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From Couplehood to Parenthood

Presented by Military & Family Life Counselors
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Objectives

Participants will learn:
» How to handle the many changes that occur during 

the transition to parenthood

» How to make the transition when a spouse is 
deployed
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Agenda

» Introduction

» How your life will change

» Causes of possible conflict

» How to avoid conflict

» Tips for making a smooth transition

» When Dad is deployed

» Can parenthood make you a better partner

» Summary
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Introduction

» Having a baby is exciting and beautiful but it can also 
put a strain on your marriage.

» About 4.2 million babies are born each year in the 
U.S.

» About two-thirds of couples report a decline in 
marital satisfaction during the first three years.

» However, roughly 30% of couples report an 
improvement in marital satisfaction

The author, Nora Ephron, in her book Heartburn, says:  “A child is a grenade.  
When you have a baby, you set off an explosion in your marriage, and when the 
dust settles, your marriage is different from what it was.  Not better, necessarily, not 
worse, necessarily, but different.”

The statistics to focus on in this slide are the 30% who seem to get through 
parenthood without it negatively impacting their marriage.
We will be taking a look at this to see if there are ways that conflict could be 
avoided and to see if parenthood could actually improve a marriage.
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How Your Life Will Change

» Your life will change in many areas:

– Social life

– Marital relationship

– Sleep patterns

– Energy level

– Priorities

– Relationships with friends and family

– Ability to be spontaneous

-The demands of caring for a newborn are all-encompassing and change almost 
every aspect of your life.   Your social life will change significantly due to new 
responsibilities and demands.  You may find yourself spending less time with single 
friends and more time with other married couples with children. This is in part 
because you will have more in common with other parents and enjoy the support 
you get from them.  Frequently friends with children will trade off babysitting 
which is another reason why these friendships feel so supportive.

-Sleep patterns will be altered significantly due to frequent feedings and 
interruptions of your baby’s crying when they feel bad or need to be comforted.  
Therefore, you will find yourself with a reduced energy level (in many cases –
exhaustion!). 

-In most cases the marital relationship changes – sometimes for the better, 
sometimes for the worse.  The duties and responsibilities for the couple are 
significantly changed.  Negotiating childcare duties with each other can be 
challenging.  

-A couple’s sex life changes as well.  The couple sometimes has different 
ideas about when to start having sex again and how often.  Sometimes one 
partner (typically the wife) has much less energy for sex or interest than the 
other.  This can create discord in the relationship and create a divide.  
-Spontaneity becomes almost impossible.  Example:  you cannot just decide 
last minute to go out for the evening.  You must find a babysitter which 
often times requires advanced notice.  If a babysitter is found, your evening 
can be interrupted by a call from the babysitter asking you to come home 
because the baby is sick and/or can’t stop crying Even if all goes well your
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Causes of Possible Conflict

» All the focus is now on the baby

» Moms and Dads respond differently to the new 
family member

» Both parents experience significant sleep deprivation

» Both have stress and anxiety about being the “perfect 
parent”

» There is a huge upheaval in daily routines

» The partners may have different priorities 

We all tend to get into trouble with stress when we feel out of control.  Having your 
first baby can be an out of control experience.  Everything changes as mentioned on 
the previous slide.

The focus is all on the new baby which makes it easy to forget the relationship.  
Frequently the mother’s total focus is on the baby (especially if she’s nursing) rather 
than the relationship with her husband.  Husbands can feel left out, alienated and 
angry.  Mothers can feel angry that their husband “doesn’t understand.”

There may be differences in how you and your spouse respond to your new roles.  
The bonding experience with the baby can be different between the mom and the 
dad. Mothers usually have an immediate and very strong bonding with the baby-
this is their biologically programmed maternal instinct.  Although fathers will feel a 
bond, it sometimes doesn’t deepen until the child becomes more interactive – able 
to smile and laugh and respond to playful interactions.  
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How to Avoid Conflict

Communication is key

» Choose an appropriate time to begin a discussion

» Listen without criticizing

» Remain calm and respectful

» Acknowledge the things that are positive 

» Give yourself and your spouse credit and praise for 
the things you are doing well

With sleep deprivation and the concerns of being a “perfect parent,” it is not 
uncommon to become irritable and explode at the slightest annoyance.   The 
following guidelines can help.

Choose an appropriate time to begin a discussion.  5 in the morning when the baby 
is crying is probably not the best time to complain about socks on the floor.  Plan a 
quiet time to have a conversation with your spouse.
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Tips for Making a Smooth Transition

Before your baby arrives:

» Talk with couples who seem to have made a smooth 
transition to parenthood 

» Spend quality time together before the baby comes

» Read parenting books – especially ones that focus on 
having a first child

» Find a couples’ enrichment program 

» Take a parenting class together

» Get baby sitters lined up
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Tips for Making a Smooth Transition cont…

After your baby arrives:
» Spend some quality time away from the baby
» Accept the differences in how you respond to your newborn
» If your sex life has declined, accept this is normal and take it

slowly
» Show affection for each other – holding hands, hugging, 

kissing
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When Dad is Deployed

» Send lots of pictures, emails, letters and cell phone 
pictures

» If possible, use a web-cam or video conference

» Check with the hospital regarding web-cams in the 
delivery room

» Communicate often how much you love and 
appreciate each other

Use a web-cam to be present at baby showers, family gatherings, etc.
Cell phone pictures are the next best thing to a web-cam - they can arrive in 
minutes.

Prior to the birth, see if the hospital will allow a web-cam in the delivery room so 
Dad can watch the birth as it’s happening.  There are some hospitals that now allow 
this when the father is deployed.
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When Dad is Deployed cont…

What moms can do:

» Get your support system in place before the baby 
comes  

» Keep your spouse informed of all the milestones 
reached
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When Dad is Deployed cont…

What Dads can do:

» Check in as often as possible with your spouse

» Send small gifts for your baby

» Send small gifts for your spouse, too

» Stay involved in all decision making 
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Can Parenthood Make You a Better Partner?

Absolutely!

What parenthood teaches us:

» Tolerance

» Playfulness

» Appreciation

» Flexibility

Tolerance:  Raising a child requires patience, tolerance and unconditional love.  
You can take a lesson from that and try to extend that same type of tolerance toward 
your spouse.

Playfulness:  Most parents become very playful with their new baby.  Discover your 
playful side with your spouse as well.  Learning to laugh together and see the humor 
in life’s events (especially the new baby), can help to ease stress and tension.

Appreciation:  As your child grows, parents learn the importance of praise and 
“catching their child doing something good.” Learn from that and catch your 
spouse doing something good as well and let them know you appreciate it.

Flexibility:  Your child’s behavior can try your patience.  Parents have to learn to 
restrain their responses and be flexible with their children’s moods and changes.  
This type of flexibility can spill over into your relationship with your spouse as well 
– realizing that due to stressors in their lives, their moods and behaviors aren’t 
going to be the same all the time either.  Think of it as learning to “give them some 
slack.”
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Summary

» About two-thirds of all couples report a decline in 
marital satisfaction within the first three years of 
marriage.

» Many areas of life change when the first baby comes
» When conflicts occur, communication is key
» Work on enriching the marriage before the baby 

comes
» When Dad is deployed, send lots of pictures, emails, 

letters, and use a web-cam if possible
» If marital discord persists, contact a behavioral health 

professional
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Questions
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Resources

» Military Community Services

» Chaplain and Local Clergy

» Military OneSource  (800) 342-9647

» TRICARE   www.tricare.osd.mil

» Behavioral Health Services



17

17

References

» Susan K. Perry, Loving in Flow:  How the Happiest 
Couples Get and Stay that Way (April 2003)

» John Gottman, Seven Principles for Making a 
Marriage Work

» John Gottman and Julie Schwartz Gottman, Bringing 
Baby Home:  A Program for New Parents 
Experiencing the Transition to Parenthood”
Instruction Manual

» Stacie Codkrell, Cathy O’Neill and Julia Stonr, co-
authors of Babyproofing Your Marriage


