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According to the traditional parental role perception and expectation evolved after the industrial
revolution, caring for the child and the burden of child raising and housework were primarily
the role of women or mothers in a family while the father provided the family with financial
stability by working in the labour market separated from the family as the breadwinner. In the
second half of the 20th century, due to social changes, women entered the labour market in
large numbers, and in most countries, the dual-earner family model became widespread. At the
same time, the paternal need also appeared, as such, to be as involved as possible in the lives
of children (Johnson 2016). Therefore, along with the traditional breadwinner father image a
new father type appeared, according to which a good father is able and willing to care for his
child. In these cases, the family roles are also characterised by a more balanced partnership, i.e.
both parents can be breadwinners or child carers. In recent decades the number of families has
been increasing where the mother becomes the main breadwinner, while the father stays at
home with his child(ren) (Rushing—Powell 2015, Snitker 2018). In Hungary, the proportion of
those families is very low, but in recent years there has been an increase in the figures,
nevertheless, little is known about these families (Sztaray Kézdy—Drjenovszky 2021).

In our presentation we describe the characteristics of the Hungarian parental and paternity leave
system and the available data about stay-at-home fathers, and we present our qualitative
research results about the distribution of unpaid domestic work in Hungarian stay-at-home
father — working mother families.

The distribution of domestic duties between parents can be interpreted in different theoretical
frameworks.

According to the ‘doing gender’ perspective (West—Zimmerman 1978, 2009) individuals
construct, and reproduce gender throughout social interactions and reinforce traditional
gendered division of labour practices within the household or the family. Since household and
family life is one of the many ways in which masculinity and femininity are expressed, e.g. the
mother does feminine work such as washing or feeding the child, and the father does masculine
work such as taking out the rubbish or playing football with the child (Latshaw-Hale 2016).



Another closely related theoretical framework is the ‘gender deviance neutralization’ theory
(Greenstein 2000). According to this, men who either earn less than their wives or have
occupations that do not conform to traditional gender expectations, compensate for this
deviance at home in two ways in order to still meet expected male norms: they avoid female
domestic work and they do more male work at home (Latshaw 2015).

In traditional working father — stay-at-home mother families ‘doing gender’ is the norm, as the
father is the main breadwinner, while the mother takes care of the household chores. In the case
of stay-at-home father — working mother families ‘undo gender' prevails, since gender
differences are reduced by increasing the father's involvement in childcare and the reversal of
the masculine and feminine roles (Chesley 2011). The two roles can be played simultaneously
in their case: during daytime, when the father is the primary caregiver, the ‘undoing gender'
prevails, but this changes to the ‘doing gender’ in the evenings and weekends when the mother
is at home (Latshaw—Hale 2016).

A further theoretical approach is the ‘time availability’ perspective (Bianchi et al. 2000),
according to which the one who has more time does more chores and care work, because it is
rational. Related to this is the ‘relative resources’ perspective (Bittman et al., 2003) which
suggests that the party who brings more resources into the relationship will use these resources
to reduce his/her contribution to the domestic responsibilities. Whatever perspective we
approach this question from, the output is the same in the case of stay-at-home father — working
mother families: the father does more chores and caring work, because he has more time and
less added resources compared to the mother (Latshaw 2015). Latshaw (2015) also
differentiates between two father types: the reluctant fathers who would rather take on more
masculine duties and work less, and the resolute fathers who do more housework and even the

division of labour is more balanced in terms of time and the duties of the mother.

In line with international trends, a shift from the traditional expectations related to family roles
to an egalitarian family model can be seen in Hungary as well (Makay—Spéder 2018), but
nevertheless there are still major gender inequalities in the distribution of paid and unpaid work:
according to the latest OECD data, Hungarian men spend an average two hours less a day in
unpaid work, compared to women (OECD 2021). Our extensive and comprehensive research
focuses especially on those families that are different from the average, so that where, even if
only temporarily, the father becomes the primary caregiver, and the mother assumes the role of
breadwinner. In our presentation we are looking for answers to the following questions:

According to what considerations do these couples share domestic work? Are there typically



female or male duties? How are the tasks around the child allocated? Who does the mental
work, as the planning, organization, and management of everyday activities (Offer 2014)? What

difference has the father’s stay-at-home made in the distribution of domestic labour?

In 2018 and 2020 we conducted 31 semi-structured in-depth interviews with Hungarian fathers
who, any time after the birth of their child, stayed at home for at least 3 months while the mother
was working. Despite the fact that we focused on the fathers in our research, we regarded
especially important to hear the mothers’ opinion as well so that we could better understand the
results in the family context. For this purpose, we asked the interviewees’ partners as well to
fill in a short questionnaire. During the analysis, we compared these questionnaires with the
answers of the fathers so that we could see the opinions of both sides about the same life

situation.

Based on our expected findings it can be seen that a highly egalitarian sharing of the roles has
typically appeared in these families. In most cases, domestic work has been shared between
them - even before having kids. However, performing duties around the children shifted
towards the father after the mother had returned back to work. This is an obvious consequence
of the fact that the father spent more time at home than the mother. The division of routine
housework and care work refers to the ‘time availability’ as well as the ‘relative resources’
perspective. In principle, we could not identify any women’s or men’s work, so these couples
are rather ‘undoing gender’. Furthermore, our interviewees can rather be categorized as the
resolute type of fathers. (The reluctant type of father, who rather takes on masculine tasks, is
not very common among our interviewees.) However, among the duties at home, mental work
and indirect childcaring tasks, such as planning and scheduling or organizing, the stay-at-home

fathers are less involved, these duties remain the mother’s responsibility.

We are well aware that the generalizability of our results is limited due to the non-probability,
purposive sampling methods and the narrow availability of interviewees with lower educational
achievement from the countryside, however, we gained valid results about an alternative, well-
functioning division of unpaid work among Hungarian stay-at-home father — working mother

families.
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