
This article is the second in a series
reporting the results of the evaluation of
NCT antenatal courses. First results,
reported in October, showed that at the
end of the antenatal course the majority
of pregnant women said they felt well
prepared and confident about the
forthcoming birth and a third said that
they felt confident about feeding and life
with a baby.1 However, many women
acknowledged that the reality of
motherhood and having a baby to look
after would probably be different from
what they anticipated or had prepared
for, so their degree of reported
confidence was tempered by this
awareness. 

Here we report results from the
follow-up survey, conducted when the
women had been mothers for around
three months. It focuses on the women’s
experiences of becoming a mother, and
how well prepared they had felt. By this
time some of the immediate health
problems associated with pregnancy and
birth, as well as initial di!culties, have
been resolved, but women are still able
to reflect back on how the early weeks
felt for them.

The transition to motherhood
Having a new baby for the first time is a
life-changing event with an impact on
women’s feeling of identity and
responsibility. Schumacher has helped to
elucidate the complexity of life cycle
changes identifying six conditions that
influence the way these transitions are
experienced: the meanings they carry,
expectations, level of knowledge and
skill, the environment, level of planning
and emotional and physical well-being.2

NCT antenatal courses aim to prepare
women and men for these changes by
offering opportunities for interactive
learning with other first-time parents, the
support of a diploma-trained teacher and
evidence-based information on a core
curriculum and topics that parents
choose to discuss. The courses introduce

local parents to one another and create a
framework within which they have the
opportunity to become a supportive
group, which helps to maintain a sense
of well-being.3 They are also encouraged
to seek practical help and emotional
support from family, friends and service
providers to help maintain their well-
being after birth.

The NCT seeks to increase parents’
sense of self-e!cacy for birth, feeding
their baby and becoming a mother or
father. Self-e!cacy is an individual’s
belief about their capability to perform
certain behaviour.4 Research shows that
a mother’s confidence in her ability to
breastfeeding correlates with
maintaining breastfeeding during the
early days.5,6 Furthermore, mothers with
a perceived feeling of competence in
their parenting role experience less
parental stress or depression.7 NCT
antenatal courses aim to strengthen
parents’ knowledge of what to expect, to
explore the implications of different
pathways and decisions, to build their
confidence and self-belief.

Methodology
Of the 1,581 women who had attended
an NCT antenatal course ending in May
2009, and who consented to being
contacted, 380 (24%) completed the
follow-up questionnaire. 

Half of the respondents were in their
early 30s and a third (34%) were over 35
years old; nearly all were first-time
mothers (99%), and their babies were
between four and 25 weeks old (13
weeks on average) at the time of follow-
up. Most had degree-level education
(88%); 7% described themselves as of
Asian, Black or Mixed ethnic background,
83% were White British and 10% of other
White origin. Most had attended a
standard full-length course with a total
length of 16-20 hours teaching time over
several weeks (77%), one in five took an
‘intensive course’ lasting 12-15 hours
(20%).1 Those who responded after the

birth were broadly similar to those who
responded after the course. 

Preparation for life with a new
baby 
Thinking back to the first month after
birth, most women said that they felt
quite prepared (50%) or very prepared
(9%) for looking after their new baby. One
woman said, ‘Being forewarned made it
easier to cope. It helps to know that any
di!culties are “to be expected” and not
only experienced by you alone’. Another
emphasised that it was helpful ‘to be
prepared for baby to take over our lives
completely and for us to have to let
everything else come second for a while
a least.’

Adjustment to early motherhood is
frequently accompanied by feelings of
exhaustion, stress and isolation.8,9 All
mothers in the study were asked to rate
the problems they experienced since
they have had their baby. Tiredness was
the most frequently reported problem.
On a scale from zero (no problems) to
five (major problems), two-thirds of
parents rated it as a three or higher
(mean=3.01, SD=1.20), and 50 out of 380
said they felt least prepared for being so
tired.

Using the same scale other major
problems were ‘never getting a break’
(mean=2.41, SD=1.35), ‘worries about my
baby’s health’ (mean=2.26, SD=1.42) and
‘worries about starting having sex again’ 

How well prepared do women feel for motherhood?
Caroline Muller, the NCT’s research and evaluation o!cer, and Mary Newburn, NCT’s
head of research and information, report on a follow-up survey of parents’ view of NCT
antenatal classes. 
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‘The absolute tiredness.
You knew it was coming –
everyone told you about it
and you were expecting it,
but until you are actually in
the middle of it you just
don't comprehend how bad
it is. And then you have to
try and keep on going with
normal life.’



(mean=2.09, SD=1.56). In response to
the open-ended question about what
they had not felt prepared for around 50
mothers said coping with their baby’s
crying. Being unable to soothe their baby
triggered a strong emotional response
for some.

Other mothers commented on not
feeling prepared for the emotional
impact of having a new baby – around 24
raised this explicitly, including feeling
overwhelmed, depressed or anxious. 

Issues to do with sleeping were also
raised. Over 30 said they were least
prepared for patterns of sleep, how to get
their baby to sleep or worries about
sleeping arrangements. 

Around 20 mothers said they didn’t
feel prepared for ‘any part’ of life with a
new baby. Some women felt that their
course did not focus enough on life after
birth in general. Some commented that
nothing could prepare them for reality of
a new baby:

Preparation for baby feeding
Six out of 10 mothers (62%) said they
breastfed their babies exclusively in the

first three months, compared with 13%
reported nationally.10 Another 36% of the
mothers combined breastfeeding with
formula feeding. 

A third responded to the open-ended
question that feeding their baby was
something they felt well prepared for. 

‘The amount of time the baby would be
feeding, I didn’t realise it was so frequent
before doing NCT!’

‘Breastfeeding, being told that anyone
can do it made me go for it and I still am.’

At the same time, over a third of mothers
said that feeding was the part of baby’s
new life they felt least prepared for, such
as the frequency of feeding.

‘I wasn’t prepared for how much my baby
would breastfeed (practically all day), that
cluster feeding is normal and it doesn’t
mean there is something wrong with
latch etc’

Others felt unprepared for di!culties
with breastfeeding:

‘How painful and brutal breastfeeding
can be! Despite all the information about
positioning etc. no one had mentioned
how much it can hurt and how long it can
take to get sorted.’

And some mothers said they didn’t know
enough about formula feeding:

‘Not enough information about
alternatives to breastfeeding. I wasn’t
able to breastfeed and felt completely
lost in the world of formula and bottles
and different teat sizes.’

How useful was the course?
The NCT course was considered
particularly useful in terms of meeting
other parents (see table 1), rated ‘very
useful’ by over 80% all mothers:

‘Meeting other people in a structured
environment that has led to me
becoming great friends - mums and dads
alike.’

‘Meeting the other parents- we have
formed a strong and supportive group.’

‘Meeting other couples at the same

stage as us. Overall it gave us both
confidence in the birth process and also
how to cope with our new baby.’

Confidence at three months
Two-thirds of mothers felt confident
about feeding their baby and nearly 60%
of the mothers said they felt confident
about life with a new baby three months
after birth (see table 2). There was a
significant negative correlation between
feeling confident about life with a new
baby and experiencing problems. Those
mothers who felt low or depressed
(n=368 r=-.44, p<.01) or said they had
had problems getting to know their baby
(n=369, r=-.37, p<.01) were more likely to
report low confidence. 

The results suggest that length of NCT
antenatal course may make a significant
difference to outcomes. Women who
attended a full length course reported
feeling better prepared for life with a new
baby (T-test, p<.05).and greater
confidence in both feeding (Mann-
Whitney, p<.01) and life with a new baby
(Mann-Whitney, p<.01). No differences in
confidence were reported
retrospectively before the course.
However, a self-selection effect can not
be excluded as it was not a randomised
assignment to course formats.

Summary and conclusion
Space limits the results that can be
reported here. However, a full report will
be published later in the year and other
papers are planned. Some of the main
messages from this part of the study
include: 

• Parents find participative antenatal
courses useful in getting to know
other parents who become a peer
support group. 

• First-time mothers often find care of
a new baby enormously challenging,
both practically and emotionally.
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“I felt least prepared for
how I was going to sleep
with my baby. She sleeps in
our bed but initially I was
nervous of this so I had
several different options
available.”

‘Being a new parent … I am
not sure that any classes
can really prepare you for it.
The NCT classes that we
had gave us an insight, but I
am not really sure that I
was prepared for the reality
of it all.’

What did you feel well prepared
for?
‘The need to get as much help as
possible.’
‘Lack of sleep.’
‘Feeding our baby and changes in our
relationship.’
‘The fact that you couldn't plan a day
- things would always crop up.’
‘To go with the flow rather than
planning to stick to a regimented
schedule.’
‘Breastfeeding – although this turned
out to be more di!cult than I had
thought.’
‘About how life-changing it would be
e.g. a typical 24 hr period.’
‘The di!culties of the first couple of
weeks …the baby blues, milk coming
in, how to cope with visitors, etc)’



• Practical preparation about what to
expect and strategies for coping are
helpful.

As tiredness and worries about starting
having sex again were causes of major
concern, it is important that these
aspects of courses are reviewed. It might
be helpful to offer one-off postnatal
sessions marketed to cover ‘lack of sleep,
post-birth sex and surviving new
parenthood’.
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Table 1: Mothers who rated aspects of NCT class preparation as useful
(n=249-367)

Quite useful Very useful Total useful

% % n %

Meeting other mums and dads 15 83 362 98

Information about where to turn to
get help 53 32 306 85

Practical ways to handle your baby’s
crying and sleeping 49 12 201 61

Information about feeding your baby 50 29 289 79

Ideas about the realities of life with a
new baby 52 17 246 69

Ideas about changes in your
relationship 55 13 207 68

Ideas on coping with tiredness 44 7 155 51

Information about having sex after
childbirth 44 7 126 51

Over three-quarters said their NCT course had provided useful information in preparing for feeding. Only half rated ideas about coping with
tiredness and information about sex after childbirth as useful. 

Not very 
confident

Fairly
confident

Confident Total

n % n % n % n %

Confidence about
feeding 12 3 111 30 242 66 365 100

Confidence about
life with a new baby 9 2 143 39 217 59 369 100

Table 2: Mothers’ confidence three months after birth 

Preparing Parents
for Parenthood

Parents come to NCT classes to
prepare for the labour, birth and
parenthood and to build a support
network. Understanding the
labour sequence and identifying
the mother’s behaviour at these
stages is very helpful to the birth
partner.

Childbirth Charts
Code 3253 £47.50 
Pelvis - Code 3290 £99.55
Doll - Code 3294 £38.50

Position information aids the
mother in moving/being upright
during labour, which helps with
the positioning of the baby and
also eases contraction discomfort.

Position for Labour and Birth
Cards and info sheets from £4.50

Introducing self-help techniques
empowers parents to overcome
worries they have about labour.

Breathing Cards
Code 1843 £39.50
Simple, yet effective techniques
to help calm the mind and provide
oxygen to the baby. 

To order call: 0845 8100 100 or
visit our website:
www.nctresources.co.uk


