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Abstract

The transition to parenthood represents a period of considerable change. Much of the
change is positive as parents experience the inherent emotional and social benefits of
becoming a parent. However, it is also a period of considerable challenge and stress,
which can have deleterious effects on health and well-being. Increased demands of caring
for an infant can lead to loss of sleep, limited ‘leisure’ time, restrictions on social life, and
difficulties in managing ‘work-life’ balance. In addition, the disruption and time demand
lead to parents ‘falling out’ of health habits. Parents also have new responsibilities to care
for the health of their child, and socialize them into healthy habits. Identifying strategies
parents can adopt to initiate and maintain health behaviors during the transition to
parenthood may be important means to increase their physical and psychological health.
In addition, providing parents with the motivation and means to socialize their children
into health behaviors is an important health promotion goal. The present chapter reviews
the key behavioral health issues experienced by adults in the transition to parenthood,
focusing on behaviors that will promote good physical and psychological health, and the
imperative of adopting behaviors that will promote and maintain the health of their child.
Research on the application of social cognitive theories to predict and understand health
behavior in parents and their children will be reviewed. Based on this research, theory-
based behavior change strategies aimed at promoting health behaviors in parents in the

transition to parenthood and their children will be identified.
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monitoring requires the individual to identify the potential cues or prompts that instigate
an unwanted behavior and to increase vigilance for situations when the unwanted cue
arises. For example, a father trying to quit smoking would identify the situations where he
typically smokes and maintain vigilance when those cues arise. Diaries and other
monitoring devices can assist in this regard. The goal is for the individual to be
consciously aware of the cue and when it occurs rather than the cue appearing unnoticed,
a scenario carries with it a high probability that the behavior will be enacted. Once the
individual has identified the cue, strategies can be developed to manage them and create
alternative courses of action. Environmental restructuring involves changing the
environment to reduce or eliminate the potential for cues to initiate an unwanted behavior.
Identifying the context or cue that initiates an unwanted behavior is an important first
step. For example, for many new parents having unhealthy, ‘junk’ food available in the
household serves as a cue to snacking and eating unhealthily. Ensuring that those foods
are not available in the household and replacing them with healthier choices is a simple
restructuring activity that removes the cue. Action planning involves developing a plan
for an alternative course of action when the cue for the unwanted behavior is presented.
Specifying an action plan requires an individual to specify an alternative course of action,
when it will be enacted, where it will be performed, and how the individual will perform
it. For example, a mother trying to cut down on her alcohol intake may have identified
being offered another alcoholic drink by her friend when paying her a house visit or
meeting her in a restaurant as a cue. Her action plan might specify refusing the drink in
the social situation (when and where) by saying that she is trying to increase her fluid
intake and will take a thirst quenching alternative (how). Research has suggested that
specification of such plans may lead to the alternative being sufficiently accessible to

bypass the well-learned unwanted cued-up by the situation when making decisions
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restructuring, cue-monitoring, and action planning. Although this is not a comprehensive
overview of the kinds of strategies that may be used in behavior interventions in the
transition to parenthood, it provides significant examples of the importance of utilizing
evidence from behavioral science to design interventions that use methods that will be
optimally effective in promoting the health behavior in parents and children during the

transition to parenthood.
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