‘miracle 
to have a baby’ and a ‘great thing’ to ‘share 
with the love of your life’, also spoke more 
sorrowfully about the focus on the baby.

‘You give up everything you know and have  
to make room for the baby. (39 year old)

Discussion 

Previous research suggests that men and 
women often do not feel prepared for the 
changes to their couple relationship following 
the birth of their baby, and has identified a 
need for additional support to help parents 
explore this.8,9,10

This study shows that men welcome many 
aspects of their changed lives and experience 
positive developments in their relationship 
with their partner, though there are significant 
stresses too. The findings reinforce and add 
to what we learned from an earlier NCT study 
of first-time mothers and fathers.11 Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, when couples have less time 
to invest in nurturing their relationship, new 
financial pressures and the fatigue of broken 
nights, they argue more. These factors have 
been identified as contributing to relationship 
breakdown. In contrast, pre-pregnancy 
relationship satisfaction and strong support 
networks, as well as a low-demanding baby 
have been found to be protective.1

The positive themes of feeling more closely 
bonded as a couple with a shared focus in 
life and mutual enjoyment of the baby are 
consistent with the ideal of the ‘good involved 
father’ described by Miller.12 

Some of the men, it seemed, were resilient in 
the face of less ‘couple time’ and decreased 
intimacy, as demonstrated by the majority 
of fathers who described both positive and 
negative changes to their relationship. 
Although they missed the closeness they had 
previously enjoyed, there were compensations, 
including a deeper sense of love and respect 
for their partner and enjoyment of their 
baby. These findings emphasise that men 
experience a more complex shift in the 
dynamics of their relationship with their 
partner during the first year of fatherhood, 
rather than simply a decline or breakdown. The 
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Helpline cards
Included in this issue is a sheet of NCT 
helpline cards, which you might like to 
give out to parents in your area.

Free Helpline
0800 845 8450


