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peoplewithinandoutsideNCTcontributedtothe
development of the questionnaire; we drew on
practitioners’ expertise and similar previous
research.Dataaretreatedinstrictconfidenceand
reported anonymously. Standardised UK-wide
feedback enables an assessment of the overall
impact of NCT courses.

Objectives
The objectivesof the online audit areto createan
opportunity for parents to provide anonymous
feedback using a standardised format that:
• Contributes to quality assurance, by

identifying any courses that appear not to
meetahighstandardfromauserperspective
so this can be investigated further

• Identifies any development issues such as
the balance of course content, or any topics
onwhichNCTpractitionersmayneedfurther
evidence-based information or guidance

• Generates data to enable NCT to market
courses more effectively

A steering group was established with
responsibility for agreeing objectives and
developingthequestionnaire.HelenSpiby,senior
lecturer in midwifery at the University of York,
agreed to act as an external research advisor,
providing independent advice on methods,
ethics and data protection issues and new
internal guidance was drafted.

Method and sample
All women who attended an NCT postnatal
course ending in October 2010, and who gave
theirconsenttofuturecontactbyNCT(236/370,
64%), were eligible to take part. After reminder
emails, 69 women gave feedback. They had
attended one of 36 different postnatal courses,
run by 25 postnatal leaders, all in England. The
response rate was 30% (69/236), considerably
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NCT provides ‘Early Days’ postnatal courses for
mothers with a new baby (see Catherine Neil’s
article,p3). In2010,NCTestablishedanewonline
method for evaluating courses for parents. After
attending an NCT course anywhere in the UK,
women and men are invited to provide feedback
online. This provides a continuous audit of views
and experiences, enabling NCT to monitor
positive and negative feedback and compare
feedback from different groups of parents, for
different courses and for different NCT
practititioners. This article reports the results
collected during the piloting of the online
questionnaire for NCT postnatal courses, in
October 2010.

Background
Collection of feedback from participants has
been an important feature of NCT courses for
many years. NCT aims to provide services that
meet the needs, concerns and interests of users.
It has pioneered an approach to educational
courses that is respectful, participative, non-
directive and responsive.1,2,3,4 Feedback from
course participants enables NCT practitioners to
learn what parents find most useful, find out
which aspects of the course that they do not like,
and to develop the way they work.

However, as data remain with NCT practitioners
andcannoteasilybecollatedtoprovideanational
profile of NCT service users, this approach has
limitations. The advantage of the online audit is
that feedback is given to a third party. Many
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lower than the rate achieved in the antenatal
courses pilot (53%).5 Analysis was conducted
using SPSS software with thematic qualitative
analysis of open responses.

Most of the sample were White British (76%),
highly educated (86% had a university degree)
first-time mothers (95%) in their 30s (86%). Their
babies were aged two–to-six months when they
completed the questionnaire. Three women
reported having a disability.

Mothers’ views
Overall, feedback on courses was positive,
especially about postnatal leaders’ qualities and
the opportunity to spend time with other
mothers.

At least six in ten rated their postnatal leader
positively on all six key qualities identified by NCT.
Leaders were considered mostly or completely
well-organised (84%), warm and welcoming
(91%), knowledgeable (80%), willing to respond
to individual needs (74%), clear at explaining
(78%) and said to provide useful information
(68%).

Most felt the balance of full group discussion
(83%), small group discussion (81%), group
activities (88%), individual activities (88%) and
leader talk (70%) in their course was ‘about right’,
though 30% thought there was too much leader
talk. Overall assessments of postnatal courses
were positive; more than six in ten said their
course had been good or excellent overall (61%).

Two of the women who rated their course as
‘excellent’ said:

‘This was an outstanding course. The leader was
excellent. Aside from my husband, this was the

Excellent Good Fair Poor Total

% n % n % n % n % n

Howwould you rate
your course overall?

38 25 23 158 27 18 12 8 100 66

Table 1: Overall assessments
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‘I was getting on very well with my lovely baby
and very happy so didn't really need to talk about
lotsofmyconcerns, isolation, lackofsleepetc,as
didn't really have any.’ (rating: poor)

Coursecontents
The questionnaire asked about topics that had
been covered during the course, from a list
developedinconsultationwithpostnatal leaders.
These were introduced with the explanation: ‘All
NCT postnatal courses are different. This page
asks questions about some of the more
common themes and topics explored in
courses.’ Nine topics, such as baby’s crying,
baby’s sleeping and coping with changes, were
included, with four topics added after the pilot.

Nearly one third (32%) said their course had
covered all nine topics. Around a third of
respondents said their course did not cover
baby’s development but they would have liked
to cover this topic (35%). This was the most
common topic from the list which respondents
would have liked to cover but did not.

Those who said they spent time on the nine
commonly covered topics mostly said they
found these discussions useful (58-73%). Most
women(83%)saidtheylearnednewinformation
in exploring these topics, including a third who
said they learned a lot of new information.

Practicaldilemmas
Respondents were asked if the course helped
them resolve practical dilemmas about their
baby’s feeding, crying or sleeping, in their life as
anewmother,andintheirrelationshipswiththeir
partner and baby’s grandparents. They were also
asked if there were any other ways in which their
course had helped them.

Nine in ten said their course helped a little or a
lot in working out practical dilemmas about their
life as a new mother (89%). Almost three in four
found their course helpful in their relationship
with their partner (74%), and more than one in
four found it a lot of help (26%). Most also found
their course a little or a lot of help in relation to
looking after their baby and their relationship
with their baby’s grandparents. A large number
(38%) found it helpful in all five of these respects.
The most common ‘other’ way in which
postnatal courses helped was in ‘meeting other
mums’ (n=14).

Growingconfidenceandsocial support
Askedtoreflectbacktohowtheyfeltbeforetheir
course, 56% said they had felt fairly or very
confident about being a mother, compared to
89% afterwards, an increase of 60%, some of
which may be due to attending the course. The
numbersreportingthisaboutfeedingandcaring
for their baby rose by around 25%. Huge
majorities felt they got the chance ‘to get to
know the other mothers’ (97%), that ‘other
mothers were supportive’ (100%), and that they

single most supportive thing in the past few
weeks and has had a very significant positive
impact on my mood, confidence & happiness
about motherhood & relationships. It far
exceeded my expectations.’

‘I had no idea what would actually be covered in
the postnatal course but was delighted with all
the topics we discussed. I really felt it helped me
to gain confidence in my choices and decisions,
and found it incredibly useful in adapting to my
new role as a mother.’

One woman who rated her course as ‘good’ said:

‘The course itself was good but meeting other
mumsandsharingexperienceswastheexcellent
thing for me. Our course facilitator did a good job
but she really just gave us the topics – the mums
didtheworktogetherwhichishowthingsshould
be.’

Comments from women who rated their course
as ‘fair’or ‘poor’ tendedtofocusonalackofvalue
being added by the facilitator, a desire for more
information, poor value for money for what they
perceived as primarily an opportunity to chat to
other mothers, or too little focus on positive
aspects of motherhood:

‘This course was useful, but could have been
even better. It worked as the group was good,
and the time to focus on different issues was
useful, and I understand that it aims for non-
directive counselling, which is a good format.
However, because of the more structured
setting (i.e. not just a group of mums chatting
over lunch) there was the opportunity to raise
more difficult issues such as bladder control, sex
after childbirth etc. which was sadly lost.’ (rating:
fair)
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would ‘stay in touch with some mothers’ (94%).

Discussionandconclusions
Feedback from mothers in the pilot study was
mixed. On the one hand, six in ten respondents
(61%) rated their courses as excellent or good
overall and there was generally a high regard for
postnatal leaders’ skills and attributes. The
courses provided a good opportunity to meet
and get to know other new mothers in a
supportive environment. Some described ways
in which the course made a positive impact on
their adjustment to motherhood.

However, whereas 90% of parents attending
NCT antenatal courses said that they would
recommendtheircoursetoafriend,thiswastrue
foronlyhalfofthoseattendingpostnatalcourses
(52%).5 Only half of those responding to the pilot
considered their postnatal course mostly or
completely good value for money (50%)
compared with three-quarters of parents
providingfeedbackabouttheirantenatalcourse.

Further research is needed to explore these
issues. Itmaybethatpostnatal leaders’skillsvary,
with some being better able to engage mothers
in reflective group sessions. Women's needs and
preferences vary; some may be more
comfortable with reflective discussion about
feelings, adjustment and changing relationships
while others seem to want a greater focus on
child development, play and learning. Better
communication of the style and content of
postnatal courses is needed to avoid confusion
regarding the nature of courses.

Following the pilot, the questionnaire has been
refined, based on women’s comments, and
further discussion with postnatal leaders, and
procedures for inviting feedback have been
changed to give more parents the opportunity
to take part.
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More information
If you are interested in finding out
more about commissioning NCT-
led courses contact Amy Maclean
on 07889 405 720 or
a_maclean@nct.org.uk.

‘Although the NCT

course was well

organised, and there

were useful

opportunities to discuss

different viewpoints

rather than be told what

to think, there was too

little direction or

information being given

by the course leader’
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to gain confidence in my 

choices and decisions, 

and found it incredibly 

useful in adapting to my 

new role as a mother.’

‘I was getting on very well with my lovely 
baby and very happy so didn’t really need 
to talk about lots of my concerns, isolation, 
lackofsleepetc,as didn’t really have any.’ 
(rating: poor)

Course contents
The questionnaire asked about topics that 
had been covered during the course, from a 
list developed in consultation with postnatal 
leaders. These were introduced with the 
explanation: ‘All NCT postnatal courses are 
different. This page asks questions about 
some of the more common themes and topics 
explored in courses.’ Nine topics, such as 
baby’s crying, baby’s sleeping and coping with 
changes, were included, with four topics added 
after the pilot.

Nearly one third (32%) said their course had
covered all nine topics. Around a third of
respondents said their course did not cover
baby’s development but they would have liked 
to cover this topic (35%). This was the most 
common topic from the list which respondents 
would have liked to cover but did not.

Those who said they spent time on the nine
commonly covered topics mostly said they
found these discussions useful (58-73%). 
Most women (83% said t hey learned new 
information in exploring these topics, including 
a third who said they learned a lot of new 
information.

Practical dilemmas
Respondents were asked if the course helped 
them resolve practical dilemmas about their 
baby’s feeding, crying or sleeping, in their life 
as a new mother, and in their relationships with 
their partner and baby’s grandparents. They 
were also asked if there were any other ways in 
which their course had helped them.

Nine in ten said their course helped a little or 
a lot in working out practical dilemmas about 
their life as a new mother (89%). Almost three 
in four found their course helpful in their 
relationship with their partner (74%), and 
more than one in four found it a lot of help 
(26%). Most also found their course a little or 
a lot of help in relation to looking after their 
baby and their relationship with their baby’s 
grandparents. A large number (38%) found 
it helpful in all five of these respects. The 
most common ‘other’ way in which postnatal 
courses helped was in ‘meeting other mums’ 
(n=14).

Growing confidence andsocial support
Asked to reflect back to how they felt before 
their course, 56% said they had felt fairly or very
confident about being a mother, compared to
89% afterwards, an increase of 60%, some of
which may be due to attending the course. The
numbers reporting this about feeding and 
caring for their baby rose by around 25%. Huge
majorities felt they got the chance ‘to get to
know the other mothers’ (97%), that ‘other
mothers were supportive’ (100%), and that they


