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Paternal bonding in pregnancy and early parenthood: 
a qualitative study in first-time fathers
Noor de Waal a, Marion I. van den Heuvelb, Ivan Nyklíčeka, Victor J. M. Popa 

and Myrthe G. B. M. Boekhorsta

aDepartment of Medical and Clinical Psychology, Tilburg University, Tilburg, Netherlands; bDepartment of 
Cognitive Neuropsychology, Tilburg University, Tilburg, Netherlands

ABSTRACT
The birth of an infant marks a period of profound change in first-time 
parents. Parental love and warmth, however, already begin to 
develop during pregnancy. Also for fathers, the development of 
bonding to the infant may be a unique process. The current qualita-
tive study aimed to explore views and experiences of first-time 
fathers on the origins and development of paternal bonding during 
pregnancy and early childhood. In total, 30 in-depth semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with expectant fathers (second or third 
trimester of pregnancy; n = 10) and fathers of infants (0–6 months 
postpartum; n = 11) and toddlers (2–3 years of age; n = 9). Two major 
themes were uncovered from the data: feelings of bonding and 
facilitators of bonding. The first theme was supported with three 
subthemes: 1) from abstract to concrete, 2) positive emotions, 
and 3) uncertainties and worries. The second theme, facilitators of 
bonding, was supported with four subthemes: 1) experiencing the 
foetus, 2) meeting the child, 3) interaction, and 4) communication. 
Similar to previous studies, our results suggested that, in most 
fathers, paternal bonding originates in pregnancy and that it evolves 
over time. Seeing or feeling the child, both during pregnancy and 
postpartum, as well as interacting or communicating with the child, 
appears to facilitate fathers’ feelings of bonding. Involving fathers in 
pregnancy, childbirth, and parenting may be essential for their bond-
ing process.
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The birth of a child marks a period of profound change for first-time parents. Parental love 
and warmth, however, already begin to develop in the prenatal period (e.g. Habib & 
Lancaster, 2010; Trombetta et al., 2021). Parent-to-infant bonding, defined as the emo-
tional tie a parent feels towards their infant (Alhusen, 2008; Suzuki et al., 2022), guide 
caregiving behaviours after birth and is thereby foundational for future parenting com-
petencies and child development (Alvarenga et al., 2013; Branjerdporn et al., 2017; De 
Cock et al., 2016, 2017; Le Bas et al., 2020; Medina et al., 2021; Nakic Rados, 2021). For 
example, higher levels of maternal prenatal bonding have been associated with more 
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positive mother-infant interaction 3 weeks postpartum (Medina et al., 2021) and better 
social-emotional development in 12-month-old infants (Le Bas et al., 2022). Another study 
demonstrated that more bonding from father to child throughout the perinatal period 
was related to better executive functioning in children at 2 years of age (De Cock et al.,  
2017). In mothers, affectionate feelings towards the infant generally arise during the first 
trimester of pregnancy and increase as the pregnancy progresses (De Cock et al., 2016,  
2017; De Waal et al., 2023; Le Bas et al., 2021; Tichelman et al., 2019; Trombetta et al.,  
2021). Similarly, paternal bonding has been found to increase from the first to the third 
trimester of pregnancy (Habib & Lancaster, 2010), indicating that fathers, like mothers, are 
more focused on and more involved with the foetus for the imminent birth. At the same 
time, men have reported lower levels of bonding towards the foetus than women 
(Lorensen et al., 2004; Ustunsoz et al., 2010), which may reflect a different and unique 
process of paternal bonding.

For fathers, opportunities to physically experience the pregnancy are limited compared 
to those of expectant mothers, and they largely depend on their partners for windows to 
interact with the unborn child. The lack of first-hand experiences of the foetus and not 
being able to carry the child, may create an emotional distance towards the pregnancy 
and the unborn child (Freeman, 2000; Guney & Ucar, 2019; Kowlessar et al., 2015b; 
Vreeswijk et al., 2014). In previous qualitative research, expectant fathers have indeed 
described early pregnancy as unreal (Baldwin et al., 2019; Kowlessar et al., 2015b; 
Widarsson et al., 2015). However, despite feeling disengaged, expectant fathers also 
reported wanting to be involved in their partners’ pregnancy (Widarsson et al., 2015) 
and, with gestation, becoming to accept the foetus as more real, enabling them to relate 
and emotionally connect to the unborn child (Kowlessar et al., 2015b; Lagarto & Duaso,  
2022; Vreeswijk et al., 2014).

For some, however, an actual awareness of fatherhood did not set in until after their 
child was born (Shorey et al., 2017), and even then it took time to understand what it was 
like being a father (Premberg et al., 2008). Qualitative studies suggest that the early 
postpartum period can be an emotional and stressful period for fathers, in which a new 
balance must be found between taking care of their new-born child and supporting their 
partner on the one hand, and work commitments and personal engagements on the 
other, whilst also dealing with a lack of sleep and sometimes feeling insecure about their 
parenting competencies (Baldwin et al., 2019; Shorey et al., 2017). The major adjustments 
and new responsibilities that are evident to the transition into parenthood put men, like 
women, at risk for developing mental health problems (Parfitt & Ayers, 2014). According 
to recent meta-analyses, prevalence rates vary between 7–14% for depression and 9–12% 
for anxiety in men during or after their partner’s pregnancy (Leiferman et al., 2021; Rao 
et al., 2020). Psychological problems are a well-known risk factor for poor bonding to the 
infant, also in fathers (Baldy et al., 2023; Kerstis et al., 2016; Knappe et al., 2021; Nasreen 
et al., 2022).

Although the transition into fatherhood may be challenging, qualitative studies also 
indicated that fatherhood brought about a sense of accomplishment and personal 
growth (Baldwin et al., 2019), as well as love, pride, and happiness within the family 
(Premberg et al., 2008). Men reported enjoying interacting with their child and watching 
them grow (Baldwin et al., 2019; Premberg et al., 2008). They wanted to be an involved 
father and strived for a loving relationship (Premberg et al., 2008). Spending time alone 
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with the child, particularly alone, was thought to facilitate this process by gaining knowl-
edge on the child’s character and needs, and by developing parental sensitivity (i.e. 
correctly interpreting and responding to infant signals; Ainsworth et al., 1974), which 
fathers considered to be essential in bonding with the child (Kowlessar et al., 2015a; 
Premberg et al., 2008). Although not many studies examined the continuity of paternal 
bonding over the transition into parenthood, De Cock et al. (2016) demonstrated that, 
despite showing some variety in the level of pre- and postnatal bonding, fathers’ feelings 
of bonding were relatively stable from pregnancy to toddlerhood.

Previous research provided valuable insights into fathers’ experiences and feelings 
during their transition into parenthood, but few qualitative studies focused on paternal 
bonding specifically and none were from the Netherlands. Moreover, the majority of these 
studies included either the prenatal period or the first year after childbirth, whereas little 
qualitative research has examined the feelings and thoughts of fathers on the relationship 
with their child in a wider period of time. To our knowledge, not much is known, 
qualitatively, about paternal bonding after the first postpartum year. This is unfortunate 
given the unique and important position of fathers in pregnancy and early caregiving (e.g. 
Challacombe et al., 2023; Fisher et al., 2021), a role that has substantially increased over 
the last decades, at least in Western industrialised countries (Alio et al., 2013; Boll et al.,  
2014). The present qualitative study therefore explored the views and experiences of first- 
time fathers on the origins and development of paternal bonding during pregnancy and 
early parenthood in a Dutch sample. The aim was to identify several themes from in-depth 
individual interviews that were key for fathers in different stages of the transition into 
parenthood: pregnancy, the postpartum period, and toddlerhood.

Method

Participants

Fathers were recruited via an online advertisement sent to women participating in the 
Brabant Study, a large prospective perinatal cohort study examining obstetric out-
comes from a biopsychosocial perspective in pregnant women (Meems et al., 2020). 
Additionally, information on the study was shared on social media, via word-of-mouth, 
and through flyers. Recruitment took place between May and October 2022. First-time 
expectant fathers whose partner was in the second or third trimester of pregnancy 
and fathers with a firstborn child aged 0–6 months or 2–3 years were eligible for 
participation. Additionally, participants had to be 18 years or older and have 
a sufficient understanding of the Dutch language. Thirty-seven participants were 
interested in participation, of which one father was not eligible and six fathers did 
not return informed consent. This resulted in a total of 30 fathers participating in the 
study of whom 10 during their partner’s pregnancy, 11 during the postpartum period, 
and 9 during toddlerhood. All fathers were Dutch and married and/or cohabiting with 
their partners. None of the fathers of infants or toddlers indicated being the primary 
caretaker of the child. One father of a toddler indicated that he was currently receiving 
treatment for depression. Three fathers indicated that they once received treatment 
for a depression (one expectant father and one father of an infant) or an anxiety 
disorder (father of a toddler), but not at this moment. Further demographics are 
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presented in Table 1. All participants gave written informed consent. The study was 
approved by the Ethics Review Board of Tilburg University (reference TSB_RP350) and 
preregistered at https://aspredicted.org/JXG_RGP.

Procedures

Participants completed one in-depth semi-structured interview that lasted on average 33  
minutes (range 17–49 minutes) and took place in an online environment. The researchers 
used an interview guide to make sure that all questions and topics were attended to in the 
different interviews. However, the researcher would ask follow-up questions to each indivi-
dual participant in order to stimulate a more in-depth answer. The order in which the 
questions were asked differed per interview in order for the interview topics to flow and 
develop naturally. Interviews were audio-recorded using a digital voice recorder and con-
ducted by the first or last author, or a research assistant who was trained by the first or last 
author. Before the start of the interview, participants were informed on the general aim of 
the study and were told that they were not obliged to answer a question if that made them 
feel uncomfortable in any way. After the interview, fathers completed an online question-
naire on general demographics. Fathers received a small present for the child and a gift 
voucher worth 5 Euros to thank them for their participation. Participants were included in 
the study until no new information was obtained and data saturation was reached.

Table 1. Demographics.
Father Group Age Education Employed Trimester Child agea Child sex

1 Pregnant 25–30 Master’s degree Full time 3 Unknown
2 Pregnant 30–35 Bachelor’s degree Full time 2 Boy
3 Pregnant 25–30 Bachelor’s degree Full time 3 Girl
4 Pregnant 35–40 Master’s degree Full time 2 Girl
5 Pregnant 35–40 Master’s degree Full time 3 Girl
6 Pregnant 25–30 Bachelor’s degree Full time 3 Girl
7 Pregnant 30–35 Bachelor’s degree Full time 2 Boy
8 Pregnant 30–35 PhD Full time 3 Boy
9 Pregnant 30–35 Master’s degree Full time 3 Girl
10 Pregnant 35–40 PhD Full time 3 Boy
11 Postpartum 30–35 Bachelor’s degree Full time 2 Boy
12 Postpartum 25–30 Master’s degree Part time 6 Boy
13 Postpartum 35–40 Bachelor’s degree Full time 3 Boy
14 Postpartum 25–30 Bachelor’s degree Full time 6 Girl
15 Postpartum 30–35 Master’s degree Full time 1 Girl
16 Postpartum 30–35 Bachelor’s degree Full time 3 Girl
17 Postpartum 35–40 Master’s degree Full time 4 Girl
18 Postpartum 35–40 Master’s degree Part time 2 Boy
19 Postpartum 30–35 Master’s degree Part time 2 Girl
20 Postpartum 30–35 Bachelor’s degree Part time 4 Boy
21 Postpartum 35–40 Bachelor’s degree Full time 1 Girl
22 Toddlerhood 30–35 Bachelor’s degree Part time 28 Boy
23 Toddlerhood 40–45 Bachelor’s degree Full time 33 Girl
24 Toddlerhood 35–40 Master’s degree Part time 31 Girl
25 Toddlerhood 35–40 Vocational degree Full time 34 Girl
26 Toddlerhood 35–40 Master’s degree Part time 26 Boy
27 Toddlerhood 35–40 Master’s degree Part time 33 Boy
28 Toddlerhood 35–40 Master’s degree Part time 33 Boy
29 Toddlerhood 35–40 Bachelor’s degree Full time 25 Boy
30 Toddlerhood 35–40 PhD Part time 27 Boy

Note. aIn months.
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Interview

For the purpose of this study, a semi-structured interview guide was developed by the 
first (NdW) and last author (MB). The topics and questions of this guide were based on 
earlier qualitative literature on parental bonding (e.g. Kowlessar et al., 2015a, 2015b), 
as well as on items of questionnaires assessing bonding quality (e.g. Cuijlits et al.,  
2016). The guide was pilot tested on one father who fit the inclusion criteria, but who 
was not included in the study. No changes were made based on the pilot interview. 
During the interview, participants were asked to describe their feelings and thoughts 
towards their infant, as well as the origins and development of these feelings, and to 
reflect upon the time spent with their child. Overall, the interview guide was similar for 
each group with only slight adaptations according to the father’s situation. For 
example, fathers were asked to describe their feelings of becoming a father for the 
first time, or how they felt in their father role. Other examples of questions were: ‘How 
would you describe your feelings towards your child?’ and ‘Can you remember 
whether there was a moment that you first felt an emotional connection with your 
child?’. In general, all participants in the same group were asked similar questions, but 
the sequence and phrasing could be changed according to previous answers. 
Additional questions could be asked to further explore or clarify participants’ 
responses.

Data analyses

Analyses were conducted in ATLAS.ti (Version 22.2.5.0) by the first (NdW) and last author 
(MB), using inductive thematic analyses. First, interviews were transcribed verbatim using 
clear verbatim rules and checked for accuracy. Then, transcripts were uploaded in ATLAS, 
a coding and organising programme, in which text fragments were coded by means of 
the code manager. Subsequently, based on the content of these codes, they were 
allocated to different themes that were identified by the first and last author. An overview 
was then made describing the condensed meaningful units (i.e. an interpretation of the 
underlying meaning of the text fragment), codes, and themes. For each group of fathers, 
one interview was coded independently by the first and last author. After consensus was 
reached, the first author coded the rest of the interviews under supervision of the last 
author. Coding was inductive and not driven by an a priori framework. Codes and themes 
were reviewed and refined by the second author (MvdH).

Results

Two major themes were uncovered from the data: feelings of bonding and facilitators of 
bonding. The first theme was supported with three subthemes: 1) from abstract to 
concrete, 2) positive emotions, and 3) uncertainties and worries. The second theme was 
supported with four subthemes: 1) experiencing the foetus, 2) meeting the child, 3) 
interaction, and 4) communication. Table 2 gives an overview of the major themes and 
subthemes, codes, and examples of condensed meaningful units. Figure 1 presents 
a graphical overview of the major themes and their subthemes.
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Feelings of bonding

From abstract to concrete
Expectant fathers. In early pregnancy, fathers described the bond to their child as 
abstract. They felt an emotional distance to the child since they were not able to 
hold the child or to feel its physical presence in a way that their partner could, as 
one expectant father explained: 

I am happy to know that the baby is here, but it feels rather distant. It is not growing in my 
body, so it feels very different. I cannot hold it, and therefore I have to use a lot of imagination.

Some expectant fathers found it difficult to describe their feelings towards their child. 
They knew of their partners’ pregnancy and felt attached to the foetus somehow, but 
could not fully grasp their feelings towards the child. Some felt that a bond was some-
thing for the future, and some reported not feeling an emotional connection at all, since 
the pregnancy was so abstract to them. Over time, however, the unborn child gradually 
became more tangible. Some fathers described that the foetus became more human 
throughout the course of pregnancy and feelings got involved. At the end of pregnancy, it 

Table 2. Overview of major and subthemes, codes, and examples of condensed meaningful units.
Major theme Subtheme Code Example condensed meaningful unit

Feelings of 
bonding

From abstract 
to concrete

Abstract or 
unreal

It feels unreal because there is no physical experience of the child

Distance Feels distant towards child because no physical experience of the 
child and not able to hold it

Realization In the beginning of the pregnancy, it is hard to imagine. Over time, 
the idea of becoming a father gets more real and tangible.

More awareness In the beginning of the pregnancy, it is not comprehendible. Over 
time, it gets more concrete.

Positive 
emotions

Loving and 
caring

Feeling an unconditional love for the child.

Happiness and 
pride

Feeling proud when thinking about the child.

Closeness and 
togetherness

Feeling like being a family.

Curiosity Curious and looking forward to meeting the child.
Uncertainties 

and worries
Worries Worrying about how things will be like after the child is born.

Responsibilities Feeling responsible because a new-born child is not capable of 
doing anything and therefore completely dependent.

Uncertainties Feeling insecure when child cries and not being able to help, that 
affects one’s self-confidence.

Facilitators of 
bonding

Experiencing 
the foetus

Ultrasound 
scans

Overwhelmed by seeing the ultrasound scan, realising that there is 
a child, makes it tangible.

Foetal 
movement

Feeling the child gave rise to the first feelings of a connection.

Interaction Having the idea that child responds to touch, those moments are 
valuable.

Heartbeat Hearing the heartbeat is an important moment, that brings you 
close to the birth of the child.

Meeting the 
child

Birth The connection that was felt during the pregnancy is not 
comparable with what is felt after birth

Interaction Caregiving At first, it is all about basic caregiving.
Interaction The best thing is when the child is laughing. Playing and laughing 

are the moments when the connection is felt most strongly.
Communication One-sided Communication is not really possible because there is no response 

from the child.
Communication The child can now indicate what they want, which is nice.

6 N. DE WAAL ET AL.



was easier to imagine what the child would be like, and fathers got increasingly pre-
occupied with the pregnancy and the unborn child. At the same time, some fathers 
reported that they still felt limited in what they could do to help, since the pregnancy 
was taking place in their partner’s body.

Positive emotions
Expectant fathers. Despite feeling disengaged at some points, almost all expectant 
fathers reported positively on their feelings towards their unborn child. They indicated 
that their child meant a lot, that they felt warm when they saw the child on ultrasound 
scans, and that they felt love and wanted to take care of the child, whom they had not yet 
met. For some, the child had already become a big part of fathers’ life and felt like they 
would do anything to make sure that the child was well. For a few fathers, this resulted in 
being more protective towards their partner, who carried their child. Fathers also 
described feelings of happiness and pride when thinking about their unborn child or 
seeing the child on ultrasound scans. They were curious and looked forward to meeting 
and getting to know their child. Most fathers felt close and connected to the child during 
pregnancy, and some indicated that these feelings increased with the imminent birth. For 
some, thinking about the child gave them a family-like feeling, as explained by one father:

‘We feel her [the father’s child] throughout the entire day, which I really enjoy. It feels like there 
are three of us already’.

Fathers of infants and toddlers. Fathers of infants and toddlers described similar 
feelings. They felt warmth and unconditional love towards their child, who was, by 
some fathers, described as indispensable and the most important thing in life. It felt 

Figure 1. Graphical overview of major themes and subthemes.
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good to take care of their child, and some fathers indicated that they would always be 
there for their child. One father described the bond to his child as: ‘It is like a sort of love 
that I have never experienced before’. Fathers also thought of their child as a source of joy, 
energy, and happiness. They enjoyed seeing the child grow and felt proud when the child 
mastered a new skill, even though they knew it was part of a typical development. The 
child was described as an enrichment of their life and fathers, of toddlers mostly, enjoyed 
spending time with them. Some fathers indicated that the bond to their child felt natural 
and familiar, as this was how it should be. They described the relationship with their child 
as close, intimate, deep, and pure. The general feeling was that these feelings grew over 
time, from pregnancy or birth onwards, and got more intense as the child grew older. 
Some fathers of toddlers described that they particularly enjoyed seeing themselves 
reflected in their child.

Uncertainties and worries
Expectant fathers. Besides positive emotions, some expectant fathers also expressed 
worries or feelings of anxiety, for example, regarding foetal health or for how their 
situation would change after childbirth. Some fathers also described feeling responsible 
for the child. One father explained: ‘I feel responsible. Although she [the father’s child] is not 
yet here, she is completely dependent on us parents and we must make sure that she is well, 
as far as that is possible’.

Fathers of infants. Some fathers of infants described similar feeling, with worrying being 
an evident part of fatherhood. The majority of these fathers felt highly responsible, since 
their child was entirely dependent on them. A few also indicated feeling insecure, for 
example when not succeeding in soothing the child, and feeling that they had to adapt to 
the new situation. One father described: 

At times, I feel insecure. For example, when he [the father’s child] cries and there is nothing 
I can do to help. That is hard, I then withdraw from the situation. At these moments, it is 
difficult to feel a connection. That is not because I do not care about him, but because I am 
insecure, and I do not know what to do.

Facilitators of bonding

Experiencing the foetus
Expectant fathers. Some moments during pregnancy marked important changes for 
fathers’ feelings towards their child. For example, seeing the foetus on ultrasound scans 
or hearing its heartbeat made the pregnancy and child more real, as described by one 
expectant father as: ‘The first ultrasound scan and the first time that I heard the baby’s 
heartbeat made me realise that there was a human being inside’. It also enabled fathers to 
imagine the child a bit better. For some, the first ultrasound scan was an overwhelming 
experience, which gave rise to an emotional connection to the child or strengthened the 
feelings they already had. For others, however, ultrasound scans were merely a confirmation 
of the foetus’ health and did not alter nor facilitate the bond with their child.

Feeling foetal movement for the first time also marked the beginning of bonding  
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for some expectant fathers. One expectant father described: ‘The first time I felt her [the 
father’s child] kicking was overwhelming. That was my baby in there. I felt small. It feels 
unreal, you are making new life together, that is very special’. The majority of fathers 
regularly placed their hand on their partners’ abdomen to feel and make contact with 
the child. Feeling the foetus move felt special and, according to most fathers, facili-
tated the emotional connection with the child since the child became more real. These 
feelings increased as the child became more active. One father described that his 
feelings for the child were most intense at the moment he felt his child move while his 
partner was sleeping, since it felt like they had spent some time alone. Most fathers, 
but not all, had the idea that the child responded to their touch, which was considered 
beneficial for the bond. Fathers also tried to make contact by singing or talking to 
their unborn child. However, most indicated that they felt a bit awkward doing so, and 
they had the idea that the child responded better to touch than to voices or sounds.

Meeting the child
Fathers of infants. Fathers described childbirth as a special and unique moment that 
radically changed their feelings towards the child. For some fathers, it felt like the 
beginning of a true connection, since the child was now physically there and fathers 
could see and hold their child themselves, rather than leaning on second-hand experien-
cing via their partner. This made a huge difference for them. Others did feel a connection 
already during pregnancy but indicated that this was not comparable with what they 
experienced after birth, as explained by one father: ‘From the beginning, you make a choice 
to take care of your child but at that point, few feelings are involved. However, when holding 
your child after birth, feelings arise that support that decision’. Where most fathers instantly 
felt love and connectedness, others took some time to get used to the infants and taking 
care of the child, to recover from an intense delivery, and to realise they had become 
a father.

Interaction
Fathers of infants. For fathers of infants, interacting with their infant was key in the 
bonding process. They described moments where the child made eye contact, 
laughed, or seemed to recognise their father, as moments that facilitated the 
bond towards their child. They felt more love, happiness, and more closely con-
nected to their infant as these moments of interaction occurred more often. Fathers 
described that, in the first weeks postpartum, everything revolved around taking 
care of the infant’s basic needs and that no or little interaction was possible, which 
made them feel detached since there was only little they could do. However, as the 
child grew older, opportunities to interact increased and this strengthened the 
bond, at least for the majority of fathers. One father described this as follows: 

The first weeks she [the father’s child] did not do much. I knew that she was my daughter, but 
I might as well have been watching someone else’s child. Now, there is interaction. She 
laughs back at me, or she stops crying or starts laughing when I pick her up. That makes the 
bond stronger. Of course, I was fond of her from the first day, but at the same time, it had to 
grow. Now that there is interaction, it keeps getting better.
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For some, all moments spent with the child facilitated these positive feelings, for example 
when soothing the child, whereas for others, playing had more impact than caregiving 
tasks or having physical contact. Fathers described that the responses of the child felt like 
they were ‘getting something in return’, which made them feel fulfilled.

Fathers of toddlers. Fathers of toddlers described similar feelings but had also noticed 
a turning point when the child first initiated contact with the father, for example by giving 
him a spontaneous hug. In addition, fathers enjoy the enthusiastic greetings of their child, 
playing with them, and laughing together, and these moments were thought to facilitate 
the bond.

Communication
Fathers of toddlers. In the postpartum period, some fathers felt like the communication 
with their child was one-sided, since the child could not talk back. The developing 
language skills of toddlers made fathers enjoy the interaction with their child more. 
They felt like they could interact with the child on a different level and liked, for example, 
that their child began to understand and make jokes. In addition, they enjoyed that the 
child took initiative by indicating his or her preferences. This made it easier for fathers to 
understand their child, and they liked the fact that the child’s opinion mattered and not all 
decisions had to be made by the father himself. One father of a toddler explained: 

Her language skills are developing, and she [the father’s child] can now express what is going 
on in her head. That is especially sweet, funny, and cute. The bond is therefore different 
every day. She is also able to express more and more how she sees a relationship. She can say 
that she likes her dad and, although it may sound selfish, that feels like getting something in 
return for the investment that I made over the past years. She is also better in explaining what 
she likes or dislikes. So, she is more in charge, and I like that.

Another change that was positively received by some fathers was that interacting with the 
child became more challenging, since the child now, for example, made demands or tried 
to manipulate. This made fathers feel like they were raising the child, rather than only 
taking care of its basic needs. Hence, communication skills of the child strengthened the 
bond fathers felt to their child in multiple ways.

Discussion

The current study aimed to explore views and experiences of first-time fathers on the 
origins and development of paternal bonding during pregnancy and early childhood. As 
an addition to previous qualitative research on the transition into fatherhood, we focused 
specifically on paternal bonding and included both expectant fathers, as well as fathers of 
infants and toddlers. By doing so, we aimed to provide new insights into and under-
standing of the bonding process of men throughout pregnancy and the first years of 
childhood. Results of the inductive thematic analyses identified two main overarching 
themes that are of importance to the father-child bond: feelings of bonding and facil-
itators of bonding. Themes were supported by several subthemes: from abstract to 
concrete, positive emotions, and uncertainties and worries (concerning the feelings of 
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bonding), and experiencing the foetus, meeting the child, interaction, and communica-
tion (as facilitators of bonding).

The first subtheme that was identified regarding the feelings of bonding, suggested 
that, in the early prenatal period, men generally think of the unborn child as unreal and 
abstract, as has also been reported in earlier research (e.g. Kowlessar et al., 2015b). These 
feelings may be affected by the fact that fathers’ opportunities to experience the preg-
nancy and the foetus are limited and largely dependent on their partner, who is physically 
carrying the child (De Waal et al., 2022; Freeman, 2000; Guney & Ucar, 2019). However, 
throughout pregnancy, most fathers become to accept the child as a tangible human 
being (Lagarto & Duaso, 2022) and, similar to previous research (e.g. Baldwin et al., 2019; 
Premberg et al., 2008), fathers felt love, happiness, pride, and closeness to the unborn 
child, as identified by the second subtheme. Although the levels of paternal bonding 
differ, it appears that fathers in general, like mothers, feel attached to their infant before 
birth. Seemingly, for most fathers, bonding originates in pregnancy and increases with 
gestation, as was also found in previous research (Habib & Lancaster, 2010).

Although positive feelings towards the unborn child were described by many expec-
tant fathers, the reports of the pregnancy being unreal and abstract suggest that fathers 
may have a harder time bonding to their infant compared to women and may have 
different needs. For instance, their feelings of bonding might benefit more from contact 
and direct experiences with the child. In the second overarching theme, the current study 
identified various facilitators that enhanced the bond between father and child at the 
different stages of development. First, experiencing the child appears to be important for 
fathers’ process of bonding to their child. Seeing the foetus via ultrasound scans and 
feelings its movements through the partners’ abdomen appeared to facilitate the paternal 
bond, at least for some fathers, as was also demonstrated by previous research (e.g. 
Lagarto & Duaso, 2022; Poh et al., 2014). However, not all fathers found ultrasound 
imaging helpful, potentially explaining why other studies (e.g. Harpel & Barras, 2018) 
did not find an increase in paternal bonding after seeing the unborn child on an ultra-
sound scan.

Moving on to a later stage of the transition into parenthood, the birth of the child 
marked an important change in fathers’ feelings towards their child. It was described that 
first-hand experiences after birth (i.e. seeing and holding the child) made an even greater 
impact on paternal feelings of bonding. These findings are in line with previous research 
that demonstrated positive outcomes for skin-to-skin contact between father and child 
after birth, such as more confidence in fathers’ parental role (Blomqvist et al., 2012) and 
higher levels of paternal bonding (Chen et al., 2017; Unal Toprak & Senturk Erenel, 2021). 
Although difficult to compare, the results seem different from the results of a quantitative 
study that found levels of paternal bonding to be relatively stable throughout the 
perinatal period (De Cock et al., 2016). However, the authors were not able to draw any 
conclusions on the differences in scores between the pre- to postnatal period since the 
questionnaires used included different items.

Second, for fathers it seems valuable for the relation to be reciprocal or to ‘get some-
thing in return’. Two subthemes suggested that significant changes in the bonding 
process occurred with the first moments of interaction and opportunities to communicate 
with the child. These interactions and communications contributed to fathers feeling 
more appreciated and fulfilled and made them understand the child better. Besides, basic 
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caretaking gradually shifted to raising the child, which fathers found more challenging, 
but also enjoyed more. These findings are in line with a quantitative study that demon-
strated an increase in fathers’ reports of child temperament over the first year of life in 
terms of activity level, smiling and laughter, and high pleasure (Sechi et al., 2020). The 
results are also in line with the general presumption that mothers, in general, are more 
associated with caregiving behaviours such as bathing or feeding, whereas fathers tend to 
be more engaged in interactive activities such as physical play, reading, and teaching, and 
challenge the infant more often (Bornstein, 2002; Craig, 2006; John et al., 2013). Moreover, 
in the early postpartum period, fathers’ opportunities for solo care or overall involvement 
may be restricted, for example due to breastfeeding – that is exclusively destined for the 
mother – and paternal leave which is limited compared to that of mothers (Perez et al.,  
2018; Premberg et al., 2008; Wilson & Prior, 2010). Accordingly, fathers have reported that 
the time spent with their child increased over time (Premberg et al., 2008). This may be 
especially interesting in the current study as fathers of toddlers seem to be at home more 
as they work part-time more often compared to expectant fathers and fathers of infants. 
Furthermore, paternal sensitivity is known to increase throughout early childhood (Brown 
et al., 2012; Hallers-Haalboom et al., 2017; Tissot et al., 2015), which may reflect more 
understanding of the infant’s needs, interests, and wishes, and potentially a stronger 
emotional tie from father to child as well.

Our findings emphasise the importance of including fathers in pregnancy and child-
care, both in research and in clinical practice. Thus far, studies on parental-infant bonding 
are mainly focused on mothers and variables that are associated with paternal bonding 
remain unexplored (Suzuki et al., 2022). That is unfortunate, since fathers may substan-
tially differ in their process of bonding with their infant compared to mothers (Lorensen 
et al., 2004; Ustunsoz et al., 2010). Future research may further address the potential 
facilitators and risk factors of paternal bonding, also by using a quantitative research 
design. In addition, further studies are necessary that examine the development or 
continuity of paternal bonding throughout the perinatal period. For clinical practice, 
the results of the current study imply that it is essential to involve fathers in prenatal 
health care visits, during childbirth, and in parenting, since seeing, holding, and interact-
ing with the infant presumably facilitates the bonding process. Moreover, it may be 
important to be aware of fathers’ different process and pace of bonding with their infant 
and increase opportunities to facilitate this process.

Strengths of the present study were the inclusion of fathers in different stages of their 
transition into parenthood. In addition, the qualitative nature of the study gave (expec-
tant) fathers the opportunity to describe their experiences in detail. However, there are 
also some limitations. First, the sample we included was not representative of the 
population, with fathers being overall highly educated and no fathers with an ethnic 
minority background partaking in the study. Additionally, all fathers that participated in 
the present study were married and/or cohabiting with their partner. Results may differ 
for fathers who are not together with the mother of their child, since they might be less 
involved in pregnancy and childcare. Further, it is presumable that fathers who agreed to 
participate were already interested in and involved with their child. As we do not know 
the characteristics and experiences of those fathers who did not respond to participation, 
the current sample might represent a group of fathers with a positively skewed involve-
ment in parenting. Therefore, caution is necessary when generalising the results. Future 
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research may address the father-infant bond across different subgroups of fathers, such as 
fathers with a low socioeconomic status, ethnic minorities, or teenage fathers. Another 
limitation concerns the restricted number of fathers that were included in this qualitative 
study. Furthermore, the current study was not longitudinal, which does not allow drawing 
conclusions on associations between variables or capturing the development of paternal 
bonding over time. Finally, paternal bonding may be affected by a variety of other factors 
which have not been accounted for in the present study (e.g. mental health, partner 
support; Baldy et al., 2023; De Cock et al., 2016). One of these influencing factors may 
include paternal involvement with the child, which might have been particularly relevant 
in the current study since fathers of toddlers more often had parttime employment, 
compared to expectant fathers and fathers of infants, of whom the majority was 
employed full-time.

In conclusion, results from the present study indicated that, in most fathers, bonding 
originates during pregnancy and that it evolves over time. Paternal feelings of bonding 
appear to be facilitated when seeing or feeling the child, both during pregnancy and after 
birth, and during moments of interaction and communication with their child. From these 
results, we may imply that it is important for fathers to be involved in pregnancy, child-
birth, and parenting, since this may be essential for their bonding process.
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