
Common questions about...

Having a baby and becoming a parent is life-changing. A new baby can 
bring great joy, but bringing up a child is also really hard work, whether 
you’re on your own or in a relationship. There can be many different 
emotions, depending on whether the pregnancy is planned or unplanned. 

Becoming a new mum or dad can feel overwhelming and lonely at 
times, and for young parents it can be even harder. Sometimes young 
parents are judged unfairly and face discrimination – even if they’re 
doing a great job of parenting.

BEING A YOUNG 
PARENT 



You may feel like people 
don’t trust you to make 
decisions that affect your 
baby and think that they 
know best. 

Meeting other parents, the 
same age, and having someone 
to talk to, can help you share 
experiences and feel confident 
about what you’re doing.

All the questions in this Q&A are based on frequent examples 
received from young people through UNICEF digital platforms, 
social listening reports and IoGT analytics. The answers were 
developed in collaboration with a reference group of young 
people from the ESAR region and reviewed by technical staff 
from UNICEF, UNFPA and UNAIDS. 



Deciding to have a baby, and bring up a child, is a big decision. Having a child 
changes your life forever. Being a parent can be the most amazing experience, 
but it’s also really tough and lots of work.  Only you can decide if you feel ready to 
have a baby, but knowing what to expect can be helpful.  
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Love and care 
Children need 

parents who are 
loving, kind and 

patient to care for 
them, keep them safe 

and guide them as 
they grow up.  

Resources, including 
money 

Children need 
somewhere to live, 
clothes, food, and 

healthcare. 

 Time
 Bringing up a child 

is a full-time job, 
especially when they 
are very young, and it 
can be hard to juggle 
school or work with 

having a baby.

Your child will depend on you totally for all their needs:

How do I know 
if I’m ready to 
have a baby?



If you don’t want to get pregnant, remember to use condoms 
and discuss other family planning options with your health 
care provider and with your partner.

Talk to people you trust 
and find out about 
their experiences of 
parenting.  Think about the 
responsibility, and how the 
time and effort required 
might impact on your life.

Bringing up a child on your own can be hard because of the strong emotions 
involved, and all the work falls on you. But joint parenting can be very difficult too 
when you have different ideas about how to bring up a child, and the pressures of 
caring for a baby can put stress on even the strongest relationships. It can be made 
even harder if you’re young parents and there are adults who believe you don’t have 
the skills to parent properly.



Having a baby with someone, and becoming a father, is a big decision and 
responsibility. Having a child changes your life and it’s important that you feel ready 
to fully commit to the mother and baby if that happens.   

I’m not ready to 
become a father. 
What can I do to 
prevent a pregnancy? 
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If you’re not ready to become a father, then it is your 
responsibility to ensure you are preventing an unplanned 
pregnancy. You should always use a condom when having sex! 

If your girlfriend isn’t yet pregnant, and is talking about wanting a baby, tell her 
honestly that you don’t feel ready to become a father, and suggest that you wait a 
while until you both feel ready.   
  
If your girlfriend is already pregnant, you need to be sensitive to her feelings and the 
position she’s in. You can tell your girlfriend how you feel about the pregnancy 
and share your worries. She may decide that she wants to have the baby – this 
is her decision – but she may also not feel ready. You will both need support to 
discuss your options with someone.

It’s important that you’re honest with 
her about how you’re feeling, but you 
also need to accept your responsibility 
to support her as a mother, and your 
responsibility as a parent to care for and 
protect the baby.



Becoming a new mum or dad can feel overwhelming and lonely at times and, 
for young parents, it can be even harder. It can be difficult to meet other parents 
the same age, and you may be reluctant to join support groups for parents of all 
ages. Sometimes young parents are judged unfairly and face discrimination – even 
if they’re doing a fantastic job of parenting.  
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I am pregnant and  
feel so alone, who  
can help me with 
being a young mum? 

Share 
experiences

Meeting up with other pregnant girls or parents the 
same age as you can be really helpful. There are 
organisations that just provide support and advice for 
young parents, and support groups where you can feel 
comfortable to talk with others. If there aren’t any local 
groups you could try looking online. Check local links 
for support.  

It can help 
you feel less 
lonely and 

isolated

It’s good 
to chat and 

make friends



There are many things that you can do to have a healthy pregnancy and make sure 
that your baby has the best possible start in life. Looking after your physical and 
mental health in pregnancy is important. There are lots of things you can do to 
prepare for pregnancy by making changes in your life to stay healthy. 

Eating and resting well will help, and there are supplements and 
vitamins that your doctor or midwife might recommend, such as 
folic acid which is taken by women before they get pregnant and for 
the first 12 weeks. Folic acid is particularly important as it supports 
good development of the baby’s nervous system.  

4
What can I do to have 
a healthy pregnancy 
and give my baby the 
best start?

If you smoke or drink alcohol, you should stop as these can cause 
various health problems for your unborn baby and lead to long-
term harm.

If you think you might be pregnant, it’s important to go to the 
doctors for a pregnancy test to get it confirmed. Your doctor will 
then give you dates for a series of ante-natal care (ANC) 
appointments to check your health and the development of your 
baby. These visits are important so that the doctor can check your 
weight, blood pressure, measure the baby’s growth and test for 
common problems during pregnancy. 

It is important for the health of your baby 
that you go to all of these appointments.



After you’ve had your baby, make sure to go to 
your baby/mother follow up appointments with 
your doctor or midwife so that your baby can be 
weighed, monitored, and get all the vaccinations that 
they need.  You will also have health checks and can 
talk to them about any concerns or questions you might 
have.  These appointments will still be available even 
with COVID-19. They might just be in a different place or 
at a different time. Check with your clinic or midwife.

Read more in 
the Q&A on 
Living with HIV.

If you are living with 
HIV your health 
provider can talk 
to you about how 
HIV treatment can 

ensure that HIV is not passed to 
your baby in pregnancy, birth or 
through breastfeeding. They can 
also help you monitor other health 
issues to ensure you can have a 
healthy pregnancy. 



We don’t fully understand the amount of alcohol that is safe in 
pregnancy, so the advice is not to drink any alcohol at all. 

Drinking alcohol, especially in the first 3 months 
of pregnancy, increases the risk of miscarriage, 
premature birth and your baby having a low 
birthweight. Drinking heavily throughout pregnancy 
can cause your baby to develop a serious 
condition called Foetal Alcohol Syndrome which 
can significantly affect their physical and mental 
development.  
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Your baby can’t process 
alcohol as well as you can, and 
too much alcohol can seriously 

affect their development.  

When you drink, 
alcohol passes from 

your blood through the 
placenta to your baby.

How much  
alcohol is safe  
to drink during  
pregnancy? 



Breastfeeding has many benefits for babies and mums, providing all the nutrition 
a baby needs and important antibodies that protect against disease and 
infections. New-born babies should be breastfed “on demand” – this means as often 
as the child wants.

It’s your choice how long you breastfeed your baby, but experts recommend that 
babies are exclusively breastfed (without formula, water, juice, non–breast milk, or 
food) for the first 6 months. If breastfeeding is working for you and your baby, you 
can continue breastfeeding until your baby is 12 months, or even longer if you wish.
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How often should I 
breastfeed my baby 
and when should I 
stop? 

If you have problems with breastfeeding, or your baby 
is not gaining weight, talk to your health worker and 
discuss feeding support or alternative feeding. If you are 
not able to breastfeed you should not feel guilty or be 
judged by anyone.

If you are living with HIV and taking ART, it is 
recommended that you breastfeed. You should not mix 
breastfeeding with other food or liquids for the first 
6 months. Read more in the Q&A on Living with HIV.



One of the challenges of becoming a parent is that everyone has different ideas 
about how best to bring up a child and wants to offer their advice – whether you 
want/need it or not. This is especially the case with young mothers. Your relatives 
are probably trying to be helpful, even though it may not feel like it! 

My mother-in-law is 
really controlling and 
won’t let me look 
after my baby myself; 
how can I get her to 
back off?  
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Having someone around who is always commenting on 
what you’re doing can be really hard, you can feel judged, 
and it can affect your confidence as a mum. 

Ask your friends or partner’s advice on 
how to talk to your mother-in-law, and 
how you can involve her in a positive way 
where she can help, and you can get a 
break.



Most of us don’t mind whether we have a boy or girl when we become parents– 
having a healthy baby is more important. This makes it hard when other people - 
particularly those close to us - get their hearts set on having either a boy or a girl. In 
some places, boys are seen as more valuable than girls, and this may be the reason 
your partner’s family is reacting in this way.

My boyfriend’s family 
really wanted their  
first grandchild to be  
a boy; they blame me 
for having a girl. How  
can I respond?  
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Your baby’s sex at birth can’t be influenced, despite any 
myths you might have heard. The sex of a baby actually 
depends on whether the father’s sperm is carrying an X for 
female or Y for male ‘chromosome’.

Make it clear that you’re very happy to have a healthy baby girl and tell them 
that you’re looking forward to them having a close relationship with their 
granddaughter. Talk to others who have been in the same situation, some families 
can be very cruel and put ‘blame’ on the mother, so it’s important you have people to 
talk to.

Tell them that girls have 
equal value to boys and, 
if supported, can succeed 
as well as them in life.



If you feel like your baby cries a lot, for a long time, and you find 
it hard to settle them, you’re not alone. All babies cry sometimes, 
but some babies cry more than others. Because the baby can’t tell 
us what is wrong it’s difficult to know why they are crying. Being at 
home with a baby who cries a lot is tough to cope with.  
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The good news is that, as your 
baby grows, they usually start to 
cry less. If your baby cries a lot, or 
the cry sounds different to normal, 
or if they have other symptoms, 
such as refusing to feed, this could 
be a sign that they are unwell and 
you should contact your doctor.  

If your baby’s crying is making you feel overwhelmed or 
angry, put them down in a safe place, such as their cot, and 
go into a different room for 10 minutes. This will give you 
a chance to calm down before returning to your baby and 
no harm will come to them. Tell someone immediately if 
you are feeling like this – your partner, or a friend or health 
professional, so that you can get the support you need. 

My baby won’t 
stop crying; 
what can I do? 



My partner says I don’t 
give him any attention 
now that we’ve had 
a baby. I think he is 
jealous, but I’m so 
tired by the time the baby 
goes to bed that I don’t 
have any energy for him.  

Having a baby can feel overwhelming, especially if it’s your first, and it can 
take up almost all your time and energy. This can be a difficult time for your 
relationship, and it’s important for you and your partner to talk about how you’re 
both feeling. Many women, especially if they’re breastfeeding their babies, can 
feel like they have little time to do anything other than look after their baby. They 
often feel exhausted if they are getting up a lot during the night. Some men may 
feel upset that their partner seems to have no time or interest in them anymore.  
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Many new mums find that their partners put pressure on 
them to start having sex again when they’re not physically 
or emotionally ready. New mums are advised not to have 
sex for 4-6 weeks after the birth – you may still not feel 
ready after this amount of time. 

Remember you should not be 
forced or coerced into sex. 
Discuss your feelings honestly with 
your husband and see how you 
can spend time together and enjoy 
your relationship despite all the 
challenges of a new baby.



Having a baby leads to huge hormonal changes in a woman and this can trigger 
extreme emotions - especially in the first few days and weeks. Feelings of joy can 
quickly turn to sadness and worry. For many women, they are dealing with physical 
issues due to the birth- exhaustion and pain, as well as all the emotions. 
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It is normal to expect to feel low and face struggles in the first 
few days. However, feelings of sadness and anxiety that go 
on for longer may be a sign of post-natal depression that can 
lead to you feeling isolated, inadequate and unable to cope. If 
you have post-natal depression you need to seek help. 

Sometimes all you need is some time to talk through feelings, a 
break from parenting and time to yourself or support from others 
who have had similar experiences. For some people they need more 
specific support in the form of therapy or treatment – something you 
can discuss with the doctor. 

Don’t wait until you are 
unable to cope – speak to 
someone about your feelings 
as early as possible.

I am not a good 
mother, I feel 
like giving up.
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