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Sharing the earning and 
caregiving 
 
The early days of fatherhood can feel stressful if you’re worrying about 

money or struggling to find the time you’d like to have at home. 

 

Male breadwinners and female caregivers 
 

For a long time, fathers in the UK – and most other countries – have been 

held responsible for earning money, and mothers for childcare and 

domestic work. In recent decades, work-care arrangements have become 

more diverse, as more women stay in paid work after becoming mothers, 

and fathers’ involvement in unpaid childcare has increased1.  

 

But we are still a long way from equality between men and women, and 

the ‘mother as primary caregiver, father as main breadwinner’ model 

remains the norm in many UK families. Some parents may be happy with 

this arrangement, but there’s a growing awareness that both mothers and 

fathers can lose out as a result. Many working mothers experience a 

‘motherhood penalty’2 in their careers, while fathers can miss the 

opportunity to develop close, nurturing relationships with their children3. 

 

Why does this model persist? 
 

Although parents may want to spend equal time with their children, many 

drift into identifying a main carer and a main earner – and current UK 

employment and childcare policies effectively enforce this model 

(particularly in the baby’s first year) through gendered parental leave 

entitlements, limited options for flexible and part-time work, and 

expensive, inaccessible childcare.  

 

Our gendered statutory parenting leave system restricts choice, and 

steers parents into a traditional division of childcare. Employed mothers 

 
1 Schmidt, E.-M. (2018) ‘Breadwinning as care? The meaning of paid work in mothers’ and fathers’ 

constructions of parenting’, Community, Work & Family, 21(4), pp. 445–462 
2 The ‘motherhood penalty’ refers to mothers’ lower earnings and career advancement. Pregnant 

Then Screwed found that in pay terms, mothers in 2023 earned 24% less per hour than fathers 
3 Gaunt, R., Jordan, A., Tarrant, A., Chanamuto, N., Pinho, M., Wezyk, A. (2022). Caregiving dads, 

breadwinning mums: Transforming gender in work and childcare? Link 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/mar/08/uk-mothers-earned-444-less-an-hour-than-fathers-in-2023-finds-analysis
https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Caregiving-Dads-Breadwinning-Mums-Full-Report-September-2022.pdf
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are entitled to 52 weeks’ leave in the baby’s first year – often leading 

them down the path of taking the sole or main responsibility for childcare, 

and compromising their working lives by taking longer leave, working 

part-time, or seeking flexibility at the expense of career advancement4.  

 

Employed fathers, meanwhile, are eligible to just two weeks’ paternity 

leave, paid at a rate so low as to be unaffordable in many families – 

especially given that in most families the father is the higher earner5.  

 

If you’re an average-earning man, you’re effectively taking a pay cut of 

more than £1,000 if you take your full two weeks’ paternity leave 

entitlement at the statutory rate, compared to what you’d earn if you kept 

working6. And if you’re self-employed, not classed as an ‘employee’, or 

changed employer up to six months before you apply for your leave, you 

aren’t eligible in the first place. Understand your rights by reading our 

Paternity and Parental Leave factsheet. 

 

This sets families up for gendered traditionalism: fathers in couple 

households with dependent children are still much more likely than 

mothers to work full-time, especially when the children are young7; and 

to work long hours8. As a result, they lose out on family time and the 

opportunity to develop close intimate connections with their children as 

main caregivers9.  

 

Depressingly, the longer term impacts of this on father-child closeness 

are clear: although surveys find that adolescent children consider their 

 
4 Gaunt, R., Jordan, A., Tarrant, A., Chanamuto, N., Pinho, M., Wezyk, A. (2022). Caregiving dads, 

breadwinning mums: Transforming gender in work and childcare? Link 
5 Among UK families with at least one working parent, only one mother in five (22%) earns even 

half the family income; even in families where both parents are in paid work, only a third of 

mothers contribute half or more. Cory, G. and Stirling, A. (2015), Who’s breadwinning in Europe? 

A comparative analysis of maternal breadwinning in Great Britain and Germany. London: Institute 
for Public Policy Research 
6 Our calculations show that if an average-earning, full-time working man took two weeks’ 

statutory paternity pay, he would be £1,023.04 worse off, compared to what he’d usually bring 

home in that time. Qualifying employee fathers in the UK are eligible to two weeks’ paternity 
leave. The statutory rate for paternity pay is £184.03 per week (from April 2024). Two weeks’ 

statutory paternity pay is £368.06 (2 x £184.03). Two weeks’ pay at the UK average for a full-time 

working man (£695.60 per week: Office for National Statistics, April 2023: median weekly full-time 

pay for full-time men) is £1,391.20 (2 x £695.60). The difference is £1,023.04. 
7 84.6% of fathers, and 34.2% of mothers, with a youngest dependent child aged 0-2 were in full-

time paid employment. Source: ONS ‘Working and Workless Households in the UK’ (Oct-Dec 

2022). 
8 In couple families, 75.4% of fathers (53.1% of mothers) with a youngest dependent child aged 
0-2 work 30-44 hours per week and 18.1% of fathers (4% of mother) work more than 45 hours a 

week. Source: ONS ‘Labour Force Survey’ (April - June 2021). 
9 Gaunt, R., Jordan, A., Tarrant, A., Chanamuto, N., Pinho, M., Wezyk, A. (2022). Caregiving dads, 

breadwinning mums: Transforming gender in work and childcare? Link 

https://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/_files/ugd/efff1d_936af3a4d0d3473993b49487bf9afaf5.pdf
https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Caregiving-Dads-Breadwinning-Mums-Full-Report-September-2022.pdf
https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Caregiving-Dads-Breadwinning-Mums-Full-Report-September-2022.pdf
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relationship with their father to be important10, many more confide in 

their mother than in their father11; some lose touch12; and US research 

found more fathers than mothers of young adults saying they were less 

involved in their lives than they’d have liked to be13.  

 

If you’re lucky, and you and your partner are a) eligible for shared 

parental leave, and b) can make the finances work (unfortunately this is 

only true for a small minority of families14!) it’s well worth taking the 

opportunity: families who have done so have found it transformative.  

 

Check your eligibility here and explore these case studies, developed by 

researchers at Alliance Manchester Business School and Lancaster 

University Management School, with support from Working Families and 

the Fatherhood Institute.  

 

Similarly, if your employer offers an enhanced paternity package (most 

don’t, and those who do tend only to offer enhanced pay for two weeks, 

rather than a longer leave), take it. The more leave you can take, the 

better – and if you really want to optimise gender equality in your 

household, try to take a chunk of leave later in your baby’s first year, 

where you look after them SOLO. Throwing yourself in the deep end as 

primary caregiver, even for a few weeks, can make a huge difference to 

how both you and your baby’s mother collaborate as co-parents. 

 

Lessons from the Covid19 pandemic lockdowns 

 

The Covid19 pandemic lockdowns offered an alternative approach to paid 

employment, with employed parents increasingly working from home and 

therefore gaining time thanks to spending less time commuting15.  

 

 
10 68% of 13–14-year-olds reporting getting on ‘very well’ with their father in a 2013-14 study 

(Baker et al, 2014, cited in Burgess, A. and Goldman, R. (2023). The kids are alright: Adolescents 

and their fathers in the UK. Research Review). 
11 51% of 11-14 year olds confided in their mother and 28% in their father (Keung and Rees, 

2010, cited in Burgess, A. and Goldman, R. (2023). The kids are alright: Adolescents and their 

fathers in the UK. Research Review). 
12 15% of 17-year-old children were living with or in touch with their birth father, according to 
data from the Millennium Cohort Study, cited in Burgess, A. and Goldman, R. (2023). The kids are 

alright: Adolescents and their fathers in the UK. Research Review). 
13 33% of fathers and 22% of mothers with a child aged 18-34 said this, in a study by Pew 

Research Center. 
14 The Government’s evaluation of shared parental leave found that 1% of eligible mothers and 5% 

of eligible fathers had taken SPL. 
15 Burgess, A., Goldman, R. and Davies, J. (2022) Closing the Gap: UK working fathers’ and 

mothers’ use of time 2014-22. London: Fatherhood Institute. 

https://www.gov.uk/shared-parental-leave-and-pay
https://workingfamilies.org.uk/articles/shared-parental-leave-videos/
https://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/_files/ugd/efff1d_a73fee1a9f1c429da6cef60dd9cc0a8d.pdf
https://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/_files/ugd/efff1d_a73fee1a9f1c429da6cef60dd9cc0a8d.pdf
https://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/_files/ugd/efff1d_a73fee1a9f1c429da6cef60dd9cc0a8d.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2024/03/21/among-parents-with-young-adult-children-some-dads-feel-less-connected-to-their-kids-than-moms-do/?utm_content=buffer4a91a&utm_medium=social&utm_source=linkedin.com&utm_campaign=buffer-pew
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/shared-parental-leave-spl-evaluation
https://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/_files/ugd/efff1d_6668cb1cd85a450b82533b5606e9a92c.pdf
https://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/_files/ugd/efff1d_6668cb1cd85a450b82533b5606e9a92c.pdf
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As a result, working fathers spent an increased amount of time with their 

children (with the majority reporting a better father-child relationship16) 

and on domestic work17; whilst working mothers used the extra time to 

increase their engagement in paid work18. These trends continued for 

some fathers after the lockdowns ended19. 

 

Increased home and hybrid working positively impacted family life for 

many fathers, improving relationships with their children. Visibility of 

caregiving fathers has increased, but societal perceptions still position 

fathers as secondary to mothers in this role.20 

 

How can I balance my roles at work and at home? 
 

Structural barriers prevent many parents from sharing earning and caring 

more equally. As well as parenting leave (see above), these include the 

lack of flexible working options, and the high cost of paid-for childcare21.  

 

The good news is that you now have a right to request flexible working 

(learn more in our Flexible Working factsheet), which can be a 

gamechanger in allowing you to juggle your earning and caregiving 

responsibilities. Working from home, flexible hours, reducing your hours, 

and seeking work which is output-based (rather than time-based) can all 

be helpful in managing work and childcare22. 

 

The bad news is that fathers who try to work flexibly can face pushback 

from their bosses and colleagues – something researchers have termed 

‘fatherhood forfeits’. Dads may be viewed suspiciously, face mockery, and 

 
16 Among a representative sample of fathers of children aged under 12 surveyed during the spring 

2020 covid19 lockdown, 65% of all fathers and 73% of fathers who were full-time at home, 
reported a better father-child relationship after the spring 2020 lockdown. Burgess, A. and 

Goldman, R. (2021). Lockdown Fathers: the untold story. Contemporary Fathers in the UK. 

London: Fatherhood Institute 
17 Burgess, A., Goldman, R. and Davies, J. (2022) Closing the Gap: UK working fathers’ and 
mothers’ use of time 2014-22. London: Fatherhood Institute. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Working fathers’ time spent working from home, as a proportion of overall time spent on paid 

work (excluding commuting), rose from 6% in 2014/15 to 37% in 2022. Data from ONS (2022), 
collated and analysed by Fatherhood Institute in Burgess, A., Goldman, R. and Davies, J. (2022) 

Closing the Gap: UK working fathers’ and mothers’ use of time 2014-22. London: Fatherhood 

Institute.. 
20 Kelland, J. (2023) Fatherhood Forfeits post-Covid Link 
21 Gaunt, R., Jordan, A., Tarrant, A., Chanamuto, N., Pinho, M., Wezyk, A. (2022). Caregiving 

dads, breadwinning mums: Transforming gender in work and childcare? Link 
22 Gaunt, R., Jordan, A., Tarrant, A., Chanamuto, N., Pinho, M., Wezyk, A. (2022). Caregiving 

dads, breadwinning mums: Transforming gender in work and childcare? Link 

https://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/_files/ugd/efff1d_bdf55a30551f4b15b12438e32fefd946.pdf
https://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/_files/ugd/efff1d_286f416c54ce4360b3df1764101d4b3d.pdf
https://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/_files/ugd/efff1d_6668cb1cd85a450b82533b5606e9a92c.pdf
https://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/_files/ugd/efff1d_6668cb1cd85a450b82533b5606e9a92c.pdf
https://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/_files/ugd/efff1d_6668cb1cd85a450b82533b5606e9a92c.pdf
https://d3bpgcke55gfwt.cloudfront.net/rails/active_storage/blobs/proxy/eyJfcmFpbHMiOnsibWVzc2FnZSI6IkJBaHBBNFhhRUE9PSIsImV4cCI6bnVsbCwicHVyIjoiYmxvYl9pZCJ9fQ==--96034008a78427d880112cf3ac9b5c1a82c2fbd0/Nov2023_Fatherhood_Forfeits_Post-Pandemic_Report_Univ
https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Caregiving-Dads-Breadwinning-Mums-Full-Report-September-2022.pdf
https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Caregiving-Dads-Breadwinning-Mums-Full-Report-September-2022.pdf
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be seen as idle when they seek flexibility – and this can act as a barrier to 

paternal involvement in caregiving23.  

 

There’s no simple answer to this, although hopefully the new Day 1 right 

for any employee to request flexible working, wider cultural acceptance of 

dads’ caregiving roles24, and culture-change initiatives like Elliott Rae’s 

#ParentingOutLoud campaign, will make it progressively easier for fathers 

like you to achieve the work-life balance you seek. 

 

Are you a new or expectant father? Read our Becoming Dad guide here 

 

 

 
23 Kelland, J., Lewis, D. and Fisher, V. (2022). Viewed with Suspicion, Considered Idle and 

Mocked-Working Caregiving Fathers and Fatherhood Forfeits. Gender, Work & Organization 29(5), 

1578–1593 
24 In the British Social Attitudes survey, the percentage of respondents agreeing that a man’s job 

is to earn money and a woman’s is to look after the home and family declined by 39 percentage 

points from 48% in 1987 to 9% in 2022.  

 

https://elliottrae.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/POL-overview-2.pdf
https://www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/_files/ugd/efff1d_f24a9bf2344449ab97057dd600f710f3.pdf
https://natcen.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2023-09/BSA%2040%20Gender%20roles.pdf

