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 When we left off last time we were talking about marital relationships.  We talked 

about it in the context of marital relations, but really the context of forming committed 

relationships.  I don’t want to assume that necessarily all of those will always be in the 

form of a legal marriage, though the majority of them tend to be.  And what we’re 

looking at are really two of the significant events or experiences that tend to occur in the 

life of a young adult, particularly as it relates both to emotional as well as social 

development. 

 Anyone — again, without looking at your notes — remember what Erikson’s 

psychosocial stage is?  Excellent.  Intimacy versus isolation.  And so, like I said, we 

left off talking about committed relationships.  Today what we want to do is take a very 

broad, general overview of the transition into parenthood.  Because again, another 

significant event is that transition, the point to where the young adult then becomes a 

parent and forms a very unique relationship, I think, unlike any other, that is tied into 

one of the places where intimacy needs are met.  Not only for the child, but I think also 

for the adult as well.  And so what we want to try to do is to understand a little bit about 

what that experience is like, look at preparation for that a little bit, and about some of the 

positive as well as the negative aspects. 

 The vast majority in here — it’s not an experience that you’ve had and so you 

may have some images of that.  I used to take my classes kind of through a mental 

imaging experience of where — and we’re not gonna do it in here, but I’d like you to as 

best you can kind of try to think a little bit about what you think the experience would be 

like.  Like I said, we’re not gonna do the mental imaging.  But to think about how you 

think your life would be different if all of a sudden you found out this afternoon that you 

were pregnant and that you were gonna become, in the context of this group right here, 

a new mother. 

 If you were to kind of trace down through the nine months of pregnancy — and 
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we’ve talked some about, you know, pregnancy and what that experience is like — and 

then all of a sudden if we jumped ahead nine months and tomorrow you were to start 

your day.  The thing that would be different about your day is that you now have a 

newborn in your life.  What do you think would be different?  What do you think life 

would be like?  How do you think you would — you know, if you could create any kind 

of a mental image of what that experience would be like, what would it be?  And I know 

it’s hard to create a mental picture, an image of something that you haven’t 

experienced.  Any ideas about how your life would change or would be different? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Okay.  One of the things that would happen is the focus.  And we’ll come back 

and some of this we’ll tie in to some other things, but at least for you part of it would be 

a shift in focus.  Apart of not having other significant relationships in your life, you can 

focus differently on yourself and now all of a sudden that focus begins to shift in a 

different direction.  Anyone else in terms of how you think life might change, how it 

might be different?  You know, everything would be different or surely a lot of things 

would be different.  You know, part of the issue — you know, for even asking that 

question and I know it’s hard to get in touch with, is it’s like there’s a part of us that 

knows — it’s kind of what your answer was.  I know life would be different, but 

sometimes it’s hard to get in touch with what that really means.  I know it’s gonna be 

different, but I’m not sure exactly how it’s gonna be different.  Particularly for those 

relationships that plan and it’s an intentional kind of choice and decision in your life — 

you know, a lot of that’s filled with a lot of excitement and anticipation and hope for how 

life is gonna be.  But then sometimes part of what I refer to often is kind of the fantasy 

of that transition interacts with some of the reality of what that experience is like, you 

know, sometimes.  But clearly the one thing we do know is that life is different.  There 

clearly are changes. 
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 This is not on one of the transparencies, but I think one of the things it’s 

important to be aware of is that there was a period in time when actually the transition to 

parenthood was considered a crisis, a crisis event in individuals and in couples’ lives.  

And that’s no longer the case.  We no longer perceive or look at it as a crisis, but we 

sure look at it as an experience or event that has the potential that will definitely create 

a great deal of change.  It does have the potential to create crisis for some individuals 

and for some couples but it’s no longer viewed as that.  But there was a period of time 

when the research tended to indicate that when couples or individuals made that 

transition, it tended — the stress level tended to be so high that it was often imaged or 

perceived to be somewhat of a crisis.  Again, it’s not the case today.  However, clearly 

and without a doubt, it is one of those events often perceived as a positive event that 

creates a great deal of change. 

 I was on a plane a number of years ago.  I was traveling to a conference and 

was sitting next to a woman who was also in the field.  As we were traveling, we got 

into a conversation about parenting and the transition of parenthood and some of what 

that was about.  She lived on the East Coast.  When she’d gotten back about a week 

later, she sent me something that she had written and I thought it was something that 

really captured very well what the experience is like for a lot of new parents.  This one 

is particularly in the context of a new mother.  But I think what it captures sometimes is 

that challenge — sometimes that struggle between what I think it’s gonna be like and 

some of what it is like.  And I just want to read parts of that because I think it helps us 

get in touch with again some of the reality as it relates to sometimes what some of our 

images are. 

 “I’m just not a natural born mother,” my sister-in-law sobbed into the 

phone.  “I always thought I would be, would be a good mother.  That I’d love it.  

That it would make me happy.”  At that, her voice broke and she began to cry 
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again.  In the background I could hear my six-week old nephew wailing too.  It 

was 11:30 p.m., an hour when most people are sleeping.  I wish I was one of 

them.  Yet I was aware of how important it was for my sister-in-law to have a 

listener, another mother.  It’s a hard time for women when the moment of truth 

arrives, when the reality of motherhood is seen as painfully separate from the 

myth: married and live happily ever after fairy tales. 

 I remember waking up the courage to share a few of my concerns with 

another young mother in my neighborhood.  “Sometimes I find it so hard,” I 

confided.  “I miss work.  I feel inadequate when the baby cries and I can’t get 

him to stop.  I’m tired a lot.  It’s not quite the way I hoped it would be.”  My 

friend set down her coffee mug, looked at me thoughtfully for a moment or two, 

and then donned a bright smile and said, “It must be awful to feel that way.  But I 

wouldn’t know.  My baby is just the answer to my dreams.  I love being a 

mother.”  Then she hopped up to make some more coffee and flip on the TV.  

End of discussion. 

 I was glad my sister-in-law had me on the other end of the phone.  At 

least I could keep her from feeling like she was the only mother with these 

feelings.  “Mary Ann,” I stated carefully, “no one is a natural born mother.  I’ve 

worked with children and parents for years and I’ve yet to meet a natural born 

mother.  It’s hard, especially if you think it’s not going to be.  I’d worry about you 

if you just loved having your sleep interrupted every few hours.  There’s nothing 

fun about walking the floor with a screaming baby.  The responsibility is constant 

and overwhelming.  Your job is to adjust to these stresses, not to enjoy them.  

No one enjoys this part of parenting.  Most parents who’ve spent years living 

with children can talk about the deep joy that this job has brought to their lives.  

The problem is at the beginning, one doesn’t really have those positive 
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experiences stacked up to weigh against the hard parts.  So it’s tough to see 

beyond the stresses of the moment.” 

 But then there are memories of brighter days.  Like the afternoon Brian 

came in and said, “I heard you and Dad up with the baby last night.  You must 

be tired.  I’ll make dinner.”  Or the afternoon Sean did my car-pool duties and 

said, “Why don’t I take the baby?  You look like you could use some solitude.”  

Or simple things like the Mother’s Day card Thomas made.  “I love you, Mom,” 

he wrote carefully.  “I’m glad you liked my report card.” 

 Even if it was bad I would still love you.  I looked at it and said, “Well, 

Tom, you need to know.  Even if it were bad, we would still love you.”  And with 

a huge grin he said, “Boy, Mom, you understand everything.”  Life is not always 

so easy to understand as that card.  But as he headed for the yard, still grinning, 

I felt a warmth of maternal stirring.  Aaron, our one-year-old wild child, had fallen 

asleep on my shoulder, snuggling close and smelling like baby powder instead of 

bananas for a change.  It was a fine moment.  It didn’t last, of course.  But just 

briefly there I felt like a natural born mother. 

 And I think what it captures is often the experience that a lot of new parents 

have, again directed in this context to mothers.  But I think one of the things that she 

said that I think is so important to understand is that, you know, there are many, many 

wonderful moments and experiences about being a parent, particularly in those 

situations where parents truly wanted to and desired to have a child and really looked 

forward to the experience of raising a child.  But often what we don’t realize as new 

parents is it takes a while to stack up, as she indicates in this article, the positive 

experiences.  Not every experience with a newborn is always positive.  There are the 

challenging, difficult moments.  It takes a while to stack up enough of the positives to 

outweigh and overcome some of the negatives.  I think that’s the part that sometimes 
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gets lost in that transition. 

 You know, we all have the images of what that experience is gonna be like and 

holding that newborn baby, you know, and cuddling and playing and laughing and the 

smiles, and all those wonderful experiences.  But it takes a while, you know, for those 

to get added up.  There clearly are the other experiences as well.  I think I can 

honestly say I don’t think there’s ever a point where I ever regretted or dreaded being a 

parent.  It’s always been a wonderful experience, a very positive experience. 

 But the flip side of that has also had its challenging moments as well.  I mean, I 

can identify again with the — you know, with what was in the article.  I can remember 

those long, long hours of walking with a crying baby — you know, trying to get the baby 

to calm down until we finally figured out some of what was going on.  Just about the 

time you thought you had calmed down and soothed, you know, it started all over again.  

And our experience — you know, whether it was colic or dealing again as I mentioned 

earlier in the semester — dealing with possibly breast milk that had different substances 

from my wife’s asthma medicine.  You know, who knows?  We know the agony of 

those long walks and not being able to comfort a child that’s wanting to and needing to 

be comforted.   

 And we know the other experiences that you can look back and laugh about, you 

know.  The time when you think you had everything planned and just about the time 

you get going, the child throws up all over every place, you know.  And my wife and I 

can both remember, you know, going — not just long nights, but what appeared to be 

long years.  You know, looking forward to that one day which for us was actually 

several years before the child actually slept through the night and you actually got to 

sleep all the way through the night.  You learned to adjust, you know, to those shifts 

and into some of those changes. 

 We’ll kind of look at the positive versus some of the negative in a moment.  But 
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again, it is a transition.  As you said, it impacts virtually every aspect of your life and 

brings about a lot of changes.  But I think most would say that clearly the positives tend 

to outweigh the negative aspects of those changes. 

 What we want to do again, as I said, to kind of look at just an overview, you 

know, of some things.  One of the things we want to take a look at is what we call 

readiness for parenthood.  Because again, whether this transition tends to be 

something that is a successful adjustment and tends to clearly be experiences more 

positive than negative, I think clearly does have a lot to do with how ready individuals 

are for this transition.  And clearly the less ready, the more challenges it presents.  

And again, for those that clearly are not ready, not prepared, then I think it’s in those 

situations where there is the possibility of this transition having the potential to create, 

you know, at least high levels of stress if not outright crisis in some cases. 

 Some of the research — you know, interestingly enough, this research was 

actually done with me and was looking at what were the factors that determined 

whether men were ready and what impact that had both on the pregnancy and the 

transition.  Now, I think as you look at these — and what we’re gonna do is identify the 

four most common factors that were identified — I think what you’d find is all four of 

these, I think, would pertain to women and new mothers as well. 

 If you were going to identify a factor, what do you think would be one of the most 

important factors that would predict readiness for parenthood?  Anyone have an idea?  

What do you think would be a key factor?  Patience would definitely be one.  It was 

one of the four that was identified. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

And I’ll put these up in just a moment because they’re gonna be a little bit out of order.  

But clearly one of those was financial — you know, financial security.  Both in the 

context — and again, remember this was research that was done again with men, you 



CFD 155 Lecture 28 8 

know, and a lot of it was in one, “Do we feel financially ready to take on the 

responsibilities?”  Now, I think if you asked any couple is there a time when you really 

always feel 100% ready, no.  But I think what happens is clearly there are times when 

we feel more financially secure, you know, and feel like we can make that adjustment. 

 For men, interestingly enough, what it related to was the extent to which they feel 

like that they were doing — where they wanted to be in their career goals.  If they felt 

like they were doing pretty well, pretty much where they hoped they would be at this 

point in time, and that they felt ready to take on the responsibility, then that clearly was 

one of the key factors in terms of feeling ready.  Again, if they felt like, you know, “I’m 

not doing nearly as well as I thought I would be doing in my career.  I’m a little bit 

behind where I thought my financial or my income goals were, you know.  I’m not sure 

there’s any way we can take on the added financial costs of raising a child,” then that 

tended to create a higher level of stress and a less sense of being ready. 

 Other factors?  Education probably is but it probably ties to something else.  

And clearly education, I think, would tie into the financial security.  Obviously, more 

education — the more that I’ve completed my education, more financial security, I’m 

probably gonna feel — but I think it’s part, but I think it’s kind of a sub-factor to 

something bigger.  Anyone else?  Other factors that you think would contribute to a 

sense of being ready. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Not only having a partner to share with, but the quality of the relationship with 

that partner.  Very critical.  It is one of the main keys as to whether that transition tends 

to be successful or not.  Now, rarely does a group get what I would think would be the 

most obvious readiness factor.  Any other thoughts before I put it up?   

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Support system would be.  It wasn’t one of the top four, but it is one of the keys 
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to successful adjustment.  Just didn’t happen to be one of the four for readiness 

necessarily, but clearly is a key to successful transition without a doubt.  Any other last 

minute thoughts? 

 To me, I think that this would be one of the most obvious ones but it often isn’t.  

The intent of parenthood.  And again, I think this would be true for women as well as 

men, but clearly for men is their intent, their desire to be a parent, and particularly at this 

point in time.  When you have a desire or intent to be a parent, men tend to feel 

considerably more ready for that transition.  Versus men who this was not an intent -- “I 

don’t want to be a father, I don’t want to be a parent, and particularly at this time” -- tend 

to reduce any sense of readiness and often had very opposite effect. 

 The second one was timing in terms of life’s goals.  And again, this had to do 

with the extent that I felt like — again, I think this is true for women as well as it is for 

men, but I think again for men what they were looking at is — “You know, maybe I really 

do want to be a father.  I really want to be a parent.  It’s something I really am looking 

forward to.”  But the question is not only do I want to assume that role and that 

responsibility, but is this the right time? 

 And again, it’s kind of like with the financial issue.  If you look at it, it’s hard to 

say that there’s ever a perfect time, you know.  I think a lot of it had to do with again 

particularly life goals, you know.  I think the feeling was, “If we were to become parents 

at this point in time and if it would hinder me achieving some of the goals that I have for 

myself, then the perception of readiness is that I’m not ready.  That this isn’t a good 

time.”  Particularly if it would mean giving up possibly a life goal.  Can you think of an 

example?  What might someone be inclined to have to give up because of the timing?  

Not necessarily the issue of being or not being a parent. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

I think one of the big ones is, you know, maybe I’m planning to go to school or maybe 
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I’m currently in school.  Now, as a result of this transition, I’m gonna have to give up 

going to school.  Now, it may not mean that I’m having to give it up altogether.  But I 

think the fear is that once I quit school and now I start to work, that it may be very 

difficult to do what?  And that could be a reality.  To go back.  What point in time am I 

gonna be able to go back. 

 Even if I’m able to go back down the road someplace, many may feel like — 

depending upon what my goals were — that I may be putting off my career goal several 

years.  I think women have experienced that.  I think men have been somewhat more 

oriented to the role of work and careers in their lives differently, at least traditionally.  

Can you think of any other goal besides education that might be impacted by that?  I 

think we often think in terms of careers, education.  Anybody think of any other life 

goal? 

 [Inaudible student reply] 

 It could be traveling.  Because again, I think one of the things that we often lose 

sight of is there is what I call life after child.  One of the things clearly is there is a 

change in lifestyle.  And that maybe one of the goals was — you know, as a couple, 

one of the things that we were gonna hope is that once we got our careers established, 

that we would have some time where we could do some traveling and do some things 

as a couple.  One of the things that -- my wife and I, prior to having Matthew, lived in 

Seattle, Washington.  During the early part of our marriage — again, before we had a 

child — and again, we don’t regret having a child at all.  But I tell you, we had a 

wonderful couple of years in Seattle before we had a child.  I had finished school.  We 

had gotten married.  We had kind of moved to a place that neither one of us had ever 

been to.  If you’ve never been on the West Coast or Seattle, you know, it’s one of those 

places where you can kind of do it all, you know.  We love to ski.  My wife loves the 

ocean and the coast.  In a matter of hours you could be in the mountains or on the 
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coast, either one.  We both like water and in Seattle you’re surrounded by water.  We 

traveled.  I mean, we would take the ferry and go over to one of the islands and spend 

the weekend.  We went to plays, went out to eat, and did all of these kinds of things.  

And if that was one of your goals, to be able to have a period of time to do that, you may 

feel a loss of that.  For some people there may be some resentment in there. 

 Or it may be some financial goals that you hoped for.  Maybe part of the hope 

was that you had this kind of home you were hoping to be able to purchase, and now 

with the transition might mean having to buy something different or move into something 

different than what you had hoped to.  So again, I think the issue is — clearly one of 

the factors is the desire and intent.   The other is timing.  And I do clearly believe it’s 

like -- with a lot of things, I think it’s like — you know, with committed relationships and 

with marriage — timing is real important. 

 The third one that we’ve already mentioned is financial security.  And then we’ve 

also mentioned the fourth one as well, the stability of the relationship.  And again, you 

know, whether that’s a marriage or committed relationship — if that relationship is seen 

as being really strong, really healthy, a much greater sense of readiness for that 

transition, particularly if it images something that we both are looking for, that we’re both 

committed to, and both committed to doing together makes a big difference.  Then 

particularly if the relationship is unstable. 

 And you’ll hear people a lot of times say, “Well, our marriage is kind of struggling.  

We’ve got some problems and we’ve got some issues.  What we need to do that will 

pull this together is what?  Have a baby.”  And what do you think is actually the reality 

of that?  Often it’s the opposite.  And again, I’ve heard stories, I’ve known situations 

where indeed that has had that effect.  What happens when relationships are really 

unstable and there’s a lot of conflict, there’s not a lot of emotional intimacy, marital 

satisfaction is really low, then what often happens is the stresses of that transition and 
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the adjustments that it takes to make that successful tends to put a lot of added stress 

on the relationship.  A lot of times, rather than coming together and becoming closer, 

relationships often come apart.  So again, the stability of the relationship is really 

important. 

 Now, in terms of — what do you think of — and again, you don’t need to know 

this in terms of the exam, but what do you think was the difference for men who 

experienced a sense of readiness?  The desire to be a parent, the timing was pretty 

good, we’re financially ready, and I’m in a good relationship.  Now, how do you think 

the experience of pregnancy and the transition was different for them, different from 

men who the opposite effect it was?  “I really didn’t want to be a parent and if I don’t 

want to be a parent, there’s never a good time.  Financially I know we’re not ready to 

take it on and our relationship is not real strong, either.”  Now, hopefully, it would never 

be all four of those factors together.  What do you think — how different the experience 

was?  Think it was different in any kind of way?  And, if so, how?  How do you think 

readiness impacts both the experience of pregnancy as well as the transition? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 What about during the pregnancy time?  We’ll come back to that because you’re 

exactly right in terms of viewing, in a lot of ways, the child somewhat negatively and 

seeing it more as a burden than anything else.  What do you think about the 

prospective father’s role during pregnancy?  Do you think there’s any difference? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Clearly less intimacy with the couple.  Men who again experience a lack of 

readiness tend to be less involved during the pregnancy, tend to be less supportive at a 

time again when the female was needing support, needing encouragement, needing 

help.  That tended not to be as present as it was for men who tended again to 

experience higher levels of readiness. 
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 What we find also again with the actual transition is that clearly again men who 

felt ready — intent, timing, financial security and in a good relationship — tended to 

more easily bond with the child.  Tended to be more invested from the very beginning.  

Tended to interact differently.  Men who were not ready tended to have more difficulty 

bonding.  In fact, they tended to be away.  It was almost the attitude, “Well, you 

wanted to have this child, I really didn’t want to have this child, so you raise this child.”  

And so actually tended to be less present.  Not only physically, but emotionally as well.  

And so they tended to be not home a lot, they tended to be gone a lot, and a lot of that 

was so they didn’t have to deal with it.  They left a lot of responsibility for that initial 

transition on the female who again was going through not only the adjustment or the 

transition of parenthood, but adjusting to the transition from being pregnant and going 

through not only emotional and hormonal kinds of shifts and changes but having to on 

their own more often than not make all the other adjustments to having a newborn in the 

household.  Which made it a lot more difficult, which put more strain on the 

relationship.  So again, one of the keys, I think, to that transition and for it to be 

successful is to have a sense of readiness.  I think these four factors clearly make 

sense. 

 All right.  Looking at — and again, these are probably common sense kinds of 

things.  But looking at both the positive aspects and then contrasting that with some of 

the challenges of the transition.  And we tend to find — and there are clearly more — 

but we tend to find — we’re gonna identify four for each. 

 One of the positive aspects that most new parents talk about are what they call 

emotional benefits.  Can you think of an example of what an emotional benefit might be 

for a parent? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Feel needed.  Excellent.  Just that sense of — and there’s no question, as we’ve 
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already talked about — you know, we talk about that transition to a newborn that comes 

into the world and comes into your life that’s totally 100 percent dependent.  For some 

there is a sense of satisfaction and gratification.  Here’s someone who needs me that I 

can care for.  And again, particularly if all those readiness factors are there. 

 Other examples of emotional benefits?  And again, if you’ve ever been around a 

new parent, you’ll get maybe some sense about what that experience was like.  Again, 

particularly for those, you know, that planned for, looked forward to this event.  What 

would be some other benefits, positive aspects emotionally?  Anyone think of one?  

And again, I know it’s hard to begin to image something when it’s not an experience that 

you’ve had. 

 I know for myself I think there’s an overwhelming sense — and I think this is true 

in terms of the whole childbirth experience but then that experience afterwards — a 

sense of wonder and almost awe, you know.  The miracle of life, you know, and to 

realize that this was something that you had a very active part.  And it’s very different 

than watching that and see that for others when it is your personal kind of experience.  

In spite of the challenges, you know, and some of the difficult times, there is a great 

sense of joy that you experience as you hold that baby and you interact with that baby.  

Even though that newborn may not be able to give a lot back, there’s still something 

about the facial expressions and the smiles and the laughter, just all of that that tends to 

be real fulfilling.  Particularly again when that’s something that’s really desired. 

 My wife and I still think about and talk about — for us, those early hours and 

those early days.  I shared this in here before when we were talking about the 

pregnancy experience.  I still remember the day after Matthew was born, I remember 

sitting in this — we had a rocking chair in the birthing room that we had and I remember 

sitting there, rocking, watching a basketball game on TV, and having a dialogue with a 

one-day-old child about basketball.  Now, who would ever come to know that 
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basketball would become an important part of his life much later down the road. 

 And I guarantee you I’ll never forget when my sisters had come to visit for the 

first time and saw me — and again, this is all family context — could not believe I was 

actually holding the child.  I don’t think I would’ve ever given much of the impression of 

someone, you know, who would’ve been really actively involved in terms of the family, 

growing up in a family and having three younger sisters.  And they just thought that 

was just the strangest thing, you know, to see me.  Because they’d never seen me, you 

know, with an infant or imaged me holding an infant.  It’s real different when it’s yours.  

So again, a lot of positive emotional kinds of benefits. 

 Any others that you might think of?  The connectedness which will actually be 

almost a separate one by itself.  That connectedness that tends to happen with your 

partner, without a doubt.  And I do think one of the things that I have found in my own 

experience is there a unique love that you have for the child that I think is unlike any 

love you have for any other person.  It’s hard to describe that until you’ve had that 

experience. So again, emotional benefits.   

 There is what’s often referred to as self-enrichment.  This is how the parent’s life 

is enriched and how the individual’s life changes in the positive.  What do you think 

happens for some new parents?  Can you think of an example of how their personal life 

is changed and enhanced?  One of the ones, I think just as an example, I think what 

I’ve seen — and again, I was probably considerably older having a child for the first time 

than probably many are.  I was in my mid-30s.  I remember a friend of mine who was 

younger, when he had the transition to having their first child — they have two now — 

and one of the comments was — and it was not only him talking about it, but watching 

it.  Clearly, one of the things that I saw in him was a whole shift in terms of maturity.  I 

know this wasn’t the case, but it was almost like someone almost growing up overnight, 

you know. 
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 We talked some about that and it goes back to something you said earlier, is the 

focus.  Your focus on life shifts, you know, and all of a sudden there was somebody 

else that was responsible and dependent on him, and his whole focus shifted and he 

became more responsible, more mature.  And priorities in his life shifted differently than 

it had been before.  I’m sure his wife would want to say or believe that it should’ve been 

different before that.  But clearly he saw himself growing up and his priorities changed 

his goals in life — you know, shifted and changed.  I know for myself clearly my focus 

and goals changed and clearly shifted somewhat away from career being the most 

important thing — or maybe the second most important thing, and that began to shift 

down the list of what was most important as something else shifted up above that. 

 I remember a student a number of years ago in a class — and I may have shared 

this in here.  I don’t remember.  But I remember talking about one of the things that 

she had tried to get her husband to do forever was to wear a seatbelt.  Couldn’t get him 

to put his seatbelt on, you know.  It was interesting that right after their first child was 

born, he started to buckle his seatbelt.  She was glad.  She was kind of excited and 

she asked, “What’s the sudden change?”  And what do you think it was?  He needed 

to take care of himself.  He needed to keep himself safe.  Why?  So he’d be around to 

take care of the baby, the child. 

 Now, she was gratified by that, but there’s probably also a part of her that was 

somewhat sad because — and this is not probably unlike other relationships in the 

sense that “I wish you also had maybe wanted to be around for me as well.”  I think it’s 

a different sense of — if something happened to me, I know that you’d be able to do 

what?  You’d be able to take care of yourself because you’re an adult.  But now here 

all of a sudden here’s someone who’s dependent on me who couldn’t in the same kind 

of way.  Again, priorities, goals, a different kind of shift takes place.  And so people 

often talk about again self-enrichment, you know, in their lives and how their personal 
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life changed.  Anybody think of another aspect or maybe someone you’ve known of 

how you saw their life shift in the positive as a result of becoming a parent?  And again, 

may not be a context for that. 

 One of the other positive aspects that individuals and couples often talk about is 

what they call family cohesiveness.  And again, I firmly believe that a couple is a family.  

Don’t necessarily need to have children to feel complete.  But there are many that a 

child coming into their lives gives them a different sense of family and does tend to bond 

not only the sense of family together differently but often that relationship differently, 

and that somehow the relationship together and now the three of us takes on a different 

meaning. 

 Clearly, I know in our experience there clearly was an enhanced, increased 

sense of closeness that occurred.  Clearly, our lives dramatically shifted as the focus 

for not only us individually but us as a couple shifted to we as a family.  From that point 

on, just how we planned our day and we planned our activities shifted.  But there was a 

different sense of togetherness.  It didn’t mean what we had before wasn’t wonderful, 

but it shifted.  It was different.  People often talk about that sense of cohesiveness, a 

sense of added bonding.  Not only to the marriage, but again to that expanding sense 

of family and family unity. 

 And finally, what people will talk about frequently is the identification with the 

child.  Watching the child grow and change.  And I think the other gratifying part of that 

is to know that you had — maybe not that you’re the only thing responsible, but you had 

a part in helping shape that development.  And hopefully an important part of that.  

And again, I’ve — and I’ve shared this in here before — but I have thoroughly enjoyed 

every stage of development.  Each one has been unique.  Because as we’ve tried to 

talk about in here throughout the semester, you know, as that child gets older and goes 

through different changes, there is unique characteristics of each one of those changes.  
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For me, at least, it’s been very exciting to watch that ongoing and still ongoing transition 

and evolution of who our child is becoming, you know. 

 I feel really, really grateful in a lot of ways because I honestly can say — and 

again, you know, I’m a proud father kind of thing — but, you know, I look at my son and 

I tell him this pretty much every week.  I say, “You know, you’re a good kid.”  And he 

is.  He’s a good kid that’s fun to be around.  He’s an enjoyable kid, you know.  It’s 

been fun to watch the changes both in terms of the challenging changes.  We still had 

another meltdown with the storm that hit the other night, major meltdown, but I’m glad 

we were home and not in the car.  So we’re still dealing with some fears and some 

other kinds of issues.  Those are the challenging moments of parenting.  

 But the positive aspects of watching him change and watching him grow — 

yesterday we were shooting baskets and we were having a conversation, you know.  

And it’s true.  The specifics are unimportant, you know.  But he shared something that 

he was gonna be able to do that I couldn’t do, you know.  He was a much stronger 

person, you know, to be able to deal with a difficult situation than I was even able to as 

an adult.  I was really proud that he could do that.  Because I was unwilling to do 

something that he was willing to do and confront a difficult situation.  It was something 

that affected him and affected all of us, but it affected him even more personally.  He 

was able to face that differently than I was even able to.  And to watch that maturity of 

someone who’s only 12 years of age. 

 What do you think are — and again, maybe in a child that you’ve watched — you 

know, a niece, a nephew, or a sibling — what do you think are some of the significant 

events that parents often identify with and remember?  I think part of what happens is 

— and again, it’s interesting that even as children get older you still go back to those 

moments and then that’s the identification.  The things that you remember about early 

experiences in life.  What do you think are some of the significant ones that parents 
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often hold onto? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Clearly the first words and as new words get added, without a doubt.  What 

else?  Other experiences and events that parents tend to really identify with.  I know a 

lot of times first steps, walking, tends to be a significant event.  Potty-training.  That’s 

one of those that — you’re so excited when you finally have mastered — or they’ve 

mastered that one, without a doubt.  What else do you think are significant moments 

that parents tend to identify with? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

That’s one of the ones I was thinking of in terms of that.  Again, to some extent, maybe 

going to preschool or daycare, but that first day of real school as they head off is a 

milestone, without a doubt. 

 Any others you can think of?  Milestone in a child’s life.  And they’re actually 

endless.  It’s almost anything new that they conquer or achieve, you know, kind of 

thing. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

And there’s nothing like when all of a sudden you move from that stage when so much 

of your understanding is all non-verbal to the point where you really start to have 

conversations.  And then all of a sudden begin to realize that we understand each 

other.  You know, I had dialogue and conversations with my child, like I said, from day 

one but those were largely — at least verbally — one way.  And then all of a sudden 

you begin to have real conversations, you know. 

 For me, it’s those moments when your child comes and really asks your advice 

about something, you know.  Or, you know, my child is really affectionate.  When your 

child looks at you and says, “Looks like you could really use a hug,” you know.  There’s 

just those ongoing constant moments of identifying with the child, watching who that 
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child is becoming and has become, and know that you’ve had a part of that. 

 All right.  Looking real quickly at some of the negative aspects.  The first one — 

and this one, I think, tends to become fairly obvious and that people would get in touch 

with.  Again, I don’t think people realize to what extent until you’re there and you’re 

going through that transition.  The bottom line is the transition of raising a child is hard 

work.  It’s just physically, emotionally hard work.  Now, it does get, I think, easier and 

easier in terms of some of the daily physical demands as the child gets older and 

they’re able to take care of more and more of their own needs, but it’s non-ending.  I 

mean, it’s 24/7, you know, and there’s certain physical demands.  Particularly early on, 

in the early transition where they are totally dependent, you’re meeting all of those 

needs and it can be just outright exhausting over times. 

 One of the things that couples often talk about is the marital relationship is 

impacted.  There tends to be a decline in marital satisfaction.  I don’t think it 

necessarily has to, but I think there does tend to be somewhat of a decline.  And part of 

that is, understandably, that all the energy, all the focus, tends to go where?  To the 

child.  And if couples aren’t careful to nurture their own marriage, then it can go only to 

the child and away from them in the level of satisfaction.  Tends to be men more than 

women, but men tend to complain about the decline in sexual activity.  A part of that is 

the result of a number of things going on, particularly either one or both being 

exhausted and tired from the transition and the demands and the focus shifting again.  

There are cases where men actually become somewhat resentful of the transition and 

where there may have been more attention on them their needs gets shifted to the child 

and sometimes tend to feel somewhat left out. 

 And again, I think it has a lot to do with how both adjust in transition. But I 

think if couples will realize that energy focus needs to go to the child but we then also 

need to find ways to nurture the relationship, those declines may only be very slight.  I 
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think in some cases if they both do that together, I think satisfaction actually has the 

potential of going up in those cases. 

 We talked about the emotional benefits.  There are the emotional costs.  Real 

quickly, can you think of a couple of examples of the emotional costs?  We can talk 

about the love and the joy and the satisfaction from interacting.  Can you think of 

emotional costs?  Being a brand new parent. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Probably if it’s not number one, it’s gotta be in the top three: self-doubt.  The worry.  

Am I gonna do a good job?  Am I gonna make a mistake?  Am I not gonna know 

what’s wrong or know how to respond?  You know, that overwhelming sense of 

responsibility.  Wanting to do a good job and afraid that I might not. 

 And again, I think the other part of it — at least it was my experience and I think 

it’s a lot of parents’ experience — is that overwhelming sense of responsibility.  You 

hate to say it, but there’s also that part of it — that overwhelming sense of concern and 

worry that something bad will happen and will you be able to protect and make sure that 

doesn’t happen. 

 I’ll never forget the very first night when Matthew had come home.  I had already 

moved and so we were in transition of moving.  And so Matthew was with us in the bed 

that night because I was getting ready to fly out the next day.  And I remember holding 

him all night long and I remember not sleeping at all.  I listened to him breathe all night 

long.  And if you ever listen to a newborn breathe, it’s just kind of real even and real 

shallow, you know.  

 Part of it, I think, stemmed from the fact that I’d actually had a student in one of 

my classes one semester who gave birth during the semester and then had a very 

horrifying experience where the child had actually stopped breathing at one point and 

went through that whole nightmare.  It turned out okay, but she talked about the fear 
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and the panic, you know.  I think a new parent’s worst nightmare is to lose a child.  

Probably is harder, you know, than any other loss that someone would deal with. So 

again, there are the emotional benefits but there clearly are the emotional costs as well. 

 And then there are also opportunity costs and restrictions.  You can’t go the way 

you used to be able to go.  When you go and plan a trip, even to go out to eat, you’ve 

really gotta plan for it and make sure you take all the things that you need.  There are 

restrictions in terms of your work and careers.  Relationships change.  Again, often the 

relationships you have are with friends who don’t have children.  And now that shifts 

and you may not have time and energy to spend with friends.  So again, there are 

clearly opportunity costs and restrictions as well. 

 All right.  We’ll pick up and begin to look at middle adulthood next time. 

 

  


