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Exploring significant transitions in 
individual lives - first-time motherhood 
(2005) and fatherhood (2011)



Key findings from Fatherhood 
study:

Before the birth men positioned themselves as 
‘willing learners’

They emphasised ‘being there’ as an 
important feature of involved fatherhood – 
different to the fathering they had 
experienced

They expressed a desire to share caring for 
their child – in emotional and not (just) 
economic ways

During the year after the birth – men spoke of 
the ‘hard work’ of caring, of needing to ‘fit 
fathering in’ and eventually of the importance 
of their economic ‘breadwinner’ role and their 
worker identity



‘New’ fatherhood?



Societal/cultural shifts influencing 
constructions of fatherhood:

• Broad societal changes (e.g. employment and 
education, marriage, divorce and family formations)

• Changing constructions of fathers in policy literature 
linked to theorisations of masculinities 

• 2003 - Introduction of 2 weeks paternity leave in the 
UK  (30 years after Sweden)

• Greater emphasis/ recognition of a discourse of the 
‘involved father’ in Western societies (Wall and Arnold, 
2007) 



Men in maternal spheres: 
prenatal preparation and the 
birth

• Journey’s into first-time 
fatherhood characterised 
by less clear trajectories 
for men than those 
assumed for women.



Prenatal preparation: signalling 
‘appropriate’ fatherhood

 “ it is quite empowering for the bloke to read 
the books about that stuff you don’t really 
know what is going on and what is going to 
happen so it is quite good to have an idea… 
have a sense of what is just happening at 
all the stages. You can imagine without 
having had that involvement with the scans 
or reading about you can almost put it to 
the back of your mind you don’t know 
anything about what is going on” (Ben). 



“But it’s not really me”

• “Everything is baby – we have two sets of friends, one’s 
just had their second, one their first, so, everything is baby 
orientated, so I’m quite glad to escape every so often, and 
get off to watch rugby and just be a bloke for a couple 
of hours” (Frank)

• “I think she would probably really, really like it if I went out 
and sort of read loads and loads of stuff and watched the 
baby channel, I know she would really like that but I just, 
it’s not really me… and she watches programmes, she 
watches for hours but it’s not really me” (Joe)



“being a bit of an interpreter”

“Yes I think it’s a modern convention really isn’t 
it the father to be there at the birth and I think we 
always assumed that I would be. We have talked 
about my role and it was a key part of the class 
and reassuring and if necessary being a bit of an 
interpreter and standing up for [wife] to the 
professionals on her behalf and that sort of thing.  I 
imagine it’s going to be a pretty stressful 
experience because obviously she will go through a 
lot of pain and worry and [I] sort of have to go 
through it [laughs] precariously with her” 
(Graham).



Birth and Labour

• “it was just really horrible, not the birth, but seeing [wife] in so much 
pain. That in itself was just a horrible, horrible, experience” (Sean)

• “But it wasn’t that comfortable to see it, it was horrible, knowing that 
there’s nothing… you normally, if she’s in pain, I would comfort her, 
stroke her hair, hold her, but she didn’t obviously want me to touch her” 
(Gus)

• “It was just a very weird experience to witness this thing and sort of 
clearly to understand that it’s quite important for me to be there, but 
actually just to be there. There’s nothing for me to really do” (Richard)

• “I was pretending that it was alright, even though I thought everything 
was going horribly wrong” (Chris) 



The Birth

• “And there was quite a mental switch from worrying about [wife] and 
how she was doing to …also worry about the baby as well and how’s 
he doing and that was an interesting moment that I hadn’t really 
anticipated..” (Graham). 

• ”I was crying my eyes out, floods of tears…..it was utterly amazing, 
and then they wrapped him up and they plonked him down, …..and I 
was just holding him, and as soon as…. he was crying his eyes out, 
and then they put him into my arms, and he stopped crying instantly…. 
he just lay there, eyes wide open and stared straight at me for.. five 
minutes” (Gus)



Instincts

• “I think the biggest 
surprise is the bond 
between me and my 
baby son” (Graham).

• “I thought I wouldn’t 
necessarily know what 
to do…but it’s kind of 
instinctive” (Chris).



Concluding thoughts

• Evidence of men seeking involvement – 
paternal prenatal preparation includes 
reading, attending scans and classes, 
contributing to birth plans and desire to ‘be 
there’

• But birth is ‘witnessed’ as an onlooker – 
feelings of paternal/masculine vulnerability 
experienced as unable to control birth/ 
‘protect’ partner

• So, what do changing practices of caring masculinities and 
new fatherhoods signal? – New forms of patriarchy (Hearn & 
Pringle, 2006) or equality and a move towards a 
‘genderless model’ of behaviour (Deutsch, 2007)?

•   



Thank you!
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