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This chapter focuses on gender with regard to pregnancy and caregiving/parenting 
practices. Its placement in a volume on gender and power is pertinent given that we 
often see gendered stereotypes related to caring come into play in early parenting in 
what were regarded as ‘equal’ partnerships before children (Faircloth, 2020; Miller, 
2017). The focus in this chapter is on heterosexual partnerships where there is a 
‘mother’ and a ‘father’ to explore gendered practices in caregiving. There is a 
strong research field on lesbian and gay parenting that potentially demonstrates more 
equal caregiving practices (Ryan-Flood, 2009). Lesbian and gay parenting arguably 
demonstrates a deliberateness and intentionality of kinship parenting rather than a 
reliance of biological factors (Weston, 1991). Susan Golombok’s work (2015) on  
new family forms indicates more positive parental well-being and parenting from 
parents in gay father families compared with heterosexual families. 

With regard to power, as others have noted (e.g., Pilcher & Whelehan, 2004), 
power is inherently complex to define and tends to be fluid. Acting from a post-
structuralist perspective that considers the ways in which power is actioned in 
discourse, this chapter has its focus is on how ‘parents’ are being both positioned in, 
and potentially resisting, particular discourses. The chapter considers discourses 
around ‘parenting,’ ‘caregiving,’ ‘mothers,’ and ‘fathers.’ The first two of these 
concepts are presented in gender neutral terminology. However, parenting and caring 
practices are anything but neutral and, as others have noted (e.g., Sunderland, 2006) 
discourses of parenting tend to be more tied to motherhood than fatherhood. Some of 
these differences in caregiving amounts may be justified through structural inequali-
ties, for example, the ‘motherhood penalty’ (Budig & England, 2001) where mothers 
traditionally appeared to have more responsibility for caring and are more likely 
to opt for part-time or flexible working hours, partly due to previous gender pay 
gaps and societal expectations on gender and caregiving. As Williams (2010) argues
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when looking at maternal stereotyping in the workplace, there is a ‘maternal wall’ of 
discrimination whereby working mothers may be seen as having reduced capacity 
for the workplace and being likely to take time away from the office for caregiving 
responsibilities. As Yarwood and Locke (2016) and Locke and Yarwood (2017) 
noted, these gendered patterns of caregiving appear even in families where parenting 
is supposedly at least equally ‘shared.’ The gender gap in family responsibilities has 
been gradually narrowing (Pailhé et al., 2021). However, parenting responsibilities 
tend to still be predicated on traditional mother/father lines (Sullivan et al., 2018). I 
will reflect on this further on in the chapter. 

As will be discussed, the COVID-19 pandemic across much of the globe starting 
from the Spring of 2020 laid bare the tensions inherent in gender and caregiving 
responsibilities where, for example, in the UK there is now clear evidence that the 
lockdowns had a larger impact on working mothers rather than fathers who were 
disproportionally impacted with balancing childcare, homeschooling, and precarity 
in the workplace, leading to suggestion of knock effects on mental health (Kirwin & 
Ettinger, 2022). The focus in this chapter is one of exploring these gendered construc-
tions of caregiving and unpacking some of the underlying assumptions inherent 
within these discourses. 

In this chapter, I offer an exploration of caregiving and parental identities and 
situate these within contemporary parenting ideologies and discourses. It uses as 
exemplars contemporary research work to demonstrate common discourses around 
gender and parenting. The first exemplar concerns the ‘maternalisation’ of parenting 
culture, from the ways in which ‘parenting’ and ‘mothering’ become synonymous, 
in terms of parenting advice and responsibility. The second exemplar is a study 
conducted on fathers who took on the primary caregiving role for their children, 
so-called, Stay-At-Home-Dads (SAHDs) and contextualizes findings from this work 
within a wider discussion of parenting roles, gendered identities, and intersectional 
concerns. The chapter discusses this work within the wider context of gender, power, 
and parenting, finally situating it as an exemplar in the UK lockdowns during the 
initial stages of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020–2021. 

Contemporary Parenting Culture and Ideologies 

Parenting does not occur in a vacuum and any aspect of knowledge and advice that we 
are given contains aspects that are culturally, societally, and historically located (e.g., 
Apple, 1987; King, 2015). It is also pertinent to remember that ‘parenting’ does not 
form a hegemonic discourse, despite it often being seemingly reported in these ways. 
Indeed parenting discourses will differ in terms of intersections with gender, whether 
‘mothering’ or ‘fathering’, and social class (Dolan, 2014; Gillies, 2007; Shirani et al., 
2012), age (Budds et al., 2016; Eerola & Huttunen, 2011; Locke & Budds, 2013), 
ethnicity (Hauari & Hollingworth, 2009), sexual orientation (Johansson, 2011; Ryan-
Flood, 2009) as well as paid work status (Christopher, 2012; Haywood & Mac an 
Ghaill, 2003), with all of these differing issues themselves potentially, in turn, may
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intersect with gendered norms in terms of masculinities and femininities. I will 
unpack and discuss some of these issues further within this chapter. 

There are a number of parenting ideologies that frame discussions on contem-
porary parenting practices. Within the field of Parenting Culture Studies (e.g., Lee 
et al., 2014), we can see how dominant discourses around parenting are located 
within risk behaviors and risk management, drawing on work from Frank Furedi on 
“Paranoid Parenting” (2002) in which he notes parenting has been reconstructed as 
a “troublesome enterprise….. (which) systematically deskills mothers and fathers” 
(page 201). In this vein, mothers are cast as ‘risk managers’ (Lee et al., 2010) in  
that their role is to make ‘informed choices’ on what the appropriate actions are in 
their parenting practice. Similarly, Daminger (2019) terms mothers as often acting 
as ‘project managers’ in the household in that they are managing the decisions and 
tasks that the household needs to run effectively. Note in all of these examples, that 
the responsibility for parenting often lies with the mother. This is reflected widely 
across research literature as well as advice around parenting, as this chapter will 
demonstrate. 

Contemporary parenting culture has been regarded as being ‘intensive.’ The 
contemporary concept of ‘intensive mothering’ came in formative and ground-
breaking work by Sharon Hays (1996) on the ‘Cultural contradictions of moth-
erhood.’ For Hays, the mother (note not the father here), despite other roles and 
pressures in her life, needs to be self-sacrificial, full-time (even if employed), and 
child-centered in her parenting practices. This concept of ‘intensive motherhood’ is 
incredibly influential and has been adapted in more recent years to fit more nuanced 
aspects of mothering practice. For example, Christopher (2012) talks in similar terms 
of ‘extensive’ mothering to explain how working mothers performs ‘extensive’ 
duties of caring for their children demonstrate their ‘good’ mothering. Similarly, 
Joan Wolf (2011) renamed this ‘total’ motherhood in reference to the care work 
associated with full-time breastfeeding of a small infant. Finally, French philoso-
pher, Elisabeth Badinter, refers to the current mothering ideologies as ‘overzealous’ 
(2012). As research continues to demonstrate, the norm toward gendered caregiving 
where perceptions of ‘good’ mothers are commensurate with full-time stay-at-home 
mothers, rather than those in employment (e.g., Gorman & Fritzsche, 2002), is still 
clearly evident across parenting discourses. Women who do not or cannot live up to 
this idealized form of motherhood may feel judged as being a ‘bad’ (or inadequate) 
mother (Arendell, 2000; Christopher, 2012). 

Within contemporary parenting ideologies, it becomes apparent that there is 
almost a kind of surveillance on parenting practices (Gross & Pattison, 2006). These 
include decisions on how the baby is fed (Lee, 2007; Knaak, 2010; Locke, 2015, 
2017), the timing of pregnancy (Budds et al., 2016) and women’s behaviors pre-
(Budds, 2021; Waggoner, 2017) and during pregnancy (Locke, 2023; Lowe & Lee, 
2010). Working from a neoliberal standpoint, there is a presumption that we are citi-
zens of a liberal democracy making choices about our lives and our health that are 
based on accurate and true information that we receive in order to avoid or minimize 
the risk of harm to ourselves or our families (Ayo, 2012). For example, the dominant 
discourses that are present within current health promotion practices that we find
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are of ‘informed choice’ and risk. The way that parenting discourses have become 
bound up with notions of risk links in with Foucault’s notion of governmentality 
(Foucault, 1991; Lupton, 1999) and, in turn, many of these discourses become tied 
up with health behaviors related to parenting. Furthermore, aspects of accountability 
(and potential blame) for making the ‘wrong’ choice (Phipps, 2014) are inherent 
throughout contemporary parenting discourses. 

‘Parenting’ and the Discourse of the ‘Maternal’ 

Much of the information and advice around parenting issues is delivered to a gender 
neutral ‘parent.’ However, the terminology of parenting is not without issue or debate. 
As, in the cases above, much of the parenting literature relates specifically to ‘moth-
ering’ as a practice or ‘mother’ as the main caregiver. When we consider the language 
of parenting, we can often see somewhat stereotypical gendered constructions of care-
giving and responsibility inherent throughout. As Kate Boyer (2018) notes, childcare 
predominantly remains ‘women’s work.’ 

Baraitser and Spigel defined an interest in the ‘maternal’ as, among other things, a 
‘unique form of care labour’ (2011, p. 825). One way in which this has been concep-
tualized in the feminist literature is to consider a discourse of the ‘maternal,’ most 
famously suggested by Ruddick (1995) in her theorizing of ‘maternal’ embodied, 
nurturing caregiving. Therefore, from this perspective ‘maternal’ defines a set of 
practices associated with nurturing behaviors, most commonly linked with raising 
children, and most often related to ‘mothers’ as engaging in these caregiving prac-
tices. I will pick this up again later in the chapter in my discussion of primary caregiver 
fathers, i.e., stay-at-home-dads. 

As the research literature demonstrates, infant feeding practices are one key place 
where intensive mothering ideologies are played out in full (e.g., Wolf, 2011). We 
now consider an example taken from a newspaper study of media representations of a 
method of infant feeding called ‘baby-led weaning’ (Locke, 2015) where I considered 
how baby-led weaning was both endorsed and resisted as a means of displaying 
‘good motherhood’ in contemporary parenting culture. If there was any doubt of the 
‘maternalisation’ of parenting culture and the prevalent discourses around gendered 
binaries of care, this article from the UK press makes it clear. It focuses on ‘parenting’ 
advice to the new ‘parents,’ in this case, Prince William and Kate Middleton, the 
(now) Prince and Princess of Wales, after the birth of their first child, Prince George. 

Official guidelines say six months is the earliest parents should start giving their baby food 
other than milk, although a study earlier this summer revealed that 96 percent ignore that 
advice and start earlier. Kate will soon realise that there is a huge debate about how to wean 
a baby: in one corner are fans of traditional spoon-fed puree; in the other are advocates of a 
new approach called Baby-Led Weaning, where small chunks of food are placed in front of 
your baby and it’s up to him whether he eats it or throws it on the floor. It’s a messy business, 
and although Kate presumably won’t have to worry about extracting chewed green beans 
from the crevices in the high chair, BLW is a step too far for many mums. (EXCERPT 1: 
The Telegraph, 21 July 2013, UK)
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As we see throughout the extract, when giving advice to the gender neutral, 
‘new parents,’ the focus is clearly on Kate as the mother, who is explicitly cited 
twice, as the one who the advice is specifically aimed at. There is a presumption in 
parenting discourses whereby they tend to automatically defer to the mother in terms 
of the receiver of parenting information and advice (Sunderland, 2006). This is one 
indication of the ways in which gendered constructions of caregiving are occurring 
in parenting information and practices. If we situate the advice alongside intensive 
mothering ideology, then we can see how the information is directed to the mother 
and how the mother takes this up in her performance of child-centered, intensive 
motherhood in order to fulfill her ‘good mothering’ identity. 

The issue of ‘parenting’ discourse from some feminist perspectives can be prob-
lematic as it presupposes an equality within society that is clearly not there. As Arlie 
Hochschild (1990) noted some decades ago, women are commonly involved in the 
‘Second Shift,’ that is, that once they have fulfilled working demands outside of 
the home, they come home to a ‘second shift’ of domesticity. Time use studies of 
housework and childcare within the home regularly demonstrate that women and 
mothers tend to perform more of these tasks (Bianchi et al., 2012; Sayer, 2005). 
This appears to be the case even within some homes where the father is the primary 
caregiver (Craig, 2006). Latshaw and Hale (2016) noted how in families where the 
mother was the breadwinner, once the mother returned to the home after a day in paid 
work, she took over the childcare. They argued that families were continuing to ‘do’ 
conventional gender despite having an alternative domestic setup. While this may be 
due in part to societal expectations on gender and domestic pursuits, as argued by 
some, (e.g., Hochschild, 1990), it also demonstrates the dominance of the ‘intensive’ 
(Hays, 1996) or ‘extensive’ (Christopher, 2012) mothering ideology, that the mother 
is performing her ‘good mothering’ role in this way. 

Contemporary Fathering Discourses 
and Stay-at-Home-Dads 

Despite the societal discourse around ‘involved fatherhood’ that is commonplace 
in many Western and industrialized cultures, there is evidence to suggest that 
discourses of the nurturing mother as primary caregiver are commonplace and evident 
throughout all aspects of parenting education and literature. Jane Sunderland’s (2000) 
work on contemporary parenting texts and magazines notes how fathers were often 
portrayed in these texts as “part-time,” “baby entertainers,” “line managers,” and 
“bumbling assistants” as opposed to equal carers. Similar points have been raised 
elsewhere, such as by Wall and Arnold’s (2007) study of the Canadian Press, whereby 
fathers are often portrayed in ‘fun’ playing roles with their children, while the mothers 
perform more nurturing tasks such as cooking and general day-to-day childcare. 

In recent years in the UK, and elsewhere, there has been a documented rise in 
fathers who are taking on the primary caregiving role for their children. While some
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of this has been put down to a ‘de-gendering of parenting’ and the rise of involved 
fatherhood (Risman, 2009; Miller, 2010 on the un-doing or redoing of gender and 
caring), others have put the larger increases down to the global recession of 2008 
or ‘man-cession’ as it was commonly reported in the print media (Locke, 2016) due 
to the apparent negative effect of the recession on male unemployment (Wall, 2009; 
c.f. Williams & Tait, 2011). Exact figures on the number of stay-at-home-fathers 
within the UK are hard to ascertain but a survey by insurance company Aviva in 
2010 estimated that up to 1 in 7 fathers were taking on the primary caregiving role 
for their children. More recent figures from the Office of National Statistics in 2015 
suggested that 225,000 men in the UK were economically inactive due to looking 
after their home and family (ONS, 2016). In the UK, a system of Shared Parental 
Leave was brought in half-way through the previous decade (Children and Families 
Act, 2014). Importantly, and in terms of societal responsibility and discourses around 
gender and parenting, all employed women maintained full eligibility for maternity 
leave and statutory maternity pay but could also choose to share the balance of the 
remaining leave with the other parent and pay, up to a total of 50 weeks of leave 
and 37 weeks of pay (Statutory Maternity Pay Rate). As Locke and Yarwood (2017) 
noted however, the introduction of SPL was a missed opportunity “to break down 
engrained ideological and political discourses of gendered work-family divisions” 
(page 9). 

There are a plethora of research studies focusing on contemporary fathering and 
the rise of the ‘involved father.’ One such study (Henwood & Proctor, 2003) found 
that, in general, men placed less importance on their role as providers, and instead 
identified their role at home, as a father, as their main concern, comparing their role 
favorably with that of their fathers. Anna Dienhart suggests that despite talk of the 
“new father” and “working women,” “social discourse about the good provider role 
for men still seems deeply entrenched” (Dienhart, 1998, p. 23). Furthermore, there 
is evidence to suggest that discourses of the nurturing mother as primary caregiver 
are commonplace and evident throughout all aspects of parenting education and 
literature, as we see with Sunderland’s (2000, 2006) work on depictions of fathers 
in parenting magazines. When we consider how the ideology of intensive parenting 
is being conceived, it is clearly focused toward motherhood, while ‘fatherhood’ is 
someone neglected, or indeed ‘insulated’ from this pressure (Shirani et al., 2012). 
Fathers themselves claim to be more involved in autonomous decision-making, rather 
than feeling pressured by expert advice and external judgment. However, given the 
gendered assumptions of parenting that inhabit our society, the reported differences 
in “actual” decision-making could explain this “insulation,” as it is the mother who is 
typically cast as the decision-maker for her children. As Henwood and Proctor (2003) 
noted two decades ago, this equity in decision-making was raised as a key tension 
in a sample of involved fathers (in heterosexual relationships). There is a small but 
growing literature around fathers in primary caregiving positions with the majority 
of that work focusing on single fathers or fathers who will take on the primary 
caregiving role for a limited time (Russell, 1999) instead of a permanent domestic 
setup, as is the case for many of the fathers using, for example in the UK, the Shared 
Parental Leave system. In addition, much of the work on contemporary fatherhood
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focuses on those in heterosexual relationships (e.g., Chesley, 2011; Miller, 2011). As 
Andrea Doucet (2006) noted almost two decades ago when considering the dilemma 
of gender ‘equality’ in parenting—there is no socially acceptable model for a mother 
as a secondary caregiver. This statement remains as true today where mothers taking 
on that role are somehow depicted as non-normative. 

Parenting as Partnership: A Discourse of ‘We’ 

Drawing on interviews taken from a larger project looking at ‘stay-at-home-dads’ 
(SAHDs) in the UK that I conducted, we can explore gendered expectations of 
parental caregiving. While conducting the interviews, it became apparent that the 
fathers were talking within a discourse of ‘parenting.’ That is, when discussing 
their practices of caregiving for their children, the word most commonly used 
was ‘parenting’ and they talked in terms of collaborative decision-making between 
themselves and their ‘partners,’ in most cases, the mothers of the children (the 
majority of the sample identified as heterosexual). 

It became clear for all of the fathers in relationships in the sample here, that 
‘parenting’ was very much a joint venture and one that was enacted through discus-
sions and agreement with their partners. The first excerpt is from a participant who 
has the pseudonym, Jim. He has two children and is one of the part-time working 
fathers in the sample. At the time of the interview, he was residing overseas but 
has been part-time and the primary caregiver since the children were very young in 
the UK. As interviewer, I ask about the ‘partnership’ side of parenting as Jim has 
been talking of parenting as collaborative all of the way through the interview. The 
interviewer’s talk is marked in bold. 

I: Is parenting very much a kind of partnership between you two then do you 
think? 

J: Tag team, yes it has to be, especially with these two. You know, we don’t have 
roles for ourselves but the kids have roles for us. The kids see us in doing different 
things and their ideas of what we do are quite set I think and they have said quite 
often you know, “Mum, why do you work all the time. Dad should be the one 
that works all the time, you should be at home.” Anna craves that. (EXCERPT 
2, Jim, Interview 6) 

This excerpt shows how for many of these families, the SAHDs formulate their 
parenting in terms of being a joint enterprise, a domestic ‘tag team’ that he humor-
ously notes the need for their two particular children (daughters). What also becomes 
apparent here though is that although Jim and his partner have a clear partnership 
with a division of roles, the societal discourses of gendered caring are still very 
much felt within their family. He claims that their children portray parenting and 
the responsibilities very much in gendered norms of parenting in that the mother’s 
role is to not be working ‘all the time’ and she ‘should be at home,’ whereas the 
father’s role is one that is constructed as working ‘all the time.’ He backs this up that
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one of his daughters (“Anna”) “craves that,” i.e., inferring that she would prefer to 
have her mother at home, rather than her father. It is interesting that Jim’s excerpt 
suggests that children are aware of gendered norms toward caregiving and parenting 
when being raised in what is regarded as a non-traditional family. This points to the 
strength of the societal discourses of gendered parenting that permeate through much 
of our daily lives. 

This parenting as partnership and the joint decision-making is evident throughout 
all of the interviews and another example is given below. In this excerpt, we hear from 
Craig, who, at the time of the interview, was the primary caregiver for two young 
children aged 16 months and 3 years of age. The three-year old attends preschool on 
a part-time basis. This excerpt deals with Craig’s reason for becoming the primary 
caregiver. Prior to becoming a SAHD, Craig and his partner were both in professional 
occupations. 

one of the biggest reasons, actually is, my wife did suffer with post-natal depression and it’s 
funny because at first we were very, kind of, ‘Oh we don’t talk about this’ and ‘Well we’re 
managing. We’ll get through.’ And actually, as time has gone on, we sat down and thought, 
‘Well actually, one of the best ways to deal with it is to be open and up front and talk about 
it.’ So, and actually that would have been one of the reasons why we decided to make the 
change. That and I’m a much better cook than my wife too ((laughs)). (EXCERPT 3, Craig, 
interview 3) 

As we discussed earlier, there are strong societal gendered expectations of 
parenting where mothers are seen as natural nurturers while fathers are seen as 
providers (Hegewisch & Gornick, 2011; Thomson et al., 2011). As Locke (2016) 
observed, media representations of the reasons for becoming a primary caregiving 
father typically focus on monetary concerns as the sole issue. However, as noted 
elsewhere (Locke & Yarwood, 2017) and here, the reasons for taking on the primary 
caregiving role are diverse. In the case of Craig, he suggests a strong contributing 
factor in the decision was his wife’s post-natal depression during her second maternity 
leave and their decision for her to return to work early, while Craig took on the primary 
caregiving role. As becomes evident throughout all of the stay-at-home-fathers in the 
wider sample, the nurturing role of fatherhood and being in the position to develop this 
deep relationship with their children appears to be one of the paramount issues that 
emerges across the corpus. This stands in opposition to common media depictions of 
fatherhood (Locke, 2016) but reflects the growing literature on modern fatherhood 
whereby fathers are wanting to be involved, nurturing parents (Doucet, 2006; Finn &  
Henwood, 2009). 

Much like Hays’ (1996), intensive mothering ideology, ‘good’ parenting practices 
are full-time, intensive, and child-centered, and for the SAHDs interviews presented 
in this chapter, the importance that they placed on performing a ‘good father’ role 
appeared to be paramount (see also Henwood & Proctor, 2003). The nurturing nature 
of the parenting role is one that is typically bestowed on the mother, therefore stay-
at-home-fathers have to navigate a myriad of discourses of caregiving, parenting, 
and traditional gendered norms of what mothers and fathers do in their accounts 
of caring for their children. In the interviews that I conducted, there was a clear 
sense of them orienting to a ‘good parent,’ rather than talking in terms of being a
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‘father’ for many of the SAHDs. This mirrors previous work from Doucet (2006) 
on Ruddick’s ‘maternal lens.’ While Shirani et al. (2012) suggested in their study 
of first time fathers, that fathers were somehow insulated against intensive parenting 
cultures, I would suggest that fathers in a more primary caregiving position, as is the 
case here, appear to be displaying strong elements of orienting to a good parenting 
ideology. How this good parenting manifests for this group is in contrast to many 
of the ‘involved fathering’ studies that still contain the presumption of the mother 
as the primary caregiver (e.g., Dermott, 2008; Henwood & Proctor, 2003) but also 
suggests that societal constructions of ‘good fathering’ are out of touch with everyday 
fathering experiences. 

The consideration of stay-at-home fathers within larger discussions of gender, 
power, and parenting is an important one. These fathers continue to be a minority 
within contemporary society, a society where it is evident that there are strong soci-
etal expectations that mothers undertake the primary-care role, while the fathers 
are the financial providers with clear discourses around masculinity being tied to 
this provider status (Haywood & Mac an Ghaill, 2003). While elsewhere we see 
fathering discourses being bound up with hegemonic masculine ideals (Connell, 
1990, 1992; Locke, 2016), contemporary research suggests we are moving toward 
more sensitive, caring, equal masculinities (Elliot, 2016) of more involved fatherhood 
(Johansson & Klinth, 2008) with inherently variable masculinities (Coles, 2009). As 
Elliot (2016) theorizes, caring masculinities reject domination and instead embrace 
care and relationality. Therefore, she suggests that these “constitute a critical form 
of men’s engagement and involvement in gender equality and offer the potential of 
sustained social change for men and gender relations” (page 240). 

Therefore, to begin to understand the complexities of gender in relation to modern 
families, a more thorough examination of the intersection of different factors in 
relation to parenting, caregiving, and contemporary parenting cultures would be 
beneficial. 

‘Parenting’ in a Pandemic: Mothers, Fathers, and Gendered 
Norms of Caregiving 

As this chapter has demonstrated, gender and parenting are an area full of complexity 
and nuance. The chapter began by considering advice that is given to gender neutral 
‘parents’ before considering the language of the ‘maternal’ and the tensions inherent 
in the concept and usage of ‘parent’ for gender neutrality. As demonstrated, in much 
of the advice that is given to new parents, childcare is still commonly seen as predom-
inately women’s work (e.g., Boyer, 2018; Crittenden, 2010). From here the chapter 
turned to considered gendered constructions of caregiving inherent in contempo-
rary society by focusing on stay-at-home-dads. Here it became apparent that the 
fathers discussed parenting as being in a ‘partnership’ and this was very much a joint 
enterprise between both parents. With the rise of fathers in caregiving roles, and



350 A. Locke

also the introduction of Shared Parental Leave (SPL) schemes in many countries, a 
reconsideration of the language of parenting is perhaps timely. However, since the 
introduction of SPL in the UK in 2015, the rates of take-up have been consistently low 
which suggests that while some fathers are wanting to step into a primary caregiving 
role, this remains an exception rather than a move to a more equal, shared parental 
responsibility. Reasons for the low take-up have varied but do include workplace and 
societal norms of gendered caregiving (Locke & Yarwood, 2017; Yarwood & Locke, 
2016) as well as fathers’ reluctance to take a career penalty (Working Families, 2020; 
cf Budig & England, 2001 on ‘motherhood penalty’). 

However, a final note for consideration for a chapter on parenting in a volume on 
gender and power, is the issue of parenting and homeschooling that arose in many 
parts of the world during the COVID-19 pandemic such as the lockdowns of 2020 
and 2021 in the UK. In these lockdowns, we saw that the pandemic exacerbated 
inequalities in gender and parenting (Lyttelton et al., 2023) where across the board, 
it appeared to be the mothers who were taking on the majority of homeschooling 
tasks and additional childcare (Petts et al., 2021). This was irrespective of whether 
they were in relationships and, if so, whether the partners were at home also. Given 
that many parents were working remotely through most of the pandemic lockdowns 
in the UK, it is of interest that homeschooling is a task that commonly fell to the 
(often paid-working) mothers to fulfill. As was reported in the Guardian Newspaper 
in the UK (8th January 2021) reporting on the closure of schools, the headline was 
that mothers were taking ‘twice as much unpaid leave as fathers.’ This article drew 
on a survey carried out in the UK by organizations including the Women’s Budget 
Group (an independent network of leading academic researchers, policy experts, 
and campaigners) and the Fawcett Society (a charity which campaigns for gender 
equality). It claimed that 15% of mothers were said to have taken unpaid leave 
during earlier lockdowns, in comparison with 8% of fathers. In addition, 57% of 
fathers said that their jobs did not enable them to work from home during school 
closures, compared with 49% of mothers. See also O’Reilly (2021) on the gendered 
impact of parenting in a pandemic. It does appear that the effects of childcare due to 
the pandemic may have had a more detrimental effect on mothers rather than fathers 
but, given the focus in this chapter on ‘parenting as partnership,’ the pandemic has 
held a mirror up to societal discourses and responsibilities of caregiving, despite 
the move to involved fatherhood and a rise in caregiving fathers. As Yarwood and 
Locke (2016) noted, in working couples, when a child was ill, it was the norm that 
mothers took time off to look after the child. They noted that this was the case even 
where the father worked part-time. The reasons for this seemed to vary and were 
complex matters of ‘good mothering’ discourses (in line with intensive parenting 
ideologies) as well as an expectation, in both families and employers, that this was 
the mother’s role. As Auðardóttir and Rúdólfsdóttir (2021) found in their study in 
Iceland, parenting in a pandemic is an ‘overwhelming project that requires detailed 
organization and management.’ This management tended to fall onto the mothers 
(c.f. Daminger, 2019) rather than being shared equally between parents. 

Similarly, with regard to the gendered impact of homeschooling during a 
pandemic, the gendering of support for homework (and children’s needs) appears
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to still be societally mandated. As Lehner-Mear (2020) noted, mothers appear to 
adopt ‘good mothering’ discourses through their maternal support for homework., 
In essence, performing their (intensive) mothering displays through caregiving and 
associated practices that are still highly gendered in the expectation of who fulfills 
these tasks. All of these aspects seem to signify that gendered norms of parenting and 
caregiving continue to run deeply within many societies despite changes in working 
practices, societal policies, and other initiatives. The pandemic and the ‘un-doing’ 
of the steps in gender equality with regard to parenting practices were disappointing 
to note but also served to remind us of the fragility of cultural change. And, that the 
introduction of policies relating to sharing parental leave and a societal discourse of 
‘involved fatherhood’ are not enough to tackle the complexities of moving toward 
a new model of parenting that does not differentiate task and responsibility on the 
basis of gender. 
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