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What influences gender 
equality in the home during 
the transition to parenthood in 
contemporary Britain?
By Anna Hammond
In many ways contemporary British life is more gender-balanced that at any 
point: for instance the gender pay gap is closing, albeit slowly, and more 
women than men are accessing higher education. Although families are 
reflecting these changes, with fathers becoming increasingly involved with 
their children, there is also evidence that gendered values become reinforced 
during the transition to parenthood, with mothers being denied opportunities 
in the workplace and fathers finding barriers to their being the involved father 
they often want to be. This article summarises the results of a literature 
review considering gender balance and parenthood. Evidence suggests that 
gendered beliefs influence behaviours during the transition to parenthood. 
Whilst many men and women express non-traditional beliefs, their behaviours 
demonstrate that involvement in paid work, child care and housework often 
follow traditionally gendered lines. 
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Historically, work-life balance policies have been based on beliefs about the 
division of family roles, reflecting women’s economic dependence on men. 
The welfare state was created with post-war values on the premise that 
married women would be responsible for unpaid work in the home,1 and it 
can be argued that these values have had a greater impact on the domestic 
division of labour than policy and legislation.2

In contemporary Britain, gender-neutral policies, such as parental leave 
and requests for flexible working, are designed to support both mothers 
and fathers to work and be involved in caring for their children. They reflect 
a recognition that ‘women’s skills are being underused in the workplace 
and at the same time fathers’ desire to be involved with their children is 
being frustrated’.3 However, family-friendly policies and legislation that are 
designed to be gender-neutral are, in fact, interpreted by many employers 
and employees as being designed for women with children, with assumptions 
being made that the mother has responsibility for care and that the father’s 
involvement is a matter of personal choice.4 How policies are formed and 
implemented, how they are taken up by parents and employers, and how 
mothers and fathers engage in paid work is influenced by gender. The 
tensions that exist between working and parenting are viewed in terms of 
mothers’ employment; family-friendly policies are insufficient in addressing 
this tension.

However, parents’ experiences demonstrate there is a shift in behaviours 
and a move towards less traditionally gendered views with gendered beliefs 
and the uptake of policies changing over time. There is a blurring of gender 
boundaries and an increased desire to challenge gender norms.5 Where 
fathers have access to parental leave they are likely to take it and those with 
access to flexible hours policies make use of them. This is turn has a positive 
impact on balance in family life.6 

Despite this evidence of change, and antenatal intentions to challenge 
gendered norms, the reality is often that postnatal behaviours return to 
gendered stereotypes.7,8 Working practices are said to be incontrovertibly 
gendered,9 with the main reason for gender discrepancy in the workplace 
being parenthood.10 The dominant British model of full-time male worker 
and part-time female worker is in itself gendered.11 Whilst men, particularly 
in professional roles, are expected to commit to long working hours, mothers 
are considered to be second-income earners and able to take flexible working 
patterns to care for their families.9 The literature would suggest that fathers 
identify strongly with a breadwinning identity,12 which both mothers and 
fathers interpret as a demonstration of his commitment to his family.7,13 For 
some, being a breadwinner may even justify his existence.10

Evidence would suggest that British men, who already work amongst the 
longest hours in Europe, work slightly longer hours when they become 
fathers,10 possibly fearing that their career prospects could be damaged 
by being committed to caring for their family.4  Fatherhood coincides with 
a career stage that demands longer working hours, but this does not fully 
explain the increase, and according to Biggart & O’Brien, becoming a father 
is a small but significant predictor of working longer hours.10 In this context it 
is interesting to revisit Hochschild’s seminal work of the late 20th century,14 

which states that women miss out on working opportunities ‘because men 
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do not share the raising of their children and the caring of their homes’. 
Women’s lives are often restricted by parenthood in a way that men’s aren’t.

Women are more likely to be influenced by beliefs about child care, with a 
distrust of formal child care settings.15 They may, therefore, be more likely 
to return to work when informal child care arrangements, such as relying on 
family or friends, can be made. Decisions about returning to work, however, 
are also gendered. Child care costs play an important part in decisions made, 
but they are usually taken in the context of the woman’s salary, rather than 
both salaries, reinforcing the concept of a woman’s income being secondary.  

Whilst some fathers identify strongly with a masculine provider identity, 
and this limits their caring practices,16 it is widely recognised that fathers’ 
involvement in caring for their children improves the child’s well-being and 
family relationships in a range of ways.17 Attitudes and practices are shown 
to be changing across the generations5 and caring for children is becoming 
more evenly, if not equally, balanced as parents attempt to find ways to be 
more involved with their children within the constraints of working life.10

There is a move towards less traditional views15 and the increased 
involvement of fathers, although this does not fundamentally challenge 
societal beliefs that women are primarily responsible for their families.9 Not 
only does the quantity of child care between couples fall into gendered lines, 
so does the quality, with the belief that men and women care differently: 
‘Fathers care about their children whereas mothers care for them’.7 Women 
are more likely to spend time on core physical tasks that often rely on some 
degree of routine and schedule, thereby impacting on their daily lives to a 
greater extent than fathers who are more likely to spend time playing  
and talking, activities which are not reliant on timings and are therefore  
less restricting.18

The reality of the practice of caring for infants is explored by Miller.8 Her 
research showed that amongst a group of fathers, the antenatal intention 
to be as fully involved as possible in caring was clear. With an expectation 
of the mother being the main carer, fathers anticipated that they would be 
involved with all aspects of child care other than breastfeeding. The reality 
was different, however, with men describing quickly becoming less skilled in 
caring. This reinforced their belief that women are more naturally designed 
to care, and that their own caring role was secondary. Miller’s early interviews 
with the fathers revealed couples sharing and learning together with the 
fathers on paternity leave, but a divergence occurring when the fathers 
returned to work when they changed their earlier attitudes and began to 
opt in and out of caring and taking responsibility. They increasingly take 
what could be interpreted as a path of least resistance, an option that is 
not generally available to women.8 Fathers describe feeling uneasy caring 
within this mainly female domain, identifying wariness of perceived social 
suspicion of men,7 and they describe a lack of accessibility to both formal 
and informal support designed for women. It is widely acknowledged that 
maternal gatekeeping - mothers’ behaviours that control, facilitate and 
restrict fathers’ involvement with their children – limits fathers’ caring roles.19  
This has historically been linked to elements of control, and demonstrates an 
area where a woman may be able to assert her power in a world in which she 
otherwise feels quite powerless. This reinforces the secondary caring role of 
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the father in which the father’s relationship with his child is facilitated by the 
mother. He may care for his child to please the mother rather than to meet 
the needs of the child.7 

Consistently, research demonstrates that women undertake more housework 
than men,9 with women doing the majority of the core housework duties 
described as cooking, cleaning, laundry and ironing.20 In the UK, women are 
reported to spend 78% more time on housework than men.9 An analysis of the 
literature examining this phenomenon highlights an increase in the amount 
of housework women undertake when they become mothers, with a pattern 
being established of mothers taking responsibility for housework and fathers 
helping out with less core tasks such as DIY. This could be seen as being 
directly linked to the working practices of women, except for the fact that this 

Implications for NCT Practitioners
The NCT has a responsibility to consider gender-balance during the 
transition to parenthood to ensure that the charity achieves its vision to 
support both mothers and fathers. Many egalitarian couples who attend 
NCT antenatal classes will find that the reality of parenthood means that 
the mother’s life becomes restricted in a way that the father’s isn’t. ‘I’d 
known that life with a newborn would be tough but what made it so hard to 
bear was the disparity that was emerging between my existence and that of 
my husband. Having a child meant sacrifice in return for a richer existence, 
but why was the sacrifice all mine? ’21

How can practitioners support all 
mothers and fathers to make choices 
that are right for them? 
Often difficulties arise when parents have different expectations of 
involvement from each other. Whilst acknowledging that antenatal 
intentions often do not translate into postnatal actions, antenatal teachers 
can encourage couples to discuss how they envisage sharing work in and 
out of the home.

Working non-judgmentally to support individual decisions and by exploring 
expectations of their roles as parents, parents’ values and beliefs both 
antenatally and postnatally could be valuable.

Practitioners can reflect on their own journey to parenthood: what 
influenced their choices and decisions regarding work, caring and 
domestic practices? 

Consider what impact gender imbalance may have on clients’ relationship 
satisfaction and on their mental health. 

Consider the impact of language on new parents. For instance although 
‘parent’ appears to be a gender-neutral term it is often interpreted 
subconsciously as being intended for mothers; therefore using the words 
mother and father may be more balanced. Think about the images and 
stories that are used: do they reinforce stereotypes or support a more 
gender equal society?



pattern is replicated amongst dual income egalitarian relationships.9 It may be 
that couples compensate for gender balance in some areas of their lives by 
returning to gendered norms in others.12 

The NCT is an evidence-based and parent-centred organisation; this means we 
have to understand the evidence for the experiences that new parents have 
as well as supporting the choices they make. The evidence would suggest that 
choices for men and women becoming parents are restricted along gendered 
lines. Even in egalitarian relationships, heterosexual couples fall into gendered 
norms that go beyond restrictions placed by biological differences. Gender-
neutral policies have not led to a gender-neutral work-life balance, and as 
a result women in the workplace are underused and men are being denied 
opportunities to be involved fathers. There is evidence of change over time, 
but this change sits within the context of fundamental gendered choices with 
women taking responsibility for the majority of caring and domestic practices 
and men taking breadwinning and protective roles and to some extent 
avoiding caring and domestic practices.  
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