
Dad’s view
Becoming a parent



NCT, the UK’s largest parenting charity, supports 
millions of parents each year in their transition to 
parenthood through our courses, services, helplines 
and information. The experience of becoming a parent 
is different for everyone and it is certainly different for 
men and women. This booklet has been written for 
dads by dads. NCT dad and freelance journalist, Stuart 
Derrick, has written it with input and feedback from 
dads across the UK as well as NCT experts. The quotes 
included are from real dads who share their truthful 
experience of becoming a parent.
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Section 1

I’m going to  
be a dad



We were talking about jacking 
our jobs in and going off 
travelling when we found out 
we were expecting, so it came 
as a bit of a shock. My wife 
wasn’t particularly maternal, 
so I guess we were initially 
concerned. But nature soon 
takes over.

Dave

Whether it was planned or unplanned, the news 
that you are going to become a dad can be a bit 
of a shock. Hopefully, it is a pleasant surprise – it 
certainly should be if you and your partner have 
been trying to conceive for some time. 

Even men who are already dads might 
experience a mixture of emotions from 
happiness to anxiety and even fear. Now is the 
perfect time to address your feelings about 
becoming a parent. For many couples, the 
discovery that they are expecting a baby may 
be the first time they have seriously discussed 
what it all means for them.

Talking it through
It is important to talk through your feelings  
with your partner about imminent fatherhood, 
not least that you are excited. It’s likely that you 
will both feel apprehensive about what lies 
ahead and your partner will need both your 
support and confirmation that this is what  
you really want. 

However, it is also the perfect time to put your 
cards on the table about any concerns you 
may have about becoming a dad. We all have 
different expectations of parenthood based 
on our own upbringing. Parent manuals 
feature pictures of happy, smiling families but, 
for some people, this is not their experience. 
Your own family life has an important bearing 
on the kind of dad you want to be. 

You may want to discuss some of the 
following questions:

• Do you feel ready for fatherhood? 

• What are your main worries? 

•  Do you know enough about what is going 
to happen? 

•  What will your role be throughout the 
pregnancy and beyond? 

•  How involved do you want to be in caring 
for the baby?

• What kind of dad do you want to be?

•  What expectations does your partner have 
of you as a dad?

• Can you cope financially?

Be honest with your partner in talking 
through these issues. You will both have 
concerns which will become apparent as the 
due date approaches. The more honestly you 
speak about them, the better prepared you 
will be as a couple to tackle them together.

I’m going to be a dad

Changing lifestyle
Pregnancy can place new strains on your 
relationship. It is a cliché, but your life is about 
to change forever. It’s the biggest undertaking 
of your life, so you must be clear about your 
feelings with each other.

Your outlook could change throughout the 
course of the pregnancy. A lot happens in 
nine months and your thoughts, feelings 
and fears will change too. There is a lot of 
information to take onboard and a lot of 
important decisions to be made. Your support 
counts from the day you discover you are 
going to be a dad. 

For women, change starts immediately, 
both physically and in terms of their lifestyle. 
Your partner needs to look after herself, for 
example, by stopping smoking, reducing 
or stopping her alcohol intake, and eating 
healthily. It can be a struggle, but it will be  
a lot easier if you try to do the same. 
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Section 2

Understanding the different 
stages of pregnancy 

I’m going to be a dad
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My initial feelings were part relief. We’d only been trying for three months 
but the pressure is intense once you decide that you are trying. Mainly I 
felt pleased, not necessarily that I was going to be a dad but that we had 
succeeded in getting pregnant. Strangely, you think about everything 
one stage at a time so once you’re pregnant you’re thinking about the 
12-week scan. Once that’s done you’re thinking about the 20-week scan. 
Even after the birth you don’t really think about what it’s going to be like 
being a dad. You’re more wrapped in actually being a dad.

Phil

www.nct.org.uk/info-centre – NCT’s Info 
Centre provides an exhaustive guide to every 
stage of pregnancy.

www.nhs.uk/dads – NHS guide to having a 
baby with a specific dads’ section.

www.fatherhoodinstitute.org – practical 
support and guidance for dads and dads-to-be.

www.dad.info – information on all aspects  
of fatherhood.

More information

www.fatherhoodinstitute.org 

http://www.nct.org.uk/info-centre
http://www.nhs.uk/dads
http://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/
http://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org 
http://www.dad.info
http://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org 
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A positive pregnancy test can be possible as 
early as six days after fertilisation. At this stage, 
the woman’s body produces a chemical called 
human chorionic gonadotropin, or hCG, which 
is what the ‘pee on a stick’ tests detect.

The pregnancy is split into three trimesters 
which represent the main stages of 
development for baby and mum. As well  
as physical changes, each trimester is 
associated with particular emotions for mum, 
which dads need to understand. Dads will  
also face different emotions along the way  
so it’s important to keep talking and express  
how you are both feeling.

Most pregnancies are around 40 weeks long, 
which is measured from the date of your partner’s 
last period. However, bear in mind that the due 
date is only a guide and that many babies are born 
before or after that date. The formal ‘due’ date 
may also change during antenatal care, following 
an ultrasound scan, for instance. 

Understanding the different  
stages of pregnancy Healthy eating  

in pregnancy

It is important to maintain a healthy 
diet during pregnancy. This includes:
• Plenty of fruit and vegetables.
•  Foods rich in protein, such as meat 

and fish.
•  Starchy foods, such as potatoes 

and bread.
• Fibre-rich foods, such as pulses.
•  Calcium-rich foods, such as milk, 

cheese and yoghurt.

Your partner may also want to 
consider folic acid supplements for 
the first 12 weeks of pregnancy. 
Women do not need to eat any more 
than usual for the first six months 
of pregnancy, and only an extra 
200 calories a day for the final three 
months. Some foods should be 
avoided, including:
•  Uncooked foods, such as raw  

fish, meat or eggs.
• Mould-ripened cheeses.
•  Foods that are undercooked,  

such as poached eggs.
• Liver and liver products.

Some women can claim Healthy 
Start vouchers for fresh fruit, 
vegetables and milk.

Sign up for free resources  
from NCT
Pregnancy & Baby is NCT’s  
e-guide to pregnancy, your baby’s 
development and life as a parent. It 
will take you from the third month 
of pregnancy to your baby’s second 
birthday. We make sure that you get 
information at the right time for you 
based on your baby’s due date or 
birthday. Sign up for free at  
www.nct.org.uk

NCT’s Matters magazine  
is packed with useful in-depth articles  
to help you understand more about  
the choices you and your partner  
face during pregnancy, labour and  
the early days of parenthood. From 
food to finance to bathing baby,. 
Join NCT today and receive NCT  
Matters magazine quarterly.  
www.nct.org.uk/get-involved/
become-nct-member

http://www.nct.org.uk
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Where to give birth

First trimester (0 – 12 weeks)
During this first period, there may be few 
outward signs that your partner is pregnant. 
However, internally there is a huge amount 
going on. From the point at which the egg is 
fertilised, a woman’s body is being bombarded 
by hormones. She will be experiencing a 
mixture of emotions and physical symptoms. 

Early changes
Tiredness is an early sign of the changes that 
her body is undergoing. Be sympathetic to 
this lack of energy and be guided by your 
partner about what you can do to help. Many 
couples share basic household tasks, but it 
may be that you have to take on a greater 
share during this time. 

Her social life may start to tail off as she has 
less energy for going out, so make sure that 
you are around for company and to get 
involved with planning the pregnancy.

Although not all women experience ‘morning 
sickness’, many do, and the bad news is that 
it can come at any point during the day or 
night. The sickness is not harmful to the baby 
and generally clears up by the end of the first 
trimester. You can help by being comforting 
or bringing her a glass of water.

Emotionally, she may be experiencing ups 
and downs as the hormones kick in, so be 
understanding about sudden mood swings – 
deliriously excited one moment, and weeping 
buckets the next. Don’t take it personally if 
she is irritable or anxious. It’s not you who is 
causing it. Be patient and understanding.

Understanding the different  
stages of pregnancy 

Dads and dads-to-be are also on an 
emotional roller coaster as the countdown to 
parenthood progresses. Share your thoughts 
with your partner and, if this is your first baby, 
speak to friends who already have children. 
Their experiences will demonstrate that what’s 
happening to you is quite normal.

Now that your partner is pregnant, certain 
lifestyle changes will come into play. As 
well as being advised to stop smoking and 
drinking, her diet will change and you can 
be supportive by adopting her diet rather 
than indulging in the foods that she may be 
missing. Certain foods, or ways to prepare 
food, are best avoided in pregnancy and your 

Just as everybody’s sex life is different 
before pregnancy, it will also be different 
during and afterwards. For some women 
and men, it is not appealing. Your 
partner may be too tired, or feel too 
uncomfortable to even think about it. 
Some men find the changing shape of 
their partners’ bodies takes some getting 
used to. They may even be worried about 
harming the baby. This shouldn’t be a 
concern as the baby is protected by the 
amniotic sac and the cervix is sealed by a 
mucus plug to keep it sterile.

It is important that you communicate 
your feelings to your partner. It can be 
dispiriting enough for her if she is feeling 
bloated or tired. If she thinks that you’ve 
gone off her completely, then that’s 
another blow to her confidence.

Other women experience an increased 
sex drive, or find it returns in the second 
trimester. Your partner’s body shape is 
changing, so you may need to introduce 
a few changes to your love life, trying 
other positions, such as her on top, 
spoons or sex from behind. You can also 
try non-penetrative forms of sex, such 
as mutual masturbation, oral sex or a 
sensual massage.

Remember, making love isn’t the only 
way to demonstrate attraction and feel 
close; your partner may find a kiss and 
cuddle is just what she wants.

For more information, take a look at:

www.nctshop.co.uk/Get-
Closer-Humps-and-bumps/
productinfo/1660/

Sex during pregnancy

Sex was like a second honeymoon. Absolutely 
brilliant and one of the best kept secrets around 
pregnancy. Emotionally, you are very close at this 
time and so that brings you physically close too. I 
mentioned this to a couple of friends who had kids 
after us. They didn’t believe me at first then a few 
months later they were down the pub talking about 
the exact same thing.

Richard

Sex stopped. Not because 
of her, but me. The fact your 
unborn child is only inches 
away and your wife’s body is 
changing in some very strange 
ways and she’s also on an 
emotional rollercoaster doesn’t 
help either. It was a real issue, 
particularly because you want 
to continue to make your wife 
feel lusted after and that’s 
something she needs. But I 
couldn’t. She was so beautiful 
– just in a more fundamental, 
less sexual way.

Phil

http://www.nctshop.co.uk/Get-Closer-Humps-and-bumps/productinfo/1660/
http://www.nctshop.co.uk/Get-Closer-Humps-and-bumps/productinfo/1660/
http://www.nctshop.co.uk/Get-Closer-Humps-and-bumps/productinfo/1660/
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Home birth 
Home births make up a growing proportion 
of births. Your partner will be assisted by 
at least one midwife. The main advantage 
is that it can be a more calming approach 
to birth, in familiar surroundings, and the 
progress of labour is not disrupted by a 
journey and waiting at the hospital. If there 
are complications, you can still go to a 
maternity unit.

Hospital birth 
Hospital births give you access to a wider 
range of healthcare professionals and 
medical pain relief, if needed. The rooms 
often have a more medical and impersonal 
feel but there are things you can do to 
make the experience more homely, such as 
introducing soothing music, lowering the 
lighting or bringing in your own food, comfy 
clothes or favourite cushion.

If you choose the hospital option, pick 
one that is easily accessible from your 
home. Find out if the hospital has a good 
reputation and if other parents have had 
good experiences there.

Midwife-led birthing centres 
Midwife-led birthing centres are a third 
option in many areas and may be located 
in hospitals alongside a main unit. They are 
staffed by midwives to offer a more homely 
environment for women and their partners 
who would like a less medical approach.

Water birth 
Warm water in a shower, bath or pool is 
soothing during labour. Using a birth pool 
is therefore a great way for a woman in 
labour to relax, be gently supported in the 
position she’s comfortable with and to cope 
with contractions. You might also be able 
to join your partner in the pool, where the 
baby can be born. Remember to take some 
swimming trunks if you are able to join her 
in the water. Most birth units and many 
hospitals have pools, although they tend 
to be available on a first come, first served 
basis. Pools can also be hired or bought for 
home births. 

 
See NCT’s ‘location, location, location’ report, 
visit  www.nct.org.uk/get-involved/
campaigns/pregnancy-birth-
campaigning/location-location-
location

Where to give birth

Although the majority of births still occur in hospitals, this is not your 
only option. Also, you and your partner don’t have to make any immediate 
decisions about where to give birth in early pregnancy either. Take your 
time to discuss and find out about your local options. 

midwife will explain the recommendations. 
(see box on page 9).

Getting into the system
Once the pregnancy is confirmed, you need 
to get into the medical system by finding 
a midwife. You may do this by contacting 
one directly or through your GP. Find out 
how it works in your area. The booking-in 
appointment is the first antenatal check of the 
pregnancy, in which your partner will meet a 
midwife who will carry out health checks and 
talk through your options for antenatal care 
and giving birth (see box on page 12).

As it is the first meeting with a health 
professional, you may want to attend. It will 
be a chance for you to ask any questions 
that you may have. The midwife may want 
to know about your health, background 
and lifestyle as well. If you decide to attend 
antenatal appointments, it is also important 
to ensure that the midwife or health visitor 
addresses you as a parent without making 
you feel uninvolved or irrelevant. 

The midwife will provide information about 
health, exercise and diet during pregnancy, 
as well as pointing you towards antenatal 
classes. Dads are welcome at these classes 
and you may be surprised how many attend. 
These classes are meant for both mum and 
dad, and will be invaluable for you in your 
role as a supportive partner and parent-to-be 
(read more about classes on page 15). 

Scans
Having the booking-in appointment before 
you are 10 weeks pregnant gives you time to 

consider your screening options. You don’t 
have to have any of the tests that are offered 
to you, including the Down’s syndrome 
screening test, which can be part of the 12-
week dating scan. Before you make a decision 
about any tests, it is important that you 
consider the implications and discuss them as 
a couple. 

The 12-week dating scan is the first chance 
to see your baby and can be an incredibly 
emotional moment. But it may also be a little 
frustrating as the baby is still tiny and not easy 
to identify. This scan will also check the baby’s 
measurements to confirm your estimate of 
when the baby is due.

Telling people
From now on, everything is going to feel a 
lot more real, not least because you may feel 
comfortable about telling people your good 
news. It’s a personal decision when you start 
to let people know. Up to 20% of pregnancies 
end in miscarriage, and around 80% occur 
during the first 12 weeks, so many people wait 
until this stage before spreading the news.

Remember, it is quite common for women 
to experience some bleeding in the first 14 
weeks of pregnancy. Your partner can consult 
her midwife or GP about it, but provided she 
has no other symptoms, she will probably be 
reassured that, in all likelihood, the bleeding 
will stop quickly and there shouldn’t be 
anymore. A heavy loss of blood, particularly  
if your partner is passing clots and has  
low backache, could mean a miscarriage 
though. In this case, she should see her GP 
immediately. 

More information

http://www.nct.org.uk/get-involved/campaigns/pregnancy-birth-campaigning/location-location-location
http://www.nct.org.uk/get-involved/campaigns/pregnancy-birth-campaigning/location-location-location
http://www.nct.org.uk/get-involved/campaigns/pregnancy-birth-campaigning/location-location-location
http://www.nct.org.uk/get-involved/campaigns/pregnancy-birth-campaigning/location-location-location
http://www.nct.org.uk/get-involved/campaigns/pregnancy-birth-campaigning/location-location-location
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For further support  
and information, you can visit  
www.miscarriageassociation.org.uk or 
www.nct. org.uk/info-centre

Second trimester (13 – 27 weeks)
You’ve had the dating scan and your partner 
will have a more pronounced bump and look 
more obviously pregnant. At about 16 weeks, 
the baby’s limbs and organs are fully formed. 
Morning sickness may have eased off and 
mum-to-be may have a new burst of energy. 
At the same time, she could have developed 
some strange cravings for certain foods  
or smells. 

While you are probably more excited about 
the pregnancy now, you may also find that 
as the reality of parenthood looms you have 
some jitters. This is a common experience 
and one that you should not keep to yourself. 
Once the initial excitement of becoming 
pregnant has dissipated, you are into a long 
planning process for the baby’s arrival. While 
some parts of this are fun, such as deciding on 
names and decorating the baby’s room, there 
may be worries about money, what kind of 
dad you will be, and your relationship. Talking 
to your partner and other dads can help.

You can start to get more involved with 
antenatal classes and even attend some 
of your partner’s midwife visits if you both 
want that. Don’t hang back at this stage. 
Get involved in as many ways as you can – 
attending classes, reading up on pregnancy, 
and talking to other parents. It will prepare you 
for the months ahead.

From about 16 weeks, it is possible to tell  
the sex of the baby. Whether or not you find 
out is a decision you need to make together.  
You may be able to do so during the 20-week 
scan, also known as the anomaly scan. Seeing 
the baby onscreen is a great moment, but the 
serious side to the scan is that it can reveal 
any problems with the major organs as well  
as any other conditions. 

The joy of seeing your baby, the possibility of 
having to support your partner – and cope 
yourself – if there is bad news is another 
reason you should try and be at this scan.

Important considerations
If you haven’t already told your manager at 
work, now is a good time, especially if you are 
thinking of asking about more flexible working 
arrangements (see box on page 17). 

As your partner gets bigger, she will start to 
run out of clothes to wear. Buying some new 
outfits can make her feel good at a time when 
favourite items become impossible to wear. 
NCT’s Nearly New Sales can also be a good 
source of maternity outfits (www.nct.org.
uk/branches/events/nearly-new-sales). 
In addition, you could encourage her to dip 
into your wardrobe for loose fitting t-shirts, 
shirts and jumpers. 

Towards the end of the second trimester, the 
baby will have developed hearing capacity, 
so you can start to speak or sing to it, and 
encourage any older brothers and sisters the 
baby will have to do so too. Some research 
suggests that babies learn to recognise 
certain sounds while still in the womb. It will 

Understanding the different  
stages of pregnancy 

If you haven’t already done so, now is the 
time to get enrolled on antenatal classes. 
Your local midwife or hospital will run 
these and they are usually free. 

Even if you are already a dad, or have 
been reading about pregnancy and 
labour, classes give you the chance to 
refresh your memory, and ask about 
things that you don’t understand. You can 
also usually take a tour of the maternity 
unit if you choose this option for the birth.

NCT also runs antenatal classes in 
most areas – take a look at the website 
to find out more (www.nct.org.uk/
in-your-area/course-finder). Classes 
run by NCT and other organisations will 
cover topics in more detail and provide 
more practical preparation for labour and 
parenthood. They will usually be in smaller 
groups allowing more time for questions 
and discussion. They also look more 
closely at feelings about pregnancy and 
birth, preparing for life with a new baby, 
and birthing positions.

Classes are important in other ways too.  
You will meet couples who may well 
become lifelong friends. There will be 
many times in the future that you will be 
desperate to talk to someone who can 
swap experiences, advice and sympathy. 

During labour, one of the most important 
things a man can do is to remain a calm 
and relaxing presence for his partner. 
Antenatal classes will prepare you for 
what’s ahead, and provide reassurance 
if you are nervous about the birth. The 
more you know about what will happen, 
the better prepared you will be.

Classes also underline some of the 
choices that are open to you in terms of 
the type of birth your partner wants, pain 
relief and what can happen if things are 
not going to plan. This is all information 
that you can use when it comes time to 
writing your birth plan. (A birth plan is a 
written record of what ideally you and 
your partner would like to happen during 
the labour and birth. This is discussed in 
more detail in Section 3.)

Antenatal classes

http://www.miscarriageassociation.org.uk
http://www.nct. org.uk/info-centre
http://www.nct.org.uk/branches/events/nearly-new-sales
http://www.nct.org.uk/branches/events/nearly-new-sales
http://www.nct.org.uk/in-your-area/course-finder
http://www.nct.org.uk/in-your-area/course-finder
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Work and finance

Ensuring you have sorted out your 
finances and work life before your 
baby arrives will be one big worry  
off your back. 

Different employers may have more or 
less generous set ups in place for dads, 
but legally you are entitled to two weeks 
paternity pay at the statutory level of about 
£120 per week at the moment. This is 
applicable to the baby’s biological father, 
the husband or the partner, including a 
same sex partner providing they expect to 
have responsibility for bringing up the child. 

Some dads now take over as chief carer 
allowing mum to go back to work, or 
parents may share the load by adopting 
flexible working patterns. Your employer 
has to seriously consider an application for 
flexible working and can only reject it on 
business grounds. 

Money worries can be a big concern and it 
is easy to feel pressured to buy lots of new 
things in preparation for the baby’s arrival. 
In the first instance, baby’s requirements 
are fairly small – somewhere to sleep, 
some ‘babygrows’, nappies, blankets, a car 
seat, and a pram or buggy. 

If you have children already, re-use the 
baby items, or ask family and friends for 
theirs. You can also buy them for a fraction 
of the new cost at NCT’s Nearly New  
Sales (www.nct.org.uk/in-your-area/
course-finder). Websites such as 
Freecycle (www.uk.freecycle.org)  

are a great source of free second-hand 
baby items, and can be used to recycle 
them when you no longer require them.

 
 
 

www.nct.org.uk/returningtowork 
NCT’s article about employees and 
employers rights and options in relation  
to maternity and paternity rights.

www.direct.gov.uk/dadsatwork 
Paternity rights in the workplace.

www.nct.org.uk/branches/events/
nearly-new-sales 
Location finder for NCT Nearly New Sales.

More information

http://www.nct.org.uk/in-your-area/course-finder
http://www.nct.org.uk/in-your-area/course-finder
http://www.uk.freecycle.org
http://www.nct.org.uk/returningtowork
http://www.direct.gov.uk/dadsatwork
http://www.nct.org.uk/branches/events/nearly-new-sales
http://www.nct.org.uk/branches/events/nearly-new-sales
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also make you start to feel closer to your child. 
Help your partner by massaging oil or cream 
into her bump, and talk to the baby at the 
same time.

Third trimester (28 weeks onward)

The baby is fully developed now and the 
third trimester is all about growing in size. 
This means that your partner is starting to 
get pretty big. The burst of energy that she 
had in the second trimester starts to ebb 
away and tiredness returns accompanied 
by breathlessness, as her lung capacity 
decreases due to the growing bump. From 
now on, she will be relying on you for a lot 
more support.

Sleep will become tougher as your partner 
gets bigger. Help her out by providing extra 
pillows so she can support her bump, and 
maybe even move out of the bed to leave  
it all to her, if that’s what she wants.

Final preparations
Try and treat yourselves before the birth 
with nice meals, films or relaxing evenings 
in. Time together will be hard to find in a few 
months time, so take the chance to pamper 
yourselves ahead of the big event. 

Mum has her bag, but what about yours? 
You will need the birth plan, change for car 
parking if you’re driving, something to eat and 
drink and a camera. Consider taking along 
something to help you pass the time, such  
as a book or newspaper.

Understanding the different  
stages of pregnancy 

I got most information  
from antenatal classes.  
We attended two sets –  
NCT classes and others with 
a more hippy-like, spiritual 
angle. I remember cuddling 
six bags of sugar wrapped 
in a blanket at one class, 
and being surprised at how 
heavy newborn babies were, 
especially compared to the 
dolls that usually appeared in 
demonstrations. I think some 
of the other blokes mocked 
me slightly for cuddling the 
sugar in a paternal way.

Paul

Go out as much as you can 
before the birth, to restaurants, 
cinemas and exhibitions. Also, 
spend time with as many 
friends as possible. Once the 
baby is born, you won’t be going 
anywhere for a long, long time. 
Make the most of your freedom 
while you still have it.

Martin

Section 3

The birth plan and 
how to be part of it 
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We had a birth plan for 
both our children. The 
second time, the labour 
came on unexpectedly  
and very fast resulting in 
me delivering our child –  
I didn’t have a plan for  
that. Birth plans are good 
to have, but you have to  
be flexible as things 
change rapidly – and  
not everything can be 
planned for.

A birth plan is a written record of what ideally you 
and your partner would like to happen during the 
labour and birth. You don’t have to write one, but 
you may find it useful as a framework to discuss 
what you would like to happen.

The plan can cover:

• The place of birth (see box on page 12).

• Who will be present (see box on page 22).

• Mobility during labour (see page 22).

•  Coping strategies, such as birth positions, 
massage and breathing that you may have 
practised as a couple in antenatal classes.

• Pain relief (see page 28).

• What to do if intervention is required.

• Who will hold the baby and cut the cord.

•  Breastfeeding and skin-to-skin contact  
(see page 33).

•  Do you want the baby cleaned before being 
handed to you?

• Anything else that is important to you.

Your partner will have discussed these issues 
with her midwife, but you may not have been 
present at these meetings. For dads-to-be, a 
written birth plan is an opportunity to affirm 
what you and your partner want to happen 
during the birth. Some midwives or hospitals 
may have a birth plan template that can help 
get you started. 

The birth plan and how to be part of it 

It is important that you are aware of your 
partner’s feelings, because when it comes to 
the labour, your partner may be more focused 
on the task at hand than discussing niceties. As 
the hormonal changes of labour progress, your 
partner may stop talking as she concentrates 
on what her body needs to do. If there are 
complications, the midwife or doctor may 
want to speak to you first in order to not break 
your partner’s concentration. Discussing and 
understanding your birth plan can help you feel 
more confident as the birth approaches. 

Unless there is a template, try and keep  
your birth plan to a single sheet of A4, typed  
in a large font to make it easy to read. The 
midwife present when your partner goes into 
labour may not be the one you have seen 
before, so try and keep the birth plan simple. 
Attach one copy of the plan to the maternity 
records and have a copy for yourself and one 
for the midwife. 

The important thing to remember is that a birth 
plan is not set in stone. Things may happen 
during labour that you hadn’t planned for, so be 
flexible. You should also both feel that you can 
change your mind as labour progresses.

We saw all sorts of birth 
plans, from some that 
were just a series of bullet 
points, to others that were 
like manuals. I guess that 
we were somewhere in 
the middle with a couple 
of sides of paper. We were 
both involved in writing 
it. The important thing to 
remember is that it is just 
a guide and that things 
can happen that lead to 
changes to what you  
have included.

Ian

Mike

More information
www.nhs.uk/chq/pages/2296.as
px?categoryid=54&subcategoryi
d=135

http://www.nhs.uk/chq/pages/2296.aspx?categoryid=54&subcategoryid=135
http://www.nhs.uk/chq/pages/2296.aspx?categoryid=54&subcategoryid=135
http://www.nhs.uk/chq/pages/2296.aspx?categoryid=54&subcategoryid=135
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Mobility in labour
Forget the films or TV programmes where  
you see women in labour lying on their  
backs. The best way for your partner to deal 
with contractions and encourage the baby 
through the birth canal is to remain mobile.

This means walking, swaying from side to side, 
going up and downstairs, or bouncing on a 
birthing ball. Dads can be a great help here 
assisting with balance, holding your partner 
and providing encouragement and back rubs. 

Who’s who?

 

Midwife – a midwife or a number of 
midwives will provide the majority of 
your partner’s care before, during and 
in the first two weeks after the baby 
is born. They may be based in a GP’s 
surgery, hospital, children’s centre or 
local health centre. They provide all 
antenatal care for women with no 
pregnancy or medical risk factors.

Obstetrician – a doctor specialising 
in the care of women with pregnancy-
related or medical risk factors during 
pregnancy, labour and birth. You may 
have met one already if there are 
complications with your partner’s 
pregnancy. A midwife might call on 
one if there are issues during labour.

Obstetric anaesthetist – a 
specialist in pain relief who can provide 
an epidural or a spinal anaesthetic  
for a planned caesarean birth.  

Paediatrician – a doctor specialising 
in the care of babies and children. 
One might be asked to be present at 
births where medical interventions 
are needed. Following a hospital birth, 
the paediatrician is likely to check your 
baby before you are discharged.

Health visitor – a specially trained 
nurse who takes over from the midwife 
about 10 days after the birth to provide 
help and advice on caring for your baby 
and looking after yourselves in the early 
days and weeks. 

Section 4

On the day
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This is what you have been building towards. 
As the due date approaches it is important to 
remain calm. The baby could be early although 
statistically it is more likely to arrive after the 
‘due’ date. Be available and prepared from about 
week 36 of the pregnancy, but also be prepared for 
a long wait. The days can pass incredibly slowly 
when you are waiting in anticipation.

Make sure that your partner has her bag 
packed, that you have yours, and that you are 
familiar with the birth plan. Don’t waste energy 
fretting, and try to enjoy the time before you 
meet your baby. Or spend it productively, 
ensuring the house is stocked with food,  
and freezing some meals, for instance.

There may be false alarms, so familiarise 
yourself with the signs of labour (see page 25).

Early labour
For first-time parents especially, it can be 
tempting to head for the hospital or birth 
centre as soon as possible. However, staying at 
home in the early stages can be very beneficial 
for both of you, and could mean that there is 
less likelihood of a medical intervention. Being 
at home is more relaxing, even though it may 
not seem like it at the time. 

If you are going to hospital or a birth centre, 
you may be told to wait at home until 
contractions are regular, about five minutes 
apart and lasting for about one minute. 

Although this is only a rule of thumb, as some 
women have contractions closer together 
from an early stage of labour.

You may have several hours where you are 
your partner’s main supporter. Run a bath 
for your partner if she wants one, and start 
timing the contractions. Remember to have 
something to eat and drink as you both 
need to keep your energy levels up. From 
time to time, note down how frequent the 
contractions are and how long they last.

If you have planned a hosipital birth, when 
the time comes to take your partner to the 
hospital, you should have planned the route 
and be aware of where you can park. Make 
sure you have plenty of change for parking 
and vending machines. Since 2009, hospitals 
allow the use of mobile phones, except in 
areas where they may interfere with sensitive 
equipment. Make sure your phone is charged 
and that you have stored all the important 
numbers you might need. 

On the day
Signs of labour

The last few weeks can be hard for 
your partner. Amid all the general 
discomfort she is feeling, you may 
both be unsure whether she is in 
labour. For most women, labour 
starts when there is a combination 
of factors. 

Think of labour as a process that 
happens gradually, and not a single 
event that suddenly happens. Although 
your partner may experience one of 
these signs, it could still be several days 
before she goes into labour. If in doubt, 
call your midwife, the birth centre or 
labour ward.

The main signs of labour are:

•  Regular contractions – these will  
be stronger than Braxton Hicks  
‘practice’ contractions and they will  
be at regular intervals.

•  Waters break – this can be a slow 
trickle or a gush as the amniotic 
sac breaks. Call the midwife if your 
partner’s waters break.

•  A show – the white mucus sealing 
the cervix comes out, often with a 
little blood.

•  Some women may experience 
nausea, vomiting or diarrhoea.

As the first stage of labour progresses and 
you have midwifery care and support, dad’s 
role is still central. Your partner is doing a 
lot of physical work and your role is to keep 
encouraging and reassuring her. A massage 
may help her to relax. Make sure that you are  
in a comfortable position too while doing this.

Help her to find positions that are comfortable 
and to change her position when necessary. 
Don’t talk or distract her during contractions 
but between contractions try and lighten 
the mood to keep her spirits up. As labour 
progresses, some women just want to focus 
and not be distracted with talking. This is a 
positive sign. A quiet and calm atmosphere 
will help labour move on – noise, tension and 
disturbances slow things down. 

Labour is physically and emotionally 
demanding – like climbing a mountain, it can 
feel like it is never-ending. Remember to look 
after yourself as well by eating and drinking. 
The labour could be very long. If there is 
another birth partner you can allow each other 
to have breaks. Remind your partner to go to 
the toilet about every hour.

Take your cue from your partner. She may 
need even more reassurance and physical 
support, or she may say she doesn’t want you 
near her. Be prepared to be called all sorts, but 
remember that she still needs your support. 
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Second stage
Once your partner’s cervix is ‘fully dilated’ at 
10cms, the baby enters the birth canal in order 
to be born. The contractions will be close 
together now and your partner may feel a 
strong urge to work with them by pushing. The 
midwife will help her get the technique right 
for this.

You are getting near to the end now. The baby 
is nearly there. Keep calm and tell her how well 
she is doing. Help by supporting her in the most 
comfortable position until the baby is born. 

Another thing to bear in mind is where you 
want to be when the baby is born. Do you want 
to see him being born, or would you rather 
support your partner at this point and greet  
the baby later? 

Third stage
There is no need for the umbilical cord to be 
cut immediately. Early skin-to-skin contact with 

mum, and offering baby the breast is important 
at this stage. You’ll also want to hold your baby 
yourself. If mum can’t do skin-to-skin contact 
for any reason, you can do it. Some dads have 
been known to take their tops off to achieve 
this. You will treasure the photographs of your 
baby’s first minutes in the world.

Don’t forget to tell your partner how well she 
has done.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For an overview of the stages of labour, go to  
www.dad.info/expecting/birth/helping-
at-the-birth-what-can-you-do

Complications
Things don’t always go to plan and medical 
procedures may be suggested. Induction of 
labour will become an issue to discuss if the 
waters break more than 24 hours before labour 
starts or pregnancy lasts over 41 weeks. The 
baby may become distressed during labour or 
it may be suggested that your partner needs 
some assistance to give birth. Before any 
suggested intervention can take place, your 
partner will need to give her consent so it is 
useful to make sure you both understand the 
options when speaking to medical staff. Using 
the BRAIN method (see below) can help you 
reach a decision. Ask and consider:

• Benefits of intervention 

• Risks

• Alternatives 

• Intuition – what is your gut instinct?

•  Nothing – what will happen if you  
do nothing?

In some cases, a caesarean section (c-section) 
may be recommended before or after your 
partner has gone into labour. These can usually 
be performed under epidural, so you will be 
able to be present and support your partner. If 
the c-section is an emergency, it may need to 
be performed under general anaesthetic. You 
will probably want to hold the baby, and have 
skin-to-skin contact first as your partner might 
be recovering from the epidural and unable  
to herself. 

A caesarean delivery is undoubtedly more 
medical, but it is still special, and you can make 

Preparing for a home birth

A growing number of parents opt to 
give birth at home. Planned home 
births are safe for healthy women with 
an uncomplicated pregnancy and are 
relatively straightforward to organise. 
Your midwife will talk you through what 
you need to do to prepare.

This could include providing soft lighting 
and music, as well as plastic sheeting 
to protect furniture or carpets, and a 
bucket or bowl for the placenta. The 

midwife will provide a birth pack with 
sheets, pads and items she might need 
at around week 36 of the pregnancy. If 
you are using a birth pool, have a trial run 
at assembling and filling it beforehand. 
Have an emergency bag ready in case 
you need to go to hospital.

For more information on  
home birth preparation, go to  
www.nct.org.uk/birth-topics/home-
birth

I was supposed to be there 
to offer emotional support. 
Unfortunately, for the first 
birth, the baby came two 
weeks early and 12 hours 
after my ‘last’ blowout 
before the baby came. I did 
my best but was feeling 
quite green. I was in better 
shape for the second 
which we had at home.

James

My role during the birth 
was to do absolutely 
anything my wife asked. 
Chiefly, it meant 36 hours 
of back-rubbing but also 
taking care of things. 
Getting there, getting 
food and drink, talking to 
the nurses and making 
decisions that ordinarily 
you would make together.

Philip

More information

http://www.dad.info/expecting/birth/helping-at-the-birth-what-can-you-do
http://www.dad.info/expecting/birth/helping-at-the-birth-what-can-you-do
http://www.nct.org.uk/birth-topics/home-birth
http://www.nct.org.uk/birth-topics/home-birth
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Read the National Institute for Health  
and Clinical Excellence (NICE) guidelines:  
 
www.nice.org.uk

www.nct.org.uk/birth-topics/birth-your-
baby

www.dad.info/expecting/birth/helping-
at-the-birth-what-can-you-do

More information

it more personal by identifying the sex of your 
baby yourself or having your choice of music 
playing, for example. For more information,  
read NCT’s guide to caesarean delivery here: 
www.nct.org.uk/info-centre

Pain relief
Many women use self-help methods to help 
them cope during labour but you may also 
want to know about the medical options 
available. Your partner’s wishes may change 
during labour though. Below are some relevant 
terms to be familiar with:

TENS machine – this emits electrical 
impulses which some women feel help to 
block pain if used during early labour. These 
can be hired in advance (www.nctshop.co.uk) 
to give you a chance to become familiar with 
how they work.

Entonox (also known as gas and air) –  
it will make your partner feel light headed and 
distract her from the pain. Many women like 
the fact that they are in control and it doesn’t 
restrict movement. It can make some women 
feel nauseous though.

Pethidine – an analgesic which changes 
awareness and may help your partner relax but 
can also make her feel sick. It passes through to 
the baby and can make him sleepy, which may 
make breastfeeding difficult to establish.

Epidural – a local anaesthetic injected 
between the vertebra which removes pain 
and feeling from the waist down. Epidurals also 
involve constant monitoring of the baby, which 
decreases mum’s mobility and can slow labour 

down. Low dose ‘mobile’ epidurals are available 
in some maternity units, and these allow 
greater mobility. Having an epidural increases 
the chance of needing to be assisted with  
a suction cap (ventouse) or forceps.

Section 5

Your new family

http://www.nice.org.uk
http://www.nct.org.uk/birth-topics/birth-your-baby
http://www.nct.org.uk/birth-topics/birth-your-baby
http://www.dad.info/expecting/birth/helping-at-the-birth-what-can-you-do
http://www.dad.info/expecting/birth/helping-at-the-birth-what-can-you-do
http://www.nct.org.uk/info-centre
http://www.nctshop.co.uk
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If you don’t have a home birth, you may be 
separated from your partner and new baby after 
the birth. Although hospitals and birth centres 
discharge mums and babies more quickly than 
in the past, they may spend a night or two away 
from home as a matter of policy, or because  
your partner requests it.

Hospitals also have different policies on dads 
visiting. Some have family rooms where dads 
can visit and some even allow dads to stay 
overnight. In others, a new dad’s visits will be 
confined to visiting hours although you will 
probably have a bit more time than other 
visitors. When you are with your baby, get used 
to holding them and changing their clothes 
and nappies. Babies seem fragile at this age, 
but this is part of the bonding experience and 
will soon become second nature.

The period after the birth can seem like a huge 
anticlimax, especially if mother and baby don’t 
come home with you. Speak to friends and 
family and tell them the good news, but try 
and get some rest as well. After that, get your 
house ready for the homecoming, making sure 
the cot is ready, and stocking up with food and 
other supplies. 

You will need to have a car seat for the baby 
if you are driving home. Fit it in advance and 
practise with it as they can be fiddly. If you are 
taking public transport, you will need a pram or 
buggy of some sort. 

Think about sleeping arrangements before 
your baby is born. Usually, mum, dad and baby 
sleep in the same room so both of you can 
look after your baby in the middle of the night. 

Family and friends
In the first week, it is understandable that 
family and friends will want to meet the baby. 
However, if you or your partner are feeling 
worn out, try to limit visits and enjoy this special 
time for your new family. You can always 
spread visits over a few weeks.

Many dads only have a short time off work, 
so you should make the most of this time 
together. Having said that, the early days 
of parenthood can be exhausting, and you 
shouldn’t be too proud to accept help or ask 
for it. If somebody offers to do your washing or 
cook for you, take them up on it. 

When people do visit, don’t feel that the normal 
rules of hospitality apply. Ask them to bring a 
hot meal with them. Nobody will expect the 
house to be spotless, and visitors can easily find 
the kettle and make their own tea.

Your new family
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Your partner may find it more helpful to have 
visitors after you go back to work, at which 
point she will be on her own. Many new mums 
find adjusting to a different lifestyle challenging 
and opportunities for adult company may be 
very welcome.

Recovering after the birth 
If your partner has had a caesarean or other 
major medical intervention, she will need extra 
time to recover. This means sleeping whenever 
the baby sleeps if possible. Staying in bed may 
be the best way to do this for some, whereas 
other women will want to be up but need to be 
encouraged not to do too much. Your partner’s 
milk production may suffer if she is overtired  
or stressed.

Don’t underestimate the level of support your 
partner needs at this time, both practically, 
emotionally and psychologically. She is at her 
most vulnerable and needs to know that you 
are with her all the way. She may get moody 
and emotional at times, but don’t let this affect 
you negatively. 

Lack of sleep
Everybody will have told you how exhausting 
the early days and weeks can be, but nothing 
can really prepare you for the lack of sleep. You 
can encourage your partner to have some 
sleep in the day, and join her if you can. Your 
partner may be particularly affected if she is 
breastfeeding and dads can help by soothing 
babies back to sleep. Do what you can to ease 
the burden on her. You could change the 
nappies during the night, if the 

baby needs changing; bring her a drink or an 
extra cushion.

Try and spend time with the baby yourself, 
going for a walk or putting the baby in a sling. 
This will give you a chance to bond as well as 
letting mum have some time to relax and sleep. 
Remember that this is just the beginning of 
parenthood and that the pace of your life is 
going to slow considerably.

Feeding your baby
Three quarters of babies are breastfeed when 
they are born. Breastfeeding is a skill that can 
take time to learn and it’s not at all familiar to 
most new parents – so neither of you will know 
much about what to expect and what’s normal. 
Breastfeeding can be great for everyone once 
your partner and your baby get the hang of it. 
But it can take several weeks for it to become 
straightforward and for your partner to feel 
confident and completely comfortable. Babies 
like to feed frequently and this is quite normal 
and healthy. In fact, it is vital for establishing a 
good milk supply, especially in the very early  
days after birth.

There are lots of things you can do to be close 
to your baby if your partner is breastfeeding, 
such as holding your baby skin-to-skin on 
your chest; sharing a bath; going out walking 
together (using a sling or buggy); nappy 
changing, singing, rocking and taking  
turns ‘talking’. 

Your new family

Baby blues
Being emotional and tearful is normal 
for women after giving birth. Reassure 
your partner that she is doing a good 
job and that things will get easier for 
both of you. In most cases, the baby 
blues arrive around day two or three 
after the birth when hormones are 
changing and it may be the first full day 
and night at home with your baby.

If things don’t settle down or if you have 
any worries, don’t hesitate to contact 
your midwife and ask for a visit or call 
the birth centre or labour ward and talk 
to a midwife on the phone.

Remember dads can also suffer from 
the depression, brought on by anxiety 
about their new circumstances. Don’t 
bottle it up. Speak to your partner and 
your family and friends. Find out if there 
are dads groups locally that you could 
meet with. 

For advice on how to spot postnatal 
depression, visit  

www.mind.org.uk

Fatherhood has 
overwhelmingly been 
a positive experience 
although not without 
its hectic moments. I 
can’t comprehend my 
life without our son now. 
My wife had a bit of the 
baby blues, but it changes 
everyday. After you get 
through the first six  
weeks, it gets easier.

Ian

http://www.mind.org.uk


Further reading 
and support

You can find out more about breastfeeding and 
formula feeding in booklet two in this series. 
For any advice or support, call NCT’s helpline 
on 0300 330 0700 (8am–10pm, seven days a 
week). You can talk to a qualified breastfeeding 
counsellor for information and support to help 
breastfeed successfully. 
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NCT’s helpline (0300 330 0700)  
– A helpline offering support and information 
on life with a new baby.

www.childcarseats.org.uk  
– Produced with the support of the 
Department of Transport website on  
choosing and using carseats.

www.dad.info– practical advice from 
pregnancy through labour to parenthood.

www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/  
– website signposting additional information 
about fatherhood.

You are on a steep 
learning curve. Years 
ago, mums stayed for 
four or five days at the 
hospital recovering, 
and learnt how to be a 
mother. Nowadays, they 
are normally sent home a 
day or two after the birth. 
Don’t panic if you feel you 
don’t have all the skills 
you need just yet.

Martin

Your new family

More information

Congratulations. After nine months of 
waiting your baby has arrived in the 
world. In many ways, your parental 
journey is only just beginning and there 
will be lots more for you to learn in 
the weeks and months ahead. NCT’s 
booklet ‘Dad’s view: Early days with your 
baby’ may be helpful as it contains lots 
more advice on some of the challenges 
that await you. You can access it 
here: www.nct.org.uk/about-nct/
becoming-father

www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/ 

http://www.childcarseats.org.uk
http://www.dad.info/
http://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/ 
http://www.nct.org.uk/about-nct/becoming-father 
http://www.nct.org.uk/about-nct/becoming-father 
www.nct.org.uk/info-centre/information/view-121
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Further reading

Organisations 

NCT
NCT is the UK’s largest parenting charity  
and supports more than one million mums  
and dads each year through pregnancy, birth 
and the early days of parenthood. NCT offers 
antenatal and postnatal courses, local support 
across 300 branches and reliable information 
for parents. Its online information centre 
includes comprehensive information about all 
aspects of pregnancy birth and parenthood. 
NCT also provides helplines for parents. 
www.nct.org.uk

Working Families
Working Families is the UK’s a work-life 
balance organisation. It helps children, 
working parents and carers and their 
employers find a better balance between 
responsibilities at home and work. Its free 
legal helpline gives parents and carers 
legal and in-work benefits advice, as well as 
helping them to negotiate the flexible hours 
they want. It also works with employers to 
support them in creating workplaces which 
encourage a work-life balance for everyone.
www.workingfamilies.org.uk

The Fatherhood Institute
The Fatherhood Institute provides practical 
support and guidance for dads and dads-
to-be. It collates and publishes research on 
fathers and fatherhood as well as lobbying  
for a more father inclusive approach to policy, 
law and employment. 
www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/ 

Books

The Bloke’s Guide to Pregnancy  
by Jon Smith
What to Expect When You’re Expecting 
by Heidi Murkoff

Websites
www.dad.info  
Source of dad specific information and the 
provider of the Dad Card, which is distributed 
in maternity units.

www.nhs.uk/Planners/
pregnancycareplanner 
Provides a range of information from 
conception through to early days. Includes  
a pregnancy planning toolkit and specific  
dad pages.

www.direct.gov.uk/en/index.htm 
Up to date information on benefits, 
entitlements and rights for parents.

www.familynest.co.uk 
Informative site on all aspects of family 
finance, which includes useful financial 
calculators.

www.dadathome.co.uk  
A website for stay-at-home dads.

Dads’ groups
Many dads’ groups are locally based and 
informal, so you may not be able to find them 
through internet searches. Children’s Centres, 
playgroups and health centres may have 
flyers or ads for groups, or you may bump into 
other dads at parent and baby sessions.

Many NCT groups have dads groups and 
activities. Find your local group through the 
website – www.nct.org.uk. There is also an 
active Yahoo group for NCT dads where you 
can post questions or share experiences with 
members –groups.yahoo.com/group/
NCTEDads/. General parenting websites, 
such as Mumsnet and Baby Centre, include 
groups for dads, which are often area based. 

You should also contact your local council’s 
child and parent services department which 
can you offer you support and advice.

NCT would like to thank, in particular, 
the following people who provided their 
input and feedback in the production of 
this booklet:

• Jenny Barrett, antenatal teacher, NCT

•  Elizabeth Duff, public policy officer, 
campaigns and public policy team 
(transition to parenthood), NCT

•  Rosemary Dodds, public policy officer, 
campaigns and public policy team 
(nutrition, infant feeding and infant 
care), NCT

•  Suzanne Fowler Evans, head of 
professional services, NCT

•  Martin Hastings, NCT dad and leader 
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