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Preface

These proceedings represent the work of contributors to the 4™ International Conference on Gender
Research (ICGR 2021), hosted by University of Aveiro, Portugal on 21-22 June 2021. The Conference
Co-Chairs are Professor Elisabeth T. Pereira and Professor Carlos Costa, and the Programme Chair is
Professor Zélia Breda, all from University of Aveiro, Portugal.

ICGR is a well-established event on the academic research calendar and now in its 4™ year the key aim
remains the opportunity for participants to share ideas and meet the people who hold them. The
conference was due to be held at The University of Aveiro, Portugal but due to the global Covid-19
pandemic it was moved online to be held as a virtual event. The scope of papers will ensure an
interesting two days. The subjects covered illustrate the wide range of topics that fall into this
important and ever-growing area of research.

The opening keynote presentation is given by Professor Vanessa Ratten, from La Trobe University,
Victoria, Australia on the topic of Gender, Ageing and Entrepreneurial Ecosystems. The second day of
the conference will open with an address by Professor Erica Wilson, Southern Cross University, NSW,
Australia who will talk about Gender in the time of COVID: Imagining a more Inclusive (Tourism)
World.

With an initial submission of 113 abstracts, after the double blind, peer review process there are 37
Academic research papers, 2 PhD research papers, 1 Masters Research paper and 8 work-in-progress
papers published in these Conference Proceedings. These papers represent research from, Austria,
Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Iceland, India, Iran, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Mexico, Nigeria, North Cyprus,
Poland, Portugal, South Africa, Spain, Turkey, UK, UAE, USA and Vietnam

We hope you enjoy the conference.
Professor Elisabeth T. Pereira, Professor Carlos Costa and Professor Zélia Breda

University of Aveiro
Portugal
June 2021
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Abstract: In the last 50 years the role of fathers in western societies as considerably changed, as demonstrated by an
increasing body of research in social, human and psychological sciences. Although fathers are increasingly involved in family
life, gender equality in both family and working life is still far from being achieved, and socially stressful situations such as
the COVID-19 pandemic are exacerbating them. While the female burden of unpaid work within families has been widely
studied in the literature, to date little is still known about fathers’ perception of their engagement in the family routine.
Through the analysis of seven in-depth interviews of fathers with children aged 0-7, the present case-study investigates how
and to what extent sharing parental responsibilities, i.e. childcare and household tasks, affects a variety of gender-equality
related variables, such as the return to work of the partner, the fathers’ working career, and difficulties they have to address.
By adopting text-mining analytical techniques, our findings suggest that, on the one hand, fathers’ higher family engagement
facilitate and support the mothers’ returning to work; on the other hand, such commitment is recognised by fathers as
slowing down their careers, especially in the case of self-employees. Broadly, whilst fathers recognise their parenting role
and experience as a positive change compared to past generations, due to their family engagement they also point out how
they have been victims of prejudices linked to gender stereotypes both at the workplace and among relatives or
acquaintances. Importantly, the present study sheds (preliminary) light on the difficulties and obstacles experienced by
fathers as a consequence of their closer engagement in family life - a rather unexplored aspect in literature so far. Indeed, if
such behaviours will be sustained at a quantitative level as well, it might have important consequences for future gender-
oriented strategies and policies, in terms of reshaping the productive system, overcoming gender stereotypes for both
females and males, and mainstreaming approach to gender issues.

Keywords: fatherhood, family engagement, gender stereotypes, workplace, Italy

1. Introduction

Following the COVID-19 pandemic and the severe restricting measures implemented accordingly by
governments, such as extended and full lockdown periods, an increasing amount of evidence was presented of
the important consequences these measures had on the population, often exacerbating critical issues already
present in the social and productive structure of the countries. In Italy, similarly to many other countries, a
picture of economic distress is part of a broader context of crisis at the European level to which certain categories
of people have been particularly exposed as a consequence of the pandemic measures. The financial and
economic shock produced by the general closing down of productive activities has produced, among other
things, higher rates of unemployment, of which women are particularly more at risk compared to men -
especially if they are young and self-employed (ILO, 2021). At the same time, however, the pandemic has
enormously increased teleworking and homeworking modalities (EIGE, 2020). At the European level, the tertiary
sector has taken most advantage of the possibility of working from home, especially in the field of education,
public administration and services in general. This sector includes jobs that can be carried out mainly in the
office, involving administrative, training or educational tasks, where the necessity for physical presence is
reduced (Sostero et al., 2020), and presents higher proportions of women compared to male workers. Therefore,
it is no coincidence that the quota of female teleworkers is higher than that of male workers (Eurofound, 2020).

In Italy, a complete lockdown took place between 8 March and 3 May, affecting the majority of productive,
educational, and social activities. Following such overall conditions, the employment situation appears to have
seriously deteriorated over the last year, and comparing the female contingent with their male counterpart
shows that women have suffered the most from negative shocks in the labour market dynamics (ISTAT, 2021).
The working difficulties faced by the Italian women are intertwined with a division of the family duties that
remains strongly unbalanced on the female side (ISTAT, 2019a; Barigozzi, Di Timoteo and Monfardini, 2020). As
highlighted by recent studies, in Italy the increasing work-related uncertainty and impoverishment caused by
the COVID-lockdown has exacerbated unpaid work especially for women and mothers (Del Boca et al., 2020;
Zannella et al., 2020). Similar data were reported in other countries such as the US (Deryugina, Shurchkov and
Stearns, 2021), suggesting that gender as a social construction is still a determinant for unpaid activities division
(Meraviglia and Dudka, 2021).
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Although many advancements have been made towards evening out gender equality, some salient issues remain
unresolved in Italy, such as: the strong difference between employment rates of men and women in the face of
significant labour market segmentation (EIGE, 2019); the difficulties for women to re-enter the labour market
after their maternity leave and the high number of women giving up their careers due to these difficulties
(CEDAW, 2017; Camera dei Deputati, XI Commissione Lavoro pubblico e privato, 2020). With the aim of
supporting women's employment, one central aspect is to improve the balance between partners (and parents)’
in their work-life organisation. In Italy, family-tailored welfare measures have been introduced or enhanced,
among which the increase of compulsory paternity leave for employed fathers from 7 to 10 days since 2021 (the
State Finance Bill, 2020), in agreement with the EU directive 2019/1158 on work-life balance (European
Parliament and Council of the European Union, 2019). However, except for the information available about the
use and distribution of family time (ISTAT, 2016, 2019a), and on the access to paternity leave by employees in
the private sector (INPS data; Villa, 2020), still little is known about how fathers engaged in and juggled in the
family management, e.g. the resources they invested or the daily difficulties they encountered. This study
provides a closer look into the personal experiences and the adopted strategies by contemporary fathers in Italy;
and particularly those who decide to be engaged in childcare and housework.

Recent literature has highlighted how current forms of parental leave, paternity leave, and working flexibility
improve the family environment, in terms of the child well-being, the father-child relationship, and the economic
security of the household if paternity leave is paid (e.g. O’'Brien, Brandth and Kvande, 2007; OECD, 2016;
Mangiavacchi, Piccoli and Pieroni, 2020). This is particularly evident in workplaces allowing for a certain amount
of time and location flexibility to employees such the academia (Galinsky, Aumann and Bond, 2009; Damaske et
al., 2014), where men choose to be more involved in childcare and housekeeping, trying to adapt their work to
the needs of both the child and the partner. However, every rose has its thorn: while such a change in attitudes
may undoubtedly support the working career of the partner, it does not leave the father immune from major
difficulties in organising his work and reconciling these commitments with the family schedule (Coltrane et al.,
2013; Marchesini, 2021). And this seems to be true even in countries where gender differences are less
accentuated, such as Sweden (Allard, Haas and Hwang, 2007; Raiden and Raisdnen, 2013). Along with work
difficulties, men choosing higher degrees of engagement, i.e. in childcare and housework tasks, must also deal
with male stereotypes and in particular with the (failed) social expectations that their behaviour may generate.
Indeed, the latest available data on gender role stereotypes in Italy reveals that there is still a strong belief that
work success is more important for men than women, that it is mainly men who have to provide for the financial
needs of the family and that men are less suited to take care of household duties (ISTAT, 2019b). Such a gender-
stereotypical view was also found among secondary school pupils mainly from low socio-economic backgrounds,
who identify care duties and household chores as exclusively female (Caruso, Cerbara and Tintori, 2019).

As already argued above, such an heavily stereotyped view might have been exacerbated during the pandemic.
Recent research evidence shows how stereotypes can play a protective role against a lack of certainty in times
of health emergencies, as in the case of the COVID-19, reducing the degree of perceived complexity of the realty
and encouraging people to look for pre-established models of behaviour to adhere to, thus constituting a
protective factor for the person's well-being against external stress agents (Tintori et al., 2020). Consequently,
for those fathers no longer responding to the male breadwinner stereotypes may happen, on the one hand, to
experiencing an identity dilemma (Doucet and Merla, 2007; Lee and Lee, 2018), and, on the other hand, such
engaging fatherhood seems to let fathers in redefining the own masculine identity by rejecting conventional
gender roles (Rochlen et al., 2008; Fischer and Anderson, 2012; Latshaw, 2015; Solomon, 2017).

Given the persistence of gender differences in the work and family spheres, and in light of the innovations in
gender and family support policies that are being implemented in Italy, this contribution aims to remark how
the importance of engaging fathers in parental responsibilities can play towards gender equality; as well as
highlighting the work and social challenges that they may experience and, consequently, inhibit the spread of
gender equality behaviours among contemporary fathers.

2. Data and methods

To highlight the behaviour of Italian fathers regarding childcare and housework, as well as possible difficulties in
balancing working life and a high degree of family life involvement, a case study was carried out through in-
depth interviews with seven fathers having at least one child aged 0-3 within a heterosexual and dual-earner
couple, conducted in October 2020. The fathers were provided with a topics outline addressed for developing a
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common logical thread. Thanks to the semi-structured interviews, the interviewed fathers were allowed to bring
out priority and important topics to them.

The questions investigated the family daily habits and organisation, the difficulties of their work-life balance, as
well as their experience towards attitudes and expectations with gender stereotypes. The interviews, collected
via both face-to-face and WAPI methods, were recorded, transcribed, and then anonymised, and only the
transcript has been kept for analysis.

The seven interviewees were selected by trying to differentiate as much as possible some key-characteristics
about their educational qualification and profession. The fathers of this study are between 31 and 46 years old,
with at least two children aged between 6 months and 7 years, their educational qualification ranges between
a high school diploma and a PhD. All interviewed fathers are employed, whether in the public administration or
private sector or self-employed.

Text mining techniques were applied to uncover common semantic structures in the interviews. In particular, in
this study the focus is placed on the terms considered important for each respondent (through the calculation
of the coefficient term frequency-inverse document frequency or tf-idf), as well as on the relationships existing
between the terms used, focusing specifically on the most recurrent word pairs (bi-grams) (Manning and
Schiitze, 1999) and terms association (¢ coefficient of correlation) (Silge and Robinson, 2017). As the interviews
were conducted in Italian, the results are kept in the mother tongue in order not to change the semantic meaning
of the terms used by interviewees.

3. Main findings

3.1 Fathers’ engagement

The first part of the interviews investigated to what extent fathers considered themselves as involved in
childcare and housework. By adopting the tf-idf coefficient - which weights the frequency of a single word in an
interview by the length of the interview itself — to the analysis of the most recurrent words, a variety of terms
related to both childcare and domestic management emerged for each respondent (Figure 1). For example,
storia (tale), leggere (reading), pannolino (nappy), cura (care) and pomeriggio (afternoon) all refer to activities
carried out by fathers with their children, indicating the usual activities concerning both personal care, such as
changing nappies, bathing and preparing meals, and activities such as taking children to school, playing or
reading together, or spending time with them in the afternoon. In parallel, terms as partecipare (attending to),
presenza (presence), disponibile (available), condividere (sharing) and partecipazione (participation) refer to
fathers' engagement in family life. Results from the interviews show that often fathers and mothers take turns
in childcare on working days so that both parents can plan and be exclusively committed to their work for a
certain time during the day or week. All interviewed fathers report to share housework with their partners, such
as shopping, cooking, or housecleaning, except for some specific task that remains in one partner’s domain. The
housework division, therefore, seems to reflect parents’ time spent with the children and their work
commitments.

Regarding the sharing of housekeeping tasks with their partner, interviewees recognise their behaviour as
different and often in antithesis to that of their fathers’, highlighting a sort of generational shift. Benjamin, aged
41-45 and with two children, is French and lives in Rome, his partner's hometown. Talking about childcare, he
points out how the maternal grandfather is not helpful in their daily routine, for he was never keen on playing
and spending time with his children in their family routine, looking after children has always been carried out by
the mother. Similarly, Elio, father of two children, underlines this contrast of paternal styles referring to his own
family and experience:
Times have changed: for my father and my mother [...] it is natural that my mother is a housewife and my

father is always the worker. [...] | remember that my mum was the one who changed my nappies and
spent the most time with me, my dad didn't play with me or take me for riding the bike.

Additionally, fathers’ perception is that this division of duties is not so unusual: for instance, Antonio, part-time
worker with two children, recognises how, in his network, many fathers actively participate in the family life. In
his view, this facilitates a mutual understanding of shared experiences and difficulties with other fathers.
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Although fathers interviewed describe themselves as actively engaged in family life, and although this emerging
family organisation is designed to reserve specific working spots for both parents, fathers seem to show
difficulties in work-life balance anyway.
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Figure 1: Most important words by interviewed fathers. Tf-idf coefficient.
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3.2 Parenthood impact on fathers’ careers

Looking at the lexical structure of the seven interviews as emerged in the analysis of the most recurrent word
pairs in the text collection (Figure 2), several work-related terms emerge, highlighting the difficulties fathers face
as a result of the engaging-in-family choice made. The term lavoro (work), which appears to be a key node, is
often used in combination with words such as problema (issue), organizzazione (planning), and impegno (effort).
Such a relationship seems significant in all fathers’ interviews regardless of their profession or contract type.
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Figure 2: Network plot of the most recurrent pairs of adjacent words (bi-grams).

In terms of fathers’ work-life balance, paternity leave is not always perceived as a resource and even when
entitled to, interviewees do not always choose to use it. Benjamin, a self-employed worker in the media area
with a French contract, was entitled to 5 days of paid leave after his child’s birth, but he did not seize it as an
opportunity because of the flexible nature of his job: as he independently organises and schedules his tasks, and
thanks to the agreement with his colleagues, he took advantage of the flexibility provided by his contract to
carve out daily moments with his new-born child: “you can open the door and change a nappy or help out and
then go back to work. But it's also true that you don't switch off, so you have advantages and disadvantages”.
Similarly, both Antonio, a permanent part-time employee, and Gianni, a fixed-term full-time employee, chose
not to apply for paternity leave although provided by their contracts, because their working environments were
sensitive and welcoming to their new situation. Indeed, Antonio states how with the second baby’s born,

| told at work that | was staying home for 10 days. | didn't worry [about the official procedure], | didn't
ask for parental leave because | have some autonomy at work anyway and | work with people | know. |
currently have a friendly working environment about these things, and [my colleagues] have children the
same age as mine,

thus highlighting the aspect of sympathy for the situation and sharing of the difficulties with colleagues who
were in the same situation as him. In addition to the aspect of familiarity and welcoming of the workplace, Gianni
adds that he did not "inform too much" about getting the parental leave because, as a teacher in a small school
with few teaching staff, he is aware of the difficulties that his choice would have entailed for students and
colleagues.

On the contrary, Daniele, who is also self-employed in the film industry but has an Italian contract, is not entitled
to parental leave for the Italian legislation and decided to rearrange his work commitments, accepting and taking
part in projects that did not involve long journeys in Italy or abroad.

Two of the interviewed fathers declare that they do not find re-arranging their jobs particularly demanding. Elio

can enjoy high flexibility and an autonomous work organisation that allows him to enter and leave the workplace
according to family commitments. He can rely on the significant presence of his partner who, as a permanent
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employee, can take advantage of extended periods of maternity leave or other forms of work-life balance.
Gianni, on the other hand, manages to reconcile work and family life because his partner, a research fellow,
organises her working time according to the children's school and Gianni's return home from work. To
summarise, the flexibility of both parents - in terms of working place, schedules, and autonomous task
management - seems essential in reconciling work and family life, as well as in dealing with potential
emergencies that cannot be planned for. For instance, Carlo states several times in his interview that being a
permanent researcher allowed him, and still allows him, to organise his work according to his family
commitments, since he carries out a job that evaluates his productivity over a long period and not on a daily or
weekly basis.

On the contrary, self-employed workers are those who struggle the most from finding a balance between work
and family life. Benjamin, for instance, while considering his homeworking as positive for the overall family well-
being, states that it

also put extra pressure on me, because | felt guilty or unable to do two things at once - home and work.
[...] What burdened me, though, was the fact that | never had time off, that | didn't have any specific room
for myself, so being available all the time made it difficult to concentrate. | only went out shopping, but
[my life] was all there, at home,

highlighting the scarcity of extended time and defined space for working, and accusing a lack of concentration
and increasing stress under both a parental and professional perspectives. Daniele, self-employed in the media
as well, also points out such time issue, because his job requires concentration and a significant dedicated time.
To overcome this problem, Daniele and his partner decided to plan their week, so they both know how many
days and hours they can devote to work and plan it accordingly.

When talking about the difficulties they face in their work-life balance, almost all fathers interviewed perceive
their choice of being actively engaged in parenting as an obstacle for their career. Carlo reckons that the great
flexibility of his job has allowed him to modulate his work schedule according to the family needs; at the same
time though the numerous absentee days, the reduced in-office working hours, and his limited availability to
business trips may have affected his performance and productivity. In his view, this is a direct consequence of
his parental choices, which negatively impacted his career and “labour market possibilities”. Gianni, a fixed-term
teacher in a private school, emphasises that being present almost every afternoon with his children does not
leave him with enough time to study for the selection procedure to become a teacher in the public school.

Benjamin and Daniele also recognise that their family engagement has and still is holding back their careers.
Benjamin acknowledges that, during the early childhood of both children, he felt very limited professionally.

Working as a self-employed, he has to

be [always] up to date, to have that curiosity always and to be available for training permanently [...], and
this is part of our work. [In the children's early years] | didn't have such time or availability anymore.

Daniele, who is professionally similar to Benjamin, adds that experiencing engaging fatherhood has led him to
discard many projects, to choose only those with a satisfactory salary but a close location to his home, so as not
to ask his partner to take over the family responsibilities by her own. For example,

I turned down a job offer [...] for two months in Vietnam, which has, let's say, all the characteristics of the
job I chose. [...] the desire to travel and see the world [...] it's a bit of what I've built up over the years. But
[in September] my partner had to start working again, there was the children’s school inclusion, so I didn't
really think about that job and | just said no.

In some ways, flexibility might not always be the answer: men with highly flexible work organisation may still
perceive a slowdown in their working or professional development.

3.3 Highly-engaged fathers and male stereotypes

Along with the work-related difficulties, the interview aimed to investigate whether the fathers experienced
some form of stigma because of their choice to live engaging parenting. Throughout the interview, fathers
revealed situations, episodes or attitudes experienced as directly related to gender stereotypes. To investigate
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this topic, a specific question was asked on whether they had experienced jokes about their choice. The
correlation (¢ coefficient) between the term “joke” and the other used words was then calculated (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Words from the interviews most positive correlated with battuta (joke). ¢ coefficient >= 0.6

Five out of seven interviewed fathers declare to have been the object of jokes or teasing concerning their
parenting style. The term battuta (joke) appears as highly correlated with words linked to their own experience
and events, such as succedere (happening) and situazione (situation); as well as it appears connected to the
father's presenza (presence) in the family and his will to riuscire (succeed to) in being there. Carlo, a researcher
with three children, mentions some of the jokes he often received in the workplace such as "do you still work
here?"; "do we keep your desk?"; "but didn't you just arrived and already leaving?", highlighting how the working
reality before the COVID-19 pandemic was closely linked to the equation the poorer the presence at work, the
poorer the person. Carlo reports that he was also the object of jokes within the family because he did not respect
the male-worker stereotypes.

It happened that after lunch | got up and helped my mother-in-law with the plates, and my father- and
my brother-in-law used to say to me: "stop it, you're ruining our reputation!", meaning "remain seated
like we are [...] because someone else cleans the dishes".

Daniele, who is self-employed in the film industry, points out that having a family puts him in the position of

having to justify something:
[This] thing happened just recently, with a working group of people I'm very close to, friends who are my
age, who don't have children and lead the life | did when | was 30, and at that age, at most you have a
few affairs, you go to parties, you come back, you do whatever you want. We had the idea of writing a
project together based in South America, but during the summer | didn't want to be away from the
children and my partner, and | contributed very little and with a lot of difficulties just before the deadline,
locking myself in two or three nights the last few days. They've been giving me a hard time about it,
[making] issues about me not being around much lately, not being very reliable...

In terms of male stereotypes in the workplace, the testimony of Elio, a full-time civil servant, is exemplary.

During the first year of the child's age, [any parent] is entitled to two hours of breastfeeding, and with the
little one, | took this leave. So there were days that | would go to work at 07:30 and [...] at 11:30 | could
leave, so it's the time that you go there, have a coffee, have a chat, do two bits of work and then you can
leave. And there have been times [I’'ve got] jokes from colleagues "what are you doing? so you're going to
breastfeed with fake breasts?".
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Most of the other correlations refer to the family organizzazione (organisation), such as mattina (morning),
pomeriggio (afternoon) or giornata (day), and to the fisico (physical) impegno (effort) shown by the father in
combining all the needs, such as cercare (looking for) new jobs for the self-employed. For example, Benjamin,
who is self-employed in the media field, points out that he did not perceive any jokes in the working environment
because it is a female majority - as Antonio’s, part-time in an administrative office -, but his high family
engagement has been psychological as a heavy burden.

| felt limited in my being as a person, as an individual, | found myself very limited very constrained not
only with work. [...] Being a “Mr Mum” | found myself constrained by this, and I'm only just getting out
today, to find some time to be curious, to waste time training, without having an immediate economic
return and to look for other jobs...

According to Benjamin's testimony, it is important to note that he defines his own behaviour as "Mr Mum", thus
linking attitudes of home and family caring more to the feminine than to the masculine universe, although he is
convinced of his parenting style. This implicit classification also appears in Elio's testimony, however, concerning
his partner's choice to change her work commitment from full-time to part-time:

It was her choice, | mean in the sense that she proposed it, she said "it's not a problem for me if | work
two hours less [per day], but I'll pick up the eldest easily", so let's say she proposed it and obviously |
supported her choice. | didn't choose it instead of her because she proposed and it went well, so it's fine.

4. Discussion and further implications

This contribution adopted an innovative approach towards the investigation of how modern Italian fathers
perceived and described themselves and their habits within the family. Seven fathers in a heterosexual couple
with at least one child aged 0-3 were interviewed, and analyses highlighted some still under-explored aspects
concerning the difficulties that fathers experience in relation to their active engagement in childcare and
household tasks.

Indeed, all the interviewed fathers described themselves as actively engaged in childcare - both in personal care
and social activities - and in household tasks, and acknowledged that their behaviour was antithetical to their
past experience as children with their own fathers, thus suggesting a sort of generational shift in male parenting
styles. Results from this case study are in line with previous evidence reported by O’Brien, Brandth and Kvande,
(2007) in their review, showing how fathers rely heavily on the flexibility that their profession, contract and
workplace can give them to cope with family commitments in daily routines. On the one hand, self-employed
fathers seem to consciously decide to reduce their work commitments or to reshape them according to their
new family commitments by taking advantage of the flexibility granted by their profession Employed fathers,
however, can count on “official” flexibility, i.e. regulated by the worker's contract, and an “unofficial” one, i.e.
granted because the employer and the workplace are sympathetic to the father’s new situation.

|II

Most of the fathers interviewed in the present study reported difficulties in work-life balance, acknowledging in
some cases even a career slowdown. The most important limitations are identified for self-employed workers in
the lack of time for activities that are complementary but essential to their profession, such as lifelong learning
through study or courses, as the heaviest limitation they experienced. Similarly, a restriction of work-related
travelling, i.e. the need to select less demanding jobs or projects close to home, was also experienced as an
hindering factor which might, in turn, decrease their opportunities to walk on important steps towards the
development of fathers’ professional career. Among employed fathers, a strong limitation was identified in the
lower in-office presence in terms of working days or hours, which is felt to communicate to colleagues a lower
involvement and reliability at work. In this perspective, the changes related to home- or smart-working brought
about by the COVID-19 pandemic could play a key role in balancing this kind of difficulties (Cellini et al., 2020),
and for experimenting new forms of flexible and soft-age boundaries between being fully concentrated to work
and being engaged in the family life.

A significant theme emerging from the interviews concerned the male stereotypes that fathers with a high
degree of engagement in parental responsibilities face. Indeed, those who choose an active and participative
parenting style seem to struggle with jokes at the workplace or among their networks because they do not fulfil
the societal and cultural expectation of fathers as male breadwinner, that is fully devoted to their job as their
primary concern.
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To summarise, two important aspects emerged from the analyses of fathers’ interviews collected in this study.
First, fathers showed a full-fledged awareness about both regarding their choice of being more engaged as
parents, and of how this had helped to redefine their view of “masculinity” or gender-related duties and
expectations as they rejected traditional gender roles (e.g. Solomon, 2017). Secondly, and only apparently in
contrast with the previous point, fathers seem to be not completely free from such social norms as yet, as
evidenced, for instance, by their spontaneous assumption that the mother should be the first to ask for a
reduction in working hours or by associating childcare behaviour more with the female domain, revealing a kind
of identity dilemma (e.g. Lee and Lee, 2018).

Although the limitations related to the low number of participants (proper to any case-study), this contribution
aimed to identify suggestions and open doors to a still little known aspect of gender differences. If these early
results would be confirmed by further studies and supported by quantitative analyses, thy might provide strong
and important guidelines to improve and make more effective gender policies at national and international level.
Since in Italy the traditional breadwinner model persists from a social point of view, and still, men are largely
the primary income earners within the family, policies aimed at reducing the salary gap and facilitating women’s
and mothers' employment should (i) take into account the difficulties of the category of fathers analysed here,
aiming at extending social protection to both parents; (ii) facilitate work-life balance for parents of both genders
and (iii) overcome gender stereotypes on both the female and male sides, which stereotypes seem to still have
very deep roots into society.
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