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dilemma
Modern society places more 

expectations on fathers to be 
more involved in the care of 
their children. At the same 

time, workplace expectations encourages 
them to work longer than 9 to 5. Consequently, 
European fathers are struggling more and more 
to come to terms with their work/home balance. 
How is that possible?

“We wanted to equally share the care for 
our baby”, remembers Vincent. The Dutch 
daddy planned to work four instead of five days 
a week, just like his wife intended to do, as soon 
as the couple were expecting. Therefore Vincent 
asked his boss for a reduction in working hours 
that would allow him to work one day less a 
week, which he would not be paid for and is 
a legal entitlement in the Netherlands. To his 
surprise, Vincent’s boss rejected the request.

This anecdote can be generalized: one in 
three would-be daddies in the Netherlands 
intend to work part-time, but after their child 
is born most of them end up doing exactly 
the opposite. Contrary to what you would 
expect, young fathers devote more time to 

their professional life than any other male age 
group (43 hours a week!). Furthermore only one 
in four make use of the unpaid paternity leave 
regulations they are entitled to. Now you might 
be inclined to think that these daddies don’t 
have any time left to spend with their children. 
The opposite is true: they even manage to take 
care of their offspring for 20 hours a week. So 
they work hard and care hard. Sounds like the 
perfect life.

It’s not.
More and more fathers struggle to come 

to terms with their work/home balance. 
Nowadays, at least 60 percent claim they 
experience this boss-baby conflict, whereas in 
1977 this was only 35 percent1. The solution for 
a more balanced life would lie in working less. 
Why doesn’t this happen?

In 1920, when weekly working hours 
dropped from 60 to 48 within the Netherlands, 
unions and employers agreed that men were 
more capable of working longer days than 
women. Males were expected to work ten hours 
daily, because long working days equalled 
masculinity. If you didn’t, you would not be 
a real man. The drop to a 40 hour workweek 
didn’t change anything when it comes to 
the stereotype of the ideal worker: the man 
without obligations besides his work who is 
always available for his boss. This stereotype 
is still embraced by employers, who encourage 

1 Raeburn, P. (2014). Do Fathers Matter?. New York, United 
States: Farrar, Straus & Giroux Inc.
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men to be the breadwinners. In particular when they 
become fathers: if a father continues to work fulltime he 
receives a daddy bonus. This is not only the case within the 
Netherlands. In at least fourteen European member states 
fathers earn more than non-fathers; on average five percent2. 
Even more surprisingly, daddies who spend more paternal 
time earn more than fathers who are less committed. Thus, 
modern fathers should no longer be characterized as either 
good providers or active carers, they should be regarded 
as involved or non-involved. An involved father is a man 
who is simultaneously involved in his work and his children, 
whereas non-involved fathers are less successful in their 
work and as caretakers. In other words: those fathers who 
spend the most time with their children, also experience 
the best careers and the highest wages!

 Fortunately more and more employers are becoming 
more attuned to the issue. They realize that their employees 
not only want to spend time in the office but also have 
family-friendly terms of employment like working flexible 
hours, have the possibility to work on job-related tasks at 
home, take parental leave or take some time off when a 
child is sick. But even if these conditions are articulated in a 
gender neutral manner, most men think they are aimed only 
at women. The few fathers who choose to work part-time 
or take parental leave are indirectly punished. Their salary 
raises are lower and their chances of being promoted drop, 
because they are now regarded as employees who are less 
qualified than their peers.

This phenomenon is known as flexibility stigma3, which 
explains that fathers as well as mothers are stigmatised 
when they don’t meet the expectations of the traditional 
gender stereotypes. Within the Netherlands it is the norm 
for couples with children to fit the “one-and-a-half-income” 
model, in which one partner (typically the mother) works 
“half time,” and the other partner (typically the father) 
works full time. In this phenomenon, if a man deviates from 

2 Koslowski, A. S. (2011). Working Fathers in Europe: Earning and Caring. 
European Sociological Review, 27(2), 230-245. doi:10.1093/esr/jcq004

3 Williams, J. C., Blair-Loy, M., & Berdahl, J. L. (2013). Cultural schemas, 
social class, and the flexibility stigma. Journal of Social Issues, 69(2), 
209–234. doi: 10.1111/josi.12012

this norm, he is regarded as a failure and will experience 
negative consequences for his career. Thus, the situation 
that creates the strongest pressure for fathers to combine 
their work with their family is when fathers think flexibility 
is bad for their chances of promotion, combined with a boss 
who makes it difficult to respond to emergencies within 
their family or to reschedule their shift. This work-related 
pressure coupled with a society who expects fathers to care, 
makes impossible demands on fathers. Men are facing an 
irrational dilemma.

The Dutch government is trying to change this irrational 
ideal by introducing a new norm: fathers need to be 
more “involved” with their family. On paper, this sounds 
promising, it should become normal to take parental leave 
and work less. The reality turns out to be more complex. 
Although fathers are more actively taking care of their 
children and are convinced they should share the chores, 
the time they spend on the household and care is only 
half of what mothers invest, at least in the Netherlands. 
The emancipation policy encourages fathers to be the 
breadwinner and caretaker, however the goal is not to 
improve gender equality. And the struggle with the work/
home balance becomes even worse.

The few fathers who are really willing to share everything 
equally with their spouses, get into trouble anyway. Just 
like Vincent, whose boss forbade him to take paternal 
leave. After a tough first year with his baby girl, he told his 
employer about the second one on the way. The response he 
received was “As long as you don’t take any days off ”. Vincent 
decided to switch jobs and look for a job that would allow 
him to work 32 hour a week. That was a lot more difficult 
than expected, but in the end he found one. He has one 
day off each week, but his new boss only allows this on the 
condition that Vincent is available by phone. The other day 
Vincent’s daughter was ill and could not go to the childcare, 
so her father took the day off. During his quarterly review, a 
few weeks later, he was asked if he could have found a better 
solution for his sick child. Finding the right work/home 
balance for a father, might still not be right for his boss.

The gender-neutral flexibility stigma
Fathers as well as mothers are stigmatised when they don’t meet the expectations 
of the traditional gender stereotypes.
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