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Abstract

Our commentary brings Boyer et al.’s (2017) argument of a ‘regendering of care’ through men’s growing
engagement as caregivers into a dialogue with scholarship from German-speaking countries. This literature
supports Boyer et al’s claim of a connection between labour market opportunities and stay-at-home
fatherhood. However, the research from our language context also suggests that fathers who are not
gainfully employed do not necessarily become primary caregivers. Furthermore, the number of stay-at-
home fathers is shrinking rather than growing. In light of these findings, we suggest shifting the discussion
from stay-at-home fathers to fathers as part-time workers and part-time carers. This is where we identify
the potential for a subtle revolution that bears the promise of far more wide-ranging changes in the
gendering of care.
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The last two decades have witnessed a burgeoning
academic interest in shifting understandings of
fatherhood and of men’s involvement in unpaid care
work (Marsiglio et al., 2000; Oechsle et al., 2012;
Walter and Eickhorst, 2012). But studies on stay-at-
home fathers (SAHFs) are rare (Peukert, 2012: 516).
Boyer et al. (2017) review the existing literature
on SAHFs from North America, Scandinavia and
the United Kingdom. Their geographic focus begs
the question what we could learn by extending our
perspective to contexts outside the English-

speaking world? It would go beyond the scope of
this commentary and of our expertise to attempt an
encompassing overview (cf. Levtov et al., 2015).
However, we’d like to use this opportunity to
explore how SAHFs are discussed in the German-
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language academic debate and reflect on what we
might learn from that dialogue.

Boyer et al. (2017) argue that recessionary eco-
nomic restructuring with large-scale job losses or
reduced working hours might lead to more fathers
becoming primary caregivers for their children and
thus bring about long-term changes in the gendered
division of reproductive labour. Unlike in the
United Kingdom, the financial crisis of 2008/2009
did not lead to large-scale lay-offs in the German-
speaking countries. In Germany, unemployment
rates dropped steadily from 7.4/7.6% in 2008/2009
to 4.6% in 2015; throughout this period, in Austria
they remained below 6% and in Switzerland below
5% (OECD, 2016b). Therefore, these periods of
economic development aren’t comparable.

Nevertheless, there is evidence from German
research that SAHFs are indeed closely linked to
labour market opportunities. Two recent studies by
Klammer et al. (2012) and Klenner et al. (2012)
analyse families in Germany in which mothers are
the main earners. They conclude that these arrange-
ments often do not result from choice but from
necessity. The arrangements mostly emerge when
fathers are unable to provide for the family due to
redundancy or precarious employment. These find-
ings are similar to those of an older study from
Austria in which many SAHFs justified their
arrangements by referring to previous unemploy-
ment or adverse labour market conditions (Striimpel
et al. 1988 in Peukert, 2012). Similarly, Amacker
(2012) discusses a Swiss case study in which stay-
at-home fatherhood results from job loss. In sum,
the existing literature from the German-speaking
countries suggests that stay-at-home fatherhood
results more from the inability of fathers to be main
earners than from their desire to be primary carers
(cf. also Brehmer et al., 2010).

Irrespective of the causes, Boyer et al. argue that
SAHFs might include an emancipatory potential to
regender care. Reviewing the existing research in
our linguistic region, we want to caution against
imagining stay-at-home fatherhood as a straightfor-
ward role reversal. As Boyer et al. also concede,
there is ample evidence that women continue to do
a large share of household and care work also in
SAHF families (Klenner et al., 2012; Peukert,

2012: 516). Household and care work does not
necessarily shift to the father. Indeed, Koppetsch
and Speck (2015) find that couples tend to use var-
ious strategies that hide their deviation from the
male-earner model. For example, they deliberately
keep the responsibility for household and care work
with the mother, they declare it a merely temporary
arrangement, or they mask the father’s low or inex-
istent earnings. Koppetsch and Speck argue that
these strategies prevent disrupting SAHFs’ gender
identity, which is still strongly linked to employ-
ment (cf. also Scholz, 2009).

Furthermore, the evidence from the German-
speaking countries does not support Boyer et al.’s
UK-based findings that the number of SAHFs is
growing. On the contrary, comparing the results of
two independent representative surveys, Peukert
(2012: 516) concludes that the share of German
households with a female earner and a male carer
dropped from 2% in 1985 to 1% in 2007. According
to the German statistical office, the number of
SAHFs did not grow between 2001 and 2011.
Furthermore, in 2011, only 2% of not-employed
men between 15 and 64 years of age stated that their
status resulted from care responsibilities (German
Federal Statistical Office, 2012: 46). In Switzerland,
2.9% of fathers in two-parent households with chil-
dren under the age of 15 were not employed. How-
ever, less than 0.5% of fathers stated that they were
not in the labour market because of care responsi-
bilities (Swiss Federal Statistical Office, 2013: 7).
After a further drop in the number of SAHFs in
2013, the Swiss popular press even discussed
whether the house husband was actually on the brink
of extinction (Kehler, 2014).

Based on the evidence given above, we are rather
critical of Boyer et al.’s argument that recession-
induced SAHFs might lead to a regendering of care.
We suspect that current shifts in the division of care
work do not result from SAHFs but from the grow-
ing number of fathers who continue their careers but
reduce their working hours. In Switzerland, for
example, the percentage of fathers with children
under the age of 25 who work part-time has risen
from 3% in 1992 to 11% in 2015 (Swiss Federal
Statistical Office, 2016). In Austria, the share of
part-time working fathers with children under
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15 years of age has grown from 3.1% in 2005 to
5.0% in 2012 (Baierl and Kapella, 2014: 15). Simi-
larly, in Germany, part-time workers among fathers
aged 27-59 amounted to 5% in 2008 (German
Federal Statistical Office, 2010).

While these numbers might not yet signify a care
revolution, they gain further support from qualita-
tive studies. In in-depth interviews on family plans
with young Swiss adults in their mid-20s, we dis-
covered a marked shift in these adults’ argumenta-
tion. Our first study consisting of 24 interviews was
carried out between 2005 and 2007. The intervie-
wees argued that they strongly support involved
fatherhood and then continued to give a rationale
why stay-at-home fatherhood was not a viable
option for their own families (Schwiter, 2009).
Talking to 46 young Swiss adults again in a second
study in 2014/2015, we found that the interviewees
were still just as sceptical with regard to stay-at-
home fatherhood (Baumgarten et al., 2016). How-
ever, nearly all interviewees evoked the option of
part-time work. Mostly, fathers’ part-time work was
imagined as a reduction from the standard five- to a
four-day week. The interviewees argued that this
day off work was important for experiencing every-
day routines with their child(ren) and thus living an
involved fatherhood. Simultaneously, the arrange-
ment allowed for the mothers to increase their
labour market participation.

In the popular press, this one day off work has
already become a topos and is termed ‘daddy-
day’ (e.g. Mohler, 2014; Sachs, 2010; SATS3,
2016). We concede that part-time work is neither
new nor revolutionary in itself. Nevertheless, we
want to argue that the prevalent discussion of a
daddy-day marks a major shift in the gendering
of care in Switzerland. It extends the fathers’
competence from shared responsibility for child-
care on evenings and weekends to being solely
responsible for everyday routines with children
on an ordinary workday.

Unlike stay-at-home fatherhood, however, a
daddy-day does not disrupt a father’s role as main
earner. It only adds a second role as a part-time
carer. Thus, fathers who work reduced hours do not
lose their identity as breadwinners, which — as
Boyer et al. indicate — is one aspect that has proven

to be challenging for SAHFs. To this date, male
identity in Western societies has remained anchored
in the sphere of work and closely associated with an
employment-centred life course (Baumgarten et al.,
2012; Behnke and Meuser, 2012). Consequently,
men often struggle to build a masculine identity
independently of gainful employment (Hanlon,
2009: 193; Peukert, 2012: 523f; Scholz, 2009). Con-
sidering the persisting stigmas of unemployment
and of housework as feminized work, this is not
surprising. In contrast to SAHFs, fathers working
as four-day earners and one-day carers can evade
this fundamental challenge to their identities.

There are some caveats, of course. First, more
research is needed to find out whether daddy-days
are prevalent throughout society or limited to spe-
cific socio-economic and geographic milieus. Due
to the persisting gap between women’s and men’s
wages (OECD, 2016a), reducing a father’s working
hours in exchange for an increase in the mother’s
share will in most couples result in a net financial
loss. Even in a comparably well off country like
Switzerland, a reduction in income will not be easily
affordable for all families.

Furthermore, we agree with Boyer et al. that a
great deal of research still needs to be done on men
who are part-time workers and part-time carers. We
need to know more about how these daddy-days are
negotiated and lived in the respective families. Do
mothers prepare meals, get gym bags ready and
write a to-do list for the fathers? Do fathers remain
the mothers’ ‘junior partners’ (Behnke and Meuser,
2012: 131) and ‘perpetual trainees’ (Jurczyk and
Lange, 2012: 13)? Or do they become equal partners
in caring? Do daddy-days consist of mainly play-
and-fun or do they also generate a marked shift in
the allocation of housework (cf. Konig, 2012)? How
does bearing sole responsibility for workday rou-
tines with children shape these fathers’ identities?
Does caring become an integral part of male identity
and bring about a broadened understanding of mas-
culinity (Behnke and Meuser, 2012)?

In sum, we suggest refocusing the debate away
from SAHFs to fathers as part-time workers and
part-time carers, because this is where we see the
need for more research and a great potential for a
subtle revolution regarding the gendering of care.
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