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Trying v. Not Trying: A qualitative exploration of pregnancy intentions, the transition to parenthood, and the couple relationship.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION: 
The current study reports Trying couples, those who plan for pregnancy, are more likely to experience relationship closeness and reinforced commitment to their relationship compared to Not Trying couples, those who did not plan for pregnancy. Furthermore, it gives detail in explaining how all couples, Trying or Not Trying, experience significant changes in the couple relationship during the transition to parenthood. 



















Overview
The transition to parenthood is considered a normative and relatively well-researched phase in the family life cycle; however, less is known about how pregnancy intentions may uniquely affect the transition to parenthood for couples. Through qualitative exploration of couples’ experiences transitioning to parenthood, this study identifies the primary themes of the childbearing decision making process and the impact on closeness, commitment and sense of obligation within the couple relationship. The themes differ based on whether or not the pregnancy was intended or planned.



Method
A qualitative method was used to gather information over a 6-month time period. The sample population was from a mixed suburban/rural area surrounding a public university in a South Central state. Conjoint, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 20 heterosexual couples during the second and third trimester of pregnancy.  Seventeen couples (85.0%) were married, two couples (10.0%) were cohabiting, and one couple (5.0%) was dating. Age of female participants ranged from 19 to 35 years (M = 28.15 years, SD = 3.50). Male participants age ranged from 20 to 39 years of age (M = 29.40, SD = 4.65).  Couples were asked to describe childbearing decision making processes, current pregnancy experiences, and the impact of pregnancy on the couple relationship.

Results
Qualitative interviews revealed couple intention or planfulness of current pregnancy to be a dominant theme regarding the impact of pregnancy on the couple relationship. Two primary groups emerged based on their couple intent and planfulness. Couples were labeled as “Trying”, meaning the pregnancy was planned or “Not Trying”, meaning the pregnancy was not planned. The decision-making process about childbearing was impacted by the couples intention and planfulness of the current pregnancy. Trying couples were more likely than Not Trying couples to have made the decision as a couple. The impact of pregnancy on the couple relationship was affected based on couple closeness, commitment, and sense of obligation. 
Closeness. Trying couples reported relationship intentionality, communication, a unique shared experience, and parental role attainment, which contributed to couple closeness. Not Trying couples reported significantly fewer salient subthemes than Trying couples.  
Commitment. Trying couples reported 1) shared responsibility of a new baby and 2) teamwork increased their commitment. Not Trying couples experienced commitment in their 1) relationship status, 2) relationship security, and 3) commitment to self-care.
Sense of Obligation. Both Trying and Not Trying couples reported to struggle with a sense of obligation to one’s partner and to one’s self during the pregnancy.  Gender differences emerged for both types of couples. Males struggled between feelings of selfishness and selflessness due to changing roles within the relationship. Females experienced a struggle between feeling selfish and demanding, yet acknowledging they needed further assistance.

Discussion
Couples’ pregnancy intentions, decision making process, and couple processes in regards to becoming pregnant all created a clear distinction between Trying couples and Not Trying couples to become pregnant. Trying couples were purposeful in anticipating pregnancy, which brought them closer even before conception. Furthermore, the male partner in Trying couples was more likely to be eager and involved in the pregnancy compared to Not Trying males.  Not Trying couples appeared more laidback in planning for pregnancy. 













