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During 2013-2014, NCT’s Research and Quality 
Department conducted 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. 
Men and women were invited to complete online 
questionnaires at two time-points: one during 
their baby’s first year (6-9 months), the other one 
year later (18-21 months), following eight focus 
groups to inform the survey design. 

In line with the focus of Pampers’ campaign, 
the report focuses particularly on babies’ and 
toddlers’ sleep and play, and how parents’ 
experience and express their love for their child. 
It also includes findings on parental attitudes 
during the first two years of parenthood.  

Study participants
In total, 869 first-time mothers and 296 first-time 
fathers responded in full to the first questionnaire 
when their babies were on average eight months old. 
Of these parents, 423 mothers (53%) and 60 fathers 
(20%) responded in full to the second questionnaire 
when their child was on average 21 months old.

For a full description of the characteristics and 
representativeness of the study participants please 
see the full report.

The First 1,000 Days study
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LOVE: Caring for babies as they 
become toddlers
In order to explore parent-child relationships during 
the first two years three aspects of the caring 
relationship were explored: provision of physical care 
during the first two years, the rewards of being the 
parent of a toddler and parents’ experiences of and 
responses to toddler behaviour.

Physical care during the first two years
There was a strong message from both men and 
women that mothers took the lead on their babies’ 
and toddlers’ feeding, bathing, care at night and 
nappy-changing.

• While there seemed to be a small shift towards 
fathers doing more in the second year, on the 
whole, patterns set in the first year persisted, and 
over half of the women said they did all or most of 
these caring activities across both years.

• Men indicated a greater degree of involvement 
in practical child caring tasks than the women 
suggested. For example, two thirds of men 
(67%) reported equally sharing the responsibility 
for responding to their baby during the night, 
compared to 45% of women.

• Women who were in full-time employment at 21 
months were significantly more likely to say that 
they shared feeding, nappy changing and bathing 
their baby equally with their partner. 

Rewards of being the parent of a toddler
When asked about the most rewarding aspects of 
being a parent, mothers and fathers described how 
their relationship with their child had developed  
and strengthened as their child became more 
mobile and able to communicate. Four key  
themes encompassed changes to the  
parent-child relationship: 

1.  Witnessing development – “I love the 
development of his language and to see him 
trying to achieve independence.”

2.  Expressions of love – “Him telling me he  
loves me.”

3.  Easier communication – “She can tell me  
what she wants and it makes everything so  
much easier.”

4.  Enjoyment of life – “I love seeing him laughing.”
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Child development and behaviour
When asked about their attitudes to toddler 
development and behaviour at 21 months:

• Around three quarters of mothers and fathers 
(74% and 73%, respectively) seemed to 
have a similar outlook, feeling that difficult 
behaviour, such as tantrums, could be managed 
by understanding child development, using 
distractions and setting boundaries 

• Some gender differences in parents’ 
understanding and interpretation of toddler 
behaviour were apparent:

• Mothers were more likely to feel that toddlers 
have tantrums as a way of expressing difficult 
emotions (92% vs. 83% of fathers) and 
that having an understanding about child 
development could help parents know how 
to respond to more difficult aspects of child 
behaviour (96% vs 88% of fathers). 

• Fathers more frequently agreed that young 
children have tantrums to get what they 
want from parents (68% vs. 50% of mothers) 
and were somewhat more inclined to think 
smacking a toddler helped them to behave 
appropriately (13% vs 10% of mothers).  

SLEEP: Patterns of sleep and waking 
in the first two years
From a parent’s perspective, sleep, or rather lack of 
sleep, is one of the most pertinent and frequently 
discussed aspects of life with a new baby.

Sleeping arrangements
When couples have a baby one of the first decisions 
to make is where their baby will sleep. During the 
First 1,000 Days study parents were asked about 
their child’s sleeping arrangements. 

• At both eight and 21 months babies were most 
frequently sleeping in a cot in a separate room 
(67% in the first year and 70% in the second year). 

• By 21 months there was a decrease in the 
proportion of mothers reporting that their baby 
slept in a cot in the same room as them (from 24% 
to 7%). 

• Socio-economic factors appeared to affect where 
toddlers were sleeping in the second year and 
lower income families were three and a half times 
more likely to report that their child slept in a 
cot in their bedroom at 21 months compared to 
mothers in the higher-income group (17% vs 5%).
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• The proportion of mothers who reported bed-
sharing remained consistent across the first two 
years, and in response to both questionnaires 
around a quarter of mothers said that during a 
typical week they bed-shared with their baby for 
all or some of the night.

• Up to 1 in 10 mothers reported that their baby 
or child slept with them throughout the night at 
eight and 21 months (7% and 10%, respectively).

• Disruptions to routine by teething or childhood 
illness, parental employment demands and lack of 
space were key factors affecting where toddlers 
slept at 21 months.

Patterns of infant sleep
In order to explore babies’ patterns of sleep as they 
became toddlers, parents were asked about the 
amount of time their baby spent sleeping and waking 
and any difficulties or concerns they had about their 
child’s sleep.

• Between the first and second year there was a 
small increase in the number of hours mothers 
reported their baby sleeping during the night 
(from 10.4 to 10.8 hours) and a decrease in 
daytime naps (from 2.4 to 1.6 hours).

• Compared to reports at eight months, at 21 
months mothers reported that their babies were 
waking less often. On average mothers said they 
were being woken half as many times during the 
night (overall, mean number of wakings was down 
from 1.5 to 0.8 times per night), and durations of 
wakefulness were shorter (from 46 to 23 minutes), 
between the hours of 7pm-7am.

• There was a 20% increase in the number of 
mothers saying that their baby slept through the 
night without waking from 7pm-7am (from 30% 
to 50%). 

• However, half of all mothers said their baby was 
still waking one or more times during the night at 
21 months. Most frequently this was once (28%) 
or twice (13%) and few children were waking more 
than three times at this older age. 

Sleep difficulties
• The proportion of mothers reporting that their 

baby had sleep difficulties remained remarkably 
consistent between eight and 21 months.

• In both the first and second year, 30% of mothers 
considered their baby to have either a small or 
serious ‘sleep problem’, and the remaining 70% 
did not view their child’s sleep as a problem. 
Overall, 2% of mothers in both year one and  
year two considered their child had a serious 
sleep problem. 

Parents’ attitudes to infant sleep
In the second survey parents were asked how much 
they agreed with three attitude statements about 
young children’s sleep and bedtime behaviours.

• Men and women held different attitudes about 
toddlers’ place of sleeping in the second year:

• Fathers were more likely than mothers to 
agree that ‘it is good for parents’ relationship 
if young children sleep in their own bedroom’ 
(90% vs 78%); 

• Mothers were more likely to say that ‘bed-
sharing is a convenient way to help children 
get back to sleep if they wake during the night’ 
(37% vs. 22%). 

• The proportion of mothers reporting that ‘it is 
good for parents’ relationship if babies sleep in 
their own bedroom’ increased from 61% in the 
first year to 78% in the second year. 

• The proportion of parents agreeing that they felt 
tired during the day because their baby disturbs 
their sleep at night had reduced in the second 
year (from 45% to 29% among mothers and from 
21% to 13% among fathers).
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PLAY: The development of  
parent-infant play
Parents’ experiences of playing with  
their infants
In both surveys mothers and fathers were asked 
to estimate how many hours they played with their 
baby during a typical week.

• Overall, there appeared to be a decrease in the 
number of reported hours that mothers and 
fathers said that they spent playing with their 
baby in the second year compared to the first:

• The percentage of mothers saying they played 
30-39 hours per week was down from 27% to 
19%, and those who said they played for 40 or 
more hours had also fallen (from 13% to 7%).

• During the second year, a large minority of 
fathers said they played with their toddler for 
less than 10 hours a week (44% compared with 
18% in year one).

• The amount of time mothers reported playing 
with their baby was associated with their socio-
economic status and working arrangements:

• Over half (55%) of all women who were not 
employed played with their toddler for more 
than 30 hours per week compared to less  
than a fifth (17%) of mothers who worked  
full-time hours. 

Daily activities with toddlers, limitations and 
ways round them
Mothers and fathers were asked whether anything 
restricted the play activities they shared with their 
toddler, and if there were restrictions whether there 
were any ways of overcoming them.

• Mothers referred to: the impact of winter 
weather, physical restrictions due to being 
pregnant, having a new baby as well as a toddler, 
or (less frequently) poor health of themselves 
or their child, a tight family budget, limited time 
(often associated with juggling work and home 
responsibilities), and limited space and facilities at 
home or in the neighbourhood.

• Being creative and engaging the support of 
family and friends were very important ways of 
extending opportunities.

• Over half of fathers said that lack of time 
restricted what they were able to do with their 
child. This was cited almost three times more 
frequently than any other factor.

• Financial constraints and poor weather were 
restrictions; both were mentioned by a fifth of  
the fathers.

Patterns of television watching and  
parental attitudes

• As the babies in this study became toddlers, there 
was a four-fold increase in the proportion of 
mothers reporting their child ‘enjoyed watching 
children’s television programmes’ (from 21% to 
80%), and an increase from 35% to 82%  
among fathers.

• In line with this change there was an overall 
increase in the amount of television that children 
were watching:
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• By 21 months half as many mothers said that 
their baby spent less than 1 hour watching 
television during a typical day (34%) compared 
to the first year (69%). 

• By contrast the number of women reporting 
that their baby watched 1-2 hours or 3-4  
hours of television per day doubled in the 
second year. 

• During the second year, parents appeared to 
be making more of a conscious effort to limit 
the amount of time their child spent actively 
watching television: 

• The number of mothers and fathers who 
agreed that they ‘limited the amount of 
television that their baby/child watched’ 
increased (from 64% to 71% among mothers 
and from 60% to 78% among fathers). 

• Socio-economic status was associated with the 
amount of television that toddlers were watching 
and with mothers’ attitudes towards television in 
the second year:

• Women in lower income households were 
more likely to report that their child watched 
five or more hours of television per week (7% 
vs 4%), and less likely to report they watched 
television for less than one hour per week 
(25% vs 37%).

• Compared to women in the ‘higher-income 
group’ those in the ‘lower-income’ group 
were significantly more likely to say that 
they ‘usually have the television on in the 
background (71% vs 52%) and that their child 

‘watches television while playing’ (36% vs 26%). 

Conclusions
The findings highlight changes in parental 
experiences and babies’ behaviour as they 
become toddlers, and the influence that this has 
on the parent-child relationship. The report also 
identifies some interesting differences in men’s and 
women’s roles and attitudes during the transition 
to parenthood and how socio-economic factors, 
such as employment and household income, are 
associated with parents’ experiences and behaviours.

Key conclusions from the findings of this report 
suggest that as babies become toddlers:

• Child development and communication  
is rewarding and important for  
parent-child relationships.

• Patterns of infant sleep and wakening become 
more settled, but some difficulties and parental 
concerns persist.

• Women remain the primary carer of their toddler, 
despite the vast majority having returned to  
paid employment.

• Men’s aspirations of being an ‘involved father’ are 
restricted in practice.

• Parents have less time to play and interact with 
their toddlers and feel restricted by a range  
of factors.

• Use of television and modern technology 
increases, although parents seek to limit their 
toddlers’ access.
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