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What do we know?
• ‘For too long, mums have been told their place is at home with their
child, while dads return to work. I want parents to choose for
themselves how to balance work and family’ (Nick Clegg, Deputy
PM, coalition government)
• In contrast to constructions of motherhood, the relationship between
men and fatherhood is much less clear (Miller, 2011b)
• Research explores the different epochs of fatherhood (Lamb, 1987;
Lamb, 1995; and Pleck, 1987)
– Moral teacher, breadwinner, sex-role model, nurturing father (Lamb,1987)

• Detraditionalisation of fatherhood and gender more
generally/plurality of fatherhood (Miller, 2011a; Williams, 2008)
• Father as breadwinner dominates (Brannen & Nilsen, 2006; Henwood &
Procter, 2003)
– Women’s historical connection with care giving and men’s absence from it
(Doucet, 2006)

• SPL as the start(?) of culture change surrounding parenting?
– Care should be ‘equally accessible to women and men’ (Ciccia & Verloo, 2012)
– Fathers’ roles at 9 months can be predictive of roles at 3 years (Norman 2014)

Method
• On-going study (nearly finished!)
• In-depth interviews with 25 fathers taking SPL
– Stage 1: shortly after becoming a father; early accounts of
fatherhood, expectations of fatherhood and discussions of SPL
decisions
– Stage 2: shortly after returning to work; how SPL worked/didn’t
work for them, what they did on leave, experiences of return to
work
• Participants were recruited through personal contacts/parent-craft
sessions using a snowball technique; social media
– Predominantly white, middle class, heterosexual fathers
– Not ideal, but possibly because of the nature of SPL/financial
accessibility
• Within and across case analysis (following Henwood and Proctor,
2003; Miller, 2011a; Miller 2011b)

Tentative Findings
• Intergenerational influence/reflexivity
– Emulate positive features of their own father’s role
– Geet: “So he wasn’t around much when I was growing up … but it certainly
made me think I want to be there with my children to do the things that he
didn’t do with my brother and myself. And I want to be more hands on than
he was, and maybe it’s unfair to think that he wouldn’t have been hands on
if he was around, but he wasn’t around so I’ll never know”.
• Qualitatively different role vis-à-vis their own father (Miller, 2011)
• Detraditionalisation/distancing themselves from the role played by their own
father (Henwood and Procter, 2003; Williams, 2008)

• A move towards the democratic family/equal parenting
– Martin: “I think also not wanting to kind of leave that all to my wife
as well. She also wanted to have a … to keep her career going and
to be able to carry on working and that kind of thing. So it sort of
fitted in with that as well, giving, helping her to have a bit more
flexibility so I think it made a lot of sense from a lot of angles”.
• Men’s child-orientation is about “picking out the good bits” (Johansson, 2011);
not reflected in our data (but breastfeeding positioned as offering privilege)

• Responding to individual circumstances:
– SPL mutually agreed with their female partner (“number
crunching”)
– Kent: “So it seemed to tick a lot of boxes, she is also paid slightly more
than me, so it does actually work out financially slightly better off, if
we are missing six months of my salary rather than missing six months
of hers, if that makes sense? So it all seemed to fit together quite well”.
– Paul: “Well really it’s just fair really because my wife’s career has the
potential to go – she was in line for promotion last year and she didn’t
get that but obviously she didn’t want to take a whole year out of her
career when that’s in the offering, and that’s totally right. As I say, my
career is stable and I’m not going anywhere unless I get booted out but
I’m not going up the greasy pole and I don’t particularly want to”.
• How individuals in the family make sense of their roles is progressively less
informed by tradition, and is increasingly subject to active negotiation
between individuals (Williams, 2008)
• Sense that fatherhood is increasingly individualised – responding to
situational circumstances (Williams, 2008)
• Notions of (male) breadwinner discourse appear weakened: often female
partner as primary earner

• They wanted (relished) change, but met barriers
– Simon: “I do remember actually, it was in Tesco, one of the cashiers said
something a bit funny like – oh yeah, she said something like, “Oh, so it’s
Mum’s day off today, is it?” It wasn’t nastily, I know what she means, but
still you do feel a little bit like people look at you weirdly or almost pity
you because you’ve got to look after the children and the wife’s left you in
the lurch, whereas I – I don’t know, I feel very differently. I see it as not
only my responsibility but something I’m, you know, proud of being able to
do”
• Older generations and norms surrounding fatherhood e.g. mother best
positioned to look after child (men questioned their own abilities)

– Kevin: “I kind of feel like it means that you're not – like, it’s not, I don’t
know how to explain it, that … it makes you feel like you're a bit
abnormal … probably the only time anyone has said anything to me was I
went to a class for the first time and the woman was taking my details and
saying, “Yeah, you're very welcome,” and then said sort of in a
questioning way, “You will be the only man though.” I kind of think that
made me feel a little bit unwelcome”
• Paul: “After that experience of feeling a freak, I didn’t go back again”
• Fatherhood support networks not always well established
• Men perceived barriers, but keen to stress they didn’t experience (much)
direct discrimination (exception of baby changing facilities etc)

• Workplace issues and SPL policy itself
– Simon: “People are, kind of, worried, “Are you alright and have we done
something to upset you?” And I think people… they couldn’t really get their
heads round the fact that I just wanted a bit more time with my family, they
thought, you know, that something’s wrong and I was trying to get out of
work”
– Brian: “I think it’s seen as the employer has done it because they’ve had to and
they are doing me a favour, so I now owe them a favour back … Say, for
example, there’s a downturn and we had to cut staff, I think it would mean
that I would be more likely to be seen as disposable”
– Thomas: “I must admit I got very confused but the forms were an utter
nightmare to work out how it worked … so I was fortunate that a guy who sits
two seats behind me at work, he had twins in early April, he was actually three
days before us but twins obviously came earlier and he’s done exactly the same
as me so he’s got that, we we kind of were able to do it together, but even
then, even with two quite senior solicitors filling these forms in, we still got
them wrong. I didn’t quite understand what the policy was”
• Some sense that the policy/form was deliberately confusing to dissuade parents from opting
in/not the father’s ‘job’

Existing information

https://www.workingfamilies.org.uk/shared-parental-leave-videos/tips-for-employers/

Summary
• Certain organisations (e.g. Accenture) are
doing excellent things to promote SPL
– Smaller organisations may struggle to do this, so
the SPL video casebook will hopefully help
– The casebook can be found on the Working
Families website:
https://www.workingfamilies.org.uk/sharedparental-leave-videos/
– Emma and I are happy to talk to organisations
about the practical ways you can clarify SPL policy

