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Chapter Abstracts 
 

Chapter One – Introduction  

“Modern families face a range of challenges as they seek the right balance between working 

and family life. …Just as mothers have sought equality in access to employment, fathers 

increasingly want to combine work with time spent fulfilling childcare responsibilities”  

(House of Commons Women and Equalities Select Committee, 2017). 

It has been widely acknowledged within existing literature that there are numerous benefits 

to both children and parents to fathers taking an active role in the caregiving of their children 

(Levtov et al, 2015; Burgess and Davies, 2017; Parkes et al, 2017; and Cano et al, 2019).  

Nevertheless, caregiving fathers have been observed to face numerous challenges as they 

attempt to take an active role in the caregiving of their children. This book identifies such 

challenges as ‘fatherhood forfeits’ and presents existing literature in this area alongside 

empirical data to explore the experiences and perceptions of caregiving fathers in the 

workplace.  

This chapter outlines the drivers that prompted this research and its importance is explored. 

It then moves to discuss how the role of father is changing and it is suggested that despite 

this context of purported change, a climate of minimal actual change prevails. It concludes 

by outlining the structure of the book and the methods employed within the empirical data 

collection. 

 

Chapter Two -Caregiving Fathers and the ‘fatherhood forfeit’ 

This chapter sets the context for the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ by charting the ways in which 

the historical, legislative and political landscape for caregiving fathers in the UK has altered 

over time. This is achieved through exploration of key literature, research reports and labour 

market data. Such an exploration highlights how societal changes have impacted upon both 

the labour market participation of both mothers and fathers and the subsequent division of 

parental responsibilities.  

The chapter then moves to present data from the online vignette survey element of the 

‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ which found that fathers are less likely than mothers to obtain 

part-time work to enable an active involvement in the caregiving of their children, and it 

introduces the notion of the ‘fatherhood forfeit’.  

 



7 
 

Chapter Three - Parental Gender Stereotyping and ‘Think Child- Think Mum’ 

This chapter begins by exploring the current literature surrounding parental gender 

stereotyping, offering explanations as to why mothers are often considered as the primary 

caregiving parent. It discusses gendered stereotypes in a general sense, their influence on 

norms of behaviour and then how this impacts on behavioural expectations within the 

workplace for parents, emphasising the differing expectations of mothers and fathers.  

The chapter then moves on to present the qualitative data from the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit 

Study’ which comprised vignette based manager focus groups and semi-structured 

interviews with working parents and managers. The emphasis in this chapter is on the 

overarching theme of ‘Think-Child-Think-Mum’. Illustrative quotes are employed to explore 

the ways in which parent and manager participants make automatic assumptions regarding 

primary caregiving status through the subthemes of ‘Where is Mum?’ and 

‘Unconventionality’. Throughout the chapter, the study data is linked to existing academic 

literature, outlining the ways in which the findings of the qualitative element of the 

‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ both corresponds with and contradicts existing work. 

 

Chapter Four- ‘Fathers Obtain Less Workplace Support Than Mothers for Caregiving’ 

This chapter explores the notion that caregiving fathers in the workplace receive less 

support than their female counterparts. It begins by charting the current knowledge which 

identifies the ways in which organisations provide workplace support for parents with 

emphasis on the experiences of fathers. In particular, it explores literature which charts 

workplace outcomes when fathers challenge the purported social norms by seeking more 

flexible working patterns to enable an active role in the caregiving of their children. 

The data obtained within the qualitative element of the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ is focused 

upon within this chapter and illustrative quotes from study participants are employed to 

explore the workplace perceptions and experiences of caregiving fathers. Emphasis is 

placed upon data grouped under the overarching theme of ‘Fathers obtain less workplace 

support than mothers for caregiving’. Due to the vast amount of data collected within this 

theme, a sub-theme has been created entitled ‘Support is conditional and subject to 

negotiation for fathers’ which specifically explores the contingent nature of workplace 

support for fathers which is suggested to be more negotiable than the support offered to 

mothers.  
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Chapter Five –‘Social Mistreatment of Caregiving Fathers’ 

This chapter presents existing knowledge regarding social and workplace outcomes when 

fathers challenge the purported gendered social norms through adjusting their working 

patterns to permit an active role in the caregiving of their children. Following this, the chapter 

offers further qualitative data obtained in the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’, using illustrative 

quotes from semi-structured interviews and vignette-based focus groups to demonstrate the 

‘Social Mistreatment of Caregiving Fathers’. 

 It focuses in detail on the most widely recurring themes of ‘suspicion’, ‘mockery’, ‘struggling 

with friendships’ , ‘being judged negatively’ and being ‘viewed as idle’. As with previous 

chapters, the data from the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ will be linked to the existing academic 

terrain in this area, outlining the ways in which this work both corresponds with and 

contradicts existing knowledge. 

 

Chapter Six- What is next for caregiving fathers? 

This final chapter explores the practical steps that organisations can take to minimise the 

‘fatherhood forfeits’ as presented in this book, through identification of specific 

organisational actions, reference to exemplars in this area and wider academic research.  

This chapter would be incomplete without reference to the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic 

on family life during which time many parents found it necessary to undertake largely 

unaltered working schedules with minimal access to their usual support mechanisms, 

including schools, nurseries and more informal sources of support such as grandparents 

(ONS, 2020; and Sevilla and Smith, 2020).  

The ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ has many potential implications for how caregiving fathers 

are conceptualised and treated within the workplace. Raising awareness of these at both 

the macro and micro level is critical if their experience is to be improved, discrimination 

minimised and ultimately working life improved for both mothers and fathers. 
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Chapter One- Introduction   

 

“Modern families face a range of challenges as they seek the right balance between working 

and family life. …Just as mothers have sought equality in access to employment, fathers 

increasingly want to combine work with time spent fulfilling childcare responsibilities”  

(House of Commons Women and Equalities Select Committee, 2017). 

It has been widely acknowledged within existing literature that there are numerous benefits 

to both children and parents to fathers taking an active role in the caregiving of their children 

(Levtov et al, 2015; Burgess and Davies, 2017; Parkes et al, 2017; and Cano et al, 2019).  

Nevertheless, caregiving fathers have been observed to face numerous challenges as they 

attempt to take an active role in the caregiving of their children. This book identifies such 

challenges as ‘fatherhood forfeits’ and presents existing literature in this area alongside 

empirical data to explore the experiences and perceptions of caregiving fathers in the 

workplace.  

 

This chapter outlines the drivers that prompted this research and its importance is explored. 

It then moves to discuss how the role of father is changing and it is suggested that despite 

this context of purported change, a climate of minimal actual change prevails. It concludes 

by outlining the structure of the book and the methods employed within the empirical data 

collection. 
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Why this book? Why now? 

 

There are many reasons why a book that focuses on the perceptions and experiences of 

caregiving fathers at work is both pertinent and necessary. However, before embarking on 

this discussion it is appropriate to define the term ‘caregiving father’ within this context as it 

is integral to both the empirical research study and the wider examination of the issues 

within this book. A ‘caregiving father’ is identified as a father who is involved in the explicit 

care of their children such as changing nappies, playing, reading stories and indirect care 

such as purchasing the child’s clothes (Cohen-Bendahan et al, 2015).  This book focuses 

on caregiving fathers who combine caregiving and paid employment, navigating, or 

attempting to navigate between these two spheres on a regular basis. The rationale for an 

exploration of the importance of exploring the experiences and perceptions of caregiving 

fathers at this time can be summarised into six central explanations.  

 

Firstly, whilst existing research has previously observed that caregiving fathers experience 

negative peer relations and social mistreatment, there is a lack of detail and depth regarding 

the way in which this emerges in the context of UK workplaces. A fuller understanding of 

the challenges facing UK caregiving fathers in the workplace makes addressing them and 

their minimisation more likely, thus, an exploration of this nature will promote an improved 

workplace experience for this grouping.  

 

Secondly, whilst it is widely acknowledged that fathers face barriers in obtaining working 

arrangements that enable caregiving, a wider understanding of the way in which this 

manifests is needed, specifically regarding at what point in the recruitment and selection 

processes the barriers emerge. It is expected that such increased knowledge will result in 

improved effectiveness of organisational recruitment, selection and ultimately improved 

retention processes (Eriksson and Kristensen, 2014; Li, Butler and Bagger, 2018; and 

Moran and Koslowski 2019). This is particularly pertinent with regard to the recruitment of 

millennials due to the alignment of such arrangements with notions of millennial 

expectations (Brant and Castro, 2019).  

 

Thirdly, existing research has found that organisations can expect to have increased work 

performance from caregivers who feel supported in organisations and have reduced levels 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorStored=Brant%2C+Katarina+K
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorStored=Castro%2C+Stephanie+L
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of work family conflict, highlighting a distinct business benefit of addressing the issues raised 

within this book (Plaisier et al, 2010; and Kelliher et al, 2019).  

 

 Fourthly, the UK labour market can be seen to be in a current state of flux. The full 

implications of ‘Brexit’ are yet to emerge, however, recruitment challenges are starting to 

emerge in some industries (such as haulage) due to increased shortages in the labour 

market  therefore the need to maximise the talent and skills of the workforce is imperative 

(CIPD, 2021). Similarly, the full impact of the Covid-19 pandemic in the UK is yet to be 

established, it has been predicted by some (ACAS, 2021) that as a consequence of 

experiences during the pandemic there will be an increase in requests from fathers to 

access flexible working, therefore, wider understanding of the experiences of these 

individuals is specifically pertinent. 

 

Fifthly, support for adherence to the full-time male breadwinner ideology which can be 

considered to “pull men out of the home and push women into it”, implies that any revolution 

towards gender equality in the UK is further away than may appear on the surface (Berdahl 

and Moon, 2013; 343; Esping-Andersen et al, 2013). Through exploring the experiences 

and perceptions of caregiving fathers, this book will seek deeper understanding regarding 

the differential impact of parenthood on mothers and fathers, potentially uncovering 

explanations for disparities between parents and work the maintenance of the gender pay 

gap. It is suggested in this book that a greater understanding of the obstacles faced by 

caregiving fathers in the workplace will facilitate an equal sharing of work and family 

commitments for both parents and thus enable a reduction in associated gendered 

economic inequalities (Cooke and Fuller, 2018). 

 

Finally, such an exploration is necessary due to the many benefits to children and parents 

of fathers having an active role in caregiving. Children within households which comprise a 

caregiving father have been found to have improved outcomes when compared to those 

that do not, specifically with regard to doing better at school, having higher self-esteem and 

being less likely to get into trouble as teenagers (Levtov et al, 2015; Burgess and Davies, 

2017; Parkes et al, 2017; and Cano et al, 2019).  Similarly, having a highly involved father 

has been found to be associated with increased cognitive competence, empathy and 

reduced sex-stereotyped beliefs (Pruett, 1985; Radin, 1994; and Pleck, 1997). This is 

supported by Jane van Zyl, Chief Executive Officer of UK work-life balance charity ‘Working 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorStored=Plaisier%2C+Inger


12 
 

Families’ who stated “the benefits of getting it right are huge – not just for the organisation 

and the individual, but for society as a whole”.  She continued “It’s in every employers’ 

interest to make sure their workplace culture and employee benefits support fathers to get 

a good work life balance, and allows them to play a meaningful role in their children’s lives 

from the start” ”(van Zyl,2021). 

 

Before introducing the study itself and explaining the structure of the book it is necessary to 

set the context. To this end, the landscape for contemporary working parents will now be 

explored, outlining the current conceptualisations of modern fatherhood and exploring the 

opportunities and challenges inherent within these conceptualisations. 

 

Contemporary working parents  

 

The landscape for contemporary working parents is consistently purported to have moved 

towards a position of increased equality in relation to both the work and home spheres. It is 

widely acknowledged that modern fathers undertake a more active role in the ‘hands on’ 

parenting of their children than in previous generations and that mothers are making an 

increasing contribution to the labour market (Gatrell et al, 2014). This change is in part 

substantiated by UK societal and economic statistics which show a significant increase in 

the participation of mothers in the workplace over time, with 73.2% of contemporary couple 

families comprising two working parents (Office for National Statistics, 2019).  

 

Fatherhood in modern UK society is consistently purported to have shifted away from 

archetypal 1950’s imagery in which a father has primary associations to the workplace. 

Conceptualisations of fathers as being both physically and emotionally distant from the 

family, appear as an outdated representation of modern fatherhood (Burnett et al, 2013). 

Such traditional notions of parenting are suggested to have been replaced by “more 

egalitarian viewpoints”, in which domestic responsibilities are shared by contemporary 

couples, with both parents undertaking employment outside of the home, regularly moving 

between family and employment (Budworth et al, 2008: 10; Norman, 2010; Connolly et al, 

2016; and Haas and Hwang, 2019). This points to an authentic move away from more 

traditional breadwinning ideologies, in which fathers are the “male dominant economic actor” 

(Connolly, et al, 2016; 2), towards a model of greater involvement and equality in parenting.  

Such an increase in equality with regard to parental involvement has been widely 
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acknowledged in reports undertaken by the Trade Union Congress (2017), Advisory, 

Conciliation and Arbitration Service (2017) and House of Commons Women and Equalities 

Select Committee (2017). In turn, the practices of working fathers appear to have evolved. 

Research by ‘Working Families’ found that the vast majority of fathers in their study stated 

that childcare would be a key consideration when making their career decisions and 

researchers observed that the majority of fathers in their study regularly dropped their 

children into childcare facilities, such as school or nursery before going to work (Modern 

Families Index, 2019).  

 

The UK policy agenda is reflective of a move towards the greater involvement of fathers in 

caregiving through numerous legislative changes introduced, such as the stand-alone rights 

to paternity leave in 2003. More recently, in April 2011 saw the introduction of Shared 

Parental Leave (SPL) echoing societal moves toward an increasingly equal division of 

parenting responsibilities. At its inception, SPL was described as a step towards challenging 

the norms for working mothers, enabling a reduction in the barriers women face when trying 

to fill senior roles and at the same time permitting an increased involvement for fathers in 

parenting their children. Some have gone as far as to say that the main premise of SPL was 

the creation of a “gender-equal utopia” (The Guardian, 6th February 2017). However, this 

purported aspiration seems to bear little resemblance to the reality for UK working parents 

with the take-up of SPL still ‘exceptionally low’, with around 2% of those eligible taking 

advantage of the leave (Howlett, 2020). Given that research has suggested that fathers 

often use annual leave after the birth of a child rather than paternity  leave, perhaps this low 

level of take up of SPL is unsurprising (Mercer, 2017). Potential explanations for low take 

up of SPL have been proposed to be associated with lack of clarity, financial implications, 

emotional factors (such as maternal guilt and not wanting to give anything up) and social 

factors associated with gender role stereotypes (Bannister and Kerrane, 2017; and Hacohen 

el al, 2018). The low uptake levels of SPL are indicative that the purported shifts in the level 

of involvement of fathers might not, in reality, have translated into the day to day working 

arrangements of fathers and this is observable within flexible working arrangement more 

widely.  

 

A key indicator of an increased position of equality would be a wider uptake of working 

arrangements that allow for caregiving, such as flexible working which can be 

conceptualised as a central mechanism to assist with the management of the two spheres 
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of work and family. However, the division of such working arrangements remains gendered, 

implying that a position of equality between parents remains an aspiration rather than a 

reality. For example, fathers have been found to be much more likely than mothers to believe 

they don’t have access to flexible working arrangements, such as flexi-time, working part-

time and working from home (O’Brien et al, 2018). Similarly, ACAS have proposed that 

fathers are less aware of the flexible working options available to them and suggested that 

whilst mothers are well informed about all of their options with regard to flexibility when they 

become mothers, the position for fathers is more opaque. The ACAS report noted that some 

fathers have been found to conceal any work life conflict that they may encounter and report 

being afraid to ask for greater flexibility (Mercer, 2017).  

 

Such findings build on the work of Scott and Clery (2013), who found little evidence for an 

increase in sharing of roles, with 38% of their participants believing that the model of full-

time father and part-time mother continues to be conceptualised as the most effective way 

to combine work and family life. More specifically, fathers are widely observed to continue 

to dominate the realms of full-time employment, adhering to more traditional conventions of 

breadwinning, rather than adopting part-time approaches (Gregory and Connolly, 2008; 

Speight et al, 2013). Many academics suggest that despite the increasing contribution of 

mothers in the labour market and a supposedly increasingly active role of fathers in the 

parenting their children, a climate of minimal actual change with regard to the working hours 

of fathers prevails (Shows and Gerstel, 2009; and Aumann et al, 2011). 

 

Research findings are indicative that mothers continue to undertake the larger share of 

caregiving; even when they earn more and work longer hours than their partners, they still 

carry the majority of parenting duties (Poole et al, 2013; Lyonette and Crompton, 2015). 

With mothers observed to consistently have more direct involvement with children (such as 

positive engagement activities, indirect care and decision-making) than fathers, irrespective 

of their circumstances (Poole et al, 2013). Similarly, data from the Office of National 

Statistics tells us that whilst 3 in 10 mothers with a child aged 14 years and under said they 

have reduced their working hours for childcare reasons, only 1 in 20 fathers had. They 

continue that when both working parents in heterosexual couples are considered, a father 

is far more likely to be in full-time work, aligning to breadwinning mentalities. Whereas for 

mothers, they are more likely to be taking on the primary responsibility for the children in the 

family and undertaking less work outside the home in a way that facilitates this caregiving 
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role, with 92.6% of fathers with dependent children working 30 or more hours a week 

compared with 75.1% of mothers (ONS, 2019). Therefore, whilst many academics 

confidently espouse a new type of fatherhood, it appears a climate of minimal actual change 

regarding paternal working patterns remains, and the ideology of male breadwinners and 

female homemakers remains (Haas and Hwang, 2019; and Moran and Koslowski, 2019). 

Such ideologies can be considered to have potential detrimental implications for both 

parents, specifically for women it is suggested that this can be associated with their fortunes 

at work continuing to fall significantly short of those enjoyed by men (Eikhot, 2012).  

 

More recent findings by the ONS (2018) provides supporting evidence of a link between 

parenthood and the continuation of the gender pay gap, in which men’s full-time average 

earnings are reported to be 9.1% higher than women. Such a prevailing gap in the UK is 

somewhat surprising as it exists in a climate in which more women graduate than men 

(UCAS, 2016). ONS data demonstrate that the gap does not appear to emerge to any 

significant extent until later in life. However, once employees are in their forties, the gender 

gap starts to widen in increasing levels until retirement (ONS, 2018). It is widely 

acknowledged that the key difference between men and women during this period is the 

gendered impact of having children and the consequent implications of this on the working 

hours of parents (Elming et al, 2016; EHRC, 2016, Committee Evidence; and Fawcett 

Society, 2018). The prevalence of the differential impact of parenthood on mothers and 

fathers is such that this issue was recently discussed by the House of Commons Women 

and Equalities Select Committee and highlighted as playing a part in the continuation of the 

pay gap (House of Commons Publications, 2016). Specifically, Rubery and Rafferty (2013) 

propose that identifying men as the ‘core’ workforce (full-time) and women as the ‘periphery’ 

(part-time) workforce is key to the maintenance of the gender pay gap. This concept is 

evidenced through the statistics in this area, as despite a potential change in the landscape 

and an increasing number of men working part-time (Wang et al, 2013), women remain 

three times more likely to be in part-time employment than men (ONS, 2017). This supports 

existing research which has observed that whilst in principle the policy environment has 

shifted from assumptions of a male breadwinner to dual earners, due to severe constraints 

on mothers’ labour market participation, women continue to earn half the lifetime earnings 

of men (Warren et al, 2009). It is possible that recent UK legislation which now requires 

employers with over 250 employees to publish gender pay gap data annually will encourage 
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change in this area, however, it is too early to be able to provide evidence of this change 

(The Equality Act, 2010; and Gender Pay Gap Reporting Regulations, 2017).  

 

It appears that despite many societal and legislative changes identified in this chapter the 

actual and expected working arrangements of parents appears to remain intertwined with 

notions of breadwinning and homemaking, implying that any revolution towards gender 

equality is further away than may appear on the surface (Esping-Andersen et al, 2013).This 

book resides within the context of this juxtaposition of an apparent societal discourse of a 

caregiving and involved father (Gatrell et al, 2014) within a climate of limited evidential 

change to contemporary working patterns. 

 

The ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’  

 

This book blends both empirical data and academic and grey literature to illustrate the 

current state of play for caregiving fathers in the workplace, primarily focusing on the 

‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’. 

 

The ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ explored the workplace experiences and perceptions of 

caregiving fathers in the UK through the lens of the actors involved in the process. 

Specifically, the study utilised working fathers, working mothers and managers as 

participants with the aim of obtaining a broader view of workplace experiences and 

perceptions than currently is believed to exist. Working fathers were chosen due to their 

ability to provide insight into their own personal experiences and this grouping contained 

participants who could be classified as more traditional working fathers who work full-time 

and align to notions of breadwinning, and caregiving fathers who are conceptualised as 

having caregiving responsibilities and thus align to more flexible working arrangements. 

Working mothers and managers were identified as participants as they can provide a 

valuable insight into the workplace experiences of caregiving fathers.  Such ‘social actors’, 

whose association with caregiving fathers varies from being married to a caregiving father, 

working alongside a caregiving father or managing a caregiving father, was believed to be 

essential in the exploration of this issue.  

 

Quantitative and qualitative data are employed within the study with the aim of obtaining a 

fuller picture regarding the experiences and perceptions of caregiving fathers in the 
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workplace. Quantitative data was obtained through an online vignette survey with manager 

participants and such a vignette method is popular in gender and family-related research, 

(Karpinska et al, 2011) and was chosen as it permitted a wider exploration of human actions 

than a traditional questionnaire (Ganong and Coleman 2006; and Wallander, 2009). 

Vignettes involve investigating participant responses to a hypothetical scenario, requiring 

them to make a choice in response to a scenario which is proposed to have the benefit of 

resulting in more genuine responses (Ganong and Coleman, 2006). This is of particular 

importance when participants might be aware that their choices will be judged (Bryman and 

Bell, 2011). Parental decision-making regarding the extent of caregiving can be considered 

to be fraught with judgements and therefore this was deemed to be a highly suitable method.   

 

The online vignette survey established at the start of the study if parental gender and 

caregiving responsibilities had any real-world implications with regard to workplace 

perceptions in the context of recruitment and selection. It involved participants rating four 

fictitious applicants: a father applicant for a part-time role, a mother applicant for a part time 

role and a mother and father applicant for a full-time role.  Specifically, the online vignette 

survey sought to explore if parental gender impacts upon how fictitious parent applicants 

are rated against the measures of ‘perceived competence’, ‘hireability’, ‘promotability’ and 

‘workplace competence’. Utilising the same vignette, the focus groups with manager 

participants took a more qualitative stance, with the aim of identifying the rationale for the 

ratings received by the caregiving father, portrayed as a part-time applicant in the online 

vignette survey, and to permit a deeper understanding of the perceptions of caregiving 

fathers.  The final method employed within the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ consisted of 

qualitative semi-structured interviews with managers and working parents to gain a greater 

understanding of the workplace experiences and perceptions of caregiving fathers. Through 

employing questions informed by the review of the literature and the outcomes of the focus 

groups and online vignette survey the semi-structured interviews created an opportunity to 

explore the experiences and perceptions of caregiving fathers from the viewpoint of the key 

social actors. 
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Structure of the Book 

 

Existing research is explored in depth in this book, investigating the workplace implications 

for fathers in paid employment who have caregiving responsibilities for children, which is 

believed to be integral to notion of contemporary fatherhood. The work and family research 

arena is well established and largely consistent in espousing that while mothers face 

numerous challenges when combining work and family, knowledge regarding the 

experience of fathers seems to be more disparate and often under researched within the 

work and family literature (Fuegen et al, 2004; Correll et al, 2007; Burnett et al, 2013; and 

Kelliher et al, 2019).  

 

This book explores the workplace experience and perceptions of caregiving fathers through 

six chapters. The ‘fatherhood forfeit’ is offered as a potential explanation as to why so many 

fathers remain in the role of the family breadwinner, despite many desiring to take on 

additional responsibilities for the caregiving of their children, charting the existing academic 

literature alongside the specific research project presented here. The format of the 

remaining chapters are as follows:  

 

Chapter Two: Caregiving Fathers and the ‘fatherhood forfeit’ 

 

This chapter introduces the notion of the ‘fatherhood forfeit’ faced by caregiving fathers in 

the workplace and sets the context. This will involve exploring key literature alongside recent 

reports and data from ONS, Working Families and House of Commons Select Committees. 

It outlines the historical, legislative and political landscape for caregiving fathers in the UK, 

and the way in which these have impacted on both labour market participation and the 

division of parental responsibilities. It then presents quantitative survey data obtained 

through the online vignette survey part of the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ which is suggestive 

that fathers face a ‘fatherhood forfeit’ when they apply for part time work to enable an active 

involvement in the caregiving of their children. 

 

Chapter Three:  Parental Gender Stereotyping and ‘Think Child- Think Mum’ 
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This chapter explores the way in which existing literature offers explanations as to why 

mothers are often considered to be the primary parent. It includes discussion of gendered 

stereotypes, their influence on the norms of behaviour and the existence of gendered 

behavioural expectations within the workplace for parents. It continues by presenting the 

qualitative data obtained through semi-structured interviews and focus groups within the 

‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ to demonstrate how participants tended to observe an 

assumption that the mother is always the primary parent regardless of the working hours of 

the parents. Any deviation from this was conceptualised and considered as unconventional. 

Throughout the chapter, data are linked to the existing academic terrain outlining the ways 

in which this work both corresponds with and contradicts existing knowledge. 

 

Chapter Four: ‘Fathers obtain less workplace support than mothers for caregiving’  

 

This chapter refers to both key literature and recent reports to explore workplace outcomes 

when fathers challenge the purported social norms by seeking more flexible working 

patterns to enable an active role in the caregiving of their children. As with previous 

chapters, the qualitative data obtained in the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ through semi-

structured interviews and focus groups is presented to illustrate ways in which ‘Fathers 

obtain less workplace support than mothers for caregiving’. It is further proposed that 

workplace support for fathers to undertake caregiving is often conditional and context 

specific. Synergies are consistently made between existing academic knowledge and 

findings from the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’. 

 

Chapter Five: ‘Social Mistreatment of Caregiving Fathers’. 

 

This chapter presents existing knowledge regarding social and workplace outcomes when 

fathers challenge the purported social norms by taking an active role in the caregiving of 

their children and adopting, or seeking to adopt more flexible working patterns. It has specific 

focus on the nature and impact of sanctions for caregiving fathers. The chapter explores the 

qualitative data obtained from semi-structured interviews and focus groups within the 

‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ through illustrative quotes to demonstrate the ‘Social 

Mistreatment of Caregiving Fathers’. It focuses in detail on the most widely recurring themes 

of ‘negative judgement’, ‘suspicion’, ‘mockery’, ‘struggling with friendships’  and being 

‘viewed as idle’. It highlights the ways in which this work aligns with existing research. 
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Chapter Six: What next for Caregiving Fathers?  

 

The final chapter comprises a practical outline of key learnings from the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit 

Study’ and existing research on ways that organisations and caregiving fathers themselves 

can attempt to avoid the ‘fatherhood forfeits’ as presented in this book and improve working 

life for parents. Throughout this chapter, reference is made to the implications of the Covid-

19 pandemic for working parents and examples of contemporary organisational best 

practice are charted. 

 

Chapter Summary 

 

This chapter has introduced the structure of the book and outlined the key drivers for its 

publication. It has been highlighted that an exploration into the experiences and perceptions 

of caregiving fathers has the potential to reduce inequality within the workplace for both 

mothers and fathers. Such inequalities are highlighted as being of increasing importance in 

contemporary workplaces, with factors such as the gender pay gap and the impact of Covid-

19 lockdowns increasing interest in exploring the gendered nature of workplace treatment 

of parents.  

 

 ‘The Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ has been briefly introduced within this chapter, to underpin 

a more in depth exploration in Chapter Two.  
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Chapter Two -Caregiving Fathers and the ‘fatherhood forfeit’ 

 

 

This chapter sets the context for the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ by charting the ways in which 

the historical, legislative and political landscape for caregiving fathers in the UK has altered 

over time. This is achieved through exploration of key literature, research reports and labour 

market data. Such an exploration highlights how societal changes have impacted upon both 

the labour market participation of both mothers and fathers and the subsequent division of 

parental responsibilities.  

 

The chapter then moves to present data from the online vignette survey element of the 

‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ which found that fathers are less likely than mothers to obtain 

part-time work to enable an active involvement in the caregiving of their children, and it 

introduces the notion of the ‘fatherhood forfeit’.  
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Historical Evolution of Work, Society and Parenthood  

 

Academic literature is largely consistent in demonstrating that the nature of work, society 

and parenthood has altered over the last 150 years (Pleck and Pleck, 1997; Barnett and 

Hyde, 2001; and Burnett et al, 2010).  This chapter explores these changes through initially 

exploring how the role of father has been conceptualised over time, placing the ‘Fatherhood 

Forfeit Study’ in context to permit a fuller understanding regarding the prevailing nature of 

traditional norms in the organisation of work and family life. 

 

Early conceptualisations of fatherhood from the late 18th and early 19th centuries are 

indicative that family life was characterised by patriarchy, in which the role of father was  

considered by many to be that of ‘moral overseer’, ‘protector’ and ‘educator’, holding the 

ultimate responsibility and power within the family (Pleck and Pleck, 1997; and Broughton 

and Rogers, 2007). Towards the mid to late 19th century this was observed to begin to alter 

due to the emergence of industrialisation which, for many, resulted in fathers undertaking 

an increased amount of paid work away from the family, thus becoming more separated and 

taking on the role of ‘distant breadwinner’ (Hilbrecht et al,2008; and Burnett et al, 2010). It 

is suggested that such absence resulted in increased decision-making authority of the 

mother within the home, diminishing the emphasis placed on the importance of father-child 

relationships and notions of ultimate responsibility and power resting with fathers (Cabrera 

et al, 2000; and Burnett et al, 2010). At this time, it appears that the notion of a ‘good father’ 

began to be associated principally within the workplace, with responsibility for economic 

support and breadwinning replacing previous emphasis on ‘moral leadership’ (Allard et al, 

2011; and Crompton, 1997; Halford, 2006; and Pleck and Pleck, 1997). It has been 

suggested that in turn, the role of mothers altered and mother began to take on primary 

responsibility for the domestic sphere and homemaking (Crompton, 1997; and Allard et al, 

2011).  

  

After the turn of the century, the construction of the labour market began to alter, and by 

1913 nearly a quarter of women worked outside of the home (Light, 1999). This was further 

compounded by the impact of World War 1 (1914-1918) which increased female labour 

market participation due to the absence of men who were away fighting in the war. After the 

war ended, female participation reduced again, however, it was to increase with the great 
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depression of the late 1920’s and early 1930’s due to the unemployment of men and, for 

some, the impact of this was the start of a dilution of the role of the father as a provider 

(Elder, 1998; Bland, 2005). World War II (1939-1945) saw a further dramatic increase in 

female workforce participation due to an increased demand for workers, in which women 

(married and unmarried) undertook jobs that had been previously performed by men (Carr-

Ruffino, 1993; Barnett and Hyde, 2001; Maund, 2001). Once again, this reduced after the 

war ended with the 1950’s being typified as an era in which the female homemaker and 

male provider was the prevailing cultural norm. However, the number of women in the labour 

market continued to increase from this point (Matthews and Rodin, 1989; Barnett and Hyde, 

2001; and National Child Development Survey, 2008). Alongside this, whilst the idealisation 

of fathers as ‘distant breadwinners’ remained dominant, a shift began to be observable 

towards a more ‘modern-involved dad’, with fathers once again having a key role in raising 

their children (Pleck, 1997; Cabrera et al, 2000; 127; and Burnett et al, 2010). This change 

in the role of fathers, encouraged by post‐war welfare policy, can be observed to steadily 

increase from this period (Smith, 1995; and Perrons, 2009). 

 

The composition of the labour market and the resultant repercussions on the division of 

household labour can be observed to shift again during the 1950’s to the late 1970’s due to 

changes with regard to birth control, such as The Abortion Act, 1967, the introduction of the 

contraceptive pill, and legislation such as the Equal Pay Act in 1970 and Sex Discrimination 

Act (1975). Similarly, during this time the labour market was shifting from being dominated 

by manufacturing industries such as coal and steel, towards service work, skilled non-

manual work and ‘knowledge work’, a shift which removed issues such as physical strength 

that historically put men in a position of advantage in the workplace (Stanworth, 2000; 

Eikhof, 2012; and Stuart et al, 2013). Additionally, such work offered greater flexibility in 

working hours, contracts and locations which eased the ability to combine a family and paid 

work, and is likely to have contributed to the upward trend in the proportion of women in 

employment from the 1970’s (Perrons, 2009; ONS,2013). It has been proposed that during 

this time, many fathers were in ‘crisis’ due to the decline of the prevalence of the concept of 

the sole male breadwinner (Gillis, 2000; and Brannen and Nilsen, 2006).  

 

The norm of breadwinning father began to be diluted in the 1980’s recession in which there 

was a sharp increase in inactivity rates, especially for men which saw the rise of dual earning 

families and female breadwinners which had implications on the division of caregiving 
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responsibilities in the home (Besen, 2007; and ONS, 2011). The further recession of the 

1990’s also saw a similar pattern with male economic inactivity rates being higher than those 

of women, and men being more likely to be made redundant than women (Department for 

Business, Innovation and Skills (2013); and ONS, 2011). 

 

Along the way, numerous legislative changes have also had an impact on the division of 

parental responsibilities, most recently The Children and Families Act (2014) which gave 

employees the right to request flexible working (dependent on service) and the introduction 

of shared parental leave (SPL) in 2015. SPL permits working parents to share statutory 

leave after the birth of a child, subsequently allowing parents to choose how to allocate 

leave between them, making it easier for both parents to combine caregiving and labour 

market participation. Developments in legislative rights for fathers, such as SPL, can be 

considered a critical factor in facilitating the increase in female labour market participation 

and greater involvement of fathers in the caregiving of their children (National Child 

Development Survey, 2008; and Eikhof, 2012).  

 

As chronicled earlier in this chapter, many explanations have been offered to understand 

the evolution of the role of the modern day father, with women’s increasing labour market 

contribution, legislation, and changes in structural composition of industries and families all 

having their part to play in the decline of the predominant breadwinning father model 

(Probert, 2005; and Solomon, 2014). It is argued that, 

 

 “Traditional ideas have given way to more egalitarian viewpoints which deem it appropriate 

for both men and women to pursue paid employment outside of the home and also share 

responsibilities within the home” (Budworth et al, 2008; 104).  

 

Similarly, the majority of parents have been reported as no longer believing that childcare is 

a main responsibility of the mother whilst fathers have the main responsibility for providing 

for the family (EHRC, 2009). This is supported by ONS data which observed that the UK 

saw the highest rates of stay-at-home fathers since records began in 2012 (ONS, 2013), 

whilst 75.1% of mothers with dependent children worked outside of the home, pointing to a 

change in the division of labour both in the home and the workplace (ONS, 2019). 
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The contemporary role of the father is argued to be more flexible than their historical 

counterparts, with modern fathers expected to mediate effectively between family and 

employment using flexible working practices (Burnett et al, 2013). Judgements aligned with 

being a good provider have been suggested to be no longer sufficient to affirm status as a 

‘good father’ and that involvement in the care of children and a more active style of parenting 

is considered to be as, if not more, important (Dermott, 2008; Lamb, 2008; Norman ,2010 ; 

and Podnieks, 2016). The model of an ‘involved father’, who is an active ‘hands-on’ sharer 

of child caring responsibilities, engaged with family life, attentive and emotionally close to 

their children is observed to be increasing in both prevalence and importance (O’Brien, 

2005;Solomon, 2014).  

 

It is pertinent to note that whilst much research confidently espouses the existence of a new 

type of fatherhood, a significant gap between rhetoric and reality appears to remain for many 

contemporary parents. The model of ‘modern male breadwinning’, in which both parents 

work, but the mother works in a part-time capacity whilst the father works full-time, remains 

the dominant way in which families organise their domestic life (Berghammer, 2014; ONS, 

2019). Whilst fathers might have greater involvement in parenting than in previous 

generations, it has been observed that fathers continue to spend less time caring for children 

than their spouses and the uptake of working arrangements to support caregiving by fathers, 

such as SPL remains low (Aumann et al, 2011; 343; Shows and Gerstel, 2009; Wang et al, 

2013; Powell, 2021). Such knowledge is indicative that breadwinning continues to be 

intrinsically associated with conceptualisations of the components of being a good father 

despite assertions of a changed ideology surrounding fatherhood (Townsend, 2002; 

Bergman and Hobson, 2002; Pocock, 2005; Holter, 2007; and Wells and Sarkadi, 2011).   

  

The prevailing dominance of the breadwinner father model seems at odds with the 

egalitarian approach widely accepted to be the cultural norm for contemporary parents, and 

therefore a wider exploration of the workplace perceptions and experiences of caregiving 

fathers is necessary to fully understand why parental gender disparity continues. Through 

the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ this book explores potential signals as to why the 

breadwinning model continues to dominate despite significant societal changes that are 

contrary to it, and ‘fatherhood forfeits’ are offered as a potential explanation for this 

phenomenon.  To enable this discussion this chapter will now move to present data from 



34 
 

the quantitative element of the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ which comprised an online 

vignette survey. 

 

Fatherhood Forfeit Study – Online Vignette Survey  

 

The online vignette survey investigated how fictitious parents within vignettes were rated by 

manager participants when applying for work. The aim of this part of the study was to 

specifically explore if any differences are observable in the ratings of parents dependant on 

whether they were mothers or fathers and applying for full-time work or part-time work to 

facilitate an active role in caregiving.  

Manager participants were asked to assess four fictitious candidates applying for a 

Customer Services Manager role. The fictitious candidates were rated against the criteria 

of ‘workplace commitment’, ‘hireability’, ‘promotability’ and ‘perceived competence’ which 

acted as the dependant variables in this study. These criteria and rating scales were devised 

by Correll et al (2007) and adopted as they were considered to be well established in this 

area of research. To enable the ratings to be completed participants were given a role 

summary for the job of Customer Services Manager at High Street Bank and were initially 

provided with applicant vignettes for the part-time position (see below).  

 

You are recruiting for a Part-Time (17.5 hours per week) Customer Services Manager. 

Please read these two summaries of job applicants. You will then be required to rate 

the suitability of each applicant for the Part-Time Customer Services Manager role 

and then rate the applicant. 

Sienna Smith: 

Sienna has five years’ experience of being a Customer Services Manager at Village 

Bank in Lowshire. Prior to that she worked as a banking clerk. She is applying for 

this part-time job as she wants to improve her work life balance as it will enable her 

to spend more time with her two children; Annie and Bobby, aged 18 months and 

three. Her last appraisal ratings were excellent, and she achieved five staff 

nominations for Manager of the year. She has been married to Bern for 5 years; he 

works as a PE Teacher at a local comprehensive school. Sienna undertook her degree 
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at Cardiff University in 2000 in English Literature. She is a great mother and really 

enjoys her work. 

Max Jones:  

Max has two years’ experience of being a Customer Service Manager at the High 

Street Bank’s Midshire Branch. Prior to that he worked in customer services in the 

same bank. Like Sienna, he is applying for the part-time role as he wants to improve 

his work life balance and spend more time with his children, twin boys, Chris and 

Nick, aged two. He has been married to Gill for 10 years and she works in Academia. 

He is well liked by his team and his colleagues and repeatedly receives good 

feedback from both his managers and customers. He graduated from University of 

Portsmouth in 1997 with a degree in History. He is a very dedicated dad as well as 

getting a lot of satisfaction from work.' 

Following on from this task, they were then asked to rate the full-time applicants and were 

informed:  

Both your part-time members of staff have left, and you now have a vacancy for a full-

time position (37.5 hours per week) for a Customer Services Manager (same role 

summary applies). As before, please read these two summaries of job applicants and 

then individually rate each applicant. 

Amelia Smith: 

Amelia has been Deputy Manager of the Customer Services Team at The National 

Bank for 7 years. She worked her way up from the role of Receptionist at the same 

bank that she joined upon graduation from Sheffield University where she studied 

Communications. She has a proven track record of success at the National Bank with 

good performance management ratings from her peers, managers, subordinates and 

customers. She is applying for the role as she thinks it will be interesting and she 

likes to provide a good life for her family - husband James, a school caretaker and 

children, Katherine and James (Aged 2 and 6months). Amelia says she loves being a 

working mum. 

 

Oliver Williams: 
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Oliver is an internal applicant who has been working as the “acting” Customer 

Service Manager at High Street Bank for the last 6 months. He joined High Street bank 

after graduating in Business from Liverpool University and has held numerous jobs 

at the bank since then. His team won a recent award for customer service, voted for 

by Customers. He is married to Clare who is a university administrator and has two 

children, Justine and Bethany (Aged 3 and 1). He is applying for the job to give his 

children and wife a better standard of living and being a working dad is important to 

him.  

 

The sample of manager participants comprised sixty-four men and thirty-three women, with 

four participants not specifying their gender, and SPSS software was used to conduct the 

analysis. As the gender of participants in the sample was uneven, the potential impact of 

this was tested using multivariate between-subjects ANCOVA testing. It was found that 

there were no significant interactions between the ‘Gender of Applicant’, ‘Applicant Working 

Hours’ and ‘Gender of Participant’ which thus provided confidence that the analysis was not 

impacted upon by the dominance of male participants.  

The initial descriptive statistics of the online vignette survey element of the ‘Fatherhood 

Forfeit Study’ (see Table 1) indicated that the caregiving father applicant, depicted as an 

applicant for a part-time role, was rated lower than the part-time mother applicant, and both 

the parent applicants for the full-time role across all dependent variables (‘workplace 

commitment’, ‘hireability’, ‘promotability’ and ‘perceived competence’). The largest 

difference in the ratings between applicants was evident with regard to the variable of 

‘perceived competence’.  Additionally, it is observable that the part-time father applicant was 

judged more harshly than the other working parent scenarios with regard to the dependent 

variable of ‘promotability’. These non-statistically robust results imply that gender is a factor 

when rating applicants, and that whether an applicant is a mother or a father and applying 

for part-time or full-time work appears to have an impact upon how they are rated, thus more 

a detailed analysis was undertaken.  
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Part-Time 

Applicant 

 Full -Time 

Applicant 

 

 Father Mother Father Mother 

Promotability 6.94 7.49 (.55) 7.78 7.87 (0.09) 

Hireability  7.76 8.49 (.73) 7.77 8.07 (.3) 

Workplace 

Commitment  

7.46 7.73 (.27) 7.94 8.16 (.22) 

Perceived 

Competence 

7.44 8.46 (1.02) 7.82 7.88 (0.06) 

Total 29.6 32.17 (2.57) 31.31 31.98 (.67) 

Table 1- Detailed Descriptive Statistics-Mean Scores  

 

The next part of the analysis involved the more statistically robust type of ANCOVA testing, 

employing multivariate analysis with a within-subject test. The within-subject test exposed 

two significant differences in the mean scores that are central to the research presented in 

this book. Firstly, statistical significance was found in the differences between the means of 

‘Gender of Applicant’ (mother/father) and ‘Applicant Ratings’ (F (4. 77) = 10.019, P=0.00). 

Secondly, a significant difference can be observed with regard to the ‘Applicant Working 

Hours’ (whether part-time or full-time) and the ‘Applicant Ratings’ (F (4.77) = 6.460, P=0.00). 

This suggests that mothers and fathers are rated differently when applying for part-time and 

full-time roles, with ‘Gender of Applicant’ (mother or father) and ‘Applicant Working Hours’ 

(working full-time or part-time) affecting how they are rated.  

 

With this established, it was necessary to delve more deeply into the analysis to explore 

whether any statistically significant differences exist between how applicants were rated 

against the specific measures of ‘promotability’, ‘hireability’, ‘workplace commitment’ and 

‘perceived competence’ through exploration of the estimated marginal means (EMM) 

section of the SPSS output which can be useful in determining the nature of the established 

interaction (Field, 2009). The differences in profile plots are highlighted below and are used 

to establish in detail how the parent applicants were rated when they applied for the fictitious 

part-time or full-time role and how the ratings compare to each other. 
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‘Promotability’ 

 

With regard to promotability, it is evident that the part-time father applicant was rated the 

lowest out of all four applicants part-time (mother), part-time (father), full-time (mother), 

full-time (father). The effect was present for both the full-time and part-time parent 

applicants, with the strongest difference being observable between the mother and father 

applicants for the part-time position.

 

‘Hireability’  

 

The dependent variable of ‘hireability' (below) shows a slightly different pattern to that of 

‘promotability’. Whilst the part-time father was still rated lower than the part-time and full-

time mother against the criteria of ‘hireability', there was only a slight difference between the  

ratings of ‘hireability’ for the part-time and full-time father. 
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‘Workplace Commitment’  

 

The analysis of responses against the criteria of ‘workplace commitment’ demonstrates that 

the part-time father applicant, was again the lowest rated of all of the applicants. It is 

observable that both full-time applicants scored more highly than their part-time 

counterparts. 
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‘Perceived Competence’ 

 

The last dependant variable against which participants rated fictitious applicant vignettes 

was ‘perceived competence'. It is observable that the part-time father applicant obtained the 

lowest score with the greatest disparity being between the ratings of the part-time mother 

and the part-time father applicant, with a more marginal difference between the rating of 

‘perceived competence’ between the full-time mother and father applicant being observable.  

 

 

 

To conclude, the analysis of the EMM demonstrated that for each of the dependent variables 

(‘promotability’, ‘hireability’, ‘workplace commitment’ and ‘perceived competence'), the part-

time father applicant, obtained the lowest rating, and although the extent of this varied, a 

lower score was consistent. 

 

The Fatherhood Forfeit 

 

The data that arose from the online vignette survey part of the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ 

points to a difference in the rating of the caregiving father, represented as a father applying 

for a part-time role, compared to the ratings of the mother applying for a part-time role, and 

mother and father applicants for the full-time role. Thus, it is suggested that caregiving 
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fathers face a ‘fatherhood forfeit’ when they try to combine work and caregiving. That is to 

say they are less likely to obtain a role that would help them manage the dual responsibilities 

of family and work than mothers who were trying to do the same. 

The notion of caregiving fathers facing ‘fatherhood forfeits’ is the central premise of this book 

and will continue to be explored in the later chapters. Such quantitative findings demonstrate 

differences in the way in which parents are rated when applying for job roles that facilitate 

caregiving, however, these data do not tell us about the nature and rationale for this 

decision-making and the way in which the fatherhood forfeit manifests in the workplace. 

Thus, the book continues to present further data which deployed qualitative insights through 

manager vignette based focus groups and semi-structured interviews with working parents 

and managers.  

Chapter Summary 

 

This chapter has explored the historical context of work, society and parenthood, outlining 

the expectations of a more involved style of parenting for contemporary fathers within a 

lingering climate of expectations of alignment towards traditional breadwinning norms. The 

data from the quantitative part of the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ were presented, and the 

notion of ‘fatherhood forfeits’ was introduced. It was identified that data from the quantitative 

element of the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ found that the caregiving father in the vignette 

survey, represented as a part-time applicant, was rated lower than other working parents 

when applying for a role conducive to caregiving. Thus, fathers were observed to be less 

likely to obtain a role that allows them to combine caregiving and work (such as part-time 

employment) due to scoring lower than their counterparts at the point of shortlisting. 

 

The following chapters explore the notion of ‘fatherhood forfeits’ in more depth through 

further investigation of both literature and empirical data. Specifically, they focus on 

uncovering what might lie behind the discriminatory decisions that managers made in the 

quantitative part of the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ outlined within this chapter and indicate 

how such perceptions of caregiving fathers might have a part to play in the lingering 

dominance of the breadwinner model despite a position of purported increased gender 

equality for working parents.  
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Chapter Three - Parental Gender Stereotyping and ‘Think Child- Think Mum’ 

 

This chapter begins by exploring the current literature surrounding parental gender 

stereotyping, offering explanations as to why mothers are often considered as the primary 

caregiving parent. It discusses gendered stereotypes in a general sense, their influence on 

norms of behaviour and then how this impacts on behavioural expectations within the 

workplace for parents, emphasising the differing expectations of mothers and fathers.  

 

The chapter then moves on to present the qualitative data from the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit 

Study’ which comprised vignette based manager focus groups and semi-structured 

interviews with working parents and managers. The emphasis in this chapter is on the 

overarching theme of ‘Think-Child-Think-Mum’. Illustrative quotes are employed to explore 

the ways in which parent and manager participants make automatic assumptions regarding 

primary caregiving status through the subthemes of ‘Where is Mum?’ and 

‘Unconventionality’. Throughout the chapter, the study data is linked to existing academic 

literature, outlining the ways in which the findings of the qualitative element of the 

‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ both corresponds with and contradicts existing work. 
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Gender Stereotyping  

 

Existing literature is suggestive that the extent of parental involvement in caregiving has 

both a biological and social underpinning and offers explanations of why, for many families, 

the mother in the household spends more time caring for children than the father (Eagly, 

1987; Wood and Eagly, 2002). Whilst there are undeniable biological differences between 

men and women, the extent of the ‘nature’ argument is debateable, with many theorists 

arguing that the unequal division of caregiving responsibilities is not a result of biological 

differences but may be more related to the social construction of gender roles (Giddens and 

Sutton, 2013). As such, the ‘nurture’ argument advocates that it is the reinforcement of 

expected gendered behaviour that impacts on parental involvement in caregiving rather than 

any actual ‘nature’ differences per se.   

 

 

Early theorists, such as Freud and Erikson, pointed to an establishment of disparities in 

gender roles emerging from childhood as a consequence of different early socialisation 

experiences underpinned by inherent biological differences (Freud, 1953; Erikson, 1968; 

and Barnett and Hyde, 2001). Such social construction of gender roles has been observed 

to occur through stereotypes imposed by parents, teachers and peers during childhood in 

which the views of children are shaped by their environment and culture (Harkness and 

Super, 1995; Silverstein et al, 2002; and Giddens and Sutton, 2013). Unsurprisingly, existing 

research findings are largely consistent with this view, implying that parents have a key role 

in influencing young children in regard to gendered behaviour (Kaplan, 1991; Santrock, 

1994; Berryman-Fink et al, 2012). 

 

It is proposed that from an early age, awareness exists of gender role differences, with 

children beginning to use gender stereotypes to navigate their world in relation to activities, 

objects, and occupations (Biernat, 1991; Harkness and Super, 1995; and Lobel et al, 2001). 

The gender role attitudes of children has been found to be significantly affected by their 

exposure to gendered behaviour through the actions of parents and the extent to which 

desired conduct is reinforced with approval or with disapproval and sanctions for deviation 

(Mischel, 1966; and Santrock, 1994; Marks et al, 2009). Similarly, gender messages have 

been observed to be transmitted through differences in the treatment of sons and daughters 
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and different expectations of behaviour dependent on gender, often involving influential 

inferences regarding gender acceptable behaviour (Witt, 2000). Such purported differentials 

in treatment between boys and girls can manifest in many ways, including dressing in 

gender specific colours, giving gender specific toys, encouraging playing with dolls and 

housekeeping in girls and playing with trucks and engaging in sports activities in boys, along 

with rewarding gender aligned play behaviour (Carter, 1987; Eccles et al, 1990; Thorne, 

1993). Moreover, for girls it has been found that there is an expectation that they will be 

nurturing, deferential and passive, whereas boys have been found to be expected to be 

autonomous, aggressive, dominant and achievement oriented (Beloff, 1992; Lobel, 1994; 

and Nadler and Stockdale, 2012).  With regard to work and family, it has been found that as 

children get slightly older and attend school some will develop a sense that it is unacceptable 

for fathers to stay home to take a lead role in caregiving and that mothers are better parents 

(Eccles, 1983; and Sinno and Killen, 2009).  

 

Naturally, such childhood stereotyping can have a long-term impact on caregiving activities 

when children grow up and become parents themselves with parental division of labour 

during childhood suggested to be a key indicator of adult behaviours (Cunningham, 2001). 

Boys assigned non-gender-stereotyped tasks during their childhood have been found to be 

more likely to have a higher level of involvement with their own children than boys who were 

allocated more gender stereotypical duties (Gerson, 1993; and Pleck, 1997). Similarly, boys 

with involved fathers are more likely to be involved with their own children, display gender 

equality in their behaviour with their own children, and also their daughters are likely to have 

higher career aspirations than those with fathers who were less involved (Hofferth, 1999; 

Croft, Schmader, Block; Baron, 2014; and Levtov et al, 2015).  

 

As children grow up, research indicates that women are expected to be socially sensitive, 

communal, nurturing, co-operative, intuitive, emotional and empathic. Whereas men are 

associated with being independent, competitive, logical, rational, strategic, assertive and 

achievement-oriented, with rewards received for alignment to such stereotypes for both men 

and women (Carr-Ruffino, 1993; Sheridan, 2004; Heilman and Wallen, 2010; and Giddens 

and Sutton, 2013). Further, according to notions of ‘prescriptive gender bias’, individuals 

expect to be perceived and evaluated differently dependent on whether their actions violate 

expectations of how they should act (Luzadis et al, 2008; and Eagly and Karau, 2002).  
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Gender Stereotyping at Work 

 

When applied to an organisational setting, gender stereotyping can be observed to dictate 

behavioural norms specifying both the “shoulds” and the “should nots” of workplace 

behaviour (Heilman, 2001; Eagly and Karau, 2002; Heilman and Parks-Stamm, 2007; and 

Heilman and Wallen, 2010; 664). This can be observed to translate into the occupational 

sex typing of job roles which is a mechanism for describing how some occupations are 

associated with a certain sex, and that only this coupling will be considered to be ‘normal’ 

and ‘natural’ (Collinson, Knights and Collinson, 1990). Theorists of sex typing propose that 

due to stereotypical gender ‘traits’, one gender is considered not to have the skills needed 

to perform the role of the other with many professions categorised as appropriate or suitable 

for a certain gender (Padavic and Reskin, 2002; Holmes, 2006; and Kelan, 2010).  

 

Feminised workplaces have been observed to be characterised by the stereotypical features 

of femininity such as caring, supportive, person-orientated and often involving ‘front-line’ 

activities (such as nursing), whilst other ‘central’ activities (such as maintenance) are often 

performed by men (Broadbridge and Hearn, 2008). Some of the strongest impact regarding 

occupational sex typing can be observed with regard to the assumed more masculine 

occupations (such as engineering) in which women are believed to be less likely to be 

successful in the role due to deep rooted beliefs grounded in gendered stereotypes 

(Collinson, 1988; and Eagly and Koening, 2008). Sex typing can occur early in the 

employment relationship, and it is likely that a less qualified applicant who is aligned to the 

sex typing of the job would be hired, with interviewers preferring applicants whose gender 

is aligned to the occupational sex typing (Atwater and Van Fleet, 1997 and Noon, 2012). 

Deviations from roles that can be viewed as having aligned prescriptive stereotypes, such 

as male nurses and female engineers have been found to be more likely to result in negative 

evaluation than someone who is in a more gender consistent role (Luzadis et al, 2008; and 

Eagly and Karau, 2002). This affect is observable for both sexes, with men and women 

being found to receive negative reactions when behaving in a way that is inconsistent with 

gendered stereotypes (Flynn and Ames, 2006; Heilman and Wallen, 2010; and Moss-

Racusin et al, 2012). Pertinent to the focus of this book, male applicants have been found 

to be discriminated against for jobs that are considered feminine or ‘female work’ and can 

be negatively affected due to what is described as the ‘women-are-wonderful effect’ (Glick, 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022103110000260#bib6
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022103110000260#bib11
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022103110000260#bib7
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Zion and Nelson, 1988; Eagly and Mladinic, 1989; Atwater and Van Fleet, 1997; and 

Langford and MacKinnon, 2000).   

 

Both men and women in gender-inconsistent roles have been found to face social and 

economic penalties, and these ‘backlash effects’ can result in some individuals being 

‘marked’, seen as deviant, and in some way separate from the mainstream (Rudman and 

Phelan, 2008; Baxter, 2010; and Ku, 2011). Such stereotyping has traditionally been 

associated with having a detrimental effect on mothers in the workplace, however, more 

recently, this has been observed to be faced by fathers when they act in a non-stereotypical 

manner by undertaking caregiving activities (Correll and Ridgeway, 2006; Correll et al. 2007; 

and Berdahl and Moon, 2013). The ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ specifically explored the issue 

of gender stereotyping through its qualitative data collection, and these data will now be 

presented with key findings and associations with existing literature outlined. 

 

Fatherhood Forfeit Study- Vignette-Based Focus Groups and Semi-Structured 

Interviews 

 

The online vignette survey element of the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ demonstrated that the 

caregiving father, represented as a part-time applicant, was consistently rated lower than 

the other working parent scenarios and thus they were less likely to obtain a role to facilitate 

caregiving. However, due to its quantitative nature, the online vignette survey element of 

the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ did not explore potential rationales for such discriminatory 

decision making. Thus, this chapter explores the qualitative data from the semi-structured 

interviews with managers and working parents to explore these findings. 

 

The data presented in this chapter were the result of a four-stage process involving an initial 

line-by-line analysis, followed by a data reduction process, preliminary coding and then a 

final development of key codes. Through this procedure, insights into the ratings given to 

the caregiving father, represented as a part-time father applicant in the online vignette has 

provided insights into the workplace perceptions of caregiving fathers and their experiences. 

These qualitative data obtained from both the vignette-based focus groups and semi-

structured interviews with managers and working parents’ has been merged to permit an in-

depth exploration of each emerging theme and the data that pertain to it.  

 

http://search.proquest.com/docview/870999762/fulltext?accountid=14711#REF_c44
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The sample for the qualitative element of the study comprised twenty-seven manager focus 

group participants (ten female/seventeen male), twenty-one semi-structured interviews with 

working parents (eleven fathers/ten mothers) and fifteen managers (twelve females/three 

males). The data from the qualitative part of the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ has been 

categorised into three main themes: ‘Think Child – Think Mum’, ‘Fathers obtain less 

workplace support than mothers for caregiving’ and ‘Social Mistreatment of Caregiving 

Fathers’. This chapter focuses on the theme of ‘Think Child - Think Mum’ which aligns 

closely to earlier discussions of the gender stereotyping literature, and the remaining themes 

will be explored in Chapters Four and Five. ‘Think Child – Think Mum’ is a phrase that has 

been employed to encompass a phenomenon that emerged frequently in the data, whereby 

the default caregiver for children is assumed to be the mother which is consistent with 

existing literature that supports the existence of parental gender role stereotyping.  

 

‘Think Child – Think Mum’  

 

The theme of ‘Think Child – Think Mum’ was widely evident within the data, with both 

working parent and manager participants making statements which were demonstrative that  

parental responsibilities were primarily associated with mothers rather than fathers.  

 

When managers discussed making recruitment decisions, the parental responsibilities of 

mothers appeared to be at the forefront of discussions, as illustrated by Sammi, a ward 

manager, who provided insight into her thought process when she interviewed a mother for 

a full-time role: 

 

“We had an older manager who was going for a full-time job. She’s a single mum with a 

two-year-old and I was very honest with her because I said, ‘This is a full-time job, so would 

you manage that ... there isn’t any leeway in terms of, you know, breaking down to three 

days or four days; this is a full-time job on a ward, really busy.” 

 

When asked if she would have the same concerns about recruiting a father her response 

was - “No, not so much. No.”. Further, she stated that if she was interviewing a father her 

thought process would be different the illustrating how mothers were associated with 

children in a way that fathers were not to the same degree. She continued: 
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"I've appointed lots of young people and you know whatever, who might not have children 

and stuff like that, but if you've got somebody who's over childbearing age you go, ‘phew, 

well they're not going to go off on maternity leave’.” 

 

This was echoed by Amy, a team leader who stated that when recruiting a mother for a full-

time position, her family circumstances would be of interest to managers: 

 

“I think in their heads they would be having an internal discussion with themselves about 

how’s this going to work … who else is around to care? So, I think you'd ... maybe trying 

to pick up a few cues about the arrangements, but obviously, that can’t be discussed, so I 

think I would be thinking, ‘Okay, that sounds good. I wonder what’s happening in the home 

then. Who picks up the pieces?’ But I don’t think you can really ask that so it is a little bit 

of informal.” 

 

Whereas, when asked if similar internal debates about managing caregiving 

responsibilities would occur for a father the response, as with Sammi, was, “No. No”. 

Similarly, Jenny, an HR and operations manager, stated: 

 

“Women are seen as the caregivers, aren't they? So if there's anything that comes to 

children, it will be the mother that will have to sort things out. … day to day perceptions are 

that a man will work full-time and won't have family commitments ... if you recruit a woman 

of a certain age, you kind of think they might be at marrying age and once they get married 

they're gonna have children, and if you've got a department of similar age woman some 

people do have cause for concern. Completely wrong, but I think that this is a factor.” 

 

Caren, a line manager, supports the notion that fathers are not automatically associated 

with children in the way that mothers are and illustrates how this manifests itself during the 

selection process: 

 

“I don’t think you would ever ask a man if he had children at home like a woman ... I don’t 

think anybody ever expects a father to give up time off work to look after the child. It just 

doesn’t happen, does it? It doesn’t happen. So, I don’t think you would even think about it, 

and I doubt they ask.”  

 



55 
 

This effect is also evident once in employment, as illustrated by Helen, a manager in a 

recruitment agency who stated: 

 

“It is most widely acknowledged and accepted that ... mothers in the workplace may have 

higher absence than other employees because they have got caring responsibilities.” 

 

Therefore, fathers who are applying for part-time roles to allow for caregiving can be 

conceptualised as challenging this automatic ‘Think Mum - Think Child’ association. This 

might, in part, explain the ratings of the caregiving father, represented as a part-time father 

applicant, in the online vignette survey introduced in Chapter Two and may help to explain 

the continued association of fathers with the role of breadwinner for their families.  

 

Conversations within the vignette-based focus groups exploring ‘applicant suitability’ are 

also indicative of the centrality of motherhood in this debate, whereas, for men, fatherhood 

rarely featured as a point of noteworthy discussion. When exploring the suitability of the 

mother applicants (both part and full-time), the following phrases were commonly used: 

 

 “She might have been trying to have a baby.” 

 “She might have been thinking about moving up but then children come along.”  

 “Her children are young, it must have been hard working full-time.” 

 “She must have only recently come back to work because the youngest is only six 

months old.”  

 

When discussing the suitability of the father applicants (both part and full-time), parental 

status was not discussed in the way it had been for the mother applicants. Instead, debates 

focused on more general discussions regarding suitability against job criteria, such as: 

 

 “He has got a degree’ 

  “I saw him as a utility person that is why he is acting now.” 

 “He is local.” 

 “He worked in customer services before he became a customer services manager.” 

 “He is in the place at the moment, he has been there for two years, so he has 

probably got job role experience.” 
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Once again, it emerged that for parents in the workplace, there appears to be a default 

association between caregiving and mothers, with discussions on suitability being 

intertwined with an exploration of issues related to motherhood status. Whereas for fathers 

such an association did not emerge and discussions regarding suitability were focused on 

job-related criteria. This is in line with the observations of Sheridan (2004) who noted that 

men are associated with the stereotype of breadwinning, whereas the stereotypes regarding 

women focus on homemaking. Whilst this can be construed as giving fathers a workplace 

advantage in line with conceptualisations of ‘fatherhood benefits’ this appears to be 

dependent on the maintenance of a traditional gender ideology through full-time work 

(Correll et al 2007; and Berdahl and Moon, 2013). For fathers with caregiving 

responsibilities, such a lack of acknowledgement of their role as fathers might explain the 

lower ratings given to the caregiving father in the online vignette survey. Similarly, it might 

offer a partial explanation why so many fathers remain in breadwinning patterns of 

employment rather than working arrangements which are more conducive to caregiving. 

 

The overarching theme of ‘Think Child - Think Mum’, was also evident in interviews with 

working parents;  

 

 “(if a child was sick) it was probably 70/30 the expectation that I would drop everything to 

look after the children; 30 being my husband.”  

(Luby, a married mother of two, both parents work full-time) 

 

“If the children are sick, the first call is to Nicola (wife) ... If the school couldn’t get hold of 

her they would call me.”  

(David, a father of three, both him and his wife work full-time) 

 

“I think as a mother, you’re almost expected ... to have to go when your child is sick ... It 

never feels that the dads have that. When my husband worked in the bank it was always 

‘well you will have to do that’, and I would say ‘well, why have I got to do it, you are the 

Dad as well.”  

(Stephanie, a married mother of two children, both she and her husband work flexibly) 
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Such automatic assumptions that associate mothers with children can be conceptualised as 

presenting a challenge to fathers who have caregiving responsibilities. As illustrated by Paul 

and Rick:  

 

“When I have told people that I am a single dad, they are like, ‘you have a child’ but I am 

actually his primary carer ... People still find that a little surprising, and I think there is always 

that assumption … they think child [and] mother always go together.”  

(Paul, a single father of one, works part-time) 

 

“The mother goes to pick the children up from school, and the dad works long hours … 

and, yes, it primarily was the male, and the female stayed at home for a variety of reasons. 

Many of my friends have chosen this, and their view was, ‘Well, I’m the man so that’s my 

job.’ (Rick, father of two who works part-time and his wife works full-time) 

 

Such parental gender stereotyping has been previously observed in a US context to have a 

detrimental effect on both mothers and fathers in the workplace (Correll and Ridgeway, 

2006; Correll et al. 2007; and Berdahl and Moon, 2013), and the data from the theme of 

‘Think Child – Think Mum’ can be observed to support these findings in a UK context.  

 

Due to the prevalence of ‘Think Child – Think Mum’, wider exploration is necessary and 

subthemes are employed to in an attempt to more fully explain why the caregiving father, 

depicted as a part-time father applicant in the online vignette survey (Chapter Two)  obtained 

lower ratings than the other working parent scenarios. Thus, the overarching theme of ‘Think 

Child – Think Mum’ also contains two sub-themes entitled “Where’s Mum?” and 

‘Unconventionality’.  

 

 “Where is Mum?” 

 

The sub-theme of “Where is Mum?” appeared frequently in both working parent and 

manager interviews. The phrase can be seen as an enactment of ‘Think Child – Think Mum’, 

in circumstances when the assumed primary association between mothers and caregiving 

is challenged by caregiving fathers. Such fathers can expect probes regarding the presence 

of fathers and the absence of mothers. In the working parent interviews fathers who took an 
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active role in caregiving unanimously gave examples of “Where is Mum”, as Paul, a single 

father of one who works part-time explained:  

 

 “If he (my son) had a hospital appointment, it would be like, well, why is the Dad going to 

the hospital with them?” 

 

Paul continued that whilst a request for absence due to caregiving would normally be 

granted, the whereabouts of his son’s mother would be questioned by his manager: 

 

 “I suppose if you have to go, you're going to need to go, “what about his mother?” that was 

quite often the question I was asked.”  

 

It is important to note that whilst such requests for information appear quite innocuous and 

not necessarily intended to indicate disapproval, some caregiving fathers considered such 

comments to be more significant. James, a father of two who worked on a part-time basis 

when his children were younger, and is married to a full-time working mother stated: 

 

“I was often asked ‘Where’s Jack’s mother?’ things like that. And although they weren’t 

barbed in any way, I could tell that they were kind of meant to be … although they were just 

supposedly innocent questions, I think that there was a bit more of a point to them.” 

 

Corey, a full-time working father of three in a family where both he and his wife worked full-

time also experienced ‘Where is Mum?’ remarks: 

 

“It isn’t necessarily a big deal, but whenever I go anywhere for the kids, plays, school pick-

ups that sort of thing, the first thing I am asked is ‘(mum) couldn’t make it?’ I am sure they 

are just making conversation, but I find it rude, and I don’t know what to say really.” 

 

From these comments, it appears that such remarks made within the workplace and in a 

more general social context may have a negative impact on fathers which could potentially 

create a barrier to fathers undertaking caregiving responsibilities. 

 

It is important to note that the reverse phenomena of “Where is Dad?” did not emerge in 

interviews with mothers, and can be considered as conspicuous by its absence, indicating 
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that the association of caregiving and mothers is presumed, and thus the location of the 

father was not relevant.  

 

The notion of “Where is Mum?” also emerged in the manager interviews. Jon, an HR 

manager in a naval organisation commented that in their organisation, they have some 

fathers who work part-time, however, questions are raised about the location of the mother. 

He stated:  

 

 “This is where you see that sort of stereotype you know, where’s the mother? Why are you 

doing it?” 

  

Similarly, Sue, a hospital manager stated that when fathers want to work part-time, the 

question often asked is, “Why would you (work part-time) because you’ve got a wife.”. This 

was further endorsed by Laura, a line manager who stated, “I still think the response in a lot 

of the workplaces would be: ‘Well, why can’t your wife do that?’”. 

 

The examples above denote illustrations of the differences in how men and women perceive 

their role as caregiver and how such a role is perceived by others. However, one specific 

way in which caregiving fathers were judged was more prominent and therefore has been 

established as an additional sub- theme, and this focuses around judgements of 

‘Unconventionality’.  

 

Unconventionality  

 

As proposed earlier in this chapter, according to the gender stereotyping literature, parents 

who move away from behavioural norms can expect to face sanctions (Chesley, 2011). The 

sub-theme of ‘Unconventionality’ within the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ explores statements 

made by participants alluding to caregiving fathers as being somewhat different from the 

‘norm’. In interviews with working parents, it was widely apparent that parents who 

challenged gender norms, typically regarding the extent of involvement in caregiving 

responsibilities, often felt that others perceived their choice to be ‘unconventional’. Paul, a 

single father of one who worked part-time, explained that when he told people about his 

working hours, the standard response was, “Oh, that's a bit weird, that's a bit odd.” Similarly, 

James, who worked part-time whilst his wife worked full-time stated: 
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“When our eldest son was very young … she [his wife] was the person that made most of 

the money, and she was sort of the main breadwinner ... I had to spend a couple of days a 

week as the kind of stay-at-home parent …  I think that that was … seen as a sort of unusual 

thing … it was just less normal to see a male parent providing most of the childcare to a 

young baby ... I think it was something that although not really sneered at and not, like I say, 

frowned upon, it was probably something that wasn’t considered to be quite normal.” 

 

It is plausible that such perceptions of ‘Unconventionality’, as intimated above, might have 

an impact on the extent of paternal involvement in caregiving and explain the adherence to 

the breadwinner model for many UK fathers. The concept of caregiving fathers being viewed 

as unconventional was described by some participants as originating from childhood 

experiences which is consistent with existing literature in this area such as (Croft et al, 2014 

and Levtov et al, 2015). This is illustrated by the experience of Kelly, a full-time working 

mother of one whose partner worked on a part-time basis. She felt her more traditional, 

breadwinning brothers were critical of the working arrangements of her family. She noted 

that “… their wives have stayed at home, they have provided everything, but that’s what 

they want, that’s what they have come from, that is what my mum did.”  

 

Such notions of parental behavioural norms originating from personal childhood 

experiences of traditional gendered divisions of parenting responsibilities also regularly 

emerged in the data. This was evidenced by Tom, Caitlin and Amy:   

 

“I think it is something we’ve talked about (both our fathers working full-time and mothers 

working part-time) and are aware it is something new to us, alien, we hadn’t experienced it 

so were a kind of a bit cautious, quite a bit ... we thought ‘this is different to what we know’.” 

(Tom, a father of two who worked part-time for a period and whose wife works full-time) 

 

“My husband has never felt comfortable with me working (and him not) ... I think that is 

because of what he always knew with his Mum. His mum was always at home, so that is 

what he thought mums and dads should do.”  

(Caitlin, a mother of two who works full-time and whose husband was a stay-at-home dad.) 
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 “My mum stayed at home, my dad went out to work you know so that’s the way I’ve been 

brought up so no, I think I probably wouldn’t have it (a father working part-time).” 

 (Amy, a team leader.) 

 

Such feelings of being unconventional were also believed to come from peers, as expressed 

by Caitlin, a mother of two, who works full-time and was married to a stay-at-home dad: 

 

“He didn’t mix with many other fathers … He didn’t see them at the school gate (they were 

at work). ... I suppose men at the school gate are a bit strange.” 

 

This was echoed by Sid, a father of four, who combined primary caregiving with self-

employment and whose wife works full-time:  

 

"Generally the response (when I say I am a stay at home dad) is one of surprise. I feel like 

I am encroaching on someone else's territory. On passport forms, the mothers name come 

first … this is just another one of the things ... when I say I am the main one at home for the 

kids, people will quickly move over the subject, it is such an unusual thing for people to 

understand … I see the mums bring kids to schools; they are fabulous and very committed, 

it is natural … I suppose I feel a fraud at times ... I have felt it quite profoundly." 

 

Such judgements can be conceptualised as potentially having an implication on the extent 

of involvement of fathers in caregiving and offer partial explanations for the maintenance of 

the status quo in which mothers are the primary caregivers and fathers are aligned to 

breadwinning.  

 

Emma, a mother of two who works full-time whilst her partner works part-time, observed 

that whilst colleagues did not seem to be judgemental about her decision to work full-time, 

she felt that her choice was viewed as diverging from accepted standards, she stated: 

 

“When I had my first son, I had to go back to work full-time and, yeah, that certainly raised 

some eyebrows.  I think it wasn’t considered to be particularly the norm … I think it was far 

less likely that a mother would go back to work until the children were at school, part-time 

and certainly not full-time … people seemed a little bit sort of concerned by it ... they were 

expecting me to be away from work for longer certainly.” 
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Similarly, Lana, a mother of one, felt that her manager assumed she would want to work 

part-time after the birth of her son: “I kind of had an informal chat with the founder … he said 

look, I know you’ll be wanting to come back part-time.”  

 

The data are suggestive that parents who challenge gender norms face perceptions of 

‘Unconventionality’ from numerous directions including colleagues, extended family, peers 

and within their own families. It is proposed that within this climate, maintenance of the 

status quo might become a driving force for parental decision-making regarding caregiving 

and working arrangements.  

 

It is relevant to note that perceptions of ‘Unconventionality’ were not limited to interviews 

with working parents and also emerged strongly in interviews with managers. Manager 

interviews provided further evidence that caregiving fathers are conceptualised as deviating 

from the traditional assumptions of paternal behaviour and are associated with being 

unconventional. This is demonstrated by Helen, Sam and Clare: 

 

"The challenges for fathers are a lot less spoken about, so we do have some fathers who 

have taken paternity leave, and that in itself is quite rare … he has taken a lot more sick 

days since he became a parent. We don't treat him any differently, but it stands out more 

because he is a male, and he is caring for children which is against the norm almost, it is 

just assumed that the man will go to work and the woman will stay at home.”  

(Helen, a manager at a recruitment agency)  

 

“We allow women to go off and look after their kids but perhaps not men so much, and they 

might feel that. That actually, it is more difficult for them because they are seen, as you 

know, I am staying here; I am the worker, so they have to stay in work and perhaps … I 

suspect they probably feel that they do have to stay in work, and they can’t go off, and 

perhaps they might be looked on differently.” (Sami, a ward manager) 

 

“I think it would be quite … it would be unusual ... we haven’t had any … Oh, the discussion 

would be very interesting ... I think it would just throw them if it was a man working part-time 

because we don’t have any men working part-time… a bit kind of ‘oh dunno!’  

(Clare, an HR manager at a technology company) 
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Chapter Summary  

 

This chapter began by charting the existing literature surrounding the issues of gender 

stereotyping in a general sense, specific parental gender stereotyping and how this impacts 

upon the workplace experiences for parents. It explored how workplace behaviour is often 

guided by prescriptive gender bias through a complex matrix of sanctions and rewards 

based on alignment to expected norms of parental behaviour which often originate from 

childhood and are evidenced to continue via occupational sex typing. Data from the 

qualitative element of the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ was presented, and through the theme 

of ‘Think Mum-Think Child’, it was identified that mothers are automatically associated with 

children and are established as primary caregivers regardless of individual family 

arrangements which impact upon the workplace experiences and perceptions of caregiving 

fathers.  

 

It was proposed that caregiving fathers are often faced with “Where is Mum?” questions 

when attempting to navigate between caregiving and work, further emphasising their 

secondary positioning. Additionally, it was highlighted that fathers who deviate from 

traditional breadwinning patterns of working hours face judgements of ‘Unconventionality’. 

 

Although causality is not explored in the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’, potentially one of the 

impacts of the data encapsulated within the theme ‘Think- Child- Think Mum’ is the data 

presented within the following chapter which explores the second theme of the qualitative 

data; ‘Fathers obtain less workplace support than mothers for caregiving’. 
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Chapter Four- ‘Fathers Obtain Less Workplace Support Than Mothers for Caregiving’ 

 

This chapter explores the notion that caregiving fathers in the workplace receive less 

support than their female counterparts. It begins by charting the current knowledge which 

identifies the ways in which organisations provide workplace support for parents with 

emphasis on the experiences of fathers. In particular, it explores literature which charts 

workplace outcomes when fathers challenge the purported social norms by seeking more 

flexible working patterns to enable an active role in the caregiving of their children. 

 

 

The data obtained within the qualitative element of the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ is focused 

upon within this chapter and illustrative quotes from study participants are employed to 

explore the workplace perceptions and experiences of caregiving fathers. Emphasis is 

placed upon data grouped under the overarching theme of ‘Fathers obtain less workplace 

support than mothers for caregiving’. Due to the vast amount of data collected within this 

theme, a sub-theme has been created entitled ‘Support is conditional and subject to 

negotiation for fathers’ which specifically explores the contingent nature of workplace 

support for fathers which is suggested to be more negotiable than the support offered to 

mothers.  
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Workplace Support for Parents  

 

As explored in Chapter Two, the contribution of fathers to caregiving has increased over 

time as observed within both academic literature and within the ‘grey literature’ through 

reports produced by bodies such as the Trade Union Congress, ACAS and Women and 

Equalities Select Committee .Contemporary fathers are suggested to navigate both work 

and home spheres through accessing gender neutral working policies and practices such 

as flexible working and part-time working, with increasing number of fathers accessing such 

working arrangements (Burnett et al, 2013; and Working Families, 2019). However, labour 

market statistics are consistent in illustrating that fathers continue to dominate the realms of 

full-time employment with only 4.8% of fathers reducing hours due to childcare compared 

to 28.5% of mothers (ONS, 2019). Such an observation implies that any revolution towards 

gender equality is further away than may appear on the surface and a gap has been 

observed between a father’s desire to be actively involved in caregiving and organisational 

support for this behaviour (Miller, 2010; Esping-Andersen et al, 2013). Workplace support 

for fathers as parents has been found by many academics to be limited (Crompton, 2002; 

Smith and Stokoe, 2005; and Tracy and Rivera, 2010) with fathers at work being observed 

to face ‘invisibility’ in their role as father, being described as a “ghost in the organisational 

machine” (Burnett et al, 2012; 21).   

 

Fathers have been observed to face a number of specific challenges when accessing 

policies that will assist them with managing the dual demands of work and caregiving 

(Smithson et al, 2004; Lewis et al, 2007). The existing literature that explores the challenges 

facing fathers in accessing organisational support has been identified as having three main 

strands which centre around the lack of awareness of workplace policies for fathers, fathers 

being less likely to request organisational support and also being less likely to receive 

support if they do request it.  

 

Firstly, fathers have been found to have a lack of awareness regarding the different types 

of policies available to them to assist with caregiving (Sheridan, 2004; Kersley et al, 2006; 

Mercer, 2017). Such a lack of awareness has also been observed on the part of employers, 

with Cook et al (2020) observing that employers are often unaware of the applicability of 

such policies to fathers.   Secondly, fathers have been observed to be less likely to ask for 
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flexibility in working arrangements than mothers (Teasdale, 2012), with some fathers 

reporting a fear of asking for greater flexibility and thus concealing any work-life conflict 

(Mercer, 2017). This perhaps isn’t surprising in light of research which has found that fathers 

who work less than full time hours are rated as less professionally competent than those 

who work full-time (Brescoll, and Ullmann, 2005; and Berdahl and Moon, 2013). A further 

explanation for why men might be less likely to request amendments to working 

arrangements due to caregiving is suggested to be due to men having a lower sense of 

entitlement than women with regard to access to such working arrangements (Lewis and 

Smithson, 2001; and Gatrell et al., 2014; and Cook et al, 2020). Thirdly, fathers have been 

found to be more likely to face rejection than mothers when requesting an amended working 

pattern, whether informal or formal, due to caregiving reasons (Fagan et al, 2006; Holter, 

2007; Dex and Ward, 2007; Tracy and Riveria, 2010; and Munsch, 2016). For many, 

workplace support for caregiving is a consequence of a period of negotiation, and this has 

been found to be specifically prevalent for fathers, and in this negotiation, fathers have been 

suggested to have less power than mothers (Brandth and Kvande, 2002; and Bloksgaard, 

2014). Furthermore, the ‘flexibility stigma’, which is a key barrier to many in the uptake of 

flexible working, is reported more commonly by men, specifically fathers , who are less likely 

to reduce their working hours or believe that this is an option for them  (Vandello, Hettinger 

and Bosson, 2013; Williams et al, 2013; Chung, 2018; and Cook et al, 2020). Thus, 

workplace support for caregiving behaviour can be conceptualised as a potential favour, a 

maternal privilege which is often not afforded to fathers (Lewis, 1997; Atkinson and Hall, 

2009; Gatrell and Cooper, 2016).  

 

In the light of the challenges for fathers surrounding workplace support for caregiving 

behaviours, perhaps it is unsurprising that for many families, more traditional divisions of 

parental roles and associated patterns of work might prevail, and this will be explored in 

detail through the data obtained within the qualitative element of the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit 

Study’. 

 

Fatherhood Forfeit Study Data 

 

The quantitative element of the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ as presented in Chapter Two 

specifically addressed the flexible working practice of part-time working which was 

presented as a mechanism by which parents can enable active involvement in family life. It 
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was observed that the caregiving father (represented as an applicant for a part-time role) 

obtained the lowest score out of all of the applicant scenarios, which is indicative that 

caregiving fathers face disparity in the workplace and are less likely to obtain working 

arrangements that are conducive to caregiving. The qualitative data collected through semi-

structured interviews with working parents and managers and vignette based manager 

focus groups, sought to obtain potential explanations for this and an overarching theme that 

emerged was the theme that ‘Fathers obtain less workplace support than mothers for 

caregiving’.  

 

‘Fathers obtain less workplace support than mothers for caregiving’.  

 

 

This over-arching theme was a recurrent theme in interviews with managers, as illustrated 

by these quotes from manager participants: 

 

 "It is viewed differently [requests from fathers for flexibility] and maybe not looked at as 

empathetically … in the same way as if it was a female."  

(Samantha, HR manager)  

 

“He (a father) would be looked at differently than a mum ... I think that sometimes it is easier 

perhaps for people to think of the mum taking time off with maternity leave and all that than 

the dad, and they would be more supportive, intentionally or not ... if the child is sick ... it 

tends to affect the women more than the men, in fact, I can't really think of a time when I 

have seen any of my male colleagues have to stay home."  

(Sophie, line manager, NHS) 

 

“… there are policies for working mothers and a whole range of agreements arranged locally 

… we accommodate it for maternal parents; we let them park nearby, simple things like that, 

however, when it comes to fathers we could do more.”  

(Jon, HR manager in a naval organisation.) 

 

“… we probably are more flexible with them [mothers] I imagine than we would be with men.”  

(Sammi, line manager) 
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Clare, an HR manager, presented a slightly more positive viewpoint and stated, “I think we 

would treat a mother who works part-time the same as a father”. However, she believes the 

management response to fathers would differ from mothers, in particular, she believes that 

for a mother, managers would “… worry more about providing flexibility”, than they would 

for a father, implying that it might be more challenging for fathers to work flexibly as this is 

not expected to be required in the same way that it is for mothers. 

 

The interviews with working parents provided further insights regarding disparities in the 

workplace support afforded to caregiving fathers, with numerous comments made regarding 

a reduced level of support for caregiving fathers:  

 

“Comparing it (the level of support) with a colleague who was a female, I would say I had 

slightly less support.” (Paul, a single father of one who works part-time) 

 

 “Informally, there is that sort of support network there, that sort of invisible support network 

amongst mothers that just kind of know what it is like to have to juggle an awful lot.” (Emma, 

works full-time, is married and has two children and whose husband works part-time.) 

  

Sue, also a full-time working mother of two whose husband works part-time, believes that 

the challenges in requesting alternative work patterns are both actual and perceived. She 

stated; 

 

“Women probably are in a better position... in terms of culture and how people accept that. 

For fathers there is a different pressure from a personal perspective around requesting that 

time. As to how that would be viewed, so whether that's because of what's happened or 

whether it's believed there's an internal conflict around doing that, around how they feel that 

that's viewed and whether that's lived out or not is different because sometimes people don't 

ask because they have a belief.” 

 

Such a viewpoint aligns closely to existing literature which is suggestive that caregiving 

fathers might obtain less workplace support due to an incumbent belief amongst them that 

they would be less likely to obtain it and subsequently they do not request alternative 

patterns of working, thus creating a self-fulfilling prophecy (Sheridan, 2004; Allard et al, 

2011; and Gatrell and Cooper, 2016). Certainly, the results of the quantitative part of this 
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study, as discussed in Chapter Two, point to this being a reality rather than an inaccurate 

presumption. 

 

Examples of workplace flexibility to support the management of dual spheres were lacking 

in the interviews with working fathers within the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ which is quite 

conspicuous in its absence. In contrast, it was proposed by David, a father of three who 

works full-time, that within his job he has “… no real flexibility, if it was more flexible that 

would be good”. 

 

By way of comparison, the qualitative data from the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ was 

consistent in demonstrating that mothers in the workplace appeared to receive wider 

support for caregiving, with many participants giving examples of how mothers are 

supported in the workplace and sharing their ideas of how mothers might be supported 

further with mechanisms varying from preferential parking to altered work patterns. Working 

mothers themselves also seem to endorse the existence of informal workplace flexibility for 

their role as a parent:  

 

“If I’ve got the little one’s Christmas play that I need two or three hours [away from work] 

that I know that I’ve got two or three hours that I can take, and nobody’s going to question 

me on that.”  (Stephanie, a married mother of two, both she and her husband work flexibly) 

 

“[I have] always had supportive colleagues, who have never made me feel guilty if I have 

had to take any time off because the children were sick.” (Lyn, a mother of two in a family 

in which both parents work full-time) 

 

The data within the overarching theme of ‘Fathers obtain less workplace support than 

mothers for caregiving’ are consistent with existing academic knowledge as outlined earlier 

in this chapter (Lewis et al., 2007). Specifically, the data from the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ 

supports assertions that fathers and managers lack awareness of the applicability of 

workplace arrangements that support caregiving of fathers (Cook et al., 2020). This study 

findings also support existing research which found that fathers are less likely than mothers 

to ask for such arrangements, either formally or informally and are less likely to obtain them 

(Teasdale, 2012; and Munsch, 2016). The data within this over-arching theme also offers 
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direct explanations for the results of the online vignette in which the part-time father 

applicant received the lowest ratings of all applicants. 

 

Due to the amount of data within this over-arching theme, further classification was needed, 

and a sub-theme was identified. The discussion now turns to explore the sub-theme that 

‘Support is conditional and subject to negotiation for Fathers’. This sub-theme explores the 

circumstances in which a father takes on caregiving responsibilities, and the extent of 

negotiation embarked upon with the employer or potential employer and appears to directly 

impact upon the likelihood of workplace support being obtained. Such elements of 

conditionality and negotiation only emerged in relation to discussion, with or, about fathers 

and did not emerge for working mothers and is thus worthy of deeper exploration.  

 

‘Support is conditional and subject to negotiation for Fathers’  

 

It was apparent in both manager and working parent interviews that support for caregiving 

fathers was both conditional and subject to negotiation, with any provision being contingent 

on circumstances. Whilst direct comparisons between mothers and fathers experiences was 

not a focus of this study, it was observable that conditionality and negotiation did not emerge 

to the same extent within discussions about mothers or from mother participants. In over 

half of the manager interviews, respondents referred to fathers negotiating with line 

managers when they needed to take unexpected leave for caregiving, whereas for mothers 

such negotiations were not mentioned. For example, Amy, a team leader, stated:   

 

"(fathers are) almost waiting to be given permission... I get the feeling that (for mothers) it’s 

not a negotiation, it’s just “we’ve got to go”; (fathers) don’t expect to be let off as easily … 

it’s almost assumed by the women that that’s what happens, you know? They have to go 

straight away, whereas I think the men I work with seem to make more of a story about it.”  

 

In the interviews, working parents (predominantly fathers) widely demonstrated the 

centrality of negotiation for fathers in the workplace. Paul, a single father of one who worked 

part-time outlined the process in more detail: 

 

“(For mothers) it was almost like, we don't want to know the reasons why you need to be 

off, but you can have the time off ... it is almost like we don't want to know too much because 
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you're the mother. Whereas if I went… they weren't so forgiving in terms of always giving 

me time off. Sometimes it was quite a battle to try to get that time off… I would say, well, 

you know, I'll see if my Mum’s free... but primarily it was me wanting to go and to pick him 

up and to make sure he was okay and you know, after a few questions, they would then let 

me go… the first question I would get is, ‘is there nobody else that can have him, could I 

ring family, could I ring friends’." 

 

Paul continued to narrate an example of when he attempted to make adjustments to his 

working pattern to enable him to continue to pick up his son from school: 

 

"There was an instance when my contract was being adjusted and it was suggested I make 

myself more available than I had been. As my contract gave me Tuesdays off, I was 

regularly doing the school run. However, the new management wanted me to work half a 

day with no exception. At first, I was concerned that my only day to do the school run would 

be affected. That being said, I did make an offer that I do my shift after the school run, and 

before the school pick up. They did agree - eventually, but only after I had to fully justify it, I 

don't think they would have done that to a mother, I think I would have had more support." 

 

For working fathers, the words “negotiation”, “battle”, “justification” and “making a fuss” all 

emerged from the data as part of the process of attempting to obtain workplace support. 

Such comments were largely absent in the discussion with, or about, working mothers. For 

example, fathers stated;  

 

“[if a child is sick] I can normally go…. But [my manager] will always make such a fuss it is 

normally easier if my wife gets them.”  

(Corey, a father of three in a family in which both parents work full-time.) 

 

“If Nicola was in the middle of shift ... I’d probably come home ... I’d negotiate it ... there are 

some people who on agreement they leave early ... should their spouse not be able to pick 

them up and they have agreed, they’ll talk to their manager.”  

(David, a full-time working father of three whose wife also works full-time.) 

  

This example illustrates that the experiences of some fathers is that support can be 

obtained, but it requires negotiation, and in the latter case is contingent on the absence of 



78 
 

the mother with agreement dependent on establishing her location and unavailability. These 

findings not only support existing research which observed an element of inherent 

negotiation for caregiving fathers (Brandth and Kvande, 2002; and Bloksgaard, 2015), but 

has extended this further by identifying circumstances in which negotiation was more likely 

to be successful, namely, if the mother was absent. This was also apparent in the interviews 

with managers, where, once again, the amount of support for fathers appeared to be 

dictated by the location of the mother, and often this was quite covert. Sammi, a ward 

manager, explained that parental status would not be a factor for a father during the 

selection process unless "… he was a single father and he'd said, "I've got a young child"”. 

Such statements seem to imply that it is the absence of the mother that determines the level 

of support received by the father rather than fatherhood status in its own right. Similarly, 

Amy, a team leader stated that, "If my male colleague was a single parent, I’d probably be 

exactly the same [supportive]”. She continued; 

Amy:  “I think I probably wouldn’t have it [give them support] unless they said 

they were a single parent or if they implied that their partner is ill or, 

you, know wasn’t able to work or so… but all that discussion would be 

in my head. It wouldn’t be verbalised. 

Interviewer:  Yes. And why wouldn’t it be verbalised? 

Amy:  Because I think you know we’re not allowed to, are we? You know,  

  but it would still be going on. 

 

On some occasions, the scrutiny regarding family circumstances appeared to go deeper, 

with Jon, an HR manager in a naval organisation depicting a situation where a father 

requested to pick his child up from school a few days a week, and the decision to allow this 

involved the HR team considering, “Do they believe him? Is he credible? Is there a sharing 

order?” The implication being that if a legal arrangement didn’t exist, and he was not deemed 

to be credible, workplace support would not be granted. Whilst Jon’s example did not 

mention the differing reactions to mothers in the workplace, the previous data is indicative 

that a mother would be less likely to face such scrutiny. 

 

This notion of conditionality builds upon existing theoretical understandings presented by 

Gatrell et al, (2014), who found that workplace flexibility was considered to be obtained by 

fathers only through competing with mothers. However, in the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ it 

is proposed that rather than obtaining support through competing with mothers it was 
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obtained through demonstrating the lack of availability of the mother. This work informs 

academic debate by presenting new ways of understanding why caregiving fathers may 

obtain a reduced level of support, and the circumstances in which support can be obtained.  

 

It is pertinent to note that the data in this theme is indicative of an issue beyond that of 

equality for parents, with caregiving fathers appearing to receive negative treatment in 

relation to caregiving behaviour rather than simply less favourable treatment, and this issue 

is returned to in Chapter Five when discussing the ‘Social Mistreatment of Caregiving 

Fathers’.  

 

Chapter Summary 

 

The theme of ‘Fathers obtain less workplace support than mothers for caregiving’ was one 

of the most widely apparent and consistent themes in interviews with manager and working 

parent participants. The data were indicative that many support mechanisms exist in the 

workplace for parents, but that mothers are widely in receipt of them in a way that fathers 

are not. Whilst the types of support varied between participants, the reduced extent of the 

support was consistent. Empathy, understanding and access to working arrangements that 

facilitate caregiving, such as part-time and flexible working, were widely evident with regard 

to mothers, whereas for fathers this was not apparent.   

 

The theme of ‘Fathers obtain less workplace support than mothers for caregiving’ and its 

sub-theme, ‘Support is conditional and subject to negotiation for fathers’ has shed further 

light on potential factors contributing to why the caregiving father depicted in the online 

vignette as a part-time father applicant obtained lower scores than their counterparts (as 

illustrated in Chapter Two). This chapter has offered various examples of the ways in which 

the differentials regarding workplace support for fathers exist. Such differentials are 

suggested here to have wide ranging implications, in particular, if workplace support for 

mothers and fathers is not equalised, then the freedom of families to make their own choices 

on who (if anyone) is the primary caregiver will continue to be unfairly impacted by gender 

inequalities.  The discussion will now move to the third and final theme that emerged from 

the qualitative data within the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ which explores the ‘Social 

Mistreatment of Caregiving Fathers’ and the potential impact this might have on continuation 

of gender inequalities in the workplace. 
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Chapter Five –‘Social Mistreatment of Caregiving Fathers’ 

 

This chapter presents existing knowledge regarding social and workplace outcomes when 

fathers challenge the purported gendered social norms through adjusting their working 

patterns to permit an active role in the caregiving of their children. Following this, the chapter 

offers further qualitative data obtained in the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’, using illustrative 

quotes from semi-structured interviews and vignette-based focus groups to demonstrate the 

‘Social Mistreatment of Caregiving Fathers’. 

 

 It focuses in detail on the most widely recurring themes of ‘suspicion’, ‘mockery’, ‘struggling 

with friendships’ , ‘being judged negatively’ and being ‘viewed as idle’. As with previous 

chapters, the data from the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ will be linked to the existing academic 

terrain in this area, outlining the ways in which this work both corresponds with and 

contradicts existing knowledge. 
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Social and Workplace Mistreatment of Caregiving Fathers 

 

Much of the existing research in the area of parents at work focuses on the experience of 

mothers and identifies that working mothers face a varying number of penalties, such as 

perceptions of reduced commitment, impeded promotability and reduced perceptions of 

hireability (Fuegen et al , 2004; Ridgeway and Correll, 2004; Correll et al, 2007; and Berdahl 

and Moon, 2013). The experience of fathers is often portrayed as the antithesis of this, 

aligned with workplace ‘benefits’ and ‘premiums’, such as being more likely to be promoted, 

have a higher starting salary and viewed as being more stable and committed than non-

fathers and working mothers (Loh, 1996; Hersch and Stratton 2000; Cuddy et al, 2004; 

Correll et al 2007; and Berdahl and Moon, 2013). Upon closer inspection, much of the 

research that has identified the emergence of ‘benefits’ for fathers and ‘penalties’ for 

mothers focuses on the comparison between mothers and fathers in full-time paid 

employment, in which fathers are arguably conforming to stereotypical breadwinning norms, 

whilst mothers who work full-time are contradicting the stereotypical norms. In this context, 

perhaps the pattern of ‘penalties’ and ‘benefits’ is not surprising. However, for caregiving 

fathers, research has found that the landscape alters, and they may experience workplace 

penalties akin to working mothers (Berdahl and Moon, 2013). This implies that employees 

of both genders face challenges when they behave in a way that is conceptualised as 

contrary to their gender, with such “gender deviants” facing significantly higher levels of 

workplace mistreatment than “gender conformers” (Berdahl et al, 1996; Gruber, 1998; 

Waldo et al, 1998; and Berdahl, 2007; 346).   

 

Academic discourse in the work and family arena points to a variety of challenges facing 

caregiving fathers, who can be conceptualised as moving away from traditional expectations 

of behaviour regarding fathering practices, implying that fathers might not be accepted at 

home in the same way that women are accepted arguably at the workplace (Pleck and 

Pleck, 1997; Lamb, 2004). For the purposes of this chapter, the challenges have been 

grouped under the theme of social mistreatment which was identified by Berdahl and Moon 

(2013) as a key mechanism for providing feedback and includes being teased, put down, or 

excluded by colleagues. Such social mistreatment can be considered to be a central 

mechanism by which an immediate message regarding approval and status is transmitted 

(Duffy et al, 2006). This chapter explores the existing literature which identifies that 
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caregiving fathers encounter mistreatment in the form of negative  judgements, mockery, 

disapproval and discrimination, and social exclusion (Wayne and Cordiero, 2003; Berdahl 

and Moon, 2013; Locke, 2016), all of which were also observable within the ‘Fatherhood 

Forfeit Study’. 

 

The ‘Social Mistreatment of Caregiving Fathers’ within both the workplace and in social 

settings has been observed by many academics to centre around issues of masculinity. 

Authors have suggested that caregiving fathers are conceptually stepping away from what 

is perceived to be acceptable behaviour for a ‘real man’ which is traditionally not associated 

with parenting and considered to be “not a fit occupation for men” (Podnieks, 2016; and 

Connell, 1987; 106). Working few hours due to caregiving responsibilities may result in 

judgements of being less masculine and less worthy of respect then men who do not reduce 

work time in this way, with the actions of ‘real men’ being consistently linked to contribution 

to the household finances (Vandello et al, 2008; Rudman and Mescher, 2013; and Burnett 

et al, 2013). Fathers who undertake a considerable amount of childcare have been observed 

to experience “not man enough” discrimination which centres around “being (judged as) 

insufficiently masculine or too feminine” (Berdahl et al, 1996; 343; Berdahl and Moore, 2006; 

Waldo et al., 1998; and Berdahl and Moon, 2013; 343).  

 

Men who wish to be actively involved in family life have been observed to voice concerns 

regarding being perceived as “wimpy and girlie” (McDowell, 2015; 3, citing Connell and 

Messerschmidt, 2005), a “sissy” (Kimmel, 1994; 119) and a “feminine man”’ (Locke, 2016: 

199). It has been noted that mainstream media often places ridicule and mockery on ‘new 

men’, with fathers who relinquish paid work due to caregiving responsibilities in particular 

they are found to be regularly subjected to teasing, both inside and outside of the workplace 

(Segal, 2006; Berdahl and Moon, 2013; and Solomon 2014;28). The film and TV industry 

provides many examples of caregiving fathers facing mockery, with family comedy films 

such as ‘Daddy Day-Care’ and ‘What to Expect When You’re Expecting’ consistently 

mocking fathers when they display caregiving behaviours (Sunderland, 2006). More recent 

UK television comedies such as ‘Motherland’ and ‘Catastrophe’ portray caregiving fathers 

in a similar light. Such a portrayal is also observable in children’s cartoons, for example 

within ‘Peppa Pig’, ‘Daddy Pig’s’ parenting endeavours are depicted as comedic, the same 

is true for Homer Simpson and earlier Fred Flintstone (Freed and Millar, 2018). Whilst not 

without exception, such populist representations can be observed to consistently transmit 
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the message regarding what is acceptable behaviour for a father and what is not, portraying 

caregiving behaviour undertaken by fathers as a source of humour. 

 

Academics have proposed that men who challenge stereotypical expectations of behaviour 

through active involvement in family life can expect to face judgements of disapproval from 

others (Doucet, 2006; and Doucet and Merla, 2007). The disapproval has been found to be 

presented from both male and female co-workers, albeit its nature seems to be gender 

dependant, with women found to perceive caregiving fathers as “merely wanting to get out 

of breadwinner obligations,” and ‘real men’ feeling dislike towards them (Podnieks, 2016; 

15). Other authors have identified that the disapproval of caregiving fathers by colleagues 

often takes the form of stigmatisation, prejudice and implicit and explicit workplace 

discrimination (Wayne and Cordiero, 2003; and Locke, 2016). Existing literatures are also 

indicative that fathers themselves often feel under pressure to be earning and believe that 

any deviation from breadwinning behaviours results in “social scrutiny”, being “tinged with 

suspicion” and a “struggle for social legitimacy” (Doucet and Merla, 2007; 363).  

 

Some of the challenges facing caregiving fathers can be considered to relate to a broader 

context than the workplace, with theorists noting a sense of social exclusion for such fathers 

in society more generally. For example, caregiving fathers have been observed to find 

attending activities with their children, such as playgroups as challenging. Fathers in this 

context have reported feeling ‘ostracized’ by the mothers in attendance  which might explain 

why caregiving fathers often report a sense of isolation and social exclusion (Bird, 1996; 

Doucet, 2004; Sheridan, 2004; Merla, 2008; Berdahl and Moon, 2013; Locke, 2016). 

 

The social challenges facing caregiving fathers have been identified from existing literature 

as potentially hindering paternal involvement and can perhaps explain the adherence to 

more traditional role-congruent patterns of full-time working hours for fathers (Berdahl and 

Moon, 2013). Such adherence is perhaps unsurprising as fathers who take a more 

egalitarian approach to parenting and amend their working patterns to enable it have been 

found to be rated as less professionally competent than fathers who work full-time. Similarly, 

caregiving fathers have expressed concerns about ‘career death’ when they amend working 

hours for caregiving and thus may maintain traditional patterns of employment for fear of a 

negative a reaction (Moss and Deven, 1999; Reeves, 2002, cited in Halford, 2006:387; 

Brescoll and Ullmann, 2005; Berdahl and Moon, 2013; and Gatrell et al, 2014).  
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In the light of such mistreatment, it is unsurprising that for many fathers there is a tendency 

to adhere to traditional patterns of division of parental roles and work arrangements, and 

this will be explored in detail through the qualitative data obtained within the ‘Fatherhood 

Forfeit Study’ (Miller, 2010, cited by Gatrell and Cooper, 2016).  

 

Fatherhood Forfeit Study Data 

 

The qualitative data obtained from the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ which employed vignette-

based focus groups  with managers and semi-structured interviews with working parents 

and managers consistently demonstrated the ‘Social Mistreatment of Caregiving Fathers’ in 

both social and work settings. This theme comprises sub-themes identified on the basis of 

frequency and perceived importance expressed by the participants. The sub-themes are as 

follows; ‘suspicion’, facing ‘negative judgement’, ‘mockery’, ‘struggling with friendships’ and 

being ‘viewed as idle’.  

 

‘Suspicion’  

 

Evidence of the way in which fathers are viewed with ‘suspicion’ when they attempt to 

combine working with caregiving responsibilities was consistent in all elements of the 

qualitative data within the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’.   

 

Within the vignette-based focus groups, manager participants were asked to discuss the 

suitability of the caregiving father applicant represented as an applicant applying for a part-

time role. It was evidence that some participants viewed his motivation for applying for a 

part-time role with ‘suspicion’:  

 

“I just wonder why he is applying for the job part-time ... I wonder why?”  (Naval1) 

“But why would he (the father) be applying for a part-time role?” (Naval2) 

“He is going from full-time to part-time, and we don't really know why.” (NHS) 

 

Such questioning regarding the choice of working arrangements of the mother applicant 

applying for the part-time role did not emerge in any of the focus groups. Within this climate, 

it is plausible that a father may feel that they are discouraged from prioritising childcare and 
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thus revert to more traditional breadwinning norms (Miller, 2010; and Tracy and Rivera, 

2010).  

 

Caregiving fathers being viewed with ‘suspicion’ also was evident in the working parent 

interviews, and was particularly prominent in households where the fathers worked reduced 

hours. Paul, a single part-time working father of one, explained the response to his working 

hours: 

 

“I get a few funny faces, I get a few funny reactions ... people find it a little bit weird … “oh, 

that's a bit weird, and that’s a bit odd” … I feel that any flexibility requested from a male in 

the workforce is treated with suspicion. In my opinion, I feel males are still seen as the non-

contact parent; therefore, saying you want to reduce your hours or attend a family/child 

event is treated suspiciously.”  

 

Kelly, a full-time working mother whose partner worked part-time, echoed this experience 

and felt that the working hours of her partner are viewed with ‘suspicion’: “Both my brothers 

have expressed like “why isn’t he doing more to support the family?” The phenomena of 

caregiving fathers being viewed with ‘suspicion’ was also evident in interviews with 

managers. Jon, an HR manager, expressed that: 

 

“It wouldn’t surprise me if people would get cynical about a father working part-time in this 

environment … they would struggle with the part-time working for fathers, they would 

struggle to be open-minded about it." 

 

Similarly, Mark, a senior manager, believed that caregiving fathers, particularly those who 

work part-time are considered to be suspicious, he stated: 

 

“They (part-time working fathers) are viewed with a great deal more suspicion, far more 

suspicion that a woman working part-time … I think this would affect recruitment, as I expect 

at least one person on the panel would view it as suspicious and not normal. Men going 

part-time has been viewed with a lot of suspicion." 

 

This effect is similar to that observed by Doucet and Merla in her work with Canadian stay-

at-home fathers who observed such fathers encountered ‘social scrutiny’ and interactions 
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being ‘tinged with suspicion’ (Doucet and Merla, 2007; and Doucet, 2009). This illustrates 

how judgements of suspicion can be seen to parallel a Canadian context to a UK context. 

 

The notion of being viewed with ‘suspicion’ might explain the disparities in the ratings 

between the caregiving father applicant (depicted as an applicant for a part-time role in the 

online vignette) and the other parent applicants. It is plausible that the lower ratings assigned 

to the part-time father applicant may be a consequence of managers viewing the father with 

‘suspicion’ which impacted negatively on the ratings assigned to this applicant. Conversely, 

judgements of ‘suspicion’ did not emerge in any condition for the mothers, pointing to this 

element of social mistreatment aligning exclusively to the behavioural expectations for 

fathers. Being viewed with ‘suspicion’ was not the only type of social mistreatment observed 

to be levied onto caregiving fathers within the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’. Fathers were also 

observed to face ‘negative judgement’ in their quest to take an active role in caregiving. 

 

‘Negative Judgement’ 

 

‘Negative judgement’ towards caregiving fathers emerged specifically with regard to fathers 

who wished to work part-time was widely apparent in all elements of the qualitative data, 

with the strongest impact being observable in the interviews with working parents as 

explored below.   

 

James, who has two children and worked part-time whilst his children were pre-school age, 

expressed that, “People could be fairly judgemental or at least seemed to be fairly 

judgemental about the working arrangement.” Similarly, Kelly, a full-time working mother of 

one, felt her partner who worked part-time was judged due to his working hours by her 

family, whom she believed were "… disparaging about it - both my brothers are very, very, 

successful. They’re very wealthy they would just fit all those kind of “white male powerful 

criteria”.”  

 

Corey, a married father of three, expressed how he would like to consider part-time working 

but was concerned about the social response. He stated, “I don’t want to be one of those 

people Tuesdays, Wednesday And Thursday – they get called.”  
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Sid, a father of four, who combined primary caregiving with self-employment and whose 

wife works full-time, recounted many examples of ‘negative judgement’ being directed at 

him. These included: 

 

“When people associate childcare with me it isn’t a job ... the assumption is that it is a 

comedown, and I can’t get a proper job”.  

 

He continued with a very poignant example of how he felt he was perceived negatively:  

 

"I wrote to the school about some concerns I had and asked for a meeting, they never got 

back to me, so I asked to meet with the governors and their view was very much ‘there there 

little boy, you are just a dad who looks after your kids, you are not a proper person, you are 

not an upstanding citizen.'" 

 

A perception of ‘negative judgement’ can be aligned with the experience of full-time working 

mothers, who can be conceptualised as challenging traditional parental gender norms. 

However, it is noteworthy that ‘negative judgement’ towards mothers appeared to manifest 

themselves in slightly different ways to fathers and focused predominantly on judgements 

as a mother, rather than as a worker per se. For example Andrew, an NHS manager 

participant in a focus group, stated, “I’m not worried about employing a mother full-time; it is 

her kids that need to be worried.” This view was echoed in the interviews with working 

parents and Caitlin, a full-time working mother of two who is married to a stay-at-home dad, 

stated that her choice to work full-time resulted in ‘negative judgement’ from her mother-in-

law about her choice of working hours, “She thought it was disgusting that I had had children 

and gone back to work ... thought it was dreadful.” Interestingly, ‘negative judgement’ 

regarding paternal full-time working hours did not emerge from the data. This can be linked 

to expectations regarding parental behaviour and assumptions of traditional patterns of 

employment, as mothers who work part-time also appeared to receive minimal ‘negative 

judgement’ regarding working hours.  

 

This leads to the next theme of social mistreatment that emerged from the qualitative data 

which focuses around the issue of ‘mockery’.  
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Mockery 

 

The ‘mockery’ of caregiving fathers was evident in all elements of the qualitative data, with 

the characteristics of the mockery varying from blatant to innocuous. In the vignette- based 

focus group within a technology environment, the ‘mockery’ appeared quite light-hearted: 

 

“Participant A - Is it perfectly acceptable for a father to want to spend time with his children 

in the same way as a mother?” 

 

Participant B - Depends if they like him or not. They might be saying no please don’t stay 

home, get a job.” 

 

They continued to mock the caregiving fathers, as illustrated by this quote: 

  

“Participant C- “She probably needs the money because her husband’s a caretaker. He ain’t 

going to be bringing in a lot is he (laugh)”” 

 

In the focus group in the charity sector, the ‘mockery’ was a little more ardent, and a comedic 

scenario was depicted when describing a caregiving father: “He has got those kids ... 

strapped to his back while he’s mowing the school playing field. He is sorted, happy, he is 

fine.”  

 

In the line manager interviews, Dave reported that ‘mockery’ of caregiving fathers was also 

observable and suggested it takes the form of ‘friendly banter’: 

 

"I would say there would be friendly banter made towards a part-time father and probably 

some comments with menace … in my most recent organisation, I would say that there 

would be ‘friendly banter’ but some vindictive comments are made behind people’s backs 

depending on which area they worked in, production areas being the worst.” 

 

Similarly, Mark, a senior manager, believed that caregiving fathers face a considerable 

amount of ‘mockery’ in the workplace. He stated: 
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“There would be a lot of piss taking ... ‘You are a bit of a wuss’ [softie], ‘she rules the roost 

‘wears the trousers' that sort of thing. If it (the working part-time) was due to childcare, I don't 

think it would be malicious, but I think there would definitely be an element of piss taking 

‘you are not a real man', ‘what is wrong with your wife' ... it would be gentle, but it would 

definitely occur." 

 

Sid, a father of four, who combined primary caregiving with self-employment and whose 

wife works full-time, narrated an example of the ‘mockery’ he received which seems in 

contrast to the ‘gentle mockery’ discussed by Mark and Dave:  

 

“A man I knew joked to me, ‘who are you anyway? Well, you are just a bum really aren't 

you.’ I did not take it as a joke”. 

 

The data presented under the heading of ‘mockery’ can be seen to range from what has 

been termed as ‘friendly banter’ to stronger more pointed types of ‘mockery’ with varying 

degrees of perceived severity. Not being taken seriously and being mocked could explain 

the ratings for the caregiving father depicted as a part-time father applicant in the 

quantitative online vignette survey. Additionally, it offers potential explanation for adherence 

to breadwinning norms for many fathers, a route that might be perceived to avoid the 

‘mockery’ encountered by the participants of this study. 

 

As indicated earlier in this chapter, the concept of caregiving fathers facing ‘mockery’ has 

been observed in previous studies, in which caregiving fathers have been found to be 

regularly subjected to teasing and name calling (Kerfoot and Knights, 1993; Collinson and 

Hearn, 1994; Kimmel and Mahler, 2003; Gregory, 2009; and Solomon, 2014). It is 

interesting to note that with the exception of Soloman (2014), much of the research in this 

area is over ten years old and some over twenty years old and the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ 

suggests that little has changed with regard to the associations of caregiving fatherhood 

and ‘mockery’, as found in this study. This is somewhat surprising given the UK climate of 

purported societal change regarding the conceptualisation of fatherhood along with 

government interventions through legislation, highlighting that there is significant progress 

still to be made. As with the sub-theme of ‘suspicion’, facing actual or perceived ‘mockery’ 

is proposed as a potential contributing factor in explaining the UK’s adherence to the 
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breadwinner model and offers further explanation for the ratings received by the caregiving 

father, depicted as a part-time applicant in the online vignette survey. 

 

‘Struggling with friendships’  

 

This sub-theme was not widely apparent in the qualitative data from the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit 

Study’. Nevertheless, the argument as to its inclusion is persuasive due to the impact it has 

on the fathers who were interviewed, therefore it seems appropriate to explore as a sub-

theme. This theme specifically refers to the experience of fathers who felt that their 

friendships were more complex as a result of their active involvement in caregiving 

responsibilities.  

 

Sue, a full-time working mother of two, outlined the experience of her husband who worked 

part-time: 

 

“Oh, he found it really difficult ... he had two young kids and the network wasn’t really there 

and he missed his friends … He did struggle for a long while. He didn’t really mix with very 

many other fathers ... there was a big group of fathers (who worked full-time) that made 

really good friends with each other. He didn’t become part of that group ... he’s not one of 

them … he could have been but they’ve never invited him.” 

 

Very similar friendship issues were experienced first-hand by Sid, a father of four, who 

combined primary caregiving with self-employment and whose wife works full-time 

 

“I didn’t go to too many playgroups, I didn’t really want to face it. I didn’t want to go in as the 

only guy. Some are more welcoming than others, but with some women, I think there is 

always a horrible undertone …. .I have probably not helped myself, the more I resisted it the 

more isolated I got.. it was a bear pit… I felt excluded.”  

 

This also extended to his social circle outside of the children: 

 

“I don’t go to xxxx social gatherings. Generally when people ask me “what I do?”, there is a 

blank expression nothing tangible a man can get hold of largely, and I have always found 

that quite difficult. It is always the first thing people say, I never ask people as I don't want 
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them to ask me .... It is having that hook, and I think it is the hook of work …. I have become 

a bit detached from the mainstream group of friends; I have friends who I have known for 

years but not really many around here. I felt excluded …” 

 

Similarly, Mark, a senior manager, also believed that caregiving fathers would face a 

struggle with friendships, however, he was more positive and states that whilst fathers “… 

would not be initially part of the main group but over time I don’t think it would be a problem.”  

 

The findings within this sub-theme support existing literature in this area, as many 

academics have observed caregiving fathers ‘struggling with friendships’, however, data 

from a contemporary UK context is a little sparse, thus the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ 

extends existing knowledge in this area (Bird, 1996; Petre, 1998; 216; Doucet, 2004; Merla, 

2008; Berdahl and Moon, 2013; and Locke, 2016). It is pertinent to note that the majority of 

the data from this theme emerged from social settings other than specifically the workplace, 

therefore, how much this theme translates into workplace practices or indeed impacts upon 

workplace decision-making is unclear. However, this theme is suggested as warranting 

further investigation to explore if such friendship issues do indeed impact upon workplace 

decision-making, and thus, if organisations should put in place wider support networks for 

caregiving fathers to help overcome this issue. 

 

The final sub-theme is more closely intertwined with the workplace, focusing on the work 

ethic of caregiving fathers and a belief that fathers who wish to be actively involved in the 

caregiving of their children are perceived in a less favourable way than fathers who align to 

more traditional conceptualisations of breadwinners. 

 

‘Viewed as idle’  

 

The final sub-theme of ‘viewed as idle’ within the theme of social mistreatment was most 

prominent in the vignette based focus group discussions, with elements also emerging to a 

slightly lesser degree in individual interviews with managers and working parents. Within 

the focus group in the technology environment, the caregiving father depicted in the vignette 

was described as, “dozy David”. Similarly, in the same focus group, questions were raised 

about the character of the caregiving father applicant, represented as an applicant for a part-
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time role: “Is he a high-flyer?” and “Is he slower off the mark?”. Such comments imply that 

the fictitious applicant might have limited ambition, and it is challenging to disentangle this 

from his choice of working hours as a consequence of his caregiving responsibilities, 

particularly, as such statements were not made about either of the mother applicants. 

Participants in the focus group within the charity sector embarked on a broader discussion, 

moving away from the vignette, and a forceful statement was made about fathers who work 

part-time generally:  

 

"There are few of them at my kids' school, I know it works for some families as she earns 

more than him etc. but every time I see them, I just think, go to work - lazy bastard - it 

wouldn't work for my house." 

 

This is further illustrated through quotes from interviews with both working fathers and 

managers when discussing the workplace response if a father needed to leave work for 

caregiving responsibilities. They included: 

 

 “How convenient, you're not available to work again!” ;  “Are you off again, you've only just 

arrived” ;  “'Nice of you to turn up” ;  “Do you pay your son to be sick?”  

(Paul, a divorced father of one) 

 “taking early retirement are we?”; “you work-shy f****r”. (Dave, Line Manager) 

 

Each of these statements can be observed to imply an impeded work ethic, and such 

perceptions of caregiving fathers are in line with existing research from over twenty years 

ago in the US which also found fathers to be criticised more than mothers for doing too little 

paid work (Etaugh and Folger, 1998; and Deutsch and Saxon, 1998), this effect is 

particularly evident for stay-at-home fathers who have been viewed as ‘good for nothing’ 

when they relinquished paid work (Vandello et al, 2008). This sub-theme demonstrated that 

this specific area of social mistreatment remains in existence over time and overcomes 

geographic barriers by translating to a UK context. If caregiving fathers are conceptualised 

as ‘idle’, then it is likely to have an impact on how they are rated during the selection process, 

and this can be considered to be a potential contributory factor in the maintenance of the 

UK societal norm of full-time, breadwinning father rather than pathways which might allow 

for a more active role in caregiving.   
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Chapter Summary 

 

This chapter has explored the fatherhood forfeit of the ‘Social Mistreatment of Caregiving 

Fathers’ through exploring both the existing terrain and qualitative data from the ‘Fatherhood 

Forfeit Study’ that pertains to this area. This overarching theme included the sub-themes of 

‘suspicion’, ’negative judgement’, ‘mockery’, ‘struggling with friendships’ and ‘viewed as idle’ 

by way of explaining the mistreatment faced by caregiving fathers. It is suggested that fear 

of facing, or actually facing, social mistreatment might result in fathers shying away from 

caregiving behaviour, rejecting work patterns to facilitate such behaviour and remaining in 

full-time work. It is also proposed that sub-themes such as ‘suspicion’ and ‘viewed as idle’ 

may also contribute to an explanation of disparities in the ratings of the caregiving father 

depicted as a part-time applicant in the online vignette. 

 

In a general sense, this theme affirms the findings of Berdahl and Moon (2013), as the social 

mistreatment of men who violate traditional gender roles observed in their 2013 US study 

was also widely observable in all elements of the qualitative data within the ‘Fatherhood 

Forfeit Study’. However, this theme also builds on existing knowledge through providing 

more detail as to the type of social mistreatment experienced by caregiving fathers in a UK 

context from the viewpoint of managers and working parents. Each of the sub-themes 

presented can be offered as a potential contribution to explaining the lower ratings of the 

caregiving father depicted as a part-time applicant in the online vignette survey and is 

suggested to have a likely impact upon fathers undertaking working arrangements 

conducive to caregiving. It is suggested that an environment of ‘social mistreatment’ might 

push caregiving fathers towards maintenance of breadwinning norms in an attempt to either 

avoid this, or as a consequence of it.  
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Chapter Six- What is next for caregiving fathers? 

 

This final chapter explores the practical steps that organisations can take to minimise the 

‘fatherhood forfeits’ as presented in this book, through identification of specific 

organisational actions, reference to exemplars in this area and wider academic research.  

 

This chapter would be incomplete without reference to the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic 

on family life during which time many parents found it necessary to undertake largely 

unaltered working schedules with minimal access to their usual support mechanisms, 

including schools, nurseries and more informal sources of support such as grandparents 

(ONS, 2020; and Sevilla and Smith, 2020).  

 

The ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ has many potential implications for how caregiving fathers 

are conceptualised and treated within the workplace. Raising awareness of these at both 

the macro and micro level is critical if their experience is to be improved, discrimination 

minimised and ultimately working life improved for both mothers and fathers. 

 

Impact of the Pandemic for Fathers 

 

For many families, a consequence of the Covid-19 lockdowns is that paternity has become 

a more ‘immersive experience’ resulting in a reduction of the gender gap of childcare hours 

between mothers and fathers (Cito et al, 2020; 252; and Sevilla and Smith, 2020). During 

this period, typical patterns of women routinely undertaking the lion’s share of caregiving 

were disrupted for many families bringing with it observable increases in gender equality 

(Henz, 2017; Sevilla and Smith, 2020).  

 

Academic research emerging from the pandemic suggests that the Covid-19 lockdowns 

resulted in two main changes for fathers; a change in fathers themselves, and a change in 

how organisations view them. Firstly, it is suggested by some that the increased time that 

many fathers spent with their children as a consequence of the pandemic resulted in them 

becoming increasingly aware of the needs of their children and gaining a greater 

understanding “about what kids are actually doing all day” (Burrell and Ruxton, 2020; Shafer 

et al, 2020; and Alon et al, 2020:21).  As a consequence of this and broader experiences 
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during the lockdowns, many families appear to be re-evaluating their work life balance and 

are looking to make permanent changes to their working arrangements, learning the value 

of changes to work routines to allow for wider involvement in family life (Kelland et al, 2020). 

Furthermore, according to the Fatherhood Institute report ‘Locked Down Fathers - the untold 

story’, fathers grew in confidence, learnt new skills, built stronger relationships with their 

children and their parenting has improved during the pandemic (Burgess, 2021).  

 

Secondly, and most relevant to the focus of this book, the pandemic, for many, has resulted 

in an increased awareness of family needs within the employment relationship, employers 

and co-workers have become more aware of the childcare needs of their colleagues (Alon, 

et al, 2020). More specifically for fathers, it has been suggested that the pandemic has 

resulted in a deviation away from work cultures in which a father’s paid work is unaltered by 

fatherhood (Andrew et al, 2020). Some academics are predicting long-lasting impacts on 

gender equality, an increasing number of parents wanting to take a more active role in the 

caregiving of their children as a consequence of their experiences during the pandemic,  

creating a potential “silver lining” to the pandemic (Forbes et al, 2021; Andrew et al. 2020; 

27; and Chung et al, 2020). This is supported by Jane van Zyl, Chief Executive Officer of 

Working Families who stated: 

 

“The pandemic has been a big wakeup call for many fathers and partners about what they 

want their role to be in raising their children in the future. As we build back after the pandemic 

It is in every employers’ interest to make sure their workplace culture and employee benefits 

support fathers to get a good work life balance, and allows them to play a meaningful role 

in their children’s lives from the start.” (van Zyl, 2021) 

 

Addressing the ‘fatherhood forfeits’ as identified in this book is envisaged to be a key tool to 

enable working parents to harness the impact of the pandemic, which for many families 

resulted in an increased paternal involvement in caregiving.  

 

This book now moves to explore the changes that can be made at the organisational level 

through exploring workplace practice and the available academic research in this area. In 

addition, reference is made to potential areas of change at the macro level towards the end 

of the chapter. 
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Organisational Actions from the Fatherhood Forfeit Study  

The study presented within this book has highlighted specific challenges faced by caregiving 

fathers when they attempt to take an active role in the parenting of their children which have 

been identified as the ‘fatherhood forfeits’. It is suggested that ‘fatherhood forfeits’ may act 

as a barrier to fathers taking an active role in caregiving which may negatively impact upon 

the fathers themselves, their families and ultimately might have a part to play in the 

continuation of the gender pay gap which peaks when adults become parents. To reduce 

the disparities identified within the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’, there are a number of 

potential interventions that could be employed within organisations. This chapter focuses 

on six potential areas of organisational action, specifically, organisational policy and leave, 

the role of leaders and managers, monitoring, mentoring, organisational training and 

fatherhood forums. Naturally, this list of potential interventions is not exhaustive, but these 

specific actions have been focused upon due to their prominence in both the academic and 

the organisational arena. 

 

Organisational Policy and Leave  

 

A central way to support caregiving fathers in the workplace and minimise the ‘fatherhood 

forfeits’ as identified within this book is suggested to be through equalising parental leave 

provision, giving fathers access to leave independent of the mothers. This is advocated by 

Adrienne Burgess, Joint Chief Executive of the Fatherhood Institute, who reports that, “It’s 

imperative that workplaces visibly and systematically support fathers’ caretaking. This will 

include offering every new parent, male or female, a period of well-paid non-transferable 

leave for caretaking in the first year after their baby’s birth; supporting flexible working (time 

and place) wherever possible”(Burgess, 2021). 

An example of a company that has taken this approach is Aviva, who have a strong 

reputation for leading the way with regard to improving workplace experiences for fathers, 

including offering both parents 26 weeks’ parental leave on full pay (Aviva, 2021). They 

report that 99% of new dads in 2020 took parental leave, with the average leave amount 

taken by fathers in 2020 being 24 weeks; a number that is increasing year on year. John 

Lewis have followed this pattern and introduced 6 months’ paid leave for mothers and 

fathers in 2021 (The Guardian, 2021). Such employer interventions are identified by award 

winning blogger John Adams from DadBlog (www.dadblog.com) as being a key way for 
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employers to support fathers, suggesting that the allocation of paid leave to mothers alone 

“… looks incredibly old fashioned and says a lot about the working culture” (Adams, 2021a). 

Such equalisation of the organisational leave policy for parents, is likely to impact upon a 

reduction in the potential for ‘fatherhood forfeits’ to occur through altering the climate from 

one of negotiation, that is fraught with challenges and bias, to one of entitlement. 

Specifically, with regard to the theme of the ‘Social Mistreatment of Caregiving Fathers’ and 

notions of fathers being ‘conceptualised as idle’ and viewed with ‘suspicion’, there is 

potential for such stereotyping to be minimised if entitlement to leave is equalised and 

access to it becomes more commonplace for fathers as well as mothers. In addition, it might 

reduce the forfeit of ‘fathers obtaining less workplace support’, through weakening the 

automatic assumptions that associate mothers with children as evidenced within the theme 

of ‘Think Child – Think Mum’. 

It is suggested by Forbes and Birkett within their ‘Fathers in the Workplace Toolkit’ that 

fathers in particular often “feel nervous about asking to use policies such as shared parental 

leave and paternity leave” (Forbes and Birkett, 2020). This aligns to the findings of the 

‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’, in which fathers were found to ‘obtain less workplace support for 

caregiving than mothers’ and face social mistreatment in their quest, suggesting the notion 

of ‘nervousness’ is well founded. They continue that organisations need to have a clear 

policy in place which situates the leave allocation within company-wide parenting policies 

which are easy to access on the company intranet and this also needs to be incorporated 

in managers training and widely publicised internally. Such actions are critical to ensure that 

all staff are fully aware of their entitlements and to demonstrate that organisations have an 

authentic commitment to supporting both mothers and fathers in the workplace. 

The issue of leave has been brought to the fore due to the Covid-19 pandemic. The 

importance of the implementation of policies aimed at increasing fathers’ involvement in 

childcare activities. These included increased mandatory paternity leave periods that are 

non-transferable and ‘use it or lose it’ parental leave entitlements are highlighted as having 

a key role in the equalising of parental load in the post pandemic workplace (Mangiavacchi, 

et al,2020;  and King et al, 2020). 

A specific organisational policy approach that can support caregiving fathers in the 

workplace and minimise ‘fatherhood forfeits’ is to adopt flexible working policies. It has been 
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identified in the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ that caregiving fathers are less likely to obtain a 

role that is conducive to caregiving (such as part-time work), and that more generally, fathers 

‘obtain less organisational support for caregiving’. This is also evident within organisations 

in a broader sense, as even companies who are known for widely supporting working fathers 

such as Aviva, observe that women returning from parental leave were more likely to request 

a formal change to their work pattern than men (Aviva, 2021). However, it is possible that 

the Covid-19 pandemic might go some way to reduce some of these fatherhood forfeits  by 

strengthening the case for access to flexible working, due to changing perceptions, albeit 

tentative,  of working fathers during the pandemic (Alon et al, 2020). 

It has been found that during this period, employers and colleagues have gained a greater 

understanding that both mothers and fathers may require more flexibility to balance paid 

work with childcare (Andrew et al, 2020).  This is supported by the Fatherhood Institute  

report entitled ‘Lockdown Fathers - the untold story’ which highlights that as organisations 

emerge from the Covid-19 context it is increasingly important to be explicit in organisational 

policies and internal communications that flexible working options are available to men as 

well as women with the aim of normalising men’s uptake (Burgess, 2021). This is supported 

by Jane Van Zyl, Chief Executive Officer of Working Families who states that   organisations 

need to be “loud and proud about the benefits they offer to their male employees who are 

fathers or want to start a family” and that this action is central to the attraction and retention 

of diverse, talented staff in the aftermath of the pandemic (van Zyl, 2021). Furthermore, this 

has been evidenced with data from early findings of a study undertaken by Kelland et al 

(2020) that investigated the experiences of working parent couples during the Covid-19 

lockdown period in the UK. It was observed that the pandemic resulted in a reduction of 

some of the challenges faced by fathers in obtaining flexibility. For example, ‘Sarah’ reported 

that whilst her partner’s company had always been very resistant to flexible and home 

working, “they are finally seeing how it can work”. Furthermore, it was reported by ‘Alice’ 

that company perceptions on work life balance transformed during this period. She stated, 

“suddenly oh yes, people have a family  ... maybe it feels a bit more culturally acceptable” 

(Kelland, et al, 2020).  

 

Wider access for fathers to flexible working policies has been identified as having a central 

role in enabling a more equal division of caregiving responsibilities in both the pre- and post-

Covid workplace (Chung et al, 2020 citing Langner, 2018; Chung and Van der Horst, 2018; 
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National Working Families Report, 2019, APLEN, 2019). Certainly, it appears that the 

argument for flexible working has gathered significant momentum during the pandemic, with 

an ongoing increase in remote working and virtual meetings expected to continue long after 

the pandemic (Alon et al, 2020; and Andrew et al, 2020).  In support of this, it is observable 

that initiatives such as the #flexforall and #flexappeal campaigns came to the fore during 

the pandemic, highlighting the mutually beneficial nature of flexibility for both parents. Such 

campaigns place emphasis on the importance of establishing a model of flexible working as 

a ‘day-one’ right for all, with the aim of reducing gender inequality. As mentioned earlier with 

regard to policy and leave, such systems move the process of requesting flexible working 

away from the complex network of favours and negotiation that often guides decision 

making in this area. This move towards automatic entitlement is likely to have a specific 

impact on the ‘fatherhood forfeit’ of fathers ‘obtaining less workplace support than mothers’ 

and being less likely to secure a role that allows for the combination of caregiving and 

working, such as a part-time role as was evident in the online vignette element of the 

‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’.  

 

Finally, with regard to policy in a more general sense, if organisations are to minimise the 

potential for ‘fatherhood forfeits’, attention needs to be paid to all elements of the 

employment relationship. In particular, a review of all policies in relation to recruitment and 

selection, and promotion processes to explore areas of potential bias and discrimination 

towards caregiving fathers. These should specifically focus on the minimisation of the 

occurrence of ‘fatherhood forfeits’ related to fathers not obtaining working arrangements 

conducive to caregiving through ensuring that requests from fathers for non-standard hours 

(which deviate from the full-time breadwinning norm) are addressed fairly, and steps are 

taken to avoid errors in organisational recruitment, selection and promotion decision-

making. Additionally, with regard to the forfeit of the ‘Social Mistreatment of Caregiving 

Fathers’, attention needs to be paid to bullying and harassment policies to ensure that they 

encompass this element of discrimination. As indicated earlier, the ‘fatherhood forfeit’ of 

‘mockery’ within the social mistreatment theme often emerged as ‘light hearted banter’. 

However, it is suggested that organisations adopt a zero tolerance policy against such 

micro- aggressions to minimise the transmission of a message which implies that being a 

caregiving father is not culturally acceptable. 

 



110 
 

Whilst organisational policy has a key role to play in the shifting of organisational norms 

surrounding fatherhood, it can be considered to be largely ineffectual without clear 

communication of such policies throughout management structures (Forbes and Birkett, 

2020). This can be achieved through the introduction of management training focused on 

both information provision and exploring attitudes towards family friendly policies. For 

example, international law firm Hill Dickinson was commended in the Working Families Best 

Practice Awards for the way in which it specifically trains all managers in how to manage 

flexible working (Working Families, Best Practice Awards, 2020). Within the online vignette 

survey element of the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’, it was clearly apparent that managers 

judged the caregiving father, depicted as a part-time father applicant, more harshly than any 

other working parent scenarios. Specific manager training to address this discrimination at 

the point of selection is likely to result in a reduction of such bias and increase awareness 

of the challenges facing caregiving fathers, resulting in them obtaining a more equal amount 

of workplace support in a more general sense. Such line manager training regarding flexible 

working policies and the identification of their benefits is becoming increasingly important 

and has been highlighted as being a central way that organisations can manage in the post 

Covid-19 recovery period (Chung et al, 2020). This is coming to the fore as there are now 

labour shortages in some sectors post Brexit making retention of skilled staff increasingly 

important. 

 

In addition to undertaking training, managers and leaders can support caregiving fathers in 

the workplace through active role modelling. Having senior leaders who are active and 

positive role models has been identified as a central tool in encouraging the uptake of family 

friendly policies such as SPL (Government Equalities Office, 2020). John Adams from 

Dadblog.com supports this organisational action by emphasising the importance of senior 

managers actively encouraging dialogue regarding the management of the balance 

between work and caring responsibilities, he states: 

“Having board members back at their desks two days after the arrival of a child is not a 

good look, and staff are looking to the example set by senior managers about how to 

behave.” (Adams, 2021a) 

The active display by senior staff of fathering practices that move away from the 

breadwinner model transmits a message that this is both acceptable and encouraged within 

the organisation. Specifically, such organisational role modelling can be conceptualised as 
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a mechanism by which the ‘fatherhood forfeit’ of ‘Think Mum – Think Child’ can be reduced, 

demonstrating how the senior team themselves are not automatically aligning caregiving 

responsibilities solely to mothers. Additionally, such active role modelling from senior staff 

has the potential to reduce the social mistreatment element of the ‘fatherhood forfeit’. In 

particular it is likely to reduce the forfeits of ‘conceptualisations of being idle’ and viewed 

with ‘suspicion’ through establishing that wider involvement is caregiving is socially 

acceptable. 

Monitoring  

As with any organisational intervention intended to improve the working life of their staff, 

ongoing monitoring is always going to be a key tool (Harrington et al, 2017). For example, 

companies such as the National Grid monitor the effectiveness of their parenting 

programmes to ensure consistency (Working Families Best Practice Awards, 2015). As 

intimated earlier, as organisations emerge from the pandemic, it is likely there will be an 

increase in the demand from fathers wanting to opt for more flexible working patterns due 

to positive experiences during this period (Kelland et al, 2020).  

Sarah Jackson, OBE, a leading expert on work-life balance and family friendly working and 

visiting professor at Cranfield University concurs with this and states:  

 

“Monitoring is essential.  Organisations need to be able to count their father population and 

track their progress.  To know how many take leave and work flexibly, and how many do 

not.  To understand those choices.  And to track performance and promotions, comparing 

and contrasting within the male and the general populations” (Jackson, 2021) 

 

Thus, the need for ongoing monitoring of the prevalence of ‘fatherhood forfeits’ is 

necessary, specifically regarding the effectiveness of organisational support for 

caregiving and access to working arrangements that facilitate caregiving. In keeping 

with this it is suggested by the Fatherhood Institute in their report entitled ‘Lockdown 

Fathers- the untold story’ (Burgess, 2021) that specific annual monitoring on staff working 

flexibly (by gender, ethnicity and seniority in job role) is a central component in increasing 

parental equality after the pandemic. 

 



112 
 

 

Mentoring  

Mentoring has been noted by many as a central way to shift organisational norms to a 

position of gender equality for both parents, and thus acts as a potential way to reduce the 

impact of the ‘fatherhood forfeits’ as identified in this book. For example, Brad Harrington 

and colleagues from the Boston College Centre for Work and Family (2017) observe that 

voluntary mentoring programmes for fathers that explore work-family dilemmas and the 

challenges men face, in addition to career related discussions, can be key in helping fathers 

reduce conflict between work and life satisfaction. Similarly, Ian Dinwiddy, Founder and 

Director of the  www.inspiringdads.co.uk website observes that such programmes create 

“…a supportive space to articulate, understand and plan for the particular pressures that 

fathers face in a complicated world, improving well-being, relationships with partners and 

children and delivering broader equality benefits at work and at home.” (Dinwiddy, 2021) 

It was identified in the Working Families Best Practice Awards (2021) that mentoring and 

coaching can be key tools in improving the experience of fathers within the workplace, and 

it highlighted how the Scottish Parliament embrace this notion through the establishment of 

a parental mentoring scheme open to women and men who wish to take extended leave. 

This can be likened to the approach taken by Nestle who have established ‘Parent Pals’, a 

peer-to-peer mentoring network across all of its offices (Nestle, 2021). Such an in-house 

approach can involve the deployment of ‘Working Dad Champions’ who are visible and 

approachable men who can mentor other male employees and explain how they balance 

work and family life (Adams, 2021a).  

For some companies, an external mentoring approach is preferred. For example, British 

Land successfully adopted an external mentoring system for their employees who are 

fathers, providing those who take shared parental leave with up to 12 hours of external 

parental coaching per child. It is reported by Charlotte Whitley, Head of Communications, 

that both their business and employees have seen numerous benefits, which include an 

improved handover between employees before and after a period of leave, the building and 

maintenance of supportive networks within the organisation, an opportunity to address 

anxieties about returning to work following shared parental leave and a greater ability to find 

and maintain a balance between home and work (Whitley, 2021).  

http://www.inspiringdads.co.uk/
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Such mentoring programmes can be conceptualised as a potential way of reducing 

‘fatherhood forfeits’ through encouragement of explicit discussions of the challenges faced 

by individual caregiving fathers in the workplace, to explore strategies to overcome them 

and to seek support in dealing with them.  

Organisational Training  

 

The ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ has outlined that the workplace experience for caregiving 

fathers is fraught with challenges, and for many, this results in the continuation of more 

traditional patterns of organising work and family. Thus, organisational training that directly 

addresses these barriers emerges as an appropriate workplace intervention and was 

identified as a key mechanism by which to support working fathers by many of the 

organisations that were featured in the Working Families Best Practice Awards (Working 

Families, Best Practice Awards, 2021). It was highlighted within these awards how global 

investment banking firm Citi run ‘New Dads Workshops’ that provide practical advice on 

paternity leave, pay, flexible working, childcare, healthcare, how to manage boundaries and 

the changing role of the father. For some organisations, such as the London School of 

Economics, these workshops are open to not only their employees but also are extended to 

the partners of their employees (Working Families, Best Practice Awards, 2015). As with 

mentoring, not all workplaces run such workshops in -house and therefore enlist support 

from external companies such as Mindful Return (https://www.mindfulreturn.com/) who offer 

specific training courses for working fathers which they can engage with either 

independently or via their organisations to help support employees. Its founder, Lori 

Mihalich-Levin, reports that “the opportunity to have a structured curriculum around the 

transition to fatherhood and to engage with others at a similar life stage leaves course alumni 

feeling less isolated and more confident about their evolving identities”. She continues that 

employers who offer this type of training programme have seen dramatically improved new 

parent retention statistics (Mihalich-Levin, 2021). 

 

Such an approach is supported by Harrington et al (2017), who advocate it as a key tool in 

helping fathers navigate the career-life challenges they are faced with, helping them to 

clearly identify the source of their conflicts and ways to resolve them. It is suggested by this 

book that such workshops are expanded to include exploration of ‘fatherhood forfeits’, to 

https://www.mindfulreturn.com/
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raise awareness of the issues observed in this book and to enable discussions of how to 

mitigate them. 

  

More generally, it is apparent that wider training for all staff that focuses on the challenges 

facing caregiving fathers in the workplace is established. Such training could specifically 

explore the impacts of the ‘fatherhood forfeits’, so that employees can both recognise and 

challenge them. A potential way of achieving this aim is through alignment with existing 

unconscious bias training. Traditional unconscious bias training tends to focus on the more 

widely acknowledged areas of discrimination such as maternity, race and religion, therefore, 

expanding such training to encompass the discrimination and mistreatment of caregiving 

fathers is considered to be a positive step towards the minimisation of the ‘fatherhood 

forfeits’ as observed in this book. To maximise the success of such training, it is believed 

that it should incorporate elements of ‘perspective taking’ (Paluck et al, 2021) to enable 

participants to envision themselves in the shoes of the caregiving fathers, thus broadening 

the scope of more traditional methods of unconscious bias training (Gifford, 2020). Training 

in this area is important for both staff and managers, as advocated by Adrienne Burgess, 

Joint Chief Executive of the Fatherhood Institute, who states that it is critical that 

organisations are “…equipping managers and the workforce to understand and address 

unconscious bias against men’s caretaking that stigmatises those who seek to balance care 

for their children with the joys and demands of paid work.”(Burgess, 2021). 

 

Fatherhood Forums 

 

The final way that organisations can address the challenges posed by the ‘fatherhood 

forfeits’ identified in this book is through the establishment of fatherhood forums. Fatherhood 

forums can create a sense of community for fathers within the workplace, providing a space 

in which to discuss their concerns regarding caregiving and balancing work-family demands, 

share common challenges and explore ways to overcome them (Harrington et al, 2017). For 

example, the National Grid utilise social media and a corporate Yammer site as a 

mechanism by which fathers can share stories, ask questions and divulge hints and tips on 

a wide range of fatherhood issues (Working Families, Best Practice Awards, 2015). Through 

such forums fathers can address personal experiences of the challenges they face as 

fathers, which could be expanded to include specific discussions of any exposure to the 

‘fatherhood forfeits’ with the purpose of raising awareness and taking action against the 
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forfeits. Such discussion could be initiated through use of guest speakers to elicit wider 

exploration within the group (Harrington et al, 2017). PwC, regularly engages speakers 

within their Parents and Carers network to explore the challenges and opportunities for 

parents in the workplace. They also have found that the sharing of online stories and videos 

is a helpful tool in this process (PwC, 2021).    

 

Elliot Rae, author of “Dad” and founder of website ‘Music, Football and Fatherhood’ 

(https://musicfootballfatherhood.com)  observes that such forums are, “essential in 

supporting dads and helping them meet other men who are experiencing similar issues 

while also offering a space to celebrate and share parenting wins” (Rae, 2021). Thus, they 

can be conceptualised as specifically addressing the ‘fatherhood forfeit’ of ‘struggling with 

friendships’ through creating an opportunity for friendships to develop. 

 

Often fatherhood forums are run by fathers themselves and supported by HR, such is the 

case within Scottish Parliament (Working Families, Best Practice Awards, 2021). Naturally, 

for smaller organisations, arranging a forum is more challenging. Thus, it has been 

suggested that in this scenario, smaller firms might engage with external online parenting 

groups, such as Music Fatherhood and Football (www.musicfootballfatherhood.com) and 

could encourage their staff to engage with this mechanism (Forbes and Birkett, 2020). 

Some organisations opt for a broader approach, such as Nestles Parent Talk network which 

is open to both mothers and fathers, however, to maximise the success of forums which are 

open to both parents, it is suggested that men need to be specifically encouraged to engage 

with them, and such extra effort pays dividends in the male numbers that join (Adams, 

2021b).  

With the recommended organisational actions to minimise the ‘fatherhood forfeits’ detailed, 

the final section of this book explores the potential actions at a macro level that can be taken 

minimise such forfeits in a broader sense. 

 

Government Actions from the Fatherhood Forfeit Study  

 

At the macro level, it is suggested that changes to government policy have potential to 

reduce the impact of the ‘fatherhood forfeits’ as identified within in this book. 

 

https://musicfootballfatherhood.com/
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Firstly, this could include changes in government policy, such as giving fathers increased 

rights and access to leave that complements Shared Parental Leave, but that is independent 

of mothers and is funded nationally. Such a move by government to equalise leave provision 

on a nationwide level is likely to have a direct impact on the ‘fatherhood forfeit’ of ‘obtaining 

less workplace support for caregiving than mothers’, as well as reducing the challenges 

associated with ‘Think Child – Think Mum’ judgements. In addition, an equalisation of 

government policy regarding parental leave provisions might encourage eventual changes 

to the gender norms surrounding paternal behaviour and altering the landscape of ‘social 

mistreatment’. 

 

Secondly, government intervention could assist in the reduction of the ‘fatherhood forfeits’ 

through revisions of the Equality Act (2010). Currently, in relation to the family sphere within 

the Equality Act, only pregnancy and maternity are defined as protected characteristics. It 

is suggested that the addition  of ‘parental status’  as a characteristic would ensure that 

fathers have protected legal rights rather than facing variable levels of ‘good practice’ across 

all job sectors. It is envisaged that this would specifically assist in the reduction of the 

‘fatherhood forfeits’ of social mistreatment and the quantitative findings which found that 

when a father applicant applied for a part-time role they were less likely to be successful 

than a female applicant. Changing the legislation in this way would give fathers (and 

mothers) legal recourse if they felt they were subjected to mistreatment or did not secure a 

job or promotion due to their caregiving responsibilities.  

 

Thirdly, it is suggested that an amendment is made to the Flexible Working Regulations 

(2014, within the Employment Rights Act, 1996). As it currently stands in UK legislation, 

employees legally have the right to request flexible working, however, requests can be 

rejected fairly providing there is a ‘valid business reason’. It is recommended that the 

legislation is modified so that all jobs are accepted as flexible automatically and if employers 

believe that the role cannot be undertaken flexibly they will need to demonstrate that there 

is a ‘genuine occupational requirement’ for this. The notion of ‘genuine occupational 

requirements’ is adopted within the Equality Act and goes further than the existing 

requirement of a ‘valid business reason’. Such a change shifts responsibility away from the 

requirement for organisations to define a reason for rejection towards a climate where they 

needed to explicitly state why flexible working wasn’t possible at the outset. It is believed 
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that such a move would address the forfeit that ‘fathers receive less organisational support 

for caregiving than mothers’. 

 

The final action recommended for government as a way of reducing the ‘fatherhood forfeits’ 

is related to wider, compulsory reporting of the uptake rates of working arrangements that 

support caregiving through an Annual Flexibility Audit, akin to Gender Pay Gap Reporting. 

It is proposed that the reporting of working arrangements such as part-time working or 

flexible working might illuminate  the disparities in workplace support with a view to 

minimising the ‘fatherhood forfeits’ as highlighted in this book, specifically, the forfeit that 

‘fathers receive less organisational support for caregiving than mothers’. The Annual 

Flexibility Audit would require employers to map all roles within organisations, identifying 

the specific ways in which each role can be flexible and for this to be defined at the point of 

advertisement/shared with existing post holders with a view to increasing the gender 

neutrality of flexible work.  
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Chapter Summary and Recommendations  

 

This book has explored in detail the workplace experiences of caregiving fathers and 

identified this grouping as facing ‘fatherhood forfeits’. It has been demonstrated that 

caregiving fathers in the workplace face numerous challenges when they attempt to take an 

active role in the caregiving of their children. The findings of the ‘Fatherhood Forfeit Study’ 

can be categorised under four main types of ‘Fatherhood Forfeit’:  

 

 Fathers are less likely to obtain a role that allows them to combine caregiving and 

work (such as part-time employment) due to scoring lower than their counterparts 

during the selection process. 

 Caregiving fathers are considered as secondary parents due to ‘Think Child – Think 

Mum’ assumptions. 

 Caregiving fathers ‘Obtain less workplace support for caregiving than mothers’.  

 Caregiving fathers face ‘social mistreatment’ which was identified as comprising 

facing ‘mockery’, being ‘viewed as idle’, ‘struggling with friendships’, facing ‘negative 

judgement’ and being viewed with ‘suspicion’.  

 

Limitations and Further Research 

 

Overall, the findings of this study expand existing knowledge regarding the workplace 

treatment of caregiving fathers through identifying the specific ‘fatherhood forfeits’ that 

caregiving fathers face in a UK context. However, it is important to acknowledge the 

limitations of this study and to signpost potential future areas for research. The sample for 

this study was narrow, primarily due to the predominance of married, heterosexual, white 

British participants who came forward to be interviewed. Whilst this is the most prevalent 

family type in the UK and a lack of diversity is a common critique of research in this area it 

is not known to what extent these findings would differ if the sample was more varied (ONS, 

2020; Kelliher et al, 2019; Li et al, 2018). Therefore, it is suggested that further research is 

undertaken with a larger, stratified sample to encompass more diversity in ethnicity and 

family composition, thus, representing contemporary UK society more adequately. 

Additionally, the study reported within the book is UK specific, and the broad concept of the 

‘fatherhood forfeit’ that emerged in this context warrants wider exploration to consider 
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whether it also emerges in contemporary international contexts, and if so, the extent to which 

it acts as a barrier to fathers in undertaking caregiving activities.  

 

It has been highlighted in this chapter that the Covid-19 pandemic has brought with it much 

promise regarding potential changes to societal norms surrounding parenting. It is expected 

that the post-pandemic employment landscape will be typified by a more flexible 

employment model, and organisational and government actions have been suggested to 

capitalise on this potential change and to directly address the ‘fatherhood forfeits’. 

Specifically, it has been highlighted that experiences during the pandemic might result in a 

reduction of some of the workplace barriers surrounding access to paid leave and inability 

to work from home which are often cited as key impediments to fathers’ involvement in 

caregiving (Carlson et al, 2020, citing Boston College Center for Work and Family 2019; and 

Lenhart et al, 2019). Thus, capitalisation upon the societal shifts that appear to have 

occurred during this period are likely to be a key feature in organisational recovery from the 

Covid-19 pandemic. However, it is important to note that this is not without complexity, as 

illustrated by Sarah Jackson, OBE:  

 

“Tackling the ‘fatherhood forfeits’ may pose a bigger challenge than the mummy track 

because it is so counter-cultural for men to step away from the breadwinner role and 

embrace active, visible fatherhood. There are unconscious and as well as open biases in 

play, that combine to discourage fathers from challenging the expected path.” (Jackson, 

2021) 

 

Thus, a multi-action approach is suggested, incorporating as many of the outlined actions 

as is practical, with emphasis placed on increasing understanding of the ‘fatherhood forfeits’ 

to reduce and eventually eradicate them. To enable this, key recommendations have been 

made at both the organisational and the government level. 

 

Key Recommendations for Reducing Fatherhood Forfeits in the Workplace  

 

At the Organisational Level:  

 

 Equalise organisational policy and leave arrangements between mothers and 

fathers.   
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 Specific manager training on the management of flexible working requests from 

fathers and hoe to support fathers in the workplace. 

 Establish clear policies in relation to flexible working and ensure they are promoted 

internally, with gender neutrality inherent and senior management role modelling 

them. 

 Consider advertising all roles as flexible from the outset.  

 Review bullying and harassment policies to ensure that there is a zero-tolerance 

policy on the ‘Social Mistreatment of Caregiving Fathers’. 

 Organisational training for all staff that specifically addresses the mistreatment of 

caregiving fathers – this may include expansion of any existing unconscious bias 

training to include the mistreatment of caregiving fathers as a grouping. 

 Establish mentoring schemes for fathers.  

 Establish a fatherhood forum.  

 Ongoing monitoring of interventions and making appropriate adjustments.  

 

At the Government level:  

 

 An increase of rights for fathers for paid leave, independent of mothers, to 

complement Shared Parental Leave.   

 Revision of the list of protected characteristics within the Equality Act (2010) to 

include ‘parental status’, to give caregiving fathers protected legal rights.  

 Amendment to the Flexible Working Regulations (2014) to establish that all job roles 

are flexible by default and that any deviation from this requires identification of a 

‘Genuine Occupational Requirement’. 

 Introduction of a compulsory Annual Flexibility Audit.  
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