Chapter 12
Fathers on Leave Alone in Switzerland:
Agents of Social Change?

Isabel Valarino

12.1 Introduction

Switzerland has a delayed and limited welfare state, which differs greatly from its
continental European neighbors (Castles and Obinger 2008). This is especially true
in the field of family policies for parents’ leave entitlements. While a federal mater-
nity insurance of 3.5 months was adopted only a decade ago, to this day there is no
statutory right to parental or paternity leaves. Employed fathers are currently not
considered as caregivers by the Swiss state. According to a recent comparison of 35
industrialized countries (Moss 2014), this is an exceptional situation; men usually
have access to parental leave and sometimes to paternity leave too.

This context affects parents’ lives dramatically. Longitudinal and representative
data for Switzerland show that transition to parenthood is a crucial event that shapes
men’s and women’s lives in gendered ways (Giudici and Gauthier 2009; Levy et al.
2006; Widmer et al. 2003). Even couples who intend to share paid and unpaid work
equally do not manage to put into action these intentions once the first child is born
(Biihlmann et al. 2009; Le Goff et al. 2009). In 2013, among couples with at least
one child under the age of 6, 29.3 % had a male breadwinner model and 49.3 % had
a modified version of this model, where the father worked full-time and the mother
worked part-time (FSO 2013a).

Theoretically, these inequalities are understood as resulting from social pro-
cesses taking place at different societal levels: the institutional, interactional, and
individual levels (Risman 1998, 2004, 2011). On each of the levels of this “gender
structure,” social mechanisms tend to operate a differentiation between fathers and
mothers, and organize unequal relations on the basis of these presumed differences.
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This research focuses on how some fathers adapt to the institutional context and
manage to find individual paths to leave uptake. For this purpose, 13 pioneer men
who had taken at least 1 month of leave from wage work—in whatever form or set-
ting—in order to care alone for their child were interviewed.

The study analyzes the implications of leave uptake for the social construction of
parenthood. Thus research in other countries has shown that leave uptake has the
potential to reduce the specialization of roles in the transition to parenthood, and to
prompt father involvement (e.g., Haas and Hwang 2008; Rehel 2014; Wall 2014). In
this study we explore how leave uptake is experienced in the Swiss context, and its
implications for fatherhood and gender equality.

12.2 The Swiss Leave Policy Context

Switzerland only introduced a federal maternity insurance at the beginning of the
21 century. While the principle was accepted by the electorate in 1945, 60 years of
political negotiations were needed before a law was implemented in 2005 (FCWI
2001, 2011; Valarino 2014a). Employed and self-employed women are now entitled
to a 14-week maternity insurance, paid at 80 % of the salary. Two additional weeks
can be taken without pay, although many employers compensate them (Valarino
2014b).

The slow development of leave policies in Switzerland—and of the Swiss wel-
fare state in general—is mainly due to its political institutions (Armingeon 2001;
Obinger et al. 2005). Switzerland is a federal state and has a direct democracy,
which means that a broad consensus must exist among the electorate and cantons
for a law to be introduced. Furthermore, Switzerland is not part of the European
Union, which implies it must not conform to EU directives, notably the one on
parental leave (European Union 2010). As regards political forces, the right wing
has been historically strong in Parliament, and is currently against implementing
statutory paid parental or paternity leaves (FCWI 2014; Obinger 1998). Attitudinal
factors are also important: the liberal ideology is strong in Switzerland, and there is
areluctance in the population regarding state regulation of what is considered as the
“private sphere” (Armingeon 2001; Pfau-Effinger 2008). Finally, gendered repre-
sentations of parenthood are still widespread; mothers are considered the main and
legitimate caregivers for a child (Biihlmann et al. 2009; Levy et al. 2002).

Within this context, and as a consequence of the late adoption of a federal mater-
nity insurance, there exists no statutory parental or paternity leave in Switzerland.
Employed fathers may be granted short paid paternity leave by their employers
through company regulations or collective labor agreements. These leaves are usu-
ally 1 or 2 days long, and comparable to leave granted in the cases of marriage or
house moving. More rarely employers grant 1 or 2 weeks and up to 1 month of
leave. The possibility to take an unpaid parental leave sometimes also exists.
However, these company-based entitlements only concern a minority of workers in
Switzerland. A recent government report estimated that in 2009, 27 % of individuals
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submitted to collective labour agreements (only half of the employed population)
had access to a paternity and/or a parental leave entitlement (FSIO 2013). Among
work organisations, public administrations are clearly more generous (Canning
Wacker and Dalla Palma 2005; SECO and FSIO 2012).

Since the adoption of a minimal leave scheme for mothers, a window of oppor-
tunity for parental and paternity leave supporters has opened. From 2006 to 2013,
no less than 25 parliamentary proposals were submitted, yet without success to this
day. While this indicates an increasing political concern about fathers’ access to a
statutory leave and involvement in childcare, leave proposals do not systematically
take into account gender equality objectives (Lanfranconi and Valarino 2014;
Valarino 2014a).

12.3 Theoretical Framework on Fatherhood

This study draws on Risman’s (1998, 2004, 2011) conceptualisation of gender as a
social structure. Gender relations and parenthood are understood as being shaped by
mechanisms taking place at the institutional, interactional, and individual societal
levels. These social mechanisms tend to operate a differentiation between men and
women—and between fathers and mothers—and to organize unequal relations on
the basis of these presumed differences. At the institutional level, social policies,
laws and organizational rules often distribute resources and opportunities in gen-
dered ways. The Swiss leave scheme illustrates well how the state attributes child-
care responsibility to mothers only. At the interactional level, individuals’ parenting
practices can be understood as situated conducts conforming to gendered expecta-
tions of behavior (West and Zimmerman 1987). For instance, in the work environ-
ment men may face the assumption that fatherhood is only about financial provision
for the family (e.g., Burnett et al. 2012; Hojgaard 1997). Finally, at the individual
level, socialisation mechanisms and circulating discourses influence individuals’
gender identities and their conceptions of motherhood and fatherhood (e.g., Lupton
and Barclay 1997).

Of particular relevance for this study is the way fatherhood is constructed in rela-
tion with motherhood; i.e., interviewees’ representations of fathers’ and mothers’
roles as well as their practices and involvement in childcare with respect to their
partners’ (Nentwich 2008). This construction is seen as the object of negotiations
taking place in the couple as well as in the workplace and as being shaped by insti-
tutional and cultural factors (Levy et al. 2002; Lupton and Barclay 1997).

Following Risman’s (1998, 2004, 2011) conceptualization, the three levels of the
gender structure are interconnected. While they usually reinforce each other to
maintain gender differences and inequalities, changes taking place at one level of
the gender structure can potentially challenge gender relations on the other levels.
Change toward more gender equality is defined as any social mechanism that, for
example, reduces differentiation between fathers’ and mothers’ conception of the
self, reduces gendered expectations within social interactions, or reduces the
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specialization of tasks and roles between parents that usually takes place at the tran-
sition to parenthood. The study explores the ways in which men’s leave uptake in a
home alone manner may trigger social change on these different levels.

12.4 Past Research on Men’s Use of Leave Policies

In countries with decades of experience with leave policies, empirical studies have
been conducted on men’s use of leave, and on the effects for parenthood and gender
relations. Scholars find that fathers’ leave uptake—from 2 weeks or more—has
positive effects on their subsequent involvement in childcare (for Sweden, see Haas
and Hwang 2008; for a comparison of four OECD countries, see Huerta et al. 2013;
for the US, see Nepomnyaschy and Waldfogel 2007; Pleck 1993; for the UK, see
Tanaka and Waldfogel 2007). The existence and use of such leaves at the institu-
tional level therefore decreases the gendered division of childcare work at the inter-
actional level. To a certain extent, it also modifies fathers’ identities at the individual
level (for Norway, see Brandth and Kvande 2002; for Canada and US, see Rehel
2014; for Portugal, see Wall 2014).

Research on leave policies in Switzerland focused mainly on the political pro-
cess that led to maternity insurance implementation (see Aebi et al. 1994; Dafflon
2003; Leimgruber 2010; Studer 1997) and on the current status of leave policies in
parliament (H@usermann and Kiibler 2010; Lanfranconi and Valarino 2014).
Understandably, in the absence of statutory federal parental and paternity leaves,
men’s experiences of leave have barely been analyzed in the Swiss context. In a
qualitative research on men’s use of company-based leave entitlements, Brandalesi
(2010) analyzed the experience of four fathers who had taken short paternity leaves
of 1 or 2 weeks. She observed that paternity leave uptake was not perceived by
fathers as a transgression of gender norms, but more so as an opportunity to estab-
lish a relationship with the child. Furthermore, the division of childcare work
remained gendered among parents.

More recently a mixed-methods case study was conducted on paternity leave
implementation in a public company (Valarino 2014a; Valarino and Gauthier 2015).
It revealed that the 1-month leave had limited gender equality effects on fatherhood
representations and practices. On the one hand, it enabled fathers to participate in
family life, learn to perform childcare activities and to appropriate their fatherhood
identity. On the other hand, the majority of fathers mainly had a secondary and
temporary role with the child, while mothers were the central parent. Interestingly,
five of the 22 fathers interviewed used paternity leave to care for their child alone on
a part-time basis. In these cases, the gendered division of work during the leave was
more concretely challenged than for those who had taken the leave in the co-
presence of the mother. The present study follows up on these results and develops
this topic in more depth.
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12.5 Presentation of Data and Methods

12.5.1 Data Collection

The data was collected in the frame of two different research projects. Five inter-
views stem from the above-mentioned case study conducted in 2012 on paternity
leave in a public sector company (Valarino 2014a). Interviews addressed fathers’
leave negotiation at work, their leave experience and their fathering practices. A
pilot interview conducted in 2011 for this research is also included in the sample. In
addition, seven new interviews were conducted in 2014 for the present study.
Participants were found by snowball sampling technique, by activating professional
and personal networks.

The call for participation invited men who had been on leave for a minimum
period of 1 month to care alone for their child or children aged below 3 years old, in
order to share their leave experience and their current work and family life organiza-
tion. Since there existed no statutory leave for men in Switzerland and therefore no
clear definition of “being on leave”, an encompassing approach was adopted. Not
only fathers who had taken a “paternity” or “parental leave” designated as such by
their employer, but also those who had taken vacation or who had used other means,
were invited to participate in the study. Interviews lasted between 1 h30 and 2 h30
and took place at participants’ homes, workplaces or in cafés. They were recorded,
transcribed and anonymized; i.e., names, companies, and cities were replaced with
pseudonyms.

12.5.2 Methodology of Analysis

Thematic analysis, “a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns
(themes) within data” (Braun and Clarke 2006, p. 79), was used to analyze inter-
view transcriptions. The present study focuses mainly on the “semantic” or “explicit”
level of the data (for a distinction with the “latent” or “interpretive” level, see Braun
and Clarke 2006), describing how respondents make sense of their decision to take
a leave in order to care alone for their child, how they experienced the leave and how
they perceive it may have impacted their fathering practices, couple relationship and
work life. However, the themes identified are also contextualized within the broader
structural context that shapes individuals’ experiences.

Methodologically, themes were identified through the coding process of the
interviews, performed with computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software.
Throughout the analysis, portions of each transcription were coded, labeled and
organized hierarchically in order to achieve a stable coding grid and to make sense
of interviewees’ experiences. In addition to analyzing these codes, individual sum-
maries for each respondent were outlined, in order not to lose sight of how leaves fit
into specific life trajectories.
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12.5.3 Sample Characteristics

As a consequence of the Swiss policy context and considering the recruitment pro-
cess adopted, the respondents differ from the population in several aspects. For
instance, almost half of them are cohabiting (see Table 12.1). This is a much higher
proportion than the percentage of births out of wedlock; 21 % in 2013 (FSO 2013b).
Due to conservative views on the family and institutional barriers, marriage is the
predominant union type that accompanies the transition to parenthood in Switzerland
(Le Goft and Ryser 2010). About half of the respondents are first-time fathers (7 out
of 13) and three were expecting a second child at the moment of the interview.
Three couples have two children, two have three children and one has five children.
Children living in the households are aged between 10 months and 13 years old.
Respondents are aged between 27 and 44 years old.

Another key distinction of the sample is the couple’s division of paid work.
While the predominant family models in Switzerland are clearly gendered (FSO
2013a), half of couples in the sample are dual part-time earners. In 2013, this model
concerned only 6.2 % of the population. Also an indication of the sample’s specific-
ity is the fact that it mainly counts highly educated individuals among respondents
(9 out of 13 interviewees hold a tertiary degree education), and their partners (11 out
of 13). However, because couples have adopted different combinations of working
hours and do not have equally financially rewarding jobs, there is a large diversity
as regards household incomes. Most fathers (11 out of 13) and their partners (7 out
of 13) are working in the public sector. This is partly due to the fact that the case
study interviews were conducted in a public sector company.

Finally, it should be noted that there is an over representation of French-speaking
individuals in the sample, which is due to the snowball sampling technique. Only
three out of the 13 interviewees live in the German-speaking part of Switzerland,
which actually represents over 60 % of the residing population (Liidi and Werlen
2005). While there exist cultural differences between these regions (Biihler 1998,
2001; Biihler and Meier Kruker 2002), they are probably not decisive in this explor-
ative study, as interviewees were pioneers in both contexts.

12.6 Findings

12.6.1 Four Types of Leave Uptake

Four main types of leave uptake situations were identified: unpaid parental leave;
paid paternity leave; career break; and unemployment insurance (see Table 12.1).
Leave modalities diverge significantly from one another. The leave length ranges
from 4 weeks to 5 years, taken at a full-time or part-time rate. The degree of institu-
tionalization goes from company entitlements with job protection and pay to
temporary dropout of the labor market. And the amount of time spent caring alone
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for the child varies significantly: from almost full-time responsibility to 1 day per
week only. It is important to note that fathers never cared alone full-time for their
child—even when their leave was taken full-time—because all partners (except
one) were working or studying at a part-time rate during men’s leave and were
therefore also present at home during the week.

12.6.2 Unpaid Parental Leave

Four interviewees used the unpaid leave granted by their public sector employer for
1,5-6 months. Ben, Cedric and Sam took their leave full-time while their partners
were working at a part-time rate (2 to 4 days per week). Michel took his leave part-
time and cared for his son on afternoons. As the leave was unpaid, the couples
considered the financial consequences. They could count on average or high
incomes, and the income gap between partners was small at the moment of leave
uptake. Respondents took the leave when the child was between 4 and 6 months old.

Their motivation for taking a leave is related to their reflexive approach to father-
hood and gender relations. Sam and Michel report that their parents had an egalitar-
ian family model and that their fathers were very involved in childcare. For Cedric
and Ben, it is their educational trajectory and occupational activity that led them to
embrace gender equality values. Further reasons were given for taking an unpaid
leave, such as concerns about daycare solutions. Ben and his partner Agathe wanted
to extend the period of parental care (“She’s too young to be in strangers’ arms” said
Ben), and Cedric and Clara were afraid of not finding an available place in due time.
Partners’ resources—their education, income and/or career prospects—also played
an important role in respondents’ decisions. Cedric’s leave coincided with a career
opportunity Clara seized. Sam’s partner Selma got pregnant shortly after starting a
new job, therefore they decided she would limit her time off work to the
minimum.

The four respondents are forerunners in their work place: few or even none of
their male colleagues had taken a similar leave before them. With the exception of
Cedric, interviewees received their direct supervisors’ support and did not face any
obstacles. Ben and Michel report some uncertainty regarding the administrative
procedure and the extension of their fixed-term working contracts. In the context of
some difficult work relationships, Cedric was subject to harsh criticism (“They even
told me 'It’s a form of betrayal of the lab””’). Reactions were overall positive and
supportive among friends and family, reflecting to a certain extent shared values
about gender equality. However, Ben’s family members were surprised and
expressed concerns about his abilities to care alone for his child, revealing gendered
representations of parenthood.
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12.6.3 Paid Paternity Leave

Daniel, Jules, Martin, Oscar and Paul work for the same local public administration.
They took some of the paternity leave they were entitled to—21 paid days to take
within the child’s first year—in a home alone manner. Daniel took his leave full-
time when his son was 6 months old. The others took leave part-time: they used
leave days punctually over several months. In the cases of Jules, Martin and Paul,
paternity leave was a transition tool before the official start of their part-time work.
During leave, interviewees’ partners were working at a rate between 50 and 80 %.
No financial considerations influenced men’s leave uptake decision; the leave was
fully compensated.

The motives of interviewees for leave uptake are a desire to involve in the daily
care of the newborn child and to develop a close relationship with him or her. Daniel
explains his decision as a reaction to his own father, who disappeared from his life
when he was very young: “It’s clear I'm not going to reproduce what I experi-
enced”. Other respondents considered the leave as a childcare solution, a “safety
valve” as Jules put it.

Overall, the use of paternity leave was well received by their supervisors and
colleagues, especially when respondents had independent functions and could
anticipate their workload. There was one exception: Oscar experienced strong dis-
approval from his supervisor, who had to hire an auxiliary cook to replace him once
a week during his leave. Respondents report positive, but also surprised reactions
and sometimes envy from friends and family. They considered themselves privi-
leged in comparison with private sector employees.

12.6.4 Career Break

Two interviewees in the sample took a career break: Ralf took a year off when his
first child was 10 months old and Greg stayed 5 years at home when his two elder
children were 1 and 2,5 years old (a third child was born after 3 years of leave).
During their leave, interviewees’ partners were the sole breadwinners. They worked
between 70 and 80 % and were at home with the family 1 or 1,5 days per week. As
they had tertiary education degrees, they could count on average incomes. However,
Greg and Sally experienced financial hardship as they had two children already.

The circumstances of Ralf’s and Greg’s leave uptake differ greatly. It was chosen
for Ralf: he resigned from his job and decided to “try the experience of staying at
home” and “not follow the standard model.” It was by accident for Greg: he had a
severe accident that kept him in the hospital and then at home for over 6 months.
Sally increased her participation in paid work and at some point the couple decided
to keep this setup for the long term.

In contrast with the previous two leave types, men on career break seem to face
more social pressure. Ralf reports that in his work environment, resigning from
his job to be a stay-at-home dad was viewed as “incomprehensible, just weird!”.
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Greg’s family members, who hold traditional family values, thought that “something
was wrong with [him].” Respondents were sensitive to these reactions, but they were
also comforted in their decision by friends with similar alternative family models.

12.6.5 Unemployment Insurance

This leave type is similar to a career break, but it implies receiving unemployment
benefits. Guy had just finished his studies in engineering when he became a father
and he was registered at the unemployment insurance office until his child was 6
months old. He cared for his child alone for 3 months when his wife Jenny, a uni-
versity student, returned to classes. Tim took a 9-month leave between two jobs
while his wife was working full-time. His children were 3 and 6 years old and they
were attending daycare and nursery at a part-time rate. Tim received unemployment
benefits at some point during his leave. However, he revealed this information with
reluctance and only towards the end of the interview, which suggests he may have
feared being stigmatized and/or accused of abusing the social security system.

Tim and Guy both had the desire to be involved fathers. Tim grew up in a gender
egalitarian family and was also inspired by the German (his country of origin)
parental leave system: “I knew that in Switzerland there are only these limited days
of paternity leave, so you have to take it somehow in a private setting, between two
jobs, ideally.” Tim also mentions that he wanted to support his wife’s career and that
the timing was appropriate for him, as he wished to reorient his career from research
to industry. In the case of Guy, the leave experience was a coincidence due to the
fact that he was just starting to look for a job at that time: “Honestly, the first three
months, I wasn’t in a hurry to find a job.”

Respondents report positive and supportive reactions to their leave experience
from their family and friends. Leave uptake was actually subsumed by their job
search. For Tim, his leave “was never really a subject” he discussed with his former
colleagues, as they mainly interpreted it as a period to prepare his next career move.

12.7 Leave Experience

While fathers faced substantial differences in their leave uptake situations, many
had similar experiences as regards the activities they performed and the difficulties
they encountered.

12.7.1 Intensive Care Work

The majority of respondents were responsible for a child below the age of 1 year
during their leave. All reported doing intensive care work from morning on, which
involved changing, dressing, feeding and playing with the baby. Martin and Sam
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were also in charge of feeding the child at night, in order to let their partners sleep.
Being the main care provider required “a constant attention” for Cedric and was
“even more demanding than being at work™ according to Oscar. Fathers’ daily rou-
tines were paced by the child’s eating and sleeping schedule, as well as by very
frequent walks outdoors.

I woke up in the morning, had breakfast, I knew more or less his schedule of naps, at night
etc. so I woke up on purpose before [...] to make sure to be ready. And when he was awake,
I fed him, and then we were mostly outside... (Daniel, technician in civil engineering, 27)

There were differences among fathers as regards the amount of intensive care
performed, depending on the length and rate of the leave and the time alone spent
with the child. However, all respondents emphasized that caring alone for their child
involved much more responsibility and attention than in the co-presence of their
partner.

Everything rests on your shoulders. When you’re alone, you cannot rely on someone, on the
mother, if you have a problem. You really have to take 100 % responsibility for the child.
You cannot forget anything. (Cedric, scientific collaborator, 37)

12.7.2 Social Childcare Time

For many respondents, leave uptake also had a social dimension. For instance, Ben
and Ralf paid visits to their parents or parents in law with their child. Sam, Ralf,
Paul and Michel organized joint activities with friends and their children during
their leave.

With a friend who also has children, but a bit older, we looked after them together on
Wednesday afternoons. We tried to be several [friends]. People started showing up from 5
pm, but we met around 2 or 3 pm. [...] My conception of having children and caring for
them is not necessarily being alone with them. (Michel, researcher, 34)

Contrary to Michel, Ralf and Sam mainly met with female friends and report
having missed male friends during their leave. In the case of Guy, Martin and Sam,
as their child was still breastfed, they visited their partner at work or over lunch.
Finally, Ben, Ralf and Sam report that toward the end of their leave they brought
their child punctually to the daycare structure she or he would soon join for the
adaptation process.

12.7.3 Household Tasks

The majority of respondents understood their leave duties as going beyond child-
care activities and encompassing household tasks such as cleaning, cooking and
shopping. However, there are substantial differences as to the degree they tried and
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succeeded in doing these tasks. Respondents who took a paid paternity leave
contributed less than others, as many were only home alone 1 day per week.

There are further exceptions, such as Ben who reports that during his leave it was
Agathe who prepared in advance the child’s food and their own, which was a source
of tension. Finally, Sam explains that he did not manage to do cleaning chores when
he was with his daughter.

We cleaned and did the laundry while we were together at home. It was enough, just being
with Philis. (Sam, scientific collaborator, 34)

12.7.4 Personal Time and Work-Related Activities

Most fathers report they barely found time for themselves during their leave experi-
ence. Ben, Sam and Tim managed to have some leisure time, for instance reading,
jogging or playing music. Depending on their leave situation, some respondents also
dedicated some time to work-related activities. This was the case of respondents on
unemployment insurance, who were required to submit job applications, do inter-
views and attend continuing education classes. Greg and Ralf who were on career
break also did some job searching when they decided to re-enter the labor market.

As regards fathers on parental or paternity leave, they do not report having
worked during their leave or been pressured to do so by their employer. This can be
explained for men on unpaid parental leave by the fact that they had anticipated in
advance all aspects of their (fairly long) absence. The fact that they were not receiv-
ing any salary during this time also probably played a role. Among paid paternity
leave recipients, almost all were on part-time leave, which meant they were present
at work every week. And although some pressure was noted by Martin who recalled
having been asked by his hierarchy to accommodate work demands if the need
would arise, this did not happen during his leave.

Once or twice they tried to remind me that I'm a policeman first and foremost. (Martin,
policeman, 44)

12.7.5 Feelings and Main Difficulties Experienced

The leave was a very positive experience for all interviewees, which they described
with superlatives such as “wonderful” (Oscar), “fabulous” (Guy), “magical” and
“almost transcendental” (Ben). Fathers appreciated being able to follow closely the
child’s development, learning to care for him or her, and adapting to his or her
rhythm with no time pressure.

It was great having...being able to match the child’s pace during his first months of life. It’s
something fabulous. Because, you don’t sleep well at night, you have a lot of things to
learn... gestures you don’t know, and being able to sleep in the afternoon and things like
that. (Guy, engineer, 36)
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On the other hand, experiencing children’s “slow time” and doing intensive care
work was for some respondents also source of frustration at the beginning of the leave,
as they were unable to do the activities they had planned. Greg and Ralf report that a
period of adaptation and acceptance of their new full-time activity was necessary.

You have a lot of fantasies, in the sense that at the beginning you think “Ah that’s good, I'm
at home, I take care of the children, I can do lots of things I couldn’t before... for me.” And
then you realize. After a month and a half, you understand that you’re at home for the kids,
so that the household works, and there’s not much time left for you. (Greg, archivist, 44)

Therefore the leave experience inspired a wide range of feelings among respondents
and the main difficulties reported were understanding the child’s needs and respond-
ing adequately to comfort him or her.

You go through all emotions, from amazement and love to despair. (Ben, researcher, 36)

Several interviewees experienced a form of isolation during the leave: they felt
like the male exception in a female-dominated environment. As Greg puts it, he was
“like a white fly” at the playground. Especially fathers on a career break or on
parental leave were frequently reminded of their gender role transgression. Sam
realized he was not on an equal footing with his partner in the eyes of the midwife
who assisted them. Ralf reports that his presence during the playgroups he attended
with his son created feelings of awkwardness and discomfort among the women he
encountered.

I had the impression that women, including young ones, almost felt attacked in their
domain, or invaded. They didn’t really know how to deal with a man who stays at home...
[laugh] (Ralf, project manager, 37)

Guy felt that being a male care provider made him especially accountable for his
parenting competences in public spaces. This created feelings of anxiety, for exam-
ple when he went grocery shopping, as he feared he would be evaluated by others
on his abilities to manage his child’s cries. However, these feelings disappeared
rapidly as he gained experience and confidence.

12.8 Leave Impact: Parenthood and Gender Equality

Leave uptake had implications on five dimensions, including respondents’ fathering
practices, their relationship with their partner and division of work, their parenthood
representations, their relationship to work, as well as a societal impact.

12.8.1 Impact on Fathering Practices

As the previous section showed, the leave experience enabled respondents to acquire
and develop their parenting competences—to know how the child “works” (Sam)—
and therefore to feel confident as fathers. This implied notably to know the child’s
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eating and sleeping habits, to understand the reasons for his or her cries and to find
a way to comfort him or her. For instance, Ben reports severe difficulties putting his
daughter Elodie to sleep at the beginning of his leave. His narrative about his dis-
covery of a personal solution—playing her cumbia music—shows the important
role played by the leave in appropriating his fathering role.

One day I was already feeling desperate about the cries when she should take her nap. [...]
And before starting the ritual of heating things, I was holding her in my arms, I held her
almost all the time in my arms, and I put on Mexican music, cumbia. [...] So she finished
eating, she started yawning, and I thought “Oh no, she’s going to start screaming again, [
can’t take it anymore...” [laugh] And then I rocked her like that, with the rhythm of the
music, and all of a sudden I realized she was falling asleep! [laugh] [...] And for the second
nap, I did the same [...] And it worked! (Ben, researcher, 36)

The majority of interviewees express that their leave experience impacted their
relationship with their child. As Greg puts it: “When you’re always, always there,
you become the reference person.” They were able to develop a close, affectionate
and intimate relationship, independently from the mother. Jules suggests that the
leave experience was the time during which his attachment to his child grew, with
long-term consequences as he decided to reduce his working percentage to 60 %.

I think it’s a bit like drugs... [laugh] You think it’s recreational at the beginning and after a

while you realize you need it [...] I wouldn’t see myself going back, it would cost me some-
thing if for X or Y reason I had to change my life structure. (Jules, social worker, 35)

In particular, some fathers emphasize the importance of remaining involved in
the long term (beyond the leave period) in order to maintain the close relationship
established. Ben is concerned that since his return to work his relationship with his
daughter changed. From the points of view of Paul, Guy and Ralf, it is part-time
work that really makes a difference for their father-child relationship. Finally, some
fathers (Daniel, Jules, Paul and Tim) consider that the leave did not play a primary
role in the father-child relation. They argue they would have found other ways to
bond if they had not taken a leave, as being an involved father was a strong desire.

12.8.2 Impact on Gender Relations and Division of Work

Some interviewees report that their leave experience increased their recognition of
the value of family work and thereby triggered more empathy for their partner.
However, the leave experience did not necessarily prompt an egalitarian division of
family work in the long term among all interviewees. Some interviewees, such as
Paul, are explicit about this.

Well changing diapers, she mostly does it; I do it only on Fridays. And for feeding, she also

makes the decisions [...] She’s in charge of all this and I follow. (Paul, technician in civil
engineering, 42)

In cases where the labour market participation of the couple is gendered, such as
Daniel, Oscar and Tim, it is implicit that more time and responsibility is taken by
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the mother than the father for childcare. In six cases—Greg, Guy, Jules, Michel,
Ralf and Sam—the narratives about the couple’s weekly family organization,
together with the actual working hours of both partners, suggest that they have
adopted a gender equal division of paid and unpaid work.

These interviewees often highlight the challenges of gender equal parenting
practices. Michel’s anecdote illustrates how habits formed early after the transition
to parenthood may work as a blueprint for the couple’s medium to long-term parent-
ing. While Louise was on maternity leave and before Michel’s parental leave started,
the couple noted that Louise was becoming progressively better than him at calming
their son’s long lasting cries before sleep. Although Michel was already tired from
his workday and although it was hard for the parents to see Lucien cry longer, they
decided not to opt for the easy solution and that Michel had to improve his soothing
skills with him.

At some point we figured with Louise “If it continues like that... you won’t be able to put
him to sleep anymore...” And so we forced ourselves... But fortunately [Louise] was there;
she really helped me go through with it. He cried for longer for some time, until I had found
tricks that worked better with Lucien. But I didn’t just abandon this area. It’s really some-
thing we won after a long battle at that time. (Michel, researcher, 34)

A high degree of reflexivity and will is needed by both parents to fight gendered
parenting practices. Guy and Jules also noted the crucial role of their partners, who
trust them in their caring abilities and enable them to take solo responsibility for
their child.

12.8.3 Impact on Parenthood Representations

The leave experience played a part in deconstructing respondents’ gendered repre-
sentations of parenthood. To some extent, they realized that parenting abilities are
acquired and not innate; that they depend on the time spent and the experience
accumulated by each parent with the child, as the following citation suggests.

She [partner] also had to from one day to the other all of a sudden take care of a child alone.
There aren’t necessarily reasons for her to be more qualified than me for that. [...] She also
had to learn, just as I had to learn. (Jules, 35, social worker)

While such a gender-neutral approach of parenthood is shared by several other
respondents (e.g., Ben, Greg, Guy and Sam), the majority of fathers believe none-
theless that there exist differences. Some respondents draw on the physiological
dimension of motherhood—pregnancy and breastfeeding—to explain differences in
parenting style or parent—child relationships. Paul and Martin refer to the “maternal
instinct” of their partners and Tim to her “intrinsic sensitivity” to children’s needs.
Cedric distinguishes between parenting competences, which according to him need
to be acquired by both parents, with the parent—child relationship, which he thinks
is stronger for mothers, as the following citation suggests.
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The fact that she saw him coming out of her body, and that I saw that from the outside... I
think it does create a difference in the relationship with the child. (Cedric, scientific col-
laborator, 37)

Differences in parenting style are also noted by Greg, who expresses that while
he, as a man, can be the main care provider for his children, he interacts with them
differently from his partner. They both tend to engage in typically masculine or
feminine activities with them. Finally, further typically masculine typed roles are
reported by Martin, Michel and Paul who see their role as fathers—in addition to
being present, caring and affectionate—in terms of being play and sports mates for
their child.

12.8.4 Impact on Career Perspectives and Relation to Work

The majority of respondents report that their leave experience did not have direct
negative consequences on their career perspectives. However, in Cedric and Oscar’s
cases, it created difficult relationships with their supervisors. Ralf considers that his
career break probably had some impact on his salary and that “one year of leave
makes the re-entry into work life a bit more difficult.” The case of Tim is interesting,
as he reports that his 9-month leave—which he had indicated on his CV—was
assessed positively during a job interview. In contrast, Greg considers that his 5-year
career break had irreversible consequences.

It totally ruined my career. Well “ruined,” not ruined, but I had to abandon archeology.
When you’re away five years it’s... It’s an environment where working at 40 % doesn’t
exist, it’s impossible. (Greg, archivist, 44)

For many interviewed fathers, the transition to parenthood modified the impor-
tance they attribute to their work life (e.g., Michel, Oscar, Ben, Cedric, Guy and
Greg). The notion of work-life balance has become central and guides their career
decisions. Oscar, who works as a cook, was used to family unfriendly working
hours; he applied for a job with office hours when he decided to have a child. Ben
and Michel report that they will search for a part-time job for their next position—
“It’s my only horizon,” as Michel puts it. Other respondents were already sensitive
to work-life balance prior to parenthood (Guy, Jules, Sam, Ralf and Tim). Jules had
for example re-oriented his career from the bank industry to social work because he
disliked the working conditions in his field. Sam was working part-time too, in
order to have space for his hobbies.

The characteristics of the sample suggest there is an association between taking
a period of leave alone and working at a part-time rate. Eight respondents reduced
their working percentage within the first year of life of their first child or were
already working part-time before. In two cases, there was a clear relation between
the leave experience and the subsequent decision to work at a part-time rate. Martin
reports that paternity leave convinced him to ask for a reduction of his working
hours; he had used his leave days as a test period for part-time work. Ralf reports
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that it was during his 1-year career break that he decided to work at a low part-time
rate, as this citation shows.

The most important result of this year is that after spending one year with my child, that’s
when the strong desire came to not work much more than 60 %. I could no longer imagine
spending all my time [laugh] without this person. (Ralf, project manager, 37)

Part-time workers report that being an involved father is tied with career costs,
which they are nonetheless ready to accept. In his job search, Guy noticed that ask-
ing for a part-time position was considered as a lack of motivation, reliability and
efficiency by managers. Jules was also struck by the clear difference in people’s
perception of working at 80 % or 60 %, which was viewed suspiciously.

When I said I'd finally work 60 %, the reaction was opposite, like “But, is it enough? But...”
Suddenly, it’s funny like one day per week it’s admirable, and two days per week it’s like. ..
“But are you really serious about your job?” (Jules, social worker, 35)

Beyond the negative perceptions interviewees faced in their work environments,
many of them consider that part-time work concretely prevents them from accessing
higher positions. For instance, Greg who currently works 40 % believes his partner’s
career has priority over his. Guy and Jules, who both work at 60 %, emphasize that
their focus is currently on their family life, and that their career ambitions are on
hold.

12.8.5 Societal Impact of Men’s Leave Uptake

Finally, leave uptake has also implications on the societal level, as many interview-
ees perceive themselves as pioneers and aim to advance fathers’ leave and father
involvement in family life. Firstly, among paid paternity leave recipients, the exis-
tence of company-based rights had a legitimizing effect of men’s use and access to
leave. They considered paternity leave as a new social benefit they were entitled to.
For instance, even if Oscar’s supervisor criticized his leave pattern, he was deter-
mined to use it according to his family needs. Jules also noted that with paternity
leave implementation, a change in representations was initiated in the work place,
as this citation suggests.

As soon as I announced to my colleagues that we were expecting a second child, it’s clear
that just as when a woman announces it, everybody thinks “maternity leave,” they also think
“paternity leave.” (Jules, social worker, 35)

These respondents were generally critical of the Swiss leave scheme and consid-
ered that all employed fathers should be granted the same rights as them. A similar
view was shared by the majority of interviewees, who considered Swiss family poli-
cies as being too limited in comparison with other countries. As Greg puts it: “Here
we’re a bit in pre-history.” Respondents considered the state should invest more in
family policies and that men should be granted a statutory leave in the form of social
insurance.
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Secondly, among other respondents and leave situations, several examples of
practices that aimed to challenge gendered social norms of parenthood were identi-
fied. For example, by adopting a female breadwinner family model, Greg and Sally
were aware of their norm transgression, but nevertheless stuck to their decision:
“We told each other 'Let’s not give a damn about what other people think, let’s con-
tinue like this!”” Tim decided to make his involvement in family life visible in the
labor market sphere, by indicating in his CV his leave uptake. Cedric was the first
male employee to take an unpaid leave in his company. With his case, he helped in
the creation of a new regulation that entitles employees who take a leave to benefit
from an extension of their fixed-term work contract. Cedric and his partner were
proud of this achievement:

We were happy to advance the “cause” [...] So we didn’t do it only for personal reasons;
there was also an activist side to it. (Cedric, scientific collaborator, 37)

Michel’s anecdote also illustrates the activist meaning of leave uptake. During
the procedure of the extension of his fixed-term contract, he realized he was being
granted an “extraordinary derogation,” instead of a contract “prolongation.” Michel
considered that symbolically, this labeling did not fully recognize fatherhood and
leave uptake as a normal practice, but instead stigmatized it. He would have liked to
contest it, but his supervisors did not support him in this administrative battle.

I wanted the title to be like that. I was ready to go far in order for it to be recognized this
way, because words are important... Otherwise people always get the impression you are
granted extra time that is not allowed for others. (Michel, researcher, 34)

Finally, fathers who work part-time also contribute to making fatherhood more vis-
ible in the work environment and thereby resist gendered expectations. For exam-
ple, Guy reports that in his daily professional interactions, he must often remind
people that he is not available on a full-time basis.

In work life there’s the idea that men should always be available 100 %, every day. Trying
to make them understand that you don’t work every day, and that you can’t instantly respond
to requests - that’s something I often have to repeat. It’s not obvious, and depending with
whom you work, people don’t understand. (Guy, engineer, 36)

12.9 Discussion and Conclusion

The study shows that in the Swiss context of a poorly developed and gendered leave
scheme, there are four different paths to leave uptake and being “on leave” covers
different situations. Interviewees on unpaid parental leave and on paid paternity
leave benefitted from company-based entitlements. This reflects the role played by
work organizations in shaping fathering practices and granting work-life balance
opportunities (Pleck 1993), especially in welfare regimes with liberal traits such as
Switzerland. However, the preference for social partner solutions instead of state
solutions results in significant inequalities among employees and in limited social
benefits (Lanfranconi and Valarino 2014; Mach and Trampusch 2011). Indeed the
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scope and generosity of these leaves is limited: parental leave is not financially
compensated and paid paternity leave does not exceed 1 month. Interviewees who
took a career break and who used unemployment insurance illustrate even less insti-
tutionalized forms of leave. Career breaks are private leave solutions, which entail
great financial investment from households and insecurity regarding men’s labor
market reintegration. Fathers using unemployment insurance as a substitute for a
paid parental insurance can be viewed as agentic individuals who through their
subversive action contest a state which denies them leave rights. However this leave
situation comes with non-negligible consequences, such as job search requirements
and uncertainties for planning childcare arrangements and career moves, and pos-
sibly also entails stigmatization.

Research shows that leave entitlements that are universal, individual, non-
transferable, and with high earnings compensation increase men’s uptake rates
(Haas 2003; Haas and Rostgaard 2011; Moss 2008; O’Brien 2009). Except for paid
paternity leave, which guarantees job security and salary payment, leave comes at a
price in Switzerland. Therefore leave uptake by fathers (and even more so in a
“home alone” manner) is a rare phenomenon. The study sample suggests that men
willing and able to pay the price of leave uptake have an atypical profile. In contrast
with national trends (FSO 2013a; Levy et al. 2002), they are more likely to work
part-time and to share with their partners the consequences of parenthood. Also,
many respondents were at some point in their life—in their family or country of
origin, their education or employment spheres—socialized to gender equality val-
ues, and to men’s leave uptake. Finally—and importantly—the majority of respon-
dents and their partners are highly qualified and can count on educational and
material resources. It is therefore noteworthy, when putting into perspective the
results of the study, that sampled interviewees were especially prone to adopt gen-
der equal values and parenting practices. Considering the lack of survey data on
leave uptake by men in Switzerland, we do not know whether the sample is repre-
sentative of the larger population of pioneer fathers taking leave in a home alone
manner and whether results are generalizable. A limitation and possible bias of the
study lies in its recruitment process, which reached mainly professionals and indi-
viduals with a higher education. Future research should aim to integrate fathers
from the working class, who may also experience leave alone situations, for exam-
ple after job loss and while being on unemployment insurance.

The first aim of the study was to explore fathers’ leave experiences. The analysis
suggests leave uptake was overall a very positive but also challenging experience.
Interviewees perceived the leave as rewarding as it strengthened the father-child
relation as well as the couple relation. It helped respondents appropriate their father-
ing role. As they did intensive care work, and learned to understand and respond
adequately to their child’s needs, they became more confident in their fathering
competences. Being on leave alone was also a challenging and demanding experi-
ence. Especially fathers on career break and on unpaid parental leave felt isolated in
what they considered a female-dominated environment. Interviewees’ leave uptake
situation also determined whether they had to engage in work-related activities.
Fathers on career break and unemployment insurance were bound to do some job
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searching, while respondents on unpaid parental or paid paternity leave did not
report working during their leave. Company-based entitlements, which provide job
security, seem therefore more favorable to fathers than less institutionalized leaves.

The second aim of the research was to analyze the implications of respondents’
leave experience for fatherhood and gender equality. Findings reveal a mixed pic-
ture regarding fathers’ practices and representations. On the one hand, and in line
with results of a previous study (Valarino 2014a), it is clear that taking leave alone
prompted fathers to take on full childcare responsibility during this time, and there-
fore challenged the idea of fathers as secondary parents assisting the mother. On the
other hand, substantial differences in the weekly solo care time spent were observed
among interviewees. Because some fathers took leave part-time and because—in
accordance with the Swiss normative model—almost all partners were employed
part-time when they returned to work, fathers never cared alone on a full-time basis
during their leave.

Furthermore, looking at the long term implications of leave uptake on gender
relations, the study shows that only about half of the respondents have adopted an
equal family organization, while in the other households the partner is the main
responsible for family life. Interviewees with the most intensive leave experiences
in weekly solo childcare time and length of leave (Greg, Guy, Jules, Michel, Ralf
and Sam), are those who were subsequently the most gender equal. Leave uptake is
associated with more father involvement, but the research design does not enable to
make causal interpretations, as selection effects cannot be controlled for. It is none-
theless noteworthy that two fathers in the sample perceived that their leave experi-
ence had led them to opt for part-time work.

Overall, these findings support studies showing that leave duration matters for
men’s childcare involvement (e.g., Haas and Hwang 2008; Huerta et al. 2013; Rehel
2014). It also speaks for Brandth and Kvande’s (2013) critical assessment of leave
entitlements taken in a part-time manner, as they argue it prevents men from spend-
ing “slow-time” with their child. It seems however that the path to leave uptake is
not determinant: the most gender equal fathers took different leave types. This sug-
gests that being an involved father in Switzerland implies seizing opportunities
according to individual situations and available resources. Partner support and
shared values in the couple are also of chief importance for achieving gender
equality.

Gendered parenthood identities were also only partially challenged. The leave
experience contributed to the belief that parenting skills are learned and can be per-
formed equally by men and women, but most fathers were convinced of a stronger
mother-child relationship, on the basis of essentialized biological differences.
Gendered representations of parenthood were therefore not fully challenged, as the
gender binary was not questioned (Nentwich 2008).

Significant implications of the leave experience and more generally of the transi-
tion to parenthood on men’s identities as workers were observed. All respondents
reported a distanced relationship to work and were concerned with finding work-life
balance. Many respondents questioned what Acker (1990) described as the ideal
male worker norm; i.e., a disesmbodied individual, fully available for work, and free
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of family obligations. Therefore leave uptake was often combined with part-time
work as a long-term solution for being involved fathers—a decision which however
entailed non-negligible career consequences.

Finally, the study uncovers implications of fathers’ leave uptake on the societal
level. Fathers on leave alone can be viewed as agents of social change. On play-
grounds and in supermarkets, they play a part in “undoing gender” and transgress-
ing gendered norms of parenthood (Deutsch 2007). Within companies, with their
leave uptake and their part-time work, respondents make fatherhood more visible in
organizational life and challenge the meaning of masculinity (Burnett et al. 2012;
Hojgaard 1997). The leave experience can even take an activist dimension; with the
aim to advance gender equality and the social recognition of fatherhood. This
dimension is probably linked to the Swiss context, as men are currently not recog-
nized as caregivers by the state. However, similar cases were found in Quebec,
where men’s leave entitlements are more developed (Tremblay 2014). Altogether,
fathers’ small-scale transgressive actions can be seen as challenging the institutional
level of the gender structure, as conceptualized by Risman (1998, 2004, 2011).

To conclude, this explorative qualitative study on men taking leave alone sheds
light on the different types of leave situations that exist in the Swiss context. It
shows that in the absence of statutory leave policies for fathers, leave uptake has a
high price, which only few are willing and able to pay. The study gives insights in
the leave experiences of these pioneer fathers, highlighting the positive experience
it represents as well as its challenges. It also analyzes the implications of leave
uptake for fatherhood and gender equality, revealing a mixed picture among respon-
dents. While it is clear that leave uptake was not equally transformative for all inter-
viewees, findings suggest it also has a societal impact. Men on leave alone in
Switzerland can be viewed as agents of social change contributing to the redefini-
tion of the cultural meaning of fatherhood.
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