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HOW ITALIAN FATHERS’ PERCEPTION 
OF THEIR CHILDCARE CAPACITY IS CHANGING 

BETWEEN TRADITION AND MODERNITY 

Valeria Rossini1 
Fiorenza Loiacono2 

Abstract: This exploratory study provides an examination of Italian fathers’ 
perception of their child care capacity and their concepts about fatherhood and parental 
sharing before and after childbirth. A snowball sample of fifty fathers living in a big city of 
Southern Italy, with social and cultural heterogeneous background and children aged one 
to six, was interviewed. Subjects declare their willingness to accept new models of 
fatherhood, showing a positive attitude towards parental sharing, although these purposes 
appear scarcely applied in their daily life. Their involvement in child caring seems to be 
limited to slight activities, whereas primary care remains an almost exclusive mothers’ 
prerogative. The results show that paternal role appears still to be “under construction” 
when compared to the maternal one and in search of its own and independent identity. 
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1. Introduction: a different culture of parental roles 
 

In the last five decades the traditional family model and gender relations 
within European society have been undergoing deep transformations, especially 
regarding the new role of women as salaried workers, the consequent 
reorganization of parental tasks, the development of different fatherhood models 
connected to the growth of new paternal identities. 

Social and cultural meaningful changes shook the Western society in the 19th 
and 20th century, the period when the great mass movements, such as feminism, 
contributed to the passage from a patriarchal to a nuclear family model, with the 
birth – for the first time in history – of a “family-feeling” (Ariès, 1981)3.The 
patriarchal family was organized as a unit, with indistinct economic and affective 
functions. In this model, several generations lived together, gender roles were 
strictly defined, fathers occupied a main position as economic providers – 
breadwinners – unlike women, considered responsible for home and children. 

With the beginning of the Industrial era, affective and economic aspects, 
until then rigidly combined, split up, due to the modernization process. A new 
consciousness arose about family, perceived now as the elective place of affects, 
with a clear separation from the public sphere (Badolato, 1993). The nuclear family 

                                                           
1 University of Bari, Italy. Para. 1, 2, 4. 
2 University of Bari, Italy. Para. 3. 
3 Ariès, Philippe. Padri e figli nell’Europa medievale e moderna. Trans. Maria Garin. Bari: 
Laterza, 1981. Print. 
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model appears to be generally constituted by two parents and their children, their 
grandparents, father’s and mother’s siblings and their sons and daughters. Relations 
and roles inside it are established in a very different way when compared to the 
previous model: children represent no more a working-force and their birth is 
accompanied with different motivations, often following a conscious choice by 
parents. 

In the 20th century another important factor in determining this passage was 
the increase of school attendance rate in many European countries, with more 
women educated and employed, a condition that influenced the aspect and the 
sense of the traditional family. In addition to this, the relationship between men and 
their paternal models began to change, causing a crisis of the traditional fatherhood 
and the need for new identities. 

Maternal and paternal models constitute points of reference during 
pregnancy and childbirth for the parents-to-be, who search for indications useful to 
face the new tasks, interpreting them according their time sensitiveness (Rosnati & 
Iafrate, 2007). In this context, the maternal role seems to have gone better through 
historical transformations, appearing more codified than the paternal one, fairly 
vague and uncertain. So a different culture of parental roles has emerged or is 
trying to emerge in Europe, with many differences between the northern and the 
southern part of the continent. In the Italian case, in their effort to develop a new 
role, fathers cannot count on strong social reinforcement, and in these conditions 
mothers’ support appears to be more crucial. 

A particular form of nuclear family model is the symmetrical family, where 
concepts such as “equality of roles”, "sharing" and "interchangeability" are 
emphasized, due to the greater presence of women out of the domestic 
environment. In this model the relationship inside the couple becomes central, the 
object of mutual egalitarian expectations, with a pressing demand of continuous 
trading especially by women. The contemporary European and Western society is 
in fact characterized by women's dual role, mothers and workers at the same time, 
who show more assertiveness and determination than in the past. Still, although 
they are expected by themselves and society to advance in their career, the roles’ 
arrangement inside the family continues to be traditional (Pleck, 1985). 

On the other hand, men, whose dominant values are independence, self-
sufficiency, competition and individualism, seem to have lost the “authority”-role, 
that has defined fatherhood for many centuries. 
 
2. Shared parenting and child’s development 
 

In the last years very extensive theoretical considerations and empirical 
studies have been carried out about the division of roles and shared parenting in the 
Western society. In these contributions both the mother's and the father’s 
importance have been stressed, recognizing their complementary resources, useful 
for integrating, modifying and sharing the daily tasks, in order to develop common 
purposes in children’s education (Surrey et al., 1991). Some findings (Fivaz-
Depeursinge & Corboz-Warnery, 2001) highlight the importance of fathers’ support 
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to their partners in the early days after child birth, promoting the idea of a shared 
parenting, focusing on the qualitative aspects of interaction among adults and their 
child: the triadic unit (McHale, 2010). According to Feldman (2000) each dyadic 
relationship seems to affect the others: parental convergence on marital satisfaction 
depends on father-child interaction; sharing household tasks and child caring 
influence mother-child and father-child relationships; child caring activities 
performed by fathers are associated with maternal sensitivity. Assuming more 
responsibility in child caring helps fathers to develop a more emotionally funded 
relationship (Clarke Stewart, 1978). Moreover, Pleck (1997) reports: “[…] the 
childcare tasks in which parents engage also differ, with mothers doing more 
physical or continue care of children than fathers. Additionally, although mothers 
spend more absolute time playing with children, fathers spend a proportionally 
larger amount of their time engaged in play”4. 

In Italy a breadwinner typology of family still prevails (Sainsbury, 1996). 
Ichino & Galdeano (2003) argue that Italian fathers dedicate less time to child care 
when the mother is unemployed, offering more of their contribution when their 
partner works, unlike what happens in Sweden or Germany, where fathers’ 
behaviour remains unchanged. Italian society is characterized by a low female 
participation in the labour market and this condition is more evident in families 
with children. More than half of the women with children 0-3 do not work (Del 
Boca et al., 2004). Some studies in Europe and the US (Engle & Breaux, 1998) 
report that a fully experienced fatherhood represents a beneficial growth factor for 
children’s intellectual, social and emotional development (Clarke Stewart, 1978). 
The quality of interaction between father and his child, rather than the overall 
amount of time, was found to be a better predictor of children’s cognitive 
performance. These children had fewer behavioural problems, more sense of their 
ability to do things and higher self-esteem. For Badolato (1993) we have the best 
condition when a father is "neither seduced nor frightened by his son’s needs and 
desires, responding appropriately to them"5. 

In the past, fathers were forced to spend most of their time out of the 
domestic environment, either for economic reasons, or because their presence was 
considered unimportant for care purposes. They established the rules, guided their 
family, accompanied children in their socialization process, but always as “distant 
figures”, both in a physical and psychological way, due to their emotional control. 

The framework appears still nebulous also because the scientific literature 
contains very few contributions about fathers, having always focused its attention 
particularly on mother-child relationship. 

At the moment a father is considered “involved” when he wonders about his 
identity and its changes, desiring a real daily relationship with his children. It 
represents a difficult task because fatherhood has cultural roots and needs social 

                                                           
4 Pleck, Joseph. Father involvement: levels, origins, and consequences. In: Lamb. The 
father’s role. New York: Wiley, 1997. Print. 
5 Badolato, Gabriella. Identità paterna e relazione di coppia. Trasformazione dei ruoli 
genitoriali. Milano:Giuffrè, 1993. Print. 
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confirmation and rituals, attesting its boundaries and peculiarities. Paternal models 
pass through family of origin’s education, that establishes father’s role in the 
marriage, work and in relation to the other family members. In the course of time, 
once any position of authority got lost, fathers assumed a peripheral role. 
 
3. New images of fatherhood and social laws 
 

Our exploratory study has been carried out in a big city of Southern Italy, 
involving a snowball sample of fifty fathers aged twenty-fifty belonging to 
heterogeneous socio-cultural backgrounds with children aged one to six. The aim 
of the research was to investigate fathers’ attitudes towards new models of 
fatherhood and parental sharing, examining the feelings they reported before and 
after childbirth and perceptions they had about their child care capacity. The 
sample responded to a semi-structured questionnaire composed of three parts: the 
first one involved social and personal data, the second and the third ones open and 
close questions about several aspects of fatherhood. 

According to fathers’ answers, desire for parenthood was fully shared by 
both parents (eighty-six percent). In the ninety percent of cases the news of 
pregnancy were accompanied by "joy", while ten percent declared “surprise”; no 
one mentioned have been afraid. However, if they were asked to speak about 
feelings experienced during the period of pregnancy, sixteen percent of them 
experienced "concern". 

Fifty-six percent of fathers stated that child birth limits personal freedom and 
determines deep changes in the couple's relationship (forty-two percent). At the end 
of the pregnancy most of them experienced happiness and pride. Eight percent felt 
"confused". 

Almost half of the sample thought to be immediately capable to care for 
children, while sixteen percent reported the opposite, reflecting the difficulty in 
hiring new paternal behaviours still not confirmed by experience. 

Some fathers have expressed their desire of recovering a deeper relationship 
with their children, characterized by dialogue (seven percent) and tenderness (two 
percent), showing different approaches from the mean. 

According to these results, fathers spend less time in child caring than 
mothers and their role appears to be only additional. Fifty percent of them state that 
it is always the mother who takes care of the children, especially washing, feeding 
and dressing the baby, whereas dads seem to be totally eclipsed. Their presence is 
rather large in the play-verbal communication areas such as playing games (thirty-
two percent), walking (twenty-one percent) and talking (five percent). Interaction 
with children lasts one-three hours per day in twenty-six  percent of cases, while 
mothers’ presence is continuous. Although fathers’ role in child caring is severely 
limited, eighty-six percent of them think that child caring should be “shared 
equally” by the  parental couple. 

When fathers are asked to imagine their partners to need help for children, 
sixty-four percent replied that they would look after them without any problem, as 
"helpers". In fact, forty-four percent report receiving often information about child 
caring by wives, an aspect confirmed by literature (Thompson & Walker, 1989) 
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Figure 1 -  Fathers’answers to the question: 
“Who generally looks after for your child your family?” 

SOURCE: Rossini, Loiacono, Fiore 2013. 
 

 
Figure 2 - Fathers’answers to the question: 

in  “In your opinion, child caring is a task for?” 
SOURCE: Rossini, Loiacono, Fiore 2013. 

 

 
Figure 3 - Fathers’answers to the question: 

“What activities do you do with your child?” 
SOURCE: Rossini, Loiacono, Fiore 2013. 
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Figure 4 - Fathers’ answers to the question: 

“Does your partner give you any information about child caring?” 
SOURCE: Rossini, Loiacono, Fiore 2013. 

 
The question "do you think that after child birth fathers should remain more 

time at home to help their partner?" obtained affirmative answers in the eighty-two 
percent of cases, even if subjects are vague in specifying what they should do with 
their children (“a bit of everything every time it is required”, "what my wife asks 
me to do"). It seems clear that they avoid to perform those activities less delightful 
for both, such as cleaning or getting up at night if the child is crying. The reason 
they gave is the alleged difficulty to handle infants, relying on a supposed better 
performance by their wives ("have more practice ", "are more inclined to do it"). 
Only sixteen percent spends more than six hours a day with child, and in general 
the main characteristics they think a father should have are: patience, responsibility 
and authority. 

Discussing these data we can evidence an actual but difficult transition from 
a traditional model of fatherhood to another one, where sensitiveness and readiness 
to perform all child caring tasks are clearly declared but barely put in practice. 
Taking care of a small child implies tenderness, a capacity of emotional 
abandonment and intimate communication, anxiety and fear, elements that men are 
generally accustomed to distance and control (Gianini Belotti, 1981). The literature 
also shows mothers’ ideal images of their children's fathers, viewed as practical, 
active, simple, efficient, able to perform their duties safely, with the desire to spend 
more time with children. According to Des Rivières-Pigeon et al. (2002) cultural 
factors determine the expectations and desires of men and women concerning 
fatherhood and motherhood. In a culture where women expect men to play a large 
role in domestic work, strong tensions may build up if the actual division of 
domestic work in the couple does not confirm what is expected. Alternatively, in a 
culture where men play a lesser role in domestic work, women's expectations are 
probably different. Thus, alternative strategies, such as asking support from other 
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family members, may then be used by women. Furthermore, in the first case, while 
performing most of the family work, mothers get to the stage of desiring their 
husbands to be no more involved in newborns' care, to avoid a 'surplus' of effort, in 
giving detailed instructions, checking whether the task has been carried out 
properly, and when something does not work, doing it again (Romito, 1997). Like 
this last author, we are very sceptical in considering this behaviour as the 
consequence of a supposed women's attitude to maintaining their "sovereignty" in 
the domestic sphere, but actually it could be a form of ambivalence not really 
supportive towards their partners’ efforts. Twenty-six percent of Italian mothers 
indicate to do “always” more than half of child care tasks, while in France this 
percentage decreases to twenty percent and in Québec to fifteen percent (Des 
Rivières-Pigeon et al., 2002). This last author considers male participation as an 
“outcome value”, particularly important for mothers of one-year-old children: it is 
perceived as a form of support and as value for the child, fulfilling what women 
expect from their husbands/partners. Some tasks appear to be accomplished 
exclusively by women: feeding the child and changing his/her nappies. According 
to recent findings (Tanturri & Mencarini, 2009) there are some categories of fathers 
more involved with their children, depending on their work: clerks and teachers, 
unlike managers or independent professionals, who represent the least involved 
category. The authors of this study conclude that fathers having a higher position 
are probably those who invest more in their role of providers than carer. Thus, time 
constraints seem to affect father's involvement in daily care activities. Ackerman 
(1968) observes that especially young and more educated couples tend to have an 
extraordinary awareness of their role as parents, even if they appear to be more 
doubtful and scared about their ability to care. Bianchi & Robinson (1997) indicate 
that well-educated mothers and fathers focus more of their child-related time on 
activities finalized to nurture their children's cognitive development. Other 
researchers (Aldous et al., 1998) emphasize the fact that fathers' education has no 
effect on direct physical care of young children but does influence the amount of 
time fathers spend playing, reading or going out with their preschool-aged children. 
Moreover, highly educated fathers generally show more egalitarian beliefs about 
shared breadwinning and care giving (Ishii-Kuntz & Coltrane, 1992). 

According to Weldon-Johns (2013), the European Community itself has been 
emphasizing the pursuit of equality between men and women, especially in the last 
years. Previously (1976, 1992) EU reinforced working mother’s role forgetting 
working fathers in child care, despite the aims of a shared parenting. The Equal 
Treatment Directive (1976) and the Pregnant Workers Directive (1992) adopted 
some measures to protect women during pregnancy and maternity, reinforcing the 
importance of the mother’s caring role (McGlynn et al., 2000). In this way, 
working mothers were confined in their child care roles and fathers ignored with  
regard to their child care duties. 

In 1996 a new parental leave directive was issued and legislators appeared 
more aware that the most important factor that would support a greater utilisation 
of this right was a financial compensation during this period (Moss e al., 2008). 
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In Sweden, where parental leave is paid, men have used or would use it in 
sixty-seven percent of cases, unlike in Britain or Italy, where the percentage 
decreases to ever lower values due to the absence of income replacement. This 
condition persists in reinforcing mothers in their role of primary caregivers and 
main users of parental leave (McColgan, 2005). Another impressive aspect is that 
only four percent of European men had or would take parental leave thinking that 
both parents should equally share responsibilities towards their offspring (Weldon-
Johns, 2013). 

The Parental Leave Directive 2010/18 tries to face more the traditional 
gender roles, focusing on both parents’ right to care, “recognising the neglected 
role of working fathers”6 in the EU countries. It shows a continued focus on the 
reconciliation of work and family life and the need to achieve equality between 
men and women with regard to shared child care responsibilities, particularly by 
increasing the participation of fathers. The new acquisition is certainly represented 
by recognizing the right both parents have to care for their children, going beyond 
the “motherhood ideology” (McGlynn et al., 2000)7 that have characterized 
European laws in the past years. It is more important to support care during the 
early stages of the child’s life than only defending women in the post-birth period. 
In Italy parental leave is scarcely used by men, with many differences between 
public and private sector, where private is more penalising in terms of pay (thirty 
per cent of the ordinary salary). Only in 2012 the Italian government, following the 
EU legislation, decided to introduce one obligatory day of parental leave for men 
during the first five months of child’s life. Italy constitutes an example of the 
southern European welfare, with a limited presence of child programs and low 
levels of economic support for families. Thus, policies that economically support 
parents and their children may reduce time constraints on fathers, ameliorating 
educational effects (Sayer et al., 2004), a field where Italy has still much to do. 
 
4. Conclusion 
 

In the Italian context we can notice the absence of new well recognised 
fatherhood models, supported by experience and useful to offer solid points of 
reference when fathers are with their children. In fact, as we have seen, the paternal 
role in child caring appears still to be “accessory” when compared to the maternal 
one. Italian fathers are making several efforts to develop new values, trying also to 
construct an independent identity, different from their partners’. It represents a 
crucial and critical condition, where fathers appear to be uncertain about what they 
are supposed to do and society’s expectations; after neglecting the traditional 
models, they are torn between imitating the already present examples of 

                                                           
6 Weldon-Johns, Michelle. “EU Work-Family Policies-Challenging Parental Roles or 
Reinforcing Gendered Stereotypes?” European Law Journal 2013, 19 (5): 662-681. Print. 
7 McGlynn, Elizabeth, et al. Quality of care for children and adolescents: a review of 
selected clinical conditions and quality indicators. Santa Monica: Rand Health, 2000. Print. 
 



166 IJ
C

C
SE

C
 V

ol
um

e 
2,

 I
ss

ue
 2

,  
20

13
 

parenthood (such as maternal ones) and developing different ones. Primary care 
remains an almost exclusive mothers’ prerogative, while fathers, although their 
declared purposes, show to be mostly involved in the play-communicative areas of 
child caring. It is evident in this case the lack of paternal models in such activities 
as “holding and handling” babies. In this situation, a more faithful attitude by 
ambivalent mothers about their husbands’ capacity of child caring would be useful 
to reinforce their self-confidence. Fathers’ distance from these tasks depends also 
on a sense of inadequacy and difficulty to express some feelings as tenderness or 
delicacy, due to cultural reasons, especially in the Southern Europe. 

The fatherhood issue is combined with the gender equality matter, partly 
unsolved in many countries inside Western society. Italy is one of these, even if 
some differences exist according to the social and cultural background of parental 
couples and their level of education. Fathers with high education seem to dedicate 
more time to their children, but this percentage changes on the strength of their job: 
for example, managers spend fewer hours in child caring than teachers or clerks, 
with different effects on their babies’ cognitive and social development. 

In order to support all these processes, many contributions are needed, 
especially from society and government, through social reinforcement and laws, 
promoting a real gender equality and a closer relationship between fathers and their 
offspring. It is verified that some behaviours generally performed by women, such 
as feeding children or pushing stroller, are more likely to be performed by men 
when they can see other fathers doing that (Engle and Breaux, 1998). 

In addition to this, we consider as absolutely meaningful the educational 
efforts towards the new generations, inside families and schools, to promote a real 
reconsideration of gender roles and equity within society. 

At the present time it seems like we are witnessing a psychological and 
pedagogical “re-framing” of the father’s role, with the interesting question about 
what is/are the principle/s on which it will be definitively grounded. 
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