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ABSTRACT OF THE RESEARCH

Becoming a parent represents a lifechanging period for women and men. Both parents are at risk
to change their body weight, body composition and energy balance related behavior (EBRB), i.e.,
diet, physical activity (PA) and sedentary behavior (SB) during the pregnancy and the postpartum
period. Understanding this critical period and the changes parents(-to-be) experience can facilitate
the development of health promotion programs. Although the transition to parenthood is often
associated with pregnancy-related weight gain and retention in women, evidence on the effect of
having a first child on men’'s body weight is lacking. Data on (changes in) men’'s weight and EBRB
prior to and following the birth of a child are needed in order to provide a more comprehensive
understanding of the impact of fatherhood on men’s lifestyle and health. It is also unclear whether
pregnancy-related weight gain and retention cohere with unfavorable changes inbody composition
and EBRB in both women and men transitioning to parenthood, considering a couple-perspective.

Using a mixed-methods design, the overall aim of the present doctoral thesis was to provide
insight into this critical transition phase. To this end, an observational follow-up study was used
to investigate changes in body weight, body composition and EBRB among couples during the
transition to parenthood. A qualitative study using focus group discussions was used to identify
determinants of changes in EBRB during pregnancy and in the early postpartum period, and to
provide knowledge on how future intervention strategies targeting excessive weight gain should
be developed.

The body of the doctoral thesis consists of four chapters including eight studies with the following
specific objectives:

Chapter 1: Methodology
- Description of the study protocol “Body weight, body composition and EBRB during the
transition to parenthood: study protocol of a multi-center observational follow-up study
(TRANSPARENTS)".

Chapter 2: Needs assessment

Assessment of changes in maternal and paternal body weight and body composition
during the transition to parenthood in Flemish couples (STUDY 1).

- Assessment of changes in maternal and paternal EBRB during the transition to parenthood
in Flemish couples (STUDY 2a).

- Study on associations between changes in body composition and changes in EBRB during
the transition to parenthood (STUDY 2b).

- Study on the association between parental body composition and PA/SB behavior, and
offspring growth trajectories (STUDY 3).

Chapter 3: Determinant analysis
- Investigation on the determinants of changes in EBRB (STUDY 4 & 5).
- Assessment of the association between partner support and EBRB during pregnancy
(STUDY 6).

Chapter 4: Context of future interventions
Study on the importance of determinants of changes in eating behavior, and defining
priorities for future research and interventions (STUDY 7).
- Assessment of the needs and wishes of expectant and first-time mothers and fathers for
interventions aiming to prevent unhealthy changes in EBRB during the pregnancy and the
early postpartum period (STUDY 8).

Altogether, the findings from this PhD research project indicate that both parents experience
significant changes in body weight, body composition and EBRB during the transition to
parenthood. These changes are influenced by several individual, interpersonal, environmental
and policy-related determinants. In this respect, it is important to adequately support couples to
obtain or maintain a healthy body weight and lifestyle by using a multilevel couple- or family-based
approach. The developed frameworks and checklist can be used as such by other researchers,
healthcare providers, or policy makers involved in the development of lifestyle interventions during
the pregnancy and the postpartum period.
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