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Abstract 

 

Gender equality is one of the founding values of the EU and Member States have established the 

promotion of the equality of men and women in the labour market, as well as in their work-life 

balance and responsibilities as priorities for the EU. Data shows that increasingly women and men 

work outside the home, but, at the same time, women remain the main household caregivers and 

take on a double burden in the private domain. Although true equality between men and women 

will only be achieved when men take on 50 percent of the caregiving and domestic work, equal 

distribution is the exception rather than the rule. This report explores trends in men’s caregiving 

in Europe (with a particular focus on fatherhood) and five key areas for change: implementing 

laws and policies to promote gender equality; transforming gender norms that reproduce harmful 

gender stereotypes; supporting the physical and financial security of families; helping couples and 

co-parents thrive together; and, putting fathers care into action. The main objective of the State of 

Europe´s Fathers is to contribute to theoretical and policy approaches that understand how gender 

equality, including caregiving, constitutes a collective social good to be promoted in general and 

in particular in times of crisis and develop an evidence-based and detailed roadmap for social 

policies toward gender equality and men’s greater participation in caregiving. By taking into 

account the current state-of-the-art of gender-based violence prevention and gender justice, this 

report focuses on concrete strategies for promoting gender equality in Europe and the engagement 

of men in caregiving and unpaid care work as a way to prevent gender-based violence and promote 

healthy and more equal gender relations.  
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I. Introduction 

The development of the European Union (EU) was based on a common set of principles, including 

stable and sustainable development and the prevention of social exclusion. In line with these 

principles, gender equality is one of the founding values of the EU and Member States have 

established the promotion of the equality of men and women in the labour market, as well as in 

their work-life balance and responsibilities as priorities for the EU.1  Although true equality 

between men and women will only be achieved when men take on 50 percent of the caregiving 

and domestic work2, equal distribution is the exception rather than the rule3.4.  

In the EU-27, the share of the population between 30 and 34 years old who completed higher 

education steadily increased, yet the increase was greater for women producing a widening gap 

between men and women who complete tertiary education.5  Since women make up a greater 

portion of the population that have completed tertiary education  (e.g. university, higher technical 

institution, etc.), women are a significant portion of the qualified pool of candidates; however, the 

data shows that men have a greater ease in accessing employment. Among recent graduates, men 

enjoy a greater employment rate (83.2%) than women (78.6%) with the greatest percentage point 

differences (ppd) observed in the Czech Republic (15.8 ppd), Slovakia (14.3), Estonia (14.0), and 

Bulgaria (9.1) (Figure 1).6 The difference in graduate employment between men and women have 

been relatively steady since 2008 (Figure 2).  

 
1 Directive (EU) 2019/1158 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 20 June 2019 on work-life balance for 

parents and carers and repealing Council Directive 2010/18/EU.  

This document cites: the ratification of the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article 

18(1)); the 2006 United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities; Point (i) of Article 153(1) of 

the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union;  the second subparagraph of Article 3(3) of the Treaty on 

European Union; Article 23 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (Charter); Article 33 of the 

Charter; and, Principles 2 and 9 of the European Pillar of Social Rights, among others.   
2 https://men-care.org/what-we-do/advocacy/paid-parental-leave/ 
3 Eurofond: https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef_publication/field_ef_document/ef18065en.pdf 
4 2019 Report on equality between women and men in the EU, p.9: 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/aid_development_cooperation_fundamental_rights/annual_report_ge_2019_

en.pdf 
5 Eurostat. Tertiary educational attainment by sex. (6 August 2020). Retrieved from: 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/sdg_04_20/default/table?lang=en 
6 Eurostat. Employment rate of recent graduates by sex. (6 August 2020). Retrieved from: 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tps00053/default/table?lang=en 

https://men-care.org/what-we-do/advocacy/paid-parental-leave/
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Figure 1. Share of the EU-27 population aged 30-34 who have successfully completed tertiary studies, percentage point 

differences in tertiary study completion & ppd in employment rate for recent graduates, by sex. 

Source: Created using data from the EU Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS) presented by Eurostat. (Last update of data: 06 August 

2020).  

 

 

Figure 2. Gender employment gap among recent graduates, by EU-27 country. 

Source: Created using data from the EU Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS) presented by Eurostat. (Last update of data: 06 August 

2020).  

Overall, among adults aged 20 to 64, the gender gap in the employment rate exhibited a decreasing 

trend from 2000 to 2012 until stagnating at approximately 11.7 ppd (Figure 3). The EU-27 countries 

with the greatest differences in employment rate by gender in 2019 were: Greece (20.0 ppd), Malta 
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(20.0 ppd), Italy (19.6 ppd), Romania (19.0 ppd), Hungary (15.5 ppd), Poland (15.4 ppd), Czech 

Republic (15.0 ppd), and Slovakia (13.0 ppd).  

 

 

Figure 3. Employment rate by sex in EU-27 from 2000 to 2019. 

Source: Created using data from the EU Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS) presented by Eurostat. (Last update of data: 07 July 

2020). 

In addition to the gender gap in employment, the unadjusted gender pay gap7 measures the 

difference between average gross hourly earnings of male paid employees and of female paid 

employees as a percentage of average gross hourly earnings of male paid employees. The 

unadjusted gender pay gap gives an overall picture of gender inequalities in terms of pay and 

measures a concept which is broader than the concept of equal pay for equal work. In the EU-27, 

the gender pay gap has been relatively stable since 2006, but country comparisons show that most 

countries exhibited decreases in the gender pay gap between 2008 and 2018 with the exception of 

Portugal, Slovenia, Malta, Latvia and Bulgaria (Figure 4).  

 
7 Eurostat. Gender pay gap in unadjusted form. (17 February 2020). Retrieved from: 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/sdg_05_20/default/table?lang=en 
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Figure 4. Gender pay gap in unadjusted form in EU-27, 2008 and 2018. 

Source: Created using data from the EU Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS) presented by Eurostat. (Last update of data: 17 February 

2020). 

The differences in women’s labour participation and pay can be partially explained, by the type of 

job occupied by women, by the lack of hiring due to pregnancy and by having the socially induced 

responsibility of caring for children, the family in general, and the home. Considering this 

background, this report aims to contribute to the discussion of gender equality by compiling and 

analyzing the barriers to eliminating gendered roles and expectations, specifically in terms of the 

equal distribution of unpaid care work of children in the EU.  

II. Work-Life Balance & Men’s Caregiving in the EU 

When discussing “Europe’s Fathers” we recognize the plurality within families and across 

contexts; however, there are certain patterns that can be observed from modern caregiving 

practices within families. Informal caregivers are people who provide unpaid “caregiving” or “care 

work” to fulfill the physical and emotional needs of others, normally children, the elderly, or 

people with disabilities. Although both men and women can be caregivers, rigid traditional gender 

norms have normalized women as the “natural” caregivers and promote the unequal distribution 

of unpaid domestic and caregiving work.  

In every EU country, women spent on average at least 10 hours more on caring for children than 

men weekly (Figure 5). Overall in the EU, women spent 18 hours a week more than men with 

caregiving tasks and the biggest gender gaps were found in average weekly hours spent on 

caregiving in the Netherlands, Austria, Italy, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland and the Czech Republic 

(difference of 26, 24.7, 21.5, 21.5, 20.8 and 20.7 average hours by sex, respectively).  
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Figure 5. Average hours per week spent caring for children by sex, by country 

Source: Created using data from the European Quality of Life Survey, 2016. 

 

The unequal distribution of caregiving responsibilities is a barrier for women’s economic 

empowerment and a third (32.2%) of economically (formally) inactive women said they could not 

be employed due to having to take care of their children, whereas only 4.5% of men reported this 

reason (Figure 6).8 The greatest gender gaps in abstaining from the labour market due to caring 

responsibilities was found in Cyprus which had a 46.1 percentage point difference by respondent 

sex, followed by Ireland (39.6 ppd), the Czech Republic (39.3 ppd), Estonia (37 ppd), Spain (35.6 

ppd), Italy (35 ppd) and Romania (34 ppd).9  

 
8 European Union. Sustainable development in the European Union: Monitoring report on progress towards the 

SDGs in an EU context, 2020 edition. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union, 2020.  
9 Eurostat. Inactive population due to caring responsibilities by sex. (1 September 2020). Retrieved from: 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/sdg_05_40/default/table?lang=en 
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Figure 6. Inactive population (20-64 years old) due to caring responsibilities by sex, by country, in 2019. 

Source: Created using data from the EU Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS) presented by Eurostat. (Last update of data: 01 

September 2020). 

Women are still under-represented in leadership positions throughout the EU-27. In policy-making 

positions, women occupied a third of seats in national parliaments in the EU in 2019. Although 

this has improved, no EU country had a majority of women in its parliament at the beginning of 

2019. The situation in the private sector was similar: only 28.4% of senior management positions 

were held by women in 2019 and Estonia (9.4%), Cyprus (9.4%), Malta (10.0%), Greece (10.3%), 

Lithuania (12.0%), Romania (12.6%), and Luxembourg (13.1%) presented the lowest gender 

parity in senior management positions. Between 2003 and 2019 there was an overall increase of 

20.2% in the EU-27, but men are still 71.6% of leadership in the private sector.10 The professional 

and leadership gender gap go hand-in-hand with social inequalities faced by women: numerous 

research studies have identified difficulties in balancing work-life responsibilities as a major 

barrier to women’s professional development in addition to stereotypes and biases.11,12, 13, 14, 15 

 
10 Eurostat. Positions held by women in senior management positions. (14 February 2020). Retrieved from: 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/sdg_05_60/default/table?lang=en 
11 ILO. Care work and care jobs for the future of decent work. Geneva: International Labour Office, 2018.  
12 Johns, M. L. (2013). Breaking the Glass Ceiling: Structural, Cultural, and Organizational Barriers Preventing 

Women from Achieving Senior and Executive Positions. Perspectives in Health Information Management, 

10(winter). 
13 Hill, C., Miller, K., Benson, K., Handley, G. Barriers and Bias: The Status of Women in Leadership. Washington, 

DC: American Association of University Women (AAUW).  
14 Kalaitzi, S., Czabanowska, K., Fowler-Davis, H. B. (2017). Women leadership barriers in healthcare, academia 

and business. Equality, Diversity and Inclusion, 36(5). Doi: 10.1108/EDI-03-2017-0058.  
15 Xiang, X., Ingram, J., Cangemi, J. (2017). Barriers Contributing to Under-Representation of Women in High-level 

Decision-making Roles Across Selected Countries. Organization Development Journal, 35(3), pp. 91-106.  
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The EU recognizes that “work-life balance remains a considerable challenge for many parents and 

workers with caring responsibilities”16. Work-family conflicts arise when there are simply too 

many activities to be done than the available time allows for or when they face conflicting demands 

from intertemporal problems (e.g., children’s appointments during work hours, professional 

meetings during school pick-up or drop-off time, etc.). 

 In most EU countries, women perceive greater work-family conflict than men and the differences 

between the perceived work-family conflict among men and women are greater in Romania (31.3 

ppd), Cyprus (21.3 ppd), Bulgaria (14.9 ppd), Ireland (14.5 ppd), Croatia (14.4 ppd), Poland (14.1 

ppd) and Greece (12.5 ppd) (Figure 7). Slovakia, Spain, Estonia, Czech Republic, Germany and 

Austria were the only countries where the percentages of men who reported difficulty in combining 

work with care responsibilities was greater than women but the gender differences were small 

(between 1.2 to 4.6 ppd).17 

 

Figure 7. Percentages of men and women who report that it is rather difficult or very difficult to combine paid work with care in 

EU-27 countries. 

Source: Created using data from the European Quality of Life Survey, 2016. 

     The greater perceived conflict between work and life for women can have a negative impact in 

their employment. Particularly during their child’s early childhood years, more than a third of 

women leave their jobs in comparison with approximately 5% of men. In attempts to reconcile the 

responsibilities of both work and family, women also reduce their working hours for longer 

 
16 Directive (EU) 2019/1158 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 20 June 2019 on work-life balance 

for parents and carers and repealing Council Directive 2010/18/EU.  
17 European Quality of Life Survey 2016, How easy or difficult is it to combine paid work with your care 

responsibilities? A/ Rather difficult or Very difficult by sex. Retrieved from: 

https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/data/european-quality-of-life-survey 
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periods, which has an impact on their professional career, income and pensions. All of this is 

aggravated or repeated when there are multiple children in the family.18 In Southern and Eastern 

European countries with Postsocialist or Familialistic policy contexts19, the role of work-family 

life, as well as decisions regarding family planning, were influenced by women’s perceived job 

security and state support to combine employment and parenthood.20 

For the EU, increasing gender equality in the labour market has had a positive effect on per capita 

and total GDP growth rate, as well as other indicators like social security contributions, social 

capital, children’s human capital and fertility.21, 22  For the private sector, employee quality of life 

has positive influences on productivity and company profitability23. Furthermore, advancements 

in gender equality signify collective social progress, affecting significantly the lives of women but 

also society as a whole.24 An important strategy for increasing gender equality has been the 

promotion of engaged fatherhood and caregiving. However, beyond the macroeconomic benefits 

of gender equality, the promotion of men and women’s equal participation in professional and 

domestic spheres benefits men, women and children directly. Equal engagement in care and 

parenting by men promotes greater work-life balance for the family. For children, the benefits of 

having engaged fathers are multiple. In neurological studies, father’s caregiving was a protective 

factor against aggression and externalizing symptoms in children and adolescents.25 The quality 

of father-child-relationships has also been found to influence the development of positive peer 

 
18 Paull, G. (2006). The Impact of Children on Women’s Paid Work. Fiscal Studies, 27(4), pp. 473–512.  
19 The authors describe the Familiastic policy model as characterized by strong familial connections and 

participation of extended family and weak institutional support for working mothers. Fahlén & Oláh (2018) used 

Spain as an example to represent the Familiastic model. The Postsocialist policy model is characterized by an 

institutional setting that promotes the dual-earner family and maternal/ paternal leave, but provides limited public 

childcare options. Examples of Postsocialist policy countries provided were the Czech Republic, Hungary and 

Poland. 
20 Fahlén, S. & Oláh, L. S. (2018). Economic uncertainty and first-birth intentions in Europe. Demographic 

Research 39, pp. 795-834. Doi: 10.4054/DemRes.2018.39.28 
21 European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE). (2017). Economic benefits of gender equality in the European 

Union, Literature review: existing evidence and methodological approaches.  
22 Martínez García, M. L. (2016). La cara oculta de la protección por maternidad y paternidad. [Doctoral 

dissertation, Universidad de Murcia, Facultad de Derecho]. Digitum  Biblioteca Universitaria. 

http://hdl.handle.net/10201/50999 
23 Mercader Urguina, J. R., & Parejo Alfonso, L. (2008). Productividad y conciliación en la vida  laboural y 

personal (1st ed.). Barcelona: Editorial Ariel, S.A. 
24 Ribes Ortega, C. (2018). Los permisos para el cuidado de los hijos en la Unión Europea: Es la regulación e 

implementación de los permisos por maternidad, por paternidad y parental en la Unión Europea una herramienta 

de resolución en relación con la discriminación contra mujer o, por lo contrario, contribuye a mantener la 

desigualdad de género? [Graduate Dissertation, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, Dret Públic i de Ciències 

Historicojurídiques]. https://ddd.uab.cat/pub/tfg/2018/194293/TFG_cribesortega.pdf 
25 Abraham, E., & Feldman, R. (2018). The neurobiology of human allomaternal care; implications for fathering, 

coparenting, and children’s social development. Physiology & Behavior, 1;193(Pt A): pp. 25-34. Doi: 

10.1016/j.physbeh.2017.12.034 
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relationships and prosocial behaviors.26, 27 Another study found that when fathers engaged with 

their children in challenging parenting behavior, or behavior that playfully encourages their 

children to push their limits, children presented significantly less anxiety.28  

Fathers themselves definitely also experience benefits from active, engaged parenting. Men who 

are engaged in caring for their children have healthier relationships with their children and 

partners. They also report greater physical and mental health themselves. For example, men 

expressed increased emotional satisfaction, particularly love and pride in their children, brought 

on my participating in caregiving. 29  Engaged fathers also report less risk-taking behaviors and 

drug consumption.30 

The caregiving gender gap does not go unnoticed by women: over 75% of women perceived that 

they spend more time on childcare than their partners in Austria (80%), Greece (80%), Malta 

(78%), Slovakia (78%), Poland (77%), Czech Republic (76%), and Spain (76%). When looking at 

the percentage point difference (ppd) between men and women regarding who does more 

caregiving work, the largest differences were in Slovakia (76 ppd), Czech Republic (76 ppd), 

Latvia (74 ppd), Greece (73 ppd), Austria (71 ppd), and Bulgaria (71 ppd) (Figure 8).31  However, 

while women still generally carry the greatest burden of unpaid care work, women also make up a 

large part of any nation’s labour force and end up carrying a triple burden of employment, domestic 

work and childcare.32  

 
26 Lux, U., & Walper, S. (2019). A systemic perspective on children’s emotional insecurity in relation to father: 

links to parenting, interparental conflict and children’s social well-being. Attachment & Human Development, pp. 

1–18. doi:10.1080/14616734.2019.1582597 
27 Ferreira, T., Cadima, J., Matias, M., Vieira, J.M., Leal, T., Matos, P.M. (2016). Preschool Children's Proscocial 

Behavior: The Role of Mother-Child, Father-Child and Teacher-Child Relationships. Journal of Child and Family 

Studies 25, 1829-1839. Doi: 10.1007/s10826-016-0369-x 
28 Möller, E.L., Nikolic, M., Majdandzic, M., Bögels, S.M. (2016). Associations between maternal and paternal 

parenting, anxiety and its precursors in early childhood: A meta-analysis. Clinical Psychology Review 45, 17-33. 

Doi: 10.1016/j.cpr.2016.03.002. 
29 DeGeer, I., Carolo, H., & Minerson, T. Give Love, Get Love. The Involved Fatherhood and Gender Equity 

Project. Toronto, ON: White Ribbon Campaign, 2014.  
30 Levtov, R., Van der Gaag, N., Greene, M., Kaufman, M., & Barker, G. (2015). State of the World’s Fathers: A 

MenCare Advocacy Publication. Washington, DC: Promundo, Rutgers, Save the Children, Sonke Gender Justice, 

and the MenEngage Alliance. 
31 European Quality of Life Survey 2016, Work-life balance and care / Childcare compared with partner, Do you 

look after your children more, the same or less than your partner does?  Retrieved from: 

https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/data/european-quality-of-life-survey 
32 Breilh, J. La Triple Carga (Trabajo, Práctica Doméstica y Procreación), Deterioro Prematuro de la Mujer en el 

Neoliberalismo. Quito: Centro de Estudios y Asesoría en Salud, CEAS, 1991.  
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Figure 8. Percentages of men and women who perceive that they spend more time than their partners looking after their children. 

(EU-27) 

Source: Created using data from the European Quality of Life Survey 2016.  

 

However, the data suggests that men may not realize the extent of the imbalance: when asked to 

compare their time spent looking after their children with the time spent by their partners, in most 

countries a greater proportion of men reported doing the same amount of caregiving as their 

partners (Figure 9), despite the fact that in every country women spent more hours a week on 

caregiving. Yavorsky et al. (2015) found that even among couples where neither partner reduced 

their paid work hours per week after becoming parents, women’s total work increased by 

approximately 15 hours compared to a 5 hour increase for men; however, both women and men 

reported in surveys that their workloads were significantly increased after becoming parents.33 

Although perceptions around the distribution of domestic and caregiving responsibilities may not 

match the real distribution, perceived participation is important because they may serve as 

predictors of conflict or harmony within the couple.34 Perceived fairness or injustice of 

distributions of roles in the household may also catalyze or serve as barriers to renegotiating roles 

in the home.  

 
33 Yavorsky, J. E., Dush, C. M. K., & Schoppe-Sullivan, S. J. (2015). The Production of Inequality: The Gender 

Division of Labour Across the Transition to Parenthood. Journal of Marriage and Family, 77 (June), pp. 662-679. 

Doi: 10.1111/jomf.12189. 
34 Johnson, M. D., Galambos, N. L., Anderson, J. R. (2015). Skip the Dishes? Not So Fast! Sex and Housework 

Revisited. Journal of Family Psychology, 30(2), pp. 203-213. Doi: 10.1037/fam0000161 
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Figure 9. Percentages of men and women who perceive that they spend the same amount of time as their partners looking after 

their children. (EU-27) 

Source: Created using data from the European Quality of Life Survey 2016.  

 

No country has reached 50/50 division of child caregiving or domestic tasks, but not only is the 

quantity of time spent in caregiving relevant to children-parent relationships and family outcomes, 

it is important to also consider how men and women participate in caregiving. Caregiving, 

particularly for young children, involves varying forms of time use: physical care refers to the 

daily tasks required to fulfill children’s basic physical needs, such as feeding, bathing, diapering 

and dressing, whereas developmental care includes play and other activities intended to stimulate 

the development of specific skills.  Even when the gender gap in caregiving begins to converge it 

is important to consider the types of care activities performed by men and women. Several studies 

highlight fathers’ participation in play or leisure activities with children whereas the physical care 

activities were mostly performed by mothers.35 The literature shows that father play with infants 

and toddlers usually incorporates physical forms of play such as tickling, wrestling, chasing, etc. 

and is associated positively with children’s self-regulation, cognitive and language development 

and negatively with child emotional and behavioral problems.36  

Although play is an integral component of caregiving and child development, gender gaps in the 

labour-intensive physical care tasks still generate unequal burdens among parents. Data from Spain 

 
35 Brown, G. L., McBride, B. A., Bost, K. K., Shin, N. (2011). Parental involvement, child temperament, and 

parents' work hours: Differential relations for mothers and fathers. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 

32(6), 313–322. Doi: 10.1016/j.appdev.2011.08.004 
36 Amodia-Bidakowska, A., Laverty, C., Ramchandani, P. G. (2020). Father-child play: A systematic review of its 

frequency, characteristics and potential impact on children’s development. Developmental Review 57(100924), 1-17. 

Doi: 10.1016/j.dr.2020.10094. 
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shows that, between 2002 and 2010, both mothers and fathers intensified their parenting practices, 

but fathers increased their participation in physical care more. By 2010, there was “no gender gap 

in developmental child care time, while for physical care, mothers spent more than double the time 

of fathers” (p.10) even with the greater investment by fathers in physical care.37  

These findings show that gendered divisions of caregiving roles persist in the EU. However, 

Promundo38 proposed five key areas for change for moving towards the goal of men doing 50% 

of the unpaid care work in the home (Figure 10).39 The following sections of this report looks at 

the EU in light of each of these key areas.  

 

Figure 10. Five keys to unlocking the power of men’s caregiving. 

Source: van der Gaag, et al. (2019). 

 
37 Cano. T. (2019). Changes in Fathers’ and Mothers’ Time with Children: Spain, 2002-2010.  European 

Sociological Review, pp. 1-21. Doi: 10.1093/esr/jcz020 
38 Promundo is an NGO dedicated to advancing gender equality and preventing violence by engaging men and boys 

in partnership with women, girls and people of all gender identities by transforming harmful gender norms and 

unequal power dynamics.  
39 Van der Gaag, N., Heilman, B., Gupta, T., Nembhard, C., & Barker, G. State of the World’s Fathers: Unlocking 

the Power of Men’s Care. Washington, DC: Promundo-US, 2019. 

file:///C:/Users/Caroline/Documents/Promundo/Paternity/State%20of%20Europe's%20Fathers/promundoglobal.org
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III. Laws and Policies 

Although true equality between men and women will only be achieved when men take on 50 

percent of the caregiving and domestic work40, equal distribution is the exception rather than the 

rule41. However, national policies and legislation targeted at the equal distribution of unpaid care 

work, which is the focus of the first key (Figure 10), can effectively change gender dynamics and 

even elevate the status of caregiving42. Leave for fathers, when recognized by the national legal 

systems and combined with other structural solutions, contributes to recognize and redistribute 

care work and to end structural inequalities between men and women43.  

The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, in its Article 33(2), recognizes the 

right to reconcile family and professional life as a fundamental right of the EU and explicitly 

guarantees a right to paid maternity leave and parental leave following the birth or adoption of a 

child, as well as to protection from dismissal for reasons connected to maternity44. 

The European Pillar of Social Rights, proclaimed by EU institutions (the European Parliament, the 

Council, and the Commission) in 2017, gathered a set of 20 key social rights and principles with 

the aim of serving as “a guide towards efficient employment and social outcomes when responding 

to current and future challenges”45. Item 09, which is dedicated to the right to work-life balance, 

states that  

“Parents and people with caring responsibilities have the right to suitable leave, 

flexible working arrangements and access to care services. Women and men 

shall have equal access to special leaves of absence in order to fulfil their caring 

responsibilities and be encouraged to use them in a balanced way”46 

 

In its preamble, it stresses that implementing those 20 rights and principles is a shared 

responsibility and should be implemented at both the European Union level and Member State 
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Union, Luxembourg, p. 9. Doi:10.2806/560184. 
42 Men Care, supra note 1. 
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44 European Institute for Gender Equality (2015). Reconciliation of work, family and private life in the European 

Union Policy review, Vilnius, p.19. Doi:10.2839/94734 
45 European Pillar of Social Rights, Preamble, item 12. 
46 Id, at Chapter II, item 09. 

https://men-care.org/what-we-do/advocacy/paid-parental-leave/


18 
 

level, taking into account the particularities of each national system and socio-economic 

situation47.  

One of the steps taken by the European Commission with the aim of putting the European Pillar 

into practice and addressing women's underrepresentation in the labor market was the creation of 

the Work-life Balance Initiative48. The initiative brings legal and policy measures to enable 

“parents and people with caring responsibilities to better balance their work and family lives and 

to encourage a better sharing of caring responsibilities between women and men”49.  

The European Commission’s 2017 Communication on the Initiative to support the Work-life 

balance points out that one of the main reasons for the existing employment gap between men and 

women is the unequal distribution of caring responsibilities between them50. While the 

employment rate of women that have children under 6 years old tends to lower 8.8 percentage 

points on average when compared with women without children, parenthood increases the 

employment rate of men 12 percentage points on average (Figure 11)51.  

 

Inadequate work-life balance policies can discourage men from taking leaves and more flexible 

working arrangements and push women to reduce working hours in order to undertake unpaid care 

 
47 Id, at Preamble, item 17. 
48 European Commission. Work-life balance. (September 15). Retrieved from: 

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1311&langId=en 
49 Id.  
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work52. This results in lower salaries, a higher concentration in part-time work (31.3% of women 

and 8.3% of men work part-time in the EU) and career gaps for women, which fosters economic 

dependence on their partners or the state and puts many women under an increased risk of poverty 

and social exclusion53. The document highlights adequate leave arrangements for both parents, 

flexible working arrangements, accessible and affordable childcare, and the elimination of 

economic disincentives to work for second earners as important tools to foster women’s 

participation in the labor market54.  

The directive was passed by the European Parliament in April 2019 and entered into force on 

August 1st, 201955. Member States will have up to three years to adopt the necessary laws and 

provisions to comply with the directive56. The directive also demands that national governments 

compile data on leave uptake and flexible working arrangements, which will be used by the 

European Commission when analyzing whether Member States are complying with the new 

directive57. According to Marius-Constantin Budăi, the Minister of Labor and Social Justice of 

Romania, the document provides men with new opportunities to take on care responsibilities, 

which will contribute to closing the gender gap by reducing the amount of unpaid work undertaken 

by women and allowing them more time for paid employment. 58 

The legal measures introduced by the initiative build on the existing EU legal framework to 

develop and improve existing rights and guarantees.59 Some of these measures are: a) mandatory 

paternity leave of at least 10 working days around the time of birth, for which men must be 

compensated at least at a level of sick pay; b) making two out of the four months of parental leave 

non-transferable between the parents (each parent can take 4 months of paid parental leave until 

the child turns 8 years old, of which two months are transferable) - each Member State will decide 

the level of payment and must set it up in a way that encourages both parents to take the leave; c) 

five days of leave per year for workers providing care for relatives, and; d) the right to request 

flexible working arrangements to carers and parents of children up to eight years old.60 As for the 

policy measures targeted at helping Member States achieve a better work-life balance, they 

include: a) protecting parents against discrimination and dismissal; b) ending economic 
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disincentives for second earners; and c) improving formal care services through the use of 

European funds.61  

Since the level of protection differs from one Member State to another, these directives set 

minimum standards in Europe, from which countries can go as far as they want.62 It is important 

to point out that, in relation to preexisting EU regulations, the directives recognized the important 

role of carers, introduced a minimum standard for paternity leave, which did not exist at the EU 

level before, made an additional month of parental leave non-transferable, introduced the 

obligation to pay an allowance during parental leave and to facilitate that parental leave is taken 

by both parents, which also did not exist.63  

Although the Work-Life Balance Directive was welcomed by many, political groups in the 

European Parliament complained about the lack of ambition of the initiative, since many decisions 

are still left in the hands of the Member States.64 While some countries will have to promote real 

change in order to meet the new European standards, countries that already have more generous 

leave systems won’t have to make any improvements – in fact, they are even allowed to lower the 

existing benefits, as long as they meet the minimum standards set by the directive.65 Although the 

directive establishes a threshold for paternity leave pay, it leaves national governments in charge 

of deciding the compensation for parental leave.66 Also, in order to access certain types of leave, 

parents need to have worked for a minimum amount of time for their employer (one year of service 

before qualifying for parental leave and 6 months of service before qualifying for paternity 

leave).67 Mental Health Europe concludes that “it is now up to each EU Member States to decide 

whether to raise the bar and exceed the minimum standards when transposing the Directive into 

national legislation”.68 

Having analyzed the EU minimum standards on work-life balance, it is important to address some 

of the main tools commonly used to achieve these goals and some brief examples of good practices 

that have been introduced by Member States to foster gender-equal sharing of care and related 

housework.  

The maternity, paternity, and parental leaves are the main types of leaves available for parents 

during the child’s first years of life and the way each one of them is used in each country varies a 
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lot69. Maternity leaves have a long history in all European countries and were created to protect 

pregnant and nursing women’s right to health and to recognize the need for postnatal care of 

mothers (and newborn children) without the risk of them losing their jobs70. The European 

Commission’s 2018 assessment on paternity and parental leaves, defines paternity leave as a short 

period of leave offered exclusively to fathers around the birth of the child71. It was developed more 

recently with the goal to allow fathers to be around their partners during and right after childbirth 

and to participate in early child-care72.    

Parental leave is a period of leave offered to both parents to take care of their children in their first 

years of life and, in most cases, it is supplementary to maternity or paternity leave73. Some 

countries do not offer paternity leave but reserve a share of parental leave exclusively for fathers 

(non-transferable parental leave for fathers)74.  

The European Commission points out that parental and paternity leave taken by fathers can greatly 

benefit children, mothers, fathers, and even their employers75. Fathers’ leave allows them to 

undertake more family responsibilities and participate in their children’s lives, which has positive 

and long-lasting effects on children’s cognitive and emotional development and physical health76. 

Partner presence also influences the mother’s decision to breastfeed, which benefits maternal and 

child health77.  

Recognizing the men’s right to parenthood, as well as their caring responsibilities helps 

deconstruct traditional social attitudes and leads to improved gender equality in the labor market 

and at home, according to the International Labor Organization (ILO)78. Moreover, it helps women 

keep their jobs, decreases their care and domestic burden, and improves their well-being79. It is 

reported that fathers involved in their children’s upbringing have more personal satisfaction, foster 
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better relationships, and live healthier lives80. Paid leave improves work productivity and morale, 

promotes employee retention, and reduces absenteeism, which benefits businesses81.  

As of 2018, all EU Member States offered paternity and/or parental leave after the birth of a child. 

However, the leave length, compensation levels, and whether leave was treated as a family or 

individual right (transferable or non-transferable) varied significantly from country to country82. 

Countries such as Portugal and Sweden chose to integrate maternity and paternity leaves into their 

parental leave programs83, although periods of parental leave might be reserved for mothers or 

fathers only84. In some cases, the total duration of parental leave depends on the uptake of each 

parent. In France, for example, families are entitled to a total parental leave of eight months (four 

months for each parent), but the leave is reduced to six months if only one parent takes it85.  

In Sweden, each parent can take up to 240 days of paid parental leave, of which 90 days are 

untransferable, besides an unpaid leave until the child is 18 months old86. Although maternity leave 

can also be taken before or after birth, parental leave has more relevance in the Swedish system, 

which is viewed as a more gender-neutral approach87. The recent addition of a third untransferable 

month in its parental leave system is expected to increase men’s uptake of parental benefit days 

and reduce women’s proportion of leave88. 

Portugal offers a single parental leave, with no distinction between maternity and paternity leave. 

Parents can choose between the option to take 120 leave days paid at 100% and 150 days paid at 

80% and can have 30 extra days if they share the leave period89. Fathers and mothers can take any 

part of the parental leave, except for the initial leave period reserved for the mother90. 

In Finland, leave policies have been the focus of the political debate over the last years91. In 2016, 

fathers only used about ten percent of all reimbursed family leave days, and almost one in five 
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dads did not take any family leave at all92. In February 2020, the government published its leave 

reform plan, which is currently under discussion and proposes that the leave is divided 

symmetrically between the parents93. Each parent would get 164 working days of leave, of which 

69 working days would be transferable to the other parent94. On top of this, the pregnant parent is 

entitled to 30 leave days before the birth of the child95. The new proposal increases the total number 

of leave days (the extra 1.6 months were added to the father's quota) but also puts more emphasis 

on parent-specific quotas when compared to the current leave system96, which offers 105 days of 

maternity leave, 54 days of paternity leave, and 158 days of parental leave (considered a family 

entitlement that can be freely shared between parents)97. The new model is considered to foster 

gender equality and ensure equal leaves for children regardless of the type of the family98. 

The Spanish Government issued, in March 219, a legal decree fixing the terms and timeline for a 

leave reform that has the objective to reach gender equality in entitlement to well-paid maternity 

and paternity leave by January 202199. The country offers a fully-paid maternity leave of 16 weeks 

(with a 100% wage replacement and a ceiling of 4070€ per month) and a fully-paid paternity 

leave100, which has been gradually increased since 2019 until it reaches 16 weeks in 2021101. By 

2021, “Spain will be the first country in the world with a 100% paid individual and non-

transferable leave of four months for both genders alike”102. 

Norway introduced, in 2018, a parental leave divided into three equal parts: parents can choose 

benefits with 100% coverage, where 15 weeks are reserved for each parent (mother and father) 

and the remaining 16 weeks can be allocated between them, or they can choose benefits with 80% 

coverage, where 19 weeks are reserved for each parent and 18 weeks can be allocated between 

them. 
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In 2000, Iceland introduced a non-transferable and paid parental leave, where 3 months are 

reserved for the mother, 3 months are reserved for the father, and 3 months are shared103. The 

entire period is paid at 80% of the parent’s previous earnings (with a cap)104. The ground-breaking 

parental leave legislation enacted in 2000 has been a success and has led to a high uptake of leave 

by men (90% of fathers use their right to paternity leave)105. Fathers’ uptake had some small 

variations over the years, but stays at around 80% in general, with around 15-20% of fathers using 

more than 3 months in recent years106. Recent studies have shown that this parental leave scheme 

has led to a more equal distribution of domestic responsibilities and a more equal standing in the 

labor market in the first years following the leave107. 

Many studies show that individual, untransferable and well paid leaves increase uptake by fathers 

and their engagement in care work, while low compensations (or the lack thereof) results in lower 

leave uptake by fathers and increases the chance of mothers leaving the job market108. Some of the 

most successful schemes in European countries are based on individual, non-transferable, and 

moderately well-paid leave for both the mother and the father109. Unfortunately, many parental 

leave policies across Europe still offer very low compensations or, in some cases, are still not paid 

at all110. The European Commission Assessment of current provisions on paternity and parental 

leave policies across the European Union points out low compensation levels, lack of flexibility, 

cultural norms and perceptions about gender roles, and eligibility criteria (such as employment 

length) as the main challenges for the uptake of paternity and parental leave by fathers111.  

The 2018 Eurobarometer survey on work-life balance showed that 31% of Europeans consider that 

it is not easy for employees in their workplace to take family leave and 27% feel that managers 

and supervisors discourage them from using this benefit112. The fear of being affected at work 

affects the success of work-life balance policies, so it is important to protect employees who chose 

to take family leave against dismissal and unfavorable treatment in the workplace113. In 2018, a 

study on “Family leave: enforcement of the protection against dismissal and unfavorable 
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treatment” mapped the situation of all EU Member States and listed some interesting initiatives in 

that sense114.  

The Danish Institute of Human Rights conducted a study that showed that 45% of women and 23% 

of men who took parental leave experienced discrimination after taking the leave and that 12% of 

women and 21% of men took less parental leave as they would have liked. The study highlights 

the fear of negative treatment and the difficulty for victims to prove the link between pregnancy 

and discrimination as important factors that influenced the parents’ decision115. In order to address 

this issue, Finland shifted the burden of proof towards the employer and decided that “there is a 

presumption of discrimination if a fixed-term contract of a pregnant worker is not renewed”116. In 

Belgium and Portugal, the labor inspectorates work in cooperation with the respective national 

government bodies in charge of promoting equality between men and women to deal with 

discrimination in the workplace117.  

The Norwegian Equality and Anti-Discrimination Act, which has been in force since January 2018, 

explicitly prohibits discrimination based on pregnancy, leave in connection with childbirth or 

adoption, and care responsibilities (among other things) and sets up an Anti-Discrimination 

Tribunal with expanded powers to provide effective enforcement of protection from 

discrimination118. Listing leave and care responsibilities as separate grounds for discrimination is 

an important step towards protecting men and women against dismissal and unfavorable treatment 

and incentivizing fathers to use more leave days.  

The last European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS), conducted in 2016, shows that on average 36% 

of mothers and fathers in the European Union find it rather difficult or very difficult to combine 

paid work with care responsibilities. Ireland has the highest score, with 80% of the population 

believing that it is not difficult to conciliate both activities, and Greece has the lowest number, 

40%119. In countries where the reconciliation between work and life is considered very easy, the 

female labor force participation is higher120.  

Family-friendly work policies allow citizens more flexibility in their working hours and location, 

which can help them reconcile their professional and domestic lives121. Such policies have a special 
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effect on women, who are more likely to reduce their working hours to deal with family-related 

issues, because they help relieve the heavy burden of caring responsibilities that women still 

bear122. Flexible working arrangements offer numerous benefits for the children, families, and 

society as a whole123. 

Despite all the benefits that result from flexible work arrangements, the 2015 European Working 

Conditions Survey124 shows that many EU employees still did not have flexible working hours and 

that legal provisions to facilitate a work-life balance were very inconsistent throughout the EU125. 

In countries such as Portugal and the Netherlands, the right of parents to request flexible working 

arrangements is embedded in the national legal provisions126. The Portuguese legislation allows 

parents that have children up to 12 years old (there is no age limit in case of chronically ill or 

disabled children) to opt for part-time or flexible work and parents of children up to 3 years old to 

work from home127. In the Netherlands, parents who have worked for over a year in an organization 

or company that employs over 10 people have the right to request a decrease in working hours or 

a change in work location (unless this causes significant problems for the employer)128.  

The Icelandic Gender Equality Act sets the employer’s obligation to take necessary measures to 

allow men and women to coordinate their work and family responsibilities and emphasizes the 

need to increase work flexibility, not only in working hours but also in the way work is organized 

so that both families’ and employers’ needs are taken into consideration129. One example is the 

employee’s right to take leave when faced with unavoidable and urgent family circumstances130.  

Belgium introduced the option for parents to take a “career break” to help them balance work and 

family life131. The career breaks allow employees to reduce working hours or interrupt their 

employment while receiving a state allowance for a specific period, after which they can return to 

the same job132. France and Italy introduced measures to prevent work from interfering with the 

employees’ family time, such as the right to disconnect from work-related communications133. One 

common practice among European governments is to offer accreditation to family-friendly 

workplaces (such as in Slovenia and Finland) or to combine accreditations with financial support 
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to help these organizations adopt family-friendly practices (such as in Austria, Hungary, and 

Germany)134 

Besides family leaves and flexible working arrangements, accessible, affordable, and high-quality 

childcare is an important instrument in achieving a better work-life balance and helping men 

engage in more caring responsibilities. Access to professional childcare, apart from benefitting 

children and providing them with quality education, ensures that parents are not in a vulnerable 

position in the labor market due to their care duties135. Therefore, coordination between family 

leaves and childcare is essential136. 

In Norway, all children from two to five years old who come from low-income households are 

entitled to 20 hours of free kindergarten per week137. The Norwegian Government also set, with 

effect from 1 January 2019, a maximum price for kindergarten places with the goal of making the 

service available to all children regardless of their parents' financial situation138. Additionally,  

parents with children aged between one and two years who attend kindergarten on a part-time basis 

or do not attend it at all, are entitled to cash-for-care benefits that allow them to spend more time 

with their children and give them more freedom to choose different childcare arrangements139. 

Latvia, which is among the countries with a traditionally high employment rate of both men and 

women, implemented a project called ‘Vouchers for the provision of flexible child-minders service 

to workers with nonstandard work schedules’, that introduced a new child-care service through the 

use of flexible child-minders140. The model is subsidized through public vouchers and private co-

financing from enterprises with nonstandard work schedules141. 

The 2018 European Commission report on the Barcelona Objectives shows that, since 2013, the 

number of children under mandatory school age there are in childcare has increased142. However, 

there are still considerable differences in childcare availability across Member States143. Some 

countries, such as Greece, Poland, Czechia, and Slovakia had participation rates lower than 

10%144. European Union funds (the Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund, and 
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the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development) can be used to help address the low 

availability and affordability of these services145. 

Public awareness campaigns also have an important role in raising awareness and encouraging 

fathers to take leave146. In Denmark, for example, where fathers take only around one-tenth of the 

total available leave147, the government launched a nationwide campaign to promote the use of 

parental leave by fathers in 2017, which reached over a million people on social media and fostered 

dialogue about fathers’ use of parental leave148.The campaign aimed at promoting cultural change 

through the use of debate, education, and inspirational material for companies. Companies and 

organizations carried out government-funded projects such as a study on the effect of father’s use 

of parental leave, after-work meetings about parental leave in Danish unions, and a roadshow 

informing citizens about the benefits of paternity leave149. 

For Fathers’ Day 2018, Belgium launched a campaign to inform fathers about all the existing 

possibilities concerning parental leave150. Studies show that many parents would like to spend 

more time with their children, but they were not informed on the possibilities of parental leave at 

their disposal or feared that taking the leave would harm their professional lives151. The number of 

fathers who take parental leave in Belgium increases every year, but women are still the ones who 

use it in most cases152.  

In December 2018, the Portuguese Government launched an intersectoral program that aims to 

help men and women balance professional, personal and family life. The program conducts 33 

different actions that range from promoting work-life practices in private and public organizations, 

improving infrastructures, services, and incentives in different sectors (care, education, transport, 

and health), developing measures in the public administration, and producing knowledge.153 

Collecting data on unpaid care work and time use is also a critical tool to inform policy-making 

and budgeting decisions that will influence work-life balance and gender equality. Data collection 
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increases knowledge, raises awareness, mainstreams gender equality issues, strengthens public 

discussion on this matter, and reorients future actions.154 With that in mind, Portugal conducted a 

National Survey that aimed at understanding time usage by men and women in the country.155 It 

produced solid knowledge and data on time use by women and men, therefore contributing to the 

creation of effective evidence-based policies.156  

The path towards the equal distribution of unpaid care work between men and women is still long, 

but laws and policies provide the basis for evolution. Caregiving practices will not change while 

public policies continue to reflect gender biases and reinforce an unfair division of work. Although 

the European Union has successfully established a minimum set of standards regarding work-life 

balance, it is not enough to close the reality gap between Member States. The directive takes the 

necessary step of recognizing the importance of fathers’ participation in children’s lives and pushes 

states to advance their national policies and legislation. The states that already have more generous 

policies in place can be seen as good examples to inspire further evolution and continuous 

improvement. 

IV. Social and Gender Norms 

The existence of a legal framework that supports gender equality is a necessary foundation for the 

advancement of women’s rights at home, work and in society; however, the mere existence of laws 

and policies does not in itself guarantee gender equality if they are not supported by the prevailing 

social norms, or shared expectations regarding what is considered normal or appropriate behavior 

among the members of a group.157  

Men and women are socialized from birth to believe that there are certain ways to be a man or a 

woman. Traditional gender norms emphasize rigid characteristics for men as self-sufficient, 

emotionally and physically tough, hypersexual and breadwinners in the family, among other 

characteristics. There are gender norms regarding characteristics that men and women should 

display and also roles they are expected to play in society. The International Men and Gender 

Equality Survey (IMAGES) data shows that low-, middle- and upper-income countries have social 

norms suggesting that women are “natural” caregivers. In Eastern European countries, for 

example, between 29% and 85% of surveyed men believed that “changing diapers, giving baths to 

children, and feeding children are the mother’s responsibility”.158 Figure 12 shows the percentage 
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of men and women who agree or strongly agree with gendered statements and for every statement 

the differences in attitudes were significant by the respondents gender (p-value ≤ 0.00). Data from 

the European Values Study (EVS) also shows that there are statistically significant differences 

between men and women’s work-life priorities: men were more likely to consider work “very 

important” to their life than women (p=0.000), whereas, women were more likely to consider 

family “very important” (p=0.000). Their values regarding what makes a successful marriage were 

also statistically significant with women more frequently expressing that sharing household chores 

was very important. 

      

 

Figure 12. Gender attitudes of European men and women. 

Source: Created using data from the European Values Study, 2017.  

It’s not just men who believe in gendered roles: 14% to 75% of the women included in the 

IMAGES surveys from Eastern Europe also agreed that basic childcare tasks were the mother’s 

responsibility159 and Figure 12 shows that more than a third of European women agree with 

statements that prioritize family life for women. Although the data ranges, rigid gender social 

norms mean that women are expected to be the caregivers and that men are expected to be 

breadwinners who are exempt from caregiving responsibilities.160 These norms have real world 

impacts for men and women. Men who feel greater pressure to fulfill these expectations may have 

more problems with depressive symptoms, fear of appearing vulnerable or more easily turn to the 
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use of violence161 and across the EU women feel that they spend more time in childcare than their 

partners (Figure 8).162 

This doesn’t have to be the case: no one is born a ‘specialist’ in caregiving and men are just as 

capable of providing the emotional and physical care needed by children. In fact, recent 

neurochemical research shows that men and women, engaged as primary caregivers for their 

biological or adopted children, exhibit similar brain activity when spending time in direct 

childcare.163 Men’s brains are also affected by engaged involvement with their children, which 

changes their neurological responses in support of parent-infant bonding and reaction to infants’ 

social cues.164, 165  

In addition to being capable of direct parenting, research shows that globally men also want to 

actively engage as caregivers: on average, 85% of fathers say that they would be willing to do 

anything to be very involved in the early care of their child and, among the participating countries 

in the region, that average was 91%.166 Yet, pressures faced by men from social norms limit their 

involvement as active caregivers.167, 168 These pressures can be related to perceptions regarding 

what men and women are expected to do, or injunctive norms, according to key members of their 

reference groups, which may be coworkers, family members or friends. Even when men and 

women themselves believe that both parents should be heavily involved in caregiving, they may 

still believe that their community members, other family members or coworkers expect mothers 

to hold the majority of the caregiving responsibilities. For example, Promundo and Dove 

Men+Care carried out an online survey of men and women from 25 to 45 in the Netherlands and 

found that Dutch respondents expected their immediate managers and coworkers to believe in 

more traditional, gendered divisions of caregiving than they and their spouses did. Although almost 

81% of Dutch fathers believed that fathers should take all available parental leave to bond with 

their child, 50% of respondent felt that their managers would not find paternity leave a priority for 

men and 39% thought that their co-workers didn’t agree that it is a top priority for fathers to take 

 
161 Heilman, B., Barker, G., Harrison, A. (2017). The Man Box: A Study on Being a Young Man in the US, UK, and 

Mexico. Washington, DC and London: Promundo-US and Unilever.  
162 European Quality of Life Survey 2016, Work-life balance and care / Childcare compared with partner, Do you 

look after your children more, the same or less than your partner does?  Retrieved from: 

https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/data/european-quality-of-life-survey 
163 Abraham, E., & Feldman, R. (2018). The neurobiology of human allomaternal care; implications for fathering, 

coparenting, and children’s social development. Physiology & Behavior, 1,;193(Pt A): 25-34. Doi: 

10.1016/j.physbeh.2017.12.034 
164 Abraham, E., & Feldman, R. (2018). The neurobiology of human allomaternal care; implications for fathering, 

coparenting, and children’s social development. Physiology & Behavior, 1,;193(Pt A): 25-34. Doi: 

10.1016/j.physbeh.2017.12.034 
165 Feldman, R., & Bakermans-Kranenburg, M.J. (2017). Oxytocin: a parenting hormone. Current Opinion in 

Psychology, 15: 13-18. Doi: 10.1016/j.copsyc.2017.02.011. 
166 Van der Gaag, N., Heilman, B., Gupta, T., Nembhard, C., & Barker, G. State of the World’s Fathers: Unlocking 

the Power of Men’s Care. Washington, DC: Promundo-US, 2019. 
167 Thebaud, S. (2010). Masculinity, bargaining and breadwinning: Understanding men's housework in the cultural 

context of paid work. Gender & Society, 24(3), 330-54. Doi: 10.1177/0891243210369105 
168 Kaufman, G. (2018). Barriers to equality: why British fathers do not use parental leave. Community, Work & 

Family, 21(3). Doi: 10.1080/13668803.2017.1307806 



32 
 

all parental leave, even though the total number of days fathers could take of parental leave was 

only 5 days.169 In some cases, men’s fears of appearing as “uncommitted workers” were so 

invasive that they perceived workplace resistance to their use of paternity leave even before 

exploring the possibility of leave with their employer.170 In addition to gender norms, the 

expectations regarding the characteristics of an “ideal worker” may be unrealistic and disregard 

that workers are people with responsibilities and interests outside of the workplace, bringing more 

pressures on employees to live up to unrealistic ideals.171 Concerns regarding workplace stigma 

are particularly strong among men in part because social norms dictate that it is the father’s 

responsibility to guarantee the financial security of the family even when mothers are also 

employed.172 Although these expectations may not actually represent what managers and 

coworkers believe, they may still serve as barriers to men’s complete use of available paternity 

leave.  

Practices are also influenced by descriptive norms, or beliefs around what other people do based 

on their observations of the people around them. Men who grew up in households where their 

fathers exhibited restrictive, inequitable gender attitudes may believe that this is what “normal” 

men think and how they behave.173 Data from Norway suggests that the employment gender gap 

may be transmitted intergenerationally: children raised in a household with an employed mother 

presented a gender gap in fulltime employment that was 7.7 percentage points smaller when 

compared to children raised in households where the mother never worked.174 The relationship 

between mothers’ employment status and the dependent variable of their children’s full-time 

employment at 40 years old remained even after controlling for other socioeconomic and 

municipal factors. Halland et al. (2019) found that “at the family level, mother’s employment and 

parental education predict large reductions in the size of the gender gap” (p.144). 

In multiple settings, men’s reports regarding their father’s participation in domestic work have 

been positively associated with their gender attitudes as adults: for example, those who witnessed 

their fathers participating in care work had more equitable gender attitudes.175 Gender attitudes, in 
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turn, influence gender relations and practices in the home. In Croatia, two thirds of male study 

participants held stereotypical beliefs about what it means to be a man and the men who expressed 

gender-equitable attitudes were significantly less likely to use physical and sexual violence against 

their partners.176  

Luckily, these are changing and although policy change alone is insufficient, policy can play an 

important role in promoting social norm change according to its design. Specifically, leave policies 

can: a) unintentionally reinforce traditional gender norms that the mother is the responsible parent 

for caregiving, b) provide circumstances for families to decide to implement more equitable roles 

within the home or, c) actually promote norm change by establishing father’s active participation 

in caregiving as the default instead of as an option. Universal, non-transferable and mandatory 

paternity leave can normalize men’s involvement as caregivers and create expectations regarding 

the equitable distribution of domestic activities.177 However, the length of leave is important if the 

objective is to establish equal sharing of the care responsibilities in the family instead of temporary 

‘assistance’ especially because qualitative studies have shown that men see their contributions as 

a supporting actor to the women (mothers and sometimes grandmothers) who are leading childcare 

responsibilities.178 

According to social norms theory, there are four important characteristics that influence people’s 

norm-compliance: 1) whether the practice is independent or interdependent, 2) how detectible the 

practice is, 3) what the sanctions involved are, and 4) how directly the social norm relates to the 

practice.179 Taking full paternity leave is a practice that is highly interdependent and coordinated 

between the couple and other key members of their support network. It is also highly detectable 

by coworkers and family who will notice compliance or non-compliance. Men may also perceive 

sanctions for taking or for not taking the full allotted paternity leave. In some cases, especially 

when leave is not earmarked and individualized, men may perceive sanctions from employers or 

coworkers for taking the maximum amount of allotted time. However, when leave is earmarked 

and there is a “use it or lose it” approach, the reverse occurs, whereas men and their families 

perceive sanctions for not using the full allotted time. Finally, the previously cited studies have 

shown that the practice of using paternity leave is related to norms. These criteria suggest that the 

practice of using paternity leave would be under relatively strong normative control. In support of 

this conclusion, among European migrants to Norway, research found that migrants departed from 

the dominant norms of their communities of origin and adopted the social norms and practices 
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regarding paternity leave of their host country. Additionally, by earmarking paternity leave, the 

perceived pressures that men felt from the workplace to return to work were alleviated because the 

full available paternity leave became the default that they were expected to take.180  

Although women still provide the most physical care, men’s care can be normalized through social 

norms change eliminating a barrier to father’s caregiving. Additionally, norm change can bring 

additional benefits such as liberating men and women’s potentials by reducing restrictive 

expectations around their behaviors, and lowering the risk of intimate-partner violence.181 

V. Protecting and Providing for Families 

Despite the participation of women in the workplace, and even when women are the primary 

breadwinners, families still mostly follow a gender-based distribution of domestic responsibilities. 

This is particularly true in contexts that place high social value on paid work and income level, 

such as Slovenia and other countries of Southern and Eastern Europe.182 By seeing their 

participation through the lens of men’s economic role in the family, men’s contributions beyond 

bread-winning are under-valued and under-performed.  

However, there are many situations that strain these traditional roles, such as unemployment and 

economic crisis. Economic and physical insecurity can also lead to changes in household roles in 

order to meet immediate needs: specific markets, such as paid care work, are more readily available 

to women. In interviews with women from Slovakia and Romania who commute to Austria to 

work as  24-hour care workers, husbands became the main caregivers in re-arrangements to meet 

childcare and elder care needs.183 Although most male partners in the study did not participate in 

these tasks prior to the wife’s labour migration, men can and should have important roles in 

domestic tasks beyond economic and physical security. In countries that prioritize work culture 

less184, families tend to have a greater ability to adjust the household roles: men who are not the 

primary breadwinners report doing a greater share of housework than men who are the primary 

breadwinners.185 These findings highlight the importance of promoting partnerships and 

redistributing domestic roles according to family needs. Yet, even in these contexts of greater role 
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flexibility, women still perform the majority of domestic work and women with non-working 

husbands report greater work-family conflict than women without a spouse.186, 187  

It is important to consider the impact of men’s “provider and protector identity” on them, on 

families and on society, particularly as the world and the region face periods of economic and 

social instability.  Pressures on men to provide financial and physical security can have negative 

effects on their health, for example: German men who were unemployed were more likely to have 

mental health problems, smoke and be sedentary.188  Particularly in economically insecure settings, 

unemployment, underemployment and job insecurity can have a particularly negative impact on 

men’s health compared to more stable contexts and time periods because there is increased stress 

due to the perception of fewer opportunities for alternative employment.189 Additionally, both men 

and women who are self-employed perceive much more work-family conflict than people who are 

formally employed.190 People who have formal employment contracts, although they have greater 

restrictions regarding the use of time, have a dependable salary and several social benefits that 

provide them with a certain level of well-being, thus reducing the stress that job uncertainty brings. 

Job insecurity (which will increase due to the pandemic) and low wages, in many opportunities 

make it difficult to overcome family poverty, which generates an increase in the social inequality 

gap. In this way, labour conditions, analyzed from a gender perspective, must consider not only if 

there is a sufficient minimum income for the development of the families' vital projects, but also 

the stability and quality of working conditions.191 

Not only does employment status affect the individual’s wellbeing, the mechanisms are mediated 

by gender norms and attitudes. For example, unemployed husbands actually experience worse 

psychological health if their wives are permanently employed, highlighting that the effects of 

unemployment on men are not purely financial but also related to their perceived incompliance 

with their gendered role in the family.192 Furthermore, there is a gendered “spillover effect” of 
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men’s unemployment or temporary employment affecting the family, where women’s well-being 

are particularly negatively impacted in this situation compared to vice versa.193  

On the other hand, the gendered expectation for men to be the primary breadwinner, even in dual-

earner families, in addition to societal factors such as an insufficient minimum wage and lack of 

employment protection, can push men to unhealthy and unrealistic workloads that also negatively 

impact their health.194  

These gendered expectations also impact families from the decisions they make to the quality of 

the relationships. For example, some authors have found that economic stress affects the intentions 

and desires around prioritizing family life for men more than for women. Analysis of the impact 

of the economic crisis of 2008 on parenthood intentions in Europe found that higher 

unemployment rates, worsening employment protection and job insecurity are particularly 

associated with reduced childbearing intentions among men and that the impact of these factors on 

men’s desires to become fathers was greatest after the crisis. These findings may be related to 

“men’s provider responsibilities being strengthened in times of economic crisis across various 

institutional contexts, unlike for women” (p. 819).195 

Economic insecurity can also generate loss of advancements made in terms of redistributing 

caregiving and domestic work: in Iceland, with the economic crash, gender imbalances in the use 

of leave increased and men had reduced their use of the non-transferable days of paternity whereas 

women increased their number of leave days with partial pay. The turning point in the use of 

parental leave by fathers occurred even before the maximum parental leave payment was adjusted, 

particularly for men in the lowest income groups.196 These findings show that economic insecurity 

is a major barrier to taking the full allocated paternity leave and men who face greater employment 

insecurity due to type of employment or contract, may feel the need to not take paternity leave to 

affirm themselves as hard workers or dedicated employees due to beliefs that it will negatively 

impact their ability to advance at work, their job security, reputation at work or reputations with 

their immediate managers.  

On the other hand, even men in leadership positions in the workplace may feel pressured to not 

take paternity leave or to take less than the allotted time for leave: in a study conducted with 

workers from the metal sector in Spain, the workplace social norms around work-family balance 

were associated with the perceived status and power of men in managerial positions who took 

paternity leave, where participants in organizations with less perceived support for work-family 
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balance reported lower competence evaluation scores, less power and less status to men who took 

leave.197 Also, analysis of the 2015 European Quality of Life Survey by Remery & Schippers 

(2019), showed that managers and professionals perceived greater work-life conflict than lower 

white-collar and blue-collar workers. This data suggests the need for greater alliance with the 

private sector to promote equitable gender norms in the workplace.  

In that sense, the UN Global Compact and UN Women established the Women’s Empowerment 

Principles (WEPs) to guide businesses on promoting gender equality and women’s empowerment 

in the workplace. This initiative recognizes that employers and workplaces must establish high-

level corporate leadership, train their human resources staff and carry out workplace-based 

campaigns and employee outreach programmes that create a workplace environment supporting 

the fair treatment and wellbeing of all employees. In recognition of the importance of a more equal 

distribution of caregiving duties of women and men for advancing gender equality and women’s 

economic empowerment198, the WEPs Gender Gap Analysis Tool includes questions on the 

company’s implementation of paternity leave and other measures related to work-life balance. 

WEPs and other business-centred initiatives to promote gender equality are important strategies, 

especially when national laws may not promote work-life balance, but not all families are covered 

by employer measures. Families without full employment may not be able to access the benefits 

of family-friendly company policies. Furthermore, these families may face economic hardships 

from inconsistent or insufficient forms of income. Importantly, unemployment, under-

employment, and “bad employment”199 generate stressors that contribute to family conflicts from 

increased disagreements between partners to intimate partner violence.200  

In addition to economic (in)security, some families face additional threats to their physical 

security. Families who have experienced displacement, armed conflicts, urban violence or other 

forms of violence also face peculiar challenges in terms of carxeegiving and gender. In 2019 there 

were globally over 33 million new displacements and 26 million new refugees.201 More than 120 

thousand new migrants and asylum seekers entered Europe just in 2019.202 Although the European 

Union presents high percentages of immigrant population overall, the highest percentages occur 

in countries such as Sweden and Norway with percentages between 16 and 19%, followed by 
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Germany, France and the United Kingdom with percentages between 12 and 14%.203 In countries 

like Poland, Romania and Bulgaria, the percentages of the emigrant population are between 1 and 

3% because they are the main points of emigration of Europeans to the rest of the continent. These 

families, in general, face multiple, concurrent challenges including family separation, severed 

social networks, increased risk of poverty, language and other barriers to access to public services. 

Additionally, women and girls are often tasked with navigating the new challenges while 

simultaneously attending to multiple caregiving and domestic responsibilities, exacerbating the 

need to promote practices that support women, such as increased caregiving by fathers, but also 

poverty alleviation policies, including guaranteeing a living wage, both to ensure the financial 

stability of families and to nudge men to do more care work.  

However, it is important to highlight that refugees face particular challenges related to the 

circumstances, such as wars, political conflicts and persecution, that catalyze precarious journeys 

to Europe. This population faces extreme burdens, such as trauma, that affect all aspects of life, 

including maternity and paternity. Trauma can have negative outcomes for children and add stress 

on caregivers. Early severe stress can generate enduring consequences throughout the life course 

and an intergenerational effect of paternal trauma has been found in a study with Swedish men 

where children born to fathers who experienced trauma in childhood had lower birth weights.204 

Fortunately, positive, engaged fatherhood  has been shown to mediate these negative effects, 

especially when fathers present psychological resilience and positive attitudes towards their 

children.205, 206  

Furthermore, there may be multiple, concurrent circumstances that increase the burden of 

caregivers. For example, although the condition of father-migrant-European-informal worker is 

quite difficult and limits the exercise of paternity, the burden of a father-refugee-African-informal 

worker is much heavier. Racism, xenophobia, poverty and the patriarchy work together to limit 

the wellbeing of families and opportunities available to parents. In some situations, the present, 

acute needs of survival out shadow concerns related to engaging in stimulating child development 

practices.  

As such, the realities of families are complex and require the use of several analytical lenses, 

especially of gender, race/ ethnicity and class, to develop the appropriate intersectional approach 
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to impact the lives and to promote the minimum necessary conditions for wellbeing that facilitate 

the development of active, non-violent forms of paternity and maternity.  

Overall, concerns regarding economic and physical security present different and complex 

mechanisms that push and pull men into or away from caregiving roles: expectations around the 

“provider” and “protector” components of traditional masculinity serve as a barrier to men’s 

caregiving especially in situations of economic insecurity, while the opportunities to meet families’ 

demands may promote re-arrangements of domestic roles. Yet, families need the economic and 

social support to overcome the barriers to increasing egalitarian distributions of roles.  

 

Aggravating Factors: Fatherhood and Caregiving in times of COVID-19 

Today the world is facing a serious epidemic that has changed the dynamics of work, daily routines 

and family relations. With the need for physical isolation to contain the escalation of contamination 

caused by COVID 19, families face serious challenges in dealing with work, financial obligations 

and family relationships. With schools closed and children at home, with the need to adjust to 

online-work for some, or with the need to continue work activities at their workplaces for others, 

the levels of anxiety and uncertainty are very high and, in many cases, people have lost or are at 

risk of losing their jobs and incomes.  

Attitudes, practices and political decisions validated by patriarchal views of masculinities (and 

gender relations) have affected the world in these times of pandemic, with visible manifestations 

in everyday life. Some impacts are already known, highlighting society's expectations regarding 

the roles of men and women. Male discourses have dominated international and government 

responses to COVID-19, and the global approaches and proposals adopted are strongly shaped by 

masculinized policies, such as declarations of "war" on the virus. This is a problematic analogy, 

since the key to tackling this crisis in the short term is the antithesis of "war” – care, social 

solidarity or community support. Some world leaders have shown disdain for the pandemic, acting 

as if their countries were too strong to be affected by it. 

These patriarchal discourses may have significant consequences both for national and global 

policies, encouraging militarized and authoritarian approaches and prioritizing economic and 

social sectors dominated by men, while neglecting the vital sectors where women are most present. 

Furthermore, women's jobs are more precarious and are not included in the protective measures 

that have been developed. Finally, the increase in caring responsibilities has fallen on women, 

exacerbated by men's lower propensity to care for themselves and others. 

It is necessary to rethink the moments of transition in times of crisis, using as an analytical and 

epistemological focus on the transformations and choices that have generational and gender 

implications. It is essential, in the short and medium term, to understand how this crisis has been 

intensified by patriarchal policy approaches and responses – how it has shaped masculinities, 
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gender relations and domestic/family dynamics. Above all, it is urgent to understand how moments 

of crisis defy patriarchal constructions of masculinities, creating spaces of non-violence and 

equality. We are, therefore, at the right moment to understand the factors associated with non-

violent and equitable pathways of masculinity and gender relations, bringing to the debate the 

concept and practices of (formal and informal) care, which is essential to prevent violence and 

achieve more equitable societies in the long term. This means understanding the emancipatory 

potential of promoting caring masculinities and thus challenge the dominant patriarchal structures 

and the hierarchy of policies. 

In Europe, labour underutilization and in-work poverty were concerns even before the COVID-19 

pandemic generated an unprecedented halt to the EU and global economies.207, 208 Throughout the 

region, unemployment continues to increase. In July 2020 the unemployment rate for men was 

7.0% and 8.3% among women.209 These figures only include people actively looking for work, 

which excludes many people who are no longer looking for a job, such as those who need to care 

for children. In addition to unemployment data, labour market slack and absences from work 

increased while actual hours worked in the first quarter decreased throughout the EU.210 

Although all have been impacted, the effects of the crisis differ according to the characteristics of 

local economies and hit the most vulnerable the hardest.211 The intersectionality of race, gender, 

poverty and COVID have highlighted “the considerable hurdles women face in achieving their 

rights and fulfilling their potential”.212 One of the many challenges faced by women and 

exacerbated by the pandemic is work-life conflict since a large portion of essential workers are 

women: in the EU, 78% of healthcare workers are women.213 Women are also the majority in      

essential services such as paid caregivers, grocery, food processing, pharmacy aides and 

technicians, retail workers. For paid caregivers, in many EU Member States, there is the added 

burden that migrant domestic workers may be part of informal economies, leaving them highly 
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vulnerable to abuse and precarious work. Overall, across the EU, women are more than 10% more 

likely to be in precarious employment than men.214 

In addition to women’s overrepresentation in high-risk, essential but low-paying employment, the 

International Labour Organization’s (ILO) report on the impact of COVID-19 in the workplace 

establishes that the relative decrease in employment has affected women more than men in almost 

every country. This situation is even worse for migrants, youth and workers in the informal 

sector.215 Additionally, as containment measures were implemented, the need to adjust caregiving 

roles was exacerbated. With the loosening of these measures, children are re-entering school 

systems, but new outbreaks or rises in infection rates can lead to reimplementation of containment 

measures and the situation is still dynamic. For families this means multiple, concurrent concerns 

that can impact family dynamics related to negotiating childcare and domestic roles, as well as 

generate stressors that impact conflict resolution.  

VI. Couples and Co-Parents Thriving Together 

Paternity and caregiving involve relationships beyond just the parent and child: the relationships 

between co-parents whether living apart or together, in a romantic relationship or not, are greatly 

affected by and impact caregiving roles. In turn, the quality of these relationships impact children. 

Children who perceived interparental conflict are more likely to feel insecure about their parents’ 

affection and less likely to show prosocial behavior.216, 217 Parent relationships with high levels of 

conflict increase adult stress, undermines their responsiveness to the child, increases child’s stress 

and “puts high demands on children’s coping abilities” (p. 480).218, 219 

Additionally, witnessing or experiencing violence as a child is an important driver of violence in 

adult relationships: for example, the International Men and Gender Equality Survey (IMAGES) 

found that men who witnessed violence against their mothers as children were 2.5 times more 

likely to use physical violence against their partners as adults.220 On the other hand, equitable 
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gender relationships in the childhood home and positive parenting is associated with reproduction 

of equitable relationships in adulthood.221 

In the EU-27, divorce rates have been trending upwards (Figure 13) and Portugal, Luxembourg, 

Spain, Belgium, Estonia, Netherlands, and Finland presented divorce rates greater than 50 divorces 

per 100 marriages in 2017.222 Although divorce rates are lower among families with young 

children, children seem to present a destabilizing effect on marriages over time in low to high-

income families.223 The “role conflict model” explains this finding by arguing that marital 

dissatisfaction increases with the reorganization into more gendered, traditional social roles in the 

family when children are born.224 Particularly for women, the new role as mothers, in addition to 

their ongoing obligations and roles, adds burdens that create tensions and conflict within the 

couples. Women are more likely to initiate divorce than men, yet women also face the greatest 

chronic consequences of divorce including “disproportionate losses” (p.792) in household income 

and associated increases in their risk of poverty and single parenting.225 

 

Figure 13. Divorces per 100 marriages in EU- 27 countries from 1997 to 2015. 

Source: Created using data from Eurostat. Last updated: 3 July 2020.  
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In general, having a child increases risk of divorce226, 227, but Kaplan et al (2020) found that the 

positive relationship between children and divorce was particularly strong for couples with high 

earnings.228 This study did not investigate the role of women’s employment directly, but dual-

earner families are more common among high-income families since both adults are contributing 

to the family’s earnings. Although other studies have also found that couples with children have 

significantly higher risks of divorce than similar childless couples, in Britain the association was 

strongest in low-income households where children increased the economic stress of couples.229 

Among the high-earning couples, the associations between economic stress from limited financial 

resources and divorce are not as relevant, but a few hypotheses to explain this finding are that in 

higher income families a) the couples may have had a more egalitarian division of roles between 

the dual-earners before the birth of the child, so the changes generated greater dissatisfaction in 

comparison to couples that more closely followed traditional gender roles before becoming 

parents, and b)  the couple did not face the financial barriers to divorce, facilitating decisions to 

end the union. Recent findings from Folke (2020) support these possible explanations by 

highlighting the role of gender-traditional roles in the heightened risk of divorce among women 

who received promotions in the private sector or in government (by winning elections).230 The 

division of domestic tasks has previously been associated with marital satisfaction and a study 

with German couples found that the perception that men contribute fairly to housework is related 

to “more frequent and satisfying sex in the future” (p. 208).231 Additionally, Leopold (2018) found 

that women’s daily time spent on domestic work decreased half an hour after divorce,232 supporting 

the hypothesis of the role of the traditional gendered distribution of domestic tasks on divorce.  

Divorce between parents does not equate to the end of the relationship between any of the divorced 

parents and the child; however, divorce has important implications for parenting. First of all, 

custody arrangements may limit the time and types of interactions between parent and child. 

Household changes may distance the non-resident or non-custodial parent and his/her child, as 

may a tumultuous relationship between the divorced parents.  
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In the Czech Republic, there were important differences between men and women’s acceptance of 

shared custody: only about a third of women (31-39%) as compared to over half of men (52-61%) 

agreed that shared custody was beneficial for children after divorce. The acceptance of shared 

custody increased with greater education and personal experience also influenced in the acceptance 

of shared custody, whereas “women without children and without having experienced a divorce 

are more likely to hold positive attitude toward shared custody” (p. 266). The existence of 

accepting attitudes toward shared custody in this example did not reflect the custody arrangements 

in the country since only 16% of children/ adolescents were in shared custody after divorces in 

2016, 77% stayed with their mothers and 7% with fathers.233 In the EU, “a mother automatically 

has parental responsibility for her child, as does a married father”, however, “the rules on whether 

an unmarried father has these rights and duties differ depending on the country”234. 

In divorce, traditional gender roles may be reinforced if the discourse around fathers’ possible 

contributions is limited to alimony payments or father-child leisure activities on weekend visits. 

Research from Lithuania shows that geographical distance between parent and child place of 

residence does not necessarily interfere with the relationship quality, even in cases where children 

live abroad, but father-child relationships exhibit more emotional intimacy and approval with 

increased contact frequency. The results also showed that fathers were more engaged in the 

emotional and practical work involved with caregiving when he had better a relationship with the 

mother.235 

The data shows that parenting is complex, but decisions regarding childcare after divorce should 

be made based on the best interest of children, considering the specificities of each family and 

situation, and not based on gender roles. However, attitudes regarding shared custody, gender and 

ethnicity, as well as, biases among gatekeepers, such as members of the judiciary, are still critical 

factors in determining what parenting after divorce looks like. Overall, data shows that children 

and families do better in families with less conflict.  

Although the focus of the data has been on heteronormative relationships between couples 

consisting of a man and a woman, families exist and thrive in a wide variety of compositions, 

including single-parent households, LGBTQ parents, dual-households, blended, extended, 

adoptive families and other arrangements as needed to promote wellbeing, fulfillment and life 

satisfaction. Compositions that go beyond the traditional mother-father dyad have also been shown 

to produce supportive and healthy relationships, for example of the adopted children in gay father 

families are at least as likely to be securely attached as children in lesbian mother or heterosexual 

 
233 Fučík, P. (2020). Chapter 12: Public Attitudes Toward Shared Custody: The Czech Republic. In Mortelmans, D. 

(Ed.) Divorce in Europe: New Insights in Trends, Causes and Consequences of Relation Break-Ups (pp. 123-143). 

Cham: Springer. 
234 European Union. (2020) Parental responsibility. Retrieved from 

https://europa.eu/youreurope/citizens/family/children/parental-responsibility/index_en.htm. 
235 Maslauskaitė, A., Tereškinas, A. (2020). Chapter 14: Quality of Non-resident Father-Child Relationships: 

Between “Caring for” and “Caring about”. In Mortelmans, D. (Ed.) Divorce in Europe: New Insights in Trends, 

Causes and Consequences of Relation Break-Ups (pp. 123-143). Cham: Springer. 



45 
 

parent families.236 In order to support family well-being, there are conditions and strategies that 

can be implemented to support the construction of harmonious, caring relationships. 

VII. Transforming Father’s Care 

In order to promote greater gender equity in caregiving and domestic work across Europe 

programmes have been implemented with men and boys, in addition to women, girls and non-

binary individuals.  

One approach has been to build parents’ confidence and competence through curriculum focused 

on fathers and caregiving, such as Program P. Program P was developed by Promundo to promote 

concrete strategies and action steps to engage men in active fatherhood from pregnancy until early 

childhood and has been used to inform and adapt programming for fathers, their partners, health 

workers, and others who aim to promote maternal and child health, family well-being and gender 

equality. At the European level, Program P has been adapted by the PARENT project,237 led by 

the Centre for Social Studies at the University of Coimbra and Promundo Portugal.  

The Council of Europe Recommendation Rec(2006)19 on Policy to Support Positive Parenting 

recognizes the importance of implementing governmental policies and programmes on positive 

parenting, stating that “key messages on positive parenting should be issued to all parents and 

persons providing care and involved in the rearing of a child on a daily basis”.238 Although several 

programmes to support positive parenting have been evaluated, they infrequently include 

information specifically on fathers.239, 240 Among positive parenting programmes with a specific 

lens towards fatherhood and gender equitable parenting, experimental evaluation showed that the 

Responsible Engaged and Loving (REAL) Fathers Initiative produced a reduction in fathers’ use 

of harsh punishments and increase in positive discipline methods.241 Participating fathers also 

reported greater confidence in implementing positive parenting strategies to manage their child’s 

behaviours. A randomized-controlled trial of an adaptation of Program P also found reduced use 
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in adoptive gay father families. Attachment & Human Development, 110-123. Doi: 

10.1080/14616734.2019.1589067  
237 https://parent.ces.uc.pt/. PARENT Project has received funding from the European Union’s Rights, Equality and 

Citizenship Programme under grant agreement N° 810458. 
238 Child Rights International Network (CRIN). Council of Europe Recommendation REC(2006)19 on Policy to 

Support Positive Parenting. Retrieved from: https://archive.crin.org/en/library/legal-database/council-europe-

recommendation-rec200619-policy-support-positive-parenting.html 
239 Gardner, F., Montgomery, P., & Knerr, W. (2015). Transporting Evidence-Based Parenting Programmes for 

Child Problem Behavior (Age 3-10) Between Countries: Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis. Journal of Clinical 

Child & Adolescent Psychology, 45(6). DOI: 10.1080/15374416.2015.1015134 
240 Morrison, J., Pikhart, H., Ruiz, M., & Goldblatt, P. (2014). Systematic review of parenting interventions in 

European countries aiming to reduce social inequalities in children’s health and development. BMC Public Health, 

14. DOI: 10.1186/1471-2458-14-1040 
241 Ashburn, K., Kerner, B., Ojamuge, D., & Lundgren, R. (2017). Evaluation of the Responsible, Engaged and 

Loving (REAL) Fathers Initiative Partner Violence in Northern Uganda. Prevention Science, 18(7), 854-864. DOI: 

10.1007/s11121-016-0713-9.  
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of physical punishments of children among participating mothers and fathers. The evaluation also 

found that fathers spent an average of 55 more minutes per day on caregiving and household tasks 

at 21 months after the intervention. 

Other approaches focus on beginning early by transforming gender attitudes of youth. Although 

for many young people, gender norms are changing, the European Commission’s Strategic 

Engagement for Gender Equality 2016-2019 report states, young people are not immune from 

gender stereotypes or inequalities, and thus should be considered a key target group of the EU.242 

Moreover, gender-based violence among youth is being expressed in new ways that still lack the 

adequate knowledge and tools to address them, such as online violence and cyber-bullying driven 

by rigid stereotypes around masculinity. Evidence demonstrates the impact that experiencing 

violence in childhood can have on the use of violence as an adult243 and developing the 

psychosocial skills for building healthy, equitable, non-violent relationships should begin even 

before parenthood. It is in this context, and to address the European Commission’s call to raise the 

awareness of boys and girls about gender equality, a recent pilot, conducted in Belgium, Croatia, 

Germany, Portugal and Spain of the “EQUI-X – Engaging youth at promotion of nonviolent and 

equitable masculinities”244 was developed to address gender, relationships, violence and health 

behaviors with adolescents in schools and/or in juvenile detention centres. Among the participants, 

boys were 64% more likely to show improved gender attitudes at the end of the sessions and among 

the items with the greatest improvement towards more equitable attitudes was the “changing 

diapers, giving kids a bath and feeding them is the mother’s responsibility”. The findings from the 

pilot pointed to future areas of improvement: in Belgium, the items with the lowest average scores 

suggest that future gender-transformative programmes with youth should focus on reproductive 

and sexual health and the division of unpaid care work; specifically among the Spanish youth, 

male friendships and emotional support networks should be a focus.245  

In addition to working with families directly, efforts should include professionals who may serve 

as gatekeepers to men’s participation. Frascarolo et al. (2016) describe how healthcare 

professionals can restrict father’s participation in caregiving by reinforcing traditional roles of 

mothers as the primary actors responsible for children through institutional practices, such as using 

the mother’s name to identify the newborn in the maternity ward, to social cues utilized during 

interactions, like predominantly focusing discussions, questions and orientations on the mother.246  

 
242 European Commission Directorate-General for Justice and Consumers. (2015). Strategic Engagement for Gender 

Equality 2016-2019. Retrieved from: https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/eu-policy/strategic-engagement-gender-

equality-2016-2019_en 
243 Taylor, A. Y., Moura, T., Scabio, J. L., Borde, E., Afonso, J. S., & Barker, G. This isn’t the life for you: 

Masculinities and nonviolence in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. Results from the International Men and Gender Equality 

Survey (IMAGES) with a focus on urban violence. Washington, DC and Rio de Janeiro: Promundo, 2016.  
244 http://equixproject.eu/ 
245 http://equixproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Guide-EU.pdf 
246 Frascarolo, F., Feinberg, M., Sznitman, G. A., Favez, N. (2016). Professional gatekeeping towards fathers: A 

powerful influence on family and child development. World Association for Infant Mental Health, pp. 4-7.  
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Qualitative research in the scope of the “Promotion, Awareness Raining and Engaging of men in 

Nurture Transformations” (PARENT) Project247 in the EU has found that among health 

professionals involved in antenatal, perinatal and postpartum care, there has been increasing 

recognition of fathers as central participants in pregnancy and childcare instead of as merely 

companions. Positive changes in health professionals’ attitudes and practices can set precedents 

promoting more equitable engagement of men in parenthood.  However, gains in new attitudes 

and practices are not necessarily permanent and must be continually reinforced to avoid returning 

to traditional gender roles in healthcare services. For example, many advancements in recognizing 

father’s role and encouraging their involvement have been lost during the pandemic:  

“In most hospitals they are not allowing any companions, I think that a good thing 

of the last few years was the involvement precisely of the partners, in the 

consultations and in the delivery itself. This expectation that if it is their will and 

the woman's, yes, they are supposed to be there, and until recently the argument 

was “the father is the father, he is not a companion” and things like that, and 

nowadays, from a moment to another, it has become freely accepted that the woman 

goes completely alone, without a companion, and the father has returned to being 

a mere expendable companion during labour, including in consultations and 

ultrasounds.” 

Although COVID-19 forced everyone to make exceptional adaptations, care must be taken to not 

allow emergency measures, taken to halt the pandemic, to become long-term, common practices 

that reinforce gatekeeping.  

Health workers are one example of service providers who should be included in transforming 

fathers care, but social workers are also another key target group. Research with social workers 

has found intrinsic biases against fathers - often overlooking their role as caregivers or viewing 

them as a threat in the family. In complex family dynamics where parents may need support caring 

for children, the mother is generally considered the “default parent” and offered services such as 

counseling and classes on parenting strategies, while the father’s removal from the family unit is 

considered at much earlier stages and often before offering similar support services. Migration 

and/or ethnic minority status of fathers can also add biases against his potential participation as a 

caregiver on top of traditional gendered expectations held by professionals.248  

 
247 PARENT aims to pilot a gender-synchronised approach aiming to tackle the challenges of prevention and 

eradication of violence against women and children by engaging men in co-responsible parenting and caregiving and 

promoting an equal share of unpaid care work. Through PARENT, implementing partners, together with local 

partners providing services directly to families, in Portugal, Austria, Italy and Lithuania,  designed and implemented 

context-specific adaptations of Programme P, a gender transformative parenting programme developed by 

Promundo. 
248 Nygren, K., Walsh, J., Ellingsen, I. T., Christie, A. (2019). What about the fathers? The presence and absence of 

the father in social work practice in England, Ireland, Norway and Sweden - A comparative study. Child & Family 

Social Work 24(1), pp. 148-155.  Doi: 10.1111/cfs/12592 
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Rohrmann (2019) also identified the potential role of mothers and early childhood education and 

care (ECEC) as gatekeepers to men’s increased involvement in the female-dominated ECEC, but 

increased presence of male ECEC workers was identified as a potential means to improve father 

involvement.249  

Starting from early childhood and continuing throughout a child and adolescent’s schooling, 

educators play a key role in establishing precedents for non-discriminatory practices and 

preventing the repetition of gendered stereotypes.  For example, in the school-context, gender 

stereotypes can limit aspirations and life trajectories because young people construct their desired 

futures based on perceptions of what is possible and expected. Studies have shown relationships 

between student outcomes and both teachers’ explicit expectations and implicit biases.250, 251  For 

girls, this may be a contributing factor in limiting their professional aspirations to focus on family 

and their perceived roles as caregivers. 252 For boys, their roles as future caregivers may be invisible 

in comparison to the drive for economic ‘success’. Notedly, among the factors that pull boys away 

from schools is the perception of employment opportunities and a pull towards work versus 

education. Although boys are overrepresented among young people who do not conclude high 

school, girls who were early-leavers of school take longer to transition into the labour market and 

show greater underemployment than boys.253 

An initiative co-funded by the Rights, Equality and Citizenship Programme of the European Union 

(Boys in Care) aims to expand the educational and vocational perspectives of youth by addressing 

gender stereotypes, particularly those related to care. In addition to expanding educational and 

professional horizons, young people with more equitable gender attitudes are less likely to 

perpetrate violence, including dating violence and sexual harassment,254 and schools serve as a 

relevant setting for implementing gender transformative programing with peer groups that can 

reinforce behaviors.255  

Although health, education and social services generally recognize the importance of promoting 

engaged fatherhood and gender equality, they still consist of people with their own gender attitudes 

 
249 Rohrmann, T. (2019). The Role of Male Caretakers and Pre-School Teachers for Father Involvement in ECEC. 
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251 Van Houtte, M. & Dermanet, J. (2016). Teachers’ beliefs about students, and the intention of students to drop out 

of secondary education in Flanders. Teaching and Teacher Education, 54, 117-127. DOI: 10.1016/j/tate/2015.12.003 
252 Machado, A. L. & Muller, M. “If it’s already tough, imagine for me…” A qualitative Perspective on Youth Out 

of School and Out of Work in Brazil. Policy Research Working Paper 8358. World Bank Working Group, 2018.  
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and influenced by the gender norms of their societies. Continued initiatives can contribute to 

changing gender attitudes of service providers and also promote their roles as replicators of 

equitable gender attitudes in their institutions and among the serviced families. 

VIII. Conclusions and recommendations 

The data shows that across Europe advances have been made towards gender equality, but the 

unequal distribution of caregiving and domestic work continue to serve as a barrier to women’s 

economic, social and political equality. 1 in 3 European women cite caregiving as a barrier to 

employment and women spend, on average, a minimum of 10 hours more a week caring for 

children than men. Women’s participation in leadership positions in the public and private sectors 

is also limited by work-life conflict. To address these barriers, this report focused on the data 

related to men’s involvement in caregiving and active fatherhood as a strategy for promoting 

gender equality.  

The disparities in women and men’s caregiving is not natural nor unchangeable. National policies 

can provide the needed contexts for equality in unpaid care and domestic work, especially when 

they are developed to support the dismantling of rigid gender norms that designate gendered roles 

within the home and society. In order to achieve equality, it is urgent to develop public policies 

and strategies that catalyze men and boys to assume their responsibilities in doing half of the paid 

and unpaid care work. These strategies can be aimed at guaranteeing fully paid, earmarked and 

non-transferrable paternity leave, in addition to maternity or parental leave, that goes beyond the 

first months of a child’s life. Policies can also promote father’s participation in caregiving as 

partners with women from the earliest moments by promoting men’s engagement in the health 

sector as an active participant during prenatal, childbirth and postnatal health care. Additionally, 

public services that provide safety nets for families - such as those related to early childhood care, 

education, poverty alleviation and social services – should be strengthened and can also promote 

change by re-examining how they engage fathers and men to not reproduce harmful gender 

stereotypes.  

To change the socialization that limits men’s participation in caregiving and normalizes harmful 

gender attitudes and practices, boys need to be engaged at an early stage in doing hands-on care at 

home, exposed to care professions and to positive examples of men around them proudly carrying 

out unpaid care and domestic work. Early childhood professionals, schools and educators must 

address gender as a transversal theme and develop care practices from an early age. Government 

training programs can support educators, as well as other service providers, to change institutional 

practices that may inadvertently reinforce harmful gender stereotypes, their own gender attitudes, 

and prepare them to engage families in gender equality and gender equitable programs. Changing 

social norms also expands how men’s contributions are interpreted, particularly those that go 

beyond traditional economic roles.  
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Furthermore, families are facing particularly urgent and pressing social and economic concerns in 

the volatile context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Family dynamics have changed and the gendered 

divisions of labour will be impacted as labour markets are hit and social isolation measures modify 

daily routines and available social support. To better understand the impacts of the pandemic, data 

disaggregated by sex, ethnicity, employment, sexuality, parental status, and other relevant 

indicators should be collected and publicly available. During this time, paid and unpaid care work 

should be particularly valued and its economic and social contributions recognized.  

Finally, the benefits of gender equality are extensive and the responsibility is everyone’s. Men 

need training to build their confidence and self-efficacy in performing care work; but they also 

need to commit to being agents of change and carrying out 50% of caregiving in their homes. 

Together, gender equality is possible, but to get there change in terms of who does the daily care 

work in homes is needed.  

 


